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Too often, it’s the science and politics  
of  climate change that dominates the 
headlines — emission targets, carbon 
trading schemes, hotter temperatures, 
worsening floods and cyclones, rising  
sea levels and more severe droughts. 

But behind the headlines are the very  
real impacts that climate change is  
having on the day-to-day lives of  people 
living in poverty — impacts that aggravate 
existing pressures and make the daily 
struggle for survival even harder. Crops 
stop growing, livestock dies, food runs  
out and families lose loved ones. Across 
the globe, from Bangladesh to Peru, 
climate change is having a pronounced 
effect on what it means to be poor. 

In Jakarta, Indonesia, 12-year-old  
Laila faces her ninth day in hospital.  
She has contracted dengue fever and  
was brought in with a dangerously high 
temperature. After receiving 30 bags  
of  infusion water, Laila’s condition is yet  
to stabilise and her anxious mother  
waits by her bed. “I’ve already spent  
4.5 million rupiah (AUD $430) for Laila’s 
medications,” her mother Iha explains 
tearfully. “I could not afford anymore. 
I just want my daughter cured.”

The threat of water-borne diseases like 
dengue fever and malaria has been 
intensified by the changing climate in 
Indonesia. Warmer air allows the 
mosquitoes that carry the diseases to 
breed faster and inhabit more areas  
than before. The scale of new infections is 
startling. In Bogor Regency in the province 
of West Java, 20% more cases of dengue 
fever were recorded this year than in 2008. 

Further north, in the central highlands  
of  Sri Lanka, chaotic weather patterns 
threaten an industry that has sustained  
the country for more than a century.  

The production and export of  tea provides 
income to an estimated one million Sri 
Lankans, most of  them young women.

Cool temperatures, regular rainfall and 
high levels of  humidity have made this 
part of  Sri Lanka an ideal environment  
for producing high-quality tea. However, 
livelihoods are now threatened as  
plants perish in prolonged dry spells,  
and increasingly heavier rains wash  
away soil and fertilisers, leaving the 
hilly land susceptible to erosion.

“The climate has changed here,”  
says tea farmer WG Kusumawathi  
who estimates that the yield from her  
small plot of  land was down 50%  
during the first quarter of  the year. 

“These days it’s so unpredictable.  
When it’s dry it stays dry for much longer, 
then the rains come with such force.”

The Sri Lanka Tea Board predicts that 
annual production this year will drop by 
8% and in a country where more than  
half  the population live on less than  
USD $2 per day, the result will be a 
generation of  hard-working tea farmers 
and labourers pushed further into poverty.

Traditional livelihoods are also being 
affected in Uganda where cattle herders 
are now forced to walk hundreds of  
kilometres from their homes in the Kotido 
district, and cross into neighbouring 
districts in an effort to find water and 
pasture for their cattle.

Lomaada Nakorilung, leader  
of  the Kotido herders, says the 
problem of  below-average rainfall 
has intensified in recent years.  

“The seasonal calendar for rain 
has changed so much,” he says. 

The human
cost
As world leaders prepare to debate dollars and targets at the United Nations 
climate change summit in Copenhagen, some of the world’s poorest people  
are already paying the price of global inaction, as Jess Mawson explains.

Jakarta, Indonesia: Laila, 12, has contracted a severe case of dengue fever and has been hospitalised.  
Rising temperatures are leading to rapid increases in mosquito-borne diseases such a dengue and malaria. 
Photo: Devi Ayu/Oxfam.

Utupampa, Peru: Olga Tamara Moreales is a potato farmer living and 
working on the steep slopes of the Andes mountains. It is expected 
within 20 years, the glacier behind her will have disappeared,  
and with it, a vital source of water. Photo: Gilvan Barreto/Oxfam.
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Urge the government to take a strong stance on climate change. Take action by visiting  
www.oxfam.org.au/climate-change or become a UN climate tracker at www.oxfam.org.au/tracker. 
Receive regular updates from the UN negotiations along with specific actions you can take. 

WHAT  
CAN I DO?

“This is going to be the fourth year of  
drought.” Each week about 10 cattle in 
Nakorilung’s group die due to lack of  
pasture. “When there was rain or water,  
we did not have to walk this far with the 
animals,” he says sadly. “These days,  
the heat is too much. It is unbearable.”

Across the Atlantic, in Utupampa in central 
Peru, the people are in mourning — their 
glacier is dying. “The snow on Huascaran 
is only up, up, up above,” says farmer  
Olga Tamara Morales, referring to the 
retreating glaciers on the nearby mountain. 
“And each day it goes further up.”

For generations, the Huascaran’s  
glaciers have sustained the people in 
Olga’s town, providing a steady supply  
of  water for drinking, agriculture and 
hydro-electricity. Now, it is predicted  
that most glaciers will have disappeared 
within 20 years. The situation has been 
compounded by lower rainfalls and  
a noticeable rise in temperatures.

“Before when we would irrigate  
the land, it would last two weeks,”  
Olga says. “Now it only lasts four  
days because the sun is so strong.” 

Olga’s uncle Leoncio Tamar Leandro  
says harvests are decreasing every year.  
“One sack of  potatoes used to make 
enough to fill 30 sacks, but now we  
only get one or two sacks, and food is 
becoming scarce,” he says. “It’s the  
same with barley and wheat.”

In the Sundarbans mangrove forest in 
Bangladesh, climate change is having  
a unique effect. The forest is rich in 
resources, providing fish, crabs, honey 
and timber. It is also the home of  the 
Bengal tiger. As rising sea levels cause 
large areas of  the forest to die, the  
tigers become more desperate for food.  
At the same time, local people are 
increasingly encroaching on the tigers’ 
habitat trying to earn a living after the 
intrusion of  sea water crippled the  
local rice-farming industry. 

“The number of  men being eaten by  
tigers is increasing day by day,” mother  
of  four Farida Khatun says. “My husband 
died six years ago. He went fishing in  
the Sundarbans with his brothers. A tiger 
came out of  the grass and took him away 
to the forest. We never found his body.”

Now Farida worries for her children who 
must venture into the forest to find food. 
“We used to get work in the rice paddies 
but now we are unemployed,” Farida 
explains. “My two oldest sons are in the 
Sundarbans fishing. Of course I worry 
about them, but we have no alternative… 
if  they don’t go we wouldn’t eat.”

People in developing countries are 
modifying traditional ways of  living to 
adjust to a changing environment and 
meet the challenges of  climate change 
head on. Researchers in Sri Lanka are 
developing drought-tolerant, high-yielding

plants and looking at ways to improve soil 
conservation. A village near Nakorilung’s  
in Uganda has implemented effective 
water catchment techniques allowing  
them to store enough drinking water for  
all the people and animals for eight 
months. In Peru, farmers are being 
educated about drip irrigation to help 
them make best use of  their limited water.

At Oxfam, climate change is making  
us change the way we look at our 
development work — we are training 
farmers to use different techniques to 
grow crops, educating families in ways  
to conserve water, incorporating education 
on preparing for natural disasters into our 
programs, and campaigning for world 
leaders to reach a global climate deal  
in Copenhagen in December.

Oxfam is calling on Australia and other 
rich countries — responsible for most of  
the carbon in the atmosphere — to 
provide at least $150 billion over and 
above existing aid commitments to help 
poor countries adapt to the escalating 
impacts of  climate change and develop 
on a low-carbon pathway. We are also 
asking Australia — one of  the highest per 
capita polluters in the world — to reduce 
its carbon emissions by at least 40% 
below 1990 levels by 2020, and for other 
developed countries to commit to similarly 
ambitious reductions.

Jess Mawson is an editorial intern  
with Oxfam Australia.

Help us to continue delivering vital aid by donating to our Asia Pacific Disaster Appeal. 
Call 1800 034 034 or donate securely online at www.oxfam.org.au/donate

WHAT  
CAN I DO?

In one nightmarish week, two typhoons swept through South-East Asia,  
a tsunami flattened Samoa and an earthquake struck Indonesia. Oxfam  
was there providing life-saving aid and supplies, as Jess Mawson reports.

A week from hell

It was like something out of  a nightmare. 
In late September, four major disasters 
wreaked havoc on six countries in the 
space of  six days, affecting almost  
7 million people and posing an  
enormous challenge for aid agencies. 

“In my 18 years with Oxfam, there  
have been bigger storms, greater  
tremors and grimmer death tolls,  
but never such a relentless succession  
of  crises,” Oxfam Australia Executive 
Director Andrew Hewett said. 

The first strike came with Typhoon 
Ketsana, which ripped through the 
Philippines’ capital Manila, affecting  
4 million people. As much rain fell in  
six hours as would normally fall in a 
month, and widespread flooding left 
74,300 families homeless. A week later 
a second typhoon ravaged the country, 
missing Manila but causing devastation 
in the country’s north.

Oxfam quickly went to work distributing 
cash grants, food, emergency shelter 
materials and kits containing sleeping 
mats, soap, underwear, clothes and  
jerry cans to affected families, and 
building toilets for people staying in 
evacuation centres.

Monica and her daughter are sharing  
a room with 10 other families at  
an evacuation centre in Angono.  
“We’re really grateful for the supplies 
Oxfam has given us,” she said. 
“We’ll use the money to buy some food, 
and some medicines and vitamins.”

In the following days, Typhoon  
Ketsana continued its destructive  
path across Vietnam, Laos and  
Cambodia. The extreme winds and  
severe flooding destroyed homes,  
crops, food stocks and precious  
livestock. Cases of  malaria and  
diarrhoea escalated, as people had  
no clean water to drink or proper  
toilets to use. 

Oxfam responded by distributing basic 
essentials like tarpaulins, tents, food, jerry 
cans, buckets, kitchen utensils, soap, 
mosquito nets, water filters, blankets and 
mats, providing education in safe hygiene 
practices, and assessing the water and 
sanitation needs of  affected communities. 

Then, while the eyes of  the world were still 
fixed on the typhoon, a massive tsunami 
flattened entire villages in Samoa.

“Water just came in so quickly,” said 
Piliilagi Leuluaialii from Saleaaumea,  
who lost her sister and one of  her sons. 
“When I could see the wave coming,  
I was just so scared and started running.”

After rushing basic relief  such as  
sleeping mats, clothes, shoes, and boxes 
of  tinned fish to survivors in Samoa, 
Oxfam’s focus turned to delivering clean 
water and building and repairing toilets.

On the same day as the tsunami,  
a 7.6 magnitude earthquake hit Sumatra,  
in Indonesia. Oxfam’s priority was to 

supply survivors with clean drinking  
water, along with tents and tarpaulins for 
emergency shelter, and provide hygiene 
education to prevent disease. Water was 
trucked to villages and a water treatment 
plant was set up near Padang, providing 
enough water for 13,000 people per day. 

“Thank God for this water” said 
grandmother Mursidah who had been 
walking two kilometres to collect water 
from a muddy spring. “Having clean  
water nearby has made a big difference.”

The scale of  the disasters in the  
Asia-Pacific region was enormous, but 
Oxfam was well prepared — in some 
cases, our local partners were able to 
begin distributing aid within hours.

We will continue to work with affected 
communities as relief  efforts turn to 
recovery, helping people rebuild their 
homes and revive their livelihoods.

Jess Mawson is an editorial  
intern with Oxfam Australia.

Nuwara Eliya district, Sri Lanka: WG Kusumawathi picks tea among scenery that looks picture perfect, but has been affected by a changing climate.  
Changing weather patterns are causing a drop in tea yields, a vital source of income for the people of the region. Photo: Caroline Gluck/Oxfam.

Pateros, Phillippines: Flood victims wade through floodwaters brought on by Typhoon Ketsana  
as they follow a truck transporting relief goods to the evacuation centre, east of Manila. 
Photo: REUTERS/Romeo Ranoco (PHILIPPINES ENVIRONMENT DISASTER) www.alertnet.org




