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Case Study: Effective leadership reducing “water worries”
Many people in villages in north-east Efate don’t have access to quality reliable water. Village members often have 
only spring water access which is often a two hour walk away, and they lack knowledge about sanitation and hygiene 
practices. Oxfam’s WASH program being implemented as part of the Cyclone Pam response is making progress in 
changing this situation.

Kalpeau Joseph from Epau village is the Area Secretary for East Efate and he takes his leadership duties very seriously, 
as demonstrated before and after Tropical Cyclone Pam. Helping communities have access to safe water has always 
been one of his main priorities and he has tried to ensure that pipes, taps and tanks are maintained by the various 
water committees and community members. Before Tropical Cyclone Pam he knew that the water systems in Epau were 
going to be vulnerable to a large cyclone, so as part of the warning process he encouraged people to move out of their 
houses into the local school (evacuation centre) and to also prepare back up water storage. “I always have concern for 
all my people and it would be unfair if I leave someone behind,” he said. 

Kalpeau explained how in Epau, water has often been a challenge because the community is settled at the bottom 
of the hill and the water source is located at the top of the hill. The pipes are always breaking or leaking, causing the 
water flow to slow down and sometimes even stop. “Some pipes run along the river downhill and when there is heavy 
rain, the river current sweeps away the pipes and takes them along down to the bottom of the river and that is when 
the water stops.” The village plumber together with other community members would go to the river and try to fix the 
pipes. In 2013, the community received funding from the New Zealand Government to upgrade their water system. 
The provision of stronger pipe fittings and cement to seal the tank leaks resulted in a much more reliable water supply. 
But would the Epau water system be strong enough against a Category 5 cyclone?

Before Cyclone Pam hit, the Vanuatu meteorology authorities called and advised Kalpeau Joseph about the cyclone 
and requested him to alert as many community members as possible. “I gathered the village Elders and Chief to the 
Nakamal (traditional meeting space in Vanuatu) and related the information I received from my son who was working in 
the meteorology department. Some of them believed me but some did not.” 

Many community members continued with their daily activities instead of taking heed of the warnings. A day before 
Cyclone Pam, some women were leaving Epau to go to the Port Vila markets to sell their cash crops (root crops and 
vegetables). Kalpeau urged them not to go to Port Vila but to stay with their families, secure their belongings and to 
store their food for emergency. “Some of the women were angry at me and asked me to give them money since they 
couldn’t sell their food”, but these same women were very grateful after the cyclone as they had this food to eat and 
that they were safe with their families. “Some of the mothers came to me in tears thanking me for stopping them from 
going to the market. Their gardens had been destroyed but at least they had some food to eat after the cyclone.”

Members of Epau village inspect the water piping 

systems as part of Oxfam’s Water Safety and Security 

Planning workshop. Photo: Oxfam WASH team.







“We can make our own choice”:  
vouchers in Cyclone response and recovery
When Tropical Cyclone Pam struck Vanuatu, buildings and community infrastructure sustained significant damage, 
reducing access to basic services such as housing and water, sanitation and hygiene facilities. Cyclone Pam also 
destroyed food and cash crops; the main livelihood sources of the 79% of the population who live in rural areas. This 
constrained people’s ability to access food and generate income for their household for the next few months. Crops 
crucial to women’s roles in food provision and income-generation such as vegetables, leafy greens and taro and 
cash crops important to women’s and men’s livelihoods such as coconut and coffee, were damaged or destroyed. 

To help address immediate issues and support affected households to recover from the cyclone, Oxfam implemented 
several initiatives to support livelihood recovery. On the main island of Efate, Oxfam opted for market and 
cash-based interventions through the provision of vouchers and cash-for-work programs. The vouchers were 
redeemable at selected suppliers, enabling people to meet their own basic food and non-food priorities rather than 
receiving generic distributions of standard items.

The first cycle of vouchers was distributed in May — 989 households received vouchers worth 7,000 Vatu redeemable 
at agriculture and hardware stores, with 800 Vatu for transport (totalling around AUD $97). Before the distributions, 
Oxfam staff held awareness sessions on the vouchers with women and men separately. These were designed to 
encourage joint decision-making within families about how the vouchers would be used to support the different 
livelihood needs of women and men. At distribution, the vouchers were presented to both spouses to reinforce their 
joint ownership. 

The main items purchased with the vouchers were construction materials such as iron sheeting, and tools (79% of 
households) and agricultural inputs (65% of households). However, some women felt they did not have much say in 
the decision over the use of the voucher and reported that as a result, they still had unmet needs. 

The second distribution of vouchers was changed in response to this and other feedback. This time, 989 households 
received 5,000 Vatu vouchers allocated to women and 5,000 Vatu vouchers allocated to men. The shops were 
expanded to include those that could provide food, kitchen, household and personal items and equipment, in 
addition to agriculture and hardware stores. These were distributed to communities in north and east Efate in 
September 2015. 

Sisters Margaret (left) and Sarah (right) with their 
vouchers received from Oxfam at Eton village, 

Efate Island. Photo: Danielle Roubin/OxfamAUS.



Women’s pleasure with the new vouchers was evident at the distribution in Eton village, where Oxfam gathered 
their views.  

Lizzy, a member of the community WASH Committee supported by Oxfam explains why the vouchers have been 
useful and why separate allocations for women and men are important. “During the cyclone the wind blew out the 
door on my house. With the first voucher from Oxfam, my husband and I discussed it and decided to fix the door by 
buying things like masonite and a handle. We were able to fix the door and it stopped the rain, wind and animals from 
coming in and spoiling our things in the house. We can lock the door and keep our things safe now.

“With this second voucher, we will all be happy. He can use it for his personal needs and I can for mine. Sometimes 
my needs are not the same as my husband’s. We can make our own choice but it’s good to make the right choice. 
I think we will want to buy something so we can look at it and say that it was from Oxfam and remember this program 
after it has finished, just like the door.”

Likewise, Sarah felt she would be able to benefit more from having a separate allocation in the second voucher. 
“My husband used the first voucher. He went to Port Vila and bought tools that he used. Even though I signed for the 
voucher, he made the decision and did the shopping. I wasn’t involved. He told me that he would buy what he wants. 
With this voucher, I will use half for what I want: food and things for the kitchen. I feel good now that we can both do 
our own shopping.”

“I’m a single mother and don’t get much support from others. With the first voucher I bought cement and rope for the 
house. I will also use this voucher for the house and for my children’s needs,” Margaret said.

“With the first voucher we bought something to fix the cyclone damage to our house like a hammer and nails, and 
things to help us earn income like a knife and seedlings. We discussed what to buy and he went shopping. This 
second voucher is different. It looks like Oxfam is helping a lot. I can buy food to help the family as our taro and 
our garden won’t be ready to sell until next year. We will discuss what to buy and agree. This way, everyone can be 
helped,” Monique said.

“I bought nails, a saw, a tape measure and lino to rebuild our house. I also bought cabbage and vegetable seedlings, 
which I am now selling at the Freswota market. I don’t know what we will buy with this voucher but we will discuss 
and decide together,” Lilian said.

As Oxfam processes the payments for the second voucher cycle, the impact for both women and men of having 
greater choice is emerging. As well as hardware and agricultural inputs and assets, vouchers are being used to buy 
essential household items such as food, soap, mattresses, kitchen equipment and clothing. 

By facilitating greater choice over priorities for recovery support, the vouchers are able to help address the diverse 
needs of women, men and children after the cyclone. While not altering women’s long-term power and control over 
household spending, they do provide a possible way forward for future disaster response programs on Efate Island 
that promote greater choice and control for women, men and young people over relief and recovery support. As with 
the first voucher program in Vanuatu, Oxfam will be keenly monitoring the results of this project and sharing lessons 
to guide future responses.

Lizzy of Eton village, Efate Island after 
receiving her voucher from Oxfam.  
Photo: Danielle Roubin/OxfamAUS.







When Oxfam co-organised the national Women in Emergency Response and Recovery Forum with CARE International 
and UN Women, members of the VCSDN were vocal in sharing their experiences. They provided recommendations 
for improving future disaster preparedness, response and recovery to meet the needs of women and people 
with disability.

“Oxfam also supported me to attend the Women in Emergency Response and Recovery Forum in Port Vila. At the 
Forum, women with disability could talk out on issues they faced. I was able to help a friend share a story from her 
heart. When Pam hit and she went to her sister’s home for shelter, she couldn’t get her wheelchair in the house. It 
wasn’t accessible and she had to stay without her wheelchair. We need stories like this to come out. I have many 
others,” Nelly said.

Ongoing challenges in disability inclusive disaster assessment and planning processes prompted VCSDN members 
to develop a joint project to pilot a good practice assessment tool. Evidence from the project will be used to train 
humanitarian agencies and guide improvements in Vanuatu’s humanitarian preparedness and response systems.

While many challenges remain to ensure that people with disability are benefiting from cyclone recovery programs, 
there is no doubt that the individual and collective efforts of VCSDN members and people with disability themselves, 
ensured that the voices of people with disability were loud in national planning and decision-making. As Nelly said at 
the first VCSDN meeting after the cyclone, “We can give services but without advocacy we will never change things”.

Vanuatu Civil Society Disability Network (VCSDN) members from Torba, Shefa, Tafea and Sanma Provinces(left to right)  
Crimson Tula, Arthur Simrai, Jimmy Violet and Nelly Caleb in ‘storian’ during a meeting break. Photo: Arlene Bax/OxfamAUS.






