
A world leAder in disAster response
Oxfam was founded in England in 1942 as 
the Oxford Committee for Famine Relief. 
Our first mission was to respond to the 
plight of  World War II victims in Greece. 
Taking the name of  the committee’s 
postal abbreviation—OxFam—Oxfam’s 
founders continued providing assistance 
to poor people throughout Europe before 
broadening their focus. Today, through 
Oxfam International, a confederation of  13 
Oxfams including Oxfam america, we have 
the reach to provide life-saving assistance 
to those in need around the world. and 
because we are on the ground even before 
disaster strikes, we can respond swiftly.

our ApproAch
Saving lives is Oxfam’s first priority. We 
help people preserve their health and  
dignity. Even before a disaster hits, we 
work to reduce the risk of  future disasters. 
Once the immediate danger has passed, 
we work with people to rebuild their lives. 
Our comprehensive approach includes  
the following:

meeting basic needs
>  after an assessment of  the disaster, we 

quickly bring in supplies and staff  to help 
the local organizations with which we 
work meet the needs of  survivors.

>  Establishing a source of  clean water is 
often critical. We drill wells, set up water 
tanks, lay pipes, and build washstands 
to provide a safe and adequate supply 
of  water during the emergency. We are 
guided by internationally accepted stan-
dards that call for 15 liters (about four 
gallons) of  water per person daily, which 
is meant to cover all drinking, cooking, 
and washing needs.

>  adequate sanitation is essential in 
preventing the spread of  disease. We 
dig countless latrines, provide privacy 
enclosures, and equip communities to 
keep the latrines clean.

>  In disasters, families often lose every-
thing they own. We supply a variety of  
household essentials, including plastic 
sheets for shelter, clean water jugs, 
sleeping mats, blankets, kitchen utensils, 
soap, and clothing.

Oxfam at a glance: Saving lives
In an emergency, Oxfam’s objective is to save lives. In the long term, disasters and the way 
we respond to them can provide opportunities for social change—chances to create lasting  
solutions to poverty and injustice.

>  International guidelines call for 2,100 
calories per person each day. During 
some emergencies, we provide supple-
mental rations to help meet that goal. We 
also offer cash-for-work programs that 
provide people with money to buy food in 
exchange for their efforts to clean up the 
wreckage left in the disaster’s wake.

Improving public health
>  In the aftermath of  a disaster, when 

people are living in overcrowded and  
unfamiliar conditions, the threat of  
diseases such as cholera remains high. 
Epidemiological studies and public 
health outreach are essential compo-
nents of  our work. We send in public 
health promoters who share information 
about how to keep water clean and food 
safe. They also work with communities 
—especially children—on taking simple 
steps, such as handwashing, to keep 
everyone healthy.

In the town of Independencia, Peru, young women 
carry water from a tank Oxfam helped to install. 
When an earthquake struck off the coast of Peru in 
August 2007, Oxfam quickly stepped in to prevent 
the spread of waterborne diseases among the 
displaced people. In the first three months after the 
quake hit, Oxfam provided 21,000 families with clean 
water and sanitation as well as temporary shelter. 



>  During certain kinds of  emergencies—
such as disease outbreaks—we un-
dertake public health assessments to 
help communities track the range of  the 
problem, identify its source, and find 
workable solutions.

>  We are beginning to develop early  
warning systems that use public health 
indicators to alert us to potential problems 
brought on by changes in local conditions, 
such as drought. armed with this infor-
mation, we can take steps to avert the 
disaster that drought often brings. 

advocating for rights
>  Disasters usually hit poor people hardest. 

They often live in the most vulnerable 
locations—on deforested hillsides or in 
low-lying coastal areas, in homes built 
from materials that can’t withstand the 
onslaught of  nature—and they lack the 
resources to recover. and in an emer-
gency, the rights of  poor people are often 
the first casualty. They frequently face 
violence, are denied basic services, and 
are excluded from decisions about their 
futures. We work with the poorest com-
munities to help them claim their rights to 
safety, services, and a voice.

What is Oxfam? 

Oxfam america is an international relief  and development 
organization that creates lasting solutions to poverty, hunger, 
and injustice. Together with individuals and local groups 
around the world, Oxfam saves lives, helps people overcome 
poverty, and fights for social justice. To join our efforts or learn 
more, go to www.oxfamamerica.org.

We are a member of  Oxfam International—a confedera-
tion of  13 Oxfam affiliates—working in more than 120 
countries with up to 3,000 local organizations. With many 
of  the causes of  poverty global in nature, the members of  
Oxfam International believe that we can achieve greater 

impact through our collective efforts. 

>  Both behind the scenes and in the pub-
lic arena, our policy advisers work to in-
fluence legislation and improve political 
structures at all levels of  government so 
that the needs of  the poorest survivors 
will be met.

>  Our respect for the needs of  women 
and the rights of  both genders is  
integral to our emergency response.  
For instance, in building latrines, we 
take into account the sensitivities of  
women who are pregnant or those 
whose culture values modesty. In some 
situations, we work with storytellers to 
help change cultural attitudes about the 
roles and responsibilities of  women. 
When we distribute household goods, 
packets may include sanitary napkins, 
baby care items, or maternity dresses. 

Helping people earn a living
>  Getting back to work after an emer-

gency helps people and communities 
recover more quickly. We provide a 
variety of  programs that offer immedi-
ate employment as well as fostering 
long-term economic security. among 
our initiatives are grants and loans that 
help people jump-start businesses. We 
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fund vocational training. and we support 
some communities with the distribution 
of  basic farming and husbandry sup-
plies, such as high-quality seeds and 
milk-producing goats. 

Preventing the next disaster
>  Finding ways to help people prepare  

for emergencies and prevent natural 
events from becoming disasters is  
central to our mission.

>  We work with communities to take  
practical steps. For instance, in areas 
prone to severe flooding, we help people 
understand the risks, map their resources, 
and devise plans that allow everyone to 
reach safety. In areas where shortages 
of  rain are chronic, we help communities 
improve their local water supplies.

>  We also urge governments and inter-
national aid groups to direct resources 
toward disaster prevention.

“ Unless we take action to reduce people’s vulnerability ahead  
of  time, even the smallest natural event will become a disaster  
for the poor and marginalized.

”
 

mike Delaney, Oxfam america’s director of  humanitarian response


