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Wall Street Takes on the Darfur Crisis

Posted by Deal Journal 

A Who’s Who of Wall Street firms have thrown their support behind a relief effort aimed at the impoverished, violence-ravaged region of Sudan called Darfur.
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The Darfur Project provides measurable things packed into boxes and vials: vitamin-rich milk for malnourished infants, sterile syringes for antibiotics and 28,000 doses of anti-malarial agents.

The project sends cargo planes full of relief supplies, all new and purchased at discount, to Darfur. There ethnic and tribal fighting, disease and starvation have killed hundreds of thousands of people and displaced millions since 2003, humanitarian groups say.

For some on Wall Street, it has been an all-hands-on-deck effort. Since word of the first airlift spread, firms have piled on board. They include Morgan Stanley, Lehman Brothers Holdings, BlackRock, UBS, Deutsche Bank, Citigroup, BNP Paribas, joined by corporate lawyers from Purrington Moody Weil LLP and Lowenstein Sandler PC.

After three successful airlifts, a fourth airlift is planned for June, helped by a fundraiser this Wednesday in Manhattan (event details and project history at www.TheDarfurProject.org). At least four more airlifts are planned this year. Each costs about $250,000.

“I think this is the sort of effort that makes people realize there are goals so worthy that they reach beyond Wall Street’s competitive landscape,” said Andrew Feldstein, co-founder and chief executive of BlueMountain Capital, a $5.3 billion New York hedge-fund firm that makes credit investments. 


Women in the Darfur refugee camp of Abu Shouk await a distribution of blankets, mats and water jugs from the Spanish Red Cross last year. Photo: Associated Press

Feldstein saw it happen after he and Bill Demchak, vice chairman of the PNC Financial Services Group, personally raised money and spread the word for the project’s first airlift a year ago. The two previously worked together at J.P. Morgan Chase (another early Project Darfur sponsor), and Demchak serves on BlueMountain’s board.

Wednesday’s fund-raiser at the Bowery Hotel will feature the usual stuff of Wall Street gatherings—cocktails and hors d’oeuvres—served with some harsh reality. Organizers will show a video with images from refugee camps along the Sudan-Chad border.

If all goes as planned, the next cargo plane will have enough multivitamins to treat 6,700 children every day for a month, IV bags for 13,200 fluid-replenishment treatments to relieve effects of dysentery or surgery, and 26,000 disposable syringes and needles. 

“Not to downplay Wall Street difficulties,” Feldstein says, “but the scope of this, it motivates people.”

–Jenny Strasburg covers hedge funds for The Wall Street Journal.
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