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:: Why Oxfam?

There are so many reasons  
to become part of  the Oxfam  
community. What’s yours? 

Join us: oxfamamerica.org/donate

Jayatissa :: Tsunami researcher, Sri Lanka

“  
Oxfam didn’t go to the village with a 
blueprint … the need was coming from  
the people; the response was coming  
from Oxfam. ”

Julie :: Oxfam supporter, US

“   
Nobody has all the answers, but Oxfam 
knows where to find them. I like the way 
Oxfam works with local communities to 
figure out what’s needed. ”



OXFAMExchange WINTER 2010

Jane F. Huber 
Editor

Chris Hufstader, Emily Gertz,  
Anna Kramer, Coco McCabe, 
Andrea Perera 
Writers

Jessica Erickson 
Designer

Carl M. Soares 
Production lead

Deanna Miller 
Proofreader

ABOVE: (Left) Selas Samson Biru is one of  200 farmers in Adi Ha who decided to buy weather insurance designed 
for their teff, a staple crop in Ethiopia. Eva-Lotta Jansson / Oxfam America (Middle) Juana Reyes, 67, grinds emer-
gency food aid corn she just received from the government of  Guatemala. She and her family failed to grow enough 
corn to last the winter. James Rodriguez / Oxfam America (Right) Jatropha, a poisonous weed, is one of  the newest 
hopes for producing clean energy, and the government of  Mozambique is committed to growing thousands of  acres 
of  it. This strategy may bring risks small-scale farmers are only just now starting to understand. Brett Eloff  / Oxfam 
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Dear Friends,
Happy New Year!  Each January when 
I draft my letter for the year’s first 
OXFAMExchange, I am prompted to 
take a sweeping look at the year ahead. 

In 2010, however, our path forward has 
as much to do with where we’ve been 
as where we are going.

Seeing the global economic crisis as 
an opportunity to hone our work, last 
year Oxfam looked long and hard at 
what we do. We recognized that the 
soundest use of  precious resources 
was to shore up our core strengths 
while investing in innovations that may 
yield even greater returns. This issue 
of  OXFAMExchange reflects just that. 
Virtually all of  the stories are dedicated 
to the heart and soul of  Oxfam: farmers 
and food security, human rights, and 
humanitarian relief. In each case, we 
are leveraging our greatest assets: 
deep analysis of  conditions on the 
ground, strong collaboration across 
sectors, and the incomparable insight 
and determination of  our partners in 
local communities. 

Yet our path forward raises questions 
as we venture into new areas. For 
instance, as we ask on page 8: What 
do global corporations focused on their 
bottom lines and an aid group fighting 
poverty and social injustice have in 
common? More than you might think. 

We know what we do well and have no 
intention of  leaving that behind. But we 
are not content to rest there: the proven 
strategies will not get us far enough fast 
enough in our struggle against poverty. 
What we are aiming for this year is to 
figure out how we can do even better.

So we wish you all best in 2010.

Sincerely,

Raymond C. Offenheiser 
President, Oxfam America
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read. watch. listen. join the conversation.media mashup >

OXFAM IN THE NEWS

“”We just finished a survey that went  
all around Afghanistan, including the 
insecure parts—700 people in places like 
Kandahar. …  [T]heir top issue in terms of  
what’s driving the insurgency is poverty.  
… If  we do development well and we do  
it for its own sake, we may well end up  
with a safer Afghanistan, which is  
for everyone’s benefit.”

Paul O’Brien, Oxfam America’s newly appointed  
vice president for policy and advocacy,  
on CNN International, Dec. 1, 2009

Read the report online at  
oxfamamerica.org/publications/the-cost-of-war.

FROm ThE OxFAm BlOg

Climate witnesses say, “We want justice.”

 By Emily Gertz

… To suspend my reporter’s cool for just 
a moment, I must admit that the stories of  
these “climate witnesses” will probably be 
among the most compelling, but challeng-
ing, that I’ve yet worked on.

The matter at hand here in Copenhagen 
— whether nations will do enough to stop 
or slow global warming, and how to help the 
poorer peoples of  the world who are on the 
front line of  the changing climate—requires 
just the sort of  objectivity and devotion to 
accurate facts that both journalism and  
science are supposed to provide.

But the stories of  people like Okolet and 
Khatun render the chilly distance of  a 
phrase like “the impacts of  climate change” 
near-meaningless. …

Read the rest of  this story at  
blogs.oxfamamerica.org,  
keyword: winterexchange

“”Unchecked, climate change will pose unacceptable risks to 
our security, our economies, and our planet. … We must have 
financing that helps developing countries adapt, particularly the 
least developed and most vulnerable to climate change. 
President Barack Obama at the UN Climate Change Conference, Denmark, Dec. 18, 2009

“ In the Grip of Drought: 25 Years After the Ethiopian Famine” 
oxfamamerica.org/gripofdrought

As we went to press, a devastating earthquake struck Haiti. 
For current information, go to oxfamamerica.org.
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soleak seang
Phnom Penh, Cambodia

Soleak Seang, communications
officer for Oxfam America’s East
Asia office, studied journalism in  
the US so he could improve the  
profession back home in Cambodia.
Writer: Andrea Perera

OxFAm PROFIlE

When Soleak Seang was growing up in rural Cambodia, he dreamt 
of  becoming an engineer. He ended up studying journalism instead 
once he learned first-hand just how corrupt his country’s media 
could be.

Seang made his choice while in high school in Kompong Cham 
Province. At the time, his father ran a sawmill business; this while 
the national government was shutting down privately owned mills  
as a way to prevent illegal logging. 

The Seangs weren’t violating any laws, but they still felt vulnerable. 
Seeing an opportunity to exploit the situation, two reporters from 
Khmer-language newspapers agreed to “protect” the family by  
keeping the Seangs’ business out of  the papers—in exchange 
for about $25 a month (more than a month’s salary for most local 
reporters at the time). The reporters’ strategy was one known as 
ACDC—or Attack Collect, Defend Collect. They would either attack 
you and then demand money, or defend you for a similar fee.

“We didn’t want to have problems, so we just gave them money,”  
Seang says. “That was the time when I thought there was some-
thing wrong with the profession.” 

It has been 14 years since his family faced that extortion, and 
Seang has used the time to make good on his promise to improve 
journalism in Cambodia. After studying journalism at the Royal  
University of  Phnom Penh, he won a Fulbright Scholarship and 
earned a master’s degree at the University of  Kansas (KU). There, 
he wrote a thesis about the context in which Cambodian journalists 
work and the reasons they feel compelled—and comfortable— 
asking their sources for money in exchange for coverage. 

“In his thesis, he looked at whether religious or cultural values might 
help people be more honest or ethical in their journalism work,” says 
Christine Jensen Sundstrom, director of  the graduate writing support 
program at KU and Seang’s thesis adviser. “I think he was finding 
that difficult circumstances mean that people will be a journalist and 
two other things just to survive. So if  certain types of  stories will 
bring in more income, it might lead people in one direction.”  

After completing his studies last summer, Seang returned to  
Cambodia and began working as a regional communications  
officer in Oxfam America’s office in Phnom Penh. It’s his job to 
share information with local reporters and encourage them to write 
about Oxfam America’s work. While generating media hits is an 
important goal, he’s willing to sacrifice quantity for quality.

“I do understand that they have some financial difficulties because  
a lot of  Khmer-language journalists don’t get enough wages ...  
But we don’t want to spoil them; they have to improve themselves 
and make this profession more ethical,” Seang says.

By refusing to pay these reporters, Seang gets little coverage of  
some of  Oxfam America’s work in the region. For example, a  
successful campaigning event on climate change in Phnom Penh 
was covered by only a few Khmer-language newspapers, despite 
the fact that over a dozen reporters from those papers had attended  
the event. 

This tradeoff  is one Seang is willing to make, however, if  it means 
he can simultaneously teach Khmer reporters how to improve  
the profession.   

“He thinks and believes things can be better because he’s that kind 
of  good person. But he’s not somebody that, when he finds out the 
world doesn’t work that way, becomes disillusioned and gives up.  
He has a larger understanding of  human foibles,” Sundstrom says. 

At the same time, Seang understands the situation well enough  
that he can still do his job effectively. For example, while he may not 
always get coverage in Khmer-language papers, radio journalists 
play by his rules—and their outlets reach more people, since many 
poor Cambodians cannot read or afford to buy newspapers. 

Still, right now, Seang can only go so far on his own. His next goal 
is to convince his counterparts at other nongovernmental organiza-
tions in Cambodia to follow the same practices.  

“I’m planning to have a meeting to discuss this and ethical journal-
ism,” Seang says. “We have to make it clear that [sources] should not 
pay journalists for writing stories. If  it’s an ad, that’s fine. But if  it’s a 
news story, they should not get paid [by sources] to do their jobs.”

“”[Seang] thinks and believes things can be better 
because he’s that kind of  good person. But he’s not 
somebody that, when he finds out the world doesn’t 
work that way, becomes disillusioned and gives up. 
He has a larger understanding of  human foibles.



make a difference: DEFEnD thE right tO knOw

Follow the $    >

Standing at the pump, watching the numbers tick away, 
do you ever wonder where the money goes? 

You’re not alone: people on the other end of  the  
pipeline are wondering, too. 

While we feel the pinch in our pockets, citizens of   
oil-producing countries are often not seeing the profits.

Go to oxfamamerica.org/rights-resources to watch 

our two-minute animated short titled “Follow the money.” 

Left Channel / Talking Eyes Media

$

$$ $$ $ $$$ $$

$$$
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Learn >
Oil, gas, and mining companies pay  
billions each year to the governments of  
poor countries. More often than not, these 
contracts and revenues are kept secret. 
This lack of  accountability facilitates 
embezzlement, corruption, and revenue 
mismanagement, and has contributed to 
these industries’ failure to alleviate poverty 
in countries where they do business.

More and more, poor people are asserting 
their right to decide if  or how they want oil, 
gas, and mining development to take place 
in their backyards—and to claim a fair 
share of  the profits for community needs 
like hospitals, roads, and schools. Oxfam’s 
Right to Know, Right to Decide campaign 
calls on major oil, gas, and mining compa-
nies to respect people’s “right to know” all 
the facts about how these projects affect 
their communities. 

Take action >
Use your influence 

Tell your member of Congress to  
support the Energy Security Through 
Transparency Act. To send a message,  
go to oxfamamerica.org/rights-resources. 

 Click, watch, 
spread the word
Go to oxfamamerica.org/rights-resources to 
watch our two-minute animated short titled 
“Follow the Money.” Share with friends and 
family through your social networking page.

Writer: Anna Kramer

You can help by supporting a piece of  
US legislation called the Energy Security 
Through Transparency Act, which would 
require oil, gas, and mining companies to 
publicly disclose payments made to  
governments. The bill was introduced by a 
bipartisan group of  senators in September 
2009, and both the Senate and House will 
work to pass legislation in 2010.

With more than half  of  the world’s poor-
est people living in countries rich in natural 
resources, this legislation would provide 
citizens with vital information they can use 
to hold their governments accountable. 
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The rainy season has come to the rugged 
highlands of  Tigray in northern Ethiopia, 
and with it a veil of  green—gauzy and 
ephemeral—drapes the hillsides, making 
even the craggiest look hospitable. 

It’s early August, and farmers keep a watchful 
eye on their fields. Will their teff  come up? 
Will that tiniest of  seeds—the staple grain 
that feeds so many—get enough rain to 
thrive? Will harvest time bring bounty  
or hardship? These are the underlying 
questions, year in and year out, weighing  
on farmers reliant on a climate they can’t 
control and stifling their urge to take chances. 

But here, in the community of  Adi Ha,  
where teff  is the second most widely  
cultivated crop, an experiment is unfolding 
—one that holds the promise of  security.  
It’s weather  insurance, devised to help 
some of  the world’s poorest farmers for 
whom having enough food for their families, 
money to school their children, and medical 
care is never a certainty, particularly in times  
of  drought.

“Without insurance, poor farmers who  
experience drought might run through all 
their savings, fall into debt, or sell their  

Weather insurance:

Buying peace of mind
Oxfam’s Coco mcCabe reports on a program in Ethiopia that explores how strategic 
partnerships with corporations could be a key to reducing poverty.

livestock and other valuables—often to ruin-
ous results,” says Mengesha Gebremichael, 
the micro-insurance officer at the Relief  
Society of  Tigray (REST) and one of  the 
project’s managers. 

Designed for teff, the insurance offers farm-
ers a payout if  rainfall is too sparse during 
a critical period of  the growing cycle. And 
that cash may be just enough of  a cushion 
to soften the worry that prevents so many 
from using their scant resources to invest 
in equipment or materials that could boost 
their yields—and their household incomes. 

“They’ll be in a better position to take out 
small loans that could help them make big 
improvements in their next harvest—loans for 
things like high-yield seeds. They’ll be more 
confident that they can pay the money back, 
knowing they have insurance to support 
them if  trouble strikes,” says Gebremichael.

How it works

Coordinated by Oxfam America, this pilot 
insurance project is built on the strength of  
more than a dozen partners. Among them  
is REST, which has deep ties to Adi Ha—
and the confidence of  its people.

Nyala Insurance Company is the Ethiopian 
firm offering the insurance, and Dedebit 
Credit and Savings Institution, provides 
credit services to farmers and helped 
educate those in Adi Ha about the weather 
insurance. Swiss Re, a global reinsurer, is 
contributing funding and technical expertise, 
and the International Research Institute for 
Climate and Society at Columbia University 
has provided the lion’s share of  research  
and technical advice on climate data— 

essential in designing the program. Ethiopia’s 
National Meteorological Agency has been 
responsible for collecting weather data.

Together, they are disproving the common 
assumption that subsistence farmers in re-
mote regions are uninsurable. The doubters 
ask: Where would they get the money to pay 
for the premiums?

Oxfam and its partners have found a smart 
answer: work.

Through this new initiative, farmers too poor 
to have cash available can get insurance 
by trading their labor for it. Project manag-
ers have worked out an arrangement with 
Ethiopia’s Productive Safety Net Program, 
a well-established federal program that 
provides the most vulnerable citizens with 
food or cash in exchange for their work on 
community projects that improve livelihoods 
and reduce the impact of  natural disasters. 
Adi Ha farmers who are part of  that safety 
net can work extra days in exchange for 
their premiums.

With that as an option, when enrollment day 
arrived last May, 200 Adi Ha farmers signed 
up—nearly double the number organizers 
expected. Seventy of  them agreed to pay in 
cash, and the rest, 130, offered their muscle 
in exchange for the guarantee of  a return 
on their teff. On average, farmers bought 
premiums worth 138 birr—or just over $12. 
Some settled on packages that cost as little 
as 76 birr—or about $6.75—while the top 
amount invested was 299 birr, or slightly 
more than $20.

“”Without insurance, poor farmers 
who experience drought might 
run through all their savings,  
fall into debt, or sell their live-
stock and other valuables— 
often to ruinous results.
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Medhin Reda is a single mother living with three of  her daughters in a small stone 

house in Adi Ha. Instead of  using cash, she is paying for her premium with labor—

and hoping that the insurance, designed to cover teff, will help solve some of  the 

problems she’s had with drought. Eva-Lotta Jansson / Oxfam America



Meet Medhin Reda

For farmers like Medhin Reda, willingness 
to work is her key resource. That drive, fed 
by necessity, sometimes has her rising as 
early as 3 a.m. to begin a long day of  work.

Reda, 45, is a single mother eking a living 
from two fields—one of  corn just below 
her small home and the other of  teff  that 
requires a three-hour round-trip hike. She 
lives with three of  her daughters in a small 
stone-walled compound on a steep hill.  
Two grown children live elsewhere.

Their home is tiny and dark, save for the 
light that pours through the open door and 
catches the curved edge of  a grain vessel 
standing against the back wall. In some 
homes in Adi Ha, vessels like these are 
full, the seeds cascading out with a whish 
when someone uncorks the bottom. But at 
Reda’s, the vessel looks dusty. Is it unused? 
As a participant in the Productive Safety Net 
Program, she is one of  the approximately 
eight million poor Ethiopians swapping  
work for cash and food that they don’t have.

But in Reda’s all-girl house, there’s a sense 
of  determination—and even power, despite 
the hardships that come from living in a 
place where the climate is increasingly 
unpredictable and drought has meant  
inevitable hunger. On this day in August,  
as visitors rest against the thick walls of   
her home, Reda tells them that she and one 
of  her daughters hauled every stone used 
to build those walls to this site. And she 
paid the mason who did the stone work  
by spending a summer weeding his fields.

To have her own fields plowed, Reda hires 
a man and two oxen—paying him with three 
days of her labor for every one the team 
churns through the rocky soil at planting time.

“That’s why I’m thin,” she says, acknowl-
edging the energy spent on keeping her 
family going. But she’s got strength left— 
especially if  she can use it to buy a bit  
of  security for her next teff  harvest. Reda 
will work 24 days to pay for the insurance 
premium she has bought.

“Because of  repeated drought, which really 
affected me, I joined the insurance with the 
understanding it might solve my problems,” 
she says. “It’s good for me to have the  
insurance as long as I can work and pay 
with labor. That is the only asset I have.”

“Over the past several years, Oxfam America has come to see strategic  
engagement with the private sector as a pivotal component in program  
development,” says Chris Jochnick, director of  Oxfam America’s private sector 
department. “Foreign direct investment in the developing world easily outstrips 
foreign assistance, and the impact corporations have on the lives of  poor 
people is vast and growing.”

That’s at the heart of  the collaboration between Swiss Re and Oxfam America. 
Together, with a host of  other partners, they are working to bring weather  
insurance to some of  the world’s poorest farmers. It’s just one of  a series  
of  new alliances Oxfam’s private sector department is now pursuing in a far-
reaching  effort to leverage the enormous resources and political influence of  
the private sector in the battle against poverty. About 2.5 billion of  the world’s 
people now live on less than $2 a day.

Oxfam has long advocated for the structural changes needed to alleviate that 
poverty—changes that would improve market access, address unfair trade prac-
tices, and expand the rights of  women. But there’s a lot more that can be done.

“Our work to change corporate practices from the outside is far more effective 
when combined with efforts to leverage and partner with leading companies,” 
says Jochnick. “By working collectively, good corporate citizens can create 
more stable and healthy markets that ultimately benefit the bottom lines and 
the common good.”

While some companies are already doing this, and make worthy collaborators, 
others require pressure to change their behavior. As it has for many years, 
Oxfam continues to use methods such as advocacy, public campaigns, and 
shareholder activism to demand accountability from companies doing harm.  

But increasingly, collaboration—carried out with eyes wide open—is an  
important tool in the fight against poverty. As businesses look for new markets 
among the world’s poorest consumers, and redesign their products and  
services for them, opportunities abound for organizations like Oxfam to urge  
that those innovations be truly beneficial to the people they target.

The weather insurance pilot on which Oxfam and Swiss Re are collaborating 
in the village of  Adi Ha in Ethiopia is a perfect example. With existing markets 
saturated, large insurance companies need new areas in which to expand,  
and poor farmers could benefit from insurance products designed to meet  
their needs and their budgets.

“This is an opportunity for us to work together on an innovation that is long 
overdue in the developing world,” says Marjorie Victor Brans, a senior policy 
adviser at Oxfam. “We believe companies should be able to expand their  
operations as long as they do it fairly and in a way that doesn’t hurt poor 
people. In this case, we’ve worked with Swiss Re, and other smaller Ethiopian 
companies, to design a product that could help poor people fight poverty and 
better cope with the challenges of  climate change.”

Oxfam intends to share what it learns from this pilot so that other organiza-
tions—for-profit or not—can create new forms of  microinsurance that can 
become a part of  every poor farmer’s coping strategy.

What do global corporations focused  
on their bottom lines and an international 
aid group fighting poverty and social  
injustice have in common?  
More than you might think.



OXFAMExchange winter 2010  |  9 

read | learn | change the world
To learn more about Oxfam’s work to reduce poverty in the  
horn of  Africa, go to oxfamamerica.org/hornofafrica.

Paying with cash

But other farmers in Adi Ha—particularly 
those with access to irrigation and the  
produce it allows them to grow and sell in 
local markets—can pay in cash.

Just over a decade ago, Oxfam worked with 
REST to construct a dam across the Tsalet 
River in Adi Ha. Connected to a system of  
irrigation channels, the dam now funnels 
water to the fields of  more than 400 farm-
ers, creating an oasis of  green during the 
dry season that helps support their families.

From her plot of  well-watered land, Selas 
Samson Biru, 48, harvests a bounty of   
peppers, bananas, melons, guava, and  
coffee beans, earning more than $1,300 
in a good year. But for her teff, the mother 
of  six relies on rain, which has become 
increasingly erratic over the years.

“Our season is changing,” says Biru.  
“We don’t know when there will be a bad 
year and when there will be a good year.” 
And that’s why she decided to invest 192 
birr—or about $15—in insurance to cover 
her next teff  crop. “I believe, after taking the 
training, this insurance will be helpful during 
the bad season. This will pay me.”

Gebru Kahsay, a 52-year-old farmer and 
father of  nine children, agrees: the insur-
ance offers some protection from hard 
times. Most of  the produce he grows on 
his irrigated land is destined for the market. 
For the two hectares of  corn, finger millet, 
sorghum, and teff  that help feed his family, 
Kahsay needs rain.

It came late this year—too late for his sor-
ghum. But by early August, delicate shoots 
of  teff  have begun to shove through the san-
dy, sun-baked soil. Seven-year-old Aregawi 
Mulugeta has staked out a patch of shade 
beneath a tree from which he keeps an eye 
on the field for his grandfather. And Kahsay 
reports that so far, the teff  is doing well.

Still, with the harvest a long way off  and 
months of  uncertainty in between, Kahsay, 
like Biru and Reda, has bought himself  a 
little security—192-birr worth of  insurance 
for his teff.

“According to my belief, this insurance is 
important to protect us from migrating in 
drought in search of  food,” he says. “It 
saves the lives of  family during drought.”

Next steps

In Adi Ha, the rainy season runs from  
June to October. By November, the teff  is 
ready for cutting. How was the harvest this 
year? And what are the initial results from 
the pilot? 

In terms of  the harvest, this much is clear: 
There was enough rain to forestall an insur-
ance payout, but the crop it produced was 
a lot smaller than expected, says David 
Satterthwaite, Oxfam’s microinsurance  
officer. Oxfam and its partners have done  
an assessment to understand what led  
to the shortfall. Based on that data— 
and together with input from farmers— 
they plan to expand the insurance model 
so that in the future farmers have further 
options for insuring their crops. And since 
the experimental program is still under 
development, Oxfam will make a payment 
to the farmers in recognition of  their  
crop losses this year. 

“If  we can work out a system that everyone 
finds satisfactory, we’ll really have something 
robust,” says Satterthwaite. 

With that in mind, and with the help of   
a $570,000 grant from the Rockefeller  
Foundation, the pilot is set to expand into 
several new communities in Tigray this 
coming year and possibly add wheat to the 
crops the insurance will cover. The data col-
lected from expansion into these geograph-
ically diverse communities will help Oxfam  
and its partners improve the model they’ve 
designed—with the potential for making it an 
excellent tool for climate change adaptation. 

“Even if  we stopped today, we’ve made a 
contribution to the field. We’ve challenged 
the idea that the poorest of  the poor are 
uninsurable and don’t want insurance,” 
says Marjorie Victor Brans, one of  Oxfam’s 
senior policy advisers.  “It’s not that people 
don’t want insurance—just not on the terms 
it’s been offered.” 

Some of  the farmers participating in the weather insurance pilot project in Adi Ha have gauges in their yards 

to measure the local rainfall. Mulu-Birhan Mehari examines the gauge that belongs to her mother-in-law, Selas 

Samson Biru. The family keeps a running record of  the precipitation. Eva-Lotta Jansson / Oxfam America
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Chris hufstader reports from Baja Verapaz, where Oxfam and local partners are helping 
small farmers cope with a food crisis that could have been prevented.

The tipping point 
     in guatemala
Siriaco Mejia is an optimist. His friend 
Gloria Gonzalez says he is always smiling, 
even when he is in trouble. He just has a 
positive outlook. 

But even Mejia was unable to put a favor-
able spin on his situation at harvest time in 
late 2009: after he’d planted his corn and 
beans in his field high above the languid 
Chixoy River, now flowing at a very low 
level, his crops had failed, owing to lack of  
rain. Most years he can grow 22 quintales 
(about 2,200 pounds) of  corn. This year, 
Mejia says he got about a tenth of  that.

“We could see the corn cobs, but when we 
opened them up, many were totally empty,” 
Mejia says, standing in his field. “We got 
almost nothing this year.”

Mejia did everything he could short of   
making it rain, including fertilizing his field 
twice at great expense. But now that the 

42-year-old farmer has harvested nearly 
everything, the field is overgrown with  
bright yellow weeds. Some call them  
flor de muerto (flower of  death). 

Mejia says at this point he is done trying to 
grow food and must wait for the next planting 
season in June 2010. 

“We hope there will be rain,” he says.  
“Otherwise, we may die.”

Chronic food shortage

Guatemala has the highest rate of  malnu-
trition among children under five in Latin 
America: nearly 50 percent, according to 
the World Food Program. For indigenous 
children the malnutrition rate is even higher: 
close to 70 percent. On a recent visit to  
Mejia’s area, Francisco Enriquez, a sus-
tainable livelihood specialist for Oxfam in 
Guatemala, found that most of  the families 
had lost between 80 and 100 percent of  
their crops.

The hills above the Chixoy River are gray 
and dry at harvest time, with dark rocks 
visible through thin soils on the exposed 
slopes. It’s a tough place to farm, and 
Mejia’s family is just one of  about 350,000 
families the government of  Guatemala said 
are at risk when it declared a food emergen-
cy in September 2009. Most vulnerable are 
those in central Guatemela’s “dry corridor,” 
where Mejia lives in the department of  Baja 
Verapaz. His village, Xinacati II, is just one 
of  the hundreds of  communities—many 
composed of  indigenous people—that are 
struggling to grow enough food to survive.

This food shortage is occurring in a country 
of  luxurious green that exports millions  
in sugar cane, pineapples, bananas, and  
coffee. Despite this abundance, poor  

Guatemalans, who are mostly indigenous 
Maya people, regularly face chronic food 
shortages. There is plenty of  food in 
stores, but poor people can’t afford it. 

Since the Spanish colonization of  Central 
America, indigenous Maya people have 
been systematically moved off  the most 
productive farmlands to arid areas and steep 
hillsides. In Mejia’s case, his community and 
several others were originally in the Chixoy 
River valley but were involuntarily relocated 
in the 1980s to make way for a hydroelectric 
dam. Most of  the flattest, best land is used 
to grow export crops like coffee and sugar 
cane and, more recently, biofuel crops. 

“The country is producing less and less 
corn and beans each year,” says Enriquez. 
He says the government “is not pushing for 

A BAD GROWING YEAR
Some of  the factors contributing to the poor 
harvests in Guatemala in 2009:

•   Erratic rains and higher temperatures 
(credited to the El Niño weather phe-
nomenon) during the summer of  2009 
reduced crop yields.

•  High prices for fertilizer in 2008 lowered 
yields, so many families ran out of  food 
earlier in 2009.

•  Family members living outside the country 
reduced their remittances because of   
the global economic slowdown, so many 
families had less money to buy fertilizers 
and other inputs.

•  The government lacks effective policies 
that will help small-scale indigenous  
farmers improve their production.

Farmer Siriaco Mejia lost nearly 90 percent of  his corn crop in 2009, owing to poor rains. 

James Rodriguez / Oxfam America
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spending that will specifically benefit small 
farmers. … They need to invest in produc-
ing food; otherwise, when there is a drought 
or a flood, it becomes a dramatic crisis.”

The lack of  rain in Baja Verapaz could be 
the type of  dramatic crisis Enriquez fears.

Creating options

Most of  the families with significant crop 
losses last fall have few options. In order to 
earn money to buy the food they need to 
survive, many men from communities like 
Xinacati II will migrate to distant coffee and 
sugar cane plantations, where they will work 
for a few months, returning occasionally to 
bring money to their families. 

If  things are really tough, entire families 
may relocate temporarily. Mejia says he can 
pick more coffee beans with the help of  his 
wife and five kids than he could alone.

“We would like people to have more options 
than just migration,” says Gonzalez. Oxfam 
is working with the Association of  Commu-
nity Health Services, known by its Spanish 
initials ASECSA (where Gonzalez works), 
as well as the Training Institute for Sustain-
able Development, to help farmers survive 
the winter. They will provide seeds and tools 

to help families grow vegetables to improve 
their nutrition and they will help families with 
feed and veterinary care for small livestock 
like chickens, pigs, and ducks. Oxfam is 
also helping fund ASECSA’s network of  
health promoters to provide nutritional 
counseling for families with young children 
to reduce child malnutrition and death.

This project will also support a range of  
community improvements: paying local 
people to work on irrigation systems and 
other infrastructure to help farmers when 
they plant next spring; producing organic 
fertilizer and insecticide to save money and 
protect the soil; and teaching farmers about 
native seeds to reduce costs and increase 
production of  corn, beans, and peanuts.

“These things will help people after our  
project is over,” says Enriquez, who has 

worked with the UN and Oxfam in  
Guatemala for 10 years. “They will be bet-
ter positioned to survive another drought.” 
The agriculture assistance and community 
service activities will help nearly a thousand 
families. Oxfam has committed $266,000  
to the project. 

“We tried asking others for the money for 
this but did not get a positive response,” 
Gonzalez says in the ASECSA office in 
Rabinal, two hours by walking and driving 
from Xinacati II. “So it is perfect that Oxfam 
is working with us. We are concentrating on 
the worst-hit area, and if  it works, we will 
replicate it in others.”

read | learn | change the world
To learn more about Oxfam’s work on hunger and food security,  
go to oxfamamerica.org/issues/hunger-food-security.

Most indigenous families struggle to grow enough corn in a normal year, but the last harvest of  2009 has pushed 

many in the Baja Verapaz region into a more severe crisis this winter. James Rodriguez / Oxfam America



Jatropha plantation in Inhassune, Mozambique. An intense focus on growing 

jatropha for its oil seeds, used to create biodiesel fuel, may overlook the needs  

of  small-scale farmers in Mozambique. Brett Eloff  / Oxfam America
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In front of  Alexander Maluleque’s house  
in Inhassune stands a leafy jatropha bush.  
It is a fixture in the middle of  the village; 
people carve their initials in the bark, and 
Maluleque’s children play in the shade cast 
by its foliage, arcing 30 feet above their yard.

Planted long ago by a French worker from 
a nearby farm, jatropha was unknown to 
Maluleque. He’s since become one of  the 
most experienced local cultivators of  this 
unusual plant, now prized for its seeds used 
to produce biodiesel fuel. In 2006, when  
an international company approached  
Maluleque about managing the nursery  
for its 27,000-acre jatropha plantation in  
his town, he leapt at the chance. 

“I was so happy,” he says, sitting beneath 
the jatropha bush. “I wanted to get a car 
and build a nicer house and educate my 
children at a higher level.” The company, 
called ESV Group, piped water into the  
village. It hired doctors and teachers to  
work there. 

Opportunity comes with risks

Right now Mozambique is devoting millions 
of  dollars and more than 200,000 acres of  
land to growing biofuel crops for ethanol 
and biodiesel. The country is encouraging 
foreign investors to use its land in exchange 
for jobs and fuel to reduce its dependence 
on oil imports. 

The diversion of agriculture from food 
production to biofuel crops represents a sig-
nificant contribution to increasing food prices.  
Between 2005 and 2008, global food prices 
spiraled up more than 80 percent according 
to research by Oxfam and others. This has 
been a significant burden for poor people 
who often spend more than half  their income 
on food. The food price increases pushed 
more than 100 million additional people into 

poverty globally.  Some studies show that 
increased production of biofuel is responsible 
for 16 percent of that food price increase.  

Small-scale farmers increase their vulner-
ability when they commit to biofuel projects. 
Things were looking good in Inhassune 
that first year, but then ESV started to have 
financing problems. When it abandoned the 
venture, local government officials ordered 
all the workers to stay on the job. Not all 
have, but for those like Maluleque who have 
continued to work, 14 long months have 
passed without pay. 

Maluleque says he’s kept farming his own 
land but has been unable to afford to plant 
all of  it. He planted on several acres, and 
cut back to one daily meal. In November 
2009, Maluleque reported that he had  
practically exhausted his resources and  
was considering going to South Africa to 
look for work.

Land for fuel

About four hours south of  Inhassune, farm-
ers in Nzeve face a different problem. This 
village of 137 people—located in the rolling, 
coastal hills near the resort town of Bilene—
was told by the government that farmers 
each had to release about 80 percent of  
their land (usually about six acres) for a 
49,000-acre jatropha project led by a foreign 
company. Locals were told that working on 
the plantation would offset any loss of  food 
production. The government said that since 
the soil in the area was sandy, it was better 
for growing jatropha than corn anyway. It 
seemed reasonable until the company ran 
into cash flow problems and laid off  workers. 

Violeta Sithole, 47, lives in Nzeve and 
worked in the jatropha nursery until she 
lost her job. “They were going to give us a 
school and electricity … but we are not see-
ing any of  it,” she says. “Now that I am no 
longer working, we need more money and 
we are not growing enough in our field.

“All we eat is cassava.”

Reports from communities about pressures 
on farmers have prompted Oxfam to begin 
studying the effect of  biofuel production  
on farmers in southern Africa. Preliminary 
findings show that small-scale farmers are 
the ones caught in the middle of  these  
global trends. They welcome jobs because 
it’s hard to earn cash in poor communities, 
so people in Inhassune and Nzeve want  
local plantations to succeed. But, the 
government and companies gambling on 
jatropha, also put local farmers at risk when 
they demand land and make no plans in 
case the scheme fails. 

Editor’s note: ESV announced in late November 2009 
that it had sold its jatropha venture in Mozambique to an 
Italian partnership for $4 million—contingent on payment 
of  all back wages and taxes by ESV.

With enthusiasm for biofuel growing, countries like mozambique want to cash in. 
But diverting resources from food crops comes with dangers. Chris hufstader reports from 
mozambique’s southern coast, where farmers are weighing both opportunities and risks. 

The costs of biofuel

Too good to be true?

Fans of the jatropha plant rave about its 
potential: they say it can grow almost any-
where and needs little water. And—although 
jatropha is a weed and poisonous, known as 
“bellyache bush”—in 2009, Air New Zealand 
flew a jet powered in part by the plant’s oil. 

Sound too good to be true? It may be. Dutch  
researchers say jatropha needs good soil  
and more water than corn or sugar cane for 
optimal growth. Repurposing land without  
local input can be disastrous because  
communities risk losing areas valuable  
for hunting or grazing livestock. Poor  
countries must move forward carefully  
and ensure that local communities are 
made aware of  potential costs and ben-
efits and have a voice in decision making. 
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Give monthly.
Join a community of donors who recognize 
that a reliable stream of funds is critical to 
our work. For as little as $15 per month, 
you can ensure that Oxfam is equipped 
to respond when crises arise and can 
maintain our commitment to communities. 

Join the Oxfam Pledge Partner Program.  
Use the enclosed envelope or go to 
oxfamamerica.org/monthlypledge.

 Last year: 
More than one billion people 
struggled to feed their families.

This year: 
It doesn’t have to be the same.


