
The tsunami of 2004 dealt a devastating blow 
to the livelihoods of people living along the 
coastal areas of Sri Lanka. Fisherfolk are a 
well-known example, but many other people 
were affected, including rice farmers and 
coir producers. These groups were already 
positioned on the lowest rung of the supply 
chain, where they are poorly compensated for 
very hard work and have little leverage in the 
marketplace. The challenges they faced in 
making a living were multiplied in the after-
math of the disaster, and Oxfam carried out 
short-term livelihood programs for many of 
those who lost their sources of income. 

However, dealing with the complexities  
of market-based livelihoods and the challenge 
of alleviating poverty required careful inves-
tigation of both the local and global context 
in which the coir workers and paddy farmers 
found themselves. To better understand 
these sectors, Oxfam joined forces with three 
research institutes in Sri Lanka: the National 
Institute of Business Management (NIBM) in 
Colombo, which focused on how to increase 
the incomes of the poorest coir producers, 
and the Eastern University of Sri Lanka in 
Batticaloa and the Hector Kobbekaduwa 
Agrarian Research and Training Institute 
(HARTI) in Colombo, which studied the  
opportunities to assist rice farmers. 

This brief provides a summary of the results of 
these two studies and draws common conclu-
sions of interest to those in the humanitarian 
sector focused on using participatory action 
research not only to rebuild, but to improve, 
the ways people make a living after a disaster.

Case study: Coir sector 
Sri Lanka is the world’s largest supplier of 
coir, or coconut fiber, which is used to make 
rope and twine, doormats, brooms, geo-tex-
tiles to stop soil erosion, and other items for 
the domestic and export markets. Because 
producing coir yarn requires little capital 
investment, it is accessible to the country’s 
poorest workers. Women make up 75 percent 
of the workforce, and 95 percent of those 

work from home, using methods unchanged 
over generations: after soaking coconut husks 
in water for months, the women clean the 
softened fibers and then spin them—either 
by hand or using a manual spinning wheel 
operated by three people—into a rough twine 
that is used as rope or converted into a variety 
of products. 

The 2004 tsunami hit the industry hard,  
wiping out coconut palm trees, spinning 
equipment, coir mills, and soaking pits. 
Oxfam intervened immediately to help the 
women restore their incomes by supporting 
local mills, shipping in coconuts from areas 
less affected by the tsunami, and offering  
the women wages for restoring their coir pits. 

While the short-term interventions were 
underway, Oxfam’s coir research partner 
carried out a market chain analysis to learn 
how the spinners could eventually increase 
their profits. NIBM researchers determined 
that if the women could improve the quality 
and consistency of their yarn, they could take 
advantage of growing international interest in 
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Market research found that if women turn coconut fiber into doormats, a higher value product than the twine 
they traditionally produce, they could earn a higher price at the market. With support from Oxfam, in the form 
of mechanized equipment, these coir workers have been able to double and triple their incomes.  
Atul Loke / Panos for Oxfam America



natural, renewable products. They suggested 
that the women learn to manufacture value-
added products like doormats, brooms, and 
planters, which they could sell at higher prices 
than simple twine. And they proposed creating 
a worker-controlled company that would repre-
sent the interests of village-level coir spinners 
and improve their leverage in the marketplace.

Based on this analysis, Oxfam staff worked 
with the communities on all fronts: helping the 
women organize self-help groups and later an 
umbrella federation, providing training on how 
to create value-added products and run small 
businesses, and developing and distributing 
mechanized equipment to help the women 
boost their production and ensure greater 
consistency in their products. 

The results have been dramatic: the women 
have doubled or tripled their pre-tsunami in-
comes. And they report that they are thinking 
and working like businesswomen—saving, 
reinvesting, and making plans to tailor their 
products to the markets.

“We are mindful that if we make the correct 
product with the correct design and quality, 
then we can have good opportunities in the 
market,” says S. H. Namali Jayanthi, a coir 
worker from Lunukalapuwa. “If there is a  
drop in the market for some product, we  
can produce another.”

And as their role as breadwinners has grown, 
so has their confidence in themselves and 
their standing in the community. “We used to 
stay in our houses and not come out and get 
involved in [community] work,” says M. M. 
Somalatha, also from Lunukalapuwa. “Now 
we don’t have that fear. We discuss issues  
in this community and try to solve them in  
our role as women leaders.”

Case study: Rice sector—
encouraging SRI approaches 
Before the tsunami, rice paddy farmers in Sri 
Lanka were already struggling with debt. The 
tsunami-related damage to their land further 
compromised their ability to make a living: 
in the southeast coastal region of Sri Lanka 
where the research was undertaken, 93 per-
cent of paddies became contaminated by salt 
water. Though farmers flooded their paddy 
fields several times that year to remove the 
salt, they harvested just 5 percent of their 
normal yield.

When the research was conducted three 
years later, farmers were still facing the  
long-term impacts of the tsunami. Farmers 
reported a higher incidence of rice diseases. 
They were also facing economic pressures. 
Seed supplies remained low, and their cost 
had risen tremendously. With Sri Lanka’s  
annual inflation rate hovering around  

“Now we can save money, 
and we have children’s 

savings accounts.” 
—M. S. Padma, coir worker  

from Lunukalapuwa, Sri Lanka

“We can do anything under the sun”
Not long ago, women who spun coir for a living in southern Sri Lanka were 
considered the poorest of the poor. But that picture is changing.

After the tsunami, Oxfam helped the coir workers revive their businesses 
and simultaneously supported a study to learn how those at the bottom of 
the market chain could increase their profits and their standing in the com-
munity. The study resulted in a five-year plan to help the women increase 
their incomes. By 2008, the coir workers in the program had embraced 
new techniques and equipment to enable them to sell higher quality, more 
profitable products, and they had built a federation of self-help groups 
to help them wield greater influence in the marketplace. The result: The 
2,200 women in the Oxfam program have doubled and in some cases 
tripled their incomes.

Some are now able to support their families on their incomes; others  
report ending their reliance on moneylenders. They are spending money 
on textbooks and health care for their children, and they are reinvesting  
in their businesses. 

Asked what advice she has for aid providers, coir worker S. H. Namali Jayanthi says: “Instill in the minds of women that we … 
can do anything men can do. Given the right opportunities and capacities, we can do anything under the sun.” 

Spinning coir on a traditional wheel is a labor-intensive  
process requiring the work of three women. Hand spinning  
is even harder. Oxfam helped boost production and stan-
dardize quality by working with these women to introduce  
a mechanized wheel. Atul Loke / Panos for Oxfam America



25 percent, farmers were paying high prices 
for fertilizers and fuel, but earning low wages 
because of government price caps—an action 
against the inflating price of food. In addition, 
they had to deal with environmental pressures 
of drought, floods, and pests, which are likely 
to become increasingly unpredictable as a 
result of climate change.

To help farmers respond to these pressures, 
Oxfam and the Eastern University and HARTI 
research teams examined ways to boost the 
efficiency of rice fields. If paddy farmers could 
produce more rice at lower cost, they could 
work their way out of debt, save money for 
crop insurance, and diversify into other crops 
and cattle raising to reduce their vulnerability 
to physical and economic hazards. Working 
in collaboration with farmers, government offi-
cials, and aid agencies, the researchers made 
a number of recommendations that would help 
paddy farmers recover from disasters and ad-
dress underlying causes of poverty. One such 
recommendation was to increase the support 
for a method of rice farming called the System 
of Rice Intensification (SRI). 

The SRI method is more labor-intensive in 
the planting phase than conventional farming. 
It involves transplanting younger seedlings 
with greater care, spacing them more widely 
in the fields, composting them more liber-
ally, and weeding more often. But because 
the fields don’t need to be flooded under the 
SRI method, less water is required, and less 
labor is needed in later growing stages. SRI 
agriculture also does not require fertilizers or 

agrichemicals and can yield up to twice as 
much rice as conventional methods. Finally, 
because SRI rice is considered to be of better 
quality than conventionally grown rice, under 
normal market conditions, it can be sold at a 
higher price.

However, though Oxfam is working with 
famers to increase knowledge about, and 
government support for, SRI, the farmers face 
new challenges. Many people assumed that 
farmers would benefit from the increase in rice 

Wejeratna Sudusinghe is a rice farmer in Thavaluvila, Sri Lanka. In addition to debt and inflation, farmers here 
now have to contend with climate change. “Now sometimes it rains in the drought season,” says Sudusinghe, 
“but the rainy season is like a drought.” The System of Rice Intensification (SRI), an environmentally friendly 
rice-growing method recommended by the researchers, uses less water and no fertilizers or fuel.   
Atul Loke / Panos for Oxfam America

Country 
Sample Size = Farms

Yield  
Increase 

Water-Saving 
Cost  
Reduction

Increase in  
Net Income

BANGLADESH 
On-Farm Evaluations 
(Sample Size = 1,073)

24 percent No data 7 percent
59 percent  
on average 
(32–82 percent )

CAMBODIA  
National Survey  
(Sample Size = 500)

41 percent 
Flooding reduced 
from 96.3 percent   
to 2.5 percent 

56 percent 74 percent 

SRI LANKA 
District Surveys  
(Sample Size = 120)

44 percent 24 percent 
11.9–13.3 
percent 

90–117 percent 

INDIA 
Tamil Nadu 
(Sample Size = 100)

28 percent 40–50 percent 11 percent 112 percent 

Long-term studies on the benefits of SRI farming

Sources: Bangladesh: BRAC/
SAFE,  Bangladesh Rice Research 
Institute/Syngenta Bangladesh Ltd.; 
Cambodia: Gesellschaft für Technische 
Zusammenarbeit; Sri Lanka: International 
Water Management Institute; India: Tamil 
Nadu Agricultural University.
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Oxfam’s humanitarian  
field studies
This brief is one in a series of 
reports that summarize research 
Oxfam began with its partners 
in India and Sri Lanka after the 
2004 Indian Ocean tsunami to 
study the impact of the disaster 
and the response. The goals 
of Oxfam’s humanitarian field 
studies program are to help 
strengthen the disaster response 
and risk reduction programs of 
Oxfam and other humanitarian 
aid providers and to improve 
accountability to those we aim 
to help.

To read more about Oxfam’s  
humanitarian field studies  
program, please visit  
www.oxfamamerica.org/ 
fieldstudies.
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prices because of the global food crisis. But 
in a cruel twist for paddy farmers in Sri Lanka, 
the government has capped the price of rice 
to aid consumers, so farmers have not been 
able to benefit significantly from the price in-
crease or the improved quality of their product. 
Likewise, government subsidies on fertilizer 
and other agricultural inputs have eroded the 
competitive advantage of SRI methods, which 
requires fewer of these inputs. It is clear that 
more supportive government policies could 
make SRI viable and usher in a more efficient, 
disaster-resistant, and environmentally friendly 
method of rice production. 

Conclusion 
If humanitarian aid providers hope not only to 
restore livelihoods in the wake of a disaster 
but to improve them, agencies and govern-
ments need to invest significant time and 
resources in ensuring that their interventions 
are in line with market realities. Undertaking 
field-based participatory action research 
helps provide this analysis. Strengthening the 
link to long-term development programs will 
help workers in disaster-affected communities 
handle the complex challenges of improving 
their ways of earning a living. 

Points of interest for aid providers
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>    Bigger pieces of pie: By increasing the efficiency of their 
activities, organizing themselves into collectives, creating 
value-added products, and embracing innovation, owners 
of small enterprises can both improve their incomes and 
strengthen their position in the market and in their 
community. Aid agencies and governments have a clear 
role to play in this process by supporting analysis and 
building on existing local capacity.

>    Identifying opportunities, mitigating risks: People’s  
incomes are reliant on markets, which are affected by 
global swings, government interventions, and natural  
hazards. With the help of aid agencies and supportive 
government policies, workers can diversify their livelihoods 
or get access to insurance to mitigate risks. It is critical 
to invest resources to carry out this market analysis and 
research to help identify opportunities.

>    Response, risk reduction, and research: Most aid 
agencies distinguish between disaster responses and 
longer term development. But with shared research  
and goals, disaster responders and development officers 
could work together to facilitate smoother transitions 
between emergency livelihood interventions and interven-
tions that reduce workers’ vulnerability to poverty and 
future disasters.


