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Though they are least responsible for causing climate change, 
poor people bear the brunt of its impact. 

By supporting the Oxfam America Advocacy Fund, you enable us 
to work with lawmakers to ensure that vulnerable communities 
have the resources that they need to adapt to climate change. To 
find out more about our advocacy efforts, go to www.oaaf.org. 

Amplify the voices of the one billion people living in extreme 
poverty. Together, we can end poverty and injustice.

“ People who live in this area sleep with one eye open because when  
it rains they fear they might be flooded.

” —Luc Justin, northern Haiti
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COVER: Girls play after school at the primary school in El Progreso, El Salvador. To read about how they’re learning 
about their human rights and how to prevent gender violence, see page 5. Claudia Barrientos / Oxfam America

AbOVE (clockwise from left): Baobe Wabalongelwa is the coordinator of  one of  Oxfam’s partner organizations in 

the Democratic Republic of  Congo. | Patricia Jovel, director of  the primary school in El Progreso, El Salvador, helped 

test a new curriculum to teach students how to prevent violence against women and girls. | Amadou Mohammed, 

52, farms cocoa on 20 acres near Mehame, Ghana, where a US-based mining company is proposing a gold mine. 

Locals like Mohammed are against the proposal.

We welcome your feedback. Please direct letters to editor@oxfamamerica.org or Editor, OXFAMExchange,  
226 Causeway Street, 5th Floor, Boston MA 02114-2206.
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Dear Friends,
As I write this, the global food crisis is 
making headlines. Momentarily those 
of  us who work on issues of  poverty 
and food security are a hot commodity: 
I was invited to appear yesterday on the 
PBS NewsHour with Jim Lehrer and this 
morning on CSPAN. 

I am glad for the opportunity to speak out 
on such issues, but is this news? yes. 
And no. The crisis is new and very real, 
but the seeds were planted long ago. 
Oxfam has long spoken out against poor 
policy decisions—like farm subsidies in 
wealthy countries and misguided trade 
policies—that have undermined small 
farmers in the developing world and have 
made a fertile ground for today’s crisis. 

In addition, crop failures partly brought 
about by climate change, increased food 
demand, from India and China, increased 
demand for biofuels and speculation 
are among the other factors blamed for 
record prices for staples like rice, wheat, 
and corn. This has resulted in increased 
hunger and even food riots. yet the situa-
tion is far from hopeless.

“This is not Greek tragedy where fate is 
decided by the gods and humans can do 
nothing about it. No, we have the ability to 
influence our futures,” said Jacques Diouf, 
head of the UN Food and Agriculture Or-
ganization at a recent news conference.

The global community must act swiftly. 
Unfortunately—as we’ve seen in other 
crises—that does not always happen. For 
example, this issue of  OXFAMExchange 
features the humanitarian crisis in the 
Democratic Republic of  Congo that 
has been going on for over a decade. 
Increasingly, I see Oxfam as a harbinger 
of  such avoidable crises.

I hope that, as Oxfam supporters, you 
will take steps to see that such crises-
in-the-making as the current global food 
situation do not go unaddressed. We 
need your help in speaking out. Through 
effective advocacy, we can prevent unnec-
essary suffering. Together, we have the 
ability to influence our futures.

Sincerely,

Raymond C. Offenheiser 
President, Oxfam America



There has been much talk on financing adaptation funds to 
help the developing world cope with the changes climate 
change will bring … Oxfam believes that unless something 
changes now, international adaptation aid will be short by 
$30 billion of what was originally promised.

” —Rachel Oliver, Cnn International, March 31, 2008

Falling short “The reconstruction of  Afghanistan requires a sustained and 

substantial commitment of  aid, but donors have failed to meet their aid pledges,” 

Oxfam’s Matt Waldman told The New york Times on March 26. According to “Fall-

ing Short: Aid Effectiveness in Afghanistan,” a report written by Waldman and pro-

duced by the Agency Coordinating Body for Afghan Relief, a $10 billion shortfall 

in promised aid from Western countries undermines Afghanistan’s chances for 

peace. Oxfam and others are calling on the US to meet its commitments and de-

liver more effective aid. To learn more, go to www.oxfamamerica.org/reformaid.

bidding for good From February 21 through April 1, eBay hosted online 

celebrity auctions to benefit Oxfam America. Oxfam Ambassadors Colin  

Firth, Scarlett Johansson, Kristin Davis, Djimon Hounsou, and Minnie Driver 

all auctioned off  “meet and greet” opportunities, while Helen Mirren and Felicity 

Huffman auctioned off  exclusive items. The auctions raised approximately 

$267,000 to support Oxfam’s work, received worldwide media attention, and 

were some of  eBay’s more successful charity auctions.

Katrina’s legacy A March 11 CNN Newsroom story, featuring 

commentary by Oxfam Policy Specialist Kimberly Miller, 

examined where Hurricane Katrina aid money has gone in 

Mississippi and revealed the horrible living conditions inside 

the FEMA trailers still occupied by hurricane survivors. Though 

desperate to move out of  the trailers, many low-income families 

are stymied by the lack of  available and affordable rental 

housing in their communities. 

blogging out of Africa In late March 2008, US readers were offered a rare 

insight into the Democratic Republic of  Congo and Rwanda. Oxfam’s Coco 

McCabe (inset, on left) provided live updates from the field through The Boston 

Globe’s “Passport” blog. McCabe’s entries—including 

interviews with aid workers and displaced people—

provided a closer look at life in this conflict-torn region. 

See page 9 for more on the Democratic Republic of  

Congo, one of  Oxfam’s priority countries in our Rights 

in Crisis campaign. 

When prices 

at the supermar-

ket rise—and they 

have been rising—many 

of  us cut out the expensive 

extras. But for 840 million people around the 

world who are already hungry, there are no 

extras to forego. For them, rising food prices 

mean only one thing: deeper suffering.

And when people in Burkina Faso and Mauri-

tania, Haiti and Cameroon are hungry enough 

to riot, the developed world finally takes notice. 

What’s going on?

Everything. All at once.

Oil prices are climbing, hiking the cost of  fertilizer 

and fuel. In the rapidly expanding economies of  

India and China, the demand for cereals to feed 

people and livestock is growing. Erratic weather— 

a consequence of climate change—is leading to 

crop failures in some key grain-producing countries 

and exposing small-scale subsistence farmers to 

uncertain harvests. The production of  biofuels is 

adding to the inflation of  food prices. 

What does all of  this mean for families who are 

already spending between 50 and 80 percent of  

their income on food? It means people will have 

no choice but to eat less. The Asian Development 

Bank has predicted that rising cereal prices could 

put 300 million people in India, Pakistan, and 

Bangladesh at risk of  starvation. 

In Senegal, Oxfam and local partners are  

reporting worrying trends as families reduce 

their consumption of  fish—a key local protein—

and cut out whole meals. Some families are 

taking their children out of  school to help earn 

money to meet spiraling food costs. In Indone-

sia, the price of  soybeans has nearly doubled, 

sending 7,000 tofu and tempe producers into 

the streets of  Jakarta to protest in January.  

In Mauritania, the price of  fertilizer has 

increased more than 200 percent since  

last year, spiking the cost of  future plantings.

Urgent global action is needed now to 

avert widespread food crises. The poorest 

consumers need protection from high and 

volatile food prices—and the international 

community needs to support governments 

to ensure that happens.

2  Spring 2008 oXFAMExchange 
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Climate change affects our entire planet—natural resources, wildlife, and people. 

In fact, people in developing countries, who are least responsible for causing global 

warming, are more than 20 times as likely to be affected by climate change-related nat-

ural disasters as people in the developed world. Many poor communities have already 

seen increases in hunger, water shortages, and disease, and if  climate change contin-

ues at the current rate, hundreds of  millions of  people could be displaced. International 

conflicts could intensify as a result of  increased competition for scarce resources. 

But there is hope. Communities around the world are finding innovative ways to cope 

with climate change: 

•	 	In	Peru,	people	have	revived	an	ancient	canal-building	technique	designed	to	 

provide moisture to farms during drought and drainage during heavy rains. 

•	 	In	Vietnam,	communities	are	planting	dense	mangroves	along	the	coast	to	diffuse	

the waves caused by tropical storms. 

•	 	In	Uganda,	people	are	using	the	radio	and	Internet	to	share	early	warning	and	

climate information at the local level. 

Initiatives like these—known as adaptation projects—can help reduce vulnerability and 

build resiliency to climate-related risks. On a global scale, however, adaptation requires 

real resources: as much as $86 billion a year, according to a UN estimate. 

As the largest economy in the world, as well as the biggest historical producer of  green-

house gas emissions, the US has both the resources and the responsibility to respond to 

the climate crisis. We must provide developing countries with the resources they need to 

cope with the serious impacts of  climate change. We must make a concrete commitment 

to reducing our emissions and helping developing nations reduce their own emissions 

through clean energy technologies. And through US climate change policies, companies 

producing emissions must contribute toward helping poor people here and abroad. 

For innovative ways to spread the word in your community, download Oxfam’s action 

guide at www.oxfamamerica.org/climate.

Tell the presidential candidates to do the right thing about climate change. The 

US presidential candidates have discussed how they will tackle climate change, but 

no one is talking about those most affected—poor people in the US and in developing 

countries. We need strong leadership from our next president to make sure we do our 

part in helping them adapt to a changing climate. Contact the candidates directly or 

sign Oxfam America’s online petition at www.oxfamamerica.org/ccpetition.

Join Oxfam’s Climate Change Action Team. you’ll be given easy ways to educate 

your friends, Congress, and the media about the human impact of  climate change.  

To join, go to www.oxfamamerica.org/actionteam.

Writer: Anna Kramer

LEARN >

TAkE ACTiON >

RAiSE AWARENESS >

Read | Learn | Change the world
To learn more about climate change, go to www.oxfamamerica.org/climate.

CLIMATE CHANGE

MAkE A DiFFERENCE: get involved 
What can you do to limit the impact of  
climate change on poor communities?
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Una vida diferente 
Women create a different life

Oxfam’s Chris Hufstader reports on a campaign in El Salvador to reduce 
violence against women—a campaign that is forcing people to take a 
hard look at their culture and painful history of  violence.

The first time Adelina Ortiz’s husband 

physically attacked her, she wanted to 

make sure it was the only time. Although 

he had never hit her before, he regularly 

insulted her. Ortiz had always endured 

this, until one spring evening in 2007 

when her husband came home drunk  

and physically abusive. 

“He insulted us and beat me up,” she 

says, tears welling up with the memory. 

Ortiz recounts the ordeal in her dirt-floor 

house in the department of  Ahuachapan, 

sitting on a simple wood chair, holding 

her four-year-old daughter Melissa—her 

youngest. “One of  my children said to  

me, ‘Mama, let’s get out of  here,’ so we 

went outside.” 

That spring night, outside their blue con-

crete house, the threats continued. 

“He insulted me so much … saying I was 

worthless, I had no future, and that it was 

better for him to kill me and the children.” 

Ortiz had to take action because her 

husband was a police officer and had 

a firearm. The family took shelter at a 

neighbor’s house, and Ortiz called the  

police. Her husband was arrested the 

next morning. She and her children were 

safe for the moment, but in his drunken 

rage he had burned all their clothes.

The hills in Ahuachapan are bright green 

after a rainy summer. Blue and yellow 

butterflies fly lazily among the coffee 

trees along the dirt roads, and the sun is 

warm and comforting. It looks peaceful, 

making the violent confrontation Ortiz 

describes seem out of  place. But in this 

small country of  six million, widespread 

violence tends to be particularly deadly 

for women. El Salvador is still recover-

ing from a 13-year civil war that saw 

75,000 people killed and nearly 8,000 

“disappeared.” It is a politically polarized 

society, torn between a small business 

elite, which dominates commerce and the 

government, and the majority struggling 

in poverty. Socially, men are dominant: 

It is a machista culture that holds many 

women in submissive roles in the family, 

raising children and doing other work in 

the home. Roughly half  of  Salvadorans 

live in poverty, and women head about  

25 percent of  households, so the abuse 

of  and discrimination against women  

contributes directly to keeping them poor 

and in their subservient role in society.

There is a paucity of  data on violence 

against women in El Salvador, but what 

few details are available tell a brutal story: 

In a country about the geographic size of  

Massachusetts, the rate of  “femicide” in El 

Salvador was 11.15 per 100,000 women 

in 2005, far exceeding Guatemala’s rate 

(population nearly 13 million) of  7.96 

for that same year, according to a 2006 

report by the Inter-American Institute of  

Human Rights. The same report shows 

the numbers of  women murdered in El 

Salvador inching up slowly from 2001, 

when there were 211 women killed, to 

260 in 2004, before jumping to 390 in 

2005. The 2006 total was 437, according 

to yanira Argueta, director of  the Associa-

tion of  Salvadoran Women. “The situation 

is critical,” she says at a meeting in her 

office in San Salvador. “Public officials are 

not sensitive to the problem, and there is 

no good application of  the laws.”

Part of  the problem is public perception. 

A 2006 poll by CS Sondeo found that  

only about 83 percent of  people in El 

Salvador believe that rape is a crime—

which means that more than 15 percent 

don’t consider it a criminal act. 

Whether rape, murder, assault, or even 

psychological abuse, violence against 

women is more than an injustice or a 

human rights violation: it is an investment 

in the social status quo that keeps men 

on top and women below them. And it 

prevents women from fully contributing to 

the two changes El Salvador desperately 

needs: an end to poverty and the building 

of  democracy.

Adelina Ortiz signs the articles of  incorporation of  a new women’s development organization in Ahuachapan,  

El Salvador. Training on human rights helped her take action to protect herself  and her children after she was 

beaten by her husband. “Women have rights and people are obligated to respect them,” she says. 
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A New Campaign Led by Women

In 2005, Oxfam America joined with four 

other development and women’s rights 

organizations to address the vulnerability 

of  women in El Salvador by challenging 

the government to provide better protec-

tion; training and mobilizing women and 

men to change the machista culture in 

the country; and raising public conscious-

ness through the media, street theatre, 

and other public events. What emerged is 

a campaign under the slogan “Entre Vos 

y Yo, Una Vida Diferente” (“Between you 

and Me, A Different Life”) that is calling 

for new laws to protect women, as well as 

the financial commitment to back up the 

laws at both the local and national levels. 

Along with better laws and policies, mem-

bers of  the coalition are training public 

officials such as police officers, judges, 

doctors, and social workers to be more 

sensitive to gender violence in their work, 

recognize the signs of  abuse, and take 

steps to stop crimes against women. Six 

communities have made public commit-

ments to the campaign and have stepped 

up their efforts to help women affected  

by violence. 

One of  the goals of  the campaign is 

to increase the number of  women who 

understand their rights and can effec-

tively defend them as Ortiz did. To help 

educate the next generation, the cam-

paign developed a program for teachers 

and schoolchildren in 2007 that teaches 

young people about how to prevent  

gender violence and what to do if  they 

are attacked. 

“We used to talk about gender equity 

here,” says Patricia Jovel. “But never 

gender violence.” Jovel is the director of  

a school participating in this new initiative 

in El Progreso, a village perched on the 

impossibly steep Quetzaltepeque volcano 

outside San Salvador. The school, where 

850 students from 6 to 16 years old at-

tend classes in two half-day groups, is a 

collection of  six cinderblock classrooms 

topped by metal sheet roofing on either 

side of  a terraced concrete courtyard 

sloping down the mountainside. It is 

a beehive of  activity after classes, as 

without any level area for a playground, 

the students play tag around the central 

courtyard in the brisk mountain air. Jovel 

Karla Sanchez, a 15-year-old student near San  

Salvador, says that a new training program for 

schools helped her and her classmates understand 

how to prevent violence against women and girls,  

and what to do if  attacked.

“ Everyone must respect our rights … . 
no one can violate them. And if some-
thing should happen, we know we can 
tell our parents, our teachers, or adults 
we trust. They are here to help us.

”
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says the young women who sometimes 

have to walk home in the dark after school 

are now better equipped to fend off  the 

young men offering drinks and cigarettes 

to them. “Thank God there have been no 

rapes,” she says. 

The students have learned their lessons 

well: Karla Sanchez, 15, says it is a mat-

ter of  her basic rights. “Everyone must 

respect our rights as children, girls, youth 

… . We all have the same rights, and no 

one can violate them. And if  something 

should happen, we know we can tell our 

parents, our teachers, or adults we trust. 

They are here to help us,” she explains 

patiently. And if  these people can’t help, 

she knows where to go. She lists a number 

of  institutions where she can turn for 

protection: the Human Rights Office; 

the National Police; and the Salvadoran 

Institute for the Advancement of  Women, 

known as ISDEMU. As she leaves, San-

chez articulates one essential idea about 

reporting gender violence: “We should not 

be afraid of  what people say.”

In 2007, this pilot project in 53 schools 

exposed 25,000 students to the key mes-

sages of the campaign and trained 1,000 

students and 1,000 teachers. The teachers 

now have incorporated violence prevention 

into their curriculum, and they work with  

the trained students. The pilot was sup-

ported by the Ministry of  Education and 

was such a success that the minister  

decided to incorporate it into the public 

school curriculum nationwide.

Changes in Attitude

Sustained pressure to change societal 

attitudes toward women is a slow process. 

One effective way to question long-held 

ideas and beliefs is to educate those 

entrusted with defending the rights of  

women, protecting them in the community, 

and helping them if  they are attacked or 

injured. These include public officials like 

police officers, judges, public health of-

ficials and doctors, and social workers. 

The campaign organized a formal train-

ing program at the University of  Central 

America (UCA) in 2005, and 45 people 

attended. Maritza de Vasquez, a psy-

chologist at the family court in the city of  

San Marcos, just outside San Salvador, 

says this training has helped her assist 

the many women who come through her 

office. De Vasquez says that women are 

hearing the messages of  the campaign 

and are taking action to protect them-

selves. In the steady stream of  domestic 

violence and divorce cases she sees, 

there is a different attitude. “Women take 

the opportunity to come here and talk 

about their situation they come here right 

away to denounce it,” she says. “They are 

expressing their rights more openly now.”

Back in Ahuachapan, Ortiz grows corn 

and raises sheep to support her children 

and grandchildren. He husband is in jail 

awaiting a hearing. “I’d rather see him in 

prison than anywhere else,” Ortiz says.  

It was her participation in a sheep-raising 

program run by one of  Oxfam America’s 

partners, Association of  Salvadoran 

Agriculturalists (AGROSAL), that exposed 

Ortiz to the human rights training that 

helped her defend her own life and protect 

her children. She points out that in all her 

training to become a health worker, no 

one ever educated her about domestic 

violence or how to prevent it. “The training 

taught me that women have rights and 

people are obligated to respect them,” 

Ortiz says. “This made me act, to look  

for help, and thank God I found it.”

Women at a church hall in San Marcos participating 

in a human rights and gender violence prevention 

workshop. Training sessions like this one teach wom-

en about their rights and help them defuse potentially 

violent situations. Bit by bit, greater awareness will 

reduce violence in El Salvador.

Read | Learn | Change the world
To learn more about Oxfam’s work promoting equality for women, go to  
www.oxfamamerica.org/genderequality.
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OXFAM PROFiLE

Outside the home of  Gilma Molina de Vasquez, 30 women sit 

patiently on chairs and benches under trees decorated with 

balloons and colorful paper streamers shaking in the mild wind.  

Trucks roar past in low gear as the women strain to hear the 

words of  their attorney, who is reading through the articles of   

incorporation for a new women’s organization. When he fin-

ishes, the women sign official documents to be filed with the 

government. Molina de Vasquez is among the first. The women 

take turns holding each other’s infants to allow the mothers to 

add their signatures. In a little over a month, they will have an 

official nonprofit organization.

Molina de Vasquez worked hard to get the group established 

because she wants women to have opportunities to work out-

side their homes so they can broaden their horizons. “So many 

women are mistreated by their husbands,” she says. “They need 

to know about their rights and feel capable of  doing things.”  

When asked why helping other women is so important to her, she  

says, “Let me tell you a little about my own life; then you will know.”

The details come spilling out; she’s like someone who walks away 

from a serious car accident, describing how lucky she is just to 

be alive. Mistreated by her father, her mother abused, Molina de 

Vasquez was married at 14 to a soldier. “I thought it was a way  

to escape,” she says, “but my life got worse.” Her husband was 

violent, and his family “used to tell me that my job was to have 

children and take care of  my husband.” When she failed to 

deliver a child for the first three years of  their marriage, “I was 

useless to them,” Molina de Vasquez says with a sigh. 

But others could see that she was a leader. When their first child 

went to kindergarten, she was chosen to be the president of  the 

parents’ board at the school. “When I told my husband, he was 

angry. He told me I was not capable of  it. I accepted this; he al-

ways told me I was good for nothing. For 11 years it was like that.”

Eventually they moved to a rural area and things started to  

improve. Her husband became an agricultural laborer. They  

had a son. But Molina de Vasquez wanted to do more activi-

ties outside their home, like joining a health training program. 

Although reluctant to allow her to participate, her husband said 

she could host training sessions at their home. As part of  this 

training, one of  Oxfam’s partners, AGROSAL, taught the women 

about their rights and how to prevent domestic violence.  

“I started to listen to talks about preventing violence in the 

home,” Molina de Vasquez says. “I learned about my rights.” 

Since her husband allowed her to hold the meetings at their 

house, Molina de Vasquez took a risk: “I invited him to the talks 

and training sessions, and he became more sensitive.” Together, 

she and her husband questioned the gender roles and attitudes 

in the machista culture in El Salvador, and they recreated their 

relationship. “Now my husband and I solve problems through 

dialogue, not violence,” Molina de Vasquez says. He now recog-

nizes how important it is for her to use her leadership skills. “If  

someone asks me to do something, I will do it because I know 

my husband will not say no.”

Molina de Vasquez is committed to the new women’s organiza-

tion: “First I would like to get women to know about their rights 

and duties, and to increase their self-esteem.” She says there 

are practical reasons for this, which leads to the second goal:  

“We need jobs for all the women. We can help ourselves and 

our families, care for our children, and earn income to change 

our lives.” For Molina de Vasquez, respect for women and fight-

ing poverty are part of  the same struggle. 

The changes in Molina de Vasquez’s family are hard to compare 

to the earlier, oppressive days. “I have overcome it—so why can’t I 

help other women? That is my goal: to help many other women.”
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Gilma Molina  
de Vasquez  
Community Activist, El Salvador

How one woman redefined her  
relationship with her husband and 
family to become a community leader.

Writer: Chris Hufstader

“ I would like to get women to know about their 
rights and duties, and to increase their self-
esteem. We can help ourselves and our families, 
care for our children, and earn income to change 
our lives.

”
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We are bouncing in a four-wheel-drive 

vehicle along a sliver of  road next to the 

second deepest lake in the world—Lake 

Tanganyika—from which about 200,000 

tons of  fish are caught each year. I have 

seen some of  these fish—slender, silvery 

sardines—heaped on wooden trays and 

crisping in the sun, an essential source of  

protein for many of  the Congolese who 

live nearby.

Dark clouds have piled above the lake, 

and blasts of  wind have turned the water 

gray and rough—too rough, I think, for  

the fishermen in their narrow boats. But 

there in front of  us, silhouetted against the 

sky, is a pair of  them—one bent and pad-

dling in the stern, and the other in the 

bow, standing as though he were mast and 

boom combined, his torso straight and tall, 

his arms held high, a broad cloth billow-

ing between his hands. He is catching the 

wind—making use of every gust to plow 

his boat forward. He is wasting nothing.

That’s the story of  the Democratic  

Republic of  Congo, a place where people 

depend on themselves—their own sweat, 

their own initiative—for everything; a place 

where decades of  mismanagement and 

government corruption have eroded the 

web of  infrastructure, from health clinics 

to roads, that is so vital to a nation’s well-

being; a place where constant conflict and 

the hardship it spawns—the malnutrition, 

the disease—have left 5.4 million people 

dead since 1998.

Emergency projects can help by bringing 

water tanks, wells, latrines—all the things 

that Oxfam is so good at providing and 

that are critical for preventing the spread 

of  deadly waterborne diseases in camps  

for displaced people and villages long  

neglected by the state. But something 

else is needed here, too, something even 

more fundamental: a sweeping change 

that will allow the Congolese people to live 

as we all want to live—safely and without 

fear, with the means to support their fami-

lies, with good health and education, with 

the opportunity to make choices.

That kind of  change starts with advoca-

cy—their own, Oxfam’s, and all of  ours.

 

Speak out
Coco McCabe, reporting from the conflict-torn Democratic Republic of  Congo, 
makes an urgent case for humanitarian advocacy efforts.

At Buhimba camp in eastern Democratic Republic 

of  Congo, more than 11,000 people—many of  them 

children—wait for peace to come so they can return 

to their homes and resume their lives.
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“The big challenge is governance and the 

fact that in Congo’s history there hasn’t 

been a government that has worked for  

its people,” says Krista Riddley, Oxfam 

America’s director of  humanitarian policy 

who recently returned from a visit to the 

region. “It’s a challenge we all have a role 

in meeting. And citizen action in the US 

can make a difference. Simply letting your 

legislators know that you care about this 

country and its challenges can go a long 

way to ensuring action by our government.”

A Land of Work and Suffering

Here, in the eastern provinces on the 

banks of  Lake Tanganyika, Lake Kivu, 

and Lake Albert, this is a land of  hard, 

physical work with few modern conve-

niences—and many impediments. People 

stream along the rough dirt roads, most 

of  them on foot, their backs and heads 

piled with produce from their fields, with 

furniture and construction materials, with 

water fetched from streams or wells often 

several miles from their huts.

A woman strides by, bent under an 

enormous load of  wood, with one foot 

bare and the other shod with a boot. She 

carries the second boot—the broken one 

that can perhaps be fixed at home—on 

her head. Here comes a man with a dead 

pig, pink and limp, roped to the back of  

his bike. Another man, with a huge bat-

tered tuba strapped on his back, shoves 

his bike up a dusty hill. A mile behind him 

follows the rest of  the band, on foot, lug-

ging drums and a trumpet.

Here, the kids work hard, too. One of  

them is 17-year-old Egiba Sango, whose 

real name is being withheld to protect his 

safety. A former child soldier, he joined a 

military group when he was 10 after his 

parents died. Made to walk day and night, 

forced to carry heavy loads, and some-

times denied food, he endured regular 

beatings until he could stand it no more. 

He tried to escape, but each time the sol-

diers caught him and forced him back into 

their ranks. On the sixth try, he got away 

for good. That was three years ago.

Eventually, he made his way to Concert 

d’Actions pour Jeunes et Enfants Défavori-

sés, an Oxfam partner organization based 

in the North Kivu city of  Goma. Its mission 

is to help child soldiers and street children 

return to normal lives by tracking down 

their families and providing the boys and 

girls with training so they can earn a living.

Sango is now a furniture maker. The cen-

ter of  his life is a small work shed without 

electricity, where, with a variety of  hand 

tools, he builds tables and bedsteads for 

anyone who is willing to buy them.

In another corner of  Goma, at a medical 

compound, a small gathering of  women 

weave sturdy baskets from strips of  plas-

tic. They are recovering from horrendous 

attacks of  sexual violence—a strategy in 

this war-ravaged region intended to bring 

humiliation to them, their husbands, and 

their entire communities. Through another 

Oxfam partner, the women receive medi-

cal care, psychological counseling, and 

skills training so that they will be able to 

earn a living when they return to their vil-

lages. Stigmatized by rape, these women 

are often cast off  by their families and 

forced into lives of  loneliness and com-

plete self-dependence.

Marie Kanyobayo, head of  Union Des Femmes pour 

le Développement, an Oxfam partner organization, 

says that advocacy by the people is the key to helping 

the Congo resolve many of  the problems it faces.

Natshuba Mateso, who is pregnant, is now living in  

a straw hut with her husband and four children at  

Mugunga camp outside of  Goma. The family fled 

their home when their village was attacked. They now 

share one small bed on the ground, which takes up 

half  of  their 6 foot x 10 foot makeshift hut. In the other 

half, they cook over a wood fire.
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On the outskirts of  the city, sits Mugunga 

I, a camp for people displaced by the 

long-simmering conflict that only now may 

be ending with the signing of  a peace 

deal in January. Pitched on a sea of  sharp 

volcanic rocks, tiny shelters of  grass and 

banana leaves house whole families and 

the few possessions they saved in their 

flights from home. An old woman points to 

a small, battered pot—the only implement 

she has for cooking. Kids pat their bellies, 

their lips. They’re hungry. Some have 

orange-tinted hair, a sign of  malnutrition.

“Biscuit,” they call out, over and over, as 

they swarm after a photographer. “Biscuit.”

Light in the Darkness

The condition of  so many people’s lives 

here in these eastern provinces is bleak, 

unrelentingly so. And it’s easy for outsid-

ers to be overwhelmed by all of  this—until 

they meet Marie Kanyobayo.

A woman of  grace and elegance, she is 

head of  a Bunia-based organization called 

Union Des Femmes pour le Développe-

ment and is confronting the region’s 

troubles with a clear vision for fixing what’s 

wrong. An Oxfam partner, her group works 

to educate villagers about their rights, par-

ticularly the rights of  women and families, 

and about the peaceful pursuit of  democ-

racy and self-sufficiency.

The answer to many of the Congo’s prob-

lems, says Kanyobayo, lies in advocacy 

at both national and international levels, 

in pushing the government to live up to its 

duty. People need to speak out about the 

disintegration of  social services, about ex-

tortion at the hands of underpaid soldiers, 

about the sexual violence that continues to 

rip apart their communities.

Kanyobayo, a mother of  five children, used 

to get about by herself  in the Ituri region on 

a small motorbike. But with so many guns 

flooding the area and available for as little 

as $5, her independence put her in danger. 

She stopped riding her motorbike. Instead, 

one day in mid-March, she catches a ride  

in an Oxfam vehicle to Kotoni, a village of   

small huts interspersed with fields of  mani-

oc about an hour’s drive from Bunia. There, 

in a mud-walled community center lit only 

by natural light from two windows and a 

door, Kanyobayo introduces a handful of  

visitors to some of the people with whom 

she has been working on this idea of self-

empowerment.

What are the biggest problems in Kotoni? 

the visitors ask.

Illiteracy among many of  the women, 

shoots back Pascaline Matoya, a young 

mother with a baby strapped to her back. 

Matoya longs for the reading and writing 

classes the center used to offer.

Lights, answers Malosi Lotsove, perched 

expectantly on the edge of  her bench. 

Most of  the time, there is no electricity—

no opportunity to work or study at night.

Discrimination, offers Nyaridjulo Love. 

Husbands make all the decisions.

Kanyobayo smiles as she translates their 

answers. And slowly, it becomes clear that 

a transformation is underway here—the 

kind of  transformation that Kanyobayo 

talked about the day before, the step-by-

step march toward a change, toward an 

embracing of  rights that can’t help but lift 

the entire community.

Kanyobayo asks about the 2006 elections, 

the historic event that installed a democrat-

ically elected president—Joseph Kabila—

for the first time in decades. Who voted?

All hands in the stifling room, both men’s 

and women’s, shoot up. It’s a moment that 

Oxfam’s Riddley won’t forget.

“I was so happy to see all the people in 

that room had voted,” she says a few days 

later from her Washington, DC, office. 

“That’s empowerment. This is the first 

time they’ve had a voice in 40 years.”

He tried to escape, but each time the soldiers caught him and forced 
him back into their ranks. On the sixth try, he got away for good. 
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Read | Learn | Change the world
To learn more about Oxfam’s efforts to support the Congolese people, go to  
www.oxfamamerica.org/drc. To read more of Coco McCabe’s writing, go  
to Oxfam’s new humanitarian blog at fieldwatch.oxfamamerica.org.



The right to know, the right to decide

When people are blocked from opportunity, they often need to change 
laws, customs, and policies. Without these changes, the battle against 
poverty cannot be won. Oxfam’s economic and political analyses help 
transform the thinking of powerful decision makers.

ROOTS OF ChANGE:  
OXFAM’S CAMPAIGn WORk

Oil, gas, and mining are an important part of the economy in more than 50 developing countries. But while  
governments and companies may benefit, the people most directly affected by these industries often do not.  
Oxfam America is undertaking a campaign to ensure that oil, gas, and mining companies respect people’s rights 
and contribute to the long-term reduction of poverty. 

Overview > More than 60 percent of  poor people live in  

countries rich in natural resources—but they rarely share in  

the wealth. Too often, poor communities have no say in the 

extraction of  resources from their land and receive little  

information about these projects. 

Oxfam America has a long history of  supporting community 

rights in Africa, Asia, Latin America, and the US. In Ghana, 

we help people access information about water contamination 

caused by mining. In Cambodia, we support a coalition of  local 

groups working to ensure that the revenues from the country’s 

coming oil boom are shared in a transparent way. In El Salvador, 

we work with grassroots organizations to promote informed  

public debate about mining projects. And in the US, we help 

Native American communities protect their sacred sites from 

encroachment by mining.

Oil, gas, and mining projects need not contribute to poverty  

and powerlessness. In fact, they can help communities overcome 

these challenges, but only if  they honor people’s fundamental 

rights. That’s why we are calling on companies to respect the 

following:

•		A	community’s	right	to	know.	Companies	must	provide	 

complete and timely information about how their work affects 

communities—environmentally, socially, and economically. 

They must also disclose how much they are paying govern-

ments for natural resources so that poor communities get  

a fair share of  the profits.

•		A	community’s	right	to	decide.	Companies	should	obtain	the	

free, prior, and informed consent (FPIC) of  communities affect-

ed by oil, gas, and mining operations. For indigenous peoples 

in particular, respect for FPIC is a critical means of  protecting 

sacred lands and cultural identity.

Allies > Campaign allies include Global Witness, the Revenue 

Watch Institute, Catholic Relief  Services, the Sierra Club, Equa-

torial Guinea Justice, and Engineers Without Borders Canada.

What’s happening now? > Oxfam is publicly challenging  

leading oil, gas, and mining companies to respect the right 

to know and the right to decide. We are also supporting the 

passage of  Congressional legislation that would require these 

companies to make public what they pay to governments of  

developing countries. 

What can you do? > Join Oxfam’s campaign and speak out to 

protect community rights. As a consumer, your voice matters to 

companies. As a global citizen, you can stand in solidarity with 

affected people around the world.

Writer: Anna Kramer

Read | Learn | Change the world

To learn more about Oxfam’s campaign on oil, gas, and 
mining, go to www.oxfamamerica.org/rights-resources.
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Theresa yaa Serwaah walks inside  

the perimeter of  her latest project in 

Mehame, Ghana, the third home she is 

building for her family of  13. Pointing to 

the cinder blocks that form the founda-

tions of  her house, Serwaah says the 

building is just one reason she doesn’t 

want to sell her land.

Serwaah, 65, and her husband, Kofi 

Agyei, 77, own two cocoa farms and three 

homes. Each farm produces enough food 

to sell at markets in Kumasi and Accra. 

And the profits are enough to feed the 

entire family. So, when Newmont Mining 

Corporation talks about expanding the 

Ahafo Gold Mine in nearby Kenyase into 

Mehame—claiming that the one-time fee 

for their land will improve their quality of  

life and bring development to their com-

munity—Serwaah reacts with suspicion. 

Having visited nearby Kenyase, where her 

sister-in-law once lived, she says she’s 

witnessed firsthand what “development” 

can mean to a mining company. 

“I get sick when I hear about the project. 

My heart races,” she says. “I was so sad 

to see places that had been cocoa farms 

turned into rocks and pits. The farmers 

have no food because their land has been 

taken over. They use money for everything 

and can’t live off  the land anymore.”

That’s a stark difference from Serwaah’s 

life right now. While still very poor by 

Western standards, she says she is 

wealthy in other ways. “The land is ev-

erything to us. It’s worth more than gold. 

Even if  a [cocoa] tree falls, we can eat 

the mushrooms that grow off  of  it.”

Beyond the land itself, the village of   

Mehame is already lit up by electricity. 

And Serwaah’s family need only walk  

a short distance to collect free, potable 

water. Many families, relocated from 

Kenyase and the surrounding villages, 

live in structures smaller than their old 

homes, and many are not connected to 

electricity lines. In Ntotroso, a resettled 

community filled with former residents 

of  Kenyase, residents must now pay for 

their household water, and report taking 

turns with family members just to bathe.

“Newmont told us a lot of  good stories. 

But we’ve seen that they’ve really disap-

pointed us,” says Kojo Zica, 28, a resi-

dent of  the Ntotroso resettlement. “Since 

we came to this settlement, most of  us 

are not working—even the youth. Even 

the water we have to pay for. It is difficult 

to feed our families.”

For these reasons, people in Serwaah’s 

community have been attending work-

shops by WACAM, a local organization 

supported by Oxfam. WACAM teaches 

the cocoa farmers to understand their 

rights under national and international law. 

In Serwaah’s case, these rights include 

saying “no” to mining if  she so chooses. 

No amount of  compensation from New-

mont could replace the lifestyle her family 

has cultivated over the years, she says. 

And while right now she can count on 

her cocoa farms yielding a harvest twice 

a year, whatever payment she received 

from Newmont would peter out over time. 

“For us, development is not about having 

big, big things, but having your peace of  

mind. For us, development is about work-

ing for oneself  and leaving something for 

the next generation,” she says.

With profits from their cocoa farms, Theresa yaa 

Serwaah and her husband, Kofi Agyei, are building  

a new house, educating their children, and saving for 

their future. They are skeptical about relying on a gold 

mine for economic development in their community.

Read | Learn | Change the world

go to www.oxfamamerica.org/westafrica to learn more about our work  
in west africa.

More valuable than gold
Andrea Perera explores how, for those living on gold deposits in Ghana, 
free, prior, and informed consent means the right to define the terms of  
development for their own communities.
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Plan for your future while  
helping to secure theirs.
Consider trading in your Cds or low-yield 
investments for a Charitable gift annuity.

benefits of refinancing your Cds:

•  Higher payments than the returns on your current CDs

• Tax-favored payments

• Stable amounts that you can count on

• Substantial charitable deduction

For more information, call Marie Williams at (800) 77-OXFAM, 
ext. 2423 or go to www.oxfamamerica.org/legacy and  
click on the Gift Calculator link. Find out how a charitable gift 
annuity can work for you!
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