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URGENT ACTION NOW CAN PREVENT MAJOR 
SUFFERING AND LOSS 
Millions of poor and vulnerable people face hunger and poverty this year and next because of record global 
temperatures, droughts and erratic rains in 2014 and 2015, compounded by the development of possibly the 
most powerful El Niño on record. Harvests and livelihoods have faltered as drought has taken hold across 
equatorial regions – in Ethiopia, much of Southern Africa, the spine of Central America and parts of the 
Caribbean, South America, Asia and the Pacific. This is causing real suffering and pushing people who are poor 
and vulnerable to the impacts of climate change deeper into poverty, loss and extreme vulnerability.  

This document builds on Oxfam’s recent briefing, ‘Entering Uncharted Waters: El Niño and the threat to food 
security,’1 and calls on the affected governments, regional bodies and the international community to work 
together in early response and preparedness in the face of an unfolding crisis. 

Key messages 

• This is a crisis on a huge global scale. The current El Niño is one of the strongest ever measured, 
which means there will be more unpredictable weather conditions that will impact people’s food security, 
lives and livelihoods. This comes on the back of poor growing seasons in 2014/5 in many places. There 
is already a crisis in some countries – around 18 million people need further assistance now. And in 
the absence of support, conditions will worsen as the impacts of El Niño bite: 40–50 million people 
face hunger, disease and water shortages in early 2016.  

• Urgent scale-up now will save lives in the worst-affected places. These include areas of Ethiopia, 
Papua New Guinea, Malawi, Guatemala, Haiti and Honduras. Some people have already lost 
everything and require urgent food assistance.  

• Early response is required to save livelihoods elsewhere. Many areas of Latin America, Asia, 
Southern Africa and the Pacific are feeling the effects of El Niño and need assistance. Funding 
resilience-building interventions now will safeguard health and livelihoods and prevent a descent into 
destitution. This is a slow onset crisis – its impacts can be mitigated. The ultimate humanitarian 
impact depends on the urgency of the response now. A series of studies have found that, ‘a shift to 
early response does not incur any additional cost, and therefore benefit-to-cost ratios are infinite’.2 

• Urgent international support is required to support national government efforts. Many affected 
governments have been active in preparation and response, and this is clearly mitigating the impact. 
But these risk becoming overwhelmed. This global problem requires national governments, donors and 
the humanitarian community to immediately come together to coordinate and collaborate on responses 
across the different countries. 

• We must not repeat the mistakes of the past. The last major El Niño event in 1997–98 led to 
widespread loss of life, destruction of infrastructure, displacement of communities and outbreaks of 
disease in many parts of the world. The humanitarian community said ‘never again’ after late 
response to the food crisis in the Horn of Africa in 2011 led to 258,000 deaths in Somalia and massive 
suffering and loss of livelihoods in Kenya and Ethiopia. Leadership is needed now by national 
governments, the UN and donors to ensure adequate and early action responses.  

• Climate change is a key driver of food insecurity, and is super-charging the effects of El Niño. 
The impacts of climate change are combining with El Niño to devastating effect, and there is evidence 
that climate change increases the odds of extreme El Niño events occurring.3 Governments must adopt 
a new international climate agreement at the UN conference in Paris this December that boosts 
international finance for adaptation to climate change in poor countries now, and ensures that pledged 
emissions cuts are strengthened every five years to avoid the worst impacts of a changing climate 
unfolding in the decades to come.  

• Long-term solutions must be found beyond urgent needs. Ultimately, structural vulnerability and 
inequality must be reduced to address long-term and chronic food insecurity in an increasingly 
unpredictable climate.  
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INTRODUCTION 
In 2014, record global temperatures disrupted seasons around the world, leading to drought and crop failure in 
many regions and making people highly vulnerable. In 2015, temperatures have continued to soar and now a 
strong El Niño has developed. El Niño is the name given to a periodic heating of the eastern tropical Pacific 
which alters weather patterns globally.  

According to the World Meteorological Organization, the current El Niño is one of the strongest events recorded 
– more powerful than 1997–98, which caused climate chaos and humanitarian disasters in countries around the 
world. With the boost of El Niño, unprecedentedly high temperatures are likely to continue into early 2016. It is 
also quite possible that La Niña4 will occur in 2016, bringing further food insecurity and stress to smallholder 
farmers around the world.  

El Niño will reach its maximum strength from October to January, and then persist through early 2016. Its 
maximum intensity will coincide with the rainy season across some parts of South America and Southern Africa, 
and will influence the strength of the next spring rains in Ethiopia. It may also bring torrential rains to other parts 
of the world.  

THE SCALE OF THIS CRISIS – CURRENT AND POTENTIAL 
El Niño conditions, which have followed a very poor agricultural season for smallholder farmers in 2014/5, are 
creating a dire situation for many people. Those who are chronically vulnerable are being tipped further into 
poverty. Already there are around 18 million people who are facing a lack of food and water and urgently need 
further assistance.  

One of the worst-affected countries is Ethiopia, where 8.2 million people currently need support due to a drought 
that has affected farmers in the highlands as well as pastoralists in the lowlands. Rains have been poor and 
erratic in Southern Africa, with maize production in Malawi and Zimbabwe down by 30 and 35 percent, 
respectively. 3.5 million people have been affected in the ‘dry corridor’ of Central America (across Guatemala, 
Honduras, Nicaragua and El Salvador) and some parts of Guatemala, Haiti and Honduras are in IPC (Integrated 
Phase Classification)5 Phase 3, which means they are in a food crisis and require immediate food assistance. 
Harvests have been affected across Asia, with 2.4 million people needing assistance in Papua New Guinea, as 
drought and frost have destroyed crops.  

The situation is predicted to worsen into early 2016. Data are still poor and it is difficult to accurately predict the 
scale of need, as this depends on government and donor reaction as well as complex weather patterns.6 But 
Oxfam expects that by early 2016, some 40–50 million people across the world are likely to be facing hunger, 
water shortages and disease. According to the UN, 15 million people are likely to need support in Ethiopia alone, 
alongside 4.7 million in the Pacific.  

Box: The Super El Niño of 1997–98 

An El Niño happens approximately every three to seven years. Occasionally, an extra-strong or ‘super’ El 
Niño develops. New research says that as the Earth warms, super El Niños may occur approximately twice 
as often as before – every 10 years instead of every 20 years.7 
This year’s event may be the strongest on record, stronger even than in the 1997–98 that brought record 
global temperatures and droughts, floods and forest fires on a massive scale. It caused 23,000 deaths8 and 
estimates of losses range between $32bn and $96bn.9 Just a snapshot of this impact: 
• Heavy rains brought the worst flooding in 40 years to southern Somalia, as well as parts of north-east 

Kenya, including large portions of the Dadaab refugee camp and surrounding towns.  
• Drought in Indonesia caused a massive cereal shortfall; food prices skyrocketed and became 

prohibitively expensive.  
• A large-scale cholera outbreak, aggravated by El Niño, occurred in Southern Africa, with over 200,000 

cases and over 12,000 deaths.10 
• Peru’s fishing industry was devastated, and extreme rainfall caused catastrophic flooding and 

landslides.  
There is no certainty that impacts this year will be the same, as there are many factors affecting weather, 
and the impacts on agriculture will vary. But the events from 1997–98 send a loud and clear warning of 
what might take place, and the preparation required.  
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URGENT SCALE-UP NOW WILL SAVE LIVES IN THE WORST-AFFECTED 
AREAS 
Some countries, such as Ethiopia, Papua New Guinea, Malawi, Guatemala, Haiti and Honduras, are already at 
crisis point, with millions of people classified as being in ‘Crisis’ (IPC Phase 3) and some in ‘Emergency’ (IPC 
Phase 4). These countries need urgent assistance now to protect lives. Ethiopia is appealing for international 
support,11 and several countries including Honduras, Guatemala and Haiti have declared national emergencies 
due to drought and food insecurity. South Africa, Indonesia, Colombia, Bolivia and Papua New Guinea have 
declared some provinces to be in a state of emergency or disaster areas for agriculture. 

Millions of people are suffering the acute pain of hunger and deep fear and distress for their future: getting 
deeper into debt; selling off important assets; taking children out of school; watching their families suffer; and 
migrating to try and find work and assistance. Lives are being lost.  

Women are often worst affected, as they generally eat last and least. And these impacts are not just short term – 
hunger in pregnant and breastfeeding women impacts on birth outcomes and babies’ health, and malnutrition in 
young children leads to reduced cognitive development, with concomitant impacts on development opportunities 
at a personal and societal level. Failure to act therefore has the effect of actively discriminating against women 
and children. 

EARLY RESPONSE IS REQUIRED NOW TO SAVE LIVELIHOODS 
ELSEWHERE 

Elsewhere – across Southern Africa, the Pacific, much of South America, the Horn of Africa and parts of Asia – 
there is the spectre of a worsening situation, with forecasts of weak rains and ruined harvests in some areas, 
and huge floods in others. Early response to protect livelihoods is required here to prevent a slide into 
destitution. While the situation is not currently life-threatening, people are under severe pressure to make ends 
meet, nutrition is suffering, and they are taking out loans and buying food on credit. The signs are there of a 
deterioration which will result in suffering and loss of livelihoods. There are now good warnings systems and 
forecasts, and these must lead to determined action. 

Governments and the entire humanitarian community need to learn lessons from the 2011 food crisis in the Horn 
of Africa. In that case, humanitarian actors did not react on the basis of forecasts, but waited until the rains had 
definitively failed before significantly scaling up.12 This led to famine and 258,000 deaths in Somalia,13 and 
shattered livelihoods across Kenya and Ethiopia. Australia’s Office of Development Effectiveness found that 
‘many deaths could have been avoided with earlier action.’14 An evaluation by the UK Disasters Emergency 
Committee of the response in Ethiopia and Kenya referred to a ‘system-wide failure’ and found that ‘far more 
children and adults became dangerously malnourished, and more damage was done to livelihoods than would 
have been the case with more concerted preventive action and early relief.’15  

Drought is a slow onset disaster: it is predictable and its consequences can be diminished through early warning 
and early action. Equally, preparations can be made for severe flooding as early warning systems can now 
forecast their location. There is uncertainty in the forecasts, as there always is in weather forecasts. But there is 
sufficient information to suggest a high probability of a high impact event both in terms of drought and flooding. 
Managing this humanitarian risk is crucial. Otherwise it is borne by poor people who are now acutely vulnerable. 
It is not acceptable to only scale up significantly when the situation is at Emergency level (IPC Phase 4). When a 
slow onset disaster such as drought turns into a humanitarian crisis, it is due to a lack of capacity or will to 
prevent it. 

A series of studies by DFID have demonstrated unequivocally that early intervention is far cheaper and more 
cost-effective than waiting for a crisis to occur and then providing relief. Researchers calculated that in Kenya 
and southern Ethiopia, savings per capita could be more than $1,000 and early intervention could be up to five 
times cheaper than responding when the situation had become an emergency. In Ethiopia, for every $1 spent on 
commercial destocking and early response, $311 of benefit could be gained in the forms of avoided aid 
distribution and animal losses.16 The studies conclude:  

Early humanitarian response should become the dominant paradigm for responding to crises. Early 
humanitarian response is far more cost effective than late humanitarian response, and a shift to early response 
does not incur any additional cost, and therefore benefit to cost ratios are infinite.17 
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NATIONAL GOVERNMENT EFFORTS REQUIRE INTERNATIONAL SUPPORT 
It is clear to see that lessons have been learned from previous crises. While the weather conditions may be 
similar to 1997–98, the response from governments has been very different, with many making significant 
preparations for El Niño. Below are a few examples: 

• In Ethiopia, the government’s response has been large-scale and well coordinated. A National Disasters 
Prevention and Preparedness Committee has been established under the leadership of the Deputy Prime 
Minister and $193m has been allocated for the response. The government is procuring grain and has 
mobilized its logistical resources to ensure smooth flow of the supplies to the worst-affected areas.  

• In Indonesia, the government has built 1,000 reservoirs and has been repairing irrigation facilities and 
providing financial support and water pumps to farmers. The government has also resorted to importing rice 
to maintain sufficiently high stocks and to keep the price of rice stable. 

• In Kenya, the government has developed a multi-sectoral El Niño preparedness plan with priority 
interventions planned for agriculture; livestock; fisheries; health; water; education; food and non-food items; 
transport and infrastructure; security; and communications. The response needs are estimated to be KSh 
12.9bn ($117m), of which 84 percent is funded.  

• The governments of Bolivia, Ecuador and Peru are building reservoirs in areas predicted to be affected by 
drought, while dredging and deepening rivers in flood-prone areas; this is in combination with agricultural 
insurance for farmers. The Government of Peru has already dispersed around $20m to prepare for the floods 
and respond to the drought.  

Some regions are taking an active role. ASEAN (the Association of Southeast Asian Nations) has been building 
support and analysis on El Niño by working closely with meteorological agencies and national disaster 
management offices to look at the most vulnerable and most likely areas of impact in its member states. In Latin 
America, the regional humanitarian platform for the UN and NGOs (REDLAC – Riesgo, Emergencias y 
Desastres en América Latina y el Caribe) has formally declared a food security emergency in Central America 
and called for an immediate response by governments, donors and the international community.  

This shows the considerable efforts already underway to adequately prepare, address the risk and deliver 
support. However, some governments are simply overwhelmed or are unable to put these measures into place, 
and much more support is required from the international community. This should be carefully provided in a way 
that supports rather than supplants national ownership, leadership and capacity, works through existing 
structures and strengthens national capabilities. 

NATIONAL AND INTERNATIONAL EFFORTS NEED TO BE URGENTLY 
SCALED UP  

It is clear that resources will be an issue, both for cash-strapped governments and humanitarian donors who are 
under pressure from crises around the world. But failing to provide funding now is a false economy. As 
described above, the models unequivocally show that early response is cheaper. And we know this from our 
own experience at Oxfam – cash now is more cost-effective than therapeutic feeding later; rehabilitation of water 
points is cheaper than water trucking.  

It is also worth remembering that the impact of El Niño is not always negative. According to the IMF, the United 
States, Europe and China experience a net economic impact.18 The super El Niño of 1997–98 boosted the US 
economy by $15bn, due primarily to reduced heating costs during the winter and a lack of spring flood and 
hurricane losses.19 Countries that benefit should consider their obligation to those who suffer. 

A perceived risk in responding early is that humanitarian funds will be released on the basis of forecasting, and 
the situation will turn out not to be a disaster. This could appear to be wasted funding. However, these fears are 
unwarranted. DFID’s modelling finds that early responses could be implemented two to six times for crises that 
do not materialize, before the cost of a single late response is met.20 

LONG-TERM SOLUTIONS ARE REQUIRED  
Changes to the climate are already contributing to the likelihood and severity of storms, floods, droughts and 
shifting weather patterns that cause unpredictable growing seasons, crop failures, and food price spikes. These 
underlying changes are reinforced by the effects of El Niño, which brings more extreme weather and acts to 
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strengthen those patterns. This year’s El Niño is likely to be followed by record temperatures in 2016 and La 
Niña, whose impacts can vary widely, but which contributed to the massive flooding in Mozambique in 2000 and 
the 2011 Horn of Africa drought. Hence this current crisis is not a short term one; it is typical of future events and 
our understanding of ‘normal’ needs to be reset.  

Food insecurity has deep, structural and multicausal roots. Assistance and livelihoods recovery is absolutely 
necessary to save lives and livelihoods, but it will not be enough to reduce the vulnerability of the population to 
these cyclical events in a significant and sustainable manner. Long term, actions must be taken to reduce 
vulnerability and exposure, and the inequality which drives this, and to strengthen the capacities of communities 
at risk in order to be prepared and respond to these events. 

Major efforts are required to support vulnerable communities to adapt, and this crisis will be the backdrop to this 
year’s major international climate change conference in Paris. There, developed countries must demonstrate 
how they will meet their existing commitments to jointly mobilize $100bn a year by 2020 for climate action in 
poor countries. At least 50 percent of the public finance provided towards this goal should be for adaptation – 
requiring a significant increase beyond the current 16 percent of climate funds allocated to it21 – to ensure those 
most at risk are able to deal with climate impacts in the future. The new international climate change agreement 
for the post-2020 period set to be agreed in Paris must ensure current pledges of emissions cuts are 
significantly strengthened every five years, and include a new separate target for adaptation finance that is 
commensurate with the level of emissions cuts and likely climate impacts they will entail.   

COUNTRY AND REGIONAL SNAPSHOTS 
The situation is complex and fluid, across countries and boundaries. What follows here is just a snapshot of the 
worst-affected areas at this time. But there are many other places that are at risk. See Oxfam’s ‘Uncharted 
Waters’ for a more detailed analysis.  

Horn and East Africa 
Ethiopia needs international support now; flooding expected elsewhere. 

Drought has hit Ethiopia and neighbouring areas (Somaliland, Eritrea, north-east Sudan). Vast areas of the 
country have been affected. Around 450,000 livestock have already died due to the drought in Afar and Somali 
Regions, and most surface water sources have dried up – some communities have to travel five to seven hours 
in search of water. The next rains are not due until around March 2016. 

The numbers of people needing relief assistance in Ethiopia this year has jumped from 2.9 million in January, to 
4.5 million in August to 8.2 million in October, with fears that unless donors support the government-led relief 
effort, the numbers of people needing food assistance by December and into 2016 will increase further.22 Parts 
of the country are in IPC phase 2 (‘Stressed’) or IPC phase 3 (‘Crisis’) stages.  

The government response has been large-scale, well coordinated and effective, but needs help to scale up 
further. Humanitarian funding requirements for 2015 have increased to $596.4m, which was only 43 percent 
funded as of mid-October. There is an urgent need for life-saving relief, including for supplementary feeding and 
therapeutic feeding for children, as well as support for livelihoods.  

Oxfam has undertaken some early response and is now seeking £15m to scale up in order to assist 800,000 
people in the worst-hit zones of Ethiopia.  

Elsewhere in the region, countries at risk of flooding are Somalia, Uganda, Kenya, Tanzania and South Sudan. 
This is likely to cause a loss of crops, an increased incidence of disease (particularly Rift Valley fever, which 
affects domestic animals) and destruction of infrastructure, leading to increased market prices. During the 1997–
98 El Niño, the price for a litre of milk in Wajir, northern Kenya went up from KSh 50 to KSh 400, and the price of 
sugar went up from KSh 48 to KSh 500 per kg.  

Southern Africa 
Scaled-up livelihood support is needed now in advance of the lean season starting earlier, particularly in 
Malawi. 

Drought is affecting huge areas across Southern Africa. Maize harvests have been significantly reduced, 
including in South Africa, the region’s main exporter. Markets are under pressure and prices are expected to rise 
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as the next regional rains are forecast to be below average. So far, the forecasts are correct – early season 
rainfall has been poor and some areas have experienced one of the poorest October rains in over 30 years. Up 
to three million people in Malawi and 1.5 million people in Zimbabwe are likely to face a food security crisis by 
February next year. Already many people have reduced food consumption and are selling assets. Malawi is 
expected to be particularly affected – assistance planned for October has not yet begun due to lack of funds, 
and it is not known when this will start.  

Early action is required now to strengthen and scale up existing food security interventions, and to support 
farmers through careful monitoring, providing forecasts and access to appropriate seeds and inputs. This must 
be done before the end of December; otherwise, the 2015/16 growing season will be lost.  

Oxfam is a core member of the Zimbabwe Vulnerability Assessment Committee, which supports vulnerability 
and market assessments. Oxfam will be working with local partners to implement cash transfer programmes in 
food insecure areas, keep livestock healthy and raise awareness of the underlying causes of chronic food 
insecurity. In Malawi, Oxfam is supporting a large-scale cash transfer programme. Links will be made to long-
term development programmes such as support to savings groups, fuel-efficient cooking stoves and messaging 
about nutrition to ensure a joined-up approach. 

Latin America  
Small farmers and day labourers in Central America and Haiti are currently the worst affected, and there 
is also potential for worsening drought and major flooding in South America. 

Farmers across the ‘dry corridor’ of Central America have been hit by drought for two years running, or more in 
some areas. The primera harvest was almost a total write-off in many parts of Honduras and Guatemala. From 
an Oxfam survey in parts of Honduras, the buying power of subsistence farmers and agricultural daily labourers 
has been reduced by up to 75 percent, and 23 percent of households are reducing their number of meals per 
day or going full days without eating.23 In Haiti, subsistence farmers have lost 75–100 percent of their maize and 
bean harvests. 

FEWS NET (the Famine Early Warning Systems Network) estimates that up to 3.5 million people across Central 
America and the Caribbean will need assistance by early 2016, with particularly severe problems in Guatemala, 
Honduras and Haiti. Recent rainfall, including due to Hurricane Patricia,24 may ameliorate this situation: the 
postrera harvest next year is likely to be better than forecast, although the continuing heavy rains may also bring 
their own problems, including crop damage, fungus and insect infestations.  

In South America, the situation is a mix of drought and floods. Bolivia, Peru and Colombia have already declared 
emergencies due to drought in some areas. Forecasts predict that extensive areas of these countries will face 
major flooding. Despite government initiatives, most of the vulnerable communities are not well prepared to face 
the compounding effects of El Niño.  

Oxfam is providing emergency response to food insecurity in Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua, El Salvador and 
Colombia, and intends to help communities become more resilient in the face of on-going droughts, including 
through cash for work to conserve and improve soils and water supply, agro-forestry and crop and livelihood 
diversification. However, lack of funding is seriously limiting our work.  

Asia/Pacific  
Urgent support is needed for Papua New Guinea, with careful monitoring elsewhere. 

In the Pacific, as many as 4.7 million people have been affected by worsening droughts, erratic rains and frosts. 
Papua New Guinea has been severely affected, particularly in the highlands, with widespread drought and frost 
affecting an estimated 2.4 million people, destroying crops and livestock. Drought has also affected Vanuatu, 
Fiji, the Solomon Islands, Samoa and Tonga, damaging crops and water supplies.  

More intense rain is likely in the equatorial Pacific, increasing the risk of flooding and higher sea levels in central 
Pacific Island countries such as Kiribati and Tuvalu. El Niño also increases the probability of a longer Southern 
Hemisphere tropical cyclone season, which officially began on 1 November, and a greater proportion of severe 
cyclones (Category 3 or higher), particularly for countries in the eastern Pacific such as the Cook Islands and 
Samoa. 

Monsoon rains have been poor across the region, but the worst-hit country in Asia is currently Indonesia, where 
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drought conditions are affecting millions of people and exacerbating huge forest fires. The forecast for the 
Philippines is poor, with 85 percent of the country expected to be in drought by March 2016. The situation in 
Asia needs to be carefully monitored.  

A number of Pacific governments and humanitarian agencies, including Oxfam, have scaled up preparedness 
and early response activities, but further scale-up and coordination are urgently needed, particularly in Papua 
New Guinea where the needs are most severe. Donors have reported challenges in providing funding in the 
absence of official invitations from national governments.  

Oxfam is looking for $3.5m to scale up our response in Papua New Guinea, to support an emerging response in 
Vanuatu, and to start preparedness work in the Solomon Islands. 
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