
Special Report
Oxfam in Sudan and Chad
Since the 1980s, Oxfam has been working 
in the remote and impoverished region of 
Darfur, Sudan. But four years ago, we dra-
matically increased the scale of our efforts 
to respond to a humanitarian crisis that has 
left four million people dependent on inter-
national aid. We are now providing clean 
water and sanitation to about 480,000 
internally displaced people in Darfur and 
60,000 Sudanese refugees in Chad. 

The current conflict in the region erupted in 
early 2003 when two rebel groups launched 
a major offensive against government 
bases. The groups—the Sudan  Liberation 
Army and the Justice and Equality 
 Movement—claimed Darfur had suffered 
from decades of political and economic 
neglect by the Sudanese government. 
Government forces responded and the 
fighting escalated, with civilians often being 
targeted. Today, the conflict has become 
increasingly complex.

More than six million people live in this 
dusty, western part of the country. But 
burned villages, abandoned fields, and 
ruined wells are all that’s left of home for 
countless people. More than two  million 
Darfur residents now live in crowded 
camps and towns teeming with displaced 
people. About 230,000 others have fled 
across the border to seek refuge in Chad, 
Sudan’s western neighbor. But in an alarm-
ing trend, the violence has spilled into 
Chad, and now Chadians are on the run, 
too. In recent months, 140,000 of them 
have fled their homes.

Lawlessness rules

In the past 12 months, a growing number 
of heavily armed factions—splintered rebel 
forces and their commanders, government 

troops, militias, groups from Chad, and 
criminal gangs—have made Darfur even 
more lawless and volatile. Though a peace 
agreement was signed in May 2006,  
the region remains a dangerous and 
deadly place to be. Since that deal was 
struck, 13 aid workers, including a driver 
for  Oxfam, have lost their lives while 
 providing  assistance to people there. As a 
 consequence of this  widespread  insecurity, 
the UN estimates that more than half a 
million people who need assistance are 
regularly not getting it. 

Frequent carjackings mean roads are often 
unsafe for travel, forcing aid workers to 
rely on limited helicopter service to distant 
camps and villages. As a result, many of 
the more remote areas in the region, which 
is the size of Texas, are difficult to reach. 

Photo: About 95,000 people have taken shelter at Kalma camp in South Darfur. Many of them are children, some of 
whom have spent more than half their lives in the sprawling temporary settlement. Eva-Lotta Jansson/Oxfam America
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The violence is also spreading into towns 
and camps. In Gereida, the biggest camp 
in Darfur, which shelters about 130,000, 
armed men entered the compounds of 
Oxfam and other aid groups in December 
2006. The men severely beat an Oxfam 
staffer, raped a worker from another agency, 
subjected other aid workers to mock 
executions, and stole 12 vehicles. As a 
result,  Oxfam announced in June 2007 that 
it will permanently phase out activities there.

Waterworks

Despite the security challenges, Oxfam 
remains committed to offering clean water, 
sanitation services, and public health 
outreach in the region. With an estimated 
budget of more than $15 million a year, we 
are providing 330,000 people in Darfur and 
60,000 others in Chad with this vital aid.

With portable drilling rigs, Oxfam workers 
have been able to bore deep wells in some 
of the driest locations in Darfur and Chad. 
In Um Dukhun, one town in West Darfur, 
Oxfam drilling crews have sunk 50 wells 
in the last year alone. Oxfam’s waterworks 
also include the installation of large holding 
tanks, waterlines, and hand pumps.

But people aren’t limiting their use of water 
to just drinking, cooking, and  washing. 
Many families are building mud-brick 
shelters. It takes about one liter of water 
to make each brick. At Abu Shouk camp 
in North Darfur, where 56,000 people 
now live, an estimated 30 percent of the 
 households are involved in brickmaking. 
With so much demand on the system, 
some people wait up to three hours for 
their turn at the pump. Oxfam is  working 
with the camp’s residents to  explore ways 
of better managing the water. 

Sanitation and public health

Decent sanitation services and public 
health outreach are critical in preventing 
the spread of waterborne diseases  
in crowded camps. Across Darfur and 
Chad, Oxfam has dug many latrines and 
trained people in their maintenance.

Whenever possible, Oxfam uses local 
materials and skills to construct latrines—
an approach that helps ensure their 
sustainability and provides people with 

some income-earning opportunities. In the 
camps around Um Dukhun in West Darfur, 
for instance, Oxfam has built many of the 
latrines from bamboo grasses that grow 
nearby. The agency trains local craftsmen 
in their construction and then buys the 
structures from them.

Promoting good hygiene under difficult 
conditions is a central component of 
Oxfam’s work in the camps. Sometimes 
this means organizing clean-up campaigns 
to remove trash and animal carcasses. 
Other times it means training hygiene 
supervisors from within the camp to spread 
messages about simple steps families can 
take to stay healthy. And often it means 
convening health classes for children 
where they learn about how to keep their 
food and water clean. 

Protecting people and the environment

Security is a constant concern for women 
who must walk several miles outside the 
camps and towns to gather wood for their 
cooking fires. They face the constant threat 
of harassment, assault, and even death 
from the many armed groups in the sur-
rounding areas. To address the problem, 
Oxfam launched a $132,000 program to 
provide 4,200 households in two of the 
camps with fuel-efficient stoves. Some of 
them burn wood, others kerosene. In many 
cases, the stoves have largely removed 

the need for women to fetch wood—and 
expose themselves to danger.

The stoves confer an added benefit: they 
provide some relief to the environment. 
Firewood collection has left the areas 
around some of the camps almost com-
pletely stripped of trees. With less pressure 
on that natural resource, the 10,000 seed-
lings that one of Oxfam’s  partners will plant 
with the coming rainy season around Abu 
Shouk and Al Salaam camps may stand a 
chance to grow tall and strong.

Making a living

As the crisis spreads, Oxfam is looking 
at ways to improve the opportunities 
people have to make a living and reduce 
their dependency on aid. The conflict has 
destroyed many of the traditional ways 
people had for supporting themselves. 
Oxfam is distributing seeds, tools, donkeys, 
and other animals to help people earn 
an income. We are training veterinary 
assistants, plumbers, welders, and 
carpenters. By providing people with new 
skills and economic opportunities, we aim 
not only to improve the standard of living  
in the camps, but also to help people regain 
their dignity and support themselves.

Our objective is to give residents the 
training and experience that will better 
prepare them to manage and implement 
their own solutions for the future. 
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In Darfur, fetching water takes work—a task that typically falls to women and girls. Pumping fast, four girls can fill 
a five-gallon jug in one and a half minutes at a well Oxfam installed in the town of Kebkabiya. Once filled, each jug 
weighs close to 42 pounds. Eva-Lotta Jansson/Oxfam America 
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