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Want to learn more? Go to oxfamamerica.org/annual2010 to view 

or download a copy of  Oxfam America’s 2010 Annual Report.

“”It was an exceptional year for Oxfam America. In 2010, 
we provided an unprecedented $62 million in support to 
our program services: a 20 percent increase over 2009. 
… We boosted our net assets by $8.3 million, assuring 
that we have the financial base to continue our efforts 
helping people to overcome poverty.

JOE H. HAMILTON 
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Dear Friends,
Development work is hard to write about. 
At Oxfam, we try to avoid simplistic sto-
rytelling on one hand and impenetrable 
analysis on the other, because both do 
a disservice to our supporters and the 
people we serve. The issues that we face, 
however, are complex, and effective solu-
tions require careful thought, sustained 
investment, and hard work. We worry that 
even our best-told stories may produce 
the same passivity that TV engenders. 
Like watching a movie unfold—however 
fascinating, the characters often seem 
distant, unrelated to your life.

Take the story of  Chanthy Dam (see  
pg 6); it is a compelling one, but its 
relevance to your life may not be immedi-
ately clear. Oxfam’s work targets not only 
the symptoms of  poverty, like hunger, but 
the root causes. “Root causes” refers to 
an interwoven system of  relationships. 
Poverty is about power, and power is 
about how people relate to each other. 
Thus, providing only goods—like food—
can be counterproductive unless we also 
help people raise their voices and claim 
the right to hold their leaders accountable. 
And Chanthy is doing that: ensuring that 
marginalized people in the Cambodian 
highlands recognize the power of  their 
own voices.

I don’t want to underestimate Chanthy’s 
role or courage, but you and I have a role 
to play in her story. Those of  you who are 
donors have supported her work finan-
cially. But all of  you reading this now play 
a role too. After several threatening inci-
dents, Chanthy admitted, “I did not realize 
how much I had upset powerful people.” 
We considered with care whether report-
ing on her work would put her at risk, but 
concluded that telling her story—elevating 
her voice―might be the best way of  helping 
to keep her safe. Most injustice flourishes 
in darkness.

By reading this, you broaden the circle of  
those listening to Chanthy Dam. Amplify 
her voice by sharing her story. In doing 
so, you acknowledge your role—not as a 
passive viewer to the struggles of  people 
like Chanthy, but as an integral part of  the 
solution to injustice.

Sincerely,

Raymond C. Offenheiser 
President, Oxfam America
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“”
Programmes that save lives [and] reduce the threat  
of  disease help to open new markets for US goods 
and services, and protect our nation’s borders at a 
lower cost to the US taxpayer than using the military  
in disaster response.
— Paul O’Brien, Oxfam America’s vice president for policy & campaigns,  

as cited in The Guardian, April 14, 2011 

look. watch. listen. join the conversation.media mashup >

IN THE NEWS: GHANA’S NEW OIL LAW  
Excerpted from Voice of  America, March 10, 2011
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FROM THE BLOGS

April foolery by Gawain Kripke

April Fools’ Day could go on for a month. 
Maybe longer …

According to recent polling, Americans 
think 27 percent of  the budget is foreign 
aid. Thinking this, they want to cut it,  
dramatically, in half, to about 13 percent. 
(The Washington Post Fact Checker  
provides polling detail.)

The only problem is that less than 1  
percent of  the budget is foreign aid.

So cutting it in half—or even cutting all of  
it—wouldn’t do much for the federal budget 
deficit. But, that doesn’t stop politicians 
from making the foolish decision to cut it. 
Pretending to close the yawning federal 
budget gap with cuts to foreign assistance 
is a terrible prank to play …

Read the rest of  this story at  
politicsofpoverty.oxfamamerica.org,  
keyword: april foolery

Prankster

Some in Congress say foreign aid  
cuts will close the budget gap.
Yet poverty-fighting assistance makes up less than 1% of  the federal 

budget while saving lives and helping to pull millions out of  poverty.  

Don’t be an April Fool. Cutting aid won’t close the budget gap, but it will 

close the door to a better future.  

Learn more at OxfamAmerica.org/DontFoolWithAid.

Oxfam America doesn’t take federal funds, but 

we do support effective development programs.
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Oxfam says Ghana’s new oil law will not 
protect it from making the same financial 
mistakes as established oil producers 
such as Angola and Nigeria.

The Petrol Revenue Management Bill that 
Ghana’s parliament ratified on March 2 is 
to regulate how the country spends and 
saves the $1 billion in oil money it expects 
to reap this year alone …

Nigeria, Angola, Cameroon, Equatorial-
Guinea, Republic of  Congo, and Gabon… 
have been pumping hundreds of  millions 
of  dollars worth of  oil a day for decades. 

But that oil windfall has typically failed to 
bring even mundane improvements in the 
lives of  people in those states, the major-
ity of  whom live on less than $1.25 a day.

Ghana could suffer a similar future,  
Oxfam Policy Manager Ian Gary says, if  
the country does what its neighbors did …

“It’s a question of  how quickly Ghana can 
build its capacity to not just spend money, 
but spend money wisely,” explained Gary.

JAPAN EMERGENCIES: Solidarity and support
Read a March 2011 interview with Oxfam America’s humanitarian  
director, Michael Delaney, at oxfamamerica.org/solidarity
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Join Oxfam’s GROW campaign and help 
build a better food system: one that sustain-
ably feeds a growing population (estimated 
to reach nine billion by 2050) and empow-
ers poor people to earn a living, feed their 
families, and thrive. Together, we can fight 
hunger by urging governments and compa-
nies to make smarter investments in agricul-
ture and climate preparedness, particularly 
policies and programs that protect farmers 
living in poor and marginalized communities 
in the US and abroad. These investments 
must focus on women, who often fight a 
losing battle over resources, going without 
so their families can eat. These investments 
must enable poor communities to access 
the resources they need to farm. And these 
investments must help vulnerable commu-
nities build resilience to the unpredictable 
weather that jeopardizes their crops.

With food prices hitting record levels  
and food riots erupting around the globe,  
we have no time to lose.

It’s time to build global food security within 
this resource-constrained world.

Get involved >
On June 1, Oxfam will launch its global 
GROW campaign. For more information 
about how to get involved in the campaign, 
go to oxfamamerica.org/GROW. 

You can also:

•	Join our online community and receive 
online updates on email and community  
actions. Go to oxfamamerica.org/signup.

•	Join our Sisters on the Planet initiative, 
a movement of  women and men who 
are teaming with Oxfam to help women 
around the world fight hunger and poverty. 
Sign up at oxfamamerica.org/sisters.

•	Help educate others about hunger  
by hosting an Oxfam event in your  
community. Get free tools to help you  
plan your event, from a film screening to  
an Oxfam America Hunger Banquet®,  
at oxfamamerica.org/actfast.

Above: Leyla Kayere, 76, selling tomatoes in 

Mnembo, Malawi. “I was born here and I have 

lived here all of  my life. When I was growing up 

agriculture was not as advanced as it is now.” 

Tomatoes are Mnembo’s most profitable crop. 

Farmers harvest twice a year and sell as a 

cooperative to a cannery. Last year, they  

harvested 106,000 tons of  tomatoes.   

Abbie Trayler-Smith / Oxfam

MAke A DIffeReNCe: gEt invOlvEd 

Learn >

Right now, our world produces 
enough food for everyone. But 
one out of  every seven people 
still goes to bed hungry. Every 
day, looming resource con-
straints—to fertile land and 
water—make it more difficult 
for food producers, especially 
women, to feed their families.

Increasingly extreme and erratic 
weather is worsening the situa-
tion, disrupting agriculture and 
food supplies and exacerbating 
conflicts around the world.

The power to control scarce resources sits 
neither with the billion-plus farmers who 
produce food, nor the billions of  consumers 
who eat it. Instead, companies and govern-
ments control production—and they often 
determine who eats and who doesn’t.

GROW a movement to end hunger

Writer: Andrea Perera
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Yvette Cissé is a grandmother of seven; 
Kesha Ram is 24 years old. One is a 
farmer from Yanfollila, Mali; the other a 
state representative from Burlington, VT. 
One bundled up in a scarf, turban, and  
winter boots, borrowed from a colleague 
for the snow; the other wore a flowered 
dress and cardigan, her long hair loose. 
But when they met this spring, Ram said, 
Cissé taught her something that transcend-
ed their differences: “What I took away 
from her story is the capacity women have 
to make change, by finding ways to build 
and invest in strong networks of support.”  

That means a lot coming from Ram, the 
youngest legislator in the US. It’s also the 
driving force behind Oxfam America’s 
celebration of the 100th anniversary of 
International Women’s Day this spring. 
Cissé and Ram met at one of more than 
230 events organized by Oxfam, allies, and 
volunteers in 42 states, who came together 

in a grassroots effort that made news 
from Self magazine to the Huffington 
Post. The dual purpose: to raise 
awareness about hunger and 
poverty, particularly as they affect 
women worldwide. And to build 
networks so that women—no 
matter how different—can work 
together on solutions.

Another voice for women 

“If you’re illiterate, you have only your own 
voice,” Cissé told approximately 200 people 
at an Oxfam America Hunger Banquet 
in Manhattan on March 8, International 
Women’s Day. “But if you can read and 
write, your voice expands.”

In Mali, only 31 percent of women age 15 
to 24 are literate, compared with 47 percent 
of men. But Cissé is working to change that 
as treasurer of the Malian Organic Move-
ment (known by its French abbreviation, 
MoBioM), an Oxfam partner organization. 

Cissé said MoBioM provides support to  
approximately 8,000 organic farmers in  
76 cooperatives. Some of that support 
takes the form of literacy and account-
ing classes for women. With these skills, 
women can join or start their own coopera-
tives under the MoBioM umbrella. They 
learn how to grow organic cash crops,  

like cotton—traditionally considered men’s 
work—and, through MoBioM, sell them at 
a profit on the international market. Women 
can also gain access to credit, equipment, 
and training they wouldn’t be able to get on 
their own.

“Education has worked wonders,” said 
Cissé, citing women’s increasing roles as 
decision makers and leaders. “Some of  
the women who’ve learned to read and 
write have become teachers, which is  
cost-effective and builds community.”  

The next hundred years: 
A global network for change

March 8, 2011, marked the centennial of  International Women’s Day. 
Oxfam America celebrated by convening more than 230 events,  
bringing together women from communities around the world to fuel 
the next century’s change. Oxfam’s Anna Kramer reports from the field.

Right: Yvette Cissé (foreground) addresses 

partcipants at an Oxfam America Hunger Banquet 

event in Burlington, VT. Jacob Silberberg /  

Oxfam America

Below: Of  the more than 230 Oxfam-affiliated 

International Women’s Day events nationwide,  

nearly 200 were led by a network of  local volunteers. 

Oxfam Action Corps volunteer Tracie Moss (pictured) 

organized a Hunger Symposium in Indianapolis, IN. 

Ilene Perlman / Oxfam America

If women are successful in their endeavors … . it brings about  
development for the whole household and the whole community.
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And because women often use their earn-
ings to put their children through school, 
“the whole household ends up benefiting.”

That income is especially important now, 
with hunger a growing threat in Cissé’s re-
gion, Sikasso. “When I was young, we’d eat 
three meals a day, but that’s not the case 
anymore,” she said. Crops have been lost 
due to increasingly erratic rainfall, and the 
soil has been damaged by chemical fertiliz-
ers (another reason MoBioM trains farmers 
to use soil-enriching organic methods). 

While hunger affects everyone, women 
face particular challenges. Cissé said many 
cultivate vegetable gardens to feed their 
families. But men, who grow cash crops, 
have first claim on valuable resources. 
“Women are pulling water by hand from a 
30-foot-deep well [which is so shallow that 
it quickly runs dry] or walking up to a mile 
to get water for their gardens,” said Cissé. 
“The men are the ones who own the farm-
ing tools and plows, and they don’t pass 
them off to women until they’re done, which 
is already near the end of the rainy season.” 

In March, the UN Food and Agriculture 
Organization released its new State of Food 
and Agriculture (SOFA) report, “Women  
in Agriculture: Closing the Gender Gap  
for Development.” The report found that 
although women farmers make sizable 
contributions to agriculture in developing 
countries, gender-based inequalities often 
keep them from realizing their full potential. 

“The SOFA report found that closing the 
[gender] gap could significantly increase 
farm yields, potentially reducing the number 
of hungry people worldwide by between 
100 and 150 million,” noted Oxfam senior 
policy adviser Eric Muñoz in a March 8 
blog post. “Caveats about data quality and 
methodologies aside, this is a significant 
indicator of what can be achieved by provid-
ing women with equal access to resources.”

Linking the local and global

Oxfam brought Cissé and women agricul-
tural leaders from Haiti and Cambodia to 
the US, to add their perspectives to the 
International Women’s Day celebration.  
The three spoke at events nationwide and 
met with staff from 23 US Congressional  
offices in 12 states and Washington, DC.

“[The farmers] were the stars of the leg-
islative meetings,” said Oxfam organizer 
Jonathan Scanlon. “They had a great mes-
sage about how aid can be an investment 
in women’s efforts, and if put in the right 
places will make them self-sufficient.”

Cissé spoke alongside American women 
like Boston “food czar” Edith Murnane 
and green business leader Majora Carter. 
At Ram’s event in Vermont, she joined a 
group of women discussing local and global 
hunger issues. “As a proud rural and agri-
cultural state, Vermonters value access to 
nutritious food and the dignity of producing 
what sustains you,” said Ram. “We brought 
together women in agriculture, leaders in 
the refugee community, and policy makers 
… and were able to learn more about how 
the actions we take in our country affect 
people all over the world.”

These efforts generated momentum for 
Oxfam’s upcoming GROW campaign. 
Beginning in June, Oxfam will call on sup-
porters and legislators to help build a better 
food system: one that produces enough for 
a growing population and empowers poor 
communities to earn a living, feed their 
families, and thrive. The campaign aims  
to fight hunger by urging governments and 
companies to make smarter investments  
in agriculture and climate preparedness, 
with a particular focus on women.

“The women take care of the men and 
the women take care of the children,” said 
Cissé. “If women are successful in their  
endeavors, the whole family benefits. It 
brings about development for the whole 
household and the whole community.”

Watch | Learn | Change the world
To check out images from some of  the 230 International Women’s  
Day events, go to oxfamamerica.org/iwd-event-pics.
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Chanthy Dam passes a broken-down piece of  heavy equipment on a remote road 

leading to an iron ore processing facility in the forest of  Ratanakiri in northern 

Cambodia. Local people say the mine site was established without any consultation 

with their community. Patrick Brown / Oxfam America

NO AUTHORiTy 
can take ancestral land 
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It takes about 30 minutes to walk from the 
village of  La Lai, on a small stream that 
feeds into the Se San river, out to one fam-
ily’s homestead in the forest. It‘s just a small 
house and a rice field in a clearing, dotted 
with burned tree stumps. When you emerge 
from the trees, the late afternoon sun illumi-
nates the bright green rice paddy, a blast of  
green after the darkness of  the forest. 

Several young men seeking shelter from the 
bright sun in the shadow of  the wood-frame 
home are discussing rumors that a mining 
company is going to take their land. These 
ethnic Kavet men, living well inside Virachey 
National Park, say they refuse to give up 
their forest home. 

“If  a mine comes here, it will affect La Lai, 
the pigs and the cows I raise. We won’t have 
land to live on,” one says.

Another speaks up, “If  they use force, we 
will use bows and arrows to fight them.” 

A middle-aged woman, Chanthy Dam, 
listens quietly to the men. She finally speaks 
up. “We can’t let people use violence,” she 
says. “We can’t break laws, otherwise our 
people will be jailed.”

The young men look up at her; the one 
suggesting armed resistance looks a little 
relieved. “The first thing you have to do is 
ask for documentation from the company,” 
Chanthy says. “They have to have a license 
to operate.”

Chanthy Dam is helping indigenous Cambodian communities to defend their land 
rights. But—even with the law on her side—her work involves great personal risk. 
Oxfam’s Chris Hufstader traveled to the highlands in the northern province of  
Ratanakiri to meet Chanthy and learn more.

With quiet authority, she adds, “They have 
to involve communities, and get consent.”

Refuge in the hills

The notion that a powerful mining company 
would need permission to enter their lands 
is probably a foreign concept for most indig-
enous people in the forests of  Cambodia.
For hundreds of  years, a diverse mosaic  
of  hill people have moved around in remote 
areas of Cambodia, Laos, Vietnam,  
Thailand, and China, looking for places to 
live and grow their crops, out of  the reach  
of  repressive governments and wars. In 
times of  famine or disease, they have fled 
the more populous valleys and literally 
headed for the hills to survive. 

In these highland forests they cultivate 
their fields, collect tree resin (to produce 
lacquer), and gather and sell other valu-
able forest resources like bamboo and wild 
fruits. They are, in fact, known by many 
as “the hill people.” They move their fields 
regularly, cutting and burning new areas of  
forest to plant corn, beans, and especially 
rice. Rotating farming areas allows the 
land to regain its fertility, but requires huge 
areas of  land in which to circulate. In the 
old days—and through some tumultuous 
and violent periods of  history in this corner 
of  Asia—this highly mobile way of  living 
and cultivating helped these farmers avoid 
repression, such as forced labor programs, 
unjust taxation, and conscription.

Flash-forward to the 21st century: This 
mode of  subsistence agriculture and tenu-
ous connections with government seems to 
be nearing an end. There are few remote 
places where highland people can still 
live undisturbed; this is a critical issue for 
a group that has often borne the brunt of  
ethnic prejudice. 

The current Cambodian government  
is willing to allow logging and mining com-
panies, and large-scale plantations, to  
take over large tracts of  lands set aside  
by national law for indigenous communities. 
So the Kavet people in La Lai—which is  
in the Virachey national forest along the 
Laos border—have nowhere else to go.  
Instead of  falling back on a historic pattern 
of  disengagement from the government and 
its policies, the Kavet and a dozen other eth-
nic groups in the highlands of  Ratanakiri are 
now looking at another option: negotiation, 
defense of  their land rights, and staying put.

It’s a significant change in mentality, as hill 
people are simply not accustomed to think-
ing that a national government is in any way 
bound to respect their rights and interests. 

Network of nonviolence

Chanthy Dam runs an organization called 
the Highlander Association to help indig-
enous communities like La Lai defend their 
communal lands peacefully.
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Cambodia lost virtually all land ownership 
records during the conflicts of  the late 
20th century. Efforts by the government to 
recreate systems and policies to document 
ownership swiftly (generating hundreds of  
thousands of  land titles in just a few years) 
have created opportunities for corruption.

It’s difficult to determine exactly how much 
indigenous land is currently part of  mining 
concessions, and how much is at risk. Cam-
bodian civil society organizations report to 
Oxfam, however, that there are 67 mining 
concessions comprising more than 3 million 
acres of  land in four northeastern provinces 
(807,000 acres in Ratanakiri alone), where 
the nation’s highest concentrations of  indig-
enous people live. 

The 2001 Land Law does, however, reserve 
rights for indigenous people, and communi-
ties are now learning about their rights. Long 
Han is the Highlander Association represen-
tative in La Lai. He has worked with Chanthy 
on land issues since 1996. 

“Before I got training from the association, 
I had never seen any mining companies 
coming here to explore,” he says, sitting with 
Chanthy in the dappled shade of  a tree near 
the bank of  a stream. But as soon as Chan-
thy taught him about the rights of  indigenous 
people to manage and protect their commu-
nal lands, he says he saw representatives 
from a company in the area of  La Lai.  
“They told me I don’t have to inform local  

authorities, they are only looking for resources 
… if  they find anything they will tell them.” 

As a member of  the Highlander Associa-
tion network, Long knew he had to pass the 
information on to a regional- and national-
level system of  Cambodian organizations 
Oxfam is supporting to monitor oil, gas,  
the mining activities and the effects on poor 
communities. This network is also encour-
aging the government to enforce laws,  
the companies to respect the rights of  
indigenous people and others, and the gov-
ernment to transparently manage resource 
revenues in ways that reduce poverty.

Chanthy’s commitment to nonviolence grew 
deeper when she attended a community-
organizing training in India in 2004 that 
featured the teachings of  Mohandas 
Gandhi. Today, nonviolence is an essential 
component of  the network of  leaders in 
indigenous communities she is building.  
Its mission is to help people protect their 
land rights from mining and logging conces-
sions that threaten to take away communal 
lands without their consent. 

“Basically, the government is giving away 
land … to a lot of  companies: business 
concessions, plantation concessions, mining 
concessions,” she explains in a meeting with 
La Lai’s village chief. “Where do these lands 
come from? These lands belong to com-
munities—their farmlands and their spirit 
forests. The impact of  this is the loss of  their 
culture, and more importantly, their identity.”

Chanthy leads training programs for village 
elders and activists so they can learn about 
their rights under the 2001 Cambodia Land 
Law. “The law says no authority can take 
away ancestral land from an indigenous 
community,” Chanthy explains. “Only 
indigenous communities have the right to 
manage indigenous lands. And articles  
23 to 28 clearly define what is meant by in-
digenous people, and clearly underwrite the 
exclusive rights of  indigenous communities 
to communal land titles and the sustainable 
management of  forest resources.”

The problem, she says, is that national 
laws and international treaties designed 
to protect indigenous lands are not well 
enforced—or even understood in many 
cases. In recent years there have been 
several attempts to create effective land 
laws in Cambodia in order to clarify land 
ownership following the rapid transitions 
from postcolonial Cambodia to the Khmer 
Rouge’s Democratic Kampuchea, and to 
the People’s Republic of  Cambodia follow-
ing the invasion by Vietnam in 1979. After 
1989, Cambodia rewrote its constitution 
and later became a kingdom once again. 

“”Basically, the government is giving away land. … [Yet] the law says no  
authority can take away ancestral land from an indigenous community.

The ways those with authority 
treat those who are powerless

In 2005, Chanthy Dam was teaching a 
workshop in a village as part of  a campaign 
to reduce illegal land seizures. As she was 
leaving for home, she got a message on 
the radio: armed men were at her farm 
looking for her. She went to Phnom Penh 
for a month until it was safe to go home.

There were two other incidents like this.  
In each case she received warning in time. 

“I did not realize how much I had upset 
powerful people,” she says. 

Chanthy’s work is dangerous, but her  
commitment does not waver. “I do this to 
help my people. … I’m not afraid because  
I am not doing anything bad, I’m not a  
robber or a murderer.”

Her dedication to protecting the lives  
and livelihoods of  indigenous people in 
Ratanakiri comes from her experience 
growing up in grinding poverty in the 
northern province. Her parents were in debt 
and unable to grow enough food to feed 
their family. She says she was a shy girl, 
who ran and hid at the sight of  a stranger. 
“I never went to school, and this made me 
feel inferior. Later, [school] is what motivat-
ed me to overcome my fear, and shyness.”

She was raised during wartime: Ratanakiri 
was heavily bombed during the conflict in 
Vietnam. Chanthy says it was terrifying 
when the bombs fell all around her and her 
family. The end to that conflict did not bring 
relief. The Khmer Rouge took over and 
launched a repressive collective approach 
to agriculture that soon had most of  the 
country starving to death. 

“I could see soldiers and officials had food, 
nice clothes … [yet] we all had to work in the 
fields, we had no food. … It raised questions 
about what it should be to have authority. 
I am always hurt by the ways those with 
authority treat those who are powerless.”

Although things are better than in her 
youth, local people still struggle. This fuels 
Chanthy’s work. “What keeps me going 
is that the indigenous people do not have 
enough to eat,” she says. For Cambodia to 
progress, she argues, companies and the 
government must honor the rights of   
indigenous people so they can prosper 
along with the rest of  the country. 
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In La Lai, the villagers know a company is 
exploring, but they are not aware of  who the 
company is or the extent of  the concession. 
Working with the Highlander Association, 
they plan to uncover these facts.

Their own problem solvers

In another community called Ka Chok, locals 
walk with Chanthy several miles on a muddy 
road to show her an iron ore processing 
facility that they have discovered under 
construction on their communal land. Locals 
say no one from the government or the Viet-
namese company consulted them. “This is 
why we don’t want mining,” one village elder 
explains. “There’s no more land available, 
and we can’t just move to another village.”

Although these villagers may not appear to 
be a match for a well-resourced company 
backed by the Cambodian government, 
Chanthy says, “We are not hopeless.  
We are finding different ways to convey 
messages directly from the affected  
communities to the government and inter-
national community, because I believe that 
international donors can have an influence 
over the decisions of  the government.” 

She goes on to say that educating legisla-
tors and government leaders about the 
concerns of  indigenous people is essential. 
That way, she says, “decision makers in 
Cambodia will understand the real impact 
of  their decisions on indigenous lives and 
the suffering they [the hill people] will bear.”

The Highlander Association has a network 
of  55 trained people and has trained others 
in 95 villages. The network it is building  
in Ratanakiri is linked with a coalition of  
non-governmental organizations in  
Cambodia. Sharing information through 
that group will help ensure the larger world 
knows about illegal land transfers in indig-
enous communities. As part of  this strategy, 
Chanthy says members of  the Highlander 
Association have “organized communities  
to submit petitions, we have done this a 
number of  times, and the petitions have 
been sent to top decision makers.” 

Watch | Learn | Change the world
To learn about Chanthy Dam and her work in Cambodia, go to  
oxfamamerica.org/chanthy-dam.

“I want to empower the affected people to 
become their own problem solvers,” she 
says. “An outsider … may be able to give 
some directions, but [the villagers] need  
to own the problems.”

Chanthy’s goal is to help community  
members make their own case to the gov-
ernment: “I would also like to bring villagers 
to Phnom Penh to meet with top leaders and 
convey their messages directly … we have 
not done this yet.” Such a step is linked 
to Chanthy’s main objective in her work: 
building the capacity of  villagers to repre-
sent their own concerns to the government, 
or—as she says—“to speak for themselves, 
let them tell the story, own the problem, and 
solve the problem themselves.”

Solinn Lim (pictured left), Oxfam’s program officer in Cambodia, talks with 

Chanthy Dam at the Highlander Association office in Ratanakiri province. 

Patrick Brown / Oxfam America
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Across Port-au-Prince, tumbling down its 
ravines and jammed into its alleys, rubble 
is the reminder of all that Haitians lost that 
terrible afternoon when a powerful earth-
quake hit their capital.

Nearly one and a half years later, most of 
it is still there, ugly and heavy, its volume 
almost incalculable, its inertia symbolic  
of a recovery that has barely begun— 
even as approximately 680,000 people 
remain homeless.

But the heaps of concrete and crushed 
cinder block could be the source of one 
of the solutions to Port-au-Prince’s seri-
ous housing shortage: gabions—squat 
metal baskets packed with the wreckage. 
Stacked, plastered, and anchored with 
a series of metal rods to a foundation 
beneath them, gabions, it turns out,  
make fine walls for a house.

Already in use throughout the island 
to stabilize a landscape slipping away 
through deforestation, gabions bank the 
edges of rivers and climb gulches. Now, 
they could help stabilize families, too.  
First on a lot in Croix-de-Bouquets outside 
the capital and then, side by side, in the 
neighborhood of Lilavois 29, a new kind  
of house is rising: the gabion house.

Together with two partners—Haven and 
the International Federation of the Red 
Cross (IFRC)—Oxfam America has 
launched a pilot project to build four  

of these houses in Lilavois to spark what 
it hopes could become a widely adopted 
construction method. The objective was 
to develop an earthquake-and-hurricane- 
resistant design that used as much rubble 
as possible from old buildings on the site 
while putting local people to work in a city 
with soaring unemployment.

“To sum it up, there’s an opportunity to 
create jobs and building products out of 
what was a disaster,” said Chris Howe, a 
shelter and debris consultant for the IFRC.

“The goal is to use this pilot project 
as a jumping-off point,” added Oxfam 
America’s Kenny Rae. “We want to figure 
out how to do this right so that others can 
easily replicate the idea and really begin 
to make a difference in the housing situa-
tion in Haiti.”

Basket by basket

It all began with a “research house” in 
the Meilleur 5 neighborhood of Croix-de-
Bouquets where many of the 365 families 
were living in a collection of tents and 
makeshift shelters.

On a hot morning in October, sweat 
beaded on the brow of Porqui Dorney as 
he and another man cranked the wheel 
on a manual crusher that grinds rubble 
into small chunks and sand—both needed 
in the construction of the new house. It 
takes about 40 minutes to produce one 
sack of sand. But Dorney was glad for the 

work—and said he could imagine himself 
living in a gabion house someday, safe 
from “Goudou Goudou” (an onomatopoeic 
description of the 2010 earthquake) that 
destroyed his own home and killed one  
of his children. 

Nearby, under the shade of a mango tree, 
empty wire baskets made by local women 
were ready to be filled with rubble as the 
walls of the house, which will be eight bas-
kets high, slowly rose. It takes about 340 
baskets to build a complete house. And 
each home uses up to 50 cubic meters of 
rubble, which, at the going rate, could cost 
as much as $1,750 to cart off and dump.

“Mass is usually the enemy for seismic 
designers,” said Regan Potangaroa, an 
architectural engineer who helped develop 
the plans for the house. “But the thickness 
of the walls—in this case 300 mm [almost 
one foot]—means that the seismic loads 
in the line of the wall are readily resisted 
by friction within the wall mass.”

How does that translate for the families 
who will be living in them?

“They’re big and hulky, but extremely 
friendly and certainly nice to live in,” said 
Potangaroa.

Despite that “friendliness,” on the half-
acre site in Lilavois some fears could not 
be easily overcome. The original plan 
there was to build five homes on the  
site, one of which was to be a two-story, 

Oxfam’s Coco McCabe reports how earthquake debris in Haiti could be used to  
build new homes. Whether this pilot project can overcome challenges remains to be 
seen, but this much is true: With approximately 680,000 Haitians still homeless—and  
a new hurricane season approaching—those seeking solutions need to challenge  
conventional approaches and put a range of  ideas to the test now.

Rebuilding  
   from ruins
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More than 16 months after the earthquake, approximately 680,000 Haitians are still 

crowded into makeshift camps. Mirtho Bellefleur (pictured) lost his right leg above 

the knee in the disaster and was living with his stepmother in a tent in December 

2010. Given housing shortages, he dreams of  his own tent. The possibility of  a 

house seems remote. “No one will give it to me,” he says. “I’ve only God here …  

no one else.” Toby Adamson / Oxfam
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two-family house. But deep anxiety de-
railed that idea as the work was under way:  
Family members told Siobhán Kennedy,  
an engineer for Haven, they couldn’t bear 
to live in a two-story house, not after all 
they had witnessed.

“It was so sad the day the women came up 
to me,” she said. “The residual fear every-
body must have—it was such an enormous 
thing that happened.”

Challenges ahead

The enormity of the disaster hints at one of 
the hurdles this new housing idea will face 
as it tries to grow: the desperate need the 
city has for building codes to which people 
will adhere.

“It’s not earthquakes that kill people,” said 
Kennedy. “It’s poorly constructed buildings.” 
Erected on steep slopes and often slapped 
together with whatever materials could 
be found, much of  the housing in Port-
au-Prince was substandard. In a capital 
plagued by poverty, where most residents 

have few resources, expedience was the 
standard they followed, not safety. The 
consequences were chilling: 316,000 people 
lost their lives when those buildings crashed.

“The biggest challenge to scaling up in  
Haiti is there are no building standards to 
meet,” said Kennedy. “You can’t just build 
a building however you like. For us to scale 
up, we need to show that the house is up  
to standards. And with a rubble house, 
that’s especially important because it’s  
a new method.”

A working group, made up in part of aid 
organizations, is now trying to draft a set of 
standards that it hopes the government will 
consider adopting, Kennedy added.

While the idea of using gabions to construct 
buildings is beginning to be explored in 
other parts of the world, some of the ele-
ments behind it—rubble as a construction 
material—have been around for a long time. 
The baskets are the newer twist.

“In Ireland we’ve built for years with random 
rubble,” said Hugh Brennan, a project man-
ager for the IFRC who helped to spearhead 

the “research house” in Croix-de-Bouquets. 
“We’re using the same principle. But we’re 
putting it in baskets so it’s well contained.”

Colorado-based architect Doug Eichel-
berger is an advocate of using gabions  
in housing construction when natural 
disasters leave rubble behind. And he has 
experience using them himself: gabions 
were the central material he used for the 
barn he built on his property. Eichelberger’s 
daughter, 12 at the time, assembled the bas-
kets that he filled with rocks from their field. 

“I think it’s a great solution,” he said, adding 
that baskets may be particularly good in an 
earthquake zone. “The best part of gabions 
is the baskets are made to move. They 
should remain intact.”

And they should last for decades,  
according to Alan Dinges, a manager for 
Maccaferri, a global manufacturer of gabi-
ons. Those made with galvanized wire can 
last for at least 30 years—and longer  
if they’re encased with concrete, he said. 

Expanding the workforce

Establishing building codes in Haiti isn’t 
all it’s going to take for gabion houses to 
be widely embraced: People have to learn 
how to construct them—from making the 

“”To sum it up, there’s an opportunity to create jobs and building  
products out of  what was a disaster.
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baskets to filling them properly and stacking 
them into walls that are plumb and level. 
The cost of the prototype is now in the 
range of $6,500, though with efficiencies, 
such as using a motorized crusher and 
acquiring the correct type of graded rubble, 
that could drop to about $5,000 per house.

The pilot has trained approximately 15 
people so far, said John Moore, a project 
manager for Haven’s shelter program.  
Eight men are now working on the site, 
where three of the houses are complete 
except for the roofs. Offsite, three women, 
including Dorney’s wife, have been making 
the baskets the construction team fills. 

“I don’t think it’ll be a problem to get a  
good workforce. They all want to work,” 
said Moore.

But Howe, the debris consultant for IFRC, 
said that supervising an expansion of that 
workforce could be one of the biggest  
challenges as the program tries to grow.

“They’re not used to working to exact  
standards,” he said. “We have to supervise 
very closely until we can get local supervi-
sors to take on that role.”

Sourcing rubble has been another issue: 
Though it’s everywhere, not all of it is suit-
able for the gabions. Local officials  

estimate the earthquake generated about 
10 million cubic meters of debris. Aid work-
ers figure that about 35 percent of that 
will be scooped up and reused by local 
communities—leaving about 6.5 million 
cubic meters to dispose of. Estimates put 
together by a working group of aid organi-
zations focusing on debris predict disposal 
could cost anywhere from $143 million to 
$260 million.

Critics have raised concerns about the 
quality and durability of Haitian rubble. 
Gabions need to be filled with chunks that 
are four to six inches in diameter. To date, 
the project has been relying on free deliver-
ies from aid groups that are clearing other 
sites, but sometimes the debris is too fine.

Some of these issues could be resolved if 
the initiative grew to the point where it was 
big enough to set up a transfer station for 
rubble, said the IFRC’s Brennan. There, it 
could be sorted and processed, and then 
used at an adjacent housing site—all of 
which would provide employment for many, 
and speed the time it takes to build each 
house, cutting it to as little as three weeks.

So much about the reconstruction of Haiti 
remains uncertain. Political unrest delayed 
the election of the country’s next president, 
stalling the new beginning so many hunger 

Read | Learn | Change the world
To read more about Oxfam’s work in Haiti,  
go to oxfamamerica.org/haiti.

for and leaving international donors wary  
of investing during a time of instability. 
There is no resettlement plan for the  
hundreds of thousands of people still  
living in camps, and land tenure laws  
remain unclear. Even the rubble—as full  
of promise as it might be—remains a hurdle 
to progress: It will take years to recycle or 
remove it all, slowing the redevelopment  
of Port-au-Prince.

But a cluster of four sturdy houses, anchor-
ing the corner of one community and inspir-
ing hope for others, is a good place to start.

Left: Ilene, one of  the women trained by Oxfam’s 

partner organization HAVEN, constructs gabion 

baskets from chicken wire and mesh in Port-au-Prince. 

She earns 15 gourdes (37 cents) for each basket she 

assembles. Toby Adamson / Oxfam

Right: Architectural renderings of  a gabion house. 

Rafael Mattar Neri

The gabion house pilot is one small 
component of  Oxfam’s broader housing 
program in Haiti. Our objective is to meet 
the needs of  as many families as possible 
through both transitional and permanent 
housing. Our efforts include partnering 
with local Haitian officials to access land 
to house families still living in temporary 
camps. In addition, in early summer, Oxfam 
is hosting a forum for government officials 
and others in Port-au-Prince to highlight the 
significance of  land access for housing. We 
hope to prompt the government and Interim 
Haiti Recovery Commission, comprised 
of  Haitian officials and members of  the 
international community, to take action on 
this critical issue.
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