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Dear Friends,
In the town where I live—a community 
with strong agricultural roots—it’s 
harvest time.  As the days grow cooler 
and shorter, we savor a wealth of  
locally grown food. Yet, while our planet 
produces ample food, the UN recently 
announced that 925 million people still  
go hungry. 

This is but one painful truth about access 
to resources on our planet. During the 
opening remarks at a recent international 
mining conference, Senegalese President 
Abdoulaye Wade spoke with elegant 
simplicity about the injustice he has seen: 
“[In Senegal], we’ve been mining for 
centuries, but we remain poor.” Where has 
all that wealth gone?

Wade’s words point to the cause of  much 
of  the world’s poverty: injustice. The 
beauty of  this hard fact is that injustice 
can be fought, can be overcome. That’s 
what this issue of  OXFAMExchange is 
about: access to resources and Oxfam’s 
work to see justice served. 

Oxfam is on the cusp of  launching a 
campaign for “food justice”—something 
you’ll be hearing a lot more about in the 
coming years. Women farmers produce 
most of  the world’s food. Yet—despite 
hard work—many of  these women and 
their families go hungry because they 
lack access to vital resources: land of  
their own, a steady source of  water, and 
opportunities to sell their crops at a fair 
price. Oxfam is calling on governments 
and companies to invest in farmers 
around the world—in their strength, their 
resilience—to solve the hunger crisis.

As Meshu Babure, chairwoman of  the 
Jalala Women’s Association in Ethiopia, 
says, “If  we come together and shout 
loudly, people will hear us. If  you shout 
alone, no one will hear you.” I invite you 
to read Babure’s story and the others in 
this issue. Then, let us come together and 
raise our voices against injustice.

Sincerely,

Raymond C. Offenheiser 
President, Oxfam America

Look what’s  
on the runway 
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look. watch. listen. join the conversation.media mashup >

“”It really does have the potential of  … destabilizing rural populations and 
leading to violence and struggles over access to basic assets and food  
in ways that could threaten the Pakistani state.

— Raymond C. Offenheiser, president, Oxfam America, on Pakistan’s floods,  
cited in USA Today, August 19, 2010

FROM THE OXFAM BLOG

OXFAM IN THE NEWS

Reflections on growing rice—and the 
departed—in Vietnam by Chris Hufstader

In the hills and river valleys north and east 
of  Hanoi, rice farming is on my mind. But 
I am also thinking about my uncle Henry, 
who served as a corpsman (medic) in the 
US Marines here in Vietnam, where he was 
badly wounded.

“It’s a beautiful country,” he once told me. 
He would know, as his recon unit spent a 
lot of  time (sometimes two weeks straight) 
out in the countryside. And I am here to say 
that he was right.

I am much farther north (about 250 
kilometers north and west of  Hanoi) than 
Henry ever was. I spent the last two days 
talking with farmers learning a different 
way to grow rice, Vietnam’s most important 
food crop. They call it SRI: System of  Rice 
Intensification …

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

By September 2010, the flooding in Pakistan had 
affected an estimated 21 million people—more  
than were affected by the Indian Ocean tsunami,  
the Haiti earthquake, and Pakistan’s 2005  
earthquake combined. 

To learn more about the situation and Oxfam’s response, download Oxfam’s Pakistan 
fact sheet at oxfamamerica.org/pakistanfloods.

O
X

FA
M

 N
O

V
IB

Watch: “Speak out because you can”  
Winner of  the 1forall.org First Amendment video competition and 
now showcased at the Newseum in Washington, DC 
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In the long term, we must support invest-
ments in local agriculture to create lasting 
solutions. In the Sahel, Oxfam is supple-
menting our emergency response with seed 
distributions and other projects that will 
benefit 200,000 small-scale farmers. 

Need evidence of  the wisdom of  this ap-
proach? Consider Ethiopia, where an Ox-
fam partner organization helps local farmers 
create grain banks to store corn from the 
year’s harvest. Local farmers recently sold 
about 600 tons of  corn at competitive prices 
to the World Food Programme—food that 
will be used to help fight hunger throughout  
the country.

Get involved >
Every Thanksgiving season since 1974, 
thousands of  Oxfam supporters like you 
have come together in a nationwide move-
ment to fight hunger and poverty. We can 
make a difference when we support local 
solutions to hunger around the world—and 
when we inspire others to do the same. 

•  Host or attend an Oxfam America 
Hunger Banquet®. Watch our new video, 
download free tools, and find out why one 
supporter called it a “life-changing event.”

•  Skip a meal for Oxfam. Celebrate the 
season of plenty with a simple, but power-
ful, act: Skip one meal and donate the 
money you save to help Oxfam fight hunger. 

•  Take action online. Sign up for Oxfam 
America’s online community and make 
your voice heard. Together, we can influ-
ence legislators to change the laws and 
practices that keep people in poverty. 

MAKE A DIFFERENCE: GET INVOLVED 
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Learn >
Have you seen recent headlines from the 
Sahel region of West Africa? Millions of   
people in seven countries face a food crisis. 
In Niger alone, acute malnutrition rates 
among children under age 5 have nearly 
doubled since last year. Unpredictable ex-
tremes of weather caused the immediate 
crisis, but the root problem was that, when 
their crops were destroyed, family farmers 
had nothing to fall back on. 

Years of  underinvestment in agriculture 
left many farmers vulnerable to shocks like 
drought, so most families had exhausted 
their assets months ago. For them, food 
was simply out of  reach.

At Oxfam, we’ve learned that the best 
solutions to hunger are local and long term. 
In a crisis, we must call on our leaders to 
make food aid more efficient by buying food 
locally (or giving households cash to pur-
chase their own food) rather than shipping 
food from the US. 

Ready to make a difference?  
Get started now at  
actfast.oxfamamerica.org.

In a world with plenty of money and food,  
why are 925 million people hungry? 
And what can you do about it?

Writer: Anna Kramer
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Next to Tamba Soumaré’s home is a 
handbuilt sluice. Several women gather 
around it, washing sand to separate out 
the heaviest grains—those they think might 
contain a little gold. They carefully collect 
the precious wet sand in a small bowl. One 
woman presses a thimble-sized portion of  
it into a small square cloth and adds a few 
drops of  mercury. Using her bare hands, she 
squeezes the cloth and the toxic mercury 
bubbles out between her fingers. When she 
reopens the cloth there is a lump of  silver-
colored metal.

“Or,” she says simply, the French word for 
gold. She lays it in the palm of  her hand.  
It’s smaller than her pinkie fingernail.

Soumaré says he and his family rely on 
artisanal gold mining like this to survive 
since their land was subsumed into a large 
industrial gold mine in his town, Sabodala. 
He and more than 60 other farmers in the 
area are now without land or a means to 
support their families. 

This situation is common in many poor 
or developing countries that are allowing 
foreign mining companies access to their 
mineral wealth. The mines produce gold and 
other metals, while locals scrape by around 
the edges of  the mine. The president of  
Senegal, Abdoulaye Wade, recently opened 
an international mining conference in Dakar 
with a speech highlighting this paradox: 
“We’ve been mining for centuries, but we 
remain poor and underdeveloped. … During 
colonization maybe this is understandable, 
but now this should no longer be the case.”

“We’ve been mining since independence,  
but we’re still poor,” he said.

The resource curse
Suffering amid great wealth
Oxfam’s Chris Hufstader reports from Senegal, where farmers living in an area rich in gold 
must seek justice as a mine encroaches on their water and land.

Hills of Tambacounda

Sabodala sits about nine miles from the 
Guinea-Conakry border in the region of  
Kedougou. As you drive east from the capi-
tal, Dakar, the flat, sandy Sahel landscape 
gradually rises into green, forested hills. 
Tourists come here to visit game parks, and 
gazelles and monkeys flit across the roads 
in front of  your vehicle. It’s a beautiful area, 
varied and geologically rich. 

In these hills lie some of  the most significant 
metallic ore deposits in the region, which 
have caught the attention of  the government 
and international gold mining companies, 
including the Australian Mineral Depos-
its Limited (MDL). MDL started exploring 
around Sabodala in 2005. By 2007 it had a 
mining concession that spanned 640 square 
miles. According to the company’s website, 
the mine could produce as much as 180,000 
ounces of  gold per year for a decade.

A Canadian company called Oromin 
Explorations Ltd. has been exploring in a 
92-square-mile area near Sabodala, where 
it has discovered nine gold deposits along 
a 14-mile corridor. The company has a 
15-year license from the government and 
reports there are 10 million ounces of  gold 
in the area.

Senegal is already a significant producer  
of  phosphates, but the mine in Sabodala  
is Senegal’s entrée to the world of  hard  
rock mining for base minerals like gold.  
The first gold bar from MDL’s mine was 
poured in 2009.

Paying the costs

Senegal’s entry into the club of  gold 
producers did not come without costs to 
local people. They report environmental 
problems related to water, loss of  land 
for raising crops and grazing animals, 
and lack of  jobs. Many of  the areas 
that local people used for artisanal gold 
mining—a source of  income during the dry 
season—are now off  limits. It’s a cruel twist: 
with so many farmers and laborers unable 
to cultivate crops, artisanal gold mining is 
now one of  the only ways to make money—
just as access to areas that might yield gold 
becomes more restricted. 

Sara Cissokho, the chief  of  Sabodala, says it 
is very difficult to find decent work in the area 
since farmers have lost so much land. Few 
had documentation for their fields, because 
local chiefs apportion land and do not pro-
vide written titles to small-scale farmers.

“These companies have all the papers 
they need, while we have none,” he says 
in his compound near the central part of  
the village. “They have all the rights.” 

Villagers who lost their land aspired to work 
for the mine, but it is difficult for those 
with few technical skills to fit in 
to a 21st-century mining 
operation, which is 

“”We’ve been mining for centuries, 
but we remain poor.

— Senegalese President  
Abdoulaye Wade
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A woman pans for gold using a sluice near her home in Bambaraya, Senegal. 

What used to be a means of  earning money during the dry season has become 

more of  a year-round activity as farmers near gold mines are pushed off  their 

agricultural lands. Rebecca Blackwell / Oxfam America
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Land questions

When Tamba Soumaré first heard that a 
gold mine was going to seize his cotton field 
in southeastern Senegal, he immediately 
thought about what his father would have 
said. “He never would have accepted this 
situation,” Soumaré says, shaking his head. 
“I was born in this village, and my father 
was one of  the ones who established it.  
Everyone around here knows it was our 
field,” he explained, sweeping his hand 
toward his neighbors near the center of  
Sabodala village. 

Soumaré is 68 now. He used to grow cot-
ton, millet, and peanuts to support his ex-
tended family, now consisting of  23 people, 
including his sons, their wives, and children. 
Believe it or not, he is one of  the lucky 
ones: at least he had some documentation 
of  his field and was offered compensation. 
Many of  the farmers in this area simply lost 
their land, and had no documents to back 
up their claim of  ownership. In the nearby 
village of  Faloumbou, Kourou Keita, the 
chief, says of  the 32 farming families there, 
all had their fields expropriated for the  
gold mine and only two received any sort  
of  payment. 

This frustration boiled over at the end of  
2008 in Kedougou, a larger town an hour 
and a half  from Sabodala. A demonstra-
tion there to voice displeasure about the 
lack of  job opportunities in the area turned 
violent when police and protestors clashed. 
Two protestors were killed. Some protes-
tors disarmed police officers, taking eight 
weapons. The missing weapons prompted 
house-to-house searches, and 26 people 
were arrested. A human rights monitoring 
organization based in Dakar called the Afri-
can Gathering in Defense of  Human Rights 
(known by its French acronym RADDHO) 
said in a press release that those detained 
were “stripped, beaten, tortured, and humili-
ated.” Press reports as much as two weeks 
after the riot said dozens of  young people 
were hiding in the bush to avoid arrest.

heavily mechanized and requires workers 
with specialized skills. Local laborers can oc-
casionally find some work, but few have any 
long-term positions. 

“If  you come to my house, take my land, and 
then I send my son to you for a job, and you 
say ‘No, he has no qualifications,’ then you 
are no use to me,” Cissokho sums up. 

In some parts of  the world, desperate farm-
ers have violently opposed mining projects. 
Many in the area of  Sabodala, particularly 
young people, do not oppose the mine itself, 
but they are frustrated by the lack of  jobs for 
local people. “If  you go to the company now, 
you will not find anyone from this village 
working; they are from other parts of  Sen-
egal,” says Kourou Keita, chief  of  Faloum-
bou, voicing a common frustration. 

People are concerned about their basic human rights: the right  
to food, which is difficult for them to produce without their farms.  
The right to live in a healthy environment, which they feel is threat-
ened by mining pollution. The right to consent in big decisions  
about their homes and their lives. 
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After attending a meeting with the chief  in 
2007 where he and five others learned they 
were to lose their land, Soumaré talked with 
staff  at an organization called La Lumière, 
and they called on the government of  
Senegal to intervene. The government sent 
an assessor to evaluate the land. Soumaré 
and La Lumière’s program officer Moussa 
Cissokho both say the assessment for the 
10-acre field was for 1 million CFA francs, 
or about $2,000. Soumaré says MDL later 
offered him $1,600. Soumaré says the MDL 
representatives told him that it was a one-
time offer and if  declined might result in no 
compensation whatsoever. Unsure what 
to do, and in need of  money for clothing 
and food, Soumaré accepted the deal, but 
somehow got the impression that it was 
a partial payment; he expected another 
200,000 francs—about $400—later.

La Lumière staff  in Kedougou have a copy of  
the agreement between Soumaré and MDL. 
The letter clearly states that Soumaré has 
no right to any further payment, but the also 
refers to him twice incorrectly as “Tamba  
Cissokho” (including at his signature) and 
says he is not free to discuss the agreement 
with the media, NGOs, or state agencies. 

Soumaré does not agree with these points.  
He says the assessor was very clear about 
the value of  the land. “They still have my 
200,000 francs,” he says, smiling, outside 
his small house next to the sluice. 

Defending rights

Moussa Cissokho says the people in 
Sabadola are concerned about their basic 
human rights: the right to food, which is 
difficult for them to produce without their 
farms or any jobs to earn money. The right 
to live in a healthy environment, which they 
feel is threatened by mining pollution. And 
all people have a basic right to consent in 
big decisions about their homes and their 
lives—like whether they will be relocated, 
will be surrounded by a gold mine, or will 
lose their means of  making a living. 

But in many places like Sabodala, whether 
in Peru, Mali, Guatemala, Ghana, or Hondu-
ras, local people are not properly consulted 
about major changes like shifting the local 
economy from agriculture to mining, and all 
the social and environmental risks that go 

with such a change. Governments do not 
have good mechanisms to engage citizens 
in these decisions, and the people may 
not always be organized in ways that help 
them to develop a consensus and express it 
clearly to the leaders who are supposed to 
represent them, their needs, and their de-
sires. This leads to frustrations on all sides, 
and the sort of  confrontation and violence 
seen in Kedougou in late 2008.

Ibrahima Diallo, the director of  La Lumière, 
says the most important thing right now is 
to circulate information, and help advocate 
for the farmers who have lost their land. He 
calls them “expropriated farmers” and esti-
mates the mine has taken over 220 acres of  
farmland, not including areas people were 
using to graze cattle and for other activities. 
La Lumière is encouraging the government 
agencies that deal with rural affairs to step 
up and help the farmers. In places like 
Faloumbou, Diallo says, “the objective is to 
determine how to compensate farmers,” the 
ones who lack legal title, and have lost their 
livelihood. In Sabodala, Diallo says, “the 
problem is water, so we want to help find 
alternatives to polluted water.”

To promote access to information, La  
Lumière “is training people to understand 
their basic rights,” Diallo says. The organiza-

Left: Oxfam’s partner La Lumière is organizing 

villagers to monitor and document problems related 

to mining. In Bambaraya, people are concerned 

about clean water and finding enough area to graze 

their livestock. Rebecca Blackwell / Oxfam America

Below: A lot of  work goes in to finding just a speck 

of  gold, but landless farmers and unemployed farm 

laborers need the income gold can bring. However, 

the mine that is depriving more than 60 families 

of  their farmland is also tying up the areas once 

available to traditional gold miners—just as local 

people need this source of  income more than ever. 

Rebecca Blackwell / Oxfam America
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others have lost access to their land and 
are trying to find other land to cultivate.

Danfakha says her village monitoring com-
mittee consists of  seven people. “We meet 
twice a month to discuss these things, and 
we alert La Lumière. We talk with them 
about what to do.” So far they have started 
discussions with Oromin about improving 
wells in the area and fencing off  ponds 
where the mine is depositing waste so 
animals do not drink polluted water.

But perhaps the most important thing La 
Lumière can help do in Bambaraya is to 
awaken a sense that people do not have to 
accept wrongs done to them, that they can 
call on those in power to help them defend 
their rights. And that people in the village 
have a role to play in decisions about what 
the future will bring them. 

Danfakha’s neighbor Kerene Keita, a soft-
spoken woman in her early 40s, says she 
joined the monitoring committee after one 
of  her cows and two calves died, she thinks 
from drinking polluted water. She says 
the training from La Lumière opened her 
eyes. “I am learning many things, things I 
never would have known if  I was not on the 
committee,” she says quietly. “But I need to 
learn more about laws and my rights here, 
so I can help myself  and my family.”

“The company has no right to destroy the 
environment and just leave it like that when 
they are finished.”

If  La Lumière can ever push the information 
from places like Bambaraya, Faloumbou, 
and Sabodala to decision makers in Dakar, 
it might meet with a sympathetic ear. Even 
the president of  Senegal is aware of  the 
paradox of  producing gold next to villages 
living in poverty: “The relationship between 
the immense richness of  the mines and the 
extreme poverty of  the surrounding popula-
tions is shocking,” he said at the mining 
conference in Dakar in April. “It’s true that 
we don’t have the financial resources to 
exploit the mines, but we should still benefit 
from them.”

tion is helping villages organize community 
monitoring committees. These are small 
groups of trained volunteers who help docu-
ment problems related to water, land, and 
any negative effects from mining. Diallo says 
La Lumière is setting up a flow of informa-
tion from these village committees to local 
government officials. If  they prove ineffective, 
concerns advance to the regional govern-
ment, then to the governor, and if  necessary, 
to the Senegalese government in Dakar.

La Lumière’s approach holds promise.  
In Ghana, an organization supported by  
Oxfam called WACAM has trained and 
helped organize a network of  citizens in  
67 mining communities who are monitoring 
the effects of  mining, and working with a 
legal aid organization to take their claims 
to court. Activists trained by WACAM have 
succeeded in gaining compensation agree-
ments, and have helped push the govern-
ment of  Ghana to reconsider its deals with 
international mining companies. 

In the meantime, Diallo and his staff  con-
tinue to advise farmers in their discussions 
with MDL and Oromin. Tamba Soumaré 
credits La Lumière with helping him get the 
partial payment from MDL: “I’m sure that if  
La Lumière was not here, I probably would 
not have gotten one franc,” he says.

Building the network

Bambaraya is a village of  about 700 people 
three miles southeast of  Sabodala, a tidy 
place of  round houses with peaked thatch 
roofs. Neighbors separate their compounds 
with six-foot-high fences of  braided sticks. 
The fences create a maze of  alleyways, and 
a brief  walk down two leads you to the com-
pound of  Dianke Danfakha, an energetic 
woman in her late 50s and a member of  the 
village committee monitoring the effects of  
mining on the village. She says that mining 
equipment is tearing up the dirt roads in 
the area, that clean water is scarce, and 
that the villagers animals are falling into 
trenches dug by the mining company and 
drinking polluted water and dying. She and 

Read | Learn | Change the world
To learn about other mining cases or join our campaign  
to hold goverments and companies accountable, go to  
oxfamamerica.org/rights-resources.

Above: The villagers of  Bambaraya are concerned 

that mining exploration in their town is being 

done without their permission and without proper 

environmental protections. Rebecca Blackwell / 

Oxfam America



With rain ready to burst from a heavy sky, members of  the Jalala Women’s Association 

rush to finish their work in a field of  young enset, a drought-resistant plant that is a 

source of  food, during hard times. The 150 members of  the association farm have 

access to about six acres of  land, from which they harvest a variety of  food, including 

potatoes and teff. Eva-Lotta Jansson / Oxfam America

Oxfam’s Coco McCabe reports from Ethiopia on the efforts of  a group of  women in 
the Shashemene district to pool their resources and strengthen their community.

Their skirts and shawls whipped by the 
wind, members of  the Jalala Women’s As-
sociation rush from their fields, laughing, as 
the rain begins to fall—first in fat drops and 
then with a roar, pounding the metal roof  of  
their new grain bank where they gather.

It’s dim inside, lit only by the gray afternoon 
light streaming through the door. But it’s 
ample enough for me to study their faces—
solemn and engrossed—as they listen to 
their chairwoman, Meshu Babure, tell how 

this group, whose name means “love” in 
Afan Oromo, came to be—and how it is 
now changing the lives of  its 150 members.

Outside, the bustle in the association’s 
compound in Oine Chefo Umbure has 
stopped for the moment as everyone 
takes cover. A small crew of  men—with 
the women’s help—has been mixing ce-
ment and hauling rocks for the foundation 
of  yet another new building, this one to 
house the diesel-powered grain mill Jalala 

recently bought with support from a group of  
European ambassadors’ spouses who had 
visited the organization. The association will 
use the mill to grind grain for their commu-
nity and generate income for their members.

A hum of  activity seems to define the 
place. Along with the grain mill, the Jalala 
women are constructing a building to serve 
as a store for the community, because the 
market that most people frequent is a long 
distance off. Across the yard, the frame of  

Outwitting the fox  
Women join forces to tackle poverty
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a small office building rises next to the grain 
bank, and sitting in the center of  the grow-
ing complex is a mud-walled poultry facility. 
Beyond the compound, with the help of  the 
Center for Development Initiatives, or CDI, 
an Oxfam partner, Jalala has orchestrated 
the construction of  a school for the com-
munity where none had been before. It was 
to open in September for students through 
grade four.

The women of  Jalala are working this 
magic in a corner of  Shashemene, a district 
about 155 miles south of  Ethiopia’s capital 
where a drought in 2008 severely hindered 
the ability of  families to feed themselves 
and left 46 children dead. Food shortages 
continue to be a problem here, as most 
people survive by raising animals and farm-
ing small plots of  land. In August, hope for 
a healthy harvest hides some of  the sorrow 
that earlier hardship bred: fields of  green 
stretch to the horizon with the promise that 
maize and wheat may soon fill grain banks 
that community members established in re-
cent years with the help of  CDI and Oxfam.

Much, though, is dependent on the rain—
will there be enough to feed the crops?—
and on people’s good health to carry on 
with the hard physical labor a subsistence 
life demands. As elsewhere in Africa, HIV/
AIDS has taken a toll in this region, leaving 
people weak and many children orphaned. 

It was that sweeping problem that first 
launched the Jalala Women’s Association 
and where Meshu Babure heard the earliest 
whispers of  what has now become her call-
ing: to better the lives of  women—and their 
families—in the communities around her.

A woman with an education 

Babure had completed high school—the 
only woman in her community to do so—
when officials from the local government 
approached her for help in educating 
households about HIV and family plan-
ning. Together with her sister-in-law, Basha 
Dachasso, Babure set out on her mission, 
and the pair was soon joined by two other 
women. That was nine years ago—in 2001.

Their task expanded when the district’s 
women’s affairs department decided to get a 
better understanding of poverty in the area 
and asked the team to register the names of  
poor women. As they went, the team picked 
up new members, growing from 10 to 15, 
until one day they found themselves col-
lected under a massive oda tree—treasured 
among Oromia people for a canopy broad 
enough to shelter whole gatherings from the 
harsh African sun. There, Jalala’s true work 
was born: The women decided to turn their 
attention to the poverty that saddled so many 
of their neighbors.

“I was touched by a woman with a very 
severe problem—a woman holding a child 
on her chest and carrying firewood on her 
back to the market,” says Babure. 

Soon, the group decided to start pooling 
their money to build a small fund from which 
members could take loans or draw in times 
of  need. By 2007, the women had man-
aged to stash away 4,000 birr—or about 
$245—and their ranks had grown to 50. 
Meanwhile, they had also persuaded the 
local government to give them access to 
about six acres of  land that they started 
farming. This year they harvested both po-
tatoes and teff, Ethiopia’s staple grain, and 
have continued to nurture a small plantation 
of  enset, a drought-resistant plant that is a 
bulwark against hunger.

Right: As chairwoman of  the Jalala Women’s 

Association, Meshu Babure is working with other 

members of  the group to fight the poverty that 

burdens many women and their families in the 

Shashamene District of  Ethiopia. Even Babure’s 

mother has joined the cause. Eva-Lotta Jansson / 

Oxfam America 

Below: The Jalala Women’s Association has a new 

grain bank—a store house where members can set 

aside their grain and sell it when prices go up.  

Eva-Lotta Jansson / Oxfam America

“”If  we come together and shout 
loudly, people will hear us. If  you 
shout alone, no one will hear you. 
They will think you are mad.
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“If  we come together and shout loudly, 
people will hear us,” says Babure. “If  you 
shout alone, no one will hear you. They will 
think you are mad.”

The song worked. New members thronged 
to the group—and slowly attitudes shifted.

Now, the community views women in one of  
two ways, says Babure: Either as a member 
of  Jalala, with all the strength and indepen-
dence that confers, or as someone who is 
not a member. Though Babure’s brother still 
refuses to talk to her—he disapproves of  

So far, they have plowed the income they 
have earned back into their association, 
using a chunk of it, for instance, to construct 
the poultry building. But as other organiza-
tions have donated goods to Jalala—heif-
ers and seedlings—the group in turn has 
distributed them among its members.

As Babure retraces all these steps, mem-
bers quietly pass around a stack of  photos. 
One in particular stands out—proof  of  the 
determination that drives them. It shows a 
woman marching through the furrows of  a 
field, guiding an ox-drawn plow as it digs 
deep into the earth. It’s work that men usu-
ally do. But the women of  Jalala manage 
just fine.

Bucking tradition

That independence, though, came at a 
price. Some of  the women’s husbands 
objected to their wives joining Jalala, which 
has also worked to change harmful tradi-
tional practices in the community—like  
polygamy. One member showed up at a 
meeting with blood streaming from her 
head: her husband had beaten her to pre-
vent her attendance. She came anyway.

Early on, Babure herself  was threatened, 
too, for talking about the rights of  women, 
promoting family planning, and discussing 
the problems of  polygamy and the eco-
nomic burden it places on families.

“Some people said, ‘We will try to kill you,’” 
she recalls, knowing she would have to en-
dure intimidation to achieve her goals. But 
Babure had a role model in Nobel Peace 
Prize-winner Wangari Maathi, a Kenyan 
woman who had suffered head injuries 
when she was attacked for planting trees 
to protest the deforestation of  her country. 
Babure heard about Maathi and found in-
spiration in her determination and bravery.

Before the women of  Jalala organized 
themselves, most stayed at home, taking 
orders from their husbands, says Babure, 
who, at 32, is not married. To encourage 
others to join their group, the Jalala women 
composed a rallying song based on some 
of  their traditions. It’s about a fox, who rep-
resents poverty. He threatens to enter the 
women’s houses and bite them. The only 
way to fend him off  is for the women to 
come out of  their houses and join in unity 
against him.

the energy she is pouring into the associa-
tion to the exclusion of  all else—even her 
mother has joined Jalala. And, she notes, 
many of  the members’ husbands are now 
pitching in to help when it comes time to till 
the fields.

“We showed we can work,” says Babure. 
“We can produce. We can make a change.”

Read | Learn | Change the world
To learn more or to hear the Jalala Women’s Association  
rallying song, go to oxfamamerica.org/jalala.



12  |  Fall 2010 OXFAMExchange 

In the days and months following the April 
2010 explosion at the Deepwater Horizon oil 
rig, newscasts across the US delivered the 
depressing news: the oil was still spewing, 
and there was little anyone could do about it.

The disaster drew attention to the oil industry, 
and called into question just how it operated. 
It created an atmosphere in Congress that 
emboldened lawmakers who had already 
been working to regulate oil and mining. 
And it gave cover to those who typically felt 
obligated to defend corporate interests.

“The tragedy in the Gulf  of  Mexico put things 
into stark relief. Members of  Congress had 
a choice—more transparency in the oil 
industry or protecting secrecy and the status 
quo. We’re glad to see that Congress made 
the right choice when it came to financial 
transparency,” said Ian Gary, senior policy 
manager at Oxfam America. 

Just as Oxfam America’s staff  on the Gulf  
Coast were gathering with residents to re-
spond to yet another disaster in their region, 
our colleagues in Washington, DC, were 
working with members of  Congress to use 
this moment to push forward our legislative 
agenda on the oil and mining industries. Over 
the past five years we had provided testimo-
ny, published reports, encouraged supporters 
to send Congress thousands of letters, and 
exposed legislative staff  to the problems 
affecting oil and mining communities in Peru, 
Cambodia, and Ghana—all with the express 
intent of  building support for US legislation 
that would make the disclosure of  payments 
from oil and mining companies to govern-
ments around the world a legal requirement. 

With this information, poor communities—
rich in natural resources—could lobby their 
governments to use some of the millions they 
collect to reduce poverty locally. 

A win brings hope 
 for oil and mining communities

Oxfam’s Andrea Perera examines how the BP oil spill fast-tracked 
Oxfam’s efforts to bring transparency to the oil and mining industries.

Above: A young boy looks out across the mine pit in 

Cerro de Pasco, Peru; after decades of  aggressive 

mining the pit has overtaken most of  the city. Recent 

legislation in the US will help communities affected 

by mining to track payments to governments. This 

will help ensure that natural resource wealth reduces 

poverty—profiting local communities. David Stubbs / 

Oxfam America
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In July, the rare confluence of  events 
helped produce a legislative victory. Con-
gress passed a historic provision within the 
financial reform legislation: All oil and min-
ing companies registered in the US must 
now disclose their payments to govern-
ments as part of  their filings with the Secu-
rities and Exchange Commission (SEC).

With this law in place, poor communities  
can now make oil and mining work to  
their benefit. 

“After all, extractive resources will run out 
eventually,” wrote John Ambler, Oxfam 
America’s senior vice president of  regional 
programs, in a congratulatory email to staff.  
“The profits should be invested in something 
that will yield a longer-term return.”

How we did it

Oxfam was able to represent the interests 
of  oil and mining communities with authority 
and influence because of  our long history, 
more than 10 years, working with these 
communities on the ground. 

“Any kind of  influence or power that we 
had to speak in these policy discussions 
in Washington came from our connection 
to developing countries,” said Keith Slack, 
manager of  Oxfam America’s extractive 
industries campaign. 

So, when it came to cultivating “cham-
pions” within Congress on both sides 
of  the aisle who would carry our issue 
forward—specifically Senators Barney 
Frank (Democrat-Massachusetts), Dick 
Lugar (Republican-Indiana), and Benjamin 
Cardin (Democrat-Maryland)—we were 
able to work through our regional offices 
and our partners in Peru and Ghana, which 
could show how the money flowing into the 
country from oil and mining projects was not 
trickling down to the community level.

“These are two examples of  how this natural 
resource wealth does not contribute con-
structively to poverty reduction,” Slack said.

Once those members of  Congress began 
carrying the issue forward, Oxfam supported 
their efforts, offering research and other 
resources throughout the lengthy legislative 
process. We worked as part of  a strong and 
diverse coalition of  nongovernmental organi-

zations (NGOs) called Publish What You Pay, 
who together developed the first proposal 
requiring this kind of  revenue disclosure.

Although we were targeting oil and min-
ing companies to change their practices, 
we worked from within those industries as 
well and gained support from investors and 
the corporate sector. On behalf  of  Oxfam 
America, our private sector department 
purchased Chevron shares and then pre-
sented a resolution at the company’s annual 
meeting in June that called for a transparent 
payment disclosure policy; shareholders 
representing approximately 160 million 
shares—worth more than $10 billion—voted 
in favor of  a proposal. Mam Sambath, 
chairperson of  an Oxfam partner organiza-
tion, Cambodians for Resource Revenue 
Transparency, spoke at the meeting.

“To date, we know nothing about payments 
that have been made to Cambodian govern-
ments upon signing contracts,” Sambath 
said. “Access to information on revenues 
will empower us to hold our government 
accountable for using oil revenues for 
economic development and basic social 
services like education and health care.”

The tactic allowed Oxfam to explain to leg-
islators that it wasn’t just NGOs that wanted 
transparency; it was also shareholders with-
in the oil and mining companies themselves. 
In fact, one prominent company, Newmont 
Mining, came out in support of  the legisla-
tion; two other companies, Tullow Energy 
and Statoil, already report this information 
voluntarily everywhere they operate.

All of  this work was sustained by the voices 
of  Oxfam’s own supporters. Our grassroots 
organizers traveled to places like Alabama, 
Texas, Indiana, and Illinois to cultivate sup-
port among powerful players on important 

committees in Congress, and we made sure 
those members heard from supporters at 
their local district offices. 

More broadly, 20,000 Oxfam supporters 
from around the country sent letters to their 
members of  Congress calling on them to 
support revenue transparency. And when 
Oxfam created a fun, untraditional animated 
video that showed where the money from oil 
and mining really went (right past communi-
ties and into government coffers), support-
ers watched and shared it with their friends. 
Within six months, the video garnered more 
than 53,000 views on YouTube, an Oxfam 
record for that short a time period.

“The role of  Oxfam supporters was very 
important,” said Slack. “When we went into 
offices on the Hill, they would say, ‘Oh yeah, 
we’re getting tons of  emails and faxes on 
this. My mother has called about this.’” 

What’s next

The passage of  the revenue transparency 
legislation, while a huge victory, is just the 
first step. Oxfam is now working to support 
the complicated rule-making process within 
the SEC, which will create a process for 
the actual disclosure of  these payments. 
In addition, through our partners in Ghana, 
Peru, and Cambodia, we will be building 
the capacity of  local civil society organiza-
tions to monitor their governments’ budgets 
and lobby for a portion of  the oil and min-
ing revenue.

For example, “If  Exxon Mobil paid $50  
million, they can say, ‘Where is this money? 
How is it being accounted for in the budget 
process? What will you do with it?’”  
Slack said.

“”The role of  Oxfam supporters was very important. When we went  
into offices on the Hill, they would say, ‘Oh yeah, we’re getting tons  
of  emails and faxes on this. My mother has called about this.’

Read | Learn | Change the world
Watch and share our video announcement of  this legislative victory:
oxfamamerica.org/victory.
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We believe our efforts  

can end poverty & injustice.

This fall, we invite  

YOU to join us.

Find out how your actions,  
whether big or small,  
can make a difference. 

Go to actfast.oxfamamerica.org


