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Forgotten Crisis 

One woman's work in east Chad continues long after the media have left 

October, 2005 

 

When the rules of fair play are splintered and war becomes chaos, 

unpredictability becomes the norm. For the Sudanese, this is what has become of life 

since early 2003 when rebel uprisings against the national government shattered 

families, lives and everyday routines.  

What took place has been labeled many things—UN Secretary General Kofi 

Annan's spokesperson quoted him as calling it "massive violations of human rights." 

Pulitzer Prize winner Samantha Power used the term "ethnic cleansing" in an August 

2004 article in The New Yorker. Finally, by September of last year former Secretary of 

State Colin Powell labeled it "genocide." Photographs and editorials appeared in 

newspapers worldwide, vying for the attention of those caught up in the American 

presidential election, an expanding European Union and a burgeoning war in Iraq. 

Mai Ensmann, graduate of the University of Massachusetts – Amherst and 

Harvard Education School, witnessed immediate, harsh effects of the political crisis. A 

contractor at a refugee camp in eastern Chad just 60 kilometers from the Sudan border, 

Mai has worked to implement a program in the camp aimed at dealing with and 

alleviating gender-based violence (GBV). Her work brings her face-to-face with conflated 

issues—like providing education, protective services, and a steady flow of food, water, 

and volunteers. Many refugees who fled villages in Sudan carry a heavy burden of 

experience and loss, and a desire to return nonetheless. 

"All of [the refugees] will tell you they want to return to Sudan as soon as 

possible. At this point, it's not possible," Mai says during a phone call that links me, in a 

Wisconsin office, to her, in a hotel in Paris, where she's attending a conference for the 

Christian Children's Fund (CCF). "A lot of families [were] separated, and a lot of women 

will tell you their husbands have been killed, so they arrived in the camp with just their 

children, or just by themselves." CCF sponsors worldwide programs that deal with child 

protection, youth activities and, more recently, gender-based violence (GBV). 

Mai carries a history of national pride in her blood, brought on by historical 

political unrest and displacement. "My family were refugees from Estonia from World 
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War II, and had lived in a refugee camp," she says. "They lived in five different countries 

before they eventually arrived in the U.S. During that time moving from country to 

country, and even after living in the U.S. for 30 years, my grandmother never changed 

her citizenship. She always maintained her Estonian citizenship, even though that 

country no longer existed after the war."  

After graduating from Harvard and finishing two years in the Peace Corps in 

Kyrgyzstan, Mai moved to Madison to work as an advisor for international students. 

"During my work with students I frequently talked with women who had experienced 

either sexual or domestic violence. I began volunteering at the Rape Crisis Center in 

Madison so I would be trained and better able to help students who were coming to me 

for help". After working as a counselor, and later as a trainer at the Wisconsin Coalition 

Against Sexual Assault, Mai learned that a program sponsored by UNICEF was looking 

for someone to survey the GBV situations in refugee camps in eastern Chad.  

"GBV as a field for humanitarian work has been around for only a little over ten 

years, but you'll find in any conflict situation the levels of sexual violence are enormous. 

We know women and children are being abused during conflict—rape is used as a 

weapon of war."  

Mai's jarring words flow surprisingly smoothly through the trans-continental 

phone connection.  

"A lot of women and girls need to leave the camps to look for firewood. When 

they do that, they're at risk of being attacked by local Chadians who live by the camp." 

Asked if her work at the Rape Crisis Center adequately prepared her for the 

conditions she met in east Chad, Mai answers, "I think, after all these years of working 

with sexual violence problems, I’ve grown accustomed to hearing horrible stories of 

people's pain and violence-based experiences. I have never encountered, though, 

malnutrition [before now]. That's one of the most horrendous things I've seen." 

Statistics on child malnutrition vary greatly depending on the source. 

Worldhunger.org estimates about 14,000 children worldwide die each day as a result of 

malnutrition. UN estimates put the number at closer to 18,000. "I spend time with 

children and play with them, and it's a new experience for me to work with a child who's 

so malnourished they can't even use their limbs," Mai says. 
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Volunteering in the camp, she explains, can be both exhilarating and 

heartbreaking. The thrill one gets from helping people in a crisis cools rapidly in the 

harsher reality of doubt, deception and a shriveling international attention span. "It's not 

as easy as you show up, you [offer] services, you give food out and everyone says 

'thank you.' It takes a lot of negotiation with people to make sure what you're doing is 

something they'll want, that this is meeting their needs, and that they won't work against 

you." Mai says most people in the camp recognize that members of non-governmental 

organizations (NGOs) are there to help, but volunteers find themselves pulled from every 

direction. "Some become cynical. You start out thinking you're there to help people, and 

the next thing you know someone's yelling at you that you're not doing anything, or 

you're not doing enough." 

Currently, the camp—located outside Iriba—is relatively stable. "The emergency 

is over. We don't have thousands of people crossing the border every day, and the 

situation does not change. No one's going to be repatriated anytime soon," Mai says. 

The population of refugees in east Chad now hovers around 220,000, and new arrivals 

to camps like the one she works with are relatively few. "The health situation in the camp 

is more or less stabilized. There's still a problem with malnutrition, but at this point we're 

settling down for the long run." 

Mai says another problem she and other NGO volunteers encounter is waning 

worldwide attention and funding. "There's limited money, and also the attention span in 

the media or of the average reader is pretty short. It's hard to keep the media attention 

when you have an ongoing problem. The people haven't gone home—you just don't see 

it in the paper anymore." In the past six months, few stories have appeared in worldwide 

dailies, and coverage by televised newscasts is almost nonexistent. In July, an article in 

the New York Times written by Nicholas D. Kristof stated that "CNN, Fox News, NBC, 

MSNBC, ABC and CBS collectively ran 55 times as many stories about Michael Jackson 

as they ran about genocide in Darfur." 

In December, Mai's stay in east Chad will end, and she'll return to the States just 

in time for Christmas. "I'll probably be really happy to come back. [But] I know I'll always 

wonder if there's more I could have done if I stayed longer." 

The flood of incoming refugees has slowed now to a trickle. Ongoing gender-

based violence leaves an ugly mark on camps that have become semi-permanent 

residences. Hope and healing mingle with malnutrition, doubt and fear that electrify 
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those who live within. And a distracted international eye slides off the newspaper articles 

and televised news stories that have by now grown monotonous and sparse.  

Mai sends a quiet sigh over the Atlantic Ocean and into my receiver. "I hope 

people will remember that there are refugees in eastern Chad." 

 


