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Dear Friends,
This season the rains have failed 
throughout much of  East Africa—in some 
areas, triggering the worst drought in 60 
years. More than 13 million people are 
now at risk, 1.8 million Somalis alone 
have been displaced, and 750,000 people 
are facing starvation. The chronic cycle 
of  drought and suffering prompts us 
to ask: What would it take to make this 
Africa’s last famine?

The long-term answer is never food aid. 
The truth is that we’re approaching a 
breaking point. Our planet’s food system 
is broken. Farmer-led innovations, like 
the System of  Rice Intensification, that 
produce more crops using fewer re-
sources hold promise. But fighting hunger 
also means urging governments and 
companies to make smarter investments 
in agriculture and climate preparedness 
to protect farmers living in poor commu-
nities worldwide. It means taking steps 
to protect growers’ access to natural 
resources like water and land. It means 
creating long-term, equitable solutions to 
the climate crisis and building people’s re-
silience in the face of  more-frequent and 
extreme droughts, floods, and storms.

Oxfam’s work—whether helping 
Guatemalan women organize to fight 
gender violence, funding irrigation projects 
in Ethiopia, or standing with people in 
Darfur—is about building the resilience of  
local communities over the long haul. We 
cannot prevent shocks, but we can help 
our sisters and brothers access some of  
the same resources we have to cushion 
us when times are lean.

We cannot rush from crisis to crisis with 
short-term fixes. What more evidence do 
we need than what is happening in East 
Africa now? This is not the region’s first 
famine, but imagine the headline: Africa’s 
last famine. 

There is nothing to stop us from writing 
this new chapter. Chronic food insecurity 
is not a foregone conclusion. We have the 
resources to change historical patterns. 
It requires that we suspend disbelief, that 
we commit to creating man-made solu-
tions to man-made problems.

Sincerely,

Raymond C. Offenheiser 
President, Oxfam America



“”
Oxfam and other organizations were ... trying  
to alert the international community as early  
as January about the onset of  this. But it’s hard 
to get public attention and the kind of  media 
exposure that these things need.
— Raymond C. Offenheiser, president of  Oxfam America, from Countdown with Keith 

Olbermann, August 24, 2011, on the food crisis in East Africa

look. watch. listen. join the conversation.media mashup >

Africa’s last famine?
Watch a televised special report produced for World Food Day 
from Oxfam America and Link TV’s ViewChange.org: 
viewchange.org/videos/viewchange-africas-last-famine.
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A tale of two droughts by Jim French, Oxfam 
America’s lead agriculture organizer

The telephone rang at 6:30 a.m. It was my wife, “We 
had twenty-four-hundredths of  an inch of  rain last 
night.” I savored every word as if  they were drops 
slowly soaking into parched earth.

The extreme drought has taken its toll on the 
region’s agriculture.The winter wheat harvest 
was lessened by 30 to 60 percent. Rain-fed corn 
has mostly been abandoned or cut for feed. 
Rangeland grass has long stopped growing.

And yet in the midst of  this severe drought, one 
doesn’t see mass migrations of  rural folks.

Why? Since the Depression there has been long-
term government investment in programs that 
ensure agricultural resiliency through resource 
conservation and insurance. Like most farmers who 
suffered crop losses in June, my crop insurance 
helped compensate for the loss of  income.

Read the rest of  this story at  
oxfamamerica.org/twodroughts.  

IN THE NEWS: BY THE TIME WE DECLARE FAMINE, IT’S TOO LATE 
by Andrew Blejwas, Oxfam America’s humanitarian media manager
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By the time a famine is declared and pictures of  
starving children are blasted across the Internet, 
it’s too late to mount any preventative response 
and certainly too late to ask “Why didn’t we know 
about this?” You can’t declare a famine where 
there isn’t one, and nobody cares unless there is 
one. It’s a chicken-and-egg debate of  the most 
brutal kind.

Ultimately though, the conversation has got to be 
about solutions, and it’s a terrible mistake to think 
that Somalis are helpless without Western aid.

Flying a plane over Somalia and shoving food 
out the back, while sometimes necessary, isn’t 
an effective or sustainable solution to the crisis. 
The fact of  the matter is that it is Somalis doing 
the real humanitarian work in the country, with 
support (financial, logistical, and technical) from 
other groups like Oxfam.

But the response to the current crisis has got to be 
about more than just emergency response. With 
development, roads, and workable social systems, 
recurring emergencies can be prevented. 

—Excerpted from CNN World, August 23, 2011



MAke A DIFFereNCe: GET INVOLVED 

Food crisis in East Africa: The big picture

Writer: Anna Kramer
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Emergency aid, like the food distribution, 
saves lives. Investments in local entrepre-
neurs—like Atanbo—can help change the  
bigger picture. 

Deep-rooted inequalities that keep farmers 
and herders from earning a decent living; a 
shifting climate that destroys crops; a broken 
food system that gives governments and 
companies control over who eats and who 
doesn’t. None of these problems will disap-
pear when the current crisis falls from the 
headlines. By addressing the root causes—
investing in local organizations, calling on 
leaders to change unjust laws, or spreading 
the word to others—we can help people like 
Atanbo break the cycle of  hunger. 

Take action >
Raising public awareness to fight hunger  
is part of  Oxfam’s core mission. In fact, 
Oxfam was founded in the UK as the Oxford 
Committee for Famine Relief, responding to 
the plight of  refugees in Greece after World 
War II. Here in the US, Oxfam supporters 
come together every Thanksgiving season in 
one of the nation’s largest anti-hunger cam-
paigns. Here’s how you can join in this fall:

•	Inspire others. At an Oxfam America 
Hunger Banquet, “participants gain a 
deeper understanding not just of  facts  
and figures, but of  a face behind the  
numbers,” says The Rev. C. Douglas 
Smith of  Richmond, VA. Find out why 
Oxfam’s signature event has inspired  
thousands of  people to take action.  
Get materials to host your own, including  
a newly updated event script, at  
oxfamamerica.org/hungerbanquet. 

•	Educate yourself. Find the latest informa-
tion about the crisis and Oxfam’s response 
at oxfamamerica.org/foodcrisis.

•	Skip a meal. Join the tradition with a 
simple, but powerful act. Skip a meal,  
or more than one, and donate the money 
you save to help Oxfam fight hunger.

•	Connect. Visit our calendar at  
oxfamamerica.org/events to find a 
volunteer-led Oxfam event in your  
community. Or find ideas for your own 
event at oxfamamerica.org/actfast.

•	GROW solutions. Join farmers, foodies, 
and others around the world as we come 
together to fix a broken food system. Take 
the latest action to support Oxfam’s GROW 
campaign at oxfamamerica.org/grow.

Learn >
A severe drought—in some places the 
worst in 60 years—is gripping East Africa, 
putting millions of people at risk. Hardest 
hit are northern Kenya, southern Ethiopia, 
and south-central Somalia, where years of  
conflict are compounding the crisis. Many 
herding families have been devastated by 
the loss of their livestock: goats, cattle, and 
camels that provide food and income. 

One such family is Alice Atanbo’s; their 
animals died as a result of  the drought now 
ravaging Kenya’s Turkana region. Atanbo, 
however, runs a small store where she sells 
goods like milk, flour, and sugar, and the  
income from this business has sustained 
her family during this time of  hardship.

Atanbo founded her store with income she 
earned a decade ago as a participant in an 
Oxfam cash-for-work program. “People … 
started coming from all around. And over 
time, I’ve been able to go back and ask for 
more credit and increase my supplies,” she 
recounts. Now she’s working with Oxfam to 
make sure emergency food aid reaches her 
community: “I receive food for free distribu-
tion, and the neediest families come to pick 
it up at my shop.”

Above: Like many in southern Ethiopia, 10-year-old Guyo Hamadi and his family face an increasingly difficult 

search for water and fodder for cattle. Guyo, his father, and brother travel more than 12 miles to water their herd. 

At the time this photo was taken, they had already lost one-third of  their animals to drought. 



a world without  
violence

Waking up to

Aura Casia, 44, lives in Santa Cruz Balanya, where she 

volunteers at the municipal office for women to teach job skills 

and counsel women facing many forms of violence in their 

homes and in the community. Anna Fawcus / Oxfam America



[Caption] [Photographer] / Oxfam America

Aura Casia grows tomatoes and chili  
peppers near her home in Santa Cruz 
Balanya. “This is where I come to work up 
a sweat every day,” Casia says as she un-
locks a door through a nine-foot cinderblock 
wall, revealing a wood-frame greenhouse. 
Her red blouse is a distinctive splash of  
color between the gray cinderblocks.  
Tropical birds fill the air with their cries  
as she looks over her plants.

The peppers are a bit of  an experiment 
at this point, she says, and she gently 
dismisses questions about the income from 
her greenhouse. It’s not about profit, but 
something else more important. “I come 

here, I touch the plants, I give them love  
and care,” Casia says as she waters 

her small plants and carefully 
straightens the plastic sheeting 

dislodged by recent high winds. 
The greenhouse is a sanctuary, 

she says. Working there 
“has been very healthy 

for me, emotionally and 
psychologically. It has 

helped me, so I don’t 
think about pain 

and trauma.” 

Like most women in Guatemala, Casia faces 
entrenched sexism and discrimination, most 
of  which is considered acceptable in private 
and public. Even worse, she has had to 
overcome illness, depression, and abuse. 
The abuse was not just physical; it was the 
psychological trauma of being continually 
reminded by her husband and others that 
women are not worth as much as men in 
Guatemala. This sense of inferiority instilled 
in women proved debilitating to Casia, a 
44-year-old mother of  four. 

It’s hard to imagine her as she says she used 
to be. “I was just in the house, I only took 
care of  the family, I never went out. I didn’t 
do anything else, and I got sick a lot. I had 

cancer twice, I overcame that, but I had no 
ambition. Back then I just went around in 
circles,” she says later sitting in her home, 
where she runs a small pharmacy while her 
husband works at a local hospital as a nurse. 

About three years ago, women in the com-
munity could see Casia suffering, so they 

invited her to attend meetings run by the 
municipal office for women, where she could 
learn skills to earn money, and meet other 
women. At first she was reluctant to attend 
the meetings. “I kept making excuses,” 
Casia admits. 

But eventually she did go. The meetings 
changed her life. “I began to value myself  
as a woman and understand the kind of  
violence I had suffered,” she says. “I felt like 
I had taken off  a blindfold, and I understood 
I had worth, and this made me feel reborn. 
Before I was a sick woman, now I can do 
things for myself  and for my children. Now  
I am a woman responsible for my life, I have 
goals and things to live for.”

Now the women in Santa Cruz Balanya look 
up to Casia, and come to her for advice. 
“People see that I have changed, they come 
to me and say they see … I am no longer 
a sick woman stuck in her home. They say, 
‘I want to change like that too, tell me what 
you have done, I want to be like you.’”

Chris Hufstader reports on a growing network of  indigenous women who have taken charge of  their lives 
and are working together to end gender violence in Guatemala.

“”Back then I just went around in circles, … Now I can do things for myself  
and for my children. Now I am a woman responsible for my life.



Violence in Guatemala

Guatemala is a dangerous place to be a 
woman. More than 4,000 women were 
murdered between 2000 and 2010, 
according to lawyers researching violence 
in Guatemala at the Center for Gender and 
Refugee Studies. Just 2 percent of  these 
cases were ever prosecuted, which means 
violence against women is an easy crime to 
commit: most perpetrators are not reported, 
not investigated, and not punished. A 
UN special rapporteur investigating 
violence against women in 2005 noted, 
“Violence against women is widespread 
in Guatemalan society and the impunity 
enjoyed by perpetrators of  violence sustains 
parallel and multiple structures of  power. … 
The major problem confronting the State 

is its inability to provide women with legal, 
judicial, and institutional protection from 
violence.” To put this a little more succinctly, 
Women’s Communications and Information 
(a research organization) says, “The absence 
of the rule of  law contributes to a relentless 
picture of  violence against women.”

The municipal women’s office in Santa 
Cruz Balanya where Aura Casia lives is 
part of  a nine-member network called the 
Mayan Women’s Alliance in the region of  
Chimaltenango, just west of  Guatemala 
City. The alliance was created by Yolanda 
Hernandez, who works for an organiza-
tion called Associación Pop No’j, and is 
designed to push local governments to help 
prevent violence against women, and help 

survivors of  violence recover from their 
physical and psychological wounds.

The alliance focuses on indigenous commu-
nities because the majority of  poor people 
in the country are indigenous. With men and 
a machista culture dominating in Guatemala, 
violence against women is a way for men 
to project their strength and power. And the 
degree of impunity for perpetrators noted 
in the UN report is among the contributing 
factors that lead to an institutionalized lack 
of  respect toward women, their health, and 
even their lives.

These conditions leave women vulnerable to 
many forms of violence. Because women are 
typically dependent on men economically, 
they are often financially constrained from 
fleeing an abusive relationship. Culture con-
strains them in other ways: As one violence 
survivor explained, she could not persuade 
her mother to leave an abusive second hus-
band because “a woman on her own with the 
children of two husbands is not respected.” 

A practical approach

The Maya Women’s Alliance takes a practi-
cal approach to working with survivors of  
violence: Their meetings focus on training, 
and the women in the community are lead-
ing the classes as the most enthusiastic and 
knowledgeable teachers. As Aura Casia 
puts it, “I want to help women who are in the 
same position I was.” 

Casia says a typical meeting consists of  
learning a practical skill: baking, embroidery, 
soap making, or growing tomatoes. These 
skills can be a new way to make money, 
and often serve as a pretext to persuade a 
domineering husband to allow a partner to 
attend a meeting. She described a recent 
meeting she led: “I said, ‘Let’s take an hour 
and learn something.’ And in that amount 
of  time I taught them how to make laundry 
soap. I also talked for 15 minutes about self-
esteem and about their human rights. Then 
we made soap, and they all had a bottle of  
soap to take home and wash clothes. And 
they had an hour to themselves.” 

When women contribute to household 
finances, it helps them improve their self- 
esteem. But it also is an economic lifeline 
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for some women, like Guadelupe Tzoy 
from Tecpan, whose husband left her 
and their three children. She had recently 
lost her administrative assistant job at 
the local ministry of  education office, and 
was in an emotional as well as financial 
crisis. Members of  the Tecpan Women’s 
Association, a local group of  Mayan women, 
invited Tzoy to meetings with the alliance, 
and she quickly learned how to embroider, 
sew clothing, and make jewelry. She is now 
selling these products so she can provide 
for her children and keep them in school. 

“I’m not looking back, I’m looking to the 
future,” she says in her small kitchen, sur-
rounded by beads, thread, and other tools 
of  her trade. Tzoy has a 9-year-old daughter 
and two boys, 11 and 13. “My dream is for 
them to succeed, and to grow up and never 
hurt women.”

Local government steps up

With some help from Oxfam, all the municipal 
women’s offices in Chimaltenango also train 
their staff  to reach out to survivors of violence 
and help them with the skill building and rights 
education they need. But these municipal 
offices are also formulating proposals for 
steps local government can take to prevent 
violence, or to punish perpetrators. 

Ines Santizo, who runs the municipal 
women’s office in Acetenango, says she 
meets with all young couples before they 
are married by the mayor. “We tell them 
about the laws on domestic violence,” such 
as the 2009 sexual violence law, Santizo 
says, standing by a small road shaded by 
coffee bushes outside the center of  town. 
“So they know that there are laws that will 
protect women and children.”

Santizo says each woman who breaks 
through the barrier of  despair and low self-
esteem helps others in her community.  
She says it is like “planting a seed on  
fertile ground.” 

“We can see the changes,” Santizo says. “It’s 
wonderful to hear women in the communities 
say, ‘We are treated better. We know we have 
responsibilities, but we also have rights.’”

Aura Casia says this is the case at her home 
in Santa Cruz Balanya as well, particularly 

regarding her relationship with her husband. 
“There’ve been a lot of  changes over the last 
two years. I never understood why he treated 
me poorly. … He was indifferent before; now 
he pays attention,” Casia says, smiling just a 
little. She says her husband started sharing 
her interest in growing tomatoes, and asks 
for her advice. “He listens, he does not yell, 
not even at the children, not now. He sees 
me differently. Before we lived in a place with 
no love; now there is care and tenderness.”

“It was like waking up, like my life was a dream 
before. Now I can see a new world, a world 
without violence that I have woken up to.”

Watch | Learn | Change the world
To learn more about Oxfam’s work around the world to promote  
gender equality, go to oxfamamerica.org/women.
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Above: Yolanda Hernandez, left, greets Ines Santizo 

at the town hall in Acetenango. Both members of  

the Mayan Women’s Alliance, Hernandez says the 

bonds between women in the network are strong: they 

support each other through tough times, and together 

apply pressure on government officials to address 

violence against women. “We are women and we 

deserve respect,” Hernandez says. Anna Fawcus / 

Oxfam America

Left: Guadelupe Tzoy and her son Pablo feed new 

chicks. Tzoy joined the Tecpan Women’s Association, 

which helped her develop her entrepreneurial skills. 

Tzoy says the training helped her to improve her self-

esteem. “Now I feel capable, and I know I have value 

as a woman.” Anna Fawcus / Oxfam America



Ayantu Tufa, 2, looks on as her father, Tufa Midhakso, weeds his 

way down a row of  onion seedlings in their backyard. Irrigated 

with water from a well and hand-cranked pump in the corner of  

the yard, the seedlings have become a critical source of  income 

for the family. Eva-Lotta Jansson / Oxfam America



The dirt road that winds through Kentery  
in Mallima Bari teems with people, donkeys, 
and dogs dodging the puddles and ruts 
left by a recent rain. The village is close 
to the strip of  asphalt that stretches from 
Addis Ababa south to Ethiopia’s border with 
Kenya, and Kentery has the feel of  a place 
that attracts some attention from the traffic 
whizzing by, but not too much.

It’s early on a Tuesday morning, and the day 
is overcast as Gemechu Rameto leads us 
down the road ahead of  a growing throng of  
children. He’s a team leader for Sustainable 
Environment and Development Action, or 
SEDA, one of  the Ethiopian partners Oxfam 
America works with here in the East Shewa 
Zone of  Oromia. At an opening in a tall 
hedge, we cut left, slip through a metal door 
that creaks on its hinge, and enter another 
world—a world of  order and velvety green.

This is the home of Bertukan Girma, 22, and 
her husband, Tufa Midhakso, 35. They share 
it with their two young children, Midhakso’s 
mother, and his orphaned niece—along with 
a steadily growing menagerie of  animals.

Onion seedlings, thousands of them bunched 
like bristles on a brush, march in trim rows 
the length of  their yard. In the far corner 
stands the source of all this bounty: a small 
blue pump shaped like a bicycle wheel and 
anchored to a concrete foundation. With a 
few cranks of the wheel, water gushes from 
the pump, quickly filling a big green water-
ing can and showing how, with some basic 
resources, two determined people can turn a 
plain backyard into an Eden of possibilities.

To transform  
the earth

While reporting from central Ethiopia this summer, Coco McCabe  
met a couple whose determination to build a better future for the next 
generation has reshaped their lives and land. Here she tells their story. 

The young plants, standing about 12 inches 
tall, are the second round that Girma and 
Midhakso have coaxed from seeds and 
coddled till transplant time. And these are 
spoken for: an onion farmer is coming in 
the next day or two to dig them up and 
plant them in his own fields, bypassing the 
laborious task of  starting the seeds himself. 
He paid 2,200 birr, or about $129, for this 
collection—almost four times what Girma  
or Midhakso could have earned for a month 
of  labor in one of  the nearby factory green-
houses sprouting between here and Addis.

You see them, rows of  light-colored hoop 
houses, stretching from the road’s edge far 
back toward the horizon. They are part of   
a burgeoning flower export industry. In 2008, 
cut flower exports brought in $170 million—
about 11 percent of  the country’s exports.

A greenhouse beginning

It was in one of  these factory greenhouses 
that Girma and Midhakso met—a match 
made strong by a shared dream for what 
their future could be. Both had come from 
families where hardship curtailed their op-
portunities, preventing them from pursuing 
their educations beyond primary school.

Girma explains that her parents were very 
poor and at an early age she went to live with 

another family. She was able to go to school 
while there, but things fell apart, and part way 
through fifth grade, Girma dropped out and 
returned to her own family. When Midhakso 
was in the fourth grade, his father died and 
his mother did not have the means to help him 
continue his schooling after that year. He left, 
having mastered both reading and writing.

But now, school is one of the goals they have 
for their children—school all the way through 
so neither Oromia, 4, nor her sister Ayantu, 
2, will have to face the same obstacles their 
parents are working to overcome now.

It’s just one of  the ambitions this small 
family has for itself, encouraged by the help 
of  SEDA and Oxfam. They are among the 
30 households that participated in a pilot 
project to promote backyard irrigation— 
and boost incomes—in a community where 
food has often been in short supply. The 
bicycle wheel pump and training in effective 
growing techniques are among the benefits 
families received.

Technology versus rain

“The particular problem in this area is [that] 
the community faces food insecurity,” says 
Tibebu Koji, the head of  Oxfam America’s 
water program in Ethiopia. “Mostly, it’s dry.”
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Onion seedlings, thousands of  them bunched like bristles on a 
brush, march in trim rows the length of  their yard.



the success of families like Girma and 
Midhakso’s to prove the pump’s possibilities.

Hungry for work

Before she received training in backyard  
irrigation techniques, Girma spent her days 
caring for the couple’s two young children—
and longing to lighten the burden her 
husband carried as the sole breadwinner 
for their family. Midhakso was working then 
as a day laborer in other people’s fields and 
bringing home between 300 and 500 birr a 
month, or less than $30. Most of  what he 
earned the family spent on food. There was 
little left over for other expenses.

“I thank God that since we had these two 
children, nothing has happened regarding 
[their] health,” Midhakso said of  that time.

Girma and Midhakso value savings and 
have worked hard to set aside money. It  
was how they were able to acquire the 
small plot of  land that now holds their 
house and seedling operation.

“Both of  us, we had this vision of  having  
a family with our own children and our own 
compound,” said Midhakso. “We gave prior-
ity to having a house. It’s the basic thing of  

“It is very easy technology,” says Koji. “It’s 
like a bicycle wheel driven by hand.” And 
that’s why Oxfam and SEDA picked this 
particular model: it’s easy to use, easy to 
maintain, and easy to procure. The pumps 
are made nearby, in Ziway. The washers are 
attached to a rope made of  synthetic mate-
rial, which lasts about a year before it needs 
replacing. A new rope costs less than 25 
cents per meter.

The only problem is the initial cost of  
purchasing the pump and installing it. The 
price tag is about 3,000 birr—or $176—for 
the pump and well. For poor families, that 
represents a fortune. Koji says the goal 
behind this project is to show local farmers 
and the government what’s possible, and 
inspire them to begin making their own 
investments in these simple, and life-
changing, technologies.

Interest in the project is growing, says 
Rameto, SEDA’s team leader. But it took 

Simple technology—the digging of  wells, 
installation of  pumps, and use of  fertilizers 
and improved seeds—could help address 
the food problem, but most farmers here  
are too poor to make those kinds of  invest-
ments in their land. Instead, to feed their 
crops they depend on the rain, which isn’t 
always reliable. 

Consequently, investors with cash available 
to spend on modern agriculture systems 
have begun to move in and put great swaths 
of  land into intensive production.

“Oxfam is here with SEDA not to stand 
against investors, but to help smallholder 
farmers,” says Koji.

The idea behind this project is to show 
families who don’t have access to any 
land except the small yard around their 
homes how to transform that earth, and the 
groundwater readily available beneath it, 
into an income-producing enterprise. The 
key is the pump.

Pumped up

Called a rope-and-washer pump, it can pull 
water from a depth of  about 32 feet and  
irrigate plots up to 300 square meters. 

Determination overcame 
skepticism, and they decided 
together to give it a try.
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all.” So for three years, from 2002 to 2005, 
the couple saved whatever they could with 
the help of  a savings group they joined. 
With 2,200 birr, they were able to buy from 
a neighbor the rights to use the land that 
they now call home—a plot measuring 450 
square meters (4,844 square feet) in the 
heart of  Kentery. 

But making significant progress beyond that 
became a challenge, until the opportunity 
for backyard irrigation arose.

“I felt so unhappy that I couldn’t help my  
husband in getting more money,” says 
Girma, recalling the angst of  trying to make 
ends meet on a day laborer’s wages. “When 
the representatives of  the project came to 
my house and told me that I could join, I 
was very happy. It gives me an opportunity 
to work while I take care of  my children.”

When Midhakso heard about his wife’s 
interest in the project, he wasn’t completely 
convinced the idea was a good one. He  
had seen other households try something 
similar, he says, and they hadn’t had suc-
cess. Would Girma really be able to pump 
water from the well he had dug—enough  
to irrigate a whole yard?

“I had the feeling you cannot do it,” he says, 
adding that he worried about the size of  the 
pump and that it would be too big to handle.

But determination overcame skepticism, 
and they decided together to give it a try.

A carpet of green

As the wind ripples through the seedlings, 
Girma stands at the wheel of  her new pump 
and cranks. A few turns, and the water be-
gins to rush from the pipe, splashing into a 
big plastic watering can. Within seconds it’s 
full, and Girma and her husband wade into 
their carpet of  green, sprinkling the onions 
as they pass.

With some of  the 2,250 birr—or $132—
earned from their first harvest, the couple 
built themselves a new house with a cor-
rugated metal roof  and walls of  mud brick 

they made themselves. It replaced the two 
small huts that once housed the six people 
living here. Now Girma and Midhakso share 
one of  the rooms with their two children 
and Midhakso’s mother and niece share the 
other. In a small notch high in the wall that 
divides the rooms, a bulb burns, casting a 
halo of  gold light on the ceiling. And in one 
corner, a radio chatters. A third room serves 
as a kitchen.

Within hours of  receiving payment for  
the second harvest—this one—the family 
spent most of  it on a milking cow, the first 
they have ever owned and an important 
investment for people working to bolster 
their resilience.

“We have two objectives,” says Midhakso, 
as their new cow munches slowly on forage 
scattered at her feet. “We’ll get milk for our 
family consumption, and it’s insurance for 
our family. If  we have any problems with our 
health, we can sell it. We decided it’s better 
not to keep the money in the bank. It’s more 
profitable to buy a heifer.”

When this bed of  seedlings is gone, Girma 
and Midhakso plan to plant a third round 
right away, relying on the compost they 
make in their yard to serve as fertilizer. 
They’ll use credit to buy the seeds—about 
1,200 birr worth, or $71—and pay the loan 
back from the wages Midhakso continues  
to earn as a day laborer.

And they won’t stop there.

“Our plan in the future is not to remain  
a supplier of  seedlings,” says Midhakso.  
Their goal is to rent land, find a way to 
irrigate it, and become full-fledged onion 
farmers themselves.

“I’m very happy,” says Girma, a smile light-
ing her face. “We really want to be a model 
for the community and show how you can 
transform from no house and no land.”

 

Watch | Learn | Change the world
To learn more about Oxfam’s work with local partners to provide  
water in rural Ethiopia, go to oxfamamerica.org/hornofafrica.
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Above: Water and compost have helped these onion 

seedlings grow vigorously. This harvest—soon to be 

dug up and transplanted to a farmer’s field—earned 

Bertukan Girma and her husband Tufa Midhakso 2,200 

birr, or about $129. Eva-Lotta Jansson / Oxfam America

Left: With their backyard irrigation system, Bertukan 

Girma and her husband, Tufa Midhakso, grow onion 

seedlings that they sell to farmers. Their earnings 

helped them buy a cow, which will soon produce milk 

for their children, Ayantu Tufa, 2, and Oromia Tufa, 4. 

Eva-Lotta Jansson / Oxfam America



Four reasons 

why you should still 
care about Darfur
 In 2003, a rebellion in Sudan’s western region of  Darfur ignited a fierce conflict that has 
uprooted more than two million people from their homes. Thousands of  villages have been 
damaged or burned to the ground. Over time, the crisis in Darfur has faded from the headlines, 
yet it remains one of  the largest humanitarian emergencies in the world. 
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From our staffers and partners in Sudan

2 | YOU CAN SAVE LIVES NOW
Because even if  you’re not 
sure how and when the conflict 
will stop, the reality is that your 
support can help save lives.

“”You cannot stop the water supply to the camps for one single day or 
else people will suffer. After one day, they will use up everything they’ve 
been able to store just for drinking and cooking. After two or three days, 
you can imagine what will happen.

Yagoub Osman Mohmed, Oxfam humanitarian program officer, Sudan 

4 | THERE IS REASON FOR HOPE
Because even under these 
conditions, helping the poorest 
families improve their incomes  
is transforming lives. 

“”Most of  the people we help are extremely poor women supporting 
families by themselves. Now, many of  them are running successful 
small businesses. Their children are eating well and going to school, 
which gives them a chance for a better future.

Sumia Daffallah, livelihood officer for the Darfur Development and Reconstruction Agency,  
an Oxfam partner

WHAT OXFAM IS DOING

Oxfam and our partners are now assisting more than 
300,000 people living in and around the camps of  
Darfur. Our clean water and sanitation programs are 
helping camp residents stay healthy; our agricultural 
support is allowing local farmers to boost their harvests 
despite the conflict; our fuel-efficient stoves are reducing 
the terrible cost of firewood—to those who buy it, to 
those who must risk gathering it, and to the environment; 
and our small-business programs are helping some of  
the most vulnerable families take steps out of poverty.

WHAT YOU CAN DO

Oxfam is standing by the people of  Darfur and we  
rely on you. Even though Darfur may not appear in  
the headlines, the need remains great. Donate at  
oxfamamerica.org/donatesudan.

“”In Darfur, gathering firewood is dangerous because you must leave the rela-
tive safety of  the camps to find it. This work customarily falls to women, so 
they are at greatest risk. Our fuel-efficient stoves program not only reduces 
environmental strain—it helps keep women and girls out of  harm’s way. 

Yahia Elfadil Abdallha, Darfur program coordinator for Sustainable Action Group, 
an Oxfam partner

3 | WOMEN & GIRLS ARE AT RISK
Because it’s still the most 
vulnerable people who face the 
greatest risks. 

“”Around 2.5 million people have fled their homes since the conflict began. 
Some children born in the camps are already age 7. They have never 
known another life. When you ask people what they want most, they say: 
‘Peace. … A return to my home.’ Yet, for most, it is still unsafe to return. 
Meanwhile, renewed violence this year has pushed tens of  thousands 
more into the crowded camps where we work. We cannot allow crisis  
to become a way of  life.

El Fateh Osman, Oxfam country director, Sudan

1 | IT’S NOT OVER 
Just because you’re not hearing 
about Darfur doesn’t mean the 
challenges that people face have 
been resolved. The millions who 
fled their homes at the height  
of  the conflict are still unable  
to return. 

Writer: Elizabeth Stevens
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“ ”
At an Oxfam America 
Hunger Banquet®, 
participants gain a 
deeper understanding 
not just of facts and 
figures, but of a face 
behind the numbers.
The Rev. C. Douglas Smith, 
activist and community leader, Richmond, VA

Help people in your community get beyond the numbers in the headlines  
and start making a real difference: host an Oxfam America Hunger Banquet. 
Get started at oxfamamerica.org/hungerbanquet or call (800) 77-OXFAM.
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