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Where the ground remembers the rain
For poor communities in Zacatecoluca, El Salvador, a severe tropical storm in 2007 brought 
floods and contaminated drinking water. Now, thanks to disaster risk reduction work by Oxfam 
America and partner organizations, people in this region are better able to weather the storms.

The town of Recuerdo—Spanish for 
“memory”—nestles among fields and 
pastures in southern Zacatecoluca province, 
El Salvador. Though the San Vicente 
volcano is not far away, the terrain is low 
and flat: ideal for growing crops and grazing 
herds, but also vulnerable to flooding. 

In October 2007, Tropical Storm 15 brought  
days of heavy rain. In Recuerdo, the 
Cantarama River overflowed its banks. 
In nearby communities, adobe houses 
collapsed in the storm.

As the floodwaters retreated, community 
members faced another chronic problem: 
health risks from water contamination. In an 
area with no running water, most families 

rely on old, hand-dug wells for cooking and 
drinking water. But the shallow water table, 
combined with waterlogged soil, caused the 
underground well pipes to swell and split. As 
the wells deteriorated, wastewater from the 
river rushed in through the seams.  “During 
the rainy season, the water turns yellow and 
brackish. We can’t use it,” said Lucia Amaya, 
a community leader and mother of five. 
“Even if we don’t come down to the river for 
water, we get this water in our wells.”

When staff from Oxfam and our local 
partner organization (known by the 

Spanish abbreviation PROVIDA) arrived in 
Zacatecoluca, they brought emergency aid 
in the form of clean water and shelter. But 
they also saw an opportunity to work  
long-term with the people of Recuerdo and 
other communities.

“When we provide emergency aid, health 
improves immediately,” said PROVIDA’s 
Karen Ramirez. “What we’re trying to do 
now is provide something that will last longer 
than the immediate emergency; we’re trying 
to provide a more lasting solution that will 
reduce future risks.”

Above: “What communities have are human resources,” says community president Don Felipe Reyes. “We organize, 
and when people come in to build things, we work on the projects.” Oxfam America and local partner PROVIDA work 
with people in Zacatecoluca, El Salvador, to reduce the human cost of disasters.  Vanessa Lanza / Oxfam America
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Do one more thing today: Learn how climate change affects poor communities

Reducing the risks

With a $50,000 grant, Oxfam and PROVIDA 
implemented a disaster risk reduction project 
in Recuerdo and eight other communities. 
Their goal: create proactive solutions that will 
reduce the human cost of natural disasters. 

In some areas, Oxfam and PROVIDA built 
elevated houses designed to withstand 
floodwaters. They installed composting 
latrines to improve sanitation and health. 

They also worked to reduce the health 
risks from floods and rain by building clean 
wells in each community. Each clean well 
has a single, reinforced pipe to prevent 
contamination, with a layer of volcanic rock 
forming a filtration system for the water. A 
blue plastic dome above the well houses a 
chlorination system. Now, families can  
access clean water with the turn of a faucet; 
PROVIDA even distributed safer, closed 
containers for carrying the water home.

“The new water system has been a huge 
benefit for our community,” said Amaya. 
“Now people aren’t drinking well water 
that’s polluted. It tastes better. And our kids 
have had fewer stomachaches and bouts 
of diarrhea.”

Another essential part of disaster risk  
reduction is empowering local people to be 
first responders in a crisis. “After Hurricane 

Mitch in 1998, we began to change the 
way we provide aid to communities,” said 
PROVIDA’s Cristina Salazar. “We stopped 
simply providing handouts and began to 
work with people, building on strengths 
they already have.” 

In Recuerdo, water management com-
mitees made up of trained local people 
continuously monitor the wells to make 
sure the water stays safe. Communities 
keep emergency response kits—containing  
ponchos, rubber boots, pickaxes, flash-
lights, and other tools—on hand in case 
of a crisis. Workshops run by Oxfam and 
PROVIDA teach community leaders about 
emergency health and safety practices, 
knowledge that they can then pass on to 
others in the community. 

Long-term disaster risk reduction also 
means working with governments and 
international agencies to make sure that 
people have the resources they need to 
reduce their risks before disaster strikes. 

In El Salvador, Oxfam partners recently 
coauthored a groundbreaking law requiring 
that the government incorporate disaster 
risk reduction into its development planning. 
Although the communities of southern 
Zacatecoluca will face fewer risks from the 
next storm, in many countries, poor and 
marginalized communities are still the most 
vulnerable to natural disasters. 

From floods in Bangladesh to droughts in Kenya, from glacier melts 
in Peru to hurricanes in the Caribbean, poor countries are already 
suffering from the effects of climate change. 

People in developing countries are more than 20 times as likely 
to be affected by climate change-related disasters as people in 
the developed world, and are least able to cope with the effects. 
In many poor communities, increasing global warming will lead to 
water shortages, hunger, and disease, while displacing hundreds 
of millions of people worldwide. In the 1990s alone, over two billion 
poor people felt the effects of climate change on their lives—and 
the numbers are growing.

Oxfam America is undertaking a campaign to address the 
disproportionate impacts of global warming by creating equitable 
solutions to the crisis.

To learn more, go to www.oxfamamerica.org/climate.

“Helping people reduce their vulnerability 
to disasters has always been a component 
of Oxfam’s programs, but now we’re mov-
ing that work to center stage,” said Jacobo 
Ocharan, Oxfam America’s disaster risk  
reduction manager. “Our goal is to help 
poor communities avert catastrophic 
losses at times of emergency—and never 
to lose sight of the role of poverty and 
discrimination as root causes of disaster.”
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“The new water system has been a huge benefit for 
our community,” said Lucia Amaya, pictured with her 
children Lucia, Jose, and Ciomarra. Vanessa Lanza / 
Oxfam America

Seedlings grow through the cracked earth in Gaat Teidouma, Mauritania, where Oxfam 
helped villagers build a dam to provide water for crops and irrigation. Ami Vitale / Oxfam
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