
tools to tackle a food crisis
As hunger swept the Sahel, Oxfam launched programs to help 1.3 million people.

It was November 2011 when the first red 
flags went up: The Sahel region of West and 
Central Africa—a broad band of semi-arid 
land south of the Sahara—was again headed 
for trouble. Experts were predicting a below-
average harvest for a region that has one of 
the highest poverty rates in the world and a 
history of drought and food insecurity. A new 
food crisis was looming.

It hit hard in 2012, and in the end ensnared 
more than 18 million people, many with severe 
consequences. Hundreds of thousands of 
families cut back their meals to just one a day, 
and the lives of more than one million children 
were at risk. At the peak of the crisis, parts of 
Mauritania, Mali, and Chad were only one step 
above a famine designation.

With the warning signs mounting, Oxfam 
launched a 16-month intervention—from 
November 2011 to March 2013—using all of 
the techniques it has honed over decades 
of emergency response. As part of a major 
international effort to save the lives and live-

lihoods of countless farmers and herders in 
the Sahel, Oxfam raised more than $48 million 
to help 1.3 million people in seven countries 
with cash-based interventions, food, water 
and sanitation services, and steps to boost 
the ability of families to support themselves.

For many, their needs could not have been 
more dire.

Digging for grain in anthills
In the Guéra region of Chad, some women 
like Adoaga Ousmane had to resort to digging 
through anthills for bits of grain the bugs had 
stored there. They would sieve the dirt from 
the grain, boil it, dry it, and then pound it into 
a flour to feed their children. Thin and light-
headed with hunger, Ousmane would spend 
five hours under the beating sun in a round-
trip walk to the anthills when she could find 
no other source of food.

“It is like walking to hell,” said Ousmane,  
a widow who was caring both for her own 
children and for several grandchildren.  

“It is very hot, dusty work. If you see me do 
it, you would not recognize me because I 
would be covered in sweat and dust and 
ants, which crawl on me and bite me.”

Sometimes, she would return with several 
cupfuls of grain. But other times she would 
find nothing.

“I can’t close my eyes and sleep at night 
because I can’t find anything to eat,” said 
Aramala Salim, another woman who was 
searching the anthills at that time.

In communities in the north central region 
of Burkina Faso, hunger had forced many 
people—including children—to scrape deep 
holes into the earth on a hunt for flecks of 
gold. Their labor often produced only enough 
of the precious metal to allow them to buy 
one bowl of millet a day.

“We come here because we don’t have  
anything else to eat,” said Zana Zonema,  
a young mother, early in 2012. “All that’s  
left is digging for gold.”

Above: Penda Diamancka, left, and Fatoumata Mballo plant rice seeds in a field near Kolda, Senegal. As part of Oxfam’s 
response to the food crisis, our local partners carried out programs that included cash transfers to people who were 
particularly vulnerable. The goal was not only to help them but also to help struggling local farmers and vendors like 
Diamancka and Mballo who need paying customers in the market to buy their produce. Holly Pickett / Oxfam America
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Critical choices
Climate change is making the lives of poor 
families in the Sahel more precarious than 
ever. Erratic rainfall is likely to continue to 
shorten growing seasons and shrink the size 
of harvests at a time when the population in 
the region is growing. During the crisis, the 
soaring price of staples made the hardships 
many were already enduring worse. Many 
families in the Sahel spend more than 60 
percent of their household incomes on food. 
When the price spiked, the poorest among 
them could no longer afford to buy enough 
to eat. The price of a 220-pound bag of millet 
in Niamey, the capital of Niger, rose from 
$32.21 in September 2011 to $56.40 a year 
later. In Bamako, Mali’s capital, food prices 
more than doubled. 

Traditionally in crises like this, aid groups 
distribute food free to families who can’t 
afford to buy it—and Oxfam did that in some 
locations—but the approach can also under-
mine local farmers and traders who may 
have food to sell. When there are staples in 
local markets, Oxfam prefers to help families 
by providing them with cash. During the 
course of its response, Oxfam transferred 
small amounts of cash or distributed grants 
to more than 900,000 people. The infusion of 
money—$16 million all told—not only stimu-
lated local markets, it allowed families to 
make critical choices about their well-being. 
If it’s food they needed most, that’s where 
the money would go; if it was medical care, 
they had the means to access it.

“Cash is better than food,” said Alassane 
Diaw, a farmer from the Senegalese village 
of Tankanto Escale, shortly after receiving 
a distribution. “If one of my children is sick, 

I can use this money to go to the hospital. 
Without money, I cannot go.”

Helping people  
help themselves
Besides cash transfers, Oxfam aimed its 
interventions at helping families help 
themselves in other ways. Oxfam distributed 
about 216 metric tons of seeds to more 
than 60,219 households so they would have 
something to sow when the new planting 
season arrived. To help ensure the health  
of domestic animals, which provide both 
food and income, Oxfam vaccinated 20,000 
of them and also distributed 566 metric tons 
of animal fodder to 59,000 households. In 
addition, the organization offered more than 
10,000 kits with gardening tools and other 
equipment to help people earn a living.

In the most arid locations, Oxfam also 
helped families with another basic need: 
water. The organization rehabilitated more 
than 340 water points and dug or drilled 
13 new wells so that more than 154,000 
people could have access to a safe supply. 
An additional 10 wells used by herders and 
their sheep and cows also were rehabili-
tated. And in some places, wells provided 
water for garden irrigation. 

“Thanks to the garden, we have been able 
to help our families,” said Maka Djibo, who 
benefited from the irrigation. “We have been 
eating the vegetables and still have enough 
to sell to earn money to buy cereal grains. 
Without the garden, we would not be able  
to survive.”
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Karfa Mane of Sara Dembara, Senegal, sells oil palm fruit—gathered in the bush—at the market in Kolda. Although there 
was food available in the markets, many people couldn’t afford to buy it during the crisis. Holly Pickett / Oxfam America
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Finding ways to help communities prepare for emergencies and prevent natural 
events from becoming full-scale disasters is at the heart of our humanitarian  
work. Learn more about one of the new ways we are helping families build their 
resilience in the face of climate change at oxfamamerica.org/weatherinsurance.
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