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Dear Friends,
During this election season, our mission 
to eliminate injustice and poverty is more 
important than ever. Our voices must 
remain strong and steady.  

Our goal is to help people make fundamen-
tal changes in a world that often denies 
the basic  rights that many in the US take 
for granted: protection under the law, clean 
water, education—the list goes on. Many 
of you have joined Oxfam because of our 
collective willingness to engage power-
ful interests as we tackle the systemic 
inequalities that keep nearly one in three 
people worldwide living in poverty. But 
some of you may not be aware of the depth 
and breadth of the campaigns we under-
take. In the pages ahead, you’ll read about 
two of them and the years of steady and 
focused effort required to bring about deep 
and lasting shifts in policies that have 
direct bearing on the well-being of millions 
of people. It’s a long, laborious process, 
often as exhausting as it is exhilarating, 
and worth every minute invested.

One campaign—aided by tens of thou-
sands of messages from supporters—has 
been to help stem corruption in resource-
rich countries by encouraging oil, gas, 
and mining companies to disclose the 
payments they make to host governments. 
That’s money poor countries could be 
spending on clean water, roads, and edu-
cation that would benefit everybody.

The second campaign—launched nearly 
a decade ago, propelled forward by a 
petition signed by a million people, and 
now so close to its goal—aims to see 
world governments agree to a global 
treaty that would regulate the transfer of 
arms and ammunition across international 
borders and make the planet a safer place 
for all of us.

An unflagging commitment to addressing 
injustice is the thread that binds these 
two campaigns, and your loyalty and 
commitment contributed to producing 
these results. There’s still a great deal of 
work to do. We need you with us!

Sincerely,

Raymond C. Offenheiser 
President, Oxfam America
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NEARLY ONE OUT OF EVERY THREE OF US LIVES IN  
POVERTY. IT DISTURBS US THAT IN A WORLD AS RICH  
AS OURS, MANY OF US GO HUNGRY OR DON’T HAVE 
CLEAN WATER. MANY OF US CAN’T CLAIM OUR HUMAN 
RIGHTS. IT’S WRONG. AND TOGETHER WE AIM TO DO 
WHAT’S RIGHT. OXFAM AMERICA. RIGHT THE WRONG.
LOOK FOR THE NEXT ISSUE OF OUR MAGAZINE TO LEARN MORE  
ABOUT WHAT YOU CAN DO TO RIGHT THE WRONG.

LOOK. WATCH. LISTEN. JOIN THE CONVERSATION.

“We will all feel  
the impact as  
prices spike but 
the poorest people 
will be hit hardest  
because they  
often spend up to 
75 percent of their 
income on food.“
Oxfam America’s Heather Coleman,cited in 
the New York Times, Sept. 4, 2012. 

IN THE NEWS 

MEATLESS MONDAY 
From CNN.com, Aug. 2, 2012

Writing for the opinion page, Ben Grossman-
Cohen, press officer for Oxfam America’s 
GROW campaign, had plenty to say about the 
tempest the United States Department of 
Agriculture set off when it suggested its em-
ployees eat a meat-free lunch once a week:

“It’s exactly the kind of step USDA should be 
endorsing. The reality is that it takes massive 
amounts of land, water, fertilizer, oil and other 
resources to produce meat, significantly 
more than it requires to grow other nutritious 
and delicious kinds of food. Because meat 
production is so resource intensive, livestock 
farming actually accounts for 18% of global 
greenhouse gas emissions. Cattle farming 
alone consumes nearly 8% of global human 
water use.”

Read the rest at  
www.oxfamamerica.org/meatlessmonday

FROM THE BLOG

OUR NEW LOOK 
Oxfam has a new look and feel, and with it 
comes a world of possibilities. Our new global 
identity is bright, warm, and evocative of 
our vision for a future where communities 
around the world can reduce poverty and 
social injustice with the right kind of support. 
OxfamBuzzList (our collection of book, movie, 
and blog reviews) shows one execution of 
the fresh identity with its hand-cut font and 
welcoming feel. 

To read the reviews and offer up  
your contributions, go to  
www.oxfamamerica.org/oxfambuzzlist
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RE-THINK FOOD 
THIS FALL  
FOUR WAYS

4 WAYS YOU  
CAN RETHINK  
FOOD THIS FALL

1.  TRY THE GROW METHOD
FIND TIPS, RECIPES, AND MORE AT  
WWW.OXFAMAMERICA.ORG/GROWMETHOD 

Food is truly global. Buying it, selling it, eating it, growing 
it—we’re all connected. So the choices we make each day, 
from the grocery store to the kitchen table, are more powerful 
than we might think. Inspired by Oxfam’s GROW campaign to 
fix a broken food system, the GROW Method lays out five small 
changes in the way we buy and prepare food that can add up 
to one big difference.

2.  ORGANIZE AN OXFAM AMERICA  
HUNGER BANQUET® 

FIND EVERYTHING YOU NEED TO GET STARTED AT  
WWW.OXFAMAMERICA.ORG/HUNGERBANQUET 

At this interactive event, the meal that you eat, and the place 
where you sit, are determined by the luck of the draw—just as 
in real life some of us are born into relative prosperity and oth-
ers into poverty. This fall, your Oxfam America Hunger Banquet 
can change the way people think about poverty and hunger, 
while raising funds to support Oxfam’s lifesaving work around 
the world. 

3. SKIP A MEAL FOR OXFAM
There’s a reason our supporters have kept this tradition going  
for nearly four decades. It’s easy to celebrate the season of 
plenty with a simple, but powerful, act: Skip one meal on the 
Thursday before Thanksgiving (or another day) and donate the 
money you save to help Oxfam fight hunger.

4. SPEAK UP FOR FAMILIES IN CRISIS
TAKE ACTION AT WWW.OXFAMAMERICA.ORG/SAHELACTION

In Mali, 4.6 million people have been affected by a severe food 
crisis—a situation intensified by armed conflict and displace-
ment. Use your voice and tell Secretary of State Clinton to  
help close the $675 million funding gap to provide emergency 
assistance for people in Mali and across the Sahel region of 
West Africa. Without immediate assistance, this food crisis 
could continue into 2013, leaving more and more families 
struggling to find enough food to eat. 

WRITER: ANNA KRAMER
 



‘Now our 
children  
will eat’



In Senegal, like much of the western 
Sahel region of Africa, last year’s harvest 
was devastating. The growing season 
was promising, but suddenly the rains 
paused. Crops that were growing vigor-
ously paused as well, and then they 
slowly withered and died. Families who 
subsist on agriculture quickly cut back 
their meals from three to two a day—in 
some cases from two to one—to make 
the meager harvest last, but within two or 
three months, many were completely out 
of food. 

Every year there is a hunger season—a 
time when stocks of food dwindle and 
finally run out before the next crops can 
be harvested. In southern Senegal, it nor-
mally lasts from June or July to October, 
and over the years, farmers have devel-
oped an array of strategies for survival. 
They do day labor in marketplaces and on 
large farms, borrow from friends and rela-
tives, sell their tools and equipment, and 
forage in the bush for food and firewood.

But no one was ready for a hunger season 
that would last the better part of a year, 
and privation has left its mark—children 
with distended bellies, hair that has 
turned orange, and eyes that look too old 
and tired for their years. 

Oxfam is working with local partners 
AKAD (Association Kedougou Action 
Développement) and FODDE (Forum pour 
un Développement Durable et Endogène) 
to identify the people who are strug-
gling hardest in this crisis and help them 
bridge the food gap between now and 
the next harvest. But in Senegal, it is not 
sacks of grain we have to offer—it is the 
power of cash.

HARNESSING MARKET FORCES
The antidote to hunger is food, but does  
it follow that the best approach to the 
Sahel food crisis—which has affected  
18 million people—is to send contain-
ers of food to the stricken region? The 
answer, from Oxfam’s perspective, is  
that there is almost always a better way. 

“Most research says that the problem in 
a food crisis is not a shortage of food; it 
is the price of food,” says Peter Walker, 
director of the Feinstein International 
Center at Tufts University.

In other words, even if a harvest has 
failed, market forces may draw food to the 
affected area from other regions; how-
ever, if poor people can’t afford to buy it, 
it does them no good.

Trying to skirt the markets by delivering 
food aid is problematic, says Oxfam liveli-
hoods specialist Emily Farr. “In the first 
place, shipping food around the world is 
slow and expensive. Secondly, flooding 
a region with free food can undermine 
local farmers and traders—people whom 
we want to support in a crisis. So, if food 
is getting to the markets without our in-
tervention, we prefer to focus on helping 
people access what’s already there.”

One of the ways Oxfam and its local 
partners are doing that in the Sahel food 
crisis is by making cash payments to the 
people in greatest need.

In recent years, cash programming has 
gained a foothold in the aid community. 
The shift is partly due to the ease and 
speed with which funds can now be 
transmitted electronically—a far cry  
from the slow and sometimes hazardous 
transport of bulky goods. And it is partly  
a reflection of the growing awareness  
of how much people experiencing disas-
ters appreciate having choices about  
how to feed and clothe and care for  
their families. 

The greatest obstacle to cash program-
ming is the concern of donors that the 
money they provide will go astray. Yet, 
says Walker, it is actually easier for aid 
agencies to account for funds than for 
goods. And when it comes to spending 
money carefully, “Who is better at it  
than a mother who is invested in her  
family’s future?” 

Who, indeed? 

IN THE MARKETPLACE,  
HARDSHIP AND OPPORTUNITY 
To understand the severity of the food 
crisis in Senegal, there is no better place 
to begin than the marketplace of Kolda, 
in the southern region of Casamance. 
The streets here are lined with stalls 
and carts, and dense with people, and 
everything is for sale, from flip-flops to 
mosquito nets to homemade brooms to 
food—mangoes, greens, okra, sacks of 
rice, chopped-up bits of baobab fruit, and 
more. But the abundance has an unset-
tling downside: Many of the people selling 
food are themselves hungry. 

Those hit hardest by the food crisis have 
no stocks of food, no money, and nothing 
left to sell; many are subsistence farmers  
who are now forced to subsist on the 
marketplace itself. An able-bodied man 
might be lucky enough to find odd jobs 
here for pay. A woman might borrow goods 
for the day, sell them as best she can, 
and then pay her supplier at the close of 
the market. But as a fruit vendor in Kolda 
explains, a successful day of selling might 
net only a small fraction of what it takes 
to feed a family for a day. 

Not far from her roadside display is a 
wealthy farmer—a man who cultivates 
40 hectares of land (approximately 100 
acres)—who paces restlessly near the 
entrance to the office of an agribusiness 
company. His striking blue robes sug-
gest that he has money to spare, but his 
expression is worried: when he lost nearly 
all of his harvest last year, he defaulted 
on his loans. As a result, he has lost his 
credit, and with it his access to much of 
what he needs to make the next harvest  
a success.

FROM SENEGAL, ELIZABETH STEVENS REPORTS THAT THE BEST WAY 
FOR AID GROUPS TO HELP FIGHT HUNGER MAY BE TO TRANSFER THE 
DECISION-MAKING POWER TO WOMEN. THE TOOL THEY NEED: CASH.



PREVIOUS PAGE: Karfa Mane makes just enough money 
as a farmer and trader to feed her family, but since 
the ruined harvest of 2011 it has not been enough 
to ward off malnutrition. Oxfam’s cash programs are 
aimed at indirectly helping families like hers. 

BELOW TOP: “Whether or not the children have eaten 
is the first thing I ask myself,” said Fatoumata Dioum 
as she waited in line at the credit union for her first 
cash payment. “But now they are always crying 
because they are hungry.”   

BELOW BOTTOM: When aid providers distribute food, 
it often consists of nonperishable basics like rice, 
lentils, and oil. Providing cash, by contrast, enables 
people to buy a variety of fresh foods—supporting 
local farmers and traders in the process. 

RIGHT: “Today, I prepared  a very nice meal,” says 
Dioum, who is cooking rice with a sauce of meat 
and vegetables, newly purchased in the market. 
“Everyone in the family will be happy.” 

PHOTOS: Holly Pickett / Oxfam America 

Oxfam livelihoods officer Arsène Kouame, 
who grew up in nearby Ivory Coast, surveys 
the scene and explains some of the unseen 
forces at work. “It is our tradition to share. 
If this year you have a problem, I help you. 
Next year, it may be me who has a problem. 
If someone has something, he actually 
prefers to share it with me. This season is 
very unusual because everyone is having 
a problem at the same time, so the system 
cannot work. The social safety net is based 
on sharing, and the net is torn.”

For the countless people who have no 
place else to turn, the marketplace is a 
lifeline, and the tender here is cash.

FOOD FOR A MONTH
A short distance from the market streets of 
Kolda, 50-year-old Fatoumata Dioum from 
the village of Fafacourou sits in the shady 
courtyard of the Agence Crédit Mutuel du 
Sénégal, a credit union with social respon-
sibility embedded in its mission. Nearby are 

a cluster of women from her village, a man 
on crutches leaning on a fence, and an 
elderly blind man making his way to a seat, 
assisted by a young guide. 

Dioum explains to a visitor what she is do-
ing here. She has four children of her own, 
and she is accustomed to helping provide 
for nine people, including grandchildren 
and nephews. But last year her crops failed 
almost completely. By December, her family 
was struggling, and by midsummer, her 
strategies for coping with the crisis were 
nearly exhausted. 

Already the next harvest has been com-
promised by the hardships she faced this 
year. “We sold equipment before the rainy 
season because we had nothing to eat, 
which is why we didn’t plant as much as 
we normally do,” she says. Still, she keeps 
trying to make nutritional ends meet by for-
aging for wild food. “There are some plants 
that we go to the bush to gather.” They do 
not taste good, she adds. 

Dioum was selected by community leaders 
and FODDE to take part in an emergency 
program aimed at providing enough cash 
each month to tide her over until the next 
crops ripen, while also providing health 
support, like nutrition counseling, soap 
and other hygiene materials, and the 
means to keep her drinking water safe and 
clean—activities that Oxfam will extend to 
nearly 45,000 people in southern Senegal 
this season.

When she enters the lobby of the credit 
union with the other women of Fafacourou, 
they visit the teller one by one, providing 
a cash voucher and identification and re-
ceiving a payment: about $8 per household 
member, the estimated cost of food for a 
month.   

They emerge from the bank exuberant. “We 
are so happy,” says one. “Now, our children 
will eat!” 

RESPECT FOR THE CHOICES OF  
THOSE IN NEED
Wasting no time, the women make their way 
on foot to the Kolda market. They are frugal 
shoppers and know where to find the best 
deals. Together, they buy oil and rice, but 
then they head in different directions. 
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return to their land, and so far this sea-
son, the crops are growing well.  

“Now we have three meals a day, and the 
children are well fed,” says Diaw. “Now I can 
spend my time working on the farm rather 
than trying to find income every day.”

“After the payment, there was enough for 
everyone,” echoes Adama Diallo, a mother 
who lives in the same village. “I could go 
to my fields and work there rather than in 
the market.” And there is one outcome of 
Oxfam’s programs in Senegal that could 
reverberate far beyond the next harvest.

“After the cash distribution, the children 
who were malnourished became stronger,” 
says Binta Diallo, a FODDE health promoter 
who watched a transformation take place 
in the village where she works. “Before the 
distribution, they were thin and their eyes 
were sunken. With better nutrition, they 
move, they play.”

Dioum buys mangoes and a small portion 
of meat, but she also purchases some-
thing that will stretch her food money:  
a little bag of kola nuts. Kola nuts are not 
for eating so much as they are for chewing. 
They are a traditional means of assuaging 
hunger pangs, and Dioum will boost her 
income by selling them one by one to her 
neighbors back home. 

But Nene Gele Ba, a young mother from 
Fafacourou, has another urgent priority. 
In April, her right forefinger began to hurt. 
“I don’t know what happened to it,” she 
says, “but I had no money to see a doctor.” 
Though it was sore and disabling, every bit 
of money she earned had to be spent on 
food for her family, and by July, the injured 
finger had erupted into an open wound 
encircled by an ominous ring of blackened 
tissue. While much of the cash she re-
ceived at the bank will be spent on food in 
the market, she is setting some aside for a 
visit to the doctor.  

This is a key reason that people here prefer 
cash over distributions of food.

“Cash is better than food,” says Alassane 
Diaw, a father from the village of Tankanto 
Escale who recently received his first 
distribution. “If one of my children is sick, 
I can use this money to go to the hospital. 
Without money, I cannot go.”

Read. Learn. act.
To donate to Oxfam’s response in West Africa,  
visit www.oxfamamerica.org/sahel

Across the stricken Sahel region, Oxfam is 
working to reach more than a million people 
with aid. With our partners on the ground, 
we are distributing food vouchers, food, 
clean water, seeds, and hygiene materials; 
constructing latrines; providing veterinary 
care and fodder for livestock; and more. But 
a central feature of our programs is putting 
cash into the hands of the people who need 
it most, enabling them to make choices 
tailored to the needs of their families in  
this emergency. 

THEY MOVE, THEY PLAY
Cash not only buys food and medical care: 
it buys time. Time to invest in the future. 
Many farmers who have no food reserves 
must put their full attention each day on 
earning enough money to feed their fami-
lies. And that means they can’t be plowing 
or planting and tending their crops. But 
with cash payments covering the basics, 
farmers in our programs have been able to 
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what if gold  
paved the road  
to sadiola?
IT SHOULDN’T BE A DREAM. AS CHRIS HUFSTADER REPORTS, NEW TRANSPARENCY 
RULES FOR OIL, GAS, AND MINING COMPANIES COULD HELP POOR COMMUNITIES  
DEMAND BASIC IMPROVEMENTS. 

In 2006 a group of Oxfam staffers met with the mayor of a commu-
nity called Sadiola in western Mali, the site of a huge industrial gold 
mine that was producing approximately 500,000 ounces of gold 
annually—worth as much as $868 million today. In the decade since 
the mine had opened in 1996, the village of 250 had mushroomed 
to 10,000 as people flocked to the area looking for jobs. The mayor 
was struggling with unemployment and deforestation, as well as 
nearly daily traffic accidents on the bumpy dirt road connecting his 
booming village with the nearest major town.

“With all the resources from mining, why can’t they fix this road?” 
he asked. “Where is all the money going?”

This has always been a hard question to answer for the 1.5 billion 
people living in extreme poverty in countries blessed—or cursed—
by vast mineral and oil resources, much of it extracted by foreign 
companies. But in August, the cloak of global secrecy finally began 
to drop after more than a decade of pressure by activists. 

Following more than two years of deliberation, the US Securities 
and Exchange Commission (SEC) released a set of requirements  
for oil and mining companies that will help equip citizens with 
the information they need to track the money their governments 
receive from those companies. 

James North, writing in The Nation, said the new SEC rules are  
“the biggest single victory in many years for poor people across  
the Third World. No longer will the big oil and mining companies  
be able to hide their under-the-table payments to crooked  
governments in Africa, Latin America and Asia.”

A MAJOR STEP FORWARD
The rules activate a landmark transparency provision passed in 
2010 as part of the Dodd-Frank Wall Street Reform and Consumer 
Protection Act. The new law requires companies registered with the 
SEC, such as Chevron, BP, and PetroChina, to disclose what they 
pay to the US and foreign governments for oil, gas, and minerals. 
Designed to help stem corruption, the regulations represent a big 
step forward for people who see few benefits from their country’s 
natural resource wealth.

“We are finally getting information about the financial flows 
between companies and governments,” says Ian Gary, Oxfam 
America’s senior policy manager leading work on the issue.  
“Making sure these billions of dollars go to reduce poverty is  
one of the biggest development challenges of our time.” 

Representative Barney Frank (D-MA), Senators Dick Lugar (R-IN), 
Ben Cardin (D-MD), and Patrick Leahy (D-VT), and many others 
backed the legislation. During the past six years, Oxfam helped 
advise members of Congress on the need for greater resource rev-
enue transparency. Oxfam’s efforts included working closely with 
Congressional staffers to suggest language for the legislation and  
testifying twice in Congressional hearings.

Dodd-Frank and the new SEC rules are major milestones in the 
fight for revenue transparency, as is new legislation passed by the 
European Parliament in September that has similar transparency 
requirements for oil, gas, and mining companies. But more needs 
to be done to ensure greater access to information on government 
contracts, budgets, and expenditures. Oxfam is continuing to work 
with organizations in Central America and West Africa, Asia, and 
South America to advocate for better tracking of revenues.

“These rules are good news for every  
citizen wanting more information and more 
open governments, from the Middle East  
to West Africa to Asia. … It will help fight  
corruption, stabilize investments, and  
provide security for consumers.“ 

CHHAY SARATH, EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR,  

CAMBODIANS FOR RESOURCE REVENUE TRANSPARENCY 
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ACROSS 58 COUNTRIES,
OXFAM AMERICA (•) AND OTHER MEMBERS OF THE  
PUBLISH WHAT YOU PAY COALITION (•) ARE FIGHTING  
CORRUPTION AND HELPING PEOPLE CLAIM THEIR FAIR 
SHARE OF OIL, GAS, AND MINING REVENUES.

IN THE UNITED STATES:  
52,000 AND COUNTING 
THAT’S THE NUMBER OF MESSAGES OXFAM SUPPORTERS HAVE  
FIRED OFF IN THE DECADE-LONG BATTLE TO SHINE A LIGHT ON  
THE REVENUES REAPED BY THE OIL, GAS, AND MINING INDUSTRIES  
IN SOME OF THE POOREST COMMUNITIES IN THE WORLD. HERE ARE  
A FEW OF THE HIGHLIGHTS FROM YOUR 10 YEARS OF COMMITMENT.

2002 
OXFAM HELPS LAUNCH  
PUBLISH WHAT YOU PAY,  
a coalition that now has more 
than 650 organizations pushing 
for revenue transparency in the 
oil, gas, and mining industry.

2010 
CONGRESS PASSES AND 
PRESIDENT OBAMA SIGNS THE 
DODD-FRANK WALL STREET 
REFORM AND CONSUMER 
PROTECTION ACT, which  
includes a key provision on  
financial transparency in the 
oil, gas, and mining industries.

2012 
23,350 OXFAM SUPPORTERS 
SIGN A PETITION to the  
lobbying arm of the oil industry 
asking it to stop opposing  
transparency rules.

AUG. 22, 2012  
YOUR DETERMINATION  
HELPS CONVINCE THE US 
SECURITIES AND EXCHANGE 
COMMISSION TO ISSUE RULES 
ACTIVATING A LANDMARK 
TRANSPARENCY PROVISION. 

2008 
OXFAM SUPPORTERS SEND 
11,724 MESSAGES urging  
senators to co-sponsor  
the Extractive Industry  
Transparency Disclosure Act.

2009 
Senators Dick Lugar (R-IN)  
and Ben Cardin (D-MD) introduce 
the Energy Security through 
Transparency Act in the Senate.

OVER THE NEXT YEAR,OXFAM 
SUPPORTERS TAKE 17,138  
ONLINE ACTIONS SUPPORTING 
THE PROPOSED LEGISLATION. 



quest for a 
safer world

ALMOST A DECADE IN THE MAKING, A TREATY THAT WOULD HELP STEM THE FLOW  
OF ILLICIT ARMS AND AMMUNITION ACROSS INTERNATIONAL BORDERS HANGS IN  
LIMBO. WILL WORLD GOVERNMENTS DO WHAT’S RIGHT AND EMBRACE IT?  
COCO MCCABE FOLLOWS ACTIVISTS IN A MARATHON MONTH AT THE UN. 

On a hot Monday in July a few blocks from 
the UN, a sense of urgency hums through 
a warren of rooms cluttered with coffee 
cups and crumpled lunch sacks near the 
top floor of the Beekman Hotel. Crammed 
around conference tables, hunched over 
laptops, and glued to their phones, Oxfam 
staffers and volunteers have joined others 
from the Control Arms coalition to map 
critical steps of the coalition’s campaign to 
make the world a safer place for everyone.

It’s day one of the UN conference on an 
arms trade treaty—a monthlong session 
for member nations to hammer out the 
terms and, if they like them, agree to stand 
by a treaty that will regulate the global 
trade of weapons and ammunition, a trade 
that now has fewer international restric-
tions than the trade of bananas.

The conference is the latest step in a 
nearly 10-year mission by activists to 
convince world governments that they 
have the power to solve one of the worst 
scourges of our modern age: the un-
regulated trade of weapons that expose 
millions of people every year to death, 
assault, and displacement. For its efforts, 
Control Arms, of which Oxfam is a founding 
member, has been nominated for the 2012 
Nobel Peace prize.

On this day, hopes are high that a treaty 
will materialize, despite a procedural delay 
(an omen of the trouble ahead?) that has 
already devoured precious time. On the 
phone in one of the dimly lit rooms, David 
Grimason, a native of Scotland, describes 

to a reporter what happened to him one 
terrible day in 2003. He was in a café in 
Turkey with his young son, Alistair, who, 
at just 2, was asleep in his stroller. A fight 
erupted at a nearby table. One of the men 
drew a gun and began firing. In the spray 
of bullets, Alistair was killed.

This isn’t the only time Grimason will share 
his sorrow during these opening days. On 
the ninth anniversary of his son’s death, 
he’s here with Oxfam to make a point 
shared by countless families around the 
world: It’s time to stop the easy spread 
of weapons and the violence and suffer-
ing they spawn. And a solid arms trade 
treaty, one that promotes transparency 
and accountability in the international 
arms market, is the way to do it. Among 
the things the treaty would do is restrict 
the transfer of weapons when there is 
a substantial risk they could be used to 
commit serious violations of international 
humanitarian and human rights laws, or 
to slow development initiatives aimed at 
reducing poverty.

FEAR AND $5 GUNS
As I make my way from room to room in the 
Beekman, I think about Marie Kanyobayo, 
a dynamic woman I met in the Democratic 
Republic of Congo a few years ago. She 
was head of an organization with which 
Oxfam was partnering in the eastern  
provinces to help educate villagers about 
their rights, particularly the rights of  
women and families. But her job had  
become increasingly difficult because 
of the flood of weapons into the Ituri 

region. She told me she used to be able 
to get about on her own, riding on a small 
motorbike. But no more. The proliferation 
of guns, some available for as little as $5, 
made that kind of travel too dangerous.

Equally troubling is the squandering of 
resources. One Oxfam study found that 
between 1990 and 2005, armed conflict 
cost Africa an estimated $284 billion—an 
average of $18 billion a year that could 
have been spent on services that people 
sorely need, such as roads, education, 
and health care. About 95 percent of the 
weapons most commonly used in African 
conflict—derivatives of the Kalashnikov 
rifle—come from outside the continent.

A CHILD SOLDIER
Bishop Elias Taban, born in southern Sudan 
and now president of the Sudan Evangelical 
Alliance, knows well the cost of an unfet-
tered weapons trade. At 12, he was ab-
ducted by southern Sudan’s first liberation 
movement, known as Anyanya, and forced 
to fight for a year until his father, a member 
of the movement, won his release—but 
not before Taban witnessed unforgettable 
horror. Once, hiding in a tree with four other 
children on a spying mission, an enemy 
convoy opened fire, killing two of them in-
stantly. Their bodies dropped to the ground 
while Taban and his two remaining friends 
clung to the branches. Satisfied with its 
work, the convoy moved on.

Taban escaped with his life, but he  
can’t escape the psychological burden  
of that day.
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Amadou Maiga, from Mali, was among the activists at 
the UN in July pushing for a global arms trade treaty. A 
mock graveyard, set up near the UN, draws attention to 
the devastation caused by the unregulated arms trade. 
Control Arms Coalition / Andrew Kelly



“The memory does not go out of my head—
my friends and how they died,” he says. 
That’s one of the reasons he’s here, with 
Oxfam, to advocate for a treaty agreement.

“I strongly believe that control of small 
arms will massively reduce the killings  
going on in Africa,” says Taban, whose 
country, South Sudan, gained indepen-
dence in 2011 after a 20-year civil war that 
cost two million people their lives. “When 
I release my spear, that is all I have. I have 
to run away. I can’t continue to fight. But 
with a machine gun, I alone can terrorize a 
village of 1,000 people.”

As he talks, we walk by a wall-sized photo 
in the entryway of the UN. It depicts people 
on the move, displaced and lugging as many 
of their household belongings as they can 
carry. A woman balances a metal stove on 
her head as a young child clutches the edge 
of her wrap. Another child slaps along in 
a pair of shoes many sizes too big. And a 
man—the father of this small family?— 

carries a bundle of tools, his only bulwark 
against the uncertain life they face ahead.

According to the Norwegian Refugee 
Council’s Internal Displacement Monitoring 
Centre, at the close of 2011 conflict and 
violence across the world had left 26.4 mil-
lion people internally displaced, 3.5 million 
of them newly so during the year. 

When Taban, who had been preaching 
regularly about the damaging effects of 
war, learned that an arms treaty was in the 
works with the promise of finally stemming 
the flow of weapons, he was elated.

“It was an answer to my prayers,” he says. 
“During the war we see the gun as defense. 
But now, when I see a gun, I see innocent 
lives gone—millions. And I hate it.”

BREATH HELD, WE WAIT
But today, Taban’s prayers—and the hopes 
and security of countless other people—
hang in limbo. Weeks of meetings with 
power brokers and late-night negotiations 

ABOVE: David Grimason, like countless others 
around the world, has a very personal reason 
for going public about the need for a treaty that 
would regulate the global trade of weapons 
and ammunition: Bullets fired in the heat of an 
argument killed his young son. Control Arms 
Coalition / Andrew Kelly 
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Read. Learn. act.
To learn more about the Arms Trade Treaty, go to 
www.oxfamamerica.org/armstreaty

were on the verge of producing a docu-
ment that Oxfam felt almost certain would 
win the support of many of the 150-plus 
countries active in the conference, even 
those—North Korea, Syria, Egypt, Algeria, 
and Venezuela—that had initially been 
leery of a treaty. The New York Times had 
editorialized in the treaty’s favor, saying, 
“Trade in virtually every major commod-
ity, from oil to bananas, is subject to 
international agreements. It is absurd 
that conventional arms are not subject to 
strong controls.” UN Secretary-General Ban 
Ki-moon had urged its passage, charging 
that the absence of such a treaty was a 
“disgrace” in a world where 60 years of UN 
peacekeeping operations have cost less 
than six weeks of current military spend-
ing. And last year, Christians from 3,500 
churches across the US held a day of fast-
ing and prayer in support of the treaty.

Standing across the street from the UN on 
a scorching midmorning during the first 
days of the conference, Ray Offenheiser, 

president of Oxfam America, had carefully 
laid out the argument for a treaty as a CNN 
camera rolled. That night, he had made the 
case again before a packed audience at 
a high-level reception for UN delegations 
at the Japan Society, and again at a press 
briefing the following morning.

“Every day there are millions of people 
who suffer from the consequences of 
this poorly regulated trade. It can disrupt 
national economies and society, with 
the long-term effects leading to greater 
poverty—something that’s not often linked 
to the use of weapons but is an issue of 
paramount importance,” says Offenheiser. 
“We’re not here to stop the arms trade. 
What we’re trying to do is make the arms 
trade more responsible to citizens in vari-
ous countries where this may be having 
pernicious effects.”

There’s urgency in this initiative for US 
citizens, too—a point made clear by Stuart 
Platt, a retired US Navy rear admiral who 
had joined Oxfam at the UN to push for the 
treaty. Lax controls in some countries, 
coupled with loose enforcement in others, 
allow dealers to transfer weapons that can 
then be turned on US troops and civilians.

“For those of us who worry about the re-
turn of our young in flag-draped caskets,  
I know the treaty will reduce the number 
of Americans harmed in future years,” 
says Platt. “It puts a spotlight on the flow 
of weapons that’s doing incredible harm. 
It’s not only killing people; in some areas 
it’s eradicating societies.”

Early on the final day of the UN confer-
ence, Scott Stedjan, Oxfam America’s 
senior policy adviser for the treaty, sent an 
email—like an exhalation at the end of an 
interminably tense moment. It was cau-
tious but optimistic: agreement on a treaty 
appeared imminent, he wrote.

But two hours later, he sent out a second 
email, this one studded with bad news.

“Ignore my last message,” it said. “White 
House refused to sign off on text …” And 
just like that, it was over: nearly a decade 
of hard work derailed. There would be no 
treaty agreed to in July.

What had happened? Was it the shooting 
in the Aurora, Colo., movie theater that left 
12 dead and 58 injured three weeks into 
the conference, polarizing the US on any 
discussion about weapons? Was it the bar-
rage of misinformation about the effects of 
a treaty and the wrong assumption that it 
would take away the Second Amendment 
rights of US citizens to carry guns? Was it 
politics in a presidential election year?

One thing was clear.

“The White House walked away at a criti-
cal moment by failing to move this treaty 
to conclusion. It is a tremendous loss for 
thousands of innocent civilians around  
the globe who die each year from armed vi-
olence fueled by the unregulated transfer 
of arms,” says Stedjan. “The Administra-
tion must get this process back on track. 
Our nation has the opportunity and the 
responsibility to stand on the right side of 
history. For the millions of people living in 
fear and poverty around the world there is 
no time left to waste.”

As we go to press, the UN General Assem-
bly may be preparing a vote to continue 
the negotiations in the spring of 2013—
and, if it does, Oxfam will be in New York 
once again calling on governments of the 
world to agree to a treaty. 

“FOR THOSE OF US WHO 
WORRY ABOUT THE RETURN OF 
OUR YOUNG IN FLAG-DRAPED 
CASKETS, I KNOW THE TREATY 
WILL REDUCE THE NUMBER  
OF AMERICANS HARMED IN 
FUTURE YEARS.”STUART PLATT, RETIRED US NAVY REAR ADMIRAL
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