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What if development 
took the kind of time 

and commitment it 
takes to raise a child? 

(It does.)
READ MORE > 



There are as many reasons to be 
a part of  the Oxfam community as 
there are members in it.

Renew your membership for 2012  
or become a member today:  
oxfamamerica.org/renew

I have It.  
they need It.

I may not be able 
to do much, but I 

will not do nothing.
It’s my duty as a  
person of  faith.

If I were in a similar situation …  
I would hope that someone would 

reach out and help my family.
I apprecIate  

your effIcIency.

Oxfam is one of  
the good guys.

Actual testimonials from Oxfam America 2011 online donors.

I believe in  
Oxfam’s mission  
to help people  

help themselves.
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Dear Friends,
Happy New Year! In my first letter of 
each year, I am eager to share what’s 
new at Oxfam. Although we never lack 
exciting ideas, our work is about structural 
change—a long, slow process. How slow? 
Well, we generally think about our field 
programs as approximately 15-year invest-
ments. In other words, a development  
program requires almost as much time and 
commitment as it takes to raise a child. 

A shorter commitment won’t get the job 
done. It takes time to help people build 
skills and infrastructure, to get policies 
changed, and to ensure that governments 
spend their money more effectively. We 
need look no further than Haiti for an 
example. It’s been two years since the 
earthquake and, while we know our sup-
porters would like to hear about new and 
more and bigger successes, meaningful 
change for Haiti will only be measured 
across years, not months.  

Smart development demands monitoring 
and evaluation. Organizations should be 
accountable to report not only what they 
do, but also how they measure it. Don’t 
believe stories that guarantee long-term 
impact after one or two years’ investment; 
that’s barely time to lay some groundwork.

We all crave the easy answer, the quick 
solution, but if eradicating poverty were 
simple, people living in poverty would 
have sorted it out long ago. They may 
lack resources like land, but they certainly 
don’t lack intelligence or insight. Poverty 
is a global challenge—one that we can 
overcome together, but listening and 
learning from people living in poverty,  
and developing solutions with them,  
takes time and sustained effort.

This issue of OXFAMExchange includes 
inspiring stories, but they are just snap-
shots from a family album: moments in  
a long journey together. Each story is  
ultimately about perseverance and the 
need for long-term commitment. In 2012  
I hope that, as Oxfam supporters, we will 
all become emissaries of real change—not 
proponents of the quick fixes that make for 
bright but empty New Year’s resolutions.

Sincerely,

Raymond C. Offenheiser 
President, Oxfam America
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“”
Let’s get these countries to be more accountable  
… and let’s make sure their citizens can hold them  
accountable. [That’s] the deeper political agenda  
that we have all been working on for many decades.
— Paul O’Brien, Oxfam America’s vice president of  policy and campaigns, on the need for 

greater accountability so that poor countries can manage foreign aid more effectively.

 Featured on NPR’s Morning Edition on Nov. 28, 2011 

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

Three more positive Africa stories  
from 2011 by Anna Kramer

Yesterday I read a great blog post by  
Alexis Okeowo of  The New Yorker: “Ten 
Biggest Positive Africa Stories of  2011.” 
With drought and conflict affecting many of  
Africa’s 50-plus countries, no one can say 
this has been an easy year. But “with all 
the gloom and doom,” writes Okeowo, “it’s 
easy to forget the strides the continent’s 
residents make every day in business, art, 
technology, and politics.” From the indepen-
dence of  South Sudan to Liberian women 
winning the Nobel Peace Prize, it’s refresh-
ing to hear about some of  Africa’s triumphs 
instead of  its tragedies. …

Read the rest of  this story at  
oxfamamerica.org/3stories
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IN THE PUBLIC EYE 

Billboards to raise public awareness | In late 2011, Congress contemplated 
slashing lifesaving aid programs in next year’s federal budget. Oxfam joined 
other development groups, faith organizations, and private sector leaders like 
Bill Gates to call on Congress not to cut foreign assistance—an investment that 
uses less than 1 percent of the US budget. 

Among Oxfam’s efforts were a series of billboards (like the one featured below) and  
newspaper ads showing the value of US aid dollars to men and women worldwide.  
To learn more and view the other billboards, go to oxfamamerica.org/heroes.

FROM THE BLOGSIN THE NEWS



has come under international scrutiny for 
environmental and human rights violations. 

Oxfam America partners are supporting 
citizens’ efforts to call on the Guatemalan 
government and Goldcorp to suspend op-
erations at the Marlin Mine. Many speak out 
at great personal risk: Amnesty International 
has documented beatings and death threats 
against anti-mining activists, and locals 
report shootings and attempted shoot-
ings against mine critics. The insecurity is 
“the worst thing affecting our community 
now,” said farmer and activist Miguel Ángel 
Bámaca, who was shot at outside his home 
in July 2010.

Despite the risks, community actions can 
get results. They’ve prompted public scru-
tiny of  exploration activities in El Salvador, 
successfully delayed mining activities in 
Guatemala, and generated legislative re-
form proposals in Honduras. 

In Cabañas, El Salvador, Oxfam partner 
Francisco Pineda gained international rec-
ognition for leading a successful movement 
to protect his community from the harmful 
effects of  a gold mine (read Pineda’s story 
on page 8).

Get involved >
Because the US and Central America share 
close geographic and political ties, US 
residents can often help support communi-
ties fighting for their rights. When members 
of  Oxfam America partner the Guatemalan 
Center for Legal, Social, and Environmental 
Action (CALAS) received anonymous death 
threats in August 2011, Oxfam supporters 
sent more than 12,000 emails to the presi-
dent of  Guatemala calling for their protec-
tion. “I would like to profoundly thank Oxfam 
America for its demonstration of  solidarity,” 
wrote CALAS President Yuri Melini in Octo-
ber. “This action [was] a strong backing and 
support to our work as human rights defend-
ers.” Here’s how you can join the effort:

Watch and share > Guatemala’s Marlin 
Mine remains open as of  this writing, but 
you can help keep this case in the public 
eye. Go to oxfamamerica.org/marlinmine 
to watch the short video, “Guatemala: Heart 
of  our Mother Earth,” then share it on your 
social networks or email it to friends. 

Join the campaign > Get the latest up-
dates on Oxfam America’s Right to Know, 
Right to Decide campaign at oxfamamerica.
org/rights-resources. And sign up for our 
online community at oxfamamerica.org/join 
to receive email alerts about urgent actions.

MAkE A DiFFErENCE: gEt invOlvEd 

Learn >

Steady increases in the prices of  
gold and minerals have led US 
and Canadian companies to ex-
plore mining for metals in nearby 
Central America. But although 
these projects generate millions 
in revenue, they rarely benefit the 
communities where the mines 
are built. Open-pit mining cre-
ates few jobs for locals, can lead 
to increased social conflicts and 
poverty, and can also damage the 
environment by destroying forests 
and contaminating water sources.

So why allow mining to take place? Often, 
local people don’t have much choice. Many 
companies and governments don’t respect 
the rights of people to decide whether they 
want these projects in their communities.  
In western Guatemala, for example, 
indigenous communities voted against 
Goldcorp’s Marlin Mine in a referendum in 
2005. But the company and government 
failed to act on these results; construction 
of the mine continued. Since then, the mine 

Defend human rights in Central America

Writer: Anna Kramer

FROM THE BLOGS

Above: Critics of  mining in Central America take their 

lives in their hands when they speak publicly about the 

problems created by mining in their communities. 

Anna Fawcus / Oxfam America



Haiti’s  
future in 
farming 
      
Chris Hufstader reports from Haiti where he finds that if  farmers can get the  
right support, agriculture could create jobs. In fact, rural areas could lead the  
post-earthquake reconstruction of  Haiti. 

Pierre-Louis Elusmé, 64, has grown rice on the 

Artibonite River valley for decades. He reports that it 

has become increasingly difficult to meet the needs 

of  his family since the late 1980s, when new trade 

rules lifting restrictions on imported rice came into 

effect. Brett Eloff  / Oxfam America



Farmer Pierre-Louis Elusmé can recall the 
precise day in February of  1988 when the 
bottom fell out of  the Haitian rice market. 
He had traveled four hours to take his rice 
crop to sell in Port-au-Prince. When he  
arrived, what he saw was horrifying: the 
entire market was flooded with imported 
rice, and it was priced to undersell local rice. 

Elusmé, who is now 64, says he thought 
to himself  at that moment, “Oh my God, I 
should not have come here with my entire 
harvest.” He explains, “When we go to the 
market we can’t come home with rice; it 
is too expensive to transport it [back]. We 
have to take whatever price we can get.”

As the enormity of  the microeconomic 
disaster sank in, Elusmé says he started 
sorting through what it all meant. “I was 
discouraged,” he says, sitting on a chair in 
the shade of  his small home at the edge 
of  his field, the rice plants blowing in a light 
breeze making a soothing, rustling sound 
as he speaks. “The farmer in me saw all my 
effort to get this crop here [to the market], 
and seeing the price and knowing of  all my 
expenses at home …,” his voice trails off. 

Things changed for Elusmé and his family 
that day in 1988. He had three children at 
the high school in St. Marc, a nearby town. 
Two had to come home because he could 
no longer afford to send them food. 

His agricultural production fell off, as he 
was unable to afford seeds and fertilizer, 
and he cut back on the area he planted. 

“I could not take care of  my family as I 
used to,” Elusmé says. Since then—to  
the present day—he says, “I can’t always  
afford to feed them every day.” 

Agriculture’s lost generation

Elusmé was not alone. Farmers in Haiti 
have been facing more and more challeng-
ing economic, environmental, and political 
factors since the 1960s when agriculture 
used to represent a vast portion of  Haiti’s 
economy (50 percent of  Haiti’s GDP). 
Today agriculture comprises roughly 28 
percent. Deforestation and frequent tropi-
cal storms have degraded the land. Lack 
of  government and aid programs to help 
farmers, and changes in trade policies in 
the 1980s and again in the 1990s have 
also made farming extremely difficult for 
Elusmé’s generation of  farmers—and 
those following it. 

Developing policies and implementing 
changes that help farmers represent one 
of  Haiti’s greatest opportunities. Because 
more than half  of  Haitians live in rural 
areas, and roughly three-quarters of  the 
poorest Haitians are trying to make a living 
in agriculture, farming in Haiti could play 
an important role in the recovery from 
the 2010 earthquake and the longer-term 
prospects for the poorest country in the 
Western Hemisphere. 

Elusmé had collided with a new trade 
policy launched by the World Bank and In-
ternational Monetary Fund, which provided 
loans to countries who agreed to open up 
their markets to foreign goods. In 1986, 
following the departure of  Haitian dictator 
Jean-Claude Duvalier (who had succeeded 
his father, François “Papa Doc” Duvalier, 
in 1971), Haiti was desperate for financial 
resources. To attract foreign lenders, the 
Haitian government dropped restrictions 
and reduced taxes on imported rice. When 
Elusmé showed up in Port-au-Prince on 
that fateful day in 1988 to sell his crop, 
American-grown rice—produced with the 
help of  US agricultural subsidies—was  
being sold in Haiti for less than it cost  
Haitian farmers like Elusmé to grow it.  

But the situation only grew worse for farm-
ers. In 1991, the military overthrew Haiti’s 
President Jean-Bertrand Aristide, and the 
US imposed an embargo on the country. 
When Aristide was reinstalled by the US 
military in 1994, Haiti dropped rice tariffs 
further—from 50 percent to 3 percent of  
the import price in 1995—in return. 

Elusmé was one of  numerous farmers to 
cut back on growing rice during this era: 
between 1990 and 1999 rice production in 
Haiti dropped by 50 percent. This loss of  
income was felt acutely in the Artibonite 
River valley, where Haiti’s farmers grow 
more than 75 percent of  the country’s rice.

“A lot of farmers quit,” says Roger Desinor, 
president of MODEPS (Modèle de Dével-
oppement, Plantation, et Services), a local 
rice-growers cooperative in the valley. 
They gave up farming and headed for the 
city. “They just added to the metro Port-
au-Prince population and lived in slums.” 
Soon the city suited for a quarter million 
was home to more than 3 million, many 
living in substandard dwellings on steep 
hillsides and other unsuitable locations. 
This overcrowding is one of the reasons 
the 2010 earthquake was such a disaster.

Solutions to the farming slump

What would it take to get people out of  
the tent cities in Port-au-Prince and back 
to work in the countryside? According to 
Desinor, farmers need programs to man-
age their costs. “Back in 1986, it was a lot 
easier for farmers … to produce rice; now 
it is so expensive. It’s hard to get people 
interested in farming, to do the hard work, 
if  they don’t have the resources. Some 
start, but they can’t afford the fertilizer to 
finish the season.”
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And trade policy problems linger. Desinor 
says the government is undermining local 
farmers. “We have a state that can’t control 
anything. Before, they knew how much 
imported rice to allow, and when to tax 
… [imports] to allow farmers to sell some 
Haitian rice. The lack of  support to local 
farmers will always make it hard to grow 
rice here.”

Elusmé lives in a small town called Brocoz-
ele, a collection of  cottages and mud-walled 
homes on the Artibonite River. To reach 
the town, you travel a half  hour past the 
regional center of  St. Marc, turn off  the 
paved roadway, and navigate a series of  
rutted dirt roads along irrigation channels. 
At a meeting of  a local farming group called 
OAD (Òganizasyon Ayisyen pou Devlop-
man, or Haitian Development Organization), 
members gather to discuss farming. 

“The serious problem here is that the 
Artibonite River takes all the water and not 
enough comes in the channel to help the 
fields and gardens to produce rice,” says 

Saint-Louis Louiner, OAD’s spokesperson. 
They also talk about flooding; one woman 
says, “The river eats everything we produce” 
when it floods. Water—too much or not 
enough—adds to the problems of  high  
costs for seeds and fertilizer.  

OAD is seeking solutions to these prob-
lems. Many of its leaders are in their late 
20s and 30s, educated in St. Marc and now 
back in Brocozele to help their elders who 
sacrificed and saved to pay for their train-
ing. These young leaders quickly turn the 
discussion to solutions: they talk about the 
government, and its responsibility to sup-
port small-scale farmers. 

“The message that we want to go to the 
government is never shared with the proper 
people who have the authority to solve the 
problems,” says Cyrus Kelly, one of  OAD’s 
leaders. He has one question: “How can 
Oxfam help us reach the people in govern-
ment, how can you help us advocate for 
ourselves, to make our voices heard?” 

Oxfam’s Willard Xavier works with rice 
farmers in Haiti. He says that teaching 
farmers to advocate for resources is essen-
tial if agriculture is to play a significant role  
in the post-earthquake recovery. Oxfam is 
helping to reinvigorate a national network  
of farmers called FNPR (Fédération  
Nationale pour la Production de Riz).  
These farmers need training to put pres-
sure on decision makers and bureaucrats  
to deliver on their responsibilities. 

Oxfam has supported rice producers since 
2001 and has already invested in improv-
ing farmers’ output and the quality of  their 
crops by helping them process their rice 
more effectively so they can get a better 
price. This investment includes training, new 
equipment, improved drainage and irrigation 
channels, and better facilities for coopera-
tives like MODEPS and Artibonite’s union  
of  rice cooperatives, RACPABA. Soon farm-
ers here will have more and better places  
to dry their rice (instead of  on the side of—
or sometimes in—the road at their homes), 
rice separators to sort out the broken grains, 
and improved milling facilities. 

Rice revolution

Just outside a small village called Quatorz-
ieme, a woman named Kenia Lainé  
is growing a small plot of  rice using the 

“”The message that we want to go to the government is never shared 
with the proper people who have the authority to solve the problems. 
… How can Oxfam help us reach the people in government, how can 
you help us advocate for ourselves, to make our voices heard?
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growing methods of  the System of  Rice In-
tensification (SRI: see sidebar “Building on 
success”) she had learned at a workshop 
with Oxfam. She says when she transplant-
ed her seedlings, the “older, more experi-
enced farmers asked me if  I was insane.” 
Soon after that a heavy rain swept through 
the area, and all neighboring plots of  con-
ventionally grown rice were completely flat-
tened; the plants were unable to withstand 
the deluge. Lainé’s SRI crop survived, and 
by the end of  October she was eyeing it with 
some satisfaction, awaiting a good harvest. 

SRI is a different way to grow rice: farm-
ers prepare and plant rigorously selected 
seeds, only transplant the strongest 
seedlings, and space the individual plants 
farther apart (instead of  in small clumps of  
seedlings) to allow more light and nutrients 
and to encourage growth of  stronger roots. 
The plants are better able to withstand bad 
weather, pests, and diseases, and they 
produce more grains of  rice. It does sound 
crazy to some: farmers spend less money 
on fertilizer, plant less seed, use less water, 
yet produce more rice. 

Lainé and four other women members of  
the Organization for the Development of  
Haitian Women (known by its French acro-
nym OREPHA) are experimenting with SRI, 
and they are seeing good results. Anata 
Jeune, one of  the leaders of  OREPHA 

in Quatorzieme, says other farmers are 
eager for training now. “They said it was 
not possible to grow rice with so little seed 
and fertilizer, but the results are amazing.” 
Xavier, Oxfam’s agriculture expert, says that 
it is too soon to say whether the SRI experi-
ments in Artibonite are successful, but early 
indications look promising. 

Lainé is 33 and has an independent streak. 
When she took the training in growing SRI 
rice she says she was fascinated by the new  
techniques. She sought out a land owner 
who let her devote 100 square meters 
(about 120 square yards) to demonstrate 
how to grow SRI rice. She hopes that with 
a good result she can persuade the owner 
to allow her to devote more land to SRI 
rice—but her ambitions extend well beyond 
the small plot she now tends. “This could 
be something good for my life,” Lainé says 
hopefully, “but it can also help the country. If  
we can grow good local rice, I am proving to 
other farmers that it can work.”

Watch | Learn | Change the world
To read about Oxfam’s work in Haiti in the two years since the  
earthquake, go to oxfamamerica.org/haiti.

Left: Kenia Lainé, 33, experimented with new rice 

growing methods in 2011, utilizing the System of  

Rice Intensification (SRI). She believes SRI could 

revolutionize rice production in Haiti. Brett Eloff  / 

Oxfam America

Above: Oxfam is investing in more and better 

processing facilities for rice growers in Haiti as  

a means to improve rice quality. Brett Eloff  /  

Oxfam America

Building on success

In 2011, Oxfam trained 135 Haitian farm-
ers to grow rice with less water, seed, and 
fertilizer. In Asia—where Oxfam has been 
promoting this farming method (known as 
the System of  Rice Intensification or SRI) 
since 2000—farmers report 30–150 percent 
better harvests. Oxfam hopes that SRI will 
help Haitian farmers get ahead too.

Already more than a million small-scale 
farmers in Vietnam have embraced SRI. 
SRI farmers use less seed, transplant fewer 
seedlings, and space them farther apart. 
This reduces competition and produces 
stronger plants. SRI farmers in Vietnam 
(the world’s second largest rice exporter) 
have added $23.5 million to the value of  
Vietnamese rice in just one crop season.

Oxfam is studying SRI in Haiti. If  it works 
as well there as it has in other countries, it 
could be a significant opportunity.
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This is our  
responsibility 
THE STORY OF FRANCISCO PINEDA

Francisco Pineda meets with Oxfam America  

staffers during a fall 2011 US speaking tour.  

Jessica Erickson / Oxfam America



For the past few years, people have been 
threatening to kill Francisco Pineda.

Following a series of death threats and a 
poisoning attempt, he lives with 24-hour 
police protection at his home in El Salva-
dor. He worries about the safety of his wife 
and three children. He can name friends 
and colleagues who haven’t been so lucky, 
like Francisco Duran Ayala, a college 
student murdered in early 2011. Or Dora 
Sorto, who was eight months pregnant 
when she was shot and killed in 2009.

But Pineda, who visited Boston during  
a recent US speaking tour, takes this  
violence—as well as the honors he’s  
received—in stride. Good or bad, all are 
part of the effort that’s dominated his life  
for the past seven years: a battle, now play-
ing out on the international stage, to protect 
Salvadoran communities from the harmful 
effects of a gold mine.

When a river runs dry

In 2011, Pineda won the Goldman Environ-
mental Prize, a prestigious award honoring 
grassroots heroes worldwide. His all-
volunteer organization, the Environmental 
Committee of Cabañas (CAC), includes 
representatives from 26 different towns in 
this central Salvadoran region. 

But before Pineda became a grassroots 
leader, he was a farmer—albeit one who 
comes from a legacy of fighting for jus-

tice. His father, a leader in El Salvador’s 
agrarian workers’ movement of the 

1970s, was assassinated during the 
country’s 12-year civil war. “[His] 
example has always guided me 
… to defend human rights,” said 

Pineda, who took over the fam-
ily farm in the years after his 
father’s death.

Pineda’s own fight began in 
his cornfields in 2004, 

when the river that 
irrigated his crops 

suddenly ran dry.

 

Much of El Salvador’s surface water is pol-
luted, and in rural areas few people have 
access to municipal water. So Pineda and 
other farmers were outraged to discover 
pumps draining their primary source of 
clean water for construction of a nearby 
gold mine. They took their concerns to their 
mayor, who told them that the Canadian-
owned mining company, Pacific Rim, was 
too big to fight.

“That’s when we said, ‘Fine—we’re going  
to organize, and we’ll be responsible for 
getting these people to leave,’” Pineda 
recalled. 

Their community mobilization persuaded 
Pacific Rim to remove the pumps. Mean-
while, Pineda, who has a degree in 
environmental science, began to study the 
long-term consequences of gold mining, in-
cluding the risk of toxic chemicals entering 
the local water supply. When citizens raised 
questions about pollution, mining company 
representatives denied their concerns in a 
series of public meetings. “They even tried 
to convince us that cyanide was safe to 
drink,” said Pineda.

With support from Oxfam, Pineda and 
other local leaders traveled to communi-
ties affected by mining in Honduras and 
Peru. There, they documented evidence of 
severe environmental damage, increased 
poverty, and human rights violations. “We 
brought this [evidence] home and said 
‘Look what’s in store for us,’” said Pineda. 
“That helped convince local people they 
didn’t want this mine in their community.” 

Winning the fight—at a cost

CAC’s local and national demonstrations 
against the mine helped achieve a major 
victory: the Salvadoran government denied 
Pacific Rim’s mining permit in 2009, citing 
potential environmental hazards. Pacific 
Rim has since scaled down its exploratory 
operations in Cabañas. The company also 
filed a $77 million lawsuit against the gov-
ernment, arguing that the denial violates 
the Central America Free Trade Agreement 
(CAFTA). The US supported El Salvador in 
the trade dispute, currently being heard by 

an international tribunal at the World Bank. 
“This is a key case for determining whether 
mining will take place in El Salvador, and 
it has broader implications for countries’ 
right to decide what kinds of development 
are most appropriate for them,” said Keith 
Slack, global manager of Oxfam’s Right  
to Know, Right to Decide campaign, an 
effort to ensure free, prior, and informed 
consent to mining projects. 

Meanwhile, Pineda and other leaders  
in the anti-mining movement have  
become targets.

“No one has been prosecuted for these  
actions,” said Pineda of the murders of 
Ayala, Sorto, and other CAC members. 
“The police say they were killed because  
of ‘personal matters,’ but all of the people 
who died were environmental activists.”

Oxfam America is working with interna-
tional civil society organizations to increase 
global awareness of the human rights viola-
tions in Cabañas, and has raised concerns 
with members of Congress and the Obama 
administration. Oxfam also supports CAC 
as part of a coalition of partners in El Sal-
vador who are working to defend communi-
ties’ rights at the local and national levels 
(see story on page 3).

One of the new environmentalists

Pineda believes that the international  
media attention he’s received since win-
ning the Goldman Prize has helped protect 
him from further attacks. This fall, he was 
one of six prize winners featured in The 
New Environmentalists, a Robert Redford-
narrated documentary that aired on PBS 
stations around the country. 

But with a higher profile comes an in-
creased sense of personal responsibility. 
“You feel the weight of trying to help all of 
the people who have put their faith in you,” 
Pineda explained. 

Still, he remains committed to his next 
goal: passing a law that stops mining in El 
Salvador for good. “This is our responsibil-
ity as parents: to protect our land and water 
for our children,” he said. “We’ve been in 
this fight for years, and the mining company 
has tried frightening us and diminishing our 
movement. … All of us are volunteers, but 
we’re still ready to give our lives for this.”

OXFAMExchange Winter 2012 | 9 

Oxfam’s Anna Kramer had the opportunity to interview award-winning 
grassroots leader Francisco Pineda. Despite death threats and violence, 
the Salvadoran activist continues to fight to protect his community.



Seizing new  
opportunities  
in a harsh  
environment
They’ve always worked hard, but meet the “generation who thinks.”  
Oxfam’s Coco McCabe reports on a community in Ethiopia where the  
new generation explains that it’s not about leaving the past behind but  
remaining open to new opportunities—reminding us that lasting change  
takes time and commitment.

Galgalo Bonaya, a young father of  four children, 

plants corn in a newly plowed field that will be 

irrigated with water pumped from the nearby Dawa 

River. Eva-Lotta Jansson / Oxfam America



Beyond the shade of the tree where Ker-
arsa Jilo sat, the sun drilled into the earth, 
scorching the dirt and turning it to dust. 
A thin man with worry etched across his 
brow, Jilo is a herder in the Dillo district of 
southern Ethiopia’s Borena Zone. He was 
tallying all he had lost in the drought and 
food crisis that late in 2011 ensnared more 
than 13 million people across East Africa 
and plunged six regions of Somalia into 
famine. From a herd that once numbered 
40—and was the source of food and in-
come for Jilo’s four children—only one  
cow and three calves remained.

Repeated drought has sapped the resil-
ience that’s so much a part of herding 
life here. As grasslands shrivel and water 
sources dry up, the toll on people and their 
herds becomes intolerable: animals start to 
die and families go hungry. And, increas-
ingly, there is not enough time between 
droughts for many to recover. In a culture 
that measures a man by the number of 
animals he owns, the psychological loss 
compounds the suffering.

“I feel like I am not existing anymore,” said 
Jilo. “I should have killed myself, but for the 
life of my daughters I have to live.”

Drought breeds despair. But for 201 fami-
lies in the Guji Zone east of Dillo, a deci-
sion they made two years ago spared them 
that fate this time—and may have changed 
their lives forever. With Oxfam America’s 
help, they have turned, full-scale, to irri-
gated farming so they don’t have to rely on 
livestock alone.

Tapping the Dawa

Along the edge of Dira Dime slips a wide 
band of caramel-colored water, swift and 
quiet save for the occasional splash of 
someone scooping a palm full to drink or 
the swish of feet wading at the edge. 

This is the Dawa River. Rolling from the 
Guji highlands across the Somali border, it 
is one of the few big rivers in southern Ethi-
opia, and has long been a drinking source 
for herders and their animals. The river wa-
ter doesn’t feed the miles of pastureland on 

which they depend, though; only the rain 
can do that. But now, the Dawa has taken 
on a different role for some families here: 
they have begun to tap it for irrigation, 
planting the seeds of a new way of life, one 
they hope will provide them with enough to 
eat whether it rains or not.

Dug into the Dawa’s steep bank stands 
a cement building with a channel funnel-
ing water from the river. A fat pipe bends 
toward the wall and disappears into a hole 
through which shines a swatch of orange: 
a pump, taller than a man. From the Dawa, 

water can now stream through a network of 
pipes and plastic-lined channels to 64 hect-
ares of newly productive land once covered 
only by bush and traversed by herds on 
their way to pasture.

Achieving all of this was a feat—of tena-
ciousness, of daring, of collaboration— 
on the part of Oxfam, the hardworking 
families who use the new system, and the 
regional and local government officials who 
have provided design support and supervi-
sion. Together, they have laid the ground-
work for a new kind of resilience that other 
communities in this drought-prone region of 
Ethiopia might someday be able to build on.

“The pastoralists have completely changed 
their minds,” said Nazereth Fikru, Oxfam 
America’s regional humanitarian coordina-
tor in Ethiopia. “They see new opportunities 
in the harsh environment.”

But like fresh shoots in the fields of Dira 
Dime, this small-scale irrigation project will 
need nurturing to grow strong, stand on its 
own, and spread.

Sustainability can’t be achieved in one 
year, said Fikru. It’s a goal to work toward 
over four or five years, with lots of learn-
ing—for everyone—along the way. And 
one of the main objectives behind this 
project has been to show others what’s 
possible and inspire them to take simi-
lar action, added Fikru. In this case, the 
project has also helped the community 
organize and begin pushing for services it 
lacked, such as in education and health.

If  drought-related food crises hit with such 
regularity, that begs the question of  whether 
they are truly emergencies, or more the 
result of  development shortfalls, said Ti-
bebu Koji, Oxfam America’s water program 
coordinator for the Horn of  Africa. With that 
question in mind, Koji’s team is putting to-
gether a funding proposal to expand the ir-
rigation initiative to additional sites along the 
Dawa, bringing 300 hectares into production 
for high-value crops and establishing five 
water points for livestock.

The expansion could go a long way toward 
building the resilience of herding families 
here, giving them an additional way to  
access food and earn income—even in  
a drought.

Challenges, challenges

Dira Dime is remote. No roads run to it, only 
a dirt track reached after crossing a small 
but often impassable river riddled with quick-
sand. Distance has made oversight of  the 
project challenging for Oxfam, and difficult 
for farmers who have crops, such as onions, 
that they would like to get to market—just 
one of the hurdles rural regions face as they 
seek infrastructure improvements.

Some farmers worry, too, about the rising 
price of fuel and the cost of lugging it to 
the irrigation site. As part of the start-up, 
Oxfam contributed to a fund to help cover 
running costs, and plans to continue with 
some support in the coming year. Deliv-
ered, two barrels of diesel (about 400 liters) 
costs 10,000 birr, or $588. Depending  
on how often they need to use the pump, 
the fuel could last two weeks or more.  

“”We have to be strong, 
because if  we’re  
strong enough, we can  
succeed. … No one can 
solve the problem for us.
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The farmers have organized themselves 
into a water users association and will pay 
into a fund to maintain the irrigation system 
and keep the pump fueled, but they did not 
anticipate the extent of the operating costs, 
said Abduba Dida, the water association 
secretary.

Still, said Fikru, the benefits are clear. The 
families Oxfam spoke with in August had 
each harvested between 1,100 and 1,500 
kilograms of  corn, some of  which they were 
planning to sell. Plus, they expected to sell 
the leftover leaves and stalks as fodder for 
animals. After expenses, anticipated house-
hold income would be about 8,300 birr—or 
$488, said Fikru. Add to that the fact that 
the community did not require an expensive 
intervention during the current drought and 
the benefits become even greater, espe-
cially as families are building a stronger 
foundation for themselves long term.

The outcome in August was a far cry from 
the suffering many people faced back in 
2008. That year a global food crisis sent 
the price of staples rocketing, compound-
ing the hardship many Ethiopians were 
already enduring because of drought. 
Through its local partners, Oxfam orga-
nized an emergency response and offered 
to help communities along the Dawa River 
restock the animals they had lost. But the 
herders, after a careful analysis of their 
own situation, said no; they feared that 
drought, once again, would undermine that 
effort by destroying pastureland and starv-
ing the livestock.

What they proposed, instead, was irrigated 
crop production—a solution to hunger that 
would not hinge on the whims of Mother 
Nature, whose outcome they could reliably 
affect, and that would relieve them, for 
good, of the uncertainty and suffering that 
fellow herders like Kerarsa Jilo and his four 
children in Dillo continue to endure. 

Skeptical at first—could herders with virtu-
ally no experience in irrigation have success 
with an initiative like this?—Oxfam listened 
to the arguments community members 
made. And when they persuaded the local 
government to offer design support and su-
pervision, Oxfam agreed to fund the project.

Their first step, in mid-2009, was to hack 
through dense bush, clearing close to 80 
of the 100 hectares planned for the site, in 
exchange for food. They received training 
on irrigated farming methods and small-
scale group business management.

But trouble struck: a flood washed out the 
pump house before the pump could be 
installed, and the small pumps the govern-
ment provided to rescue the first crop 
stopped working before the second harvest 
was reaped. Farmers abandoned their 
plots, and discouragement ran deep.

“We said this is not going to work,” recalled 
Alio Kuto, one of the farmers. “We thought 
even God didn’t want this to happen.”

But when the pump house was relocated 
and the big Godwin CD255M pump began 
sending water to their fields, feeding the 
recent harvest, a new feeling took hold— 
a feeling of possibility, a feeling of hope.

Now, a primary school has opened in 
the community staffed by a teacher who 
grew up in the area. The government has 
assigned agricultural development agents 
to focus on the site, and it plans to build a 
health post there, too. The government is 
keen to see more irrigation opportunities 
developed, now that Oxfam has helped 
lead the way, and it is figuring that along 
the Dawa there are about 3,000 hectares 
of irrigable land.

“Oxfam was the first to try this kind of 
project,” said Abdullahi Ali, a former vice-
chairman of the pastoralist development 
office in Negele. “No one dared do such a 
thing in such remote pastoralist areas.”

And families who have invested so much of 
themselves in this project are as deter-
mined as Oxfam is daring.

“We have to be strong, because if we’re 
strong enough, we can succeed,” said 
Mero Abdo, a mother of three children and 
treasurer of the irrigation management 
committee. “Unless we work hard, no one 
can solve the problem for us.”

A change in ways

It was that kind of determination among 
the Dira Dime families—a determination to 
survive—that fed the profound shift they 
have made.

“If you stay here for some time, you’ll 
understand why I left pastoralism and went 
to agriculture,” said Galgalo Bonaya, a 
young father of four children. “The rain has 
stopped, and it follows there is no grass. 
And our cattle got thinner and thinner and 
died. Drought season is getting longer. It’s 
not good nowadays to rely on cattle.”

“”We cannot live like our  
fathers and forefathers. 
… This is a generation  
who thinks.

Right: Sake Wale and Amayo Bonaya have both 

turned to irrigated farming along the Dawa River to try 

to get more food for their families. “We are benefiting 

a lot,” said Wale, adding that her harvest in August 

was bountiful. “It has changed our life.” Eva-Lotta 

Jansson / Oxfam America

Below: Onions are among the crops that farmers in 

Dira Dime are now growing with the help of  their new 

irrigation system. Eva-Lotta Jansson / Oxfam America



Or at least not on cattle alone. 

But in a culture that accords its elders a 
great deal of respect and in which domes-
ticated animals are revered, changing the 
old order of things can be almost as painful 
as hunger itself.

“Wealth, prestige are expressed in terms 
of livestock. Ritual activities are related to 
livestock. If you don’t have animals, es-
pecially cattle, you are like you don’t have 
anything,” said Tita Mekonnen, a former 
Oxfam program officer who worked on the 
irrigation project.

And it’s not just status that livestock provides.

“Herding has also a lot of adventure,” 
said Mekonnen. When resources—water, 
pasture—were abundant, no one would 
have thought to trade the herding life for 
the arduousness of plowing and planting, 
weeding and reaping.

“They didn’t appreciate farming and they 
didn’t think farming was something one 
should do,” Mekonnen said.

And certainly it wasn’t a way of life that 
animals should be forced to support.

“Our fathers say plowing with oxen is 
something a foolish person does because 
that person is abusing the animals,” said 
Kuto, one of the irrigation participants.

“Even now if my father is around he doesn’t 
want to see me putting a yoke on the 
animals and whipping the animals,” said 
Abdub Buke, who has been tilling his land 
with oxen.

But slowly the older generation is coming 
to terms with the new reality as increas-
ingly erratic weather punishes their fragile 
environment, weakening the herds on which 
their entire economic structure is based.

“Our fathers used to drink a lot of milk and 
they had enough to eat,” said Buke. “Now 
we have difficulty even giving milk to our chil-
dren. Elders are eating maize; they can’t get 
enough milk. Now, they are understanding.”

And for cattle lovers, there’s a silver lining 
in this new way of making a living: Fields 
plowed with the help of oxen can produce 
abundantly, leaving enough residue—corn 
stalks, leaves, husks—to keep the animals 
well-fed and producing milk, preventing 
herders from having to sell them when 
drought hits hard. At Dira Dime in October, 
a pair of cattle next to a field chewed their 

Watch | Learn | Change the world
To watch the video and learn more about life on the Dawa River,  
go to oxfamamerica.org/anewway.
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way through a scattering of forage at their 
feet. The regular feedings had filled out 
their flanks at a time when other cattle 
wandered bone-thin looking for pasture. 

“We cannot live like our fathers and fore-
fathers,” said Dida, the water associa-
tion secretary. “We don’t want to leave 
pastoralism entirely. This is a generation 
who thinks, and if we think agriculture is 
more profitable, we’ll catch that with the 
right hand.” 

In Dira Dime’s season of bounty, agricul-
ture was looking like a smart choice: stor-
age silos brimmed with corn, children were 
fed, and there was food to share—even as 
drought gripped the region beyond.

“There is no word how to appreciate this. 
It’s far beyond what we expected,” said 
Bonaya, the young father. “It has trans-
formed our life from nothing to having 
something. We always have hope we can 
get something from our farms. Previously, 
we didn’t have such hope.”
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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 can respond in times of crisis and 
can maintain our commitment to those who  
are building a better future for their families.

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

She has someone 
to rely on. 

Make sure her 
mother does, too.


