
Women in the world: Some facts
•	 Sixty-six percent of  the world’s  

work falls on women’s shoulders,  
yet they earn only 10 percent of   
the world’s income. 

•	 Worldwide in 2008, nearly 800 million 
people over the age of  15 could neither 
read nor write—and two-thirds of  them 
were women.

•	 Early pregnancy and childbirth are the 
leading causes of death among girls 
between the ages of 15 and 19 in  
developing countries, excluding China. 

•	 Among women between the ages of  
15 and 24 in Africa, 42 percent of  them 
were married before the age of  18. 

•	 In developing countries for which data 
are available, women account for only 
10 to 20 percent of  landowners. 

•	 On average, women make up  
43 percent of  the agricultural  
workforce in developing countries. 

•	 Women in Africa access only  
1 percent of  total available credit  
in the agricultural sector.

•	 The highest echelons of political power 
and decision making remain off  limits to 
the vast majority of  women: A 2010 UN 
report notes that only 7 of  150 elected 
heads of state in the world are women, 
and of the world’s 500 largest corpora-
tions, only 13 have a woman as a chief  
executive officer. 

•	 In the majority of  countries, women’s 
wages are 10 to 30 percent lower  
than men’s. 

Ending poverty: The case for equality 
Empowered women can change the world. At Oxfam America, that truth informs all our work, from our  
response to humanitarian emergencies to our campaigns for social justice and the long-term investments  
we make in some of  the poorest communities on the planet.
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More than 40 percent of  the world’s population—2.5 billion 
people—live in poverty, surviving on less than $2 a day. Our 
aim is to find lasting solutions to that poverty, and to the hunger 
and injustice that accompany it. But we can’t begin to tackle 
those problems without considering the vast inequities that exist 
between women and men—the access each has to education, 
to resources, to political engagement. Women, on every score, 
fall far behind.

No solution to poverty can endure without the full participation  
of  women: They make up half  the people on Earth. 

To achieve that goal—to end poverty—we need to address dis-
crimination and the uneven balance of  power between men and 
women. At Oxfam, we support opportunities for women and girls 
to change the circumstances of  their lives. We help them claim 
their rights, live free from violence, earn a decent income, get an 
education, become entrepreneurs, and make their voices heard. 
Guiding us is our belief  in basic human rights, which includes the 
conviction that women—like men—have the capability to make a 
profound difference in the lives of their families, their communities, 
and their nations.

“Equality for women and girls is not only a basic human right,  
it is a social and economic imperative,” said UN Secretary- 
General Ban Ki-moon. 

Investments made in women and girls pay handsome returns—
for everyone. 

For a girl, the chance to attend an extra year of  primary school 
could increase her eventual wages by 10 to 20 percent. And 
with one more year of  secondary school, she could earn up  
to 25 percent more—wages that she could invest right back into 
her family’s well-being. Give women the same level of  access  
to resources that men have, and women could increase yields 
on their farms by 20 to 30 percent, vital gains on a planet that 
will need to feed nine billion people by the year 2050—about 
one-third more than today.

Built into our strategies is the understanding that men and 
women have different needs, experiences, and concerns—and 
those differences shape the way we design and evaluate our 
work. But in the end, our objective is the same for both women 
and men: equality. From that foundation we can work together  
to improve the lives of  the poorest among us.

Until women and girls are liberated from poverty and injustice, 
all our goals—peace, security, sustainable development—

stand in jeopardy.

—UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon
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Main sources include UN Women, UNESCO Institute for Statistics, The Advocates for Human Rights, the United Nations Statistics Division, and Oxfam. A list of  
complete sources is available by contacting editor@oxfamamerica.org.

Sharing knowledge 
Knowledge is power. Knowing how to manage money helps your small business be successful. Knowing how to 
follow a new planting technique helps ensure an abundant harvest. Knowing how to read and write changes your 
life. Sharing knowledge—one of  the surest ways to fight poverty—is at the heart of  many Oxfam initiatives.

Villagers learn to grow more with less

With some training and a bit of technology, 
farmers—many of them women—in devel-
oping countries like Cambodia and Vietnam 
are learning an innovative way to grow rice 
that promises big returns. It’s called the 
System of Rice Intensification—or SRI—
and it uses fewer seeds, chemicals, and 
water to get yields that can be double the 
size possible with traditional methods.

Volunteers like Cambodian farmer 
Yem Neang are spreading the word. 
Empowered by her own success with SRI, 
she serves as a group leader to promote 
the method among other farmers in her 
village. Her husband was among the 
harder ones to convince of  SRI’s benefits. 
But now, about a third of  the farmers in 
her village have embraced the approach. 
And for farmers elsewhere, SRI has made 
big changes in their lives.

“Daily life is better than before,” said Sorn 
Ton, a Cambodian farmer. “When we used 

to farm, there wasn’t enough rice to  
support the family for the whole year.  
Now, my family has enough to eat.”

Farmers step up with organic cotton

For more than 2,000 Malian farmers,  
27 percent of  whom are women, an  
Oxfam grant is helping to support their  
efforts to grow and sell organic cotton 
through their membership in local coopera-
tives. The product, which fetches higher 
prices and costs less to cultivate, has  
made farmers like Fanta Sinayogo more 
financially independent.

In 2008, when the price of food spiked in 
West Africa and many families struggled, 
Sinayogo was able to use her savings  
from her cotton harvests to feed her family.

“The women take care of  the men and  
the women take care of  the children, and  
if  the women are successful in their 
endeavors, then the whole family benefits. 
It brings about development for the whole 

household and the whole community,” 
said Yvette Cissé, treasurer of  MoBioM, 
one of  Oxfam’s partners in this initiative.

But financial independence isn’t all co-op 
members gain. Oxfam’s support is helping  
to build the management skills of  the  
co-ops, allowing them to invest in educa-
tion and health initiatives to improve the 
lives of  farmers.

If  it’s just yourself  and you’re illiterate,  
you have your own thoughts and your own 
voice. But if  you can read and write, your 
voice expands.  

—Yvette Cissé, farmer, leader of  an organic cotton 
cooperative, and treasurer of  Oxfam partner MoBioM 
in Mali
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PHOTOS: Left Farmers in Cambodia use a weeding tool developed to reduce the labor needed to maintain fields of  rice grown using a method called the System of  Rice 
Intensification. Patrick Brown / Oxfam America  Right Malian farmer Fanta Sinayogo hitches her donkey to a cart that she purchased with the help of  a subsidy funded by  
Oxfam America. Rebecca Blackwell / Oxfam America  Cover Medhin Reda has participated in an Oxfam America program offering weather insurance to poor farmers in Ethiopia. 
Close to 40 percent of  the participants in 2010 were women. Eva-Lotta Jansson / Oxfam America

To read more about farmer-led innovation in  
Cambodia, go to oxfamamerica.org/weeder.
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Speaking out 
Together with individuals and local groups, we are helping women and girls to realize their potential—and men and boys to 
become allies in the quest to create political and social change that will give poor people the chance to improve their lives. 
Through advocacy at local, state, and national levels women are raising their voices. And they are being heard.

A campaign tackles gender violence  

in El Salvador

In 2005, a small coalition of  organizations,  
including Oxfam America, launched the 
national Campaign to Prevent Gender 
Violence in El Salvador, a country where 
murders of  women more than doubled 
between 2001 and 2006, and the number 
has fluctuated between 337 and 437 a year 
since then. Called Entre vos y yo: Una vida 
diferente (Between you and me: A different 
life), the broad-based initiative focuses 
on education, advocacy, and monitoring, 
and encourages men and women to re-
examine how they think and act.

“So many women are mistreated by their 
husbands. They need to know about their 
rights and feel capable of  doing things,” 
said Gilma Molina de Vasquez, a commu-
nity activist who helped found a women’s 
group in her Salvadoran community. “I have 
overcome it—so why can’t I help other 
women? That is my goal: to help many 
other women.”

The campaign works with civil society 
groups and government agencies across 
six of  El Salvador’s 14 administrative 
divisions, while building alliances with the 
national government and international 
organizations. Since its launch, the 
campaign has made notable progress 
including human rights training for 360 
women from 25 municipalities; the training 
of  165 government officials to apply the 
current laws and invest parts of  their 

budgets in violence prevention; and a 
nationwide public relations effort, which 
reached two million people.

Based on the premise that by changing 
attitudes among young people Salvadorans 
can build a less violent future, the campaign 
has partnered with El Salvador’s Ministry of  
Education to develop a method for teach-
ing students about the rights of  women and 
girls to live free of  violence. By 2010, the 
school program had reached more than 
90,000 students and trained more than 
3,000 teachers.

And in 2010, the country passed a new 
Special Integral Law for a Life Free of  
Violence for Women, which expands the 
definition of  violence against women 
beyond the home, to the public realm.

Sisters on the Planet advocate for change

Inspired by women in the US and abroad 
who are battling climate change, hunger, 
and other crises, a diverse group of Ameri-
can women have joined Oxfam America 
as Sisters on the Planet. Corporate 
executives, actors, legislators, writers, faith 
leaders—they are using their influence to 
change the unfair rules that keep women 

trapped in poverty. And they are calling for 
a worldwide investment in women farm-
ers who are systematically excluded from 
decision making and have less access to 
land and water, new technologies, credit, 
and markets.

Since 2008, hundreds of  American women 
leaders have become ambassadors of  the 
program. And to honor the 100th anniversa-
ry of  International Women’s Day in March 
2011 they joined with Oxfam and others to 
organize more than 200 events across the 
US to raise awareness about the struggles 
millions of  poor women face. The year 
before, nearly 100 women from 33 states 
assembled in Washington to advocate for 
climate change legislation that would help 
poor communities around the world.

“It’s important to talk about the cost- 
effective nature of  investing in the world’s 
most vulnerable populations, both for  
their stability and for global security,” said 
Barbara Lawton, a former lieutenant gov-
ernor of  Wisconsin and a Sisters on the 
Planet ambassador. “Whether it’s women 
and families in the US, in Sudan, or in the  
Arctic Circle … our destinies are linked.”

PHOTOS: 1 Astel Diallo leads other women in a Saving for Change meeting in the village of Bandafassi, Senegal. Rebecca Blackwell / Oxfam America  2 Oxfam is working with a Sudanese 
partner to support the rights and livelihoods of  women who sell food and tea in the markets of  Khartoum. Some have fled troubled areas of  Sudan. Elizabeth Stevens / Oxfam America  
3 Joanna Manu is an activist from the village of  Dumase in Ghana. Jeff  Deutsch / Oxfam America  4 Oxfam is working with local Sudanese partners and community members to provide 
clean water, sanitation, and hygiene programs to people living in the camps of  North and South Darfur. Elizabeth Stevens / Oxfam America  5 Art, music, and parades are all part of  a 
campaign in El Salvador to change entrenched attitudes about gender violence in the country. René Figueroa / Oxfam America  6 Vermont state representative and Sisters on the Planet 
ambassador Kesha Ram, left, leads an Oxfam community event in Burlington, VT. Jacob Silberberg / Oxfam America

Building resources 
In many poor communities, the burden of care for families rests with women. They are the ones who collect food, water, 
and fuel. They tend to children, the sick, and the elderly. But often, women lack the resources they need to meet the many 
demands they face. With savings, with access to credit, with insurance—financial tools widely available in the developed 
world—poor people can take steps toward the security that will ensure a better future for their families. Oxfam is working  
to help them gain access to new financial opportunities and to build their resources.

Saving for Change

Just having a safe place to save or having 
access to a small loan can help a family work 
its way out of poverty. That opportunity is 
what Oxfam’s community finance program, 
Saving for Change, has brought to hundreds 
of thousands of women and men in five 
countries since its inception in Mali in 2005.

By joining together in small groups,  
members save, lend, and pay each other 
interest without needing to go to a money 
lender—or other intermediary—and take 
on debt. Villagers can use the loans from 
their group to start small businesses, buy 
household necessities, or meet sudden 
emergencies. There are other advantages, 
too: Group meetings provide a forum for 
village learning about public health issues, 
improved agricultural practices, and small-
business development.

But as important is the self-knowledge 
many participants gain: Membership in the 
savings groups can change the way women 
view their personal capabilities and their 
place within their families and communities.

“Before, we had no way to help ourselves, 
but now, with just 100 francs a week, we 

solve a lot of  problems,” said Astel Diallo, 
president of  a savings group in Senegal. 

Their right to earn an income

Among women who have fled Darfur and 
other troubled areas of Sudan, many have 
learned something important about them-
selves: With support from an Oxfam-funded 
partner, the Sudan Development Association, 
or SDA, they can acquire the skills to build 
small businesses, some successful enough 
to pay for their children’s schooling all the 
way into college.

SDA helps support a local union for tea 
and food sellers in Khartoum that many 
displaced women have joined. Together, 
SDA and the union provide them with prac-
tical skills such as bookkeeping, business 
management, and how to keep foods clean 
and healthy. But there’s more: Women also 
learn about their rights—including their right 
to earn a living.

Not long ago, women were forbidden to 
be street vendors—and still face harsh 
treatment from officials who sometimes 
confiscate their goods and demand fees 
the women are unable to pay. The women’s 

union has fought hard and succeeded in 
reversing the worst of  the laws, and women 
who know their rights are better equipped 
to stand their ground.

Once entirely dependent on her husband, 
Altoma Abdelrahim launched a tea and food 
business with a loan from SDA and set out 
to learn all she could about the laws that 
govern her activity. Today, she is a trainer  
of  trainers on legal issues, leading sessions 
around the country for vendors and govern-
ment authorities.

“I believe in establishing a healthy relationship 
between the women sellers and government 
officials,” she said. “We do not beg for good 
treatment. We take a rights perspective.”

What women were not able to do before, 
we have now tangibly achieved. We are 
able to make women’s dreams come true.

—Altoma Abdelrahim, a Sudanese street vendor
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We all have the same rights and no one 
can violate them.

—Karla Sanchez, a student who participated in a 
campaign in El Salvador to end gender violence

“”

Defending rights 
Increasingly, poor women and men are asserting their right to decide if  or how they want oil, gas, and mining development 
to take place in their communities—and their right to know about the impacts and benefits of these projects. Oxfam America 
has a long history of supporting these community rights in Africa, Asia, and Latin America. 

People have a right to know—and a right 

to decide

As the world’s hunger for fuel and precious 
minerals grows, so does the pressure on 
remote communities to give up their valu-
able land for development of  oil, gas, or 
mining exploration and extraction. Working 
with local partners, Oxfam aims to arm poor 
villagers with the information they need to 
weigh the costs versus the benefits and 
decide whether to provide consent for the 
projects to move forward.

WACAM—Wassa Association of  Com-
munities Affected by Mining—is one of  
those partners. Based in Ghana, it teaches 
villagers about their country’s constitution 

and their rights under the national Minerals 
and Mining Act. Equipped with this informa-
tion, farmers can assert their rights to fair 
compensation for their lands and hold  
the companies responsible for damage  
to the environment.

Joanna Manu, a farmer in Dumase, knows 
how powerful that knowledge can be.  

Trained by WACAM, she knew that a gold 
mining company could not kick her off  her 
farm if  it hadn’t paid her for the land, even 
though it had her arrested one morning while 
she was preparing her fields. She stood up 
for her rights—and a few months later was 
back on her farm working the earth.

“It’s thanks to this new knowledge that I could 
do this,” said Manu, who has become a key 
organizer in her community and recently won 
election to a local legislative body.

Protecting safety 
In every emergency—when disaster throws strangers together into crowded camps, depriving them of the safety and 
familiarity of  their own homes—women and girls are often most at risk for further suffering. In all its humanitarian work,  
Oxfam strives to pay particular attention to their needs.

A key to safety: Public health led by women

Every month in camps for displaced people 
near El Fasher in the Darfur region of Sudan, 
a women-led team of health workers fans  
out to bring messages about good hygiene  
to thousands of residents. Elected by the 
community and trained by Oxfam, the team 
members go house to house teaching 
newcomers about disease vectors, hand 
washing, and the use of latrines. They also 
organize community-wide campaigns to 
clean everything from streets to latrines to 

household water containers. Their mission is 
to prevent the outbreak of deadly diseases—
a mission health workers like Halima Nasur 
take to heart.

“I believe that all people in the camp are 
my sisters and brothers,” she said. “We are 
never going to let our people down.”

Once learned, it’s hard to forget the life- 
and-death importance of  good hygiene 
practices. For Maryam Gado, the lessons 
have changed her life forever.

“Previously, my children didn’t wash their 
hands before they ate. They were often 
weak and not healthy. Now, they wash their 
hands before eating. They don’t suffer from 
diarrhea, and if  they happen to get sick, 
it isn’t something serious,” said Gado. “I 
learned these values and I’m going to apply 
them throughout my life.”

I see fellow human beings as I see myself, 
and if  they can’t defend their rights, then I 
have to help them. I am saving humanity.

—Joanna Manu, a farmer in Ghana and an activist 
trained by Oxfam partner WACAM
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Join Oxfam’s campaign to defend the rights of  
communities affected by oil, gas, and mining  
projects at oxfamamerica.org/rights-resources.

To learn more about Oxfam’s work in Darfur,  
go to oxfamamerica.org/conflict-in-darfur.

Sign up to become a Sister on the Planet at 
oxfamamerica.org/sisters.

Read how Oxfam’s campaign in El Salvador  
is using music to spread the message at 
oxfamamerica.org/prevent-gender-violence.

To read stories about women participating in  
Oxfam’s Saving for Change program, go to  
oxfamamerica.org/community-finance.
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women from 25 municipalities; the training 
of  165 government officials to apply the 
current laws and invest parts of  their 

budgets in violence prevention; and a 
nationwide public relations effort, which 
reached two million people.

Based on the premise that by changing 
attitudes among young people Salvadorans 
can build a less violent future, the campaign 
has partnered with El Salvador’s Ministry of  
Education to develop a method for teach-
ing students about the rights of  women and 
girls to live free of  violence. By 2010, the 
school program had reached more than 
90,000 students and trained more than 
3,000 teachers.

And in 2010, the country passed a new 
Special Integral Law for a Life Free of  
Violence for Women, which expands the 
definition of  violence against women 
beyond the home, to the public realm.

Sisters on the Planet advocate for change

Inspired by women in the US and abroad 
who are battling climate change, hunger, 
and other crises, a diverse group of Ameri-
can women have joined Oxfam America 
as Sisters on the Planet. Corporate 
executives, actors, legislators, writers, faith 
leaders—they are using their influence to 
change the unfair rules that keep women 

trapped in poverty. And they are calling for 
a worldwide investment in women farm-
ers who are systematically excluded from 
decision making and have less access to 
land and water, new technologies, credit, 
and markets.

Since 2008, hundreds of  American women 
leaders have become ambassadors of  the 
program. And to honor the 100th anniversa-
ry of  International Women’s Day in March 
2011 they joined with Oxfam and others to 
organize more than 200 events across the 
US to raise awareness about the struggles 
millions of  poor women face. The year 
before, nearly 100 women from 33 states 
assembled in Washington to advocate for 
climate change legislation that would help 
poor communities around the world.

“It’s important to talk about the cost- 
effective nature of  investing in the world’s 
most vulnerable populations, both for  
their stability and for global security,” said 
Barbara Lawton, a former lieutenant gov-
ernor of  Wisconsin and a Sisters on the 
Planet ambassador. “Whether it’s women 
and families in the US, in Sudan, or in the  
Arctic Circle … our destinies are linked.”

PHOTOS: 1 Astel Diallo leads other women in a Saving for Change meeting in the village of Bandafassi, Senegal. Rebecca Blackwell / Oxfam America  2 Oxfam is working with a Sudanese 
partner to support the rights and livelihoods of  women who sell food and tea in the markets of  Khartoum. Some have fled troubled areas of  Sudan. Elizabeth Stevens / Oxfam America  
3 Joanna Manu is an activist from the village of  Dumase in Ghana. Jeff  Deutsch / Oxfam America  4 Oxfam is working with local Sudanese partners and community members to provide 
clean water, sanitation, and hygiene programs to people living in the camps of  North and South Darfur. Elizabeth Stevens / Oxfam America  5 Art, music, and parades are all part of  a 
campaign in El Salvador to change entrenched attitudes about gender violence in the country. René Figueroa / Oxfam America  6 Vermont state representative and Sisters on the Planet 
ambassador Kesha Ram, left, leads an Oxfam community event in Burlington, VT. Jacob Silberberg / Oxfam America

Building resources 
In many poor communities, the burden of care for families rests with women. They are the ones who collect food, water, 
and fuel. They tend to children, the sick, and the elderly. But often, women lack the resources they need to meet the many 
demands they face. With savings, with access to credit, with insurance—financial tools widely available in the developed 
world—poor people can take steps toward the security that will ensure a better future for their families. Oxfam is working  
to help them gain access to new financial opportunities and to build their resources.

Saving for Change

Just having a safe place to save or having 
access to a small loan can help a family work 
its way out of poverty. That opportunity is 
what Oxfam’s community finance program, 
Saving for Change, has brought to hundreds 
of thousands of women and men in five 
countries since its inception in Mali in 2005.

By joining together in small groups,  
members save, lend, and pay each other 
interest without needing to go to a money 
lender—or other intermediary—and take 
on debt. Villagers can use the loans from 
their group to start small businesses, buy 
household necessities, or meet sudden 
emergencies. There are other advantages, 
too: Group meetings provide a forum for 
village learning about public health issues, 
improved agricultural practices, and small-
business development.

But as important is the self-knowledge 
many participants gain: Membership in the 
savings groups can change the way women 
view their personal capabilities and their 
place within their families and communities.

“Before, we had no way to help ourselves, 
but now, with just 100 francs a week, we 

solve a lot of  problems,” said Astel Diallo, 
president of  a savings group in Senegal. 

Their right to earn an income

Among women who have fled Darfur and 
other troubled areas of Sudan, many have 
learned something important about them-
selves: With support from an Oxfam-funded 
partner, the Sudan Development Association, 
or SDA, they can acquire the skills to build 
small businesses, some successful enough 
to pay for their children’s schooling all the 
way into college.

SDA helps support a local union for tea 
and food sellers in Khartoum that many 
displaced women have joined. Together, 
SDA and the union provide them with prac-
tical skills such as bookkeeping, business 
management, and how to keep foods clean 
and healthy. But there’s more: Women also 
learn about their rights—including their right 
to earn a living.

Not long ago, women were forbidden to 
be street vendors—and still face harsh 
treatment from officials who sometimes 
confiscate their goods and demand fees 
the women are unable to pay. The women’s 

union has fought hard and succeeded in 
reversing the worst of  the laws, and women 
who know their rights are better equipped 
to stand their ground.

Once entirely dependent on her husband, 
Altoma Abdelrahim launched a tea and food 
business with a loan from SDA and set out 
to learn all she could about the laws that 
govern her activity. Today, she is a trainer  
of  trainers on legal issues, leading sessions 
around the country for vendors and govern-
ment authorities.

“I believe in establishing a healthy relationship 
between the women sellers and government 
officials,” she said. “We do not beg for good 
treatment. We take a rights perspective.”

What women were not able to do before, 
we have now tangibly achieved. We are 
able to make women’s dreams come true.

—Altoma Abdelrahim, a Sudanese street vendor

“”

We all have the same rights and no one 
can violate them.

—Karla Sanchez, a student who participated in a 
campaign in El Salvador to end gender violence

“”

Defending rights 
Increasingly, poor women and men are asserting their right to decide if  or how they want oil, gas, and mining development 
to take place in their communities—and their right to know about the impacts and benefits of these projects. Oxfam America 
has a long history of supporting these community rights in Africa, Asia, and Latin America. 

People have a right to know—and a right 

to decide

As the world’s hunger for fuel and precious 
minerals grows, so does the pressure on 
remote communities to give up their valu-
able land for development of  oil, gas, or 
mining exploration and extraction. Working 
with local partners, Oxfam aims to arm poor 
villagers with the information they need to 
weigh the costs versus the benefits and 
decide whether to provide consent for the 
projects to move forward.

WACAM—Wassa Association of  Com-
munities Affected by Mining—is one of  
those partners. Based in Ghana, it teaches 
villagers about their country’s constitution 

and their rights under the national Minerals 
and Mining Act. Equipped with this informa-
tion, farmers can assert their rights to fair 
compensation for their lands and hold  
the companies responsible for damage  
to the environment.

Joanna Manu, a farmer in Dumase, knows 
how powerful that knowledge can be.  

Trained by WACAM, she knew that a gold 
mining company could not kick her off  her 
farm if  it hadn’t paid her for the land, even 
though it had her arrested one morning while 
she was preparing her fields. She stood up 
for her rights—and a few months later was 
back on her farm working the earth.

“It’s thanks to this new knowledge that I could 
do this,” said Manu, who has become a key 
organizer in her community and recently won 
election to a local legislative body.

Protecting safety 
In every emergency—when disaster throws strangers together into crowded camps, depriving them of the safety and 
familiarity of  their own homes—women and girls are often most at risk for further suffering. In all its humanitarian work,  
Oxfam strives to pay particular attention to their needs.

A key to safety: Public health led by women

Every month in camps for displaced people 
near El Fasher in the Darfur region of Sudan, 
a women-led team of health workers fans  
out to bring messages about good hygiene  
to thousands of residents. Elected by the 
community and trained by Oxfam, the team 
members go house to house teaching 
newcomers about disease vectors, hand 
washing, and the use of latrines. They also 
organize community-wide campaigns to 
clean everything from streets to latrines to 

household water containers. Their mission is 
to prevent the outbreak of deadly diseases—
a mission health workers like Halima Nasur 
take to heart.

“I believe that all people in the camp are 
my sisters and brothers,” she said. “We are 
never going to let our people down.”

Once learned, it’s hard to forget the life- 
and-death importance of  good hygiene 
practices. For Maryam Gado, the lessons 
have changed her life forever.

“Previously, my children didn’t wash their 
hands before they ate. They were often 
weak and not healthy. Now, they wash their 
hands before eating. They don’t suffer from 
diarrhea, and if  they happen to get sick, 
it isn’t something serious,” said Gado. “I 
learned these values and I’m going to apply 
them throughout my life.”

I see fellow human beings as I see myself, 
and if  they can’t defend their rights, then I 
have to help them. I am saving humanity.

—Joanna Manu, a farmer in Ghana and an activist 
trained by Oxfam partner WACAM

“”

Join Oxfam’s campaign to defend the rights of  
communities affected by oil, gas, and mining  
projects at oxfamamerica.org/rights-resources.

To learn more about Oxfam’s work in Darfur,  
go to oxfamamerica.org/conflict-in-darfur.

Sign up to become a Sister on the Planet at 
oxfamamerica.org/sisters.

Read how Oxfam’s campaign in El Salvador  
is using music to spread the message at 
oxfamamerica.org/prevent-gender-violence.

To read stories about women participating in  
Oxfam’s Saving for Change program, go to  
oxfamamerica.org/community-finance.
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Speaking out 
Together with individuals and local groups, we are helping women and girls to realize their potential—and men and boys to 
become allies in the quest to create political and social change that will give poor people the chance to improve their lives. 
Through advocacy at local, state, and national levels women are raising their voices. And they are being heard.

A campaign tackles gender violence  

in El Salvador

In 2005, a small coalition of  organizations,  
including Oxfam America, launched the 
national Campaign to Prevent Gender 
Violence in El Salvador, a country where 
murders of  women more than doubled 
between 2001 and 2006, and the number 
has fluctuated between 337 and 437 a year 
since then. Called Entre vos y yo: Una vida 
diferente (Between you and me: A different 
life), the broad-based initiative focuses 
on education, advocacy, and monitoring, 
and encourages men and women to re-
examine how they think and act.

“So many women are mistreated by their 
husbands. They need to know about their 
rights and feel capable of  doing things,” 
said Gilma Molina de Vasquez, a commu-
nity activist who helped found a women’s 
group in her Salvadoran community. “I have 
overcome it—so why can’t I help other 
women? That is my goal: to help many 
other women.”

The campaign works with civil society 
groups and government agencies across 
six of  El Salvador’s 14 administrative 
divisions, while building alliances with the 
national government and international 
organizations. Since its launch, the 
campaign has made notable progress 
including human rights training for 360 
women from 25 municipalities; the training 
of  165 government officials to apply the 
current laws and invest parts of  their 

budgets in violence prevention; and a 
nationwide public relations effort, which 
reached two million people.

Based on the premise that by changing 
attitudes among young people Salvadorans 
can build a less violent future, the campaign 
has partnered with El Salvador’s Ministry of  
Education to develop a method for teach-
ing students about the rights of  women and 
girls to live free of  violence. By 2010, the 
school program had reached more than 
90,000 students and trained more than 
3,000 teachers.

And in 2010, the country passed a new 
Special Integral Law for a Life Free of  
Violence for Women, which expands the 
definition of  violence against women 
beyond the home, to the public realm.

Sisters on the Planet advocate for change

Inspired by women in the US and abroad 
who are battling climate change, hunger, 
and other crises, a diverse group of Ameri-
can women have joined Oxfam America 
as Sisters on the Planet. Corporate 
executives, actors, legislators, writers, faith 
leaders—they are using their influence to 
change the unfair rules that keep women 

trapped in poverty. And they are calling for 
a worldwide investment in women farm-
ers who are systematically excluded from 
decision making and have less access to 
land and water, new technologies, credit, 
and markets.

Since 2008, hundreds of  American women 
leaders have become ambassadors of  the 
program. And to honor the 100th anniversa-
ry of  International Women’s Day in March 
2011 they joined with Oxfam and others to 
organize more than 200 events across the 
US to raise awareness about the struggles 
millions of  poor women face. The year 
before, nearly 100 women from 33 states 
assembled in Washington to advocate for 
climate change legislation that would help 
poor communities around the world.

“It’s important to talk about the cost- 
effective nature of  investing in the world’s 
most vulnerable populations, both for  
their stability and for global security,” said 
Barbara Lawton, a former lieutenant gov-
ernor of  Wisconsin and a Sisters on the 
Planet ambassador. “Whether it’s women 
and families in the US, in Sudan, or in the  
Arctic Circle … our destinies are linked.”

PHOTOS: 1 Astel Diallo leads other women in a Saving for Change meeting in the village of Bandafassi, Senegal. Rebecca Blackwell / Oxfam America  2 Oxfam is working with a Sudanese 
partner to support the rights and livelihoods of  women who sell food and tea in the markets of  Khartoum. Some have fled troubled areas of  Sudan. Elizabeth Stevens / Oxfam America  
3 Joanna Manu is an activist from the village of  Dumase in Ghana. Jeff  Deutsch / Oxfam America  4 Oxfam is working with local Sudanese partners and community members to provide 
clean water, sanitation, and hygiene programs to people living in the camps of  North and South Darfur. Elizabeth Stevens / Oxfam America  5 Art, music, and parades are all part of  a 
campaign in El Salvador to change entrenched attitudes about gender violence in the country. René Figueroa / Oxfam America  6 Vermont state representative and Sisters on the Planet 
ambassador Kesha Ram, left, leads an Oxfam community event in Burlington, VT. Jacob Silberberg / Oxfam America

Building resources 
In many poor communities, the burden of care for families rests with women. They are the ones who collect food, water, 
and fuel. They tend to children, the sick, and the elderly. But often, women lack the resources they need to meet the many 
demands they face. With savings, with access to credit, with insurance—financial tools widely available in the developed 
world—poor people can take steps toward the security that will ensure a better future for their families. Oxfam is working  
to help them gain access to new financial opportunities and to build their resources.

Saving for Change

Just having a safe place to save or having 
access to a small loan can help a family work 
its way out of poverty. That opportunity is 
what Oxfam’s community finance program, 
Saving for Change, has brought to hundreds 
of thousands of women and men in five 
countries since its inception in Mali in 2005.

By joining together in small groups,  
members save, lend, and pay each other 
interest without needing to go to a money 
lender—or other intermediary—and take 
on debt. Villagers can use the loans from 
their group to start small businesses, buy 
household necessities, or meet sudden 
emergencies. There are other advantages, 
too: Group meetings provide a forum for 
village learning about public health issues, 
improved agricultural practices, and small-
business development.

But as important is the self-knowledge 
many participants gain: Membership in the 
savings groups can change the way women 
view their personal capabilities and their 
place within their families and communities.

“Before, we had no way to help ourselves, 
but now, with just 100 francs a week, we 

solve a lot of  problems,” said Astel Diallo, 
president of  a savings group in Senegal. 

Their right to earn an income

Among women who have fled Darfur and 
other troubled areas of Sudan, many have 
learned something important about them-
selves: With support from an Oxfam-funded 
partner, the Sudan Development Association, 
or SDA, they can acquire the skills to build 
small businesses, some successful enough 
to pay for their children’s schooling all the 
way into college.

SDA helps support a local union for tea 
and food sellers in Khartoum that many 
displaced women have joined. Together, 
SDA and the union provide them with prac-
tical skills such as bookkeeping, business 
management, and how to keep foods clean 
and healthy. But there’s more: Women also 
learn about their rights—including their right 
to earn a living.

Not long ago, women were forbidden to 
be street vendors—and still face harsh 
treatment from officials who sometimes 
confiscate their goods and demand fees 
the women are unable to pay. The women’s 

union has fought hard and succeeded in 
reversing the worst of  the laws, and women 
who know their rights are better equipped 
to stand their ground.

Once entirely dependent on her husband, 
Altoma Abdelrahim launched a tea and food 
business with a loan from SDA and set out 
to learn all she could about the laws that 
govern her activity. Today, she is a trainer  
of  trainers on legal issues, leading sessions 
around the country for vendors and govern-
ment authorities.

“I believe in establishing a healthy relationship 
between the women sellers and government 
officials,” she said. “We do not beg for good 
treatment. We take a rights perspective.”

What women were not able to do before, 
we have now tangibly achieved. We are 
able to make women’s dreams come true.

—Altoma Abdelrahim, a Sudanese street vendor

“”

We all have the same rights and no one 
can violate them.

—Karla Sanchez, a student who participated in a 
campaign in El Salvador to end gender violence

“”

Defending rights 
Increasingly, poor women and men are asserting their right to decide if  or how they want oil, gas, and mining development 
to take place in their communities—and their right to know about the impacts and benefits of these projects. Oxfam America 
has a long history of supporting these community rights in Africa, Asia, and Latin America. 

People have a right to know—and a right 

to decide

As the world’s hunger for fuel and precious 
minerals grows, so does the pressure on 
remote communities to give up their valu-
able land for development of  oil, gas, or 
mining exploration and extraction. Working 
with local partners, Oxfam aims to arm poor 
villagers with the information they need to 
weigh the costs versus the benefits and 
decide whether to provide consent for the 
projects to move forward.

WACAM—Wassa Association of  Com-
munities Affected by Mining—is one of  
those partners. Based in Ghana, it teaches 
villagers about their country’s constitution 

and their rights under the national Minerals 
and Mining Act. Equipped with this informa-
tion, farmers can assert their rights to fair 
compensation for their lands and hold  
the companies responsible for damage  
to the environment.

Joanna Manu, a farmer in Dumase, knows 
how powerful that knowledge can be.  

Trained by WACAM, she knew that a gold 
mining company could not kick her off  her 
farm if  it hadn’t paid her for the land, even 
though it had her arrested one morning while 
she was preparing her fields. She stood up 
for her rights—and a few months later was 
back on her farm working the earth.

“It’s thanks to this new knowledge that I could 
do this,” said Manu, who has become a key 
organizer in her community and recently won 
election to a local legislative body.

Protecting safety 
In every emergency—when disaster throws strangers together into crowded camps, depriving them of the safety and 
familiarity of  their own homes—women and girls are often most at risk for further suffering. In all its humanitarian work,  
Oxfam strives to pay particular attention to their needs.

A key to safety: Public health led by women

Every month in camps for displaced people 
near El Fasher in the Darfur region of Sudan, 
a women-led team of health workers fans  
out to bring messages about good hygiene  
to thousands of residents. Elected by the 
community and trained by Oxfam, the team 
members go house to house teaching 
newcomers about disease vectors, hand 
washing, and the use of latrines. They also 
organize community-wide campaigns to 
clean everything from streets to latrines to 

household water containers. Their mission is 
to prevent the outbreak of deadly diseases—
a mission health workers like Halima Nasur 
take to heart.

“I believe that all people in the camp are 
my sisters and brothers,” she said. “We are 
never going to let our people down.”

Once learned, it’s hard to forget the life- 
and-death importance of  good hygiene 
practices. For Maryam Gado, the lessons 
have changed her life forever.

“Previously, my children didn’t wash their 
hands before they ate. They were often 
weak and not healthy. Now, they wash their 
hands before eating. They don’t suffer from 
diarrhea, and if  they happen to get sick, 
it isn’t something serious,” said Gado. “I 
learned these values and I’m going to apply 
them throughout my life.”

I see fellow human beings as I see myself, 
and if  they can’t defend their rights, then I 
have to help them. I am saving humanity.

—Joanna Manu, a farmer in Ghana and an activist 
trained by Oxfam partner WACAM

“”

Join Oxfam’s campaign to defend the rights of  
communities affected by oil, gas, and mining  
projects at oxfamamerica.org/rights-resources.

To learn more about Oxfam’s work in Darfur,  
go to oxfamamerica.org/conflict-in-darfur.

Sign up to become a Sister on the Planet at 
oxfamamerica.org/sisters.

Read how Oxfam’s campaign in El Salvador  
is using music to spread the message at 
oxfamamerica.org/prevent-gender-violence.

To read stories about women participating in  
Oxfam’s Saving for Change program, go to  
oxfamamerica.org/community-finance.
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Women in the world: Some facts
•	 Sixty-six percent of  the world’s  

work falls on women’s shoulders,  
yet they earn only 10 percent of   
the world’s income. 

•	 Worldwide in 2008, nearly 800 million 
people over the age of  15 could neither 
read nor write—and two-thirds of  them 
were women.

•	 Early pregnancy and childbirth are the 
leading causes of death among girls 
between the ages of 15 and 19 in  
developing countries, excluding China. 

•	 Among women between the ages of  
15 and 24 in Africa, 42 percent of  them 
were married before the age of  18. 

•	 In developing countries for which data 
are available, women account for only 
10 to 20 percent of  landowners. 

•	 On average, women make up  
43 percent of  the agricultural  
workforce in developing countries. 

•	 Women in Africa access only  
1 percent of  total available credit  
in the agricultural sector.

•	 The highest echelons of political power 
and decision making remain off  limits to 
the vast majority of  women: A 2010 UN 
report notes that only 7 of  150 elected 
heads of state in the world are women, 
and of the world’s 500 largest corpora-
tions, only 13 have a woman as a chief  
executive officer. 

•	 In the majority of  countries, women’s 
wages are 10 to 30 percent lower  
than men’s. 

Ending poverty: The case for equality 
Empowered women can change the world. At Oxfam America, that truth informs all our work, from our  
response to humanitarian emergencies to our campaigns for social justice and the long-term investments  
we make in some of  the poorest communities on the planet.
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More than 40 percent of  the world’s population—2.5 billion 
people—live in poverty, surviving on less than $2 a day. Our 
aim is to find lasting solutions to that poverty, and to the hunger 
and injustice that accompany it. But we can’t begin to tackle 
those problems without considering the vast inequities that exist 
between women and men—the access each has to education, 
to resources, to political engagement. Women, on every score, 
fall far behind.

No solution to poverty can endure without the full participation  
of  women: They make up half  the people on Earth. 

To achieve that goal—to end poverty—we need to address dis-
crimination and the uneven balance of  power between men and 
women. At Oxfam, we support opportunities for women and girls 
to change the circumstances of  their lives. We help them claim 
their rights, live free from violence, earn a decent income, get an 
education, become entrepreneurs, and make their voices heard. 
Guiding us is our belief  in basic human rights, which includes the 
conviction that women—like men—have the capability to make a 
profound difference in the lives of their families, their communities, 
and their nations.

“Equality for women and girls is not only a basic human right,  
it is a social and economic imperative,” said UN Secretary- 
General Ban Ki-moon. 

Investments made in women and girls pay handsome returns—
for everyone. 

For a girl, the chance to attend an extra year of  primary school 
could increase her eventual wages by 10 to 20 percent. And 
with one more year of  secondary school, she could earn up  
to 25 percent more—wages that she could invest right back into 
her family’s well-being. Give women the same level of  access  
to resources that men have, and women could increase yields 
on their farms by 20 to 30 percent, vital gains on a planet that 
will need to feed nine billion people by the year 2050—about 
one-third more than today.

Built into our strategies is the understanding that men and 
women have different needs, experiences, and concerns—and 
those differences shape the way we design and evaluate our 
work. But in the end, our objective is the same for both women 
and men: equality. From that foundation we can work together  
to improve the lives of  the poorest among us.

Until women and girls are liberated from poverty and injustice, 
all our goals—peace, security, sustainable development—

stand in jeopardy.

—UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon

“”

Main sources include UN Women, UNESCO Institute for Statistics, The Advocates for Human Rights, the United Nations Statistics Division, and Oxfam. A list of  
complete sources is available by contacting editor@oxfamamerica.org.

Sharing knowledge 
Knowledge is power. Knowing how to manage money helps your small business be successful. Knowing how to 
follow a new planting technique helps ensure an abundant harvest. Knowing how to read and write changes your 
life. Sharing knowledge—one of  the surest ways to fight poverty—is at the heart of  many Oxfam initiatives.

Villagers learn to grow more with less

With some training and a bit of technology, 
farmers—many of them women—in devel-
oping countries like Cambodia and Vietnam 
are learning an innovative way to grow rice 
that promises big returns. It’s called the 
System of Rice Intensification—or SRI—
and it uses fewer seeds, chemicals, and 
water to get yields that can be double the 
size possible with traditional methods.

Volunteers like Cambodian farmer 
Yem Neang are spreading the word. 
Empowered by her own success with SRI, 
she serves as a group leader to promote 
the method among other farmers in her 
village. Her husband was among the 
harder ones to convince of  SRI’s benefits. 
But now, about a third of  the farmers in 
her village have embraced the approach. 
And for farmers elsewhere, SRI has made 
big changes in their lives.

“Daily life is better than before,” said Sorn 
Ton, a Cambodian farmer. “When we used 

to farm, there wasn’t enough rice to  
support the family for the whole year.  
Now, my family has enough to eat.”

Farmers step up with organic cotton

For more than 2,000 Malian farmers,  
27 percent of  whom are women, an  
Oxfam grant is helping to support their  
efforts to grow and sell organic cotton 
through their membership in local coopera-
tives. The product, which fetches higher 
prices and costs less to cultivate, has  
made farmers like Fanta Sinayogo more 
financially independent.

In 2008, when the price of food spiked in 
West Africa and many families struggled, 
Sinayogo was able to use her savings  
from her cotton harvests to feed her family.

“The women take care of  the men and  
the women take care of  the children, and  
if  the women are successful in their 
endeavors, then the whole family benefits. 
It brings about development for the whole 

household and the whole community,” 
said Yvette Cissé, treasurer of  MoBioM, 
one of  Oxfam’s partners in this initiative.

But financial independence isn’t all co-op 
members gain. Oxfam’s support is helping  
to build the management skills of  the  
co-ops, allowing them to invest in educa-
tion and health initiatives to improve the 
lives of  farmers.

If  it’s just yourself  and you’re illiterate,  
you have your own thoughts and your own 
voice. But if  you can read and write, your 
voice expands.  

—Yvette Cissé, farmer, leader of  an organic cotton 
cooperative, and treasurer of  Oxfam partner MoBioM 
in Mali

“”

PHOTOS: Left Farmers in Cambodia use a weeding tool developed to reduce the labor needed to maintain fields of  rice grown using a method called the System of  Rice 
Intensification. Patrick Brown / Oxfam America  Right Malian farmer Fanta Sinayogo hitches her donkey to a cart that she purchased with the help of  a subsidy funded by  
Oxfam America. Rebecca Blackwell / Oxfam America  Cover Medhin Reda has participated in an Oxfam America program offering weather insurance to poor farmers in Ethiopia. 
Close to 40 percent of  the participants in 2010 were women. Eva-Lotta Jansson / Oxfam America

To read more about farmer-led innovation in  
Cambodia, go to oxfamamerica.org/weeder.

Working with women


