
When disaster strikes, Oxfam and its 
 local partners move fast to meet people’s 
emergency needs. And we stay to work 
with those devastated communities as they 
rebuild for a better and safer future. Our aim 
is to help people become less vulnerable 
to disasters by addressing the underlying 
causes of the poverty that put them in 
harm’s way. Our comprehensive response 
to disasters includes the following:

•	 Meeting people’s basic needs

•	 Helping people improve their means  
of earning a living

•	 Improving public health 

•	 Advocating for people’s rights

•	 Working with communities to reduce  
the impact of future disasters

“ We are not going to deprive a 

single person of water, even if 

there are lots of people who come. 

We will do the best with what we 

have, for we want to not let anyone 

go without.

” Brahim Abdel-Madjid,  
Oxfam water supervisor  
at Djabal camp in Chad

Meeting Basic neeDs

Saving lives is Oxfam’s first imperative in 
a disaster. Following an assessment, we 
swiftly bring in supplies and staff to help 
our partners meet people’s basic needs 
during an emergency.

The challenge: By 2006, more than two 
million people had fled their homes in 
Sudan’s remote western region of Darfur 
to seek safety from a long-term conflict. 
Many of those found shelter in towns and 
temporary camps in Sudan and Chad 
where clean water for drinking, cooking, 
and washing was in short supply—and in 
some cases nonexistent. 

A solution: Oxfam dug wells, installed 
pumps, laid miles of water lines, erected 
storage tanks, set up faucets, built wash 
stands, and distributed plastic jugs so that 
people could haul home and store a small 
supply of water. And in one camp in Chad, 
where no water could be found at all, 
 Oxfam helped truck tankers full of water 
to the site. At the height of our program, 
we were providing water and sanitation 
services to more than 700,000 people in 
Darfur and Chad.

Oxfam America saving lives

Disasters, and the way we respond to them, can be catalysts for social change—a chance  
to create lasting solutions to poverty and injustice.



helPing PeoPle earn a living

Getting back to work quickly is essential 
for people after a disaster strikes. It is a 
source of income, helps survivors cope 
with the trauma of loss, and sets them 
back on the path to being self-sufficient 
and building a better future for themselves.

The challenge: The 2004 Indian Ocean 
tsunami that killed 230,000 people not 
only swept away the homes of countless 
 survivors, but the work they depended on. 
They lost tools and supplies, boats and 
land. The disaster washed out transportation 
routes and interrupted markets. And it left 
many grief-stricken people with the burden 
of having to find new ways to support 
 themselves and their families.

A solution: After a first round of projects 
aimed at helping people replace tools 
and equipment and providing them with 
cash for work, Oxfam and its local partner 
 organizations turned their attention to 
longer-term programs that encourage 
economic security. Grants and loans to 
jump-start businesses, as well as vocational 

training, have been part of a livelihoods 
initiative that, in India alone, benefited 
more than 600,000 people by the end of 
2006. Helping women improve their ability 
to earn an income has been a key focus 
of many of those programs. For example, 
in Sri Lanka financial assistance and 
training have allowed women to launch a 
variety of small enterprises in such areas 
as dressmaking, animal husbandry, and 
brickmaking.

iMProving PuBlic health 

Addressing public health issues during 
emergencies can prevent much of the 
personal devastation those crises cause. 
Oxfam helps communities track public 
health problems, identify their sources, and 
find workable solutions.

The challenge: In the summer of 2006, an 
outbreak of cholera rippled across Ethiopia’s 
Oromia region and crossed into other areas 
of the country, where many people don’t 
have access to clean water and decent 
sanitation facilities. Nine months later, the 
outbreak had left 684 people dead and 
59,163 sick. 

What is Oxfam? 

Oxfam America is an international relief and development 
 organization that creates lasting solutions to poverty, hunger, 
and injustice. Together with individuals and local groups 
around the world, Oxfam saves lives, helps people overcome 
poverty, and fights for social justice. To join our efforts or 
learn more, go to www.oxfamamerica.org.

We are a member of Oxfam International—a confederation 
of 13 Oxfam affiliates—working in more than 120 countries 
with as many as 3,000 local organizations. With many of the 
causes of poverty global in nature, the members of Oxfam 
 International believe that we can achieve greater impact 
through our collective efforts. Consequently, Oxfam is always 
ready to respond quickly when conflicts erupt or disasters 
strike. We are able to channel funds, aid workers, and relief 
supplies to where they are needed in a matter of hours.

Sources of funding
Oxfam America raises more than 90 percent 
of program funds from individuals and 
institutions, such as foundations. 

Women make up more than 40 percent of the 
 Indonesians who Oxfam has helped get back to 
work since the devastating 2004 tsunami. Long-
term livelihoods programs are based on grants, 
loans, training, and the creation of self-help 
groups for fishers, farmers, tailors, and weavers. 
In Aceh, Oxfam donated sewing machines 
like the one above to provide women with an 
 opportunity to earn an income.

To maintain our independence, Oxfam 
America does not accept funds from the 
US government or from corporations work-
ing in industries that are the subject of our 
advocacy and campaign programs.

For more detailed financial information, 
visit our Web site: 
English: www.oxfamamerica.org 
Español: www.oxfamamerica.org/es 
Français: www.oxfamamerica.org/fr 



A solution: In collaboration with the 
Harvard Humanitarian Initiative, Oxfam 
sent doctors to the area to work with local 
health agencies to assess the problem, 
study the regional response to it, and make 
recommendations for preventing future 
incidents. The assessment found that 
many leaders at both the community and 
regional levels were already tackling the 
problem through educational messaging 
and early medical treatment for those 
who fell sick. Oxfam helped one of its 
local partners, the Ethiopian Red Cross 
Society, open several treatment centers 
and provided funding for a public health 
campaign.

aDvocating for rights in eMergencies

In an emergency, rights are the first casualty. 
The poorest survivors are often subjected 
to violence, denied basic services, and 
 excluded from decisions about their futures. 
Oxfam supports vulnerable communities 
in claiming their rights to safety, services, 
and a voice. 

The challenge: When Hurricane Katrina 
devastated the US Gulf Coast in 2005, 
 federal agencies neglected many of 
the poorest communities—despite the 
 allocation of billions of government dollars 
for the emergency. Three weeks after  
the storm, the hardest hit and poorest 
section of Biloxi, MS, had yet to receive 
federal assistance, leaving thousands  
of families dependent on relief efforts led 
by local churches. 

A solution: Oxfam flew a local 
 councilman to Washington, DC, to 
meet with members of Congress and 
demand help for the thousands of 
families in his ward who were sleeping 
in flooded homes. Immediately following 
these meetings, Congressional staff 
members called the Federal Emergency 
Management Agency (FEMA) and the 
Red Cross. Soon after, FEMA opened a 
recovery center in the community. 

Top: Following the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami, 
Oxfam set up water and sanitation systems across 
the region, such as this latrine and water tank 
 facility in Meulobah, Indonesia. In the first year  
of our response to that disaster, we delivered 800 
million gallons of clean drinking water to Aceh, 
Indonesia, and dug 5,500 latrines in Sri Lanka.

Bottom: With concrete health data in hand, 
Oxfam can advocate for simple changes that 
could dramatically improve the lives of poor 
people. Here, members of a rapid public health 
assessment team gather information about the 
living conditions of scores of Ethiopian families 
displaced by ethnic violence.

Sphere Standards

In each crisis it responds to, Oxfam strives to uphold 
both a code of conduct and a set of internationally 
accepted guidelines for emergency response known 
as Sphere Standards. Here are the indicators for 
some of people’s basic needs:

Shelter:   38 square feet (3.5 square meters) of 
 covered floor area per person

Water:   4 gallons (15 liters) per person per day for 
drinking, cooking, and washing

Food:  2,100 calories per day per person

“ A public health assessment provides true evidence of a problem. It 

is more effective than rhetoric in focusing attention on the issue.

”  Miriam Aschkenasy, M.D., M.P.H., Oxfam America’s public health specialist



Working together to end poverty and injustice

Preventing the next Disaster

In regions hit often by floods and droughts, 
earthquakes and volcanic eruptions, 
 Oxfam and its partners help communities 
find ways to prevent the injury, loss, and 
death that can accompany those events. 
Beyond encouraging practical steps—such 
as improving the water supply in areas 
prone to devastating shortages of rain—we 
also urge governments and international 
aid groups to direct resources toward 
disaster prevention.

The challenge: Poor communities in El 
Salvador, sometimes built in hazardous 
locations and reached only by treacherous 
roads, can suffer cataclysmic losses when 
storms or earthquakes strike. 

A solution: With members of the Perma-
nent Forum for Risk Management (MPGR), 
a coalition of disaster relief organizations 
based in El Salvador, Oxfam launched a 
disaster-preparedness program that helps 

communities understand their risks, map 
their resources, and devise plans that 
allow everyone—even those with limited 
mobility—to reach safety in the early hours 
of an emergency.

In 2005, Hurricane Stan slammed into 
El Salvador and put the program to the 
test when the Lempa River overflowed 
its banks. More than 1,000 people in 28 
communities made it to safety—without 
one life lost. Their disaster prevention plan 
paid off: Community organizers knew how 
many families lived in each house and who 
needed help to evacuate. Even livestock, 
a key asset for people, made it to safety. 
The emergency plans included designated 
areas to which animals could be herded.

“ We’ve found that not all of society 

is prone to disaster. Rather, it is 

a certain section of society: the 

 poorest. Those without access 

to basic services. Those without 

well-constructed homes. Those 

living on the banks of rivers, at the 

edges of ravines, at the feet  

of volcanoes.

”Luis Romano, risk management specialist at the 
Humboldt Center, an Oxfam partner organization 
working throughout Central America
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Global Emergencies Fund 
In the early hours following a disaster, we rely on donations made to our 
Global Emergencies Fund, a general disaster fund. This fund allows us to 
carry out the critical initial phase of a disaster response without having to 
pause and raise money first. 

To support Oxfam’s emergency work: 
Oxfam America 
226 Causeway Street, 5th Floor 
Boston, MA 02114-2206 
(800) 77-OXFAM 
www.oxfamamerica.org


