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Ulf Johansson Dahre

 

Introduction: Transnationalism 
and migration

 

The 5

 

th

 

 annual 

 

Somalia International Rehabilitation Centre

 

 (SIRC) Conference of the
Horn of Africa focused on “The Role of Diasporas in Peace, Democracy and Devel-
opment”. The conference was held in Lund, Sweden, August 19-20, 2006. The con-
tent of this volume reflects some of the views and proceedings presented at the con-
ference.

It is a well known fact that a large portion of the citizens of the countries of the
Horn of Africa have left the region for Europe, North America, the Middle East and
elsewhere. The aim of the conference was to explore causes and consequences of the
Horn of Africa transnationalism and its social, economic and politic impact on the
countries in the region. Questions posed centred around issues such as the positive
and negative aspects of transnationalism, conflicts and the long-term political social,
economic and cultural consequences of those connections. 

The conference was interdisciplinary including African studies, Anthropology,
Human Rights, Sociology, Political Science, and Economic History and views from
several NGOs. The report is divided into four parts. The first part deals with general
issues in relation to the Horn, such as, human rights, the situation of women, and
conflicts. The second part deals with transnational issues concerning various coun-
tries on the Horn of Africa both in home and host countries. The third part deals
specifically with Somalia from different perspectives, including the situation on the
ground, conflict and reconciliation, media and the transnational Somali communi-
ties in the northern U.S.A. The fourth part of the report contains the specific recom-
mendations from the workshops. The report is concluded by professor Arne Arde-
berg, proposing the establishment of a Permanent Forum on the Horn of Africa at
the University of Lund.

The concepts of transnationalism and transnational social spaces originate from
globalization and migration research (Basch et al, 1992). Beside the extension of
markets and the intensification of trade and financial flows, globalisation processes
are strongly related to cross-border migration. The global networks of people, their
motives for migration and its effects on political economic, social and cultural struc-
tures form a growing field of research. But transnationalism is not a new social phe-
nomena even if it is sometimes portrayed as such. For comparative reason we can see
that the total number of migrants today are about 3 percent of the world population,
compared to the situation a hundred years ago when migration flows amounted to
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10 percent of the world population (Dicken, 2007:447). Still, in today´s world we
can see that the number of people living outside their country of birth or citizenship
amount to tens or hundred of millions. In 2005, there were 185 million documented
migrants in the world (Dicken, 2007:447). And this is a conservative estimate as
much migration is illegal and therefore undocumented. The distances over which
migration occurs are enormously varied. It often takes place between neighbouring
countries, but the major part of the migration is long-distance or intercontinental.
From Africa the biggest migration flows are from Eastern Africa, but there are also
considerable movement within and from the Horn of Africa. 

One result of the international migration is the creation of transnational commu-
nities. These communities are complex networks between their places of origin and
places of settlement, which creates what some observers call “transnational social
spaces” that are kept together by financial remittances and social affiliations with eth-
nic ties. These communities play an important role in channelling migrant flows, in-
vestment patterns, politics, and creating different forms of business entrepreneurship
both in their new countries and in their places of origin. The financial remittances of
the transnational communities make an important contribution, not only to families
or local communities, but also to the home country´s overall financial position and
foreign exchange situation (World Bank, 2005). 

Transnationalism therefore focuses on the fact that migrants maintain contact
with people and institutions in their places of origin. This has been observed in nu-
merous studies since the 1920s-1930s. However, the early observations tended to fo-
cus on how migrants adopted themselves to a new environment or were socially ex-
cluded. Studies during the last decades, have put a greater emphasis on how migrants
maintain attachments to families, communities, traditions and institutions that are
not linked to the state in which they now are living. 

Transnationalism is upheld by travel and communication technologies, but is not
caused by the technological and transport possibilities as such. The causes of transna-
tionalism can instead be found in changing economic, political and social circum-
stances both in sending and receiving countries. Migrants have developed political
organizations in relation to both sending and receiving countries. Some observers ar-
gue that transnationalism represents a new analytic optic which makes visible the
scope and flows of persons, goods, information and symbols triggered by an interna-
tional labour migration. 

The growth of studies on transnationalism is linked to globalisation processes.
Due to territorial extensions of exchange relation in economic, political, social and
cultural systems and the development of a “global network” there are considerable
discussions about the conditions of the state. The globalisation discourse about the
change of the state is subject to many different arguments. Whether these interpre-
tations are right or misleading, the globalisation discourse tells us a lot about new
qualities and quantities of social and cultural relations between actors and places in
different states. And even more important, it may tell us a lot of powerful political
ideologies that are promoting these relations in correspondence with the organisation
of the global market. In this sense globalisation is in line with the European project
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of modernity, especially if we take into account the specific territoriality of the con-
cept of the nation state and sovereignty as a characteristic element. Looking back to
the state formation processes the project of modernity was closely linked to a process
that may be called “translocalism”:

 

…Nations needed states to forge the ́ Locals´ into nationals, to melt local dialects into a national
language, to replace local rhythms of rites and celebrations with unified national calendars of
commemorative festivities (Baumann, 1998).

 

Though there are differences between the European nation states and the colonial
and post-colonial state formations in the Horn of Africa one may argue that the re-
cent growth of academic interest in transnational studies is created and accelerated
by the perceptions of limits to the capacity of nation states to organize social rela-
tions. Baumann, for instance, realizes that translocalism globalisation processes forge
the nationals into a new global order which limits self-regulation in economic and
political terms in favour of international regimes and neo-imperial relations. Varieties
of this argument are often used as a working hypothesis in the following chapters of
this report. However, this kind of arguing makes a presupposition that is far from
self-evident. It presupposes that the state has the power to organize and harmonize
human collectivities within distinct territories. As we are going to see in the coming
articles, that is seldom the case.

Transnationalism if often defined as:

 

…the processes by which immigrants forge and sustain multi-stranded social relations that link
together their societies of origin and settlement. We call these processes transnationalism to emp-
hasize that many immigrants today build social fields that cross geographic, cultural and political
borders…An essential element is the multiplicity of involvements that transmigrants sustain in
both home and host societies (Basch et. al, 1992:6).

 

This frequently used quotation leads to at least two interrelated questions: on the
one hand the question of involvement in home and host societies, and on the other
hand, the question of meaning of border crossing. Migration research has often ap-
proached these questions in one or more of the following theoretical models:

1. One early model assumed that people migrate from a homogenous society A
(the home country) to another homogenous society B (the host country) in a one-
way direction. After arrival processes of acculturation set in, which may lead to as-
similation or to a diaspora situation, sometimes or perhaps combined with spatial
segregation.

2. Another model, that can be called the transnational model, assumes that the
migrants are still present and active in their home societies. Transmigrants are not
only influencing the host society but are characterized by economic, social and cul-
tural activities which change the regions of origin in a substantial way. Financial flows
as remittances are one of the most discussed indicators of this model. 

3. The third model, which extends the second, includes more of global links in
order to search for deeper causes of migration processes. Both regions, the home and
host societies are linked through different global networks to the world system. This
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world-system approach is searching for causes and consequences of migration in the
never-ending game of world economic and political hegemony. Causes of migration
and transnationalism can thus be found in the expansion and contractions of the
world-system (Friedman, 2004: 85). 

Within this simplified distinction between different theoretical models of the in-
teraction between the home and host countries type 2 and 3 illustrate a migration
pattern based on ongoing connections between two or more regions. In this sense,
transnationalism is characterized by a multi-local perspective. But this perspective
has also problems because it is difficult to find a delimitation of localities. There are
ambiguities about borders and boundaries. Boundaries are often seen as dividing
lines between discrete spatial units as in the case of the first model. From a more gen-
eral perspective boundaries are defined by social activities and may be precisely de-
fined or fuzzy, depending on the nature of the social activity. Political boundaries are
drawn to delimit the territory of the state and to mark the limits of the state´s claim
to jurisdiction and sovereignty. The complexity rises further if we use the term
boundary in relation to cultural, economic, linguistic or religious aspects. In most
cases clearly demarcated boundaries between these are difficult to define. Against this
background we all understand that to define the problems of transnationalism and
border-crossing is a quite difficult task. Nevertheless, the participants at the confer-
ence all tried to make an effort to sort out the current dilemmas of the Horn of Africa
transnationalism.

Trying to analyse the causes and consequences of migration within the concept of
transnationalism means to extend the limits of the concepts in various directions.
The articles discusses different concepts and themes in an attempt to form under-
standings of various processes of the Horn of Africa and what kind of social, econom-
ic, political and cultural forces that shapes those processes. 
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Larry Andow

 

Opening remarks

 

Distinguished guests,
Ladies and Gentlemen,
As Mayor of Lund, it is an honour for me, to welcome you all to the 5

 

th

 

 Conference
on the Horn of Africa in our City.

We are all very concerned and worried about the situation in Africa’s Horn. We
hope that the conflicts can be solved in a humane and peaceful way. We must secure
a safe life for millions of people.We all have an obligation to try to contribute to pro-
mote peace, human rights, health and education in the area. Therefore this conferen-
ce is extremely important.

It is also a pleasure for me to welcome you to Lund. I hope you will find time to
explore our nice City. I can assure you that Lund is worth your attention.

Lund is one of the oldest cities in the Nordic Ccountries – more than 1.000 years
old! 

We have about 35.000 students at the university in a city with 100.000 inhabi-
tants. That gives our city a fresh and young look.

This combination of old and young gives Lund a special atmosphere: “The Spirit
of Lund”. I am convinced that you will feel it during your visit!

I hope you during your stay will have the possibility to walk in our city centre, to
visit the Cathedral and get a little taste of Lund. 

I hope you will like our city – and that you will return in the future. You are always
welcome here!

Lund is very often refereed to as “The City of Ideas”. It is a multicultural city full
of life. 

It is a wonderful place to discover, live in and meet in. Here you can with success
exchange thoughts, ideas and knowledge.

International well-known companies like Tetra Pak, Ericsson, Gambro and Alfa-
Laval are situated here. 

The Research Park Ideon has generated over 500 companies, mainly within infor-
mation technology, telecommunications and biotechnology.

For an international Conference, such as yours, I think Lund can offer very good
conditions. 

We appreciate very much your presence and we hope you will have successful
discussions. 

I will personally, with the greatest interest, follow your discussions and conclu-
sions. 
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And I will have the privilege and honour to invite a delegation from you to a re-
ception this evening.

Good luck with your Conference, welcome to Lund and enjoy your visit in our
city!
________________________________________________________________
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Nicklas Svensson

 

Introductory Statement

 

Distinguished guests, 
Ladies and Gentlemen,

 

On behalf

 

 of the organizers, including Horn of African scholars, local Horn of Afri-
can associations in Lund and Somalia International Rehabilitation Centre (SIRC), I
would like to thank each one of you for accepting our invitation and for your parti-
cipation at the conference. It is with great interest we are looking forward to hearing
your contributions during our fifth consecutive conference here in Lund. 

 

The Horn of Africa conferences

 

 are a result of the need to address and tackle impor-
tant issues for creating a better future for the people in the Horn of Africa. It should
be our obligation to assist, in our best capacity, whether it is practically or intellectu-
ally, to stimulate a peaceful development in this region. As organizers, we are proud
to acknowledge that these conferences are gaining recognition as a venue for stake-
holders from within and outside of Horn of Africa. With this comes expectations,
which we as organizers will meet to our best ability to ensure that these conferences
are utmostly relevant to both the region’s needs and participants at the conference. 

 

Last time

 

 we met here, “The Reconstruction of Good Governance in the Horn of
Africa” was the theme of the conference. The theme stimulated a number of contri-
butions on failed states, and inspired us to think about what exactly failed and how
we can reconstruct states to a functioning and decent level of good governance, rule
of law and respect for human rights. Among many contributors, there seemed to be
a fairly agreed understanding of the underlying factors of a failed state. To mention
a few as pointed out in the proceedings from last year’s conference: bad governance,
lack of rule of law, continual conflicts, poverty, weak political and economic institu-
tions, weak and corrupt political leadership. “So, where do we start?”, as Christopher
Clampham asked rhetorically last year. 

 

Today and tomorrow

 

, we are gathered here in Lund around the theme of “The Role
of Diaspora in Democracy, Peace and Development in the Horn of Africa”. We are
here to explore ideas and to share our experiences to critically examine how to enable
positive contributions of the Diaspora to improve the quality of private and public
life in the Horn of Africa. 

 

We are also here

 

 to gain knowledge and better understand how Horn of Africa so-
cieties as well as the Diaspora can act progressively and effectively in favor of peace-
building, democracy, good governance, rule of law and development and effect long-
term institutional change in the Horn of Africa. We want to understand the role of
the Diasporas in the democratization process in the society of origin. Contrary to
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what is quite often presented in the mass media and in the literature on the Diasporas
and the society of origin, the role of the Diasporas is double-edged. 

 

On one hand

 

, it
plays a major role in the socio-economic development of the society of origin
through remittances and investment. 

 

On the other hand

 

, there is a tremendous brain
drain from the Horn of Africa countries, which is a consequence of all the underlying
factors of a failed state. This has led to forced migration of hundreds of thousands, if
not millions, of citizens into refugee camps and beyond. It is known that a large sec-
tion of the skilled and highly educated citizens of the Horn countries have left and
are in Europe, North America, the Middle East and elsewhere in the world. 

 

What is less explored

 

 in the literature is the role the Diaspora plays in the develop-
ment, peace-building and sustaining of democratic ideas. The central question is
how to best and most effectively utilize the Diaspora resources for the countries of
origin and their host countries. Thus, we hope to learn about some successful Dias-
pora interventions that could provide progressive lessons for the region.

This conference expects to:

• Provide new ideas and insights on how the diasporas should contribute to peace,
stability, development, democracy and respect for human rights, nation-state and
national institution building efforts.

• Provide a discussion on how the diasporas should restrain from becoming a
source of division, war and instability.

• Provide a discussion on how the diasporas could channel their intellectual and
material resources in the wellbeing of their societies of origin.

• Provide a discussion on how diasporas can bridge relations, using their trans-
nationalism, between host societies and societies of origin to promote peace, sta-
bility, socio-economic development, equitable distribution of global resources,
democracy and humanity.

As in previous years, the contributions to the conference will be compiled into a re-
port, which will be made available to the public. 

Furthermore, during the conference art, handcraft and literature from the Horn
of Africa will be exhibited.

Finally, first of all the organizers want to thank the City of Lund and the Mayor
of the City, Larry Andow for your immense support. Furthermore, we would like to
thank:

• Folke Bernadotte Academy
• Lund University
• Aalborg University
• Folkuniversitetet in Lund
• Olof Palmes International Centre
• ABF Lundabygden
• The Social Democratic Party
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Your support is greatly appreciated.
I hope you will find opportunities to build new relationships and make old ones

stronger, and let’s nurture the road we have embarked on to reach our objective of a
peaceful Horn of Africa.

Many thanks!
_______________________________________________________________
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Marika Fahlen

 

Statement

 

First I would like to thank the organisers for inviting me to speak here today. Wel-
come

 

 

 

the opportunity to assess the presently dire situation in the Horn of Africa: it
is encouraging that you will “critically examine” (as the programme states) how best
to draw on the human resources among the diaspora in the peace-building and de-
velopment of the Horn. 

This Conference is timely indeed as these days, good news from the Horn of Af-
rica is far apart and hard to come by.

For example, this week’s The Economist carries a special report on the Horn of
Africa with the telling title: 

 

The path to ruin.

 

 This path should not be acceptable.
Combined efforts are required to change the route in a more promising direction.

 

 

 

Violent conflict, political intransigence, neglect and marginalisation, humanitari-
an crises, forced displacement, overgrazing and environmental degradation, compe-
tition over scarce water points, abundance of small arms, failed international re-
sponse – these are general features typical of the public image of the Horn of Africa. 

Talking war and misery may be easier than articulating peace, political vision and
constructive engagement. Listening to the political rhetoric from the Horn, most of
it is about the threatening behaviour or devious intentions of a perceived enemy or
opponent. Rare are the voices calling for constructive dialogue in search of a com-
mon ground to build peace and foster reconciliation. 

In the international diplomatic community we have been late in responding, er-
roneous in understanding and weak in consistency and coordination. Too much of
interference is mixed with too remote a distance from the compelling problems. 

Meetings like this Conference here in Lund, bringing together scholars, policy-
makers and practitioners are extremely important to deepen our understanding of
the underlying complexities of the conflict-ridden environment in the Horn and to
approach the challenges and opportunities from different perspectives. 

Certainly, the perceptions of what is good or bad in the past months’ events in
Mogadishu with the ascendance to power of the Islamic Courts vary a great deal. We
have to listen to and understand those perceptions. 

From the Swedish side, we are convinced that the removal of weapons from the
daily life in Somalia and forging a genuine reconciliation can only be achieved
through dialogue. These talks should not be isolated to one single occasion, but be a
process of building civic involvement in rebuilding Somalia, politically, socially and
economically. 
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The Transitional Federal Charter, that guides the present interim governance pe-
riod up to 2009, may have its shortcomings, but it also contains enough groundwork
for constructive dialogue among the Somalia stakeholders on the future construct of
this law-less nation since 15 years back. 

The diaspora has an important role to play to convince Somalis from all walks of
life to engage in dialogue as a priority political project to build a safer future. What
Somalia needs is a government of national unity and unity comes from talking, lis-
tening and enlightened leadership.

Security is a number one concern in Somalia. This is the country hosting more
armed militia groups than any other in the world. Too often, dialogue and security
are posted as irreconcilable opposites. I would like to believe that dialogue actually
paves the way to a safer security.

One area where the diaspora can play a significant role in Somalia concerns the
urgent need to establish an administrative capacity for public services and govern-
ment functions – at federal, regional and local levels. Building a civil service system
in Somalia is long overdue.

Wherever one looks in the Horn, Ethiopia and Eritrea are the two countries most
often and consistently involved, whether openly or more discreetly. The unsettled bor-
der conflict between the two countries seems to play out also in other terrains – Somalia
being one. Getting the demarcation of the Ethiopian-Eritrean border started is there-
fore of broader interest for peace in the region. The joint Boundary Commission is
scheduled to meet next week and it may be a crucial meeting and an indication of the
genuine willingness of the parties to see a solution to the long-running conflict.

Right now, in Sudan, the alarm clock is ringing loud and clear. Despite the elab-
orate Darfur Peace Agreement from May, the security and humanitarian situation is
worsening by the day. Half a million people in Darfur have been cut off from food
relief because of security threats. Humanitarian workers are targeted by virtually all
armed groups and prevented from reaching out to those in need. 

The killing, raping, looting and destruction have returned to Darfur despite a
peace agreement. The implementation of the DPA does not go well despite the pres-
ence of some 7000 troops from the AU. The AU Mission in Darfur is not equipped
or resourced to fulfil its tasks. IDPs and other civilians are lacking protection. Khar-
toum continues to oppose UN peace-keepers in Darfur at the same time as the infa-
mous Janjaweed are still at large and new rebel alliances emerge and fuel fighting. 

Security permitting, it is urgent to launch the Darfur-Darfur Dialogue and Con-
sultations for confidence building. Again – local level and multi-stakeholder dialogue
is essential for peace to be formed, nurtured and sustained. The way these processes
are organised and facilitated often are as important as the content of the dialogue.
The diaspora and researchers have important contributions to make on this score.

In about a week’s time, Sweden is hosting the third meeting of the International
Contact Group on Somalia. I will listen very carefully today on any issues that could
be brought from this Lund forum of concerned individuals to the deliberations of
the Contact group meeting. 
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I would like to quote another expert, Mr Adam Kahane, to explain the advantages
of this approach. He wrote in the Preface of Destino Colombia Process: ”the tech-
nique of scenario development is a tool that stimulates debate about the future, fa-
cilitates conversation about what is taking place in the world around us and helps us
make decisions about what we ought to do or avoid doing. It offers a very useful ap-
proach to strategic planning, and describes what must be done to accomplish a de-
sired result”

This anticipative approach has been experienced in South Africa, in Colombia
and in Guatemala to facilitate the rebuilding of post-conflict societies. It shows its
usefulness in ”knitting together social fabric, seeking reconciliation and creating a
common vision in fragmented societies” as observed by an expert of the Centre for
Applied Studies in International Negotiations in Geneva.

 

The purposes and objectives of our initiative

 

The main objective of this Centre is to think about the common future of our peo-
ples and contribute towards the search for, and agreement of mutually accepted al-
ternatives to the problems of our region. Our proposal is of course in line with the
preoccupations of the IGAD, African Union and NEPAD to develop early warning,
prevention, and sustainable policies at the regional level. It aims at helping to shape
the direction and destiny of our region from the common will of its citizens.

The specific objectives of the Centre are:

• to contribute to building a strong consensus on a long-term vision favouring sta-
bility, sustainable development and regional integration

• to create a ”think tank” dynamic to reflect and exchange on specific issues con-
cerning our region

• to produce studies and analyses that may contribute to the formulation of proac-
tive policies responding to the new challenges of our region

• to organise periodic training sessions in the field of intercultural dialogue and
regional integration gathering various stakeholders

• to encourage universities and research institutions to develop focused studies on
the main trends in the region, anticipative and scenario-building approaches

• Status and autonomy of the Centre

The credibility of this type of Centre lies in its independence, that it will have to
prove in the choice of issues to debate, and in the objectivity of the studies that it will
conduct.
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The studies and analyses conducted and encouraged by the Centre will be action
oriented. Their main objective will consist of influencing policies and engaging strat-
egies of action fostering participative development, pacific cooperation and mutually
beneficial integration of the countries of the Horn of Africa.

This autonomy and independence of the Centre are crucial given the rarity of in-
stitutes in the Horn of Africa responding to the exigency of such credibility. To that
end, an Ethical Code of Conduct will be elaborated in order to ensure the independ-
ence of the Centre.

The Centre will function as an open exchange network on an international scale
and will regroup intellectuals and professionals from the countries of IGAD, as well
as those from the Diaspora.

 

Programme of activities

 

In the first phase, the Centre will establish a three-year programme including the fol-
lowing activities:

• organization of 2 seminars per year on particular issues to be defined by the
governing body.

• completion of 2 or 3 studies/analyses by consultants every year on crucial issues
for the sub-region or for specific countries within the sub-region.

• publication of a quarterly Web journal in French and English (also available in a
printed version).

• publication of the results of studies and the proceedings of experts’ meetings.

• update of the website and the set-up of databases (human resources, studies, bib-
liographies, meetings, etc) and documentation.

• follow-up of contacts and cooperation with other organizations and forums, par-
ticipation in meetings and conferences organised by other similar institutions.

This initiative has raised the interest of UNESCO, which has provided the necessary
budget for its launching activities. It also raised the interest of other Institutions such
as the Secretariat of IGAD and the Regional Bureau of Heinrich Boll Foundation.

The budget provided by UNESCO has served to launch a feasibility study on the
creation in our region of a Centre of Anticipative Studies and Regional Integration
in the Horn of Africa.

This study has been undertaken in the region during this summer by a Somali
consultant, Mr Mustafa Ismael who was supposed to present to you the findings. Un-
fortunately, he was not able to attend the conference.
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In the absence of the consultant, let me give you a brief information on this study
that UNESCO has commissioned in order to assess the utility and feasibility of such
a Centre in our region.

The main objectives of the study were to:

2) Assess the activities and impact of regional organisations dealing with regional in-
tegration and cooperation in the Horn of Africa: degree of integration, achievements
and shortcomings, impact on human security, peace and regional stability, relevance
of research and the role of intellectuals in the process of regional integration
3) Assess the existing institutions, centres or structures for geopolitical and prospec-
tive research in the sub-region: analysis of research and policy advocacy capacities
(constraints, strengths and weaknesses),
contributions and priority areas of activities (programmes evaluation), resources, re-
cent trends and opportunities
4) identify professionals in Africa and in the rest of the world and resource persons
within African Studies Associations
5) Study the feasability of a Centre specialised in anticipative reflection and scenario-
building methodologies on the Horn of Africa: mission statement, mandate, objec-
tive, code of conduct, expected results of the Centre, organisational and administra-
tive structure, legal status, bye laws, methodological approches, priority areas of ac-
tivities, programmes and budgets, strategy for partnership and fundraising, out-
comes

The study confirmed the necessity of such a Centre and its complementarity with the
missions and activities of the existing research structures and institutions.

The study also showed that the establishment of yet another research Centre in
the region can only be justified if a capable and committed core group with far sight,
clear vision and a strong sense of mission assume the responsibilities. In the initial
phase, this group will need the support of a committed and patient donor that is pre-
pared to provide the necessary freedom from pressures and constraints who generally
endanger such initiative. Equally important is the fairness of the collaborators, the
host country and regional governments to avoid undue influences.

The study proposed to involve the Greater Horn of Africa and include in the
project all the countries that are members of IGAD.

The study recommended that in the preparation phase the initiators should adopt
a low profile in their contact with regional governmental authorities. In the initial
phase, the project should be discussed at a professional level with scholars, intellec-
tuals and concerned non-governmental partners. It is stressed that it is important for
the project to be perceived as an initiaitve emanating from the intellectuals of the re-
gion. This ownership is paramount for the credibility of the project.

The study also recommended that a step-by-step approach should be adopted to
better manage the usual obstacles in an institution-building process. It particularly
recommended a two-phased approach in which stakeholders can have sufficient time
to built confidence and make the appropriate choices and decisions.
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The study proposed to establish this Centre in a country where everybody can feel
secure and comfortable and has identified Djibouti, Headquarter of IGAD, as a po-
tential site.

The first phase, which should last about 2-3 years, consists of establishing a Forum
of Intellectuals of the Greater Horn of Africa. The main aim of this light and infor-
mal structure will be to organise each year 2 meetings on specific issues on the region.
Before each meeting, a series of focused studies related to the themes defined, should
be undertaken in order to give deep insight on the issues and offer different perspec-
tives. These studies will serve to professionalise and feed the debates.

During this phase a Website will be also be created to publish the results of the
studies, the proceedings of the Forum and the recommendations formulated towards
policy-makers

This trial period aims to facilitate capacity-building in the management of contra-
dictory points of view and consolidation of consensus on certain regional issues of
common interest. It is important at this stage to avoid any formalisation of the proc-
ess.
It is proposed to establish on Ad Hoc basis a small Coordination Unit of 2 qualified
and committed professionals living in the region to provide the necessary adminis-
trative support to the Forum during this first period.

Based on the lessons drawn from the experience with the Forum of Intellectuals
during this first phase of 2-3 years, the Steering Committee of the project will then
discuss the possibilities and modalities for the establishment of a permanent Centre
of Anticipative Studies and Regional Integration in the Horn.

The study proposed to organise a preparatory meeting in Djibouti in December
2004 gathering 2 intellectuals from each of the 7 IGAD countries to discuss in detail
all the issues. This meeting will more particularly discuss the following issues:

• elaboration of an Ethical Code of Conduct

• Organisation and coordination of the Forum of Intellectuals

• definition of themes to be discussed during the coming meetings of the Forum

• UNESCO has already committed to fund the preparatory meeting as well the
first regular meeting of the Forum. The Regional Bureau of the Heinrich Boll
Foundation has also committed to provide funds other meetings of the Forum.

I would like to thank the organisers of this conference who have given me the opp-
ortunity to share with you this initiative. Of course, your contribution and partici-
pation in this project will be very welcome. I am at your disposal for any further in-
formation on this initiative. I thank for your attention.
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Amira Awad Osman

 

Women of the Horn in 
Diaspora: From Victims to 
Powerful Actors

 

For more than two decades the number of people from the Horn of Africa seeking
refuge, abroad, has increased dramatically. Several conditions such as armed conflicts,
lack of democracy and widespread human rights abuses in these countries have gen-
erated substantial refugee flows to neighbouring countries such as Kenya and Tanza-
nia as well as to remote destinations such as Europe, the USA, Canada and Australia.
All have contributed to the emergence of new Diaspora populations. 

These new Diaspora populations have faced many problems and challenges. This
paper highlights problems and obstacles facing women of the Horn in Diaspora.
These problems include the hostile environment towards refugees that has been per-
petuated by the right wing media in the West. The paper also explores challenges fac-
ing women of the Horn in Diaspora and how they managed to tackle them. It also
looks at the positive role that they play to build up their countries and to promote
peace, security, human rights and development. 

 

Problems

 

Generally Diaspora population, notably asylum seekers and refugees, face many
problems before they settle in. Women in particular face huge problems during their
displacement process and even after they have settled in.

In Diaspora women find themselves in a relatively alien environment without a
relative or kinship support. Some of them feel less empowered due to language bar-
riers, loneliness, unemployment and racism. Refugee Action, an independent charity
that works with refugees to build new lives in the UK has documented different sto-
ries about women asylum seekers and refugees from the Horn of Africa and elsewhere
who have undergone many problems including lack of safety, particularly after the
Home office introduced its 
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Dispersal policy.

 

1

 

 (Refugee Action 2004). The dispersal policy was meant to re-
duce pressure on London boroughs and the Southeast, therefore, asylum seekers were
sent to northern cities such as Hull, Glasgow and Sunderland. In these cities it
seemed that many people were not tolerant of other races and culture. In Sunderland,
for example, more than 100 ‘racial incidents’ have been reported in there after an Ira-
nian asylum seeker was killed. Later the Home Office stopped dispersing asylum-
seekers to Sunderland (Women’s Asylum News 2002: 7). In such a hostile environ-
ment women asylum seekers feel vulnerable and unsafe. A study by (Dumper 2002:
6) reveals that sending women’s asylum seekers to areas that have many incidents of
racial harassment increases women’s vulnerability and makes them feel unsafe. Her
study shows that nearly 83% of women asylum seekers rarely go out due to fear of
racial attacks.

Women asylum seekers and refugees also feel unsafe when they are accommodated
in mixed sex hostels because such accommodation exposes them to high risk of sexual
abuse (Women Asylum News 2002). In particular, women victims of rape and tor-
ture feel terrified by sharing accommodation with males (Refugee Media Action
Group 2006).

These problems have become a concern for many pro-asylum organisations and a
number of attempts have been made to tackle them. One example is a programme
run by Refugee. 

 

The media

 

In recent years asylum has been the subject of the media. Refugee Action (Refugee
Action 2005) in the UK has pointed out that the media coverage on asylum in the
UK is negative and misinformed. This misrepresentation of asylum has been exploit-
ed by the right wing activists who campaign against asylum. Anti-asylum campaign-
ers often refer to asylum seekers as ’bogus asylum seekers’. All create a hostile envi-
ronment against asylum seekers and refugees and increases racial attacks on them.

 

1 This policy was introduced by the Home Office in 1999. It was meant to send or disperse asylum
seekers to different regions. A new department, called the National Asylum Support Services
(NASS) was set up to coordinate the dispersal arrangement. 

Action and St. Peter Church in Nottingham. This programme aims to provide a space for wo-
men in Diaspora to reunite, socialise and to discuss barriers facing them in their new settlement.
The programme also provides help in different areas such as housing, schooling, training, employ-
ment and legal advice to women asylum seekers and refugees (Refugee Action 2004).

Moreover, many women asylum seekers and refugees from the Horn of Africa have worked there
as volunteers. They hold different qualifications, possess rich experience and speak different langua-
ges. Their expertise is crucial in assisting new comers who seek help before settling down. This is a
positive contribution which illustrates positive images of women from the Horn in Diaspora. It is
also a challenge to the negative images shown by the right wing media discussed below.
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Yet, the media ignores the other side of the story. The enormous contribution that
women asylum seekers and refugees make to social, economic and cultural life in the
UK (Refuge Action 2005) as well as to their homelands in terms of development,
conflict resolution and peace and building. 

 

Positive contributions

 

Experiences of women in Diaspora, in particular women asylum seekers and refugees
show positive contributions to their homelands. These include their financial contri-
butions to their relatives and communities at home, building their own women’s or-
ganisations abroad, being active members of community-based organisations in exile
and challenging the patriarchal system that perpetuates women’s subordination.

 

Financial contribution/remittances

 

It has been argued that remittances have reached $100 billion in 2000. This is regard-
ed as a large proportion of world financial flows. About 60% of the global remittanc-
es went to developing countries (Van Hear 2003). 

However, literature on remittances tends to focus more on labour migrants, ignor-
ing refugees’ contribution. However, refugees do send remittances to their home-
lands using similar channels within the international finance system as labour mi-
grants to move money freely (Thomson 2005: 14).

It has been acknowledge that refugees and other migrants have a positive econom-
ic influence on the homeland by sending remittances to their relatives and commu-
nities. Yet not much has been done to investigate such experiences. 

Remittances from Diaspora to their families are used for family needs, health care,
education, and housing and to pay debt. In other words, to promote welfare of fam-
ilies and communities. In Sudan, for example, many families rely heavily on remit-
tances sent from abroad to meet their basic needs and as well as to pay for funeral,
wedding and 

 

’Eids

 

’ (religious celebrations) expenses. 
Many people in Diaspora prefer to send money using informal channels because

they are quicker and cheap. Moreover, as is the case in Sudan and Somalia many peo-
ple do not trust banking system. Therefore, sending money with friends is perceived
as easy, more reliable and trusty than using banks. It also has no taxation fee to pay. 
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Women’s Organisations

 

In Diaspora women from the Horn have formed their own organisations such as
Nuba Mountains Women Group in London (Alrasheed 2006: 14), Southern Suda-
nese Women Group in London, Sudanese Women’s Group in Brighton and Hove
and Sudanese Women’s Voice for Peace in Nairobi. These women’s organisations are
involved in many activities such as training on gender issues, conflict resolution and
peace building.

In the United Kingdom, notably in the East Midlands (Nottingham and Leices-
ter) Somali women have challenged the male-dominated perception which portrays
women as housewives with little contribution to the public arena. They have devel-
oped a web of social relations and formed their women’s only organisations to discuss
issues affecting their new lives in exile including their gender roles. In this sense these
women’s only project could be seen as an informal forum developed by women to
help them challenge their social exclusion and to empower them.

In the city of London Ethiopian and Eritrean women have improved their entre-
preneur skills and become engaged in different small business activities such as res-
taurants and cafes to generate income to help them to support themselves and to im-
prove their living standard as well as to send remittances to their families and com-
munities in their homeland. Thus, challenging the economic exclusion that many
women in Diaspora are exposed to and also giving them financial independence and
economic power. Moreover, gaining economic power could lead to decision-making
power at household level. Thus, challenging the patriarchal system that perpetuates
male’s domination.

In Sweden, where a large population of Somali people have settled, many Somali
women have gone home for a few months to offer their expertise. They have engaged
in different community activities such as capacity building programmes for women’s
NGOs, training and teaching and income generating activities (Personal communi-
cation, Sweden, August 2006).

Women’s organisations in exile also network with different organisations particu-
larly those which work for peace to share information and also to promote the role
of women in peace processes and peace reconstruction. They also lobby the interna-
tional community for support and help in reconstructing war-torn areas in their
countries.

 

Community organisations

 

It is well known that in Diaspora community organisations flourish. These organisa-
tions are established to provide different services and support to its members. An ex-
ample of these community organisations is Diaspora, a South Sudanese organisation
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based in the UK. One aim of this organisation is to promote positive images of asy-
lum seekers and refugees and to achieve integration and social inclusion. The organ-
isation is involved in a wide range of activities such as challenging discrimination as
well as facilitating access to legal services (Diaspora 2006). The organisation also runs
a project aiming to use skills and education gained by the Southern Sudanese Diaspo-
ra while they were abroad to improve health and education facilities in Southern Su-
dan (Diaspora 2006).

 

Galia

 

 (community group) is another form of community organisation among Su-
danese people. The 

 

Galia

 

 acts as an effective forum for cultural, literacy and commu-
nity information. In 

 

Galia

 

 Sudanese women are active members and are involved in
a wide ranges of social and cultural activities Moreover, they have taken a leadership
role in these 

 

Galia

 

 as is the case in Birmingham and Glasgow where women have be-
come Chairperson of 

 

Galia 

 

demonstrating a leadership capacity in a male-dominated
sphere. 

 

Conflict resolution and peace building

 

Women of the Horn of Africa have realised the heavy cost of armed conflicts. In exile
they have mobilised and organised themselves to promote conflict resolution and
peace building and formed their own peace building organisations. For instance, Su-
danese Women’s Association in Nairobi (SWAN) has set up its agenda for peace and
engaged in many activities related to conflict resolutions and peace reconstruction
such as women’s human rights, political participation as well as psychosocial trauma
management. The organisation also provides training for women and equips them
with skills needed for the development of their country.

 

Changes in gender roles and gender relations

 

It seems that life in exile, particularly in the West, has led to changes in gender roles
and gender relations. Research done by Benesova (undated) on Sudanese Diaspora
in North East Florida shows how gender roles have been affected by the new life in
the USA. The study looks at Nuer people of Southern Sudan who, traditionally, have
well defined gender roles embedded in their culture. However, these traditional gen-
der roles are not necessary practiced among Nuer people in the Diaspora. In Diaspo-
ra Nuer male superiority is challenged. They are no longer the sole breadwinners of
their families. By contrast, women have set up in new gender roles and become more
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independent. This might cause tension at the household level and stress to males who
resist change. 

Another study by Hassan (2002) reveals how Somali women in the UK rejected
their traditional culture that gives husbands authority over their wives. A traditional
power relation at the household level that allows husbands to control their wives is
no longer accepted in the UK. A Somali woman narrates ”Men should learn how to
cook, do the laundry and change the nappies” (Hassan 2002), a new male role which
used to be a female role in Somali. This led to an increase in marriage breakdown.
However, women have become shapers of their lives. 

On the other hand men seem not happy with the new culture that they need to
understand and to response to positively. They put religion to stop women taking
new roles. Men ”are using religion as a scapegoat when they say that women are aban-
doning Islam. This is the way this country is, and we should adapt to it”, said a female
interviewee (Hassan 2002). 

The above Sudanese and Somali experience was not exclusive to them as other
women of the Horn in the UK and the USA have similar experiences. However, it
seems that little has been written to document them.

 

Conclusion

 

Women from the Horn in Diaspora, notably, women asylum seekers and refugees
face many problems such as loneliness, racism and isolation. However, women have
come together to challenge these obstacles and to empower themselves. They have
also been able to make enormous contributions to development, conflict resolutions
and peace building in their countries of origin. 

Women in Diaspora have also explored new opportunities open for them and be-
come economically independent and able to contribute financially to their relatives
and communities at home by sending remittances. 

At community-based organisations women in Diaspora have become engaged in
different cultural and social activities. Furthermore, they have launched their own or-
ganisations and developed active forums to influence peace, democracy and human
rights in their homelands, as well as lobbying the international community to re-
spond positively to peace reconstruction process in their homelands. In other words,
they have become active actors rather than powerless victims.
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Håkan Wiberg

 

Diasporas and Conflict

 

How do diasporas and conflicts affect each other? No simple and straightforward re-
ply can be given to this question; too much depends on how the question is formu-
lated and on other circumstances. Let me there start with some clarifications.

 

1. Varieties of ”conflict”

 

One way of using the word ”conflict” that is fairly widespread in mass media is to
make it tantamount to ”armed conflict” or at least to parties trying to harm each oth-
er in some way, such as economic sanctions (which can be far more deadly than wars,
especially for civilians).

In a broader sense of ”conflict”, to describe a conflict we still need to describe be-
haviour, but also the attitudes of the parties to each other as well as the contradictions
that exist between what the parties are trying to achieve: their ”goals”, ”interests” or
whatever term is used to signify what the conflict is about. A possible reason for the
focus on behaviour is that it is easiest to observe, report about and – on TV – to de-
pict. To describe attitudes accurately may call for costly opinion polls, long field
work, etc., none of which may be able to a journalist asked to report within hours.
The same thing goes for contradictions, which calls for a sophisticated sifting
through the propaganda of the parties about their owns goals and the goals of the
opposite party, both of which are often seriously misrepresented, whether by con-
scious lying, wishful thinking or deeper and perhaps unconscious processes. Yet who-
ever tries to understand a conflict, not to speak about assisting somehow in mitigat-
ing or transforming it, on the basis of reports about behaviour only, is likely to fail,
often radically. All these elements, as well as their interrelations, are needed, so it is
normally necessary to dig much deeper than normal journalism normally does. This
should not be read as a generalising criticism of journalists, but rather as a comment
on the system within which they operate and earn their daily bread. Some of them
manage to present a more qualified picture of a conflict nevertheless; others do not
even try, but just reproduce the propaganda of one of the parties.

We also need to make another kind of distinction, this time among different kinds
of armed conflicts. Some classifications are based on quantity. In the scholarly liter-
ature, the threshold for calling something a ”war” is often set at 1,000 casualties per
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year, while what lies between that and 25 casualties is called ”minor armed conflict”,
with ”militarised conflict” used for even smaller ones. For various political and prop-
agandistic reasons, what we hear from politicians and in mass media may sometimes
deviate from these standards: President Clinton denied being at war with Yugoslavia,
President Bush refers to the situation in Iraq as a threatening civil war rather than an
actual civil war. Western mass media has tended to follow their verbiage, with some
hounourable exceptions. In order to count as a war or a minor armed conflict, there
has to be at least two parties that are states or organisations similar to states (control-
ling territory, recruiting armed forces, having decision making procedures, collecting
taxes and providing some services, etc.). One consequence of this is that when the
government engages in genocide but there is no organised resistance it does not
count as ”war”, that in Rwanda with between a half and a million victims being the
most drastic example in recent decades. Genocides may also disappear in statistics (of
wars, that is), by being included in the total casualty figures of even larger wars, like
World War I (Armenians), World War II (Roma and Sinti, Jews, Poles, Russians, etc.)
and others.

Those cases that satisfy the two above criteria (plus one on duration) are then clas-
sified into ”international”, where two or more states fight each other, and ”domestic”
ones that take place inside the boundaries of a single country. The former kind has
remained relatively constant in numbers since World War II, whereas the latter has
multiplied several times and now accounts for some 90 per cent of all wars and minor
armed conflicts. It has become increasingly difficult to draw a clear boundary be-
tween the two types, however, as exemplified by Congo with its government forces,
regional militias and various military units from neighbouring countries, for which
their governments may or may not have or openly take any responsibility. It has also
become increasingly popular for governments that are warring parties by having
troops in other countries to call these ”peacekeepers” whether or not there is any
mandate in international law for them.

Yet even though sharp boundaries cannot be drawn, the distinction is an impor-
tant one, since there is much evidence that domestic and international wars and
armed conflicts have different causalities, dynamics, etc, in important respects. For
instance, if we look at democracy, we find three quite different patterns. If we look
at pairs of states, it comes close to a natural law, at least so far, that democracies do
not fight each other: some studies show no exception at all, others at most very few
and marginal ones. But this cannot be because democracies are more peaceful than
other states. They are not: if we look at the single state level, many studies have ar-
rived at the same result: democracies are on average neither more peaceful, nor more
warlike than others.

It is therefore a tricky and risky matter to extrapolate results on international wars
to domestic ones – but it is equally tricky and risky to extrapolate knowledge about
how individuals and small groups behave to the level of domestic wars. Each level has
its own causal patterns, dynamics, etc., which have to be studied at that level. Unfor-
tunately, the study of domestic wars lies considerably behind that of international
conflicts on the one hand and the micro level on the other hand. This may also be
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assumed to be true for relations between diasporas and conflicts: that they depend on
what kind of conflicts we are discussing. In addition, they must be assumed to de-
pend on what types of diasporas we analyse.

 

2. Types of diasporas

 

Merriam-Webster's Online Dictionary gives the following wider definition of ”di-
aspora” (the more narrow one limits the meaning to Jews):

 

”the movement, migration, or scattering of a people away from an established or ancestral ho-
meland <the black 

 

diaspora

 

 to northern cities> 

 

b:

 

 people settled far from their ancestral home-
lands <African 

 

diaspora

 

> 

 

c:

 

 the place where these people live.”

 

The question is now how much we should modify this for our present use. Let us
focus on b). For the purpose of analysis we must supplement this by looking more
closely at the terms ”people”, ”settled”, ”far from” and ”ancestral homeland”.

 

2.1 The notion of ”people”

 

There are three main ways of defining ”people” or ”nation”: by citizenship, by objec-
tive criteria and by self-image. The traditional French definition of nation makes it
the totality of citizens or denizens in a state. If we simplify a bit, in ordet to find out
somebody's nationality, you look at his or her passport. This is also the traditional
usage in, e.g. UK or US, where ”nationality” tends to appear as a synonym for ”citi-
zenship”.

Whatever merits this kind of definition may have in other purposes, it is largely
useless for analytical purposes. One reason for this is that the concept becomes su-
perfluous, an unnecessary addition to the concept of state. Another is that there
seems to be an underlying assumption that this kind of identity, by citizenship, is the
most important or most fundamental one. Whatever truth this may have in norma-
tive discussions, it does not seem to be generally empirically true. Some people in-
deed think so and behave accordingly, others do not, regarding their class, gender,
religion, etc. as more fundamental, and this may or may not define a contradiction
with state-based identity. When the competing identity is, e.g., religious or ethnon-
ational, there is often a contradiction, expressed in secessionist or autonomist move-
ments.

That brings us to the second main type of definition, more often found in tradi-
tional German thinking, by which a ”Volk” (people or nation) is characterised by a
”Kulturgemeinschaft” (cultural community). When the tradition started more than
two centuries ago, the assumption was often that language was the essential basis of
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such a cultural community, but in broader thinking religion or other cultural features
may also play that role. An additional assumption was soon often made in this kind
of thinking: a nation calls for a state if it does not already have one, and this some-
times went on to demanding that the boundaries of states ought to be made to coin-
cide with the boundaries between nations.

This kind of definition and thinking was underlying much of nineteenth century
(and later) nationalism, first in Europe and then more universally. Such nationalism
could be aimed at unifying states where the same nation was predominant (Germany,
Italy) or (re)creating states for minorities that were local majorities, from Norway and
Finland in the north to Bulgaria and Greece in the south and from Ireland in the west
to Ukraine in the east. After World War I, the principle of national self-determina-
tion, voiced in different ways by President Wilson and Lenin, was given some influ-
ence in drawing boundaries in Europe, even if it was not accepted as a principle: the
drawing could then be based – among other things – on statistics of language or re-
ligion.

For analytical purposes, this kind of definition has the advantage that it often
comes close to how human beings and groups of them actually think and behave. Yet
one limitation is that many others regard their citizenship as more important than
their nationality by this definition. A more fundamental problem is that there is no
single dimension that can be taken as defining ”nationality”. In some cases, such as
Northern Ireland or parts of former Yugoslavia, nationalist movements see having
different religions as more important than having (virtually) the same language. Oth-
er nationalisms, however, are primarily based on language, e.g. Flemish, Catalan or
Albanian. And others again are heavily based on (beliefs about) history, territory, etc.
With this kind of people, to find out where a person belongs we must observe, e.g.
what language s/he speaks best or prefers to speak or what congregation as/he belongs
to – but what to observe depends on what specific people we consider.

The third kind of definition is based on the notion of ”nation” as ”imagined com-
munity”. It should be noted that such a community becomes no less real for being
imagined. In this case we have to ask a person what people s/he belongs to. Objec-
tively observable things, such as passports, speech or rituals may make a membership
probable, sometimes very probable, but does not prove it: there are always excep-
tions, sometimes very many. Persons with the same passport may have different reli-
gions, different languages and identify with different imagined communities. Persons
with the same mother tongue may have different passports, religions and imagined
community memberships. And so forth. 

Yet the advantage with defining ”nation” as an imagined community is that a na-
tion thus defined is a more homogeneous group than if defined by passport, mother
tongue, etc.. It therefore permits us to predict more about what a person belonging
to it will think or do, but we may also bear possible complications in mind. Other
members of the group s/he identifies with may not think that the person really be-
longs (since the birth of Israel there has been a legal/political battle on who is to
count as Jew). Others may include a person into a group s/he does not identify with
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(the Nuremberg race laws in Hitler's Germany defined as Jews many persons who
did not see themselves as Jews – and some of them then began to do so). 

For the purpose of studying diasporas the third definition nevertheless seems to be
the best one, since it guarantees us that what is counted as a diaspora is also likely to
be a community that is active in some way rather than a mere category with no, or
merely accidental, internal interaction.

 

2.2 When are you a diaspora member?

 

This question is about how we should interpret the word ”settled”. At one end, we
have a person who has recently arrived in a new country and, say, has a temporary
residence permit; at the other end we have one whose ancestors came to this country
several generations ago. Where should we draw a limit? The best answer to this is that
this is not a matter of time but of identification. The person may see the new country
as merely a temporary host or as the country where s/he will stay forever. In the
former case, the thinking may be more or less illusory among, e.g., labour migrants
or political refugees: the person thinks s/he will move back and in some ways behaves
as if s/he will, but does not actually do so, and it eventually becomes obvious, at least
to others, that s/he never will.

The best solution seems to be to follow what is also a frequent scholarly usage and
avoid any imposed time limit, rather making it an empirical question how attitudes
and actions are affected by the length of stay in the host country. There is another
decision to make, however: whether to base ascription of membership in a diaspora
on objective facts (date of arrival, residence, passport, etc.) or on subjective identifi-
cation. For analytical purposes the latter is best, so we may operate with that as ”ac-
tual diaspora” and reserve ”potential diaspora” for those who satisfy some objective
criteria that can be checked with various public registers. It then becomes empirical
questions whether the potential becomes actual (some migrants never think of them-
selves as diaspora, giving their loyalty entirely to the host country) and how long it
then remains (some groups cultivate their diaspora identity for generations after the
immigration, others do not.)

 

2.3 How far from home – and where is home?

 

The dictionary definition includes ”far away” but says nothing about how far. From
an analytical point of view, there do not seem to be strong reasons to distinguish dif-
ferent categories of exiles on solely geographical grounds, but rather accept that Leb-
anese diaspora can be found in Turkey as well as Ghana and Jewish in Egypt as well
as in Canada. Possible effects of geographical location should be made empirical
questions rather than built into definitions.

The final phrase, ”from ancestral homelands”, may also raise more problems than
it solves. It is better to use ”perceived ancestral homelands”, since the issue as to what
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was whose when is often a controversial one between, e.g., Jews and Palestinians,
Hungarians and Romanians, Serbs and Albanians, Amharas and Somalis – the full
list is very long indeed. In many of these cases, the issue is even controversial among
serious scholars or depends very much on exactly how the issue is formulated. In ad-
dition, it is as true here as elsewhere that people act on the basis of what they believe,
not on what is actually the case according to scholars (who may support or contradict
the belief, or abstain from judgment). 

 

3. The creation of diasporas

 

Let us now use the distinctions made in the previous section to look at the different
ways in which diasporas can be created, transformed or disappear. One obvious con-
dition for a person becoming a potential diaspora member is – tautologically – mi-
gration (sometimes by his or her ancestors) from a state A to a state B. This may be
due to push factors in A, such as international or domestic war, autocratic rule, pov-
erty and unemployment, discrimination of some religious, ethnonational or other
group the migrant belongs to (sometimes the state A even has an active policy to
make them disappear, whether by voluntary migration or expulsion, forced conver-
sion or even genocide). It may also be due to pull factors in state B: wealth, employ-
ment opportunities, political system (liberty, non-discrimination, etc.) or an active
immigration policy with easy residence permits and citizenship, benefits and land
grants, etc.) and the presence in B of many immigrants from A. In some cases, the
same factor can simultaneously be read as a push factor in A and a pull factor in B.

Since there are many possible combinations of push and pull factors, we must also
expect many kinds of potential as well as actual diaspora members. Under what cir-
cumstances do potential diaspora members also form an active diaspora that engages
in some kinds of collective actions? Under what circumstances does such a diaspora
define itself in terms of the state they came from? When does it do so in terms of
some micro region, political faction and/or religious or ethnonational subgroup in
A? When will macro regional or even more widely transcending identities (Scandi-
navian or Francophone, Jewish or Moslem, Palestinian or Kurdish) predominate over
identification with state A?

Another set of questions concerns the types of collective action an actual diaspora
engages in. They may consist in mutual aid within the diaspora, in political and other
actions to defend or improve the conditions of that diaspora (and perhaps others as
well) or improve things in B more generally. They may also consist in actions aimed
at affecting conditions in the state A that the diaspora comes from: improving its
economy or strengthening a mafia, promote or subvert democracy, strengthen it as a
state or promote secession from it, and so forth. Some diasporas engage exclusively
in collective action in their host country, others exclusively at their country of origin,
and others again combine both types of actions.
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In the present context, it is obviously impossible even to begin to answer all these
questions. Some general hypothesis must be enough, focusing especially on what
makes diasporas engage in their country of (most recent) origin and what kind of en-
gagement we may expect. For example, the stronger the relative weight of pull factors
and the easier integration into the host country has been, the less likely are we to get
a diaspora whose members give particular weight to precisely that group membership
in relation to others: it tends to be groups that are in various ways discriminated
against in the host country that form active diasporas (which may then live on even
after the removal of the discrimination. At the individual level, the more an immi-
grant sees his or her existence in the host country as temporary, the more likely s/he
is to become active in a diaspora trying to affect the country of origin (or some small-
er region in it or wider region around it).

Some groups can then be identfied as particularly likely to engage in diasporas try-
ing to affect their country of origin. Students belong there: with a few historical ex-
ceptions, e.g., some periods in South Korea and Iran, most students return to their
country of origin and also expect to do so. Labour migrants is another group, at least
as long as they still think that they will return. Refugees from hardships that are ex-
pected to be temporary, such as dictatorship, war and other forms of collective vio-
lence, will often expect to return once the situation has improved (and in the cases
when the expectation is illusory, this may take long time to realise).

 

4. Conflicts affect diasporas

 

Conflicts may thus affect diasporas in direct and indirect ways. Direct ways include
fleeing or getting expelled from present or anticipated war zones, escaping conscrip-
tion into one of the warring forces, etc. Indirect ways include cases where areas get
so impoverished by various economic effects of the war, including environmental
degradation, or by a vast influx of refugees that migration is seen as the only way to
survive. In both cases, the great majority of refugees move to neighbouring countries
even though a minor part of them may stay all over the world. We have many present
or recent conflicts that have created or widened existing diasporas: Former Yugosla-
via, Lebanon, Iraq, Afghanistan, Sri Lanka, the Horn of Africa, the Great Lakes area,
Colombia, Peru, Guatemala, El Salvador, just to mention a few major cases, which
also illustrate the considerable variety in how refugees are dispersed, what political,
etc. sympathies they have and what influence, if any, that they are able to mobilise in
their country of origin and in their host country. 

As a special category we have domestic conflicts where an existing diaspora in the
country is victimised. In some cases this is a diaspora from a neighbouring country
whose relationships with the host country have changed in such a way that the di-
aspora is suddenly regarded as suspect, whether or not there is any ”objective' foun-
dation for this. In some cases, a group has moved (or been moved) in during colonial
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rule and managed to establish itself as an economic middle group that gets victimised
after independence: Chinese in South East Asia, Indians and Pakistanis in Fiji, East
Africa and Guyana, Lebanese in West Africa, Jews in many countries. 

How diasporas are created and what positions they take depends, among other
things, on the nature of the conflicts that may have contributed to creating them.
Refugees from an international war that country A is involved in may become strong-
ly patriotic in some cases and equally hostile in other cases, e.g. when they belong to
an ethnonational group that is a minority in A but a majority in a country that A is
at war with. Refugees from a domestic war may identify themselves with the country
and its government, with a political opposition trying to take over power in the coun-
try, or with a regional and/or ethnonational group seeking secession (Irish, Jews, etc.
yesterday; Tamils, Kurds, Palestinians and others today). Conflicts that the country
of origin gets involved in may unite the diaspora in another (rallying around the flag,
even though this is often no longer their first flag). They may also do the very oppo-
site, e.g. in conflicts with strong ethnonational elements. When the conflicts in
Former Yugoslavia became more visible and eventually violent, the Yugoslav clubs
elsewhere disintegrated into Croat, Serb and other organisations.

 

5. Diasporas may affect conflicts in many different ways

 

In relation to a conflict in a country, the diaspora(s) coming from it may do many
things, including nothing: they may or may not be intended to affect the conflict,
and intended actions may be successful, counterproductive or entirely ineffective.
First, actions may consist in financial remittances to that country. Second, they may
express political involvement there. Third, they may be part of a more civic involve-
ment there. Fourth, they may consist in lobbying in the host country. Let us now
look more closely at these varieties.

 

5.1 Remittances and investments from diaspora

 

Remittances from (potential or actual) diasporas to recipients in the country is a nor-
mal thing even in peace time. For many labour migrants, making such remittances
may be the primary purpose of staying abroad. Even students and other groups with
limited resources may make considerable sacrifices to support their relatives. Such re-
mittances are very important sources of hard currency in several countries, e.g.
Former Yugoslavia after 1965. When the so-called oil crisis in 1973 decreased em-
ployment opportunities in Western Europe, remittances also decreased, which
brought the country to borrow a lot, which in its turn had catastrophical effects when
it became dependent on the International Monetary Fund and therefore moved clos-
er and closer to the eventual civil war. 
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In other cases, the main type of remittances are investments rather than support,
and this is sometimes also a very important source. When the Lebanese reconstruc-
tion blossomed in the 1990ies after the successful Taif agreement, this was to a large
extent due to investments from the Lebanese in Western Europe, West Africa and
North America; and this contributed considerably to healing the wounds after the
long civil war, which was also demonstrated during the Israeli aggression in 2006: the
Lebanese largely stood together against it. Whatever the intentions, remittances and
investments also tend to be beneficial with respect to conflict, since the better off a
country is economically, the lower is the risk for domestic violent conflict.

Sometimes, mitigating conflict is one aim of remittances, especially when these go
to building up civil society in the country of origin. This cannot be generalised how-
ever. Diaspora organisations – among other NGOs – are sometimes figureheads for
parts of the state machinery in the host country, which may be more interested in
getting influence than in promoting peace (or manages to to make itself believe that
the former aim will support the latter). No other state need be involved, however, for
remittances to promote conflict. If the diasporas from Lebanon, Former Yugoslavia
and elsewhere played a positive role in some periods, the opposite was true in other
periods when remittances rather went to conflicting parties. Serb, Croat and Moslem
exile organisations contributed greatly to supporting their own groups in Former Yu-
goslavia, including militias and their illegal procurement of arms from all over the
world. Kosovo/a Albanians all over Western Europe were taxed (theoretically making
voluntary contributions) by the leadership there, the control over these funds was an
object of conflict, even political murders, among that leadership, with the most vio-
lence-oriented one, the UCK, as eventual winner, which paved the way for the esca-
lation of that conflict. Some exile organisations are ”more Catholic than the pope”.

 

5.2 Political involvement in the country of origin

 

In this case, too, there are no easy generalisations available. Diasporas may play al-
most any role in relation to conflicts in their countries of origin, depending, among
other things, on the relative weights of political (left/right, etc.), ethnonational and
religious, regional and other elements – including sheer greed – in these conflicts. Di-
asporas may sympathize with both the state and its government, especially when the
conflict is with a neighbouring state or the government is fighting some small groups
that are seen as extremist by most or all of the diaspora. They may be positive to the
state but negative to the regime, especially when a large part of the diaspora consists
of refugees from that regime. Such refugees sometimes have the attitude ”right or
wrong, my country!” in case of its conflicts with neighbouring states, such as the
Ethio-Somali conflict, where refugees often stood by their state of origin even when
hating the regime in that state.

In other cases, diaspora members have the advantage before their fellows in their
country of origin that they have more experience of other parts of the world and see
a wider spectrum of mass media than their fellows there, where TV and newspapers
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are often biased and propagandistic. This may give a better understanding of the con-
flict and more open eyes for other transformation possibilities than those seen inside
the warring parties, which may add some creativity and new alternatives. When a war
is going on between two states or between different parties inside one state, it is quite
rare for members of diasporas to go as far as to physical violence against each other
even when they take part in the propaganda war in favour of the state or group they
sympathize with. There are also examples of at least part of the diaspora transcending
cleavages between conflict parties and trying to assist or promote conflict transfor-
mation and reconciliation. Some people inside and outside Former Yugoslavia iden-
tified themselves as ”Yugoslavs” rather than Serbs, Croats, Moslems, etc. – or later as
”Bosnians” rather than Serbs, Croats or Bosniacs (which was now the new name of
the Moslems) – and the peace movements in the different republics managed to keep
some contact even when the wars were raging, even though they did not manage to
find a common standpoint beyond the preference for dialogue before war. Groups
from the Horn of Africa have tried to promote reconciliation both inside and be-
tween the states they come from. Such attempts call for tenacity and a long term per-
spective: in the short run, the predominant heavy partisanship in the area of conflict
tends to outweigh relatively feeble attempts in the opposite direction from outside.
Sooner or later, however, the time may be ripe due to disillusionment, war-weariness,
etc., and a window of opportunity opens itself for negotiations and agreements: and
diaspora groups may contribute to the time getting ripe a bit earlier, to the opportu-
nities actually being seized by the parties, and with constructive proposals to inject
into the negotiations. Support for civil society in the country of origin may be one
way of mediating this kind of influence from abroad.

This is the positive picture of diaspora influence: there is also a negative one. Di-
aspora support may also go to the parts of civil society that are polarising their society,
to extreme and even violent ethnonational parties and organisations – in some cases
these even have their headquarters, financial centres, etc. among the diasporas. Once
more, diasporas may have quite different kinds of influence, sometimes simultane-
ously, and there do not seem to be any simple generalisations that cover all cases: this
has to be studied case by case and calls for knowledge about the country of origin as
well as the host country.

 

5.3 Lobbying and influence in host countries

 

Conflicts in or of the country of origin may be a matter of indifference to the poten-
tial diaspora: persons from there who give first priority to integrating into their host
country and who do not see any need for collective actions to achieve this. They have
little or no interest in standing up in their host country as spokesmen for a state or a
group that they have left for good.

Actual diasporas are in a different situation and often wish to exert influence in
their host country to affect its sympathies and policies concerning conflicts far
abroad to which the diasporas have links. To what extent they succeed in this and
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what policies they promote depends on the characters of the host country, the coun-
try of origin and the diaspora itself.

There is a rich variety of host countries, taking into account degree of democracy,
formal and real freedom of expression; right wing or centrist or left wing predomi-
nance; possible colonial past; isolationism or interventionism in foreign policy ori-
entation; international influence of various kinds, and so forth. In some cases, the ef-
fects are obvious: it is generally easier to lobby in a democracy with a high degree of
real freedom of expression than it is elsewhere, to lobby for a state or group with the
same orientation as the host country and to lobby for support to somebody or some-
thing in an interventionist host country. Even here, there are exceptions, e.g. when
geopolitical considerations dominate over ideological ones, as illustrated by the agil-
ity with which USA and USSR switched sides between Ethiopia and Somalia. 

Other cases are more difficult to predict, e.g. the effects of having a colonial past
or of being a great or a minor power. Real freedom of expression may be at least as
important as the formal one. When a diaspora group is regarded as suspect – with or
without justification – by the elite of the host country, there will be mighty gatekeep-
ers in the way of access to mass media even if there is no formal censorship. The same
is true if a competing diaspora group has managed to get heavy influence in the host
country.

The effects of the country of origin depend on realities as well as images. It is easier
to lobby in a simple two-party conflict than in a more complex one, for which reason
such simplifications are often made (and often create great harm, since two-party
conflicts and conflicts with three or more parties have quite different conflict logic).
In our state-centered world, it is easier to lobby in favour of (or against) a state than
other kinds of organisation. It is easier to lobby for a present (and often even former)
ally of the host country than the opposite. It becomes more difficult to lobby for or
against anybody if the host country is largely or completely unknown, and also if it
or even its region have an image, well-founded or not, as ”a permanent trouble spot”,
”ancient ethnic hatreds”, etc.

Some diasporas have had very little success in influenceing their host country, oth-
ers have managed to get quite powerful, such as the Irish diaspora in the United
States, the Jewish or pro-Israeli lobby in the United States and elsewere, the Croat
diaspora in Germany, Sweden and elsewhere, the Armenian dispora in France, and
so forth. Sometimes sheer bulk counts: tens of millions of US citizens see themselves
as Irish-Americans. Sometimes other resources count, such as the considerable polit-
ical and information power of the pro-Israeli groups in USA. Sometimes it is a matter
of skill: both pro-Israeli and pro-Croat groups had political subgroups who cultivated
good relations with their political sister organisations in host countries, thus gener-
ating a broad political consensus there in favour of their cause. In this respect, the
Serbs were largely beaten in the West even before the wars started and this was com-
pleted in USA when skilled PR firms managed to make American Jews disregard the
antisemitic statements and genocide denials of President Tudjman. In the West, it
took the Palestinians decades to come even close to matching the pro-Israeli, to some
extent in Western Europe and even a little extent in USA.



 

48 Dahre

 



 

What the diaspora groups lobby for or against varies greatly. At one extreme end,
they sometimes lobby for the host country going to war against their enemies, some-
times under the name of ”peacekeeping” or ”peace enforcement”. The opposite end
is exemplified by lobbying for their host country, its regional organisations or the UN
appearing in support of dialogue, reconciliation and reconstruction. Different parts
of a diaspora may do different things. One part of the Irish diaspora in USA directly
supported the IRA in Northern Ireland, whereas the majority rather supported get-
ting USA to contribute to a negotiated solution and peace agreement between all par-
ties in UK, Northern Ireland and the Irish Republic.

We can see a similar variety among different African diasporas abroad. Some sym-
pathise with their country of origin, but not with its regime, e.g. campaigning in dif-
ferent ways against bad government there, lobbying for conditionalities on foreign
aid and loans, etc. Others are lobbying for one of the parties in civil wars, whether
government or opposition forces – or for their country of origin in armed conflict
with or in another state, or being the victim of that. And others still have more pos-
itive aims and a higher level of identification, in solidarity with Africa as a whole, or
with some sub-region: the Horn of Africa, the Great Lakes area, Southern Africa,
Western Africa. It is among them we should look for a brighter future.

 

6. Coda: diasporas and conflicts

 

As you can see, the present paper provides little of simple and clear-cut answers as to
how diasporas and conflicts are related, the most frequent one being, ”it all depends”.
I would maintain that this is because by and large they do not exist: we have to ask
more questions about what it depends on and what we need to know in order to find
that out. The paper is therefore primarily an attempt to map more questions in the
hope that dealing with them will improve our understanding of the relations and of
how to promote the more positive kind of influence that diasporas may be able to
have, and in some cases have even demonstrated ability to achieve.
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Martin Hill

 

Defending Human Rights in the 
Horn of Africa: Opportunities 
for the Refugee Diasporas

 

Thank you again to the organizers for inviting me again to speak at this fifth annual
conference on the Horn of Africa. I am here representing Amnesty International, an
independent global human rights membership organization founded 45 years ago
which campaigns without any political partiality on the whole range of human rights
worldwide. My own position is Researcher on the Horn of Africa, covering Somalia,
Somaliland, Eritrea, Ethiopia and Djibouti.

At last year’s conference, which was an almost civil society gathering, I spoke about
human rights in the Horn of Africa. This year, the focus turns to the diasporas from
the countries of the Horn, most of whom have been or are refugees fleeing from hu-
man rights violations and conflict. Much could be said here about the protection of
their rights in their countries of asylum or new citizenship, but that is not the subject
of this conference. This conference is about how the diasporas, far from your
countries of origin, can contribute to peace, reconciliation, human rights, democra-
cy, the rule of law, good governance and sustainable development in the Horn.

The refugee diasporas from the Horn of Africa over the last 20-30 years are in fact
often very closely involved with the situation in the Horn, often to the minute, th-
rough family ties, hundreds of websites and mobile phone connections even to the
remotest areas, sometimes travel to and fro, and active political and economic links
back home. There are hundreds of diaspora community organizations who have
found their way through increasingly difficult asylum procedures. They have establis-
hed themselves in sometimes culturally unfamiliar environments, varying between
the welcoming and the xenophobic. Most work on welfare and identity issues in the
wider society. Many also look back to their homeland, to which they may at some
time be able to return safely. Their financial remittances to their families who are still
there make them significant stakeholders in those national economies. 

There is a wide range of such associations in the countries of asylum. They often
reflect the political, sectarian, ethnic or clan divisions of their country of origin, some
pro-government, others pro-opposition. Some exile opposition groups advocate ar-
med struggle, others have opted for non-violent political strategies. Some diasporas
have formed trans-national coalitions to mobilize people to play a more important
role in their home country. 
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The internet has become an important forum of global diaspora connections. Di-
asporas as well as exile political groups, have set up numerous internet websites, in
English, Arabic, Somali, Amharic and Tigrinya, for example, alongside other websi-
tes of internal political groups, NGOs and governments. 

There are thus many important opportunities for the diaspora to promote peace
and reconciliation, democratization and development, and support human rights de-
fenders “on the front line”. Many diaspora activists have contributed vital documen-
tary research and exposure of human rights violations, especially where access to the
country or a conflict zone is difficult and outside researchers are banned. But the di-
aspora can also fuel conflict in their homeland, for example by spreading the politics
of intolerance or financing armed groups or warlords.

 

A human rights defenders conference in Africa

 

First, I want to tell you about a conference of human rights defenders from the Horn
and East Africa which was held last year in Uganda. Human rights defenders are men
and women human rights activists who are at risk of violations, mostly by their own
government’s security forces but also sometimes by opposition groups. They investi-
gate, report and lobby on human rights issues of all kinds – civil and political rights,
as well as economic, social and cultural rights, including women’s rights and minority
rights. 

Human rights defenders have the support of the UN Declaration on Human
Rights Defenders, which affirms the legitimate role of national human rights defen-
ders. The Declaration also supports their right to work with and be supported by in-
ternational human rights groups. The argument by some governments that human
rights activism from outside the country, whether by the diaspora or an outside gro-
up, is an “interference in internal affairs”, is totally unacceptable in international hu-
man rights law. 

This human rights defenders conference in Uganda was organised by Amnesty In-
ternational and a new human rights defenders project headed by a Somali human
rights defender, Hassan Shire Sheikh, a refugee from Somalia and activist there for
many years with the Dr Ismail Jumaale Human Rights Organization. It brought to-
gether 43 human rights defenders from every country in the sub-region, to share
their experiences, exchange ideas and build a network to support each other. 

They came from countries which had experienced human rights abuses going
back many years in the context of single-party rule, military dictatorship, the struggle
for democracy and fair elections, internal armed conflict and in the extreme case of
Somalia, the long-term collapse of the state and violence by warlords. All had been
at risk of killing, torture, arbitrary detention, unfair trial, kidnapping, physical and
verbal abuse, and specific gender-driven harassment of women’s NGOs or women
activists in other organizations. 
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Unfortunately two of the Ethiopian delegates became refugees while they were at
the conference – they had suddenly become “wanted persons” at home on account
of their peaceful human rights monitoring and media freedom work, and would have
been put on trial for treason if they had gone back to Ethiopia. They are now conti-
nuing their human rights defence work in exile.

One inspiring aspect of the conference (whose report is on our website

 

1

 

) was the
solidarity among the participants, even though some of their countries had been at
war with each other (Ethiopia and Eritrea) or were politically opposed (Somalia and
Somaliland). They all shared a common commitment to defend human rights and
each other, and a common belief in the universality of human rights as set out in the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, and the international and African human
rights instruments. 

Now, to set the scene for this conference and point to the tasks of human rights
defenders in the diaspora – because that is what I am asking you to do, to become
human rights defenders in relation to your homelands, I will first describe briefly the
human rights situation and the inter-locking pattern of conflict in the Horn, and
then proceed to suggest what the diasporas can positively contribute. 

 

Eritrea 

 

There is no political space for independent NGOs or human rights defenders to
function inside Eritrea. The government allows no dissent or freedom of opinion or
belief. The entire private press has been shut down since 2001. Thousands of peaceful
critics of President Issayas Afewerki and his government are detained indefinitely, ar-
bitrarily and incommunicado without charge or trial, in harsh conditions, and some-
times virtually “disappeared”. They include former government and liberation mo-
vement leaders, journalists, evangelical Christians, Muslims suspected of links with
Islamic armed opposition groups, conscientious objectors and military draft evaders
who were caught, as well as hundreds of parents of those who had not been caught.
Many of these detainees have been tortured, including asylum seekers forcibly retur-
ned from Malta and Libya. 

The Eritrean government refuses to discuss human rights. It has delayed any mo-
ves to political freedom or democracy to implement the Constitution, supposedly on
the grounds that the border dispute with Ethiopia after the 1998-2000 war remains
unsettled. Eritrea meanwhile reportedly hosts and supports armed opposition groups
from Sudan and Ethiopia, and has been accused of breaking the UN arms embargo
on Somalia, mostly recently by allegedly sending weapons to the Union of Islamic

 

1 East Africa and the Horn of Africa: “Defending the defenders”, a Human Rights Defenders Con-
ference, July 2006, AI Index: AFR 04/001/2006.
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Courts in Somalia. For most of these interlocking conflicts in the region, there are
no peace processes evident.

 

Ethiopia 

 

In Ethiopia, human rights violations have also been linked to violations of the right
to freedom of expression and association and freedom of the media, as well as abuses
committed by the security forces in the long-running internal conflicts in the Oro-
mia and Somali Regions, as well as more recently in the Gambela and Amhara re-
gions. Ethiopia’s third elections since the Dergue regime was overthrown in 1991
were held on 15 May 2005, with the opposition gaining one-third of seats in the new
parliament but disputing the results. Government forces shot dead at least 85 and
reportedly many more demonstrators in June and November 2005 in Addis Ababa.
Currently, opposition party leaders, journalists, civil society activists and human
rights defenders are on trial for treason and instigating violence, facing possible death
sentences. They are, in Amnesty International’s view, prisoners of conscience who
may not receive a fair trial. Thousands of other opponents remain detained without
trial. Ethiopia (as well as Sudan) hosts the Eritrean armed opposition and has given
military support to the Transitional Federal Government in Somalia, contrary to the
UN arms embargo.

Some human rights defenders manage to operate in Ethiopia but under many
constraints. The principal human rights organization is the Ethiopian Human Rights
Council (EHRCO). The government refuses to have any dialogue with it. It has pub-
lished over 100 reports since 1991. Its staff and board members and some voluntary
supporters have been harassed, intimidated and smeared with false accusations. Its
founder, and former chair, Professor Mesfin Woldemariam, is one of those on trial
for treason.

Human rights work by Oromos has always led to harsh reprisals, detentions and
torture on suspicion of supporting the armed opposition Oromo Liberation Front
(OLF). Leaders of the Mecha Tulema Association, an Oromo community association
founded in the 1960s, have been on trial for over two years, falsely accused of con-
spiracy to armed opposition. 

Among other human rights activists, the Ethiopian Women Lawyers Association
(EWLA) does valuable work in the area of women’s rights, especially in providing le-
gal assistance to vulnerable and poor women seeking to assert their rights, and cam-
paigning against female genital mutilation (FGM) and other harmful traditional
practices. Yet even it has problems with the authorities if it seems to be criticising
them. 

The role of the media in defending human rights is highlighted in Ethiopia by the
heavy repression of the non-state media. Private newspapers are allowed in Ethiopia
and are often critical of the government. But in the past dozen years, well over 100
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journalists have been detained and imprisoned after trial, some of them several times,
often on account of reporting human rights abuses and criticising the government.
14 are on trial in the current treason trial, and a draft new Press Law threatens to be
even more restrictive. The support of international media organizations, however,
has provided some limited protection for the private press.

 

Somalia and Somaliland

 

Both Somalia and Somaliland have active and vigorous networks of civil society acti-
vists and human rights defenders, despite the high risks. Somalia has not yet come
out of its 15 years of state collapse. The internationally-supported Transitional Fede-
ral Government (TFG), which was formed after the Kenyan peace talks, has been set
up inside Somalia but has little authority outside the city of Baidoa, where the trans-
itional parliament also meets. The militias of the Union of Islamic Courts (UIC) de-
feated the Mogadishu warlords in July 2006 and now control Mogadishu and sur-
rounding areas. It remains to be seen whether there will be conflict or cooperation
with the TFG, with which the UIC has major political differences.

The Transitional Federal Charter (or constitution) of Somalia recognizes the rights
of human rights defenders. Human rights defenders in Somalia have achieved public
support and recognition of human rights values but have been under constant threat
of violence from militias of the warlords and Islamic courts. They have not dared to
name the perpetrators of arbitrary killings, kidnapping or rape, for fear of reprisal. A
prominent Swedish human rights photographer, Martin Adler, was assassinated in
Mogadishu in June by unidentified assailants. 

In Somaliland, which is not internationally recognized but has been de facto in-
dependent for 15 years, with peace and a government formed after multi-party elec-
tions, human rights defenders have been much safer but even so, some have been
briefly arrested and threatened.

In Somalia, the private press has played a special role in informing the public and
commenting on political developments in the absence of state institutions of infor-
mation. As with the large number of exile-based Somali websites, some media are not
politically independent, but many journalists have worked vigorously to establish
and defend media freedom. Yet numerous journalists in Somalia (including Puntland
and also in Somaliland) have been threatened, ill-treated or detained, sometimes on
account of defending human rights. They have now established mechanisms to de-
fend each other and report media rights violations, particularly through the new Na-
tional Union of Somali Journalists (NUSOJ). 
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Sudan 

 

In Sudan, the January 2005 Comprehensive Peace Agreement for the south has
brought former rebel leaders and exile politicians into the government and political
mainstream, with a high degree of regional autonomy for the south and a referendum
to take place in 2011 regarding secession from Sudan. Some refugees and internally
displaced persons are starting to return. 

Yet the conflict and humanitarian crisis in Darfur is unresolved and indeed has
spread to eastern Chad. A peace agreement was signed in May 2006 by the Govern-
ment of Sudan and one faction of the Darfur armed opposition groups but it has not
had much impact Gross human rights violations, including mass killing of civilians
and ethnic-targeted destruction of people’s livelihoods, are still being committed by
the government’s security forces and the government-created and supported Janjawi-
id armed groups in Darfur, as well as in the extension of this conflict to eastern Chad.
Human rights violations have also been committed by armed opposition groups.

Sudanese human rights defenders, including members of development and wo-
men’s NGOs, lawyers and journalists, are still experiencing arbitrary detention,
short-term arrests, lengthy interrogations and harassment by the security services.
Criticism of the government or reporting on human rights violations, especially in
the humanitarian and human rights crisis in Darfur, is vigorously suppressed. An ex-
ile human rights group, the Sudan Organization Against Torture (SOAT), publishes
human rights reports which human rights defenders inside the country cannot, but
even so, this does not prevent staff and volunteers of internal human rights groups
from being arrested. 

 

Human rights defenders in the diaspora

 

What can members of the diasporas from the Horn of Africa do, individually or in
their organizations or in partnership with international NGOs, to generate improve-
ments in human rights, and contribute to peace, democratization, development and
reconstruction in the Horn? I suggest the following:

• Incorporate in the diaspora organization the objective of promoting universal
human rights in their countries of origin or original homeland, and supporting
positive discussions on their website

• Monitor and report on human rights in the homeland

• Raise human rights concerns with the governments in the Horn, as well as politi-
cal groups in exile or inside the country 
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• Develop working links in the country of residence with international and natio-
nal human rights groups who are or could be engaged with human rights issues
in the Horn

• Press for accountability and “no impunity” for perpetrators of human rights vio-
lations by those formerly or currently in power, ensuring that these key issues for
future respect for human rights are not missed out in processes of peace talks and
reconciliation 

• Press the international community to contribute generously to reconstruction
and equitable development, which can lead to creating conditions of safe return
for refugees when there is adequate protection of human rights by responsible
and accountable authorities, and possibilities of sustainable livelihood.

 

Conclusion

 

Let me conclude by expressing the sincere hope that these issues will be taken up by
speakers, panel chairs and participants at this conference. I hope too that you all go
away from the conference more committed and better equipped to defend human
rights in the countries to which you and your children may eventually return safely.
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Abdi Jama Ghedi

 

Diaspora Contribution to 
Innovative Sectors: The Horn of 
Africa’s Experience

 

Abstract

 

How does Innovation Take Place in Africa: The Micro and Meso Level (Clusters,
Sectors)? What are the current roles of Diaspora in acquiring and diffusing knowled-
ge in Africa?

The costs and benefits of migration of highly skilled workers are debated. From
the perspective of the global economy, mobility of skilled workers can generate be-
nefits by improving knowledge flows and satisfying demand for skills. In host
countries, the contribution of foreign skilled workers to economic growth, and in
particular, to research, innovation and entrepreneurship is increasingly recognized.*
However, to the 

 

sending

 

 country, particularly if the country is a 

 

developing

 

 country,
migration of highly skilled workers often results in a net brain-drain, causing signi-
ficant economic development challenges for that country.

It is debated how developing countries can best reverse the brain-drain to a brain-
gain. One option is to facilitate return migration, another to leverage the diaspora.
Some claim that these options are only temporary solutions, and that what really
needs doing is improving the conditions at home to prevent brain-drain from hap-
pening. The appropriate provision of education and training is vital to enabling a
country to leverage knowledge for economic development. The skills students learn
must be aligned with the needs of the productive sector; and in a rapid changing en-
vironment, opportunities for learning must be provided throughout the course of li-
fe.

The African Diaspora – Diaspora most often defined as the dispersion of a people,
language, or culture that was formerly concentrated in one place – has become incre-
asingly recognised as a growing force for development in their countries of origin. In
2001, remittances to developing countries stood at $72.3 billion, 42% of total Fo-
reign Direct Investment. As of 2003, however, over $300 billion was estimated to
have been sent from developed to developing countries with Africa accounting for
15% ($45billion) of the annual global remittances.
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There are essentially three main ways in which Diaspora can nurture the know-
ledge base in their home countries: 1) By returning home with new knowledge gai-
ned elsewhere (e.g. Taiwan). This rarely happens on a large scale without professional
and financial incentives provided by the government. The home country must be
able to provide the infrastructure and career opportunities necessary to meet the as-
pirations workers may have developed during their stay abroad. 2) Through foreign
direct investment (e.g. Chinese diaspora). 3) By acting as mediators between foreign
and local partners (e.g. India).

 

I. Introduction

 

All the very valid concern about brain drain from developing countries not-withstan-
ding, the paper argues for and demonstrates the possibility of win-win positive dy-
namics benefiting both sending countries and migrants themselves. Such a virtuous
cycle is illustrated by India and greater China, where it is more relevant to talk about
‘brain circulation’ and ‘brain exchange’ rather than habitual ‘brain drain’ (see A. L.
Saxenian). But even in cases of low-skilled migration, such as migration from Mexi-
co, one can find evidence of mutually beneficial gains.

It should be clear that the concept of “innovation” encompasses not only “techno-
logical innovation”, i.e. the diffusion of new products and services of a technological
nature into the economy, but equally it includes non-technological forms of innova-
tion, such as “organization” innovations. 

The overall context in which innovation in developing countries takes place is do-
minated by two global drivers. The first one is the intensification of the globalization
process. Spurred by the revolution in telecommunications, this globalization mani-
fests itself, among other things, by the importance of trade within the global econo-
my. It has also reduced significantly time and distance throughout the world, linking
the most remote to the most vibrant areas. The second global driver is the intensive
ongoing technological change stimulated by tremendous scientific advances made in
the foundations of life, matter, energy and time.

Innovation climates in developing countries are first hampered by weaknesses of
other key elements of knowledge-based economies as defined in the WBI four pillar
framework, namely levels of educational attainment, the business environment and
the information infrastructure. 

As a consequence of this overall problematic environment, innovation systems
(

 

defined as the set of organizations (firms, universities, public laboratories, etc.) and their lin-
kages through which innovation processes develop)

 

 

 

in developing countries are poorly
constructed and are very fragmented. On the enterprise side, generally a large num-
ber of micro-enterprises operate in the informal economy, and a more or less impor-
tant number of foreign-based firms, which tend, however, to be disconnected from
the rest of the economy. 
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On the knowledge side, there is generally a limited research community, operating
usually in an ivory tower, and a university system poorly connected to local realities,
particularly to labor market needs and opportunities. Particularly problematic are the
lack of technological support services and infrastructure (metrology, quality control,
standards, etc). 

Public sector institutions tend to be numerous, including those supporting the
promotion of enterprise development, export, foreign investment, etc. In this often
over-crowded support system, it is not easy to establish new, efficient organizations
for the promotion of innovation.

Up to one-third of R&D professionals from the developing world reside in the
OECD area. This brain drain represents a significant challenge for developing
countries seeking to upgrade their knowledge bases. However, the migration of skills
can be slowed through the return of expatriates to their country of origin, as demon-
strated by the examples of Israel, Greater China, and more recently India and Mexi-
co, whose diaspora communities have been mobilized to transfer, teach, and upgrade
the vital technical and managerial skills needed in their countries. 

It is in fact estimated that for some African countries, remittances account for as
much as 27% of the GDP, and is the second largest source behind Foreign Direct In-
vestment of external funding for developing countries. With what is thought to be
over 5 million Africans in the Diaspora, economic migration is an effective global
strategy that has evolved to combat household poverty, but can now be further har-
nessed for both national and regional wealth for Africa as a whole.

A new UN report reckons that Africans hold 40% of their financial portfolios
overseas. Were Africa able to attract this money back, its private capital stock would
increase by about two-thirds.”

The Horn of Africa is one of the most important and strategic areas of Africa and
the global economy. It is a bridge between Africa and the Middle East, as well as a
gateway to the oilfields of the Persian Gulf. It is a culturally and historically rich re-
gion of the world with great natural resource potential. Specifically, the Region is en-
dowed with rivers, lakes, forests, livestock, and high agricultural potential including
untapped potential of petroleum, gold, salt, hydro-power and natural gas. The Horn
is also a region of diverse ethnicity, languages, and religious practices.

The history of the countries of the Horn since the end of colonialism in the region
has largely been one of violent repression and insurgency. Succession by peaceful
election has been the exception. A relevant feature is the formation and disintegra-
tion of centralised states. Centralising states, affected by the lack of human stability
which can lead to their fragmentation and demise, also contribute to the escalation
of the crisis. The Horn of Africa is in a part of the African continent in which strugg-
les over economic and political power often take the form of ethnic conflict. This
portion of the continent is underdeveloped and the socio-economic systems of the
countries in it are often rooted in exploitative relations. Ethnic identities in this regi-
on, although they are ‘beneficial’ for those ethnic groups that are in power, tend to
be used to consolidate and serve the interests of the dominant ethnic groups. The
contemporary destruction of the legitimacy and accountability of many of the states
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in the region results in part from the authoritarian state, strategic interests and lack
of vision.

Where does all this leave the Horn of Africa with its pronounced propensity for
conflict and displacement of people? It is clear that Africa has few resources to help
the region with this problem. It is also clear that authoritarian statism has been the
rule rather than the exception during the past four decades in the Horn of Africa and
is further fostered by international and regional interests.

The issues of international migration, economic growth and development are lin-
ked in a number of ways. First, as explained in the previous chapter, deficits in deve-
lopment, especially an absence of jobs and sustainable livelihoods, are amongst the
most important reasons why people migrate from their own country. Second, inter-
national migration contributes to the development of countries of destination by fil-
ling gaps in the labour market, by providing essential skills and by bringing social,
cultural and intellectual dynamism to the societies that migrants have joined. A third
linkage, and the focus of this chapter, is the impact of migration on growth, develop-
ment and poverty reduction in countries of origin.

Firstly, it would appear fundamental to regard the relationship between migration
and development as a reciprocal relationship. After all, migration is both a constitu-
ent part of development processes and an independent factor affecting development
in migrant sending and receiving societies. It also seems important to establish an ex-
plicit link between the traditionally separated domains of development and immigra-
tion policies pursued by migrant receiving counties, as the latter significantly affect
the mobility and economic behaviour of migrants.

Since the relation between migration and development is most concretely mani-
fested at the individual, household and community levels, the scope for specific po-
lices to increase the development potential of migration is limited by definition. 

The paper will try to answer the following questions:

• How can African countries tap into global knowledge more effectively by impro-
ving their investment climate?

• What are the current roles of FDI and the Diaspora in acquiring and diffusing
knowledge in Africa? 

• How can universities be organized to better serve the innovation needs of the sur-
rounding communities? 

• What is the role of government in supporting innovation in Africa? What assis-
tance is needed?

• How can the linkages between universities, public labs and the business sector be
strengthened to spur more innovation? 

• What is the role of indigenous knowledge in development? How to make better
use of it? 

• What innovations are needed to meet the basic needs of local communities? How
do these develop?

• How can centers of expertise help in linking innovators with the technical, com-
mercial, and other resources, needed for spurring innovative activities?
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The objectives of this paper are, first, to review the nexus between diaspora and in-
novation of strategic sectors, second, to emphasize the tranational economics and re-
lated issues in Horn of Africa context, and third, to make some policy recommenda-
tions.

 

II. Theoretical Frameworks

 

Of all the mutual impacts between countries – trade, aid, foreign investment, com-
munication, transport, etc. – migration perhaps has the potential to have the most
significant and lasting impacts. Migration can transform the individuals who move,
the societies they move into and even the societies they leave behind.

Transnational theorizing began its development in the early 1990s, when a group
of US-based anthropologists found that the migrants with whom they worked had
developed transnational practices that conventional migration theories did not ade-
quately capture (Basch, Glick Schiller, and Szanton Blanc 1994). They argued that
traditional migration theory, informed by and developed in service of the nationstate
(Kearney 1991), treated migrants as individuals who either departed (emigrants) or
arrived (immigrants). Subsequent proponents of a transnational perspective argued
that migrants often interact and identify with multiple nation-states and/or commu-
nities, and that their practices contribute to the development of transnational com-
munities (Levitt 2001), or new types of social formations within a transnational so-
cial space (Faist 2000).

This 

 

de facto 

 

transnationalisation of migrants’ lives has also challenged assimila-
tionist models of migrant integration, as well as the modernist political construct of
the nation state and citizenship.

While the advance of globalisation has highlighted the need for a new develop-
ment paradigm focused on individuals and based on the concept of sustainable hu-
man development, knowledge, in the form of education and scientific or technolog-
ical investigation, has increasingly become a key catalyst in the struggle against pov-
erty and the desire to improve peoples’ quality of life

 

.

 

II.A. Brain Drain in Africa: Facts and Figures

 

According to the International Organisation for Migration (IOM), Africa has already
lost one third of its human capital and is continuing to lose its skilled personnel at
an increate rate, with an estimated 20,000 doctors, university lecturers, engineers
and other professionals leaving the continent annually since 1990.

According to the Economic Commission for Africa (ECA), there are currently
over 300,000 highly qualified Africans in the Diaspora, 30,000 of which have Ph.Ds.
At the same time, Africa spends US$4 billion per year (representing 35% of total of-
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ficial development aid to the continent) to employ some 100,000 Western experts
performing functions generically described as technical assistance. For example, 90%
of private firms in Gabon are managed by expatriates.

Africa as a whole counts only 20,000 scientists (3.6% percent of the world total)
and its share in the world’s scientific output has fallen from 0.5% to 0.3% as it con-
tinues to suffer the brain drain of scientists, engineers and technologists. The prob-
lem of brain drain has reached quite disturbing proportions in certain African coun-
tries, with Ethiopia ranked as first in terms of loss human capital, followed by Nigeria
and Ghana.

Over the past 10-15 years, about 50% of Ethiopians who went abroad for training
did not return after completing their studies. According, to the IOM, Ethiopia lost
about 74.6% of its human capital from various institutions between 1980 and 1991.

Basically, African countries are funding the education of their nationals only to see
them end up contributing to the growth of developed countries with little or no re-
turn on their investment. In Kenya, for example, it costs about US$40,000 to train
a doctor and US$10,000-15,000 to educate a university student for 4 years.

A recent survey of the African Diaspora carried out has shown the following (Af-
rica Recruit, 2004):

• 75-80% of those surveyed did the majority of their schooling in Africa

• Most had very little work experience in Africa before leaving the continent

• A majority intend to return back to Africa in 0-7years

• Those who do not intend to return left because of insecurity and political rea-
sons.

• A majority of those surveyed live in Europe and North America

• A majority of those surveyed send money home to family averaging at US$200 a
month

• The money sent to family was mainly for consumption and personal responsibi-
lities, and usually sent by hand or international money transfer.

 

III. The Economics of Transnational Diaspora

 

Migration can also have positive economic impacts on countries of origin. The mon-
ey that migrants send home (remittances) can contribute significantly to the recipi-
ents’ welfare as well the receiving country’s economic well-being. Where migrants re-
turn home, either permanently or for short periods, with new skills that they put to
good use, they and their communities can benefit. Even when they don’t return in
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person, members of a Diaspora can contribute to the development of their erstwhile
homes through trade, investment, networking, and skills transfer.

Traditionally, brain drain was considered to be a loss for the South, but over the
last few years it has ceased to be perceived as entirely negative. The recent focus has
been on the ability of migrants to advance development in their countries of origin
through the flow of financial remittances, which are still the most visible outcome of
international migration (Adams, 2003), as well as through social remittances consist-
ing of regular transfers of knowledge, abilities, experiences, attitudes and other forms
of human, social and financial capital (Ammassari and Black, 2001). As such, mi-
grants have become agents of development for technological progress, economic
growth, social development and environmental well-being (OECD, 1995).

There has been an increase in the international movement of highly skilled work-
ers since the early 1990s as a result of growing global demand for specialists, the ad-
vance of globalisation and the extraordinary developments in information and com-
munication technology (ILO, 2004).

It is important to acknowledge the impressive and dynamic scholarship on the
economic effects of migration, as well as some of the theoretical advances made by
different scholars in this field. In what follows, I briefly review some of the central
themes and debates that characterize recent scholarship on migrants’ remittances,
transnational entrepreneurship, and community development support.

 

III.A. Remittances

 

Remittances represent the social ties of solidarity, reciprocity, and obligation that
bind migrants and their kin and friends across state-controlled national borders. This
long-distance, intimate “bound solidarity” (Portes, 1995, 1997), which initially has
a very narrow scope of action, as individual migrants’ intent is mainly to benefit kin
and friends, has become a macroeconomic factor that spawns vast effects in the coun-
tries of origin.

 

III.B. Migrants’ Entrepreneurship

 

Scholars have widely substantiated that the vast bulk of migrants’ remittances are
spent on consumption (basic family subsistence, housing, and purchase of durable
and non-durable goods for household use), while a small proportion is actually de-
voted to productive investment. Recent research, however, has documented the ex-
istence of a vast array of transnational entreprenuerial activities undertaken by mi-
grants.



 

66 Dahre

 



 

III.C. Support to Local Community Development

 

A third kind of economic transaction, with a broader initial social scope, includes the
collective transfer of resources to support local community development projects,
philantropic endeavors, and post-disaster relief and reconstruction efforts in the
country of origin.

 

III.D. Highly Skilled Migrants

 

Evidence of large numbers of highly-skilled people emigrating from the developing
world is not hard to find:

• nearly one in ten tertiary-educated adults born in the developing world resided in
North America, Australia or Western Europe (Lowell 

 

et al. 

 

2004:9);

• between a third and half of the developing world's science and technology per-
sonnel live in the developed world;

• about 40 per cent of all African professionals have left the continent's shores in
the postcolonial period (Africa Recruit 2003);

• by the end of the 1990s, Indians working in the US on working visas accounted
for 30 per cent of the Indian software labour force (Commander 

 

et al

 

. 2003);

•  Jamaica loses about 20 per cent of its specialist nurses annually to mainly the US
or the UK (Wyss 2004); and

• the proportions of tertiary educated people amongst emigrants from some deve-
loping countries is vastly higher than those in the resident population (Figure 1
shows, for example, that 79. 8 per cent of emigrants from India have a tertiary
education while only 2. 5 per cent of the overall Indian population have a tertiary
education).

 

IV. The Diaspora Option Strategy

 

Strategies used in the past to attempt to reverse the brain drain include retention and
the return of skilled migrants to their countries of origin. However, many African
countries have acknowledged that efforts to stem the emigration of highly skilled
people or to attract them back to the home country are not always effective.

The Diaspora option (or, “Virtual Circulation”) which encourages highly skilled
expatriates to contribute their experience to the development of their country with-
out necessarily physically relocating emerged in the 1990s as a more realistic strategy
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to alleviate the consequences of brain drain. There are some 41 expatriate knowledge
networks in the world with the explicit purpose of interconnecting the expatriates
themselves and with their country of origin, 6 of which are linked to countries of Af-
rica, including the Association of Kenyan Abroad; the Moroccan Association of Re-
searchers and Scholars Abroad; the Association of Nigerians Abroad; the South Afri-
can Network of Skills Abroad (SANSA) and the Tunisian Scientific Consortium.

Thus, in July 2001, the Organisation for African Unity – the forerunner to the
African Union (AU) – adopted a resolution urging member States to “develop strat-
egies for utilizing the scientific and technological know-how and skills of the African
Diaspora” for the development of the continent. The AU went one step further by
calling for the Diaspora to be considered the sixth region of Africa, after North,
South, East, West and Central Africa. Heads of States who met for the African Union
extraordinary summit in February 2003 agreed to amend the organisation’s charter
to “encourage the full participation of the African Diaspora as an important part of
the continent”.

 

II.A. A traditional focus: brain drain

 

The brain drain concept is based on the theory of human capital and involves the free
circulation of HRST in search of the best opportunities in the most optimal condi-
tions (Iredale, 2001). It is defined as significant levels of HRST emigrants locating to
foreign countries on a permanent or temporary basis without there being a positive
net effect on the country of origin, through, for instance, technology transfer, trade
or investment (Lowell and Findlay, 2001). According to Lowell (2003), two condi-
tions are necessary if the term brain drain is to be applied to a country of origin: first-
ly, there should be a significant loss of the country’s highly skilled population and sec-
ondly, this loss must result in net adverse economic consequences. According to Ad-
ams (2003), brain drain occurs when a country loses more than 10 percent of its ter-
tiary-level educated population to emigration.

 

II.B. Change of paradigm: brain gain, brain exchange and brain 
circulation

 

Moving beyond an understanding and explanation of the brain drain phenomenon,
the past few years have seen a new interest in proposing and establishing national pol-
icies that permit the flow of knowledge, experiences and other elements within sci-
ence, innovation and the creation of new knowledge.
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II.C. Alternative mechanisms to brain drain

 

We also need to understand the circumstances under which highly skilled expatriates
have been able to contribute to the development of their countries of origin and to
identify ways in which highly skilled expatriates have had a positive impact, if any,
on development and poverty reduction in the countries of origin through a system-
atic use of knowledge, experiences and resources (for example, through their partic-
ipation in the creation of micro-enterprises, employment generation, scientific and
technical cooperation, implementation of community development projects, crea-
tion of scientific and technological centres, attraction of investment for research and
experimental development, etc. ).

The main mechanisms are the following:

•

 

Creation of scientific diaspora networks

 

:

 

 Scientific diasporas 

 

are based on net-
works in which HRST dynamically maintain and advance academic, scientific
and entrepreneurial ties with the countries of origin, principally through new
communication and information technologies, promoting a circulation of know-
ledge, abilities and resources.

•

 

Investment in research and experimental development

 

 (RED): 

 

some countries
have developed important scientific and technological centres in the countries

 

 

 

of
origin using the resources of expatriate high skills.

•

 

North-South Research Partnership Programmes:

 

 

 

North-South partnership
programmes encourage the participation of researchers from

 

 

 

developing
countries in research programmes and temporary exchanges which give high skil-
led persons

 

 

 

from the South access to the knowledge, infrastructure and equip-
ment of the North (Hurni, Lys and Maselli, 2001; RAWOO, 2001; Maselli,
2002).

 

V. The Role of the African Diaspora

 

With respect to international migration of the African people, two broad patterns
can be identified: emigration of skilled professionals to destinations outside the con-
tinent, and intra regional migration flows. The IOM (2003) estimates that approxi-
mately 3.8 million African immigrants were living in the developed countries, of
which OECD countries are the largest recipients. The largest recipients of African
emigrants are France, United States, Italy, the United Kingdom and Germany. From
the perspective of African countries, the largest migrant sending countries were con-
centrated in North Africa, most notably Morocco, with roughly 1.3 million immi-
grants in the OECD countries followed by Algeria and Tunisia. In sub-Saharan Af-
rica the largest sending countries were Ghana, Senegal, Somalia and Nigeria.
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Apart from the traditional migration patterns as elucidated above, new migration
patterns have also emerged in recent times. Perhaps the most noticeable pattern in-
volves the movement of people from Africa to Australia, New Zealand and the Gulf
States – the latter involving emigration of semiskilled and unskilled workers from
Egypt, Ethiopia, Eritrea and Somalia (IOM 2003). With respect to the socio-eco-
nomic profiles of the African diaspora, it is worth emphasizing that a significant pro-
portion of African migrants have high levels of skills and educational attainment. Ac-
cording to Docquiere and Marfouk (2004), for example 59 %, 43 %, 42 % and 36 %
of immigrants from Somalia, Ghana, Nigeria and Mozambique have attained tertiary
education in 2000. The educational profiles for the Anglophone West Africans in the
United Kingdom are comparable to those of other highly educated groups such as
Indians (Chikezie 2002). The same is true of the African diaspora in the United
States. Sub-Saharan Africans had the highest percentage of people with at least a
bachelor’s degree of all the foreign-born immigrants in the United States (US Bureau
of Census 2000).

Although international migration may have negative effects on labour sending
countries in the short-run, it may induce some beneficial effects in the long run.
These include remittances, return migration and transfer of skills, and transnational
networks that facilitate trade and capital flows.

Empirical evidence shows that the African diaspora can contribute to private sec-
tor development by transferring financial resources (remittances and financial capi-
tal) as well as skills and knowledge. This is particularly important since, for many Af-
rican countries, lack of finance and human capital are critical factors constraining
private sector development.

More disconcertingly, notwithstanding the low human capital development, Af-
rican countries continue to experience massive emigration of highly skilled profes-
sionals-a phenomenon known as brain drain. According to the International Organ-
ization for Migration (IOM 2003), at least 35 per cent of university graduates from
21 African countries reside abroad. Furthermore, more than 80,000 skilled profes-
sional Africans leave the continent each year, including 23,000 university graduates
and 50,000 at the executive and professional level (Global Coalition for Africa
2005). These professionals are involved in various occupations such as teaching, ed-
ucation, research, finance and investment etc. Thus, the African diaspora represents
an immense brain bank and financial asset into which African countries can tap to
promote private sector development. 

However, despite the enormous wealth that the Africa diaspora possesses, African
countries have been unable to fully take advantage of their diaspora to promote de-
velopment. Equally, members of the African diaspora have not been as actively in-
volved in their home countries’ development as diasporas from other countries (Ade-
poju 2004). But the situation is beginning to change as African countries are now
slowly beginning to court their diaspora communities.

 

4 

 

This largely reflects the rec-
ognition of the potential contributions that the African Diaspora can make to the de-
velopment process on the continent.
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The African Diaspora has some comparative advantages. It has acquired technical
skills that many in the continent do not have; they know what works in the country
they live in and what does not. They know how to influence Governments, the pri-
vate sector and NGO’s in the country they live in. Some are successful entrepreneurs
or associated with large firms.

Consequently, the time is right for the African Diaspora to make concrete contri-
butions to Africa’s development in the following ways:

•

 

i

 

. Engage the Private Sector as partners for African development in helping to:
• build its export potential as well as diversify such exports;
• build technical and commercial expertise locally;
• develop local, national, sub-regional and global markets;
• dispel the myth of Africa as an unstable continent and increase private sector
investment in trade, manufacturing and heavy industries;
• create employment, especially for the youth.

•

 

ii

 

 Assisting Africa in promoting major increase in FDI:
• building and strengthening enabling industries in Africa: banking, stock mar-
kets and infrastructure;
• making personal and corporate contributions to and increasing advocacy for
increased investment in Africa.

•

 

iii

 

 Stepping Up Advocacy in Addressing Old and New Challenges:
• Debt Relief/Cancellation;
• HIV/AIDS Pandemic.

•

 

iv

 

 Being pro-active in helping to build Africa’s human and technical resources
and capabilities by:
• supporting educational and technical training programmes in Africa by invol-
ving industries or corporations in which the Diaspora has major interests or cor-
porations have community programmes, encourage them to widen their horizon
to include Africa;
• working through international NGOs to support projects in Africa which are
in alignment with NEPAD priorities;
• encouraging the development of exchange programmes with voluntary services,
especially in the technical and scientific fields in African countries.

 

V.A. Innovative Sectors in Horn of Africa

 

In the most general sense innovation refers to the adoption of new products, services,
processes and organizational methods, or adaptations of existing ones based on new
knowledge.
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Most economists agree that technical progress, brought about by innovation, is
the main driver of economic growth. Thus, creative entrepreneurship is essential for
every economy. Firms need to produce new goods of higher quality, and at the same
time reduce costs of production through cheaper production technologies and better
management. Consequently not only does innovation play a crucial anchoring role
for the private sector but it is a critical ingredient for high and sustained levels of eco-
nomic growth.

Capacity to innovate is quite low in most African countries, both in the private
and in the public sector. Thus the ability to adopt new technologies and adapt them
to local conditions will be a crucial first step to increase productivity which is a pre-
condition for growth and decent employment.

Innovation is not restricted to high-tech applications. Innovation that leads to
higher efficiency and better quality goods is also essential in such sectors as food
processing and textiles to enable them to survive rising competition. The largest share
of innovations in Africa takes place in the form of incremental applied and informal
improvements made in small and medium enterprises. Hence African governments
need to improve the environment and create more incentive to increase the level of
innovation in these enterprises.

Yet, the knowledge-based economy is not restricted to high-tech firms and indus-
tries but innovation is also crucial for everyday products, such as food (UNCTAD,
2005).

Furthermore, the positive effects of innovation are not limited to the private sector
but can also contribute directly to human development. For example medical inno-
vation can improve basic health, and higher agricultural production is linked to bet-
ter seeds and water use as well as less environmental stress.

Networks are crucial for the innovation process. The flow of new knowledge from
its creators (locally or foreign) to its users has to be supported by governments. Im-
portant actors in these innovation networks are the education sector (especially tech-
nical and managerial education), research institutions and private firms. innovations
known as National Innovation Systems (NIS), play a central role in the innovation
process. The primary function of a NIS is the establishment of an appropriate incen-
tives regime to correct market and institutional failures in capturing technological
knowledge and learning. The NIS also involves the institutional context and strategic
policy planning for the economy’s long-term competitiveness (UNCTAD, 2005).
Therefore, the ability of companies to innovate depends crucially on the NIS in
which they operate. Most African countries do not have a coherent innovation policy
in place.

Each country must develop an innovation strategy based on its specific reality and
situation. The private sector should be involved in designing the innovation strategy.
For most African countries improvements in the educational system, the initiation
of interactions between the private sector and research institutions, the provision of
risk capital for innovative firms and the improvement of infrastructure for quality
controls should feature high on the agenda. A country’s ability to innovate depends
largely on its technological capabilities and the information and skills- technical,
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managerial and institutional – that allow capable researchers to produce new tech-
nologies, while at the same time allowing productive enterprises to access, utilize, and
commercialize technology efficiently as well as increased productivity.

The global environment, in which the process of innovation occurs, has changed
rapidly. It has become cheaper and easier to gain access to scientific and technological
knowledge, especially through the Internet. The local innovation capacity of African
countries is thus heavily dependent on their ability to access the global pool of exist-
ing knowledge through cross-border interactions. For the majority of African coun-
tries the benefits will come from the diffusion of knowledge and its translation into
goods and services through adaptation, predominantly from thousands of small tech-
nological improvements in small and medium enterprises (SMEs).

It is, therefore, important to examine the current environment for innovation in
Africa and outline the challenges it faces in order to make policy recommendations
to improve it. These are the main objectives in this paper.

Most African countries enter the global technology market today as late develop-
ers, with considerable cost and risk involved in absorbing existing complex technol-
ogies, and facing numerous coordination problems. To improve on the technological
competence, the productive sector in African countries has to be able to master im-
ported technologies, adapt them to local conditions, improve them and finally use
them as a base for creating local innovations. Of special importance for most African
economies is the agricultural productivity transition, which involves advances in
knowledge and technology. This transition from very low yields per hectare com-
pared to other regions could help to reduce malnutrition, land degradation and de-
forestation (UNECA 2002).

To develop innovation countries need to allocate an adequate level of resources to
research and development (R&D). This is not the case in many African countries.
South Africa and Uganda are currently the only African nations with a share of R&D
expenditures to GDP close to the average of 0.9 per cent for all developing countries.
Partly this can be explained by the low technology nature of most African industry
(e.g. food products, textiles and footwear) (UNCTAD, 2005). Likewise the gap in
human capital – another essential ingredient for innovation – between OECD coun-
tries and African countries is significant, with OECD countries having twelve times
the per capita number of scientists and engineers working in R&D. The human cap-
ital also varies greatly between African countries. The highest shares of research per-
sonnel are working in Tunisia, Guinea, Sudan, Mauritius and South Africa (see Fig-
ure 1).

To improve the functioning of NIS in Africa scarce resources must be mobilized,
more efficiently used and better linked. Governments can contribute to enhancing
the capacity of firms to adapt or create innovations in a variety of ways. These include
the provision of direct incentives for technology learning and upgrading such as tax
holidays and R&D grants, the provision of information on new technologies, the im-
provement of skills and the provision of appropriate infrastructure and regulatory
frameworks. To assist domestic firms to develop dynamic comparative advantages
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high quality information not only on technologies but also on potential markets is
needed.

 

VI. Challenges

 

Implementing successful policies that foster local innovations

 

 

 

faces numerous chal-
lenges in the African context, including

 

 

 

the lack of a large university-educated skilled
labour force,

 

 

 

high-quality laboratories and scientific equipment, liquid and

 

 

 

efficient
financial markets, strong private sector initiative and

 

 

 

developed markets, as well as
managerial and marketing

 

 

 

capacity.
To start the innovation process firms need to build linkages with outsiders who

possess the necessary technologies and skills. The sources of external knowledge
range from equipment and input suppliers, universities and research institutes to pri-
vate business associations. 

 

Reverse engineering

 

, i.e. taking apart and reproducing the
imported product or process, and adapting it to local conditions, is usually the first
stage of technological catch-up, after which own product development and eventu-
ally own technological innovation follow. To enable firms to adapt new technologies
and create innovations a strong secondary and higher education system, capable of
supplying growing research and industrial needs with trained professionals is abso-
lutely essential. To foster local innovations not only technical expertise is required but
also strong managerial skills. Therefore, curricula in technical subjects should also in-
clude some basic understanding of accounting and finance to enable graduates to
start their own business. In order to make curricula more relevant and praxisoriented
more interaction between institutions of tertiary education and the private sector is
also crucial.

A primary concern of higher education provision in Africa is the existing mis-
match between the skills imparted through the education system, and those demand-
ed by the private sector. Curricula have minimal relevance to the needs of industry,
resulting in high unemployment even among fresh college graduates (UNECA,
2005b). An internal environment characterized by the lack of profitable opportuni-
ties has led to the mass emigration of the few skilled professionals. Africa’s brain drain
– the unprecedented and significant loss of knowledge and human capital – poses sig-
nificant and wellknown problems to the continent. Although remittances from the
highly qualified émigrés are important to the economies of their countries of origin
(see Diaspora section), their emigration has had significant negative growth effect
and negative externalities in Africa. If these people return, they may become agents
of change and facilitators of technological transfers to their countries of origin. If
they do not return, as is often the case, their loss can become total and problematic
for the continent.

Another challenge for innovative firms is the requirement to meet different stand-
ards in all export markets. Reliable metrology systems and testing laboratories are
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needed for the accreditation of African products and processes (UNCTAD, 2005).
However, most African standards institutions suffer from a number of shortcomings
such as old and outdated equipment and a too high proportion of administrative staff
as compared to scientific and technical staff.

 

Optimising diasporic potentials

 

The involvement of migrant communities, or ‘diasporas’ more generally, in the life
of their erstwhile homes goes well beyond financial flows. Diasporas can be the
source of ideas, behaviours, identities, and social capital that flows between countries
(something Levitt (1996:3) describes as ‘social remittances’). Similarly, migrants can
transfer knowledge and skills (sometimes called ‘technological remittances’) or even
political identities and practices (which Golding (2004: 805) calls ‘political remit-
tances’).

 

Challenges ahead

 

It might be useful at this stage to outline some of the major challenges facing re-
searchers and policy-makers in this area. This is by no means an exhaustive list; it is
simply an attempt to flag up some key themes that need exploring.

•

 

Anticipating future flows: 

 

Demographic transition in developed countries
throws the question of migration and

 

 

 

development into sharp relief, and high-
lights most clearly the importance of mutuality in this

 

 

 

area.

•

 

Promoting versus restricting mobility: 

 

A key choice facing policy-makers in
designing such policies is whether to promote or restrict mobility.

For policy-makers, one of the critical decisions in this area is what sort of framework
and institutions can best address the challenges of optimising the impact of migra-
tion on development and poverty reduction. The most obvious answer is that we
need global approaches to tackling them. There is much scope for creative approach-
es in this area, especially given that migration is one of the few areas of international
public policy in which all (migrants themselves, sending countries and receiving
countries) stand to gain if managed appropriately.

•

 

Who pays? 

 

Assuming that extra funds are needed, at the very least, to address
brain strain or, more

 

 

 

ambitiously, to fund a formal apparatus for research and
policy on migration and

 

 

 

development, the question of who pays arises.

Here, at least three key questions emerge:

• Who pays – migrants themselves, their employers in host countries, the host
government, or some combination of these three?
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• Who benefits – the migrant’s country of origin or at-risk developing countries in
general?

• sending country governments or non-governmental organisations; particular sec-
tors of the sending country’s economy (e. g. education)?

• What channels are used – direct transfers to sending countries or indirect admi-
nistration of funds collected by host country or intermediary institutions?

 

VII. Policy Recommendations

 

Specifically countries should consider at least some of the following measures to im-
prove the environment for innovations:

•

 

Improvement in education at all levels

 

. As knowledge changes fast the focus has
to be on learning how to learn. This includes improved apprenticeship systems,
support for on the job training within firms, and developing managerial skills. To
strengthen the capacity of the tertiary education system it is necessary to intro-
duce competitive allocation procedures, transparency and peer review, research
evaluation and accountability for results.

•

 

Creation of innovation networks

 

. As a precondition, research institutions need
to be strengthened in order to make them viable partners for innovating firms.
Then they could provide meaningful consultancy services.

•

 

Provision of start-up finance.

 

 Through the provision of venture capital, start-ups
or existing firms are provided with equity instead of loans and enables them to
cope better with the risk of innovations. Public-private partnerships between
commercial investment funds and grant-financed technical service providers
could fill the existing gap in Africa.

•

 

Better infrastructure for advanced products.

 

 To enable firms to use new techno-
logies it is not only essential that traditional infrastructure, especially electricity
and communication is in place, it is equally crucial for firms to have high quality
access to laboratories and standards institutions. Certification through the Inter-
national Standardization Organisation (ISO) will signal high quality especially to
foreign buyers.

 

• Institutionalizing the diaspora linkage.

• Strengthening good governance.

• Encouraging return migration.

• Encouraging the flow of remittances through official channels.

 

•

 

Priority for technical and vocational education:

 

 addressing the need of the
world of work and providing for both learners who would require specific skills
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for direct entry into productive life as well as general technical education for
those for whom technical and vocational education (TVE) would be a prepara-
tion for further formal education. 

• The notion of 

 

centres of excellence

 

, at national, subregional, and regional levels
to be revived(and forcefully pursued). The issue of women participation in hig-
her education to be treated as a special area of priority.

• Above all, the 

 

knowledge generation mission of universities

 

, through research,
should be given due prominence, through improved funding for facilities, and all
forms of institutional and personal capacity development.

• To ensure Africa full membership of today’s 

 

knowledge society

 

, it would be
necessary to devote, at least, 0.4% of GNP to research. This is the absolute mini-
mum needed to raise the present ratio of one researcher to 4,000 persons to the
required standard of one researcher per 1,000persons. 

• Assisting in the creation and reinforcing of scientific associations and NGOs in
the African continent.

 

Conclusion, Policy Implications and Recommendations

 

• Recommendation 1. Identify brain strain ‘hotspots’

• Recommendation 2. Multilateral efforts to slow the flow from ‘hotspots’

• Recommendation 3. Bolster training and retention in ‘hotspot’ sectors

• Recommendation 4. Promote circular migration

• Recommendation 5. Lower the cost of remittances

• Recommendation 6. Use remittances to strengthen financial systems

• Recommendation 7. Maximise development impacts of remittances

• Recommendation 8. Encourage collective remittances

• Recommendation 9. Facilitate diaspora trade and investment

• Recommendation 10. Consolidate knowledge networks

 

Networks of highly-skilled workers have been suggested as being one way of address-
ing brain strain. Meyer (1999) calls this the ‘diaspora option’ and examines several
networks between nationals working mainly in science or engineering.

Given these parameters, two policy options emerge:
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•

 

Remote control: 

 

Asymmetric information between remitter and recipient often
means that remitters cannot control whether their money is being spent most
productively (Chami 

 

et al

 

. 2003:4).

•

 

Matching funds: 

 

One way to do this would be through governments in remit-
tances-receiving countries (or even the governments of the countries where mig-
rants work) promising ‘matching-funds’ to induce migrants to spend some of
their remittances on productive or worthwhile areas.
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Redie Bereketeab

 

The Eritrean Diaspora: Myth 
and Reality

 

Introduction

 

The contribution of the Eritrean diaspora to the country of origin is most of the time
presented as solely positive. In broad terms this understanding might be true. Unde-
niably, seen in the material and intellectual aspect, the Eritrean diaspora has been a
vital pool from which the Eritrean struggle as well as the post-independence recon-
struction and defence of sovereignty of the country during the second war with Ethi-
opia has greatly benefited. Referring to the latter expressions like the diaspora funded
the war has become commonplace perception. Nevertheless, the diaspora also plays
negative roles. An apparent example is that the diaspora impact in widening socio-
cultural divisions (ethnic, religious, regional, linguistic) has increasingly become pal-
pable. This palpability has dramatically increased in the last few years. It also, adopt-
ing uncritically, the neo-liberal driven conditionality principle, particularly, as recent
developments show, is involved in isolating the country, consequences of which are
of long-lasting structural damage to the society. 

Seen from a historical perspective the early diasporic flight of Eritreans took two
routes, which underlie cultural background, and in turn, eventually had cultural ef-
fects on the country of origin. These routes were the Middle East, taken by Moslem
lowlanders, and West, taken by Christian highlanders. When the liberation move-
ment was divided into competing fronts it also affected the diaspora. While most of
those who emigrated to the Middle East supported the Eritrean Liberation Front
(ELF), the majority of those who emigrated to the West gave support to the Eritrean
People’s Liberation Front (EPLF). This division of the diaspora continues until this
day affecting the society back at home too.

The aim of the paper is to discuss and analyse the myth and reality pivoting
around the contribution of Eritrean diaspora to the country of origin. Firstly, it will
interrogate why comparatively speaking, the Eritrean diaspora have strong passionate
attachment to their country of origin, shed light on the possible factors behind this
strong emotional attachment. Secondly, it will shed light on the commonplace myth
of a united Eritrean diaspora extremely devoted to the country of origin under all cir-
cumstances. Thirdly, concomitantly, it will interrogate the untold story of the nega-
tive role the diaspora plays-aggravating socio-cultural (ethnic, religious, regional) di-
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visions, and the untamed politics of opposition. And finally, come up with sugges-
tions of how the diaspora Eritrea community could play constructive roles in the re-
construction, democratization and development of the country.

 

Historical backdrop

 

The UN General Assembly (UNGA) through its Resolution 390A(v) of 1950 im-
posed federation on the Eritrean people that tied them with Ethiopia. Exactly ten
years later, 1962, the Ethiopian Emperor, Haile Selassie, arbitrarily abrogated the
federal arrangement and Eritrea was annexed, constituting the fourteenth province
of Ethiopia. It did not take long for the Ethiopian state to begin dismantling the pro-
vision of the Federation. Any attempt at resistance by Eritreans was dealt with deci-
sively. Even though they were against the Federation once it was introduced, Eritre-
ans strove to preserve it, believing that it represented symbolically their unique Eri-
trean identity and autonomy. Those Eritreans who opposed erosion of the Federation
and annexation of Eritrea were systematically persecuted and driven out of the coun-
try. While many of the Moslems emigrated to the Sudan, Egypt and Middle East; the
overwhelming majority of the Christians emigrated to Ethiopia and the West. This
period and migration constituted the incipience of the history of the diaspora Eritre-
ans. The religio-geographical division the migration pattern assumed was to have a
consequence to the political division during the liberation struggle. Of course, the
influence was of reciprocal nature leading to interdependence. This reciprocality was
expressed in that the liberation movement would influence the diaspora community
through organising affiliated mass organisations and the diaspora community in turn
influence the liberation movement by legitimising it.

When the Eritrean Liberation Front (ELF) launched armed struggle for independ-
ence, it drew its members from the Moslem communities. The majority of those ac-
tivists originated from their diasporic places the Sudan, Egypt and the Middle East.
Individuals from the diaspora, in Cairo, Egypt, met in 1960 and decided to launch
an armed struggle for independence. Accordingly in the following year, September
1961, an armed wing was formed (Bereketeab 2000). The overwhelming members
of the Eritrean Liberation Army (ELA), the military wing of the ELF consisted of
Moslems from the lowland of Eritrea. The main focus of activities of the political
leadership of the ELF was also circumvented in the Arab world and presented the Er-
itrean struggle as Islamic and Arab which gave the impression that the liberation
movement was a sectarian Moslem movement. Internally also the image of the ELF,
in the first decade, was construed as such that while Moslems perceived it as their
own, Christians were very apprehensive.

When a split took place, in 1970, the Eritrean Popular Liberation Forces (EPLF)
drew support mainly from those Christians who emigrated to the West. The Associ-
ation of Eritrean Students in North America and Association of Eritrean Women in
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North America became a lifeline of the emergent EPLF. They provided crucially
needed material support such as money, medicine and clothes. In the propaganda
area also these associations played a decisive role. 

The wanton bombing and burning of villages thought to be harbouring guerrillas,
exterminating animals based on the principle to kill the fish drain the water, which
was introduced in Eritrea in the late 1960s by the Ethiopian state forced thousands
of Eritrean Moslems to flee to Sudan (Ammar 1992). The majority of these support-
ed the ELF, and after independence remained in the Sudan on the ground that their
organisation was not allowed to return to Eritrea (Kibreab 1997?). 

Beginning from the mid-1970s the war of independence intensified as a result of
which mass migration to all corners of the world took place. This time it shifted to
the highland and it became the turn of the Tigrinya Christians to flee the country.
When the Dergue recaptured the towns that were liberated by the fronts, tens of
thousands marched for life in exile, swelling the size of diaspora community. The
1980-1981 civil war between the ELF and EPLF that brought the demise of the ELF
led to the emigration of thousands of ELF fighters to Europe and North America.
Many of these ELF fighters continued their struggle against the EPLF from the di-
aspora. Now the various factions of ELF themselves turned into diasporic political
oppositions. Politics of revenge and hatred guided their diasporic opposition. Follow-
ing the outbreak of the second war with Ethiopia (1998-2000) another flight of Er-
itrean youngsters commenced. The recent exodus, which is mainly in response to the
forcible recruitment in the national service and fear of the imminent war with Ethi-
opia, is of a different character. It consists of a young generation who were children
when Eritrea became independent. Hence their political commitment and engage-
ment in the diaspora politics of Eritrea seems to be, unlike their predecessors very
tenuous and lack their passionate engagement. 

The early diaspora were already politicised because they fled from a colonial power
and it became self-evident to continue their opposition from a diasporic space.
Hence they either formed mass organisations or joined existing ones. The liberation
fronts also realising the need for mobilising and organising the diaspora community,
spared no time in forming branches of mass organisations where-ever there were Er-
itreans. In its first national congress, in 1971, the ELF endorsed a resolution that en-
forced the formation of mass organisations affiliated to it. Already student and wom-
en’s associations, in Egypt, Syria and Iraq were operating. These associations were lat-
er transformed into the General Union of Eritrean Students (GUES) and General
Union of Eritrean Women (GUEW). Workers and youth unions were added later to
those mass organizations affiliated to ELF. When the ELF was defeated in 1981 its
mass organisations disintegrated, taking sides with the various factions that emerged
subsequently. The EPLF also established its own mass organisations. In 1989, the di-
aspora branches were told to dissolve themselves, which led to great disappointment
(Connell 2005, Koser 2003: 113). After independence, particularly, following the
outbreak of the second war with Ethiopia, the PFDJ tried to revive them, but in a
different form. 
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Forgotten, ignored and marginalised: Eritrean 
struggle depended on its diaspora

 

When the UNGA abdicated its responsibility on Eritrea, and the OAU, prisoner of
its own principle of non-interference in the internal affairs of its members states,
turned a blind eyes to the plight of Eritreans, and when the Super Powers dictated by
their geo-political strategic interests alternated in siding with their enemy Ethiopia;
an unequivocal message was conveyed to Eritreans. The message was you are alone,
no one cares about you, you can only depend on your own sources. This act of ig-
noring and marginalising created a social-psychology pregnated with a sense of fero-
cious national determination and independence. As one observer notes; “This inde-
pendence came from the Eritreans’ long history of being ignored by the rest of the
world. The indifference and neglect they had suffered had left them with a ferocious
sense of individuality” (Hill 2002: 5). The realisation of this alone-ness brought out
a resolute will of maximization of their resources. One of these resources was the di-
aspora Eritrean community. The efficient and rational use of the diaspora presup-
posed mobilisation and organisation of the diaspora community. Accordingly several
mass organisations were established in different cities of the world as mentioned
above. 

The mass organisations’ high devotion and commitment was exemplary and en-
gendered the envy of societies that were not only in a similar situation to that of Er-
itrea but also societies that were aspiring to march along the route of development
and eagerly wished that their diaspora communities will show strong commitment
and engagement in the development endeavours of their country of origin. As Koser
(2003: 122) notes, “These features are quite unusual in the African context, and
make direct parallels with the Eritrean case difficult to draw”. The immense various
capitals at the disposal of the diaspora community include; Social capital: skill,
knowledge; economic capital: financial, cultural capital: language, civilization: These
various types of capital are indispensable for bringing about social transformation in
developing societies. 

Now back to the indispensable contribution of the Eritrean diaspora to the effort
of the independence struggle. The contribution of the Eritrean diaspora to the liber-
ation struggle was of profound signification, without exaggeration it could be said it
was one of the central factors that eventually decided the victory. The commitment
of the diaspora community took a variety of forms. One of these forms was financial.
The financial contribution varied from regular monthly fees to street collections. Fes-
tivals were also organised to serve as platforms for money collection. Ferocious com-
petition between the liberation fronts to win the support of the diaspora communi-
ties supplied fuel to the frequency of organising festivities. Since the fronts increas-
ingly became dependent on the financial contribution of the diaspora they had to de-
vise a variety of methods through which the size of the contribution was bolstered in
accordance with the growing demands of the liberation struggle. The growing max-
imisation of the contribution of the diaspora was particularly reflected on the sacri-
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fices made by women. House working women, particularly, in countries like Sudan,
Saudi Arabia and Italy were seen contributing including their jewellery. Professionals,
particularly, medical professionals organised field trips where they gave service of
their expertise. Many also, after completing their education, joined the struggle.
Without the diplomatic role the diaspora community played, it would have been im-
possible to achieve the diplomatic recognition the Eritrean struggle finally received. 

Nevertheless there was a downside to the involvement of the diaspora communi-
ties in the independence struggle. The diaspora branches of the mass organisations
also contributed to deepening the division and multiplication of the liberation
fronts. Their political, material and moral support was channelled in a sectarian way
to their respective mother organisations (the liberation fronts). They were unable to
transcend the politics of organisations and form a united Eritrean diaspora whose
loyalty and commitment was to the Eritrean struggle in general, not to its tools (the
particular liberation fronts). They rather continued to split along the lines of split in-
side the national liberation struggle. Hence one of the weak spots of the national lib-
eration struggle in the diplomatic sphere was the lack of unified offensive waged by
a unified diaspora community. The split in the diaspora community was thus used
in the diplomatic arena as a rationale for not supporting the aspiration of the Eritrean
people. Indeed, it served to portray the liberation struggle as reactionary, divided
along religion, ethnicity and tribe, and by no way representing and serving the inter-
est and aspiration of the Eritrean people. 

 

The post-liberation state and the diaspora

 

The split of the diaspora during the liberation struggle also continued to affect the
relation of a section of the diaspora community to the emerging post-liberation state.
Members of the various ELF factions felt left out and marginalized because their re-
spective organisations were not recognised and permitted to return as legal opposi-
tions. To mark their disapproval of the EPLF government, these diaspora members
refused to visit the country and abstained from making any contribution to the re-
construction of the nation. Some of them even refused to take part in the referendum
and process of constitution drafting. Neither did they pay the two percent income
tax imposed by the government on the diaspora community. 

Of course the relations of the mass organisation affiliated to the EPLF also
changed its nature. As it was mentioned above, on the eve of independence, the
branches of mass organisations in the diaspora were dissolved. Following independ-
ence thus the relation of the Eritrean diaspora assumed a different form. In the po-
litical sphere, the priorities of the emerging state dictated the nature and scope of the
relation.

Consequently, links between the diaspora and the new state have developed in two
new ways. The first has been political. The most obvious example of a political link
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was participation in the 1993 Referendum for Independence, in which, …the vast
majority of Eritreans in the diaspora eligible to vote did so. After the referendum,
overseas nationals were also closely involved with the drafting of Eritrea’s Constitu-
tion, and its ratification in 1997. The diaspora had formal representation in the As-
sembly of the Constitutional Committee, amounting to six out of the total members
(Koser 2003: 113-114). 

What does not appear in the above citation is that, in a way perpetuating the myth
of unified Eritrean diaspora perennially standing on the side of their nation, many of
the followers of the various faction of the ELF refused to partake in the referendum
as well as the constitution drafting process. This diaspora group boycotted the series
of seminars convened by the Government on the Constitution drafting to involve
and get views of the diaspora. This section of the diaspora community never accepted
the legality of the referendum or the constitution. Therefore, even in the limited po-
litical space opened for them, described by Khalid Koser in the above citation, this
group of diaspora were unwilling to make use of it. The politics of organisations re-
sembled the politics of religion. As if members of the organisations joined them, in
the first place, for the sake of the organisation per se, not that the organisations were
tools for national objectives, every one seems to be of the position ’my organisation
good or bad’. As one does not have critical relation to one’s religion (one doesn‘t
question, analyse, research one’s religion) one does not question one’s organisation.

In an attempt to resuscitate its pre-independence mass organisation the PFDJ
Government, particularly following the outbreak of the second war with Ethiopia
showed great effort to mobilise and organise the diaspora communities. Instead of
reviving the traditional mass organisations however, the focus centred on forming
community associations and relief associations like Eritrean Development Fund in
the USA and Citizens for Peace in Canada (Koser 2203: 114). Community associa-
tions, supposed to be apolitical and embracing all Eritreans irrespective of their po-
litical affiliation were infiltrated and finally forced to split into government support-
ers and opposition supporters. 

The second type of relation rested on the economic sphere. Since independence
every adult Eritrean in the diaspora is expected to pay two percent of their income
(Koser 2003: 114). This compulsory contribution has generated a mixed feeling
among Eritrean diaspora. Khalid Koser (2003: 114) erroneously notes, “not even
those in open opposition to the current Government … seem to resent paying “. To
the contrary of what Koser asserts members of the opposition groups, since they
question the legitimacy not only of two percent income tax but even the PFDJ Gov-
ernment never paid. Of course there were individual members of the opposition who
for one or another reason paid at least for some years. Until the outbreak of the sec-
ond war the remittances from the Eritrean diaspora was estimated to be about three
hundred million US Dollars annually, representing a major percent of the country’s
GNP. 

With particular focus on the war, 

 

Bidho

 

 committees were formed in various cities
of the world, where there were Eritreans. Through Bidho committees’ financial con-
tribution were sought. In addition to the two percent therefore various forms of con-
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tribution were devised. With slight variation, contingent on circumstances of the
specific host country, a one-time sum was collected. For instance 1000 dollars
(SEK10 000-in Sweden), £500 (in UK), DM1000 (in Germany), were collected in
1999. Another form of eliciting funds was the issuing of bonds which began in 1999.
By mid-July of the same year it was estimated about US$ 55 million worth of bonds
were purchased by Eritrean diaspora residing in North America, Europe and Middle
East (Koser 2003:115). There were also other forms of contribution like the 

 

drar ser-
awit

 

 (Lunch of the army).
Indeed the outbreak of the second war was a watershed in the re-mobilisation of

the Eritrean diaspora both in political and economic terms which gave rise to expres-
sions like “the Eritrean diaspora funded the war” becoming commonplace. In addi-
tion to the financial support (described above) the diaspora communities also tried
to influence the international community to put pressure on Ethiopia to cease its ag-
gression and later to accept the decision of the EEBC (Eritrean Ethiopian Boundary
Commission) regarding the border. There were several scenes of demonstrations, pe-
tition writing and sit-down actions in various Western capital cities. Here also there
was deviation. Although many members of the opposition participated in cam-
paigns, many were engaged in counter campaigns accusing the Eritrean Government
of being the source of all the conflicts.

The Ethiopian aggression of May 2000 was a turning point not only in the rela-
tion between the post-liberation state and the diaspora but also in the unity of the
ruling party (PFDJ). The swift penetration and occupation of undisputed Eritrean
territory (about one third was penetrated in a very short time) chocked Eritreans
within and without the country. This resulted in the split of the ruling party. This
split directly affected the diaspora communities. Now the members and supporters
of the EPLF/PFDJ in the diaspora were split, some of them siding with the dissidents
and others remaining loyal to the Government.

Another negative consequence of the second war, in terms of diaspora engagement
in the business of country of origin, was the polarisation of conflict and differences.
Before the second war there were grey spaces between the Government and opposi-
tion. Those who were located in this grey space, even though they considered them-
selves as moderate opponents of the Government gave themselves space of manoeu-
vrability. It was perhaps in reference to this group that Khalid Koser (2003:114) not-
ed that, “not even those in open opposition to the current Government … seemed
to resent paying”. As a direct consequence of the polarisation it appears that this grey
space was either obliterated or eroded. Compared to the pre-war, the space occupied
by opposition groups has successively increased (though not still to the degree of
threatening the Government). Two factors could have played to this increment. The
first is that a considerable section of the EPLF/PFDJ supporters moved to the oppo-
sition space. Secondly many of the grey space occupants also moved to the core op-
position space. One of the alarming consequences, to the Government, of all this is
that the financial support that was flowing to the post-liberation state coffer has suc-
cessively debilitated. To compensate this the Government resorted to requesting
more contribution from its supporters. But this excessive request for money, in turn,
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seems to have alienated the Eritrean Government from many of its supporters. They
felt that they were being exploited by the Government (Koser 2003: 119-121). In-
deed, the expression ‘milk cow’ in reference to how the Government perceives the
role of the diaspora has to been repeatedly employed by the disgruntled diaspora. 

According to the head of Macro-policy (in an interview I did in 2003), however,
the remittance has not decreased. Indeed, the official stressed, the remittances sent
by the Eritrean diaspora to their families have increased. The reason for this increase
is perhaps the drought and economic hardship the society is facing. 

 

The politics of opposition and the diaspora: The 
destructive aspect 

 

The boundary between opposition organisations and civil society associations has in-
creasingly been blurred. A sharp distinction between the categories becomes difficult
in terms of definition and constitution as well as function and objective. If we take
societal change and development objectives as bedrock of the existence of the third
sector, then both opposition organisations and civil society (CS) occupy centre stage.
Here political opposition could either function as a significant force of change or
contribute to the development of civil society organisations (CSOs) by opening al-
ternative space. Nevertheless, at least theoretically, there is a profound distinction.
While the immediate objective of political organisation is ascending to state power,
civil society is inclined to safeguard their own interest against power holders or power
aspirant political groups. 

 

Political Organisation Based Opposition

 

Here it would be of interest to make a distinction between categories of opposition
that are remnants of the liberation struggle era and the recent ones. This is necessary
because it will enable us to understand the difference in the driving motives charac-
terising these oppositions. Many of the old opposition are factions of the ELF. The
new ones are ethnic organisations (RSADO-Afar and DMLK-Kunama), widely be-
lieved to be creation of the TPLF (Bereketeab 2004: 228), and one that split from
the PFDJ, in the aftermath of the second war, the Eritrean Democratic Party (EDP).
One distinguishing feature is that many of the old organisations are driven by the
urge for revenge, to do what the EPLF has done to them. The politics of revenge is
driven by a short-term outcome. Instead of attempting to find fundamental solutions
for profound problems of substance, in prolonged struggle, aimed at societal trans-
formation, it directs its energies on the object of its revenge and consequently focuses
on merely overthrowing power holders.
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 The underlying urge for this politics of revenge is based on two reasons. First, dur-
ing the liberation the EPLF defeated and removed the ELF from Eritrea. Second, the
EPLF refused to allow the different ELF factions to return home and operate as legal
opposition parties. The offer by the EPLF government to return to the country as
individuals was rejected and they continued their opposition from overseas although
they were dwindling. Their fortune seemed to turn around in tandem with the sec-
ond war with Ethiopia (Koser 2003: 119). In 1999, in the middle of the 1998-2000
war, ten groups and an individual convened in Khartoum to set-up what they called
Eritrean Alliance of National Forces (EANF). The formation of the EANF is widely
believed to be the result of pressure by neighbouring states, Ethiopia and Sudan. In
the propaganda war between the regimes in Asmara and Addis Ababa, the EANF pre-
scribed to the Ethiopian position and accused the Eritrean regime of aggression
against Ethiopian, of belligerence and rejection of any peaceful solution thereby ex-
onerating the Ethiopian regime from any wrong doing

 

1

 

. They went to the extent of
asserting that Ethiopia has no claim whatsoever on Eritrean territory, or any ill inten-
tions towards Eritrea, which constituted a great propaganda victory to the regime in
Addis Ababa. In glorifying Ethiopia’s performance in the war the ELF-RC wrote,

Ethiopia has the phenomenal history of rising to the occasion in time of adversity,
which EPLF leaders have seriously miscalculated…Very soon, the Ethiopian Air For-
ce established full control of the skies by hitting several targets inside Eritrea with im-
punity, among them the Sawa Military Training Centre and seaport of Massawa, cau-
sing considerable damage. Surprisingly, nothing was heard about the much-talked
about and seemingly invincible and sophisticated Eritrean MIG-29 jets…Otherwise,
it was quite obvious to many that there was hardly anything comparable between Et-
hiopia’s accumulated air power and experience of more than fifty years and that of
Eritrea’s rag tag Air Force composed of hastily assembled Yikealos

 

2

 

.
This would hardly harness the credibility of the opposition as a constructive force

of change, but rather would cement the perception that it is driven by politics of re-
venge. The EANF’s aligning with the Ethiopian regime in the propaganda campaign
against the regime in Asmara considerably isolated them from the people, and there-
fore, they were not able to capitalise on the situation and mobilise popular support
outside their traditional support base.

Their isolation from the people coupled with their mediocre performance aroused
complete apathy toward them. Even the supportive neighbouring countries began to
lose hope, thus, call for reform began to resonate. The neighbouring countries, par-
ticularly, Ethiopia grew restless and wanted tangible results. In October 2002, 13
groups met in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, and renamed the EANF to Eritrean National

 

1 On various occasions the late chairman of the ELF-RC and the leader of the EPM, Adhanom, and
others stated that the Ethiopian regime has given them their word that they respect Eritrean terri-
torial integrity and have no claim on Eritrea. Yet, four years later the border has not been demarca-
ted due to Ethiopia’s refusal to abide by the agreement it signed, in defiance of the international
community, so how does this concur with what the opposition leaders claim of Ethiopia’s inten-
tions? 

2 The Eritrean Newsletter, Issue no. 86, April/May 2001, pp.16 and 18. http://www. Meskerem.net/
enla86.htm 
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Alliance (ENA). Apparently the reorganisation was not aimed at a change of policies
that would have brought them closer to people. Ethiopia was accused of interference
and imposition of the new leadership of the ENA – particularly the choice of Mr.
Hurui Tedla Bairu. According to ION it also urged the ENA to wage armed struggle
against the regime in Asmara. Perhaps highly indicative of this, in a statement issued
immediately after the Addis Ababa meeting, the controversial secretary-general, Hu-
rui T Bairu, announced that their main aim is to overthrow the regime in Asmara.
The leadership of ENA did not shy to proudly declare that the overthrowing of the
government would take place with the help and active involvement of the neighbou-
ring countries – Ethiopia, Sudan and Yemen

 

3

 

. These are neighbouring countries that
have recently formed an axis with the intention of toppling the Eritrean government.
The coincidence of EANF convening its fifth conference with formation of the tri-
partite axis (Ethiopia, Sudan and Yemen) gave rise to further suspicion regarding the
independence of the ENA. Further damaging its already tainted image was the split
within the ENA, particularly that which occurred within the ELF-RC. It became in-
creasingly clear that the ENA has lost relevance to the change and democratisation
in Eritrea. 

The fifth meeting of the EANF terminally exposed the short-sighted and tactical
nature of the alliance giving rise to the perception that what is holding them together
is merely their common hatred toward the regime and their quest for ascending to
power in Asmara. The power struggle that unfolded in Addis Ababa within the Alli-
ance regarding the post of the secretary-general was indicative of the fragility of the
aggregation as well as lack of common substantial and principled programme. 

The ELF-RC accused its partners of succumbing to external pressure for allowing
a newcomer and unqualified person to assume the position of secretary-general of the
Alliance and withdrew from the election of leadership process. In a tit-for-tat action,
the newly elected secretariat of ENA suspended membership of the ELF-RC in the
Alliance. This development plunged the ELF-RC into profound crisis that was even-
tually resolved through split, further eroding the credibility of the Alliance in partic-
ular and the opposition in general. 

In 2005, apparently, in responding to pressure from the tripartite axis the ENA
convened in Khartoum and reconstituted itself assuming the name of Eritrean De-
mocratic Alliance (EDA). This time sixteen groups were involved, however, immedi-

 

3 In an interview with IRINNEWS on 29 October, 2002, the new secretary-general of ENA, Hurui
T Bairu, spoke about money coming from the neighbouring countries to be used in overthrowing
the regime in Asmara. In a meeting with Eritreans in Port Sudan, Hurui was reported to have said
that the time has come for power to be transferred to real citizens of Eritrea, referring to the new
Abdella Idris-Hurui T Bairu alliance. Hurui seems to still live in disillusionment. Indeed, 2002 is
not 1971 where Hurui was brought to power by the leadership of the ELF to represent and lure
Kebessa Tigrinya-speakers participation and thereby replace Isaias. The Idris Mohammed Adem-
Hurui T Bairu alliance collapsed in 1975 when Hurui was discarded because it was thought that he
had over-lived his usefulness, by then the participation of the Tigrinya-speakers in the ELF had
reached beyond the critical mass the ELF leadership could absorb. Some thirty years later an at-
tempt was made to resuscitate the old ribbon in the alliance of Abdella Idris-Hurui T Bairu where
the latter would replace Isaias as representative of the Tigrinya Christians. 
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ately reconfiguration of groups- splits and reassembling took place that further expo-
sed the impotency of the ENA opposition camp. 

In democracy the characteristic features of democratic forces is to respect and lis-
ten to voices of the people. Any political force that acts against or neglects the voice
of the people, hence, suffers of democratic credentials. An example of this deficiency
of democratic credentials of the opposition is its relation with the regime in Addis
Ababa. The overwhelming majority of Eritreans believe the second war with Ethiopia
concerns the sovereignty of Eritrea. The refusal of demarcation by Ethiopia confirms
their belief. Accordingly, any Eritrean force that sides with Ethiopia is perceived as
legitimising the country’s hostile stance toward Eritrea. Yet, in spite of this popular
belief the opposition continues to flirt with the regime in Ethiopia. 

Further driven by the urge of wrenching political power some groups are redefi-
ning the social contract of the Eritrean society. A contract that was signed when they
rejected the division of the country in the 1940s; when they accepted federation as a
united people; and finally when they embarked on armed struggle for liberation. All
the ethno-linguistic groups paid the price they paid for the independence of Eritrea
under the firm conviction that they are a society, a people with a legitimate right to
self-determination that culminates in a formation of a sovereign state. Now, marginal
groups based in the diaspora in breach of those contracts binding Eritreans are enga-
ged in a concerted effort to arbitrarily and at whim redefine and reconstitute the Er-
itrean society.

These attempts include portraying the Eritrean society as comprisedof loose na-
tionalities and concomitantly advocating for self-determination of the nationalities.
Others draw a picture depicting the Eritrean society as consisting of two sections:
Moslem-lowlanders and Christian-highlanders, and advocate for a two unit federal
state, one representing Moslems and another Christians. Yet another group based on
a fictitious pre-colonial history and identity of “Northern Sahil”, “Southern Sahil”,
and “Kebesa” advocate for the formation of a three unit federation. All this demon-
strates that the opposition, so far, failed to function as a force of societal changes. This
failure could to a great extent be attributed to the politics of revenge that is driving
them. It could also be attributed to, as E. Gyimah-Boadi (1996) depicts, the politics
of ethnicity, religion and sub-national identity that in effect creates division in socie-
ty.

The diaspora political opposition is also a failure in that it could not provide space
for the creation of genuine CSOs. In a similar way to that of the government the po-
litical opposition has suffocated CS. Insofar as it is driven by a vision of politics of
revenge, and insofar as it is driven by a single motto-“everything to destroy the PFDJ
government”-it would not allow diversity and multiplicity. Hence CSOs are expected
to fall in line. 
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Civil society based opposition

 

The fiasco of the second war, 1998-2000, and particularly the third Ethiopian offen-
sive split the PFJD leadership. This in turn gave a widespread disaffection of mem-
bers and sympathisers of the party in the diaspora. One of the unintentional conse-
quences of the war seems to be the spread of CSOs within the diaspora Eritrean com-
munities. Given the fact that development of CSOs inside Eritrea has faced obstacles,
the mushrooming of CSOs in the diaspora could be seen as a welcome development.
It not only opened an alternative space for an active and autonomous associational
life, but also making use of its immense material and intellectual resources began to
exert significant weight on the polity at home. Taking into consideration the crucial
role the diaspora played during the liberation struggle, in post-liberation national re-
construction efforts and the second war with Ethiopia, it is beyond any one’s imagi-
nation how the government could ignore the diaspora community.

Yet, it has to be also recognised that the role of the diaspora is not only positive
and constructive. It could also play an extremely negative and destructive role. The
double-edged role and paradoxicality of the diaspora could be explicated using mul-
tiple factors. Personal and transnationally located identity formation could underlie
this paradoxical role. 

The diaspora in general and the Eritrean diaspora in particular are perched on two
branches of a “political tree” manifesting transnationalism. The occupants of the spa-
ce of transnationality, if not legally to a great extent emotionally harbour divided
identity. This duality of citizenry, as expressed in transnationalism, engenders not
only division of loyalty and identity, but also of social action derived from dislocation
of identity. They do not feel at home in the host society, neither do they feel at home
in the country of origin. This split of mental habitat expressed in the perennial lin-
gering wish of returning home (in reality however unable to do so) has its effect on
the engagement in the country of origin politics. 

It is not rare that diaspora political activists take extreme positions regarding po-
litical developments in the country of origin. One of the reasons for this extreme po-
sition is believed to be that the piecemeal incremental changes and improvements
which might have significant meaning for the populations in the country of origin
may not bring significant change in the life and expectations of the diaspora commu-
nities. They expect big and quick improvements, which always drive them to the
politics of frustration and disillusionment. Probably it is this impatience that drives
emergent CSOs to immediately convert to political opposition. 

The diaspora CS could be extremely powerful and at the same time weak and ex-
tremely dangerous. Their power lies on the resources in their possession. These re-
sources include economic, knowledge, and recently also unlimited access to the elec-
tronic media. The electronic media has become an indispensable political power. It
can be used both ways. Its power rests not only on the rapid, cheap, and great capa-
city of massive dispersion of information but also on its extreme anonymity. The ri-
gorous accountability, responsibility, neutrality, objectivity and verifiability demands
enforced on research and researchers are not applicable to it. Another disadvantage
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of electronic media with regard to accountability is that many people use pennames
that exonerate them from taking any responsibility for the information they convey.
If one is not accountable for the information one disseminates it is possible that one
spreads whatever information, or rather disinformation intended to achieve certain
narrow objectives. Therefore the Internet is a powerful force for change or destabili-
sation, it has a double-edged role. If its utility is not handled in a responsible manner
it could have extremely damaging effects on vulnerable societies like the one of Er-
itrea. 

The double-edged characters of diaspora CSOs are expressed in two ways. On the
one hand, as described above, they could be voices of change, democratisation, hu-
man rights, and play a crucial role in the socio-economic development of the nation.
On the other, they could also play destructive roles. Often their yardstick of assessing
situations in country of origin is the host society and expectations are set out accor-
dingly. They have a misguided perception of their capacity to make an impact on the
politics of the country of origin, they forget that they are struggling through the re-
mote control. When their efforts fail to bring quick results they get desperate and res-
ort to destructive means, a sign of their weakness and peril. Some of the efforts that
have negative effects on the Eritrean society are the method of struggle some of them
choose.

The diaspora CSOs’ engagement in the campaigns and lobbying directed towards
governments and donor organisations against provisions of aid to the current Eritre-
an government is a good example. Different web sites owned by Eritrean diaspora de-
vote great time for campaigns against the regime in Asmara trying to influence inter-
national donors either to halt any aid or make it conditional. This fits well into the
policy of conditionality of donor agencies. Eritrean Public Forum in Canada and
Network of Eritrean Civil Societies in Europe (NECS-Europe) are some examples of
diaspora CSOs relentlessly campaigning to isolate the regime. Eritrean Public Forum
in Canada issued some time ago an appeal to aid organisations that their aid is not
reaching the needy, and instead they should use alternative routes than that of the
Government. In its recent appeal to the European Unions the NECS-Europe, for in-
stance, making linkage between democratisation and demarcation noted, “Pressuri-
zing Ethiopia further may be taken by the major democracies as backing the agenda
of what is generally being considered as a rogue regime…The border settlement
should in no way end up in the further consolidation of the dictatorship which, to
many serious observers, is the hidden agenda of the regime”

 

4

 

. This is a typical ex-
ample of the failure to differentiate between people and government. 

This illustrates too priority differences. For the people inside the country demar-
cation means the arrested economic development could begin to move forward, the
youth who are tied to the unlimited national service could be demobilised, the con-
tinued fear of war breaking out again could be abated. In short demarcation is of im-
mediate importance that by no means should be conditionally connected to anyth-
ing. The diaspora on the other hand are more interested in democratisation because

 

4 Network of Eritrean Civil Societies in Europe (NECS-Europe), Urgent Appeal to the European In-
stitutions. 9 December 2005
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it would mean that they would be able to visit the home country freely, even they
might return permanently. Democratisation means elimination of the current go-
vernment, which they see as a prerequisite for visiting or returning to the country.
Many seem to fear that if demarcation takes place before democratisation it will pro-
long the life span of the regime (some of them even hope that obduracy of the border
conflict may lure Ethiopia to get rid of the regime), hence delaying their possibility
of going home. 

The issue of conditionality, both in terms of donation and the border issue alluded
to here by the two CSOs, hurts the people more than the regime. The people in Er-
itrea want more than anything else the border to be demarcated and to get along with
their life. Cutting aid, both in short-term and long-term, hurts the people. Its short-
term effect is that it exposes them to hunger, disease, illiteracy and poverty. Its long-
term effect is it hampers capacity building, institutionalisation, local governance and
empowerment. 

Further, it is not rare that the diaspora communities harbour archaic sentiments
and feelings of religious, regional, clannish and sectarian nature, sometimes unexpec-
ted even at the standard of the society at home. What is perhaps interesting to note,
with regard to the evolution of CSOs based on secular, civic and transcending broad
interests, is the mushrooming of the diaspora CSOs immediately after the September
18, 2001 incarceration of senior officials of the government and PFDJ. It seems that
many of these CSOs were driven by narrow sectarianism and regionalism. There was
clear indication that by selectively picking personalities in those incarcerated inter-
preted the measures taken by the Government as directed against their religion, or
region, or ethnic, or tribe. The rationale of their organisation thus is intended to
highlight the perceived subjection of their group to mistreatment by the Governme-
nt. The damage this kind of perception causes is that it is easily transferred to the so-
ciety in Eritrea where with great certainty it impacts negatively on the social fabric.
Information is conveyed within minutes, it is received and translated without any at-
tempt of verification of its authenticity. In short therefore the double-edged role of
diaspora is complicating the possibility of development of a genuine CS sphere. 

 

How the diaspora can help the country of origin

 

The Eritrean diaspora possesses immense capital (resources): Economic, cultural and
social which is indispensable for the development and democratisation of Eritrea. In
terms of social capital the number of educated Eritreans in the diaspora is beyond the
needs and capacity the nation could possibly absorb. If conditions are conducive and
the diaspora are willing to return to serve their country of origin there is a lot they
can do. Education and health are two of the apolitical spheres where the diaspora
community could make a great contribution. There is a dearth of schools, school-
books and materials, clinics and medical supplies that the diaspora could fill. The
economic capital is equally great, although the physical return to the country of ori-
gin for most of the diaspora community seems to be wishful thinking, investment in
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different areas is the most realistic thing they can do. Physical and institutional capa-
city building at grassroots as well as national levels is also an area where the contri-
bution of the diaspora would be decisive. In the humanitarian, or human rights
aspect, however, the role of the diaspora community has proved to be controversial.
Even though there is a lot to contribute in this area the inclination to neo-liberally
prescribed version of human rights certainly will lead to confrontation with the state
in the country of origin. When it comes to politics the involvement of the diaspora
in country of origin is also far from friction free. It is contingent on the future status
of the diaspora, whether they accept their permanent diasporic life or return for
good. In order to be able to help the country of origin certain changes within the di-
aspora community have to take place. 

They need to undertake a perennial mental journey. It is not enough to build a
system of opinion through short visits, anecdotes narrated by those who returned af-
ter short visit, like ‘a friend of a friend who was told by an American friend of a friend
told me type’ (a la Tesfatsion Medhanie), or outdated knowledge-accumulated before
the diasporic journey took place. A perennial mental journey means having under-
standing, perception and interpretation of those who are physically grounded-never
took the diasporic journey or are grounded on the space of country of origin, the
stayers. This equips one with reality-anchored insight, a first hand experience of the
continuously changing social reality, consequently enables one to have a balanced
and reasonable response.

Secondly, they should not think in terms of creating environment that is friendly
to their needs, an environment that enables them to make a pilgrimage now and
then, to visit their relatives, their birth places and reincarnate old memories. This
renders diaspora relation to country of origin instrumentalist where support and ac-
tions are dictated by diaspora centred self-interest. 

Thirdly, they should not prescribe to the neo-liberal informed conditionality and
demand-unless certain conditions are fulfilled we withhold our support. Their sup-
port to their people should be unconditional and long term oriented. This by no me-
ans implies rendering uncritical support; they need to be critical supporters. Yet, they
have to be able to differentiate between the neo-liberally prescribed conditionality
and a reality anchored capacity and ability of their society. They have also to be able
to differentiate between the people and government. 

How do they channel their support to their people at home? In the current situa-
tion this might not be easy, but their engagement should not a short term one. The
first step should be to ensure the unity of the diaspora. One of the hazardous features
of the Eritrean diaspora has been its disunity. Particularly ethnic, religious, regional
based divisions are besetting the diaspora community whose reflections are certainly
to be felt on the society of country of origin. United they would be able to form ge-
nuine civil society associations which makes it easier to open channels and mecha-
nisms through which supports would be routed. 

A united and realistically thinking and acting Eritrean diaspora community have
a lot to contribute to socio-economic development, health, research, technology, de-
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mocratisation. In the political area also they would be able to function as peace brok-
ers among various opposition groups and with the government.

 

Concluding remarks

 

The Eritrean diaspora has been at a crossroads for too long. Many floated with the
idea that the moment independence is realised they would not spend a day but return
to the country of origin. Independence came, yet new ideas of filling the purse before
finally taking the journey home emerged. Recently also the second war with Ethiopia
and the subsequent socio-economic and political crisis are referred to as the reason
for not being able to return. All this shows the difficulties faced to return home. The
hopes and dreams were based on unrealistic expectations. This in turn has given way
to indecisiveness. Insofar as they fail to realise that they are to stay in their new dias-
poric habitat their relation with the state of country of origin is going to be based on
unrealistic foundations. In addition as long as they are living in limbo, of not kno-
wing whether they are temporarily or permanently diasporic, they will not be able to
build their life in their new diasporic habitat. 

The image built of Eritreans as unified and in support of their nation in all cir-
cumstances is a myth. No doubt there is a strong emotional attachment with the
country of origin but it is far from united and stable. There could be given some fac-
tors that gave rise to the strong emotional affiliation. The isolation, marginalisation
and ignoring by the international community and particularly the superpowers in-
culcated in the Eritrean psych a sense of vigorous independence and resolute will to
go it alone which demanded great sacrifices. This explains the passionate involve-
ment of the Eritrean diaspora in the affairs of country of origin, which is unique in
the African continent.

Nevertheless, even though strong passionate attachment characterises their stance
to their country of origin, yet their passionate support is channelled through divided
manners. The route pursued and end destination in the diasporic exodus has contri-
buted to this division, at the same time it had the tendency of cementing the religio-
cultural distance and space. Those who pursued the diasporic route of Sudan to
Middle East, at the early stage of the diasporic journey, saw that their Islamic and
Arabic culture was reinforced, which in turn motivated them to give their support to
the organisation which they believed represented their faith and culture, notably the
ELF. On the other hand it could be said that the opposite process took place on those
who took the diasporic route to Ethiopia, Europe and North America. This category
of diaspora, at least at the early stage of the diasporic journey, being Christians and
Tigrinya speakers, most probably experienced that their Christian identity was rein-
forced, hence, gave support to the organisations they thought represented them, no-
tably the EPLF. 
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This variability in identity formation and political affiliation not only keeps them
apart in their diasporic space but also they work actively to transfer the contents of
the differential diasporic space to the country of origin. This in turn is sought to en-
sure comparative dominant position of their imagined political representativity in
the polity of country of origin. They calculate that they can return only when this
comparative dominance is secured. In addition to this socio-cultural differentiality
emanating from country of origin, there is also a socio-culture element acquired and
grafted in the diasporic personality through socialisation and internalisation. This so-
cio-cultural grafting produces split personality-divided between host society and so-
ciety of origin-which complicates more the already existing problem. 

The paradoxality and ambiguity emanating partly from transnationality of iden-
tity and partly due to the concomitant contradictory meanings and accommodations
of this transnationality of identity creates split identity. Transnationality of identity
produces split identity not least in the legalistic meaning in the form of duality of
citizenship. This duality of citizenship is accompanied by binary rights and duties
that further complicate the interaction between the state of country of origin and the
state of host society (e.g. the issue of a journalist, Dawit Isaac, who holds dual citi-
zenship). 

At socio-cultural level also this duality of identity conveys contradictory meanings
and accommodations. The social space of the country of origin, for instance, alt-
hough socially and culturally it has appealing qualities, however, in reality it lacks ac-
commodative material provisions. Even in terms of socio-cultural perspective the
changes in the diasporic personality constitute anomaly where he or she becomes a
misfit.

The social space of host state also, even though its material accomodativity is ap-
pealing, its socio-cultural rejectionist proclivities become factors of unsettled life. All
this produces a divided personality, mentally in the country of origin and physically
in the host country. This in turn creates a frustrated personality whose frustration is
expressed in the passionate and emotional involvement in the business of the country
of origin, which quite often entails unreasonable demands and expectations. 
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Gaim Kibreab

 

The Eritrean Diaspora, 
the War of Independence, 
Post-Conflict (Re)-construction 
and Democratisation

 

Introduction

 

The purposes of the paper are to: (i) present a brief description of the emergence and
consolidation of the Eritrean diaspora in a historical perspective; (ii) analyse and eval-
uate the role played by the Eritrean diaspora during the war of independence and in
post-conflict (re)-construction; and (iii) evaluate and explain the role of the diaspora
in democratisation.

 

The emergence and consolidation of the Eritrean 
global diaspora

 

Eritrea is located in the arid and semi-arid parts of Africa. As a result, mobility within
and outside the country, necessitated by the need to take advantage of variations in
the environment, has always been an integral part of the country’s social and eco-
nomic history. The people that inhabited present day Eritrea, therefore, migrated sea-
sonally to different parts of northeast Africa and the Middle East in search of arable
land, pasture, water, and employment. The history of Eritrean diaspora is not, there-
fore, a colonial or post-colonial phenomenon. In the pre-colonial period, individuals
from what later came to be known as Eritrea travelled to Europe as students of the-
ology, assistants of travellers and scholars’ interpreters. During the colonial period,
many Eritreans travelled to Europe and the Middle East in pursuit of theological
studies – Catholicism, Protestantism and Islam. Wolbert Smidt, for example, states:
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…Eritreans returning from Europe in the 19th century often occupied key intellectual or politi-
cal positions in pre-colonial and colonial Eritrea…They also frequently maintained their con-
tacts with Europeans, and sometimes helped keep European interest in the Horn of Africa alive.
Finally, they conveyed to those who stayed behind an image of Europe that helped nourish a desi-
re among their descendants and younger compatriots to also pursue education and other expe-
riences in the West (2005: 1-2). 

 

It is interesting to note that the roles played by the diaspora pioneers in the 19th cen-
tury Eritrea were not substantially different from the roles played by modern Eritrean
diasporic communities. Firstly, the pioneers served as conduit for European knowl-
edge and experiences and, therefore, were accorded key intellectual and political po-
sitions in their communities of origin and secondly, they served as a link between
their communities and Europe which on the one hand, kept alive European interests
in the Horn of Africa and on the other, engendered a desire among young and am-
bitious members of their communities to emigrate to Europe in search of education-
al, employment and other opportunities. 

Whilst it is important to bear in mind that the formations of Eritrean diasporic or
transnational communities pre-date the nationalist movement of the 1940s and
1950s, the creation and expansion of the modern Eritrean diaspora is inextricably
linked to the political resistance against foreign occupation and the war of independ-
ence. When the unionist Eritrean government at the behest of the Ethiopian Emper-
or and his agents in Asmara systematically dismantled the symbols of Eritrean sover-
eignty, such as the Eritrean flag, the seal and the national languages – Arabic and Ti-
grinya – (Killion 1997; Ammar 1997; Gebre-Medhin 1989; Habte Selassie 1980;
1989; Ogbazghi 1991) and arbitrarily detained thousands of nationalists (Pool 1982;
Markakis 1990), hundreds of Eritreans fled the country in search of safety and to
continue the struggle through different means.

Over time, Kassala, Port Sudan and Cairo became the major hubs of Eritrean di-
aspora. For example, the Eritrean Liberation Movement (ELM) was created by dis-
sident members of the Eritrean diaspora in Port Sudan (Markakis 1990; Kibreab
2006). The Eritrean Liberation Front (ELF) was also created by members of the Er-
itrean diaspora in Cairo (Sherman 1980; Elrich 1983; Markakis 1990; Kibreab
2006). In short, the Eritrean armed struggle was a result of collaborative efforts be-
tween the diaspora groups in Sudan and Cairo. 

With the escalation of the war of independence and Ethiopia’s scorched earth pol-
icy of pacification of the civilian population in the second half of the 1960s, tens of
thousands of Eritrean lowlanders fled to Sudan in search of international protection
(Kibreab 1987a). With the escalation of the war of independence in the early 1970s,
the whole country was affected and as a result, people fled from all parts of the coun-
try in search of international protection (see Kibreab 1987a; 1987b; 1990; 1994;
1995; 1996a; 1996b; 1996c; 2000; 2004; 2005). Since then, Sudanese towns and
cities, such as Kassala, Port Sudan, Khartoum, Kashm el Girba, New Halfa, Gedaref
and Wad Medeni have become the main hubs of Eritrean transnational communi-
ties. These communities are linked by complex global webs of social networks that
on the one hand, sustain livelihood systems through remittances, transfer of ideas,
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information and consumer goods and on the other, fuel powerful obsession to mi-
grate to the prosperous North – Europe, North America and Australia – to join rel-
atives and friends and more importantly to benefit from the perceived opulence that
permeates life in such societies. 

With the exception of the minority of Eritreans who left the country before the
1960s and those who left as scholarship students in the 1960s, the overwhelming ma-
jority of members of the transnational Eritrean communities in the Middle East, the
Gulf States, North America, Europe, and Australia had either lived in Sudan as ref-
ugees or used the country as a stepping stone to reach their present destinations (Ki-
breab 1992; 1996c; 2005). 

During the war of independence, nearly half of the Eritrean refugees in Sudan
were placed in spatially segregated sites – namely, land-based and wage-earning set-
tlements, as well as camps known as reception centres (Kibreab 1987a; 1996c; 2005).
Over time, the latter have become institutionalised. Before May 1991, all Eritrean
refugees fled the country due to the war of independence. It was hoped therefore,
that the country’s independence would encourage most of the refugees to return
home in response to the fundamental political changes that occurred in the country.
Although a large number of Eritrean refugees have returned from Sudan, there are
still many of the pre-independence refugees that have stayed put instead of returning
to Eritrea. On the surface, their failure to ‘vote with their feet’ homewards may ap-
pear anomalous. In fact, the anomaly is not only limited to the behaviour of those
who chose to stay put in spite of the elimination of the factors that prompted their
displacement, but independence has also failed to stem the flow of large numbers of
post-independence refugees to Sudan, Ethiopia and from there to Europe. 

Although the failure of some of the pre-independence refugees in Sudan to return
in response to the political changes that took place in Eritrea and the continuous ex-
odus of post-independence refugees are inextricably linked to the government’s cav-
alier attitude towards human rights and democracy, the decision of the refugees con-
cerning repatriation and flight can only be understood in the context of the global
webs of social networks that interconnect Eritreans at home, in Sudan, Ethiopia, the
rest of Africa, the Middle East, the Gulf States, Europe, North America and Austral-
ia. 

These global social networks are greatly enhanced by the revolution in communi-
cation and transportation technology. In the 1980s and most of the 1990s, Eritrean
refugees in Sudan queued for days or even weeks to contact their relatives and friends
abroad. These days, the large majority of the urban refugees in Sudan, Egypt, Kenya,
South Africa, etc. own mobile phones and e-mail accounts and are in touch with
their relatives, friends, siblings, offspring and neighbours on a daily basis world-wide.
Not only do these dense global networks serve as conduit for the transfer of informa-
tion, cash, consumer goods, values and tastes, but more importantly they engender
powerful hopes, aspirations, expectations and goals among those who have already
left for the neighbouring countries and those who seek to leave Eritrea. These goals
and expectations are realisable by further emigration rather than repatriation or stay-
ing put in Eritrea. Not only do these new goals, aspirations and expectations, no mat-
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ter how unrealistic, effect changes and transformations in the way the people con-
cerned perceive themselves but also in the meanings and values they attribute to
homes and spatially bounded communities. That is the main reason most of the ref-
ugees in Sudan and many of the young people in Eritrea are in the grip of a compul-
sive fever of migration. 

 

The magnitude of the Eritrean diaspora

 

Although a sizeable proportion of the Eritrean population lives in exile, accurate sta-
tistics are hard to come by. As a result, most of the available data are indicative rather
than conclusive. 

 

Table 1

 

 

 

Eritreans in diaspora by region (2004)

 

Source: Government of Eritrea in Fessehatzion (2005). 

 

The production of refugee statistics is not a neutral exercise. Refugee numbers are
produced for different purposes and their numbers tend to vary depending on who
produces them. The data in Table 1 are based on government sources and therefore
should be treated with caution. For example, although the figure of 120,000 Eritre-
ans in Sudan might have been accurate in 2004, since then a large number have ar-
rived fleeing from the open-ended national service and the Warsai-Yikaalo Campaign
which have degenerated into compulsory labour.

 

1

 

 The figures of 90,000 and 70,000

 

Region Number 
Europe  90,000
Middle East  70,000
North America  80,000
Sudan 120,000
Australia ?
The rest of the world and Ethiopia 170,000
Total 510,000

 

1 All Eritreans between 18 and 40 years are required to participated in national service comprising six
months military training and 12 months civic duty – participation in national reconstruction. Alt-
hough the first legislation on national service was enacted in 1991, the national service was laun-
ched in 1994. The first two rounds were demobilised. However, they were remobilised when the
borderwar against Ethiopia broke out in May 1998. All those who re-enlisted in 1998 and those
who were recruited since then have been demobilised. In May 2002, the Head of State introduced
the so-called Warsai-Yikaalo Campaign which forced all participants in the national service to re-
main in the armed forces and to work for the government and the businesses of the ruling party –
People’s Front for Justice and Democracy (PFDJ). The national service has over time degenerated
into compulsory labour in which all Eritreans between the 18 and 51 are forced to work for the
government and the ruling party without remuneration.
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of diaspora Eritreans in Europe and the Middle East, respectively also seem to under-
estimate the number of Eritreans living in the two regions.

 

The Eritrean diaspora and the war of independence

 

Although members of the Eritrean diaspora have always been heterogeneous and at
times fragmented, they were all committed to the project of Eritrean independence.
However, in spite of their commitment to a common public cause – independence
– the level of their contributions to the war of independence varied depending on
whether they supported the EPLF or the ELF. The financial and material contribu-
tions of the transnational organisations that were affiliated to the ELF were much less
than the EPLF mass organisations. This was probably because the ELF unlike the
EPLF had external supporters and was, therefore, less dependent on its mass organi-
sations. 

The Eritrean war of independence unlike the other African anti-colonial wars was
not recognised by the UN and the OAU and, therefore, the national liberation
fronts, especially the EPLF were financially dependent on the Eritrean diaspora. Ex-
cept during the first four years, the EPLF was to a large extent dependent on contri-
butions made by its supporters in the diaspora. In the early 1970s, three Eritrean di-
aspora organisations emerged in the Middle East, Europe and North America. These
were the Eritrean General Students’ Union (GUES), Eritreans for Liberation in
North America (EFLNA) and Eritreans for Liberation in Europe (EFLE). Even
though the GUES maintained a veneer of autonomy, it was from the outset affiliated
to the ELF. Although the EFLNA and the EFLE mobilised massive material and po-
litical support for the EPLF, in the beginning, they were not formally affiliated to the
Front. This was not because of the EPLF leadership’s respect for autonomy of civil
diasporic organisations, but rather to shield them from the influence of its Foreign
Mission, which was until March 1976, headed by the energetic Osman Saleh Sabbe.
Osman Saleh Sabbe was in favour of affiliation of the diaspora organisations to the
EPLF, but the field leadership preferred to see that the EFLNA and EFLE maintained
a thin cover of temporary formal autonomy. 

In March 1976, the EPLF leadership accused the head of its Foreign Mission, Os-
man Saleh Sabbe, of conspiring behind its back to form a united Front with the ELF
and after an acrimonious confrontation severed its relations completely. Sabbe with-
held all financial and logistical assistance in an attempt to pressurise the leadership of
the EPLF to submission. When the flow of external resources dried up suddenly, the
EPLF leadership made a u-turn and appealed to the leaderships of EFLNA and EFLE
to be affiliated to the Front and to substantially increase their financial contributions. 

In response, many of the activists in North America and Europe quit their studies
to engage in different full-time jobs to raise funds for the cash-strapped EPLF. Many
members of the diaspora also lived in groups in over-crowded apartments in order to
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save money to support the EPLF (Redeker Hepner 2005: 57). Some even reportedly
lived on pet food to save money for the struggle. For example, on average, the EFL-
NA raised over US $200,000 per annum (equivalent to US $1,137,527 today) and
sent to the EPLF. The total number of active members of the EFLNA was only about
500 and the average individual contribution per annum was US $4,000 ((Redeker
Hepner 2005: 57). 

The EFLE had between three and four thousand members throughout Europe.
There were hundreds of Eritrean domestic immigrant workers in Italy who contri-
buted substantial proportions of their incomes to the EPLF. Most Eritrean workers
throughout Europe contributed between 10 and 20 percent of their annual incomes.
Students also contributed ten percent of their loans, grants or scholarships. In Swe-
den, on top of the regular annual contributions, students contributed one month’s
income of their summer holiday earnings. Workers also made one month’s additional
contribution per annum. 

All EFLE’s branches throughout Europe engaged in street collection and organi-
sed cultural events to raise money for the EPLF. Every year, huge jamborees were or-
ganised in Bologna (Italy) where Eritreans from all over the world met to celebrate,
network and raise money for the EPLF. Huge makeshift hotels, bars, restaurants and
cafes used to be built where thousands of visitors stayed, ate, drank, sold, bought and
exchanged different Eritrean and exotic artefacts. Every year, hundreds of thousands
of dollars if not millions were raised and sent directly to the EPLF. 

In 1978, the EPLF established different mass organisations – Association of Er-
itrean women, Association of Eritrean Students, and Association of Eritrean Work-
ers. In view of the fact that a large number of Eritrean immigrant workers were con-
centrated in the Gulf States, the Association of Eritrean Workers there played a key
role in raising substantial amount of money to the EPLF. Although there are no stu-
dies that measure the extent to which the outcome of the war of independence was
influenced by the financial contributions of the Eritrean transnational organisations,
there is no doubt that the financial and manpower contributions, as well as political
mobilisation of the transnational communities were some of the decisive factors that
determined the outcome of the war of independence. 



 

Dahre 103

 



 

Eritrean diaspora and post-conflict (re)-construction

 

2

 

 

 

In the bourgeoning literature on post-conflict (re)-construction, diaspora groups are
presented as being able to play a constructive or a destructive role in their countries
of origin. Some diaspora groups may use their financial resources to exacerbate con-
flicts and political unrests (Ostegaard-Nielsen 2006: Assal 2006; World Bank 2005;
Lyons 2004; Mahmoud 2005; 2006). Abdullah Mahmoud, for example, observes:

 

…it is now becoming apparent that diaspora groupings, thanks to inexpensive transportation
and rapid communication, are exerting increasing influence on the politics of their homelands,
sometimes with destructive consequences… The location enables them to mobilise substantial
financial resources, extensive transnational networks, powerful international forces, and political
connections that span the globe, and through which they could make a difference to the situation
in the homeland for the better or for worse in different respects (2006: 2). 

 

As we shall see later, the roles diaspora groups play in the politics or anti-politics of
their countries of origin, cannot be taken for granted. This is a function of the nature
of the government in place. For example, whilst the data in the following tables show
that the Eritrean diaspora have been making substantial financial contributions, their
influence on the politics or anti-politics of the post-independence condition has been
as good as zero. Notwithstanding this, the Eritrean diaspora have made huge finan-
cial contributions to the government. This does not, however, mean that their contri-
butions were invested in (re)-constructing the war-torn social, economic and physi-
cal infrastructures of the country. The manner in which diasporas’ financial contri-
butions are invested is to a large extent a function of war and peace. Because of the
border war, most of the financial contributions made by the Eritrean diaspora have
most probably ended up in the weapon markets of the countries of the former Soviet
Union. 

As seen earlier, the Eritrean diaspora is heterogenous (Woldemikael 2005) and the
role they have been playing in the post-conflict (re)-construction cannot be generali-
sed. The level of their contribution is to a large extent influenced by the extent to
which they feel included or excluded. Once the external enemy was thrown out of
the country, most Eritreans expected to see a transitional government of national
unity that would pave the way for transition to democracy. To the dismay of most
Eritreans, the leadership of the EPLF opted for the divisive logic of ‘the winner takes
all and the vanquished receives nothing.’ The exclusion of the ELF and its various

 

2 The idea of re-constructing post-conflict societies implies that a return to the past is both possible
and desirable. In reality a return to the past is neither possible nor desirable. In post-conflict socie-
ties, re-construction of the past would mean re-creating the situation that produced the violent con-
flict. This is obviously undesirable. Re-construction of the past is also impossible because everything
undergoes change and transformation. War and violent conflict have the capacity to telescope the
otherwise protracted process of social change. In the particular case of Eritrea, there was nothing to
be re-constructed. Everything had to be constructed from scratch. Even though the common ter-
minology used in the post-conflict literature is ‘re-construction,’ the proper term is construction
rather than re-construction. 
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factions from power sharing has therefore discouraged many willing members of the
Eritrean diaspora from participating in the process of national (re)-construction. The
level of diaspora contributions in Table 6 would have most probably been far greater
had the EPLF/PFDJ leadership opted for the politics of inclusion rather than the
anti-politics of exclusion. 

Except in countries endowed with precious mineral resources, such as oil, gold,
diamonds, etc., in many developing societies, remittance represents the single most
important source of foreign exchange. A World Bank study, for example, shows that
remittance to developing countries increased by US $10 billion reaching US $126
billion in 2004 (World Bank 2005). The study also showed that 15 percent of all re-
mittances sent to the developing countries in 2002 went to African countries repre-
senting 1.3 percent of total GDP. The data in the World Bank’s study refer only to
amounts transferred through formal channels. Remittances that flow through infor-
mal channels are often assumed to be much greater than what official records indi-
cate. In fact, most countries in sub-Saharan Africa do not keep records of remittan-
ces. 

 

Table 2

 

 

 

Top remittance-receiving countries in Africa, 2000

 

Source: World Bank, African Development Indicators, 2004 in Fessehatzion 2005.

 

The data in Table 2 show the twelve largest remittance-receiving countries in Africa.
The data refer only to amounts transferred through formal channels. Some estimates
suggest that the amounts transferred informally may be three times more than what
official records indicate (Fessehatzion 2005: 167). The data in Table 2 show that alt-
hough in terms of remittances received, Eritrea ranks twelfth in Africa, it ranks fifth
in terms of remittances received per capita and first in proportion of total GDP. No
other African economy is as dependent on remittances as is the Eritrean economy (30
percent of GDP). This must of course, be seen in the context of the small size of the

 

Countries Population 
in millions

Remittances 
in millions 

GDP Remittance 
per capita 

Remittance 
per capita as 
% of GNI 
per capita

Remittance 
per capita as 
% of GDP 
per capita

Egypt 66.4 2,899 83,440 43.67  3.0  3.4
Morocco 29.7 2,571 43,722 86.57  7.4  5.9
Nigeria 132.8 1,834 34,722 13.81  4.6  5.6
Algeria 31.3  840 52,328 26.83  1.6  1.6
Tunisia 9.8  811 26,392 82.78  4.2  3.1
Ghana 20.3  680 8,687 33.50 12.5  7.8
Kenya 31.3  577 10,098 18.33  5.1  5.7
Botswana 1.7  435 7,023 255.88  8.5  6.2
Ethiopia 67.2  362 8,326 5.41  5.4  4.4
Sudan 32.8  357 14,956 10.88  2.9  2.4
Namibia 2.0  280 4,373 140.00  9.0  6.4
Eritrea 4.3  206 687 47.90 26.6 30.0
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Eritrean national economy. Remittances also represented about 27 percent per capita
income of Eritreans. 

 

Table 3 

 

Remittances and ODA as percent of GDP, 1993-2002

 

Source: World Bank, African Development Indicators, 2004 in Fessehatzion, 2005.

 

The data in Table 3 show that remittances exceeded the amount of Official Develop-
ment Assistance Eritrea received between 1993 and 2000. The only exceptions were
2001 and 2002 in which the total amount of official development assistance received
by the country exceeded remittance. 

 

Table 4

 

 

 

Resource flows to Eritrea, 1993-2002 (in current US dollars in millions)

 

Source: World Bank, African Development Indictors, 2004 in Fessehatzion 2005.

 

The data in Table 4 show that the amount of remittances Eritrea received between
1993 and 2002 far exceeds all other forms of flows, including foreign direct invest-
ment, official development assistance and exports. 

 

Year Remittance as % of GDP ODA as % of GDP
1993 35.0 14.3
1994 48.3 29.6
1995 36.6 25.4
1996 38.0 23.0
1997 50.9 18.0
1998 27.0 22.5
1999 34.6 20.4
2000 32.0 27.5
2001 26.0 39.7
2002 30.0 35.9
1995-2002 average 34.4 26.5

Year Population 
(millions)

Remittances 
in US $

Foreign direct 
investment 

ODA Exports 

1993 3.39 165 n. a  67 36
1994 3.48 276 n. a. 157 65
1995 3.57 215 n. a. 149 81
1996 3.67 244  37 159 95
1997 3.77 352  39 123 54
1998 3.88 190  30 167 28
1999 3.99 244  83 149 20
2000 4.10 196  28 176 37
2001 4.20 175  12 281 20
2002 4.30 206  20 230 54
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Table 5

 

Per capita remittances and remittances as a percentage of other flows 
(in current US dollars in millions)

 

Source: World Bank, African Development Indicators, 2004 in Fessehatzion, 2005 

 

The data in tables 4 and 5 show that remittance has been the single most important
source of foreign exchange throughout the post-independence period. With the ex-
ception of the years 2001 and 2002, remittance exceeded ODA. 

 

Table 6

 

Revenue collection from diaspora by source, 1997-2003 (in millions current US dollars)

 

Source: Government of Eritrea in Fessehatzion, 2005.

 

Eritrea is one of the few countries in the world that levies diaspora income tax of 2
percent. This is levied on all Eritrean transnational communities regardless of citizen-
ship. As the data in Table 6 show, the diaspora tax averaged US 5.9 million per an-
num between 1997 and 2003. Although the legality of imposing tax on the diaspora,
including on citizens of other states is questionable, during the euphoric years, with
the exception of supporters of the political organisations that were banned from the
country, most Eritreans happily paid the tax. However, as the human rights perfor-
mance of the government deteriorated, a considerable proportion of the Eritrean di-
aspora became reluctant to pay the 2% tax voluntarily. 

As the 2% diaspora tax represents a substantial source of foreign exchange, the go-
vernment resorts to different means to enforce it. All government services, including
those which are supposed to be intrinsic to citizenship rights are dependent on pay-
ment of the 2% diaspora tax. These include the right to:

 

Years Remittance/
population 

Remittance % of 
FDI

Remittance % of 
ODA

Remittance % of 
exports

1993 48.6  n. a. 246  458
1994 79.3  n. a. 175  424
1995 60.2  n.a. 144  265
1996 66.5  659 153  256
1997 93.4  902 286  651
1998 49.0  633 113  678
1999 61.2  293 163 1,220
2000 49.0  603 111  529
2001 41.7 1,458  62  875
2002 47.2 1,030  89  381

Source 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 Average
Diaspora tax 1.2  5.9  6.5  4.1  6.8  6.5  10.4  5.9
Constructions 6.8 35.2 43.8 27.4 15.4 14.6  25.6 24.0
Land purchases 29.2  47.5 38.4
Eritrea bond 21.3 13.5  1.7 12.2
Segen construction  22.5 22.5
Other contracts 30.0  50.0 40.0
Total 8.0 41.1 71.6 74.2. 23.9 50.1 156.0
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i. obtain an Eritrean passport;
ii. renew an expired Eritrean passport;

 

3

 

iii. obtain Eritrean ID card;
iv. obtain documentation – marriage, death and birth certificates; 
v. buy,

 

4

 

 sell, inherit

 

5

 

 and transfer movable and immovable property throughout
Eritrea;

vi. obtain land for house construction in one’s village of origin;

 

6

 

vii. send consumer goods, such as sugar, clothing, edible oil, wheat flour, etc. to
one’s families;

 

7

 

 
viii. claim one’s unaccompanied luggage on arrival;

 

8

 

 
ix. travel to Eritrea with US passport. Due to the recent tense relationship bet-

ween the Eritrean and the US governments, the latter has stopped issuing visas
to senior Eritrean government officials. As a retaliation, the Eritrean govern-
ment has stopped issuing visas to all US citizens, including members of the
Eritrean diaspora. Members of the latter wishing to visit Eritrea can only do so
using an Eritrean ID card by making good: the 2% tax retroactively, i.e. from
1992, the contributions made by Eritreans in the US to the border war efforts;

 

3 In countries, such as Italy where there is a large concentration of Eritrean immigrants, this leads to
loss of residence permit which is stamped in the immigrants’ passports. This also limits freedom of
movement of the person concerned.

4 Most Eritreans in the diaspora dream of building or purchasing a house in Eritrea. The government
is aware of this and that is why it uses this as means of enforcing the 2% diaspora tax.

5 This also affects siblings of inheritors. If parents bequeath their wealth to their children and if one
or more than one is in the diaspora, no transfer of wealth can take place unless those in diaspora
pay the 2% tax and the other obligations.

6 All Eritreans are entitled to own a piece of land in their villages of origin for house construction by
virtue of belonging to a spatially bounded community. It is by building a house in their villages of
origin, most Eritrea feel rooted.

7 Since the war of independence, more than two-third of the Eritrean people have been dependent
on food aid. This was due to the combined effects of war, misplaced policy and drought. In May
2005, the Eritrean government enacted a law on NGOs that restricted their activities, as well im-
posed tax/duties on all imported aid goods. Soon after, the government ordered USAID which was
the major food aid provider to cease its activities. Two months earlier, i.e. in May 2005, USAID had
pledged to meet more than 100% of Eritrea’s total annual food requirement. To make things worse,
in September 2005, the government arbitrarily decided to reduce the number of food aid recipients
from 1.3 million to 72,000 under the pretext of its misconceived policy of self-reliance. As a result,
more than 20 percent of the population is malnourished and this represents 5 percent higher than
the World Health Organisation’s threshold of a crisis situation. The government has also been un-
leashing a fierce assault on the private sector. All these measures in combination with severe scarcity
of foreign exchange, have created a situation of severe scarcity of commodities in the country. In
order to avert the threat of starvation, diaspora Eritreans began sending commodities to their fami-
lies and relatives. The government saw this as an opportunity and has made it conditional upon pay-
ment of the 2% diaspora tax. 

8 Most diaspora Eritreans travel home with excess luggage. It is cheaper to send excess luggage unac-
companied and the government is aware of this. Those who have not paid the 2% tax cannot collect
such luggage. 
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the ‘one dollar a day’ paid between 1999 and 2000, as well as by buying
‘Eritrea bond’ issued during the border war.

 

9

 

 

Construction is the second channel through which the Eritrean government collects
revenues from the transnational communities. The construction and other firms ow-
ned by the ruling party have 

 

de facto

 

 monopoly rights over land, property develop-
ment and labour. This is because, firstly, all land is owned by the state.

 

10

 

 Secondly,
only firms owned by the ruling party are authorised to import and distribute cons-
truction materials. Thirdly, all Eritreans between 18 and 51 years, except the disab-
led, former combatants and mothers are participating in the open-ended national
service and the Warsai-Yikaalo Campaign where they work for the government and
the firms of the ruling party without remuneration. Private developers are starved of
foreign currency, construction materials and labour. Since May 2006, the governme-
nt has also suspended all licences issued to contractors, civil engineers, and architects.
Only the firms owned by the ruling party are allowed to carry on their business as
usual.

In view of the fact that the government owns all land and most Eritreans in the
diaspora cherish home ownership in their country, the government collects substan-
tial amounts of revenues from the sale of land. During the border war (1998-2000),
diaspora Eritreans purchased bonds worth US $36.5 million and made contributions
of US $106.4 million. The total contribution to the war effort reached US $142.9
million (Fessehatzion 2005: 173).

The role played by diaspora Eritreans in the post-conflict situation is not limited
to material contributions. Many professionals from different parts of the world re-
turned to Eritrea to serve their newly born state without any expectation to be remu-
nerated. Germany, for example, embarked on an ambitious and costly return pro-
gramme in which Eritrean professionals residing in Germany were provided with
handsome incentives to return home to contribute to (re)-construction of their coun-
try. However, the EPLF leadership, true to its tradition of anti-intellectualism, and
fearful of ‘outside’ influence, erected every possible barrier to kill the powerful ent-
husiasm of many of the professionals who returned from all parts of the world to ser-
ve their people. Most of them returned to where they came from disillusioned and
with their morale resources sapped. This was further exacerbated by the EPLF elite
ex-combatants’ fear of competition from diaspora professionals. ‘Where were you
when the stones were burning’? was a common cliché regurgitated by many former
combatants. The corollary of this regurgitation was, ‘you ran away when the country
was burning and when it needed your service and now you have the audacity to come

 

9 Not only may this impose heavy financial burden on those who want to visit their families and
country, but also those who are reluctant to travel to Eritrea on Eritrean ID cards for fear of being
arrested are unlikely to visit their families. Although no foreign passports provide full guarantee
against arbitrary detention in Eritrea due to the fact that the government considers any person born
to an Eritrean mother or father as Eritrean regardless of the desire of the person concerned, some
Eritreans used to feel safer travelling to Eritrea with the passports of their newly found countries. 

10 According to Proclamation 58/1994, all land is owned by the State. Eritrean nationals can only pos-
sess life-long rights of usufruct over cultivable land. 
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back when the fire is extinguished to harvest the crop you did not sow.’ A very few
stayed put and assimilated themselves into the value systems of the former comba-
tants by surrendering their professional standards and sense of morality and justice.
Some even became the spokesmen of the tyrannical regime. 

It was not only the professionals who returned home who faced insuperable ob-
stacles. The large majority of the diaspora entrepreneurs who returned to invest in
their country were also met with fierce animosity and suspicion. In the course of ten
years’ fieldwork inside and outside Eritrea, I met many diaspora Eritreans whose in-
vestment projects were deliberately undermined by the government. Many of them
left the country utterly disenchanted and frustrated. Many of them have also lost
their lifelong savings. Just to mention one example of many frustrated ideas and fai-
led business enterprises, let us briefly look at the case of the Erit-Swede Development
Corporation. In 1994, two hundred Eritreans, about 150 of them from Sweden, pul-
led their savings together and bought a jute plant which went bankrupt a few months
after it was assembled in Morgongava – Upplands. The representatives of the group
transported the whole plant to Eritrea and assembled it in Dekemhare by themselves
with a minimum help from a Swedish engineer. The total cost of the plant was 4.5
million Swedish Kronor. 

The enterprise did not last long for a number of reasons. Firstly, its request for a
loan from the Eritrean Development Bank was turned down without an explanation.
Secondly, all the trained technicians (40 of them) and the manual workers were re-
cruited to national service without any regard to the consequences for the factory.
The management’s appeal to the government fell on a deaf ear. Thirdly, the govern-
ment refused to supply locally produced cement which was more suitable to the par-
ticular need of the factory. Fourthly, according to one of the managers, the govern-
ment engaged in a negative campaign of vilification which had a detrimental impact
on the viability of the factory. In 1998, the plant ceased its operation. 

The case of Erit-Swede Development Corporation is a tip of the iceberg. I have
met many Eritrean businessmen who returned to Eritrea with great enthusiasm to
participate in the country’s post-conflict (re)-construction but were told directly or
indirectly that they were not welcome. The question that arises is why would a go-
vernment do such a thing? Firstly, rhetoric notwithstanding, the former EPLF and
now PFDJ remains strongly opposed to a free market economy. A high-ranking go-
vernment official, for example, told the author, “We did not fight for thirty years to
empower the bourgeoisie or the middle class. We fought to empower the masses.”

 

11

 

In his view, the disempowerment of the bourgeoisie and middle class is 

 

sine qua non

 

for the empowerment of the masses. If the private sector grows, PFDJ bosses think
that the middle class might consolidate its grip on the economy and consequently

 

11 The interview was conducted in August 2002 in Asmara when the Head of State and the Minister
of Trade and Industry were fiercely attacking the private sector for being the cause of the high rate
of inflation, unemployment and economic crisis. See Isaias Afwerki, 

 

Hadas Eritra

 

, 11 May 2002;
Isaias Afwerki, 

 

Hadas Eritra

 

, 22 August 2002; 

 

Kale Meteyik Mis Dr Giorgis Teclemichael 

 

(Interview
with the Minister of Trade and Industry, Eritrean Television). Excerpts of the interview were pub-
lished in 

 

Hadas Eritra

 

, 22 and 23 August 2002. The material here is obtained from the latter. See
also 

 

Hadas Eritra

 

, 22 August 2002. 
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become a powerbroker. Nothing could be more threatening to PFDJ’s monopoly of
economic and political power than the development and consolidation of an auto-
nomous middle class which could over time develop into a fully-fledged bourgeoisie
with a bourgeois culture, taste for politics, lifestyle and even ambition for power. Alt-
hough the roles of the state and the bourgeoisie in industrialisation and development
is a moot point in the economic history literature,

 

12

 

 there seems to be general agree-
ment that the market and consequently the middle class and the bourgeoisie are the
motive forces of democratic politics. PFDJ leaders are well aware of this ‘danger’ and
seem to be determined to leave no stone unturned to avert the perceived potential
threat to their unfettered reign.

As Charles Lindblom states: “The association between liberal constitutional po-
lyarchy and market is clearly no historical accident. Polyarchies were established to
win and protect certain liberties: private property, free enterprise, free contract, and
occupational choice. …” (1977: 164). The Eritrean government and the ruling party
are aware of the relationship between the market and democratic rights. Their inces-
sant interventions in the market are not an end in themselves but are rather the me-
ans by which they suppress private property, free enterprise and free contract, in the
absence of which liberal democracy is inconceivable. Lindblom further states: 

 

In our time the connection between the market and the particular liberties prized in the liberal
tradition is still intimate. If you and I as ordinary citizens are to be free to choose our own occu-
pations, we need a labour market, rather than an authoritative system of conscription. If we are
to be free to travel, and do not want to ask a government official’s permission, we must be able
to buy tickets on the market. If we are to be free to read, we must be able to buy books. The
liberal notion of freedom was freedom from government’s many interventions, and for that kind
of freedom markets are indeed indispensable (1977: 164).

 

The suppression of the market and consequently of the private sector and the entre-
preneurial class is therefore a means by which the Eritrean government attempts to
exercise unfettered hegemonic control over every aspect of Eritrean society. 

Secondly, not only does the ruling party exercise unfettered hegemonic political
control, but it also exercises nearly absolute monopoly over most economic activities
within the formal sector, including international and domestic trade. The governme-
nt has also abolished the labour market not only by suppressing the private sector but
also by recruiting all citizens between 18 and 51 years, save former combatants and
medically disabled people, to the army under the guise of the open-ended national
service and its concomitant the Warsai-Yikaalo Campaign (WYC). The participants
of the national service and the WYC are required to work for the government and
the businesses of the ruling party without remuneration. In the Eritrean governme-
nt’s view, a market economy and the consequent development of the private sector
would mean increased competition which could limit the profitability of the PFDJ
firms. Without strangulating the private sector, the government’s ambition of hege-
monic control of Eritrean society would be defeated. The Eritrean government’s anti-

 

12 For an elaborate critical review of the literature see Rueschemeyer, D, Stephens, E.H. and Stephens,
J.D, 

 

Capitalist Development and Democracy

 

 (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1992)
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free market and anti-private sector stance only make sense when viewed in this per-
spective (Kibreab forthcoming 1 and 2). 

 

Eritrean diaspora and democratisation 

 

We saw in the preceding parts of the paper that the Eritrean diaspora played a key
role in the war of independence. We also saw their remittances and contributions to
the post-independence situation represent the largest source of foreign exchange.
Theoretically, it may be safe to infer that this would give the Eritrean diaspora an im-
portant leverage to influence not only the policies of the government but also the na-
ture of governance in place. The fact that the Eritrean government is one of the few
autocratic regimes in the post-cold war world is subject to no controversy. The post-
independence condition is marked by an absolute dearth of basic human rights, rule
of law, due process and freedom of expression, association, and movement (see Am-
nesty International 2001; 2002; 2003; 2004; 2005; Kibreab 2006). The degree of vi-
olations of human rights in the country have gone to the extent of depriving citizens
even the basic human right of fending for themselves and their families. In a country
where the average life expectancy is 53 years, hitherto citizens up to 51 years have
been forcibly recruited into forced labour under the guise of national service and the
WYC. This has brought the national economy and most households to their knees.
This is exacerbated by the government’s decision to phase out food aid in a country
in which over 66 percent of the population lives in absolute poverty (UNICEF
2004). Those who try to evade or abscond from national service and the WYC are
subjected to inhuman treatment (Amnesty International 2004; Human Rights
Watch 2006; US State Department 2006). Many lives are also lost in the Sahara Des-
ert and the Mediterranean Sea in an attempt to find save haven in Europe. An unk-
nown number are also languishing in Libyan detention centres. 

Post-independence Eritrea, contrary to the wishes and aspirations of the Eritrean
people, is under the grip of a oneparty dictatorship. This is an indication of the fact
that the Eritrean diaspora is either colluding with the dictatorial regime or has dis-
mally failed to counteract the emergence and consolidation of dictatorship. As
mentioned earlier, inasmuch as the Eritrean diaspora is not homogenous, it compri-
ses both collaborators and opponents of dictatorship. Unlike the collaborators of the
regime who speak with a single voice, not only are the opponents of the regime weak
and fragmented but some of them are also fighting for unachievable and sectarian en-
ds. The net beneficiary of this division and sectarianism has been the dictatorship in Asmara. 

The case of the Eritrean diaspora shows that whether transnational groupings are
able to wield positive or negative influence on politics of their homelands is to a large
extent a function of the nature of the government in place. Notwithstanding the fact
that the Eritrean diaspora played a key role during the war of independence and in
the post-war situation, the government has effectively reduced the diaspora to a
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toothless cash cow. During the war of independence, Eritreans fought single-hande-
dly against sub-Saharan Africa’s strongest army. In the view of the large majority of
Eritreans, including intellectuals in the diaspora, the need to fight against a vicious
external enemy necessitated the subordination of everything, including citizens’ mo-
ral conscience and sense of justice to the war of independence. Anyone who questio-
ned the excesses of the leaderships, their dictatorial proclivities or their lack of respect
for the sanctity of human life and basic human rights of dissidents or the ‘other’ was
accused of treason and dealt with severely. The Eritrean diaspora, especially the intel-
lectuals played a key role not only in the construction of the ‘Other’ but also directly
or indirectly in the suppression of the ‘Other.’ Temporary suppression of human
rights and unquestioning compliance with the ‘party line’ were considered as a ne-
cessary condition for the success of the revolution.. Most Eritreans were in the grip
of compulsive nationalism. This blunted their sense of justice and their sensitivity to
the suffering of the ‘Other’ (Kibreab 2006). The end was supposed to justify the me-
ans. 

What people failed to realise was that firstly, it is impossible to achieve noble ends
through evil means and secondly, once evil means – violation of human rights – are
tolerated or overlooked, no matter for what purpose, they develop into a culture of
impunity in which the perpetrators concerned take it as God-given right to inflict
suffering in the name of the ‘common good’ on those who challenge their authority
(Kibreab 2006). Throughout the war of independence, the issue of human rights was
relegated to the background or even considered as an unaffordable luxury and look
at the state the country is in. Not surprisingly, by the time Eritrea achieved its inde-
pendence, the leaders of the revolution had already developed a cavalier attitude
towards human rights, justice and the rule of law. They were accustomed to behaving
with contempt as reflected, 

 

inter alia

 

, in their contemptible treatment of the G15

 

13

 

and the thousands of other citizens that have been languishing in incommunicado
detention without being charged, some of them, for more than a decade. It is not sur-
prising, therefore, to see the President being incensed when he is asked, including by
his former comrade-in-arms to account for his follies. 

Although this is no consolation to those who suffer injustice on a daily basis at the
hands of the government that came to power promising to relegate to the dustbin of
history involuntary disappearances, arbitrary detention and to deliver justice, fair-
ness, equality, accountability and democracy, the tragedies and betrayals that have
been unfolding in Eritrea are not unique. Hitherto there has never been any political
organisation that seized power by force that on the one hand, renounced the use of
force against the very people it purported to liberate and on the other, relinquished
power voluntarily. An important lesson that can be drawn from history is that any

 

13 The G15 refers to a group of 15 high-ranking government, party and army officials who sent an
open letter to the members of the PFDJ after the President ignored their repeated demand to call
the long overdue meetings of the National Assembly, the Executive Committee and the Central
Council of the ruling party. The G15 accused the President of ruling by decree. The open letter was
circulated in May 2001. Eleven members of the G15 were detained on 18 September 2001. Three
were abroad and one withdrew his support to the G15. If they still alive, the G11 have been held
incommunicado since then without being charged. 
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political organisation that seizes power by force is intrinsically incapable of establis-
hing democracy and freedom. This has been the case with the French, American and
Russian revolutions, as well as with all governments of national liberation fronts.
When waging a revolution, all revolutionaries demonise their predecessors only to
emulate them faithfully once in power. 
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The Sudanese Diaspora in 
Sweden: Challenges and 
Prospects for Contribution to 
Democratization and 
Reconstruction Effort in Sudan

 

Introduction

 

As far as I am aware, there has yet been no research done on Sudanese diaspora in
Sweden by a specialist in the field. And, although the question of diaspora is not part
of my academic field, the small size of the Sudanese community in Sweden and its
relatively recent presence in the country makes it possible to speak, with some cer-
tainty, of the issues intended for discussion in this paper. The paper, therefore, is not
based on empirical data or informed by a specific theory, rather it is a set of observa-
tions and reflections informed, on one hand by recent literature and discussions on
Sudanese diaspora elsewhere – (Sudanese diaspora was among the main themes of
the Seventh International Sudan Studies Conference held at Bergen University, Nor-
way, 6-8 April 2006; this author was among the participants) – and, on the other, by
personal experience as a member of the Sudanese community in Sweden for many
years.

Generally speaking, research on Sudanese diasporas in different countries is a re-
cent academic pursuit taken up by Sudanese and non-Sudanese specialists in the field
of Social Sciences. Even during the 1970s, when economic decline forced thousands
of Sudanese to migrate to oil-rich Arab countries for work, they were described as

 

mughtaribeen

 

 (sing. 

 

Mughtarib

 

), an Arabic term describing a person who temporarily
stayed away from homeland or home village, rather than perceived as diaspora which
indicates a specific legal status in the host country, modes of life and a myriad of
problems and issues that the first term does not encompass.

The Sudanese diaspora became visible in the aftermath of the Islamist military
coup of 1989 when thousands of Sudanese fled the country and resetted as refugees
in England, United States, Canada, Australia, East Africa, and Egypt. It follows that
the description of Sudanese diaspora has now acquired full conceptual legitimacy, so
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to speak, as it is now being described and analyzed within the broader conceptual
framework structured by specialists with regard to the diasporic phenomenon. This
happened because of the size of the Sudanese migrants in certain Western countries,
particularly the United States, Britain and Canada and the concomitant social and
cultural problems, added to this their political impact and engagement with the Su-
danese question.

 

Characteristics of Sudanese diaspora in Sweden

 

As mentioned above, the Sudanese community in Sweden is very small. We don’t
have reliable statistics, but the number can be put at six or seven hundred maximum.
The community can be categorized into four groups:

1. The old-timers who came to the country before 1989, and it is a very small
group, many of them came either for work or study.

2. Migrants who arrived in Sweden after 1989 as asylum seekers. Some of them
came directly from Sudan, others through a third country.

3. Migrants who joined these two groups from the Gulf Arab countries and Saudi
Arabia, and the majority of them are medical doctors. They decided to leave
those countries because of the deteriorating economic situation there after the
first Gulf war and, encouraged by facilities for research at the Swedish medical
establishments, they wanted to promote their profession by gaining higher
degrees.

4. Students and researchers who came to Sweden on scholarships and decided to
stay.

Although this Sudanese community is so small, vertical approach shows certain var-
iations in terms of ethnic, professional, educational and political backgrounds. This
might help understand the complexity of challenges facing the community and the
potential for reconstruction efforts offered by its members.

Ethnically, the great majority is made up of Arabic-speaking northern Sudanese
from the central Nile valley. Members of this group have better chances for mobility
than rural people due to economic and educational merits, and thus can have access
to various contact networks and can also afford travel expenses. A very small number
of non-Arabic-speaking Sudanese joined them in the 1990s. I am using the designa-
tions of ”Arabic-speaking” and ”non-Arabic speaking” instead of the misleading
Arab-African dichotomy used by some to describe the general Sudanese ethnic com-
position.

Like Sudanese diasporas in other countries, the great majority is graduates and
professionals. This can generally be explained by the fact that the Sudanese middle
class was the main target of the Islamist regime immediately after the coup. The civil
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service throughout the country was purged and employees and professionals were
dismissed in their thousands. That was a pre-emptive move by the Islamists to pre-
vent any resistance to the regime, particularly in the form of civil disobedience,
which two times was led by professional organizations and Trade Unions and
brought down the Abbud and Nimeiri military regimes in 1964 and 1985 respective-
ly.

In Uppsala, where I have precise statistics, there are eighty Sudanese including the
children. Out of forty two adults thirty five of them are university graduates (the ma-
jority from Sudanese universities) and professionals, twelve of them are PhD holders
(eleven gained their PhD from Uppsala University, two of them from the Humani-
ties, the rest either medical doctors or from natural science field). The remaining sev-
en adults are holders of Sudan High Secondary School Certificate. 

Politically, there is no unified political affiliation with respect to Sudanese political
spectrum, although the vast majority is anti-government.

 

Challenges

 

Looking at the challenges facing members of the Sudanese community in Sweden, it
is possible to speak of three types of them.

 

First

 

, the legal challenge: this concerns granting permanent residence, and a very
small number of Sudanese is still waiting for the final decision by the immigration
office. In fact we don’t know exactly the authorities’ policy with regard to the Suda-
nese case at present. I would imagine the perplexity surrounding this policy given the
fluid situation in Sudan. The political situation is very precarious and unpredictable,
the peace agreements of Naifasha (2004) and Abuja (2006) did not stop the killing
in the South and in Dar Fur. The situation in the east, the far north and even in the
capital is very tense.

 

Second

 

, is the economic and social conditions of members of the Sudanese commu-
nity, and the statistics I have of Uppsala community are telling. At this moment out
of the thirty five university graduates and professionals only one can be said to have
a full-time job, another is research associate with teaching hours, four are temporarily
enrolled in projects in their fields at Uppsala University. Three are working on their
doctoral thesis, the rest either have marginal jobs or jobs far less then their qualifica-
tions, or are working outside Sweden while their families stay in the country. The ex-
ample of Uppsala reflects in the most part the conditions of the rest of the Sudanese
in Sweden.

In this respect, scholars use the concept of ”simultaneous incorporation” to de-
cribe such economic and social conditions. It means that the migrant is not actually
totally integrated in the economic and social systems of the host country, and that
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the migrant has to sacrifice his or her previous professional career and social status
and accept, permanently or temporarily, whatever marginal job available so as to sur-
vive, but also to compensate the loss of the original profession and social status by
the economic gains. Indeed this situation requires of the migrant a certain degree of
psychological balance, social adaptability and tolerance. And I would say many Su-
danese here are having it this way.

 

Third

 

, is the socio-cultural challenge. Certainly economic security is not the end of
the journey. As a matter of fact, migrants bear with them their cultural traditions,
values and norms wherever they go and, through time, develop a new mode of life.
In this regard, we may speak of some important features which describe the social
and cultural life of the Sudanese community in Sweden. 

One feature is that the vast majority is home-oriented, they eventually want to re-
turn although there is no dateline. 

A second feature is that many Sudanese live in a state of unpredictability and jam-
ming because the ingredients for making a decision are not available; nothing is clear
or certain back home or here. 

A third feature is that the Sudanese community shows what is known in diaspora
studies as ”transnational space”, or ”transnational social field”, a situation where mi-
grants establish a network of relations that include the home country and perhaps
other countries. Sudanese in Sweden maintain various forms of contact, the most im-
portant of which is the regular visits to the country, and sending what they can afford
of remittance or other material assistance to relatives, and also trying to make the
necessary provisions at home in the event of final return if they could.

Moreover, the cultural, intellectual and political ties with Sudan are maintained
through individual and collective activities, whereby these activities also play an im-
portant role in coping with cultural and social challenges.

For example, attempts to set up social and political organizations began in the ear-
ly 1990s with the increase in numbers of Sudanese. The Uppsala community is rela-
tively successful in being more coherent and having a communal way of social life,
thanks to the size of Uppsala town and its academic nature.

However, it was only very recently that two organizations were established, the Su-
danese Society in Uppsala formed in 2002 and the Sudanese Association in Stock-
holm formed in 2005 and were officially registered by the authorities. Stockholm’s
association is in fact the last in a series of organizations that appeared and disappeared
at different times. Central to the objectives of Uppsala society is to promote relations
between the Sudanese community and the Swedish society, such as regular participa-
tion in Swedish cultural occasions, something that goes with the Swedish policy of
integration. Another objective is to cope with the thorny problem of identity by
maintaining the ”Sudaneseness” of its members through social and cultural pro-
grammes, such as publication of a journal called Azza (a name that symbolizes Su-
dan), a class for teaching Arabic to youngsters, a football team, tours inside Sweden,
and regular celebrations of Sudanese national and religious occasions.
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Contribution to democratization and 
reconstruction efforts in Sudan

 

Turning to the community’s contribution to democratization and reconstruction ef-
fort in Sudan, I tend to be very realistic. In the first place, any attempt in this direc-
tion must be guided by a specific political standpoint, and this in turn requires set-
ting up a platform with specified political principles. 

Since the mid-1990s until now, attempts to establish a branch of the National
Democratic Alliance (NDA), which was formed as an umbrella for the Sudanese op-
position inside and outside Sudan have failed for a number of reasons:

 

First

 

, practicing political activism in Sweden was a new experience for the newly re-
settled Sudanese migrants. 

 

Second

 

, political activism requires dedication and investment of time and energy,
something that even politically motivated individuals would need to spend on secur-
ing the basic needs for resettlement. 

 

Third

 

, many did not want to engage in political campaigns against the Sudanese re-
gime for fear of facing troubles back home if they happen to travel to the country for
one reason or another. 

 

Four

 

, Differences in opinion and political background are also important reasons in
hampering establishment of this political body. 

However, in 1995 a few members of the Sudan People’s Liberation Movement
(SPLM) based in Eskilstuna formed a society named Save Sudan with the main ob-
jective of sending humanitarian aid to war-hit zones in Sudan. A plan was made to
stage a big campaign to collect clothes, but the idea was cancelled because of lack of
funds to send them, and the society itself disappeared shortly after its formation.

Even in the early 1990s an attempt was made to set up a branch of Sudan Human
Rights Organization (SHRO), but differences among its members led to the disap-
pearance of the organization. 

But, still in the absence of a political body that could have brought together po-
litical activists, some politically committed individuals are actively participating in
discussions on the net concerning the future of the country and other related intel-
lectual topics.

With regard to contributions by the Sudanese community here to reconstruction
efforts, I think we should not overestimate them due to a number of factors:

 

One factor

 

 is that the size of the Sudanese community in Sweden is very small, and
is not a coherent and bounded group with the kind of organization that could easily
mobilize its effort, or even move around lobbying the Swedish institutions for the Su-
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danese cause. What is being offered is remittances and other forms of material assist-
ance such as medicine sent by individuals to their relatives. The Sudanese Society in
Uppsala was able to facilitate the travel to the country of a volunteer Swedish medical
doctor who worked for a certain period in one of the hospitals in the capital. Also,
the Sudanese Swedish Society, an old society with a number of active Swedish mem-
bers has been running a small construction project involving building a primary
school in the small town of Bara in western Sudan, and provided it with a small solar
panel for supplying electricity, and also assisted in raising a small farm near the school
to help provide it with vegetables. The project was meant to be taken over by the local
people and developed into a larger scheme, but it didn’t work well because the whole
economic and political circumstances in the region were not conducive.

 

A second factor

 

 is that the economic capacity of the community is very poor. This
is clear when we look at the kind of jobs the majority of Sudanese in Sweden have.

 

A third factor

 

 is that, as far as Sudan is concerned, the Swedish political environment
is not encouraging. Compared with Norway, for example, Sweden is not involved in
the Sudanese question, and has no long-established economic, political, or academic
relations with the country. Such relations usually facilitate contact and generate ideas
when there are specific common interests and concerns.

 

A very important fourth factor

 

 is that, apart from the economic limitations of the
Sudanese diaspora in Sweden, reconstruction process requires in the first place polit-
ical stability and a clear programme for development, but this is not the case with
Sudan. The country is not yet a post-war country. As mentioned above, the Naifasha
and Abuja peace agreements did not stop the killing or solve the problems, the situ-
ation in almost all parts of the country is tense and restive, and the possibility of con-
frontation between the Islamist-led government and the international community
over the deployment of international peace-keeping force intended to replace the AU
peace-keeping force in Dar Fur is real.

Therefore, until we have a post-war Sudan and a stable political system any talk of
contribution to reconstruction effort is unrealistic. However, it is only possible to
speak of potential contributions to rebuilding the country in the form of future phys-
ical return of members of the community, who would bring with them advanced
knowledge and expertise, and this again depends on the political situation of the
country. Fortunately, as mentioned above, the majority of Sudanese diaspora in Swe-
den is home-oriented.



 

Dahre 123

 



 

Yussuf Yassin

 

Ethiopian Advocacy Groups in 
USA after the May Elections-
Lobbying the American 
Legislature

 

Introduction

 

Having given up on reforming the regime democratically in the wake of the disillu-
sionment and disappointment with May 2005 Elections, the Ethiopian Diaspora in
the general and the opposition affiliated Advocacy Groups in U.S. in particular are
engaged in an activity most of the renowned Diaspora pressure groups perceive as the
culmination of their advocacy activity; namely that of influencing the American for-
eign policy against the government in their homeland country. They are in the proc-
ess of lobbying the American policy makers (legislature) to change their policy to-
wards the Ethiopian regime. Recently they made history when the House of Repre-
sentatives Foreign Relations Committee unanimously recommended the passage of
H.R.5680 (Bill) known as The Ethiopia Freedom, Democracy and Human Rights
Advancement Act of 2006.

The unrelenting battle between these Advocacy Groups who are fighting to lobby
for the enactment of this bill into law and the Ethiopian government’s Diplomatic
Missions’, support groups’ and paid lobbyists’ determination to water-down, neutral-
ize or defeat the bill exhibits all hallmarks of American effective advocacy efforts in
influencing decision making in Washington. It includes all grass roots advocacy ac-
tivities such as grass roots mobilization, public relations, direct mailing, faxing, In-
ternet campaigns and coalitions-building among constituent interest groups with the
aid of paid lobby firms. On other side, the advocacy efforts are also marred by accu-
sations and counter-accusations and demonization of the opponents reminiscent of
ethnic fractionalization of Ethiopian politics at home.

50 % of one million Ethiopian migrants in Diaspora are believed to live in USA
and Canada according to the Ethiopian Embassy in Washington. The migration to
and settlement of Ethiopians in USA is a recent phenomena. Their political interest,
protest activism and engagement in Ethiopia’s political affairs are an even more recent
development. Their legislature advocacy is even a very recent example of their com-
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mitment and growing political engagement. In the last 3 decades the Ethiopian Di-
aspora has organized itself in cultural, religious and political organizations in differ-
ent States. This paper will not trace the activities of all those Ethiopian Diaspora or-
ganizations in USA. Rather, I will concentrate on their specific type of advocacy that
of lobbing the legislature taking the case of the HR 5680 as an example. I will try to
examine their putting pressure on the Ethiopian government through the only con-
stituency that the ruling party in Ethiopia cares for; namely the international com-
munity; a term, frequently used as a euphemism for the only super power. Scrutinize
and examine the role their promoting interests and passions to expose the human
rights record of the government will play in helping democratization, human rights
and at home. “

 

Can we – Ethiopians and Ethiopian Americans – make a difference in
our homeland while living, working and struggling in America? 

 

Asked his audience one
of the lawyers of Ethiopian American Civil Advocacy (EACA).That is a worthy ex-
amining question that each and every Diaspora must put to itself. Will the vocal, ag-
gressive and confrontational approach of a civil society help sustain democracy at
home, another question? We will try to look closely into the impediments, pitfalls,
challenges and opportunities of Ethiopian Diaspora politics in this difficult transi-
tional period in the history of the country from the perspective of the role of Diaspo-
ra civil society organizations in the democratization process in their country of ori-
gin.

 

Ethiopian diaspora – History of immigration and 
political engagement in USA

 

There are an estimated one million Ethiopian migrants dispersed in the four corners
of the world; from Willington in New Zealand to Calgary in Canada. According to
the Ethiopian Embassy in Washington an estimated 500, 000 (50%) of them are be-
lieved to have settled in USA and Canada. The number of Ethiopian immigrants in
USA in 1974, the year of the downfall of Emperor Haile Sellassie and the demise of
his imperial order was only 276 while in 1995 only 21 years later it was 5, 960 . It is
an increase of 2000%. The migration to and settlement of Ethiopians in USA in such
great numbers is a recent phenomena that keeps multiplying rapidly from year to
year. Last year 1,303 Ethiopian migrants settled in Minnesota State alone. This is a
figure that is given by Minnesota State authority while Ethiopian Community lead-
ers claim that more than 7,000 Ethiopians settled in Minnesota last year. The State
and Ethiopian Community leaders’ figures concerning the number of Ethiopian set-
tlers in the Minnesota State are far apart, as you see. So, one can safely say that both
the USA as well as their State distribution figure cannot be more than approxima-
tions. It is not unaccountable that Amharic became recently one of the official lan-
guages in Washington D.C. It is simple. Almost half of the Ethiopians in USA are
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settled in this city and its surroundings. Besides, Los Angeles, Dallas, Atlanta and
Seattle are recognized as centres of Ethiopian settlements.

A very small number of Ethiopian students began to arrive in USA as early as the
beginning of 1950s. But the real influx of Ethiopian migration is set in motion in
1980’s. At this juncture Ethiopians started to come to escape civil war and famine in
their home land, in a remarkable magnitude. Particularly in the wake of the infamous
Red Terror campaign of the Derge in late 1970’s Ethiopians began seek sanctuary and
refuge in the neighbouring countries. Quite a significant number of those were reset-
tled in USA from the refugee camps in the neighbouring countries such as Sudan and
Kenya in UNHCR resettlement Programme. There are other ways that opened the
doors to USA influx, the most important being DV lottery. In the last two decades
Ethiopians had one of the highest quotas among African countries to obtain perma-
nent legal residency through the American Green Card Lottery Program, known as
Diversity Visa. Year after year thousands settled on the basis of this program. In 2007,
alone 6, 871 Ethiopian newcomers got a green card. For comparison only Nigeria
with 9, 849 and Egypt with 7,229 came before Ethiopia. One could safely assume
this figure as a yearly average for the last decade. On top of this, there were a few who
made it to America through various visas such as family member, employment, in-
vestment and “special immigrant” arrangements.

During the Italian invasion of Ethiopia in 1936 the task of mobilizing support for
the Ethiopian cause and people fell on the shoulders of Afro-American Pan-Afri-
canists. Then the number of Ethiopian students in America could be counted with
the fingers of one hand. Most of us remember among them the names of Malaku
Beyan and Bishahwured Habte Wold who went back home to join the anti-Italian
resistance. The latter was executed in 1937 by the Italian occupants as we remember
from our history books.

As more and more Ethiopian students left for US to study in the early 1960’s the
Ethiopian Students Movement became one of the most active foreign student gath-
erings in America. 

But the engagement of general Ethiopian Diaspora in their country’s affairs is a
recent development. Even now, it is only a miniscule proportion, some put it as low
as 1 % of Ethiopian Diaspora, that are engaged in politics and protesting for justice
in their homeland. Their legislature advocacy which is the subject of this paper is a
very recent example of this commitment and growing political activism. Becoming
more and more aware of their identity and the realities of their home country in the
last three decades the Ethiopian migrants in different states began to organize them-
selves in various religious, cultural, and political associations. 

But their linkage and engagement in the affairs of their former country heightened
in the last two decades. Although this political activism had its ups and downs they
began to institutionalize their protest movements on the eve and after the coming to
power of the now ruling party EPRDF in 1991. One cannot help but witness an up-
surge in the magnitude of their political engagement after this take over. Their rela-
tionship with homeland and concern for the homeland as political party support
groups started to grow and function. Their protests began to take more and more an
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institutionalized form and their militancy gradually heightened and developed to a
degree unknown before.

But the real mushrooming of Ethiopian civil society associations and advocacy
groups started seriously and in earnest after the 2005 May Elections and the crack
down on the opposition parties. The fiasco of the May Elections is the milestone, af-
ter which the real confrontational course was struck. Quite a number of Ethiopians
in Diaspora are among the 131 opposition party leaders, journalists and civic society
people on trial for attempted genocide. It includs journalists working for foreign ra-
dios such as Deutchewelle in Germany and Voice of America (VOA).The govern-
ment is even now collecting public protest petitions against these two international
radios in Bonn and Washington. There were other enough reasons for the anger of
the Ethiopian Diaspora against the regime at home. The Government not only
cracked down on the opposition, but also made changes in Addis Ababa Council by
taking a bulk income and revenues away from revenue transfer; made restrictions on
tabling law bill in the Parliament ; created splinter groups for all the political parties
and created its own civic societies, nipping almost all civil society activities in the
bud.

It was largely those uncalled-for arbitrary measures that forced the Diaspora to
lose hope of any reform or the democratization and good governance in their country
of origin. Interaction of the Ethiopian Diaspora with the ruling EPRDF government
in the last 15 years was never free from friction, but the events in the summer of 2005
were instrumental in ushering in an era of confrontational defiance and hostility, to
say the least. Having given up on reforming the regime democratically after the dis-
illusionment and disappointment with May 2005 Election’s debacle, the Ethiopian
Diaspora in general and the opposition affiliated Advocacy Groups in U.S. in partic-
ular began to engage in trying to influence the American foreign policy towards Ethi-
opia’s ruling party by lobbying the American law makers. Introducing a bill called
HR 5680 to House of Representatives International Committee was the most con-
spicuous and successful culmination of this lobbing activity.

The government on its side never regarded the Ethiopian Diaspora as stake hold-
ers in the affairs of their former country. It was always more interested in their remit-
tances, investment, homeland tourism, but hardly recognized the expatriates as a
group that has a vested interest in the affairs of Ethiopia. Growing more vocal, asser-
tive, aggressive and confrontational they began to try to hurt the ruling party “where
it hurts most” by trying to stop the flow of the foreign aid in general and the direct
budgetary support in particular. 

The American–Ethiopians have a long way to go to muster and display the organ-
izational capacity of the known Diaspora groups in American such as the Jewish, the
Cuban, the Irish lobbies to wrestle recognition, but they are winning confidence day
by day in what they can achieve as Ethiopians while residing and working in Amer-
ica. They are learning from their nascent experience that they also can influence US
Foreign policy, if they pull their resources together. Although their political aware-
ness and engagement as we have noticed is new their desire to change the U.S. for-
eign policy in the favour of their people’s rights and for justice in their original home-
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land seems unquestionably serious. From the London Peace Conference in 1991 that
brought to power the ruling party, the Ethiopian public in general and the Ethiopian
Diaspora in USA in particular, kept expecting the help and intervention of the Amer-
ican administration to bring the derailed democratization process back to track.

To counter and counterbalance this development the Ethiopian Government is re-
sponding with its own policy initiatives. The central theme of this policy is very sim-
ple. It aims at enticing the Diaspora by giving them the necessary privileges at home
and exposing the radical ones among them, as unrepresentative and minuscule. It is
with this new policy in mind that it plans to upgrade the Directorate of Expatriates
to a ministry of Diaspora at home. The battlement for the enactment of a bill known
as The Ethiopia Freedom, Democracy and Human Rights Advancement Act of 2006
typifies this tug-of-war between the two far away from home. 

 

The battle for the enactment of HR 4233(5680)

 

Government arguments vs. advocacy groups arguments

 

Today’s HR 5680, is a rejuvenated version of a draft which was known at the begin-
ning as HR 4423 that was co-sponsored by Congressmen Christopher Smith and
Donald Payne after the killings of November 2005 and the imprisonment of the
Ethiopian elected opposition leaders in a massive crackdown on opposition that
started immediately after the debacle of May 2005 Elections. The bill which has
passed the House of Representatives International Relations Committee recently will
go to voting in Congress most probably in early September. I have to add “most prob-
ably”, because the battle to push for the immediate enactment of the bill by the Ad-
vocacy Groups on one hand and the trial to water it down or neutralize or even com-
pletely defeat it on the other hand by the Ethiopian Government respectively is rag-
ing on unabated, in a last ditch engagement. Most probably the fight will continue
until the voting on the bill in September. 

Principally, this tug-of-war is a battle of gaining access to the ears of the American
legislature. The real cannons in these battles are nothing but persuasive, tenable and
sound arguments recapitulated in the language of American legislative advocacy. To
this end, both parties avail themselves of the services of the known lobbing firms. Al-
though the campaign is marked by extreme intensity of passions and convictions, it
is being waged with the help of American civilized legislative lobbing techniques, ar-
guments and tricks by both sides. The legislative dynamics and proceedings are being
complicated day by day by the recent events in the Horn of Africa and the spectre of
Islamists’ take over in neighbouring Somalia. The arguments, lately being marshalled
by both sides, to drive their point home is inductive of their anxiety about the devel-
opments in Somalia and its implications for Ethiopia’s partnership with America in
its Global War on terrorism. Lately, this is becoming the focal point of the lobbying,
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for the two opposing parties. But there are plenty of other arguments for, as well as
against the enactment of the draft bill. That is why the fight on the enactment of the
draft epitomizes Ethiopian Advocacy Groups trial “of making a difference at home,
while residing and working in America” as one lobbyist asserted. 

Let us begin by looking at the government side’s arguments. But, before doing
that, let us take note of the perceptions and expectations of the Ethiopian public and
Ethiopian Diaspora of American foreign policy objectives. On the eve of the London
Peace Conference 1991 after stating democracy as a US foreign policy objective in
Ethiopia, Herman Cohen, the Assistant Secretary of State for African Affairs at the
time warned the new rulers with his famous postulate of “No Democracy, No Aid”.
This is a promise that inspires and exalts the emotions and aspirations of the Ethio-
pian Diaspora; a promise to which most Ethiopians at home as well in Diaspora at-
tached their expectations as well as aspirations for good governance in their home
land. They seem never to get tired of reminding the American administration about
the failure on delivering on this promise. Others go as far as asserting that it was the
Americans that facilitated and supported the EPRDF to take the reins of power in
Addis Ababa in the summer of 1991. To remind the American Administration of this
undelivered promise seems to be an introduction to any lobbing activity. The Ethio-
pian Diaspora loves to cite President Bush’s Doctrine in the wake of his declaration
of his global war on terrorism. The Advocacy Groups point to the logical connection
of this Doctrine both on issues of fighting Global Terrorism and the right political
democratic participation at home. They summon his promise “that all who fight for
democracy can count on America’s help” as another declaration of intention and
pledge that has never been fulfilled. 

Although, at one point earlier, some American law makers such as Senator Harry
Johnston tried to mediate between Meles Zenawi’s regime and the opposition, they
never exerted enough pressure on the Ethiopian government to hold fair and just
elections. The Americans according to the Ethiopian opposition are giving unre-
served support to the ruling party under the pretext of an alliance on counter-terror-
ism, with complete disregard to the election results of May 15, 2005 where the op-
position was robbed of its victory.

At once, the Ethiopian Diaspora organized in different associations began to lobby
the legislature to influence the American public in general and the law makers in par-
ticular. The real fight between the two groups takes the form of the typical grass root
congressional advocacy efforts. Both sides are making use of the advice of lobbying
firms. Both sides are conducting grassroots political campaigns, educational public
relations and media campaigns in the best style of American legislative lobbing. They
are educating members of the Congress and the public in general by talking, faxing
and ringing their Congressmen in their respective constituency. They are making use
of the modern electronic digital cyberspace, not possible earlier, to augment their or-
ganizational capacity. Of course, they are mobilizing, demonstrating and raising
funds. The different Task Forces organized to push for the enactment of HR5680 are
building coalitions. They are pushing the local councils to pass a declaration as the
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Ethiopians in Takoma Park, Maryland recently did when they persuaded the local
city council to pass a resolution urging Congress to enact HR 5680.

The Government side aided by the paid lobbing firms such as DLA Piper Rudnick
Gray Cary and spearheaded by the Ethiopian Diplomatic missions in Washington
and New York are pointing out factual errors in the papers in the arguments of the
opponent camp. They accuse the Diaspora Advocacy Groups and their lobbyists of
tendentiousness manifested in an intentional and controversial bias in all the argu-
ments. One of their arguments is directed to the henchmen behind the advocacy lob-
bing. The government side not only accused the supporters of the opposition of be-
ing “the extremists in the Ethiopian opposition who have persistently and flatly re-
jected all forms of political engagement”, but also of representing the Amhara ethnic
group of diehards who dream of restoring the old Imperial Order. At another mo-
ment they accuse them of representing the deposed former military junta (Derg) of
Mengistu Haile Mariam. According to the Ethiopian Embassy in Washington 60 %
of the Ethiopian settlers in America belong to the Amhara ethnic group, the majority
of them coming specifically from the Northern Province of Gonder. The Ethiopian
ruling party tries as much as possible to discredit the supporters of the bill as unrep-
resentative of the Ethiopian population. In short, the whole exercise is according to
government supporters nothing but a conspiracy of a few “Amhara elites, Derg offi-
cials, fringe elements and extremists who lost power and privilege when EPRDF
seized power in 1991”.

On the other side, the Advocacy Groups Para-diplomacy is marshalling its argu-
ments in equally persuasive legalistic formulations, some times with the help of paid
lobbing firms. But the most important element in both sides’ arguments in winning
the support of the congressmen seems to concentrate on the trial of “deconstruction”
of the opponent’s arguments. The opposition begins the “deconstruction” process by
focusing particularly on deconstructing the claim that the bill undermines the fight
against terrorism in the Horn. The arguments on the side of the Ethiopian advocacy
groups that are spearheading the fight to pass this bill are focused on educating mem-
bers of Congress on the present situation in Ethiopia by emphasizing that this is
about human rights and democracy and not about security and global war on terror-
ism as the Ethiopian authorities wants them to believe. Their course of reasoning has
to do with this. Government’s argument that the bill ”will prohibit security assistance
to Ethiopia at the time when the volatility in Somalia and instability in the broader
Horn of Africa region demand robust security cooperation between Ethiopia and
United States” holds no water they keep arguing. On the contrary, the bill will en-
hance the joint anti-terrorism efforts by carving a solid exception for peace keeping
and counter terrorism contest the Advocacy lawyers. 

Besides, the bill according to their reasoning will facilitate and promote:

1. Human rights and democracy, secure the release of political prisoners, promote
free and independent press and strengthen U.S. anti-terrorism efforts

2. Accelerate economic development, enhance the capabilities of local, regional and
national legislative institutions 



 

130 Dahre

 



 

3. Establish mechanism to enable local and international human rights groups to
operate freely and increase the independence of judiciary. Besides, The Ethiopia
Freedom, Democracy and Human Rights Advancement Act of 2006 if it is enac-
ted includes an authorization of $20 million over two years to assist political pri-
soners, indigenous Ethiopian human rights organizations, independent media,
civil society and to promote legal training.

The Advocacy Group tries to give concrete evidence of state terrorism under Meles
15 years of misrule and the gross human rights violations after the May 15, 2005
elections by quoting American human rights organizations, State Department, Am-
nesty International, Human Right Watch and Genocide Watch Annual Reports.
Statements given in public testimonies and hearings by American Senators and dip-
lomats who visited are an essential part of their public relations strategy. The central
message always being that HR 5680 is about Human Rights violations in Ethiopia
and NOT about the War on Global Terrorism in that part of Africa.

One can only understand their focus on the deconstructing of the Ethiopian Gov-
ernment’s arguments that has reduced lately the reason for not enacting the bill to
the fear of Islamic Radicalism in the Horn. In their view the bill will jeopardise the
security alliance on the global war on terrorism in the Horn of Africa, particularly
after the advance of the Islamists in Somalia. They are referring to the recent victory
of the Supreme Islamic Courts Council (SICC) in Somalia. 

They point out that the West and especially America gave Ethiopia over $21 bil-
lion in international aid over 15 years without guaranteeing democracy. On the con-
trary, political repression intensified, per capita income went down. In spite of all
this, the donors have not arrived at the conclusion that there is no substitute for de-
mocracy and good governance in Ethiopia. The opposition accuses the ruling party
not only of stealing the votes of the electorate in the last elections, but also of repre-
senting the minority Tigrai ethnic minority. 

The advocacy groups provide their grass roots activists with necessary documents
and manuals such as  questions for regime lobbyists, officials and supporters visiting
or communicating with Congressional Offices. They carry with them also a list of
prisoners of conscience and Somalia Crisis Talking Points paper in order to enable
their activists to discuss the oppression in Ethiopia, the jailing of political leaders,
journalists, union activists. Ethiopian American Civic Advocacy (EACA) and Task
Force HR 4433 with other coalition partners and grass root activists hammer out
support for HR 5680 by insisting that it is intended to promote democracy, human
rights, freedom of the press and economic development in Ethiopia. The bill which
was sponsored by two Senators in the beginning continues to gather momentum as
there are now more than 24 co-sponsor Senators behind it. In spite of this apparent
success the struggle to enact it into law it is still an uphill lobbing battle whose results
will only be known in time of the voting. The Advocacy Groups recognize that they
must reckon with the tactics of the lobbing firms of delaying flooring the bill for vote. 

The government in Ethiopia is not only using the spectre of fear of Jihadists in
Somalia and the unrepresentative ethnic nature of their opponents. They are trying
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to disprove the one ethnic base of the regime, a charge repeated by their opponents.
It seems that it was to counter this allegation that they sent two diplomats who be-
long to the Amhara ethnic group to head the Embassies in Washington and New
York. The government plans to upgrade the Directorate of Expatriates to Ministry of
Diaspora. In a 52 page policy initiative they outlined how to build their own Diaspo-
ra constituency by enticing them with different privileges such as dual citizenship,
investment and real estate facilities in their homeland. The policy equally envisages
penalizing the supporters of the opposition by exposing them and sometimes crimi-
nalizing them.

 

Pitfalls, challenges and opportunities of diaspora politics 

 

We have followed the evolution of the political engagement and activism of the Ethi-
opian Diaspora in America in the last two decades. We traced the contours and mag-
nitude of their protest movement. We tried to examine their recent engagement in
the lobbing of the American law makers to enact the HR draft bill known as the 5680
as an example of Diaspora engagement for justice in their land of origin. The tug-of
war between them and the ruling party’s lobbyists and supporters is still going on. In
spite of the most refined modern methods and techniques and the grass root lobby-
ing systems we have witnessed also the accusations and counteraccusations character-
istic of ethnicized politics at home hurled at each other. It is not difficult to discern
not only organizational, but also conceptual problems intrinsic to Diaspora as a civil
society organization in general and others specifically inherent to Ethiopian immi-
grant organizations. In conclusion, without trying to go deep into the theoretical
problematic of the nature of civil societies and their role in a transitional period, we
have to examine briefly the challenges and pitfalls of Diaspora politics.

The relationship between the ruling party and the opposition affiliated advocacy
groups, as we have observed, is not accommodating, to say the least. At times it is
rather confrontational, as we were able to discern, above. Both sides not only do not
recognise the stock holding of the other partner, but even go to the extent of delegit-
mising the other side. In the light of such accusations and counter-accusations of del-
egitimization and demonization it is not difficult to see the impossibility of civil so-
ciety taking root in Ethiopian society. The civil society’s role and contribution de-
pends on a large extent on their accommodating each other in the democratization
process. Delegitmizing each other will contribute neither to the growth of vibrant
Diasporic groups nor to democratization at home. The government cannot accuse
the Advocacy Groups of being too pushy, unrepresentative, aggressive and uncivil
when it trades with the other side the same allegations in public. “---only a demo-
cratic state can create a democratic civil society; only a democratic civil society sus-
tain a democratic state” (Nelson Kasfir: 123:1998)



 

132 Dahre

 



 

“A civil society must contain state power and legitimate it at the same time” if it
is to conquer a political space postulate the experts such as Nelson Kasfir who analyse
the role of African civil society in the democratization process. As we have observed
above the Ethiopian partners seem to do any thing, but accommodating each other.
Non accommodating interaction will make wrestling of an autonomous space to re-
sist the state’s totalizing efforts more difficult, if not impossible according to the the-
oretical postulates.

Without acquiescing in ruling party’s injustices as their counter parts at home are
forced to do , even organizations confronting dictatorial governments must also ob-
serve certain the civic restraints and codes of conduct. This could be different from
the restraints expected to be adhered to fully consolidated democracies. It is out of
question, that different stages of transition require different mode of accommoda-
tion. 

“Aggressive civil society organizations may cripple democracy rather than sustain
it” (Kasfir: 135: 1998) maintains Kasfir who wrote extensively on the subject of de-
mocracy and civil societies in Africa. Diaspora’s strength cannot stem only from their
ability to pressurize international community to put in return pressure on their coun-
tries of origin, but rather force the government to relinquish, often very reluctantly,
little political space. In the case of Ethiopia is seems not be the case. This poses un-
questionably one of the pitfalls as well as the challenges of civil societies in Ethiopia. 

Confusion between the roles of civil society organizations and the political parties
is one of the impediments to development of vibrant civil society. This impediment
seems more actual in the case of Ethiopia, especially after the May Elections. We are
not denying that, contrary to common posturing, it is undeniable that the numerous
civil society organizations are in fact political vehicles and to the extent that they are
political actors, which compete for political space. Different groups in the Diaspora
are taking over themselves the task of political leadership particularly after the lead-
ership at home was forced under ground in the wake of the May 2006 elections. Late-
ly, They seem to have proceeded from supporting the political parties into replacing
them. A good example is the 12-member Kinjit International Leadership which is
based in America. 

Both the Ethiopian government and the opposition groups consider their Diaspo-
ra expatriates as their own constituency upon which they attempt to wield some in-
fluence. But, these endeavours are complicated by the ethnic nature of the Ethiopian
political landscape which becomes more apparent day by day. Not only the exclusive
ethnic base of the ruling party that depends on one ethnic group, but also the dicta-
torial character of the regime skew the Diaspora in favour of the opposition. It is also
an undeniable fact that the majority of the immigrants in general belong to certain
groups especially the Amharas.

In spite of the insurgent political activism that we are witnessing lately in Ethio-
America Diaspora estrangement from realities at home, is still a reality. One has to
keep in mind that only a very minuscule proportion of the Ethiopians in Diaspora
are politically active. Some dare to put this figure as low as 1%. 
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Conclusions

 

“Can we – Ethiopians and Ethiopian Americans – make a difference in our home-
land while living, working and struggling in America? asks Al Mariam and answers
himself by asserting “--- we can, and in fact, are making a world of difference today.“
He is articulating the position of the Ethiopian American Civil Advocacy (EACA) a
group that spearheads the lobbing movement . We have tried to probe both organi-
zational as well as conceptual problems of the Ethiopian Diaspora in America as a
specific type of civil society organization in Diaspora at particular time of the democ-
ratization process in their home land. We tried to probe a particular type of their lob-
bying the American legislature. We tried to do this by the fight to enact the HR 5680
bill.

To conclude this paper, I am afraid I have to quote prof. Alemayehu Gebre Mar-
iam from Ethiopian American Civil Advocacy (EACA) again whe.when referring to
Ethiopian Diaspora asserts “We are the sleeping giant beginning to awaken!” They
seem to have taken the role of being “the voice of the voiceless”; and this voice is be-
coming louder every day. As we have seen they succeeded in institutionalizing their
protest movements by establishing political associations and political party support
groups With effective advocacy and credible arguments, uniting different groups.
With different agendas in a common purpose, coalition-building among constituent
interest groups , and mobilizing a grassroots movement for the first time in Diaspora
History, Ethiopian Americans are posed to use the American legislative process to ad-
vance the cause of human rights and democracy in their homeland. It seems that a
new breed and generation of Ethiopian Americans are emerging.

 

 

 

“I am not speaking
as an Ethiopian, not as an American, but as an Ethiopian American” states one of
their lawyers. Ethiopian Diaspora is proving to be a formidable opponent to the gov-
ernment in power. 

Will they play a supportive role in making Ethiopia more democratic, more trans-
parent and more accountable is a question that has to be answered and a challenge
that must be tackled.
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Abdirahman Aden Ibbi

 

The Current Situational 
Leadership of Somali Politicians 
in Southern Somalia

 

The subject of leadership has always been fascinating to mankind and has been the
subject of investigation by social scientists and men of practical affairs.

If there is one subject of which much is written, and little known, it is the subject
of leadership.

This intriguing phenomenon has probably been written about, formally re-
searched, and informally discussed more than any other single topic. Yet, despite all
the attention that has been given to it, very little conclusive evidence has come out
of the many studies.

Our knowledge of the nature of the leadership styles of the Somali politicians re-
mains quite limited and much of what has been done in the field of political under-
standing of the Somali politicians has been restricted to non-Somali Scholars.

Through the examination of leadership styles of the Somali Politicians in South-
ern Somalia, it is hoped that some contribution can be added to the scant body of
knowledge about the situational leadership in the political setting in Somalia.

The leadership role of Somali Politicians in Southern Somalia is of great impor-
tance to the Somali Nation as whole, since there is a great demand for more and more
clean, nationalist and honest politicians’ control over the leadership and the manage-
ment of the Somali nation and its people.

Somali Politics is a part of the political process and is not a system or a discipline
that is totally independent of other world political systems. Southern Somali Politi-
cians need to develop and create an interdisciplinary behavior and attitude towards
the political administration of Somalia.

The current Somali politicians must learn how to function effectively as leaders
and administrators within the spectrum of the entire Somali Political hierarchic
structure which now as some scholars claim does not exist at all, particularly in the
Southern Somali regions.

Wayne Dannehl poses his concerns on the issues and said in his book (1979) in
this manner: “Because the political system of Somalia is a part of the political way of
behavior of the Somali Community, the study of Somali Political administration is
applicable to the administration of Somalia and its people”.
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When Somali Traditional Leaders (Ugas) and Somali Political Leaders (Warlords
+TNG) at Eldoret -Kenya for the Somali Reconciliation Conference were discussing
Administrative Leadership, I am quoting one of the Somali Uga’s Theory on “Excel-
lence and Leadership” about two years ago in the following way:

It is true that no exact recipe for the development of leaders exists. Some think
that certain persons are born leaders and most of us would accept the fact that there
are some innate characteristics that the majority of leaders possess. There are those
who believe that circumstances and fate combine to bring certain individuals into le-
adership role and this too may contain an element of truth. Thrust into crises and
emergencies, leaders have continued to emerge. Yet throughout the world we find
planned programs for the development of leaders. Princes are groomed to become
Kings, future youth leaders are studying sociology and psychology and Somali War-
lords (Political Leaders) are considering presidents and the best ministerial posts in
every Somali Government established outside of the country (overseas). 

The current Somali political leadership lacks the democratic way of leadership
which encourages the group discussions and group involvement in decision making. 

Most of the Somali political leaders exercise the worst type of leadership style
which is the Laissez-faire type of leadership. The Laissez-faire leader holds on to his
or her position in the belief that non-interference in the conduct of others will, in
the long run, pay dividends. This type of leadership lacks self-confidence. Often, too,
a leader of this type believes that a hands-off policy is a democratic virtue. Perhaps
the biggest danger in this type of leadership is satisfaction with status quo. 

The current situational Leadership of Somalia is in a situation that most of the
scholars are defining as a chaotic and very critical uncertainty. 
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Mohamed H. Mukhtar 

 

Somali Reconciliation 
Conferences: What Went 
Wrong?

 

Introduction

 

Since 1991 there have been 15 major national and an uncountable number of region-
al and clan reconciliation conferences, most of which took place outside of Somalia.
Ethiopia hosted four, three in Addis Ababa in 1992-93 and one in Sodere, in January,
1997, a hot spring resort about 100 kilometers southeast of Addis Ababa. Djibouti
hosted three, two in June-July, 1991, and in May 2000 in Arta a summer resort near
Djibouti. Sudan is hosting the Khartoum conference which started in July, 2006. 

What strikes one the most are the similarities in the way these peace and reconcil-
iation conferences were conducted. Each of them attempted to lay the groundwork
for a comprehensive peace and each supposedly represented the entire nation. Most
were hosted by a friendly neighboring country, supported by the Somali public, the
United Nations UN, the international organizations and the nongovernmental or-
ganizations or NGOs. Key participants included representatives of armed factions,
collaborators of faction ‘leaders,’ and former civilian politicians and army officers
who clearly helped put the country in the position where it is today. At the start of
each meeting, there were great expectation and hopes that there would be no more
missed opportunities for peace. But these conferences were all doomed to fail leaving
Somalia without a functioning government. 

The time has come to reconsider the basic ingredients of peace and reconciliation.
According to Somali tradition, “Ol nebeda ku dombooyty,” every war gives way to
peace. “Dagaal wiilbaa ku dhinta ee kuma dhasho,” war results in the death of a son,
but not in the birth of one. “Nebeda naas la nuughy leh,” it is only peace that can
give you milk. To make peace the following are required:

 

1. Trustworthy participants

 

For stateless societies recovering from periods of massive atrocities, reconciliation ef-
forts can easily be doomed by disputes over who has the right to represent whom in
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the peace talks. It is necessary, therefore, to ask what would it take, and what do the
current or imagined institutions, need to do, to help Somalis come to terms with the
past to help heal the victims, the bystanders, and even the perpetrators of violence?
What could build a nation capable of preventing future massacres and the rise of new
regimes of torture? The most effective way is to embrace the rule of law and to set up
a tribunal. Somali victims are entitled to full justice, namely trials of perpetrators and
adequate punishment for those found guilty. There must be due process. 

The 1994 Rwandan massacre trials in Arusha, Tanzania, in December 2003, al-
most a decade after the massacre, convicted many Rwandans of genocide and crimes
against humanity. The prosecutors called the verdicts an historic victory of good
against evil, and Rwandans started to pursue their life regularly, and to forgive and
forget. The South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission TRC of 1995 is an-
other good example of positive recovery of a society from a past horrific, deeply di-
vided community to a future founded on a peaceful coexistence for all South Africans
irrespective of color, race, class, belief or gender. Imagine World War II without the
Nuremburg trials, what would have been the fate of Europe? 

Somalia has not conducted its own tribunals of reconciliation, but the door is still
open. Such a procedure has the added advantage of identifying or “short listing” the
number of potential participants in any future peace negotiations and gives the pub-
lic a clear conscience as they choose future leaders. The United Nations and friendly
nations should assist Somalia to implement this process.

 

2. Impartial or disinterested negotiators

 

According to a Somali saying “Habar lang fadaw mal ha ku weidiyaw”, ask not for
the hand of a bride from one who want her himself. So far most conference partici-
pants have been those who viewed the meetings more as a vehicle for enhancing their
own status or that of their clans than for advancing the cause of peace. Many of them
went to the gatherings without an invitation, and they managed not to miss a single
meeting. For participants, it was for the “dhaadhac” daw; per diems, travel expenses
and hotel accommodations generously paid by the UN, the Intergovernmental Au-
thority on Development IGAD and other International Nongovernmental Organi-
zations INGOs, that counted to regularly attend the reconciliation conferences. In-
deed, the 275 members (parliamentarians) of the current Transitional Federal Gov-
ernment TFG would not convene in Baidoa in February, 2006, unless the UN De-
velopment Program UNDP promised to pay each parliamentarian a monthly allow-
ance of $1,800 and other per diems for chairing a committee or international travels.
The longer the duration of the conference the more “dhaadhac” involved, and thus,
the more participants competed. Of the 15 Somali National Reconciliation Confer-
ences from 1991 to 2002, the first, known as the Djibouti I, lasted for only one week
5-11, June, 1991, and only leaders of four faction groups participated, whereas the
15

 

th

 

 known as the Mbegathi, Kenya lasted for over two years (2002-2004) and at-
tracted more than twenty factions. Most participants were also jockeying for political
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positions i.e. President, Prime Minister, the Speaker of the Parliament, Cabinet
member or at least as an MP. 

Participants in the future of Somali peace and reconciliation conference should be
composed of individuals with no vested interest in holding political office and should
be invited by a plenary committee. 

 

3. The need for some alternative ideas

 

For decades the political rules in Somalia have been set by the rulers, first a dictator,
then a series of warlords or Islamicists. In both cases, to maintain their power, these
rulers eliminated competition and restricted participation, since any enlargement
would likely have disturbed the prevailing status quo. Future peace and reconcilia-
tion conferences needs new players willing to accept new entrants. The political re-
forms required for the future Somalia should not be conditioned or imposed by ex-
ternal donors. The country needs cultural and economic adjustments before it is
ready for sustainable ideologies. 

 

4. Reinterpretation of sovereignty

 

Since Somalia currently does not fit the meaning of “sovereign state” in modern po-
litical parlance and has no official standing in the global world order, all that exists is
a patchwork of regional authorities in different stages of lawlessness, anarchy and
chaos. The Northwestern region declared itself an independent state on May, 18,
1991 as Somaliland Republic, the Southwestern regions as the Reverine State in
1995, and the Northeastern region proclaimed itself Puntland State in 1997. From
2004, there is also the government of national unity known as the TFG based in
Baidoa and their rival the Union of Islamic Courts UIC based in Mogadishu. All of
the above authorities are clan-based and none was able to bring Somalia unity. All
transitional mechanisms recognized by the international community and supported
by the Somali public are doomed to fail. 

It may be necessary to reconsider the possibility of “tutelage,” if that term is re-
interpreted to mean “temporary custodial care” by the UN for a state that has given
up or lost its sovereign nationhood. If the current Transitional Federal Government
TFG fails to bring about governance for Somalia, the UN may be obliged to develop
a mechanism for intervening in situations where a state’s fundamental institutions
have collapsed –not with the aim of institutionalizing foreign control but with the
goal of creating stronger domestic institutions. The Somali people may even be ready
to welcome such temporary recommitment to the UN.
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Some success stories

 

And yet while Somali peace and reconciliation conferences have so far not managed
to achieve their ultimate goals, they have not all been abject failures. 

 

1. Regional autonomy

 

The Addis Ababa Peace Conference of March 1993 promulgated an idea of funda-
mental importance, the proposition of regional autonomy. The Somali people have
been moving toward that form of governance for the past thirteen years, and there is
still a chance for its success. The regional factional conferences of 1994, such as the
Cairo accord, the Nairobi Declaration, and the Somali National Alliance SNA
Mogadishu Conference brought about alliances of factions to forge perhaps such re-
gional authorities. The Cairo Accord was signed by leaders of 12 factions, dubbed as
group 12 (G 12), and the Nairobi Declaration was initially signed by the SNA but
later welcomed by the signatories of the G 12. The Mogadishu Conference was un-
dertaken exclusively by the SNA, which declared an interim “national” government.
Similar experiences took place earlier in Somaliland, which proclaimed itself a repub-
lic in 1991 but has not gained international recognition, and later Puntland, which
became an “autonomous” region in 1997.

The Digil and Mirifle people also established, in March 1995, the Supreme Gov-
erning Council SGC, a bicameral council as an autonomous legislative body for the
Reewin people called the Reverine State, which was overthrown by Mohamed Farah
Aideed seven months later. The Reewin land covers former Upper Juba, Lower Juba
and Banadir regions. The Reewin (Rahanweyn) Resistance Army RRA also estab-
lished a regional administration over what it called the “liberated” territories of Bok-
ool and Bay in 1998 and 1999 respectively. This could also be considered an accom-
plishment in governance, though one not widely accepted because the concept of So-
malian occupation of a Somali territory was not comprehensible and was not an issue
previously addressed in Somali politics. 

It was after Aideed’s occupation of Baidoa in 17 September 1995 that some So-
malis started questioning the right of invading clans to govern. In fact, there were
many regions that had been occupied by new clans in Somalia, including the Lower
Shabelle occupied by Harbar Gedir, Lower Juba by Majerteen, Middle Juba by
Ogaden, Gedo by Marehan. These regions were historically Digil and Mirifle. Here
local people during the occupation found themselves negotiating not with compara-
ble representatives with whom they share long common experience and social con-
tracts, but with young, armed militiamen whose interest and actions placed them
outside the pale of the Somali customary law. The RRA, by liberating the Bokool and
Bay from Habar Gedir militias, opened up a Pandora’s Box, as they promised to con-
tinue the liberation movement until the last piece of the Digil and Mirifle land was
freed. If regional authority based on local participation was the goal, then those RRA
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actions could be considered movements in the right direction despite the general
stagnation of Somali reconstruction efforts. 

 

2. Clan size and power

 

Another important accomplishment is the Sodere Accord of 1997, where for the first
time Somali clans agreed about their relative size, power and territorial rights. The
Sodere participants agreed that there are four major equal clans: the Reewin known
also as Digil and Mirifle, the Issaq later called Dir, the Hawiye and the Darood. The
conference also recognized another segment of the Somali society which included
minority groups not identified with one of the above clans i.e. the Banadiris and the
Somali Bantus just to mention some. After Sodere, the question of clan composition
of any future Somali “conference” should not be a problem. 

 

3. Empowerment of women

 

In Djibouti 2000, the gathering agreed that 12 percent of the seats of the Transitional
National Parliament TNP be reserved for women which is a significant accomplish-
ment too, because women were conventionally excluded from the Somali political
scene. Both the “Heer”, Somali customary law, and the “Sharia”, Islamic law strongly
support women’s rights, but later clan authorities and religious practice stripped
women of their basic human rights and excluded them from playing a significant role
in politics. Since women rarely held leadership positions and, until recently, had only
a marginal influence on politics, the 12 percent is a step forward to build upon fur-
ther recognition for women.

 

4. Multiculturalism

 

Finally, the Mbegathi Peace and Reconciliation Conference of Kenya in 2003, ac-
knowledged with sizeable majority the consideration of two Somali languages Maay
and Maxaatiri as the official languages of the Somali society. The Transitional Federal
Charter of 2003 stated in Article 7: “The official languages of the Somali Republic
shall be Somali (Maay and Maxaatiri) and Arabic. Who is not delighted to see, after
decades of silence, a more complete discussion of the roles of women, minorities and
alienated or marginalized cultures in shaping the history of Somalia? A multicultural
approach to the past is long overdue. This is a challenge to the long-held view of So-
malia’s homogeneity and monolingualism, but on the other hand it gives a more ac-
curate account of Somalia’s history and culture. 
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Conclusion

 

Now the issue focuses on how Somalia can do better. Only by tackling the obstacles
outlined here can Somalia expect to move forward on the slow road to reconciliation
and renewal. To conclude, I will emphasize some of the most important challenges
Somalia is facing. 

First, Somalia needs to redefine the term “occupation.” Today in the country – as
I highlighted earlier- there are clans occupying other clans. Someone has to speak up
for the voiceless, otherwise peace will remain remote. 

Second, it is necessary to bring the war criminals to justice. It took Liberia many
years to nail Charles Taylor. After Taylor was indicted, the British and French were
able to restore peace in Sierra Leone, Guinea and Ivory Coast where Charles Taylor
earlier precipitated mayhem, chaos and anarchy. The international community must
ban Somali warlords from coming to their countries – stop issuing visas – and freeze
and shut down their bank accounts. It is never too late. We can do it now. 

Further, the rule of self-determination must be applied. We should not be ob-
sessed with what form of government Somalia should adopt. Be it unitary, federation
of regional states, or should it be split into many independent states. 

Finally, there is a need to indigenize the ethos of the reconciliation process. Future
conferences should take place in Somalia. I believe if some of the “reconciliation”
conferences had taken place in Somalia the outcome would have been more promis-
ing and the chances for peace would have been higher. Somalia must draft its own
constitutions based on its needs and experiences under “Geedka hoostiisa” the tree
not the hotel. The time has come to employ and empower the “Heer” customary laws
and promote the tolerant form of Islam.
______________________
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 This piece is partially published in 

 

African renaissance

 

 Vol. 3 No. 5, Sept. /Oct., 2006, pp. 26-32.
However, it has been updated, particularly in relation to the current Khartoum Conference between
the Transitional federal Government TFG and the Union of Islamic Courts UIC.
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 The Khartoum Conference is sponsored by the League of Arab States to negotiate between the UIC
on one hand and the TFG on the other. It seems that cutting a deal in reconciliation is much higher
than all earlier attempts, for protagonists are small in number and Somalis as well as the internatio-
nal community are tired of failed reconciliation processes. However, the signs of deadlock are on
the horizon and the syndromes of familiar are in the making. 
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 For insightful understanding of the Somali tradition towards war and peace see Somalia Delegation,
International Committee of the Red Cross. 

 

Spared From The Spear: Traditional Somali Behaviour in
Warfare

 

. Nairobi: International Committee of the Red Cross and Somalia red Crescent Society,
1997
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 The Rwandan genocide of 1994 was a war between the Hutu and the Tutsi tribes where close to a
million Tutsi were found with their hands and feet chopped off by machetes. The international
community was indifferent at the time of the genocide, but with the UN setting up the Arusha trials
the process of building democracy and culture of peace and human rights was enhanced.
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The TRC was set up by the government of national unity in 1995 to help deal with what happened
under apartheid era. The commission after so many years of fact findings concluded to grant am-
nesty in respect of acts and provide reparations to victims and hope the sufferers to come to terms
with the past and finally lay to rest the trauma and pain associated with it. Crisis Group Africa Rep-
ort No. 116, 

 

Can The Somali Crisis Be Contained?

 

 August, 10, 2006, pp. 7-8.
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 It is worth noting that throughout the period, not only the number of factions and representatives
was increasing but also the number of parliamentarians was growing astronomically. In 1993, the
Addis Ababa Conference, the number of the Transitional National Council TNC agreed upon as
the transitional authority was 74, whereas, the Arta or the Djibouti III Reconciliation Conference
of 2000, numbers jumped into 245 MPs, and the Mbegathi Conference of 2002, the agreed mem-
bers of the TFG became 275. For further details see Mohamed Haji Mukhtar, 

 

Historical Dictionary
of Somalia, New Edition

 

. (Lanham, MD: Scarecrow Press, 2003), pp. 25-26, 41-42, and 76-77.
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 Mohamed Haji Mukhtar, 
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, op. cit., p. 225.
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 See Draft Version 7.0, The Transitional Federal Charter of the Somali Republic, Nairobi: August,
2003. 
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Abulkadir Osman Farah

 

Reconfiguring the State in 
Somalia: Current Progress and 
Challenges

 

“Our main request for the so-called Somali political and warlord elites is that they stop the cons-
tant internal meaningless disagreement among themselves, and at the same time refrain from ma-
nipulating us Somali people and particularly youth to fight their useless wars” 
– Statement by a youth group in Somalia, July 2005, in response to the question of their expec-
tations to the current Somali leadership

 

1

 

. 

 

Introduction 

 

Somalia is an ancient country with classic history and relationship with ancient Chi-
na, India and Egypt. Inhabitants of this Horn of African nation were not only enga-
ged in commercial activities but equally in diplomatic exchanges and undertakings
long before Europeans conducted external relations and expansion. For instance, the
great Egyptian Queen and ruler, Ma'at-ka-Ra Hatshepsut (1473-1458 BC)

 

2

 

, sent se-
nior envoys to the land of Punt, the ancient name of Somalia. Similar mutual coope-
ration and protocols took place between the Somalis and the Persians and other an-
cient civilisations. This indicates that historically this beautiful East African nation
was in the past more respected, and interacted dynamically with other nations than
has been the case in recent years where Somalia unfortunately became synonymous
with modern human tragedy in terms of extreme poverty, warlordism and underde-
velopment. The UN considers Somalia to be the second poorest country on earth.
Those who usually like to blame strangers for any internal failure insist that the hu-
miliating division of Somalia during the colonisation process followed by decades of
cold war militarism and domination not only humiliated and subordinated the So-
malis but transformed the character and the self-comprehension of Somalis. More re-
alistic observers refer to the absence of internal unified Somali political leadership
that could operate beyond the ethnic convention in rising to the task of imagining

 

1 This article is based on an empirical observation trip by the author to Somalia where he in a follow
2 http://www.thekeep.org/~kunoichi/kunoichi/themestream/hatshepsut.html
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and eventually constructing a progressive nation and state as the main problem.
Furthermore, the colonial reasoning appears rather vague as in fact the country never
experienced colonisation in practice. For instance, the powerful British Empire never
succeeded in totally bringing Somalis under its rule. From their first day of landing
on Somali shores in the Red Sea, Britain met fierce resistance from a coalition of re-
ligious and pastoral Somalis. This did not keep some Somalis from arguing that the
absence of meaningful colonial contribution to the field of education and infrastruc-
ture may explain why Somalis, in Western terms, are less advanced than for instance
countries like Ghana and Malaysia with professional and political elites largely
schooled in the West. Whatever historical explanations for the recent socio-political
debacle, the question of imagining a viable Somalia state is getting ever more interes-
ting and complex. Unanswered questions include what type of state mechanism do
the Somalis want to create? And who is creating and contributing to this endeavour? 

 

Figure 1

 

 

 

The current socio-political structure of Somalia 

 

Somalia remains the only country in the world where a functioning government and
state do not exist. The country has no single unifying authority that could exercise
internal and external legitimacy and sovereignty. Instead, there are multiple comple-
mentary and sometimes fiercely competing authorities and sub-authorities. Three
main institutions compete for internal legitimacy and power. The first represents a
combined group of traditional pastoralists and Islamic components. This group en-
joys relatively large popular legitimacy as they are endogenously rooted and capable
of organising Somalis through clan and religious lines. The group attracts the support
of most Somalis, except some urbanised-secularised communities. The obvious alli-
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ance and successful cooperation between traditional pastoralists and Islamic groups
also created the relative peace and calm that prevails in most of Somalia (Puntland
and Somaliland) except Mogadishu where secularised urban communities, warlords
and their supporters represent the majority. 

The second powerful group are the Merchants. This capitalised and globalised po-
werful faction is largely based in urban areas and its members are financiers of all ma-
jor economic and political conducts in the country. In periods they appear to be in
alliance with traditional Islamic groups. In times of political manoeuvring and spe-
culation, they prefer to finance warlords and mafia style adventures. The Somali mer-
chants are increasingly becoming integrated into the global capitalist marked. They
have access to both Western and Asian financial markets. Some of them educate their
children in Asian and Western universities and in times of sickness and medical
checkups they immediately fly to exclusive private hospitals in the West. 

The third group are the predatory political and military warlords. Their main aim
is to enrich themselves at the expense of other organised groups and the wider Somali
people. The remaining less powerful groups could be categorised as Somali professi-
onal NGOs that increased in numbers after the state collapse. In today’s Somalia the-
re exist no effective geographical, regional and district boundaries. People and goods
move unrestricted and regional boundaries (such as Somaliland and Puntland) do
not exist in practice. Instead tribal/clan dominations are clearly identifiable as people
know where their particular clan resides and where its grassing areas and camels are.
Apart from collecting taxes that never return to the public in the form of governme-
ntal services, the regional authorities are almost passive in development and recons-
truction activities. 

 

The traditional Islamic alliance 

 

Somalis maintain centuries-old traditional pre-Islamic customary practice of gover-
nance; exercising authority and mediating inter personal and intercommunity con-
flicts. This is based on Xeer (customary law) where serious challenges on the safety
and well-being of the community are dealt with and collectively solved by the elders
and wise men of the community. Women were normally excluded in directly parti-
cipating in this type of decision-making process, though women are said to exercise
tremendous power through their husbands, brothers or sons. With the introduction
of Islam in Somalia, the traditional approach was modified and supplemented with
aspects of providing justice and well-being for minority groups and an obligatory
charity for all who are in need. Though Somalis are overwhelmingly attributed Mus-
lims, their proper knowledge of the religion and its content is a recent development.
As the modern written word is a recent breakthrough, in a predominantly oral cul-
ture, the Somalis still hang on with cultural and traditional performances and lifest-
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yles that predate Islam. For instance the clan system which is the prime source of
identity for most Somalis predates and has less significance in an Islamic context. 

Islamic groups, in close cooperation with pastoralists and semi-pastoralists, repre-
sent a significant social and political strength in many parts of Somalia. With mos-
ques and religious gatherings as their staging ground, religious communities are in-
terconnected with pastoral constituencies and their vast properties consisting of live-
stock and land in rural areas. This is the oldest surviving political alliance structure
in Somalia. Nomads and their clans provide the economic and manpower strength
and religious preachers provide the ideology and the working framework. Tensions
nonetheless occur when ordinary people, in challenging conflict situations, have to
choose allegiance between clan and ideology. Another clashing point emerges in con-
nection with the diverse interpretation of competing schools of Islamic thought that
occasionally suggest and promote highly controversial subjective ideas. The vision of
this Islamic pastoral group is one day to witness an effective Somali Islamic state that
rules the country in accordance with the Islamic principles. In addition, they believe
that Islamic teachings and ordinary traditional Somali life do not necessarily contra-
dict but complement each other. In practical terms, the group undertakes numerous
social, charity and political activities. To mention some, they mediate inter-clan con-
flicts, they operate and run massive charity operations, especially in periods of
droughts and regional catastrophes. They build and sustain traditional religious
schools and adopt clinics for caring for the elderly and sick people. In cooperation
with merchants, they are engaged in the opening of small businesses and commercial
activities for young men and their families. Apart from small factions in Mogadishu,
most Islamic traditional groups are not visibly armed, but maintain light weapons at
home for personal defence. They vigorously oppose any debate or proposal of intro-
ducing western democratic styles or authoritarian dictatorship models into Somalia.
They appear self-confident in their believe in predestination. For similar reasons,
they categorically reject the requesting and depending on external aid, especially
from the West. They believe the country is rich to feed itself, if resources are managed
and distributed properly. With relation to other groupings they believe in coopera-
tion rather than confrontation, at the same time they seem not to be ready for com-
promise on principal issues. 

 

Geography (Location) Eastern Africa, bordering the Gulf of Aden and the Indian 
Ocean, east of Ethiopia

Geography (Area) 637,657 sq. Km
Population 8,600,000 (est. July 2005)
Population growth 3.3 (est. 2005)
Fertility 6.6 (est. 2005)
Live expectancy 50 (est. 2005)
Religion Sunni Muslim 
Literacy 40% (Est. 2005)
Languages Somali (official), Arabic, English and Italian 
Source: www.dmeg.dk
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Somali professional NGO community 

 

The NGO group, a rather recent development in Somalia, consists of professional NGOs,
teachers, engineers, women and youth groups. In addition, after the collapse of the Somali
state, many humanitarian NGOs, inspired by the West, emerged and filled the gap of provi-
ding relief assistance for needy and vulnerable Somalis. Somali NGOs are financed through
several UN agencies and other international NGOs. They do not enjoy wider international
recognition as NGOs, especially those from the 3

 

rd

 

 world and are not considered an indepen-
dent negotiating factor in international politics. Normally NGOs are organised within the
dominant international system of state framework. Almost all Somali NGOs are therefore
struggling to acquire recognition and respect from a local community that considers the
NGOs to be Western invention and probably an extension of foreign governments. As the
sources of their economic and moral backings are in the West, they confront declining legi-
timacy among their people. This might probably explain why various NGOs that focus on
human rights and gender issues are failing in the country, while those that work with employ-
ment, environmental and practical livelihood issues sometimes succeed. One such organisa-
tion is Horn Relief (HR). With its operational head offices in Nairobi and Bosaaso (Punt-
land), this organisation is one of the few Somali NGOs that takes into serious consideration
the needs and priorities of ordinary people. For over a decade the organisation has built trust
with local community groups in trying to improve the living conditions for pastoral and semi-
pastoral communities and their families. The organisation’s female director had in 2002 won
an international environmental award in campaigning and educating rural communities from
uprooting valuable centuries-old trees and forests for energy, export and food cooking

 

3

 

.
Some of the ideas of HR might appear to be Western oriented. And it is no secret
that this organisation receives funds from Western organisations such as Novib-Ox-
fam Netherlands, but their practical approach to local issues is obviously indigenous.
Applying participatory appreciative empowerment models, they consult and include
all those who have a stake in the process. At the same time they convince people to
assume responsibility in their local affairs and development. One of their main suc-
cessful twin projects of preventing environmental degradation while constructing
schools and roads, are the activities cash for work and cash for relief. In successive
relief and drought vulnerability reduction programmes, HR mobilises the
unemployed to do something the community could benefit from such as construc-
ting rock dams and road rehabilitation conducts. In parallel to this they provide hu-
manitarian assistance by distributing cash to elders, the sick and the handicap groups.
Initiatives of youth participatory groups where the youth debate and exchange are
also valuable exercises that maintain and foster proper decision-making processes at
the local community level. The organisation achieved a lot of positive results but also
confronts serious challenges such as funding limitations as the UN agencies do not
provide proper financial support, and the latent tension with regard to the locals that
remain suspicious of any institution that is funded or maintained by the West. Horn

 

3 http://www.hornrelief.org/GoldmanPrize.html
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relief could get support from organisations like Hadeed Development Organisation
(HDO) which, with its national and international (Diaspora) branches, tries to build
bridges between communities abroad and in the country. HDO’s main objectives are
to attract financial resources exclusively drawn from hard working Diaspora groups
to reconstruct educational institutions and provide support for deprived communi-
ties in the country. With this approach HDO avoids the possible accusation of recei-
ving Western funds to promote local humiliation and dependency. In addition HR
also gets support from organisations like Daryeel Women Organisation (DAWO)
that established the first ever private library in Puntland. DAWO also campaigns for
better opportunities and equality for women. The idea of Somali women being sub-
ordinated and oppressed by men is hotly debated in Somalia. Some Western-inspired
groups suggest that women are indeed subordinated and neglected in Somalia similar
to numerous other African and Arabian countries. Others insist that Somali women
enjoy more freedom than many other women in many parts of the world. In general
women have a greater social role than for instance in Arabia, local Somalis insist. In
Somalia, honour killing and segregation of sexes do not exist. Divorced women are
free to return their families if they want. One young man complained that young
men have to pay a lot of dowry for getting married. Clans in rural Somalia might go
to war, with many men possibly dying, if women from their clans are disgraced or
violated.

Nonetheless, the reality is that many women are excluded from the political power
sharing, which has led Somali feminists and women activists to suggest that a stable
political system and peace would have prevailed if Somalis had included more wo-
men in decision-making processes. In today’s Somalia, it is possible to find families
prioritising to send male children to school rather than their female sisters. The do-
minant argument is that ordinary families cannot afford sending all children to
school, and that girls will sooner or later get married and get support from their hus-
bands. 

Much more dangerous though are the highly immoral activities conducted by
freelance international gangs and their Somali smugglers by exporting young Somali
girls for slavery in the Arabian Gulf. Young innocent Somalis and Ethiopians from
the Horn of Africa end up in an enslavement condition in major cities like Dubai
and Jeddah in the Arabian Peninsula. These innocent girls are abused systematically
and governmental and nongovernmental organisations, for one reason or the other,
prefer to remain silent on their plight. International and national criminal gangs ex-
ploit the poverty and needy condition of these innocent girls and their families back
home. 

Within and around the NGOs there are two major groups that are worth mentio-
ning. The first are women groups or associations. They are not organised professio-
nally such as in having managerial board etc. but they are functioning as a group, es-
pecially when they are engaged in public demonstrations or in campaigns to clean up
cities and provide vaccinations or food for vulnerable groups such as children and the
elderly. Another group are youth urban groups that are not organised professionally
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either, but through for instance football tournaments and competitions provide free
time activities and sense of identity for the youngsters 

 

Warlords and political elites 

 

Somali warlords are internationally notorious for their ruthlessness and lack of mercy
for the vulnerable. For the past 14 years most of them spent time destroying their
country and people. They consider themselves to be legitimate leaders that fight for
justice and prosperity for what they call their supporters. Nonetheless, none has ever
seen a minor justice they created and no-one knows who are the people they are re-
ferring to as their supporters. Earlier, they used to appeal to their kin and clans for
military mobilisation, more recently they are known to apply mafia methods to re-
cruit and manipulate the notorious technicals. Their main economic source is the
countless roadblocks in the capital, Mogadishu, where they threaten ordinary people
and merchants either to pay money or lose their lives. One tragic story happened re-
cently in a city 30 km south of Mogadishu where a farmer who grows vegetables in
his small farm transported his goods to the main market in Mogadishu. Early every
morning before he departs, he prepares the amount of road block charge he will pay
for the warlord militia. One day he commenced his journey, expecting that there
would be 10 road blocks. After paying the last one, to his sudden shock he discovered
an extra road block that appeared overnight. He asked the gunman in charge that he
did not prepare himself for this extra road block, and promised to bring the charge
next day. Unaffected by the plea, the gunman ordered him to get out of the car and
immediately gunned him down in front of terrified and helpless fellow passengers.
This tragic history illustrates the strange relationship between warlords, their militia
and ordinary defenceless civilians. 

Even more tragic is that these warlords, more or less, enjoy indirect international
support. The money they acquire through this illegal murderous way makes its way
to Europe. In addition some ruthless warlords have more than once travelled for hos-
pitalisation in the Arabian Gulf, England, Switzerland and Italy, while their children
get education in Western countries and Asia. 
In parallel with the intimidation, threat and victimisation of ordinary civilians by 
armed warlords, there are warlord politicians that are not armed. They are found 
among all regions in Somalia (among the leadership in Puntland, Somaliland and 
the newly trans-national government). They are Somali politicians that are the 
remains of the state collapse. Some of them have been in politics since the country 
obtained its independence in 1960, others have been in the opposition for genera-
tions, and some are self-appointed politicians who saw political and economic opp-
ortunity in the current uncertain situation. These different groups often share no 
long-term visions or consistent political approach, but their sole aim seems to be an 
attempt to personally gain from the insufficient external aid Somalia, from time to 
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time, receives and how to manipulate armed warlords and other groups in the coun-
try. An insider in the current Transitional Federal Government who participated in 
several so-called ministerial meetings said that the sole agenda of the government 
meetings concentrated on how much money the government received from Arabian 
and Western donors and how much the president of the transitional government 
and his prime minister acquired while touring abroad, and if distributed how much 
should each minister get in cash. Apparently there is no vision and no political wor-
king program to stabilise the country and to create reconciliatory environment. 

 

Somali merchants 

 

Merchants in Somalia could be roughly divided into two main groupings. The first
are the Trans-national merchants. This group is more globalised and internationali-
sed. They have commercial and trade ties with most of the world and their money is
saved in big commercial cities like Dubai. They fly frequently and made major trade
deals occasionally with sovereign countries. 

The second are the national traders. As local entrepreneurs, they overtake diverse
goods imported by trans-national merchants and resell to ordinary Somalis. They are
local merchants who make deals and transfers within the country. Local merchants
are less involved in high politics and due to economic restrictions they have limited
chances of influencing other powerful groupings. One such local merchant figure is
the manager of the newly constructed Las Qoray Tuna factory. The once prestigious
Soviet-built factory was looted and destroyed during the civil war by warlord gangs.
Not far from the site of the factory a modern factory was built by a returnee from
exile who, with the support of Diaspora groups in the USA and UAE started a pro-
ductive factory that produces tons of tuna fish for both national and international
markets. The factory employs about 400 people and has great significance for the lo-
cal and regional economy. At the same time the factory is a standing proof of the pro-
ductive cooperation between Diaspora groups and merchants that invest in develop-
ment back home. 

One of the major problems with Somali merchants, especially the trans-national
group, is that they often engage in politics by corrupting their way through everyth-
ing, just to accumulate power. In addition they import more than they export, the-
reby damaging the country’s economic balance. Their import of foreign goods is not
diversified. Wherever you go, you find pasta, Japanese cars and building materials
everywhere. They deposit the money extracted from the country on foreign bank ac-
counts in the Arabian Gulf and in the West. They do not pay their reasonable share
of taxes or its corresponding Islamic Zaka. Dirty and immoral merchants engage in
destructive business and exploitation in connection with charcoal export, frequent
importation of dangerous toxic chemical waste, which creates serious environmental
destruction with long-term implications for both humans and livestock alike. 
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The significance of diaspora remittances 

 

Somalis dispersed in most parts of the world transfer money to their families and re-
latives on a monthly or quarterly basis. This financial input is, through Hawaala (tra-
ditional transfer system), immediately felt on the streets of many towns and villages
in Somalia. In many ways, Diaspora and expatriate remittance keeps the country
running and surviving despite the lack of governmental public services. Fortunate fa-
milies with relatives residing in more prosperous parts of the world receive an average
of between 100- 200 USD per month. The largest part of this money is spent on dai-
ly consumption by families and relatives. A greater share of it might go to the che-
wing of Qat, resulting in the money moving out of the country to neighbouring
countries like Kenya and Ethiopia. This is an issue that concerns many community
groups in the country in particularly finding ways to combat this type of drug. Some
of the families who receive remittances from abroad try their utmost to manage their
income properly by, for instance, investing in the education of their children. The
majority of Somalis spend remittance income on daily consumption and do not spe-
culate on the future.

In contrast a group of young middle-class Somalis and returnees from abroad re-
cently started considering the potential of applying Diaspora remittance income for
development and sustainable reconstruction projects that benefit not only the indi-
vidual community but also the country as a whole. Building light industries were
among the initiatives undertaken. For instance during the summer of 2005, Diaspo-
ra communities in Sweden collected and transferred funds aimed at assisting national
reconciliation in removing roadblocks in the capital Mogadishu. Other communities
in the UK and the US started financing hospitals and successful higher education in-
stitutions like Amoud University in Somaliland. The main challenges confronting
Diaspora assistance and involvement in Somalia, apart from the fragmentation and
local orientation, are the lack of viable national institutions that can accommodate
and organise the Diaspora efforts. In other words, there is a need for a national stra-
tegy on how to capitalise the significant input by the Somali Diaspora that is increa-
singly becoming vital for the country’s economy and well-being 

 

Prospect and recommendations 

 

Traditionalist Islamic groups represent the core of the Somali people as religious
components and pastoralists are fundamentally integrated part of the socio-political
structure. Similarly endogenous NGOs, humanitarian organisations with roots in
the country, despite their engagement and contacts with international NGOs, are
also more or less accepted and tolerated by the Somalis. Loosely organised women
groups and youth associations contribute to various aspects of today’s Somalia. 
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The only components that do not contribute positively to the political and social
processes in the country are the warlords and political elites. Most people in Somalia
are aware that the biggest obstacle for peace and prosperity in Somalia is the warlords
and their political friends and rivals. They are found in Puntland, Somaliland, and
with the Transitional National Government in Mogadishu and Jowhar. Their main
aim is to enrich themselves at any cost at the expense of the rest of Somalis. Those
who are not armed and could or hold guard or observe illegal road blocks try to ap-
peal for support from the bewildered donor community based in Nairobi. 

Some Somali observers have concluded that some UN agencies and Western em-
bassies do whatever they can to keep Somalia underdeveloped and conflict-torn. Me-
anwhile ordinary Somalis are learning to cope with the impact of prolonged civil war.
The civil war, though devastating and tragic, might in the long term be good for the
Somali self-rehabilitation. From inhabitants of isolated local communities to large
urban areas, Somalis are finally maturing to the task of creating a viable suitable sys-
tem for their country. For instance no single warlord or so-called politician, although
they might disturb public order by introducing road blocks or by threatening and in-
timidating defenceless civilians, is any longer capable of mobilising major conflict.
Other more legitimate community institutions are not willing to support their ef-
forts. 

Another serious challenge in the coming months and years is the attitude, and
possible action by the international community. In its focus on combating interna-
tional terrorism, the West might prematurely embrace and finance Somali warlords
and political opportunists on the presumed expectation that they will create a stable
top-down state and strong government. Let us not forget that all warlords committed
serious crimes, some genocide, and enjoy no legitimacy among genuine representa-
tives of the Somali people or the wider public. Traditional, religious and Western in-
spired NGO groups have been engaged in a decade-long slow but effective recons-
truction of post-civil war Somalia. This bottom-up oriented process of social inclu-
sion and empowerment should be supported and encouraged. 

What most Somalis probably desire is that the international community should
refrain from interfering in Somali’s internal affairs. One of the most productive, pu-
rely internal, Somali endeavours and negotiations resulted in the creation of the au-
tonomous and relatively peaceful regions, Puntland and Somaliland. Fourteen con-
secutive so-called peace processes organised, and financed by external regional and
international powers to reinvent the top-down centralised Somali state failed woeful-
ly on each occassion. It is therefore time to let Somalis manage their own affairs. If
the international community wants to interfere, the starting point should be a com-
plete dissociation from the warlords, by for instance, freezing their assets, imposing
flight restrictions and supporting a Somali tribunal in the international court at The
Hague. 
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Ella O. Chimbiru

 

The Sudan and Somalia Peace 
Process: The Role of Women

 

Introduction 

 

Peace actors include a strange mixture of people trained in a variety of disciplines that
range from almost the most rigorous mathematics on the one side to the most poetic
humanities on the other. Amongst them are scientists who solve important problems
that shed light on nature’s deepest puzzles as effectively as ever, despite enormous
complexities encountered. Similarly, negotiators in peace processes demystify con-
flict/peace by drawing on information, knowledge and wisdom – both old and new
from right across space and cultures. Naturally, cultural dynamics pose challenges
that often span from exclusion of women and youth to ‘the other,’ thus requiring ex-
panded problem-solving capabilities from each community. In this regard a physical
location is as crucial as the process of communication itself. During communication,
negotiators gauge the atmosphere and decide when to compromise; how to compro-
mise; why to compromise; and when to introduce another perspective. Of course
there are a whole range of other dynamics including utilization of availed positions.
Choice of a venue is as crucial as the dialogue because it gives the process credibility
or the lack of it. Thus the choice of Kenya as a host country for both Sudan and So-
mali peace talks was deemed credible by all stakeholders. 

 

The ethics of female inclusion 

 

Traditional African thought system did not favour the development, well-being and
human rights of women. Perpetuation of patriarchal societies in the modern age con-
stitutes ample evidence of the ancient conspiracy against women that deprived them
of human rights so that even within a family, women have very little authority. It is
widely believed by men that they are lawfully in society to decide the destiny of wo-
men and must consent on decisions and choices they make. The great success they
have had in nurturing this state of affairs has led to little or no resistance in exercising
their power. As long as there is no prolonged conflict, this authority is accepted as
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legitimate and influences women in such a way that obedience becomes natural and
identical with their own convictions. In conflict, this authority is somewhat eroded;
more so as women take on added responsibilities in the absence of men. Normally,
they would gain more power as happened in Europe after the two world wars. Ho-
wever research by Sahl and El-Bushra (2005) shows that in their study, this did not
happen. Be that as it may, one cannot ignore the fact that some degree of power was
gained by individuals in their own environment who went on to advocate for parti-
cipation in political decision-making processes. For centuries, perception of other
women was through male eyes and to a great extent, it created an invisible barrier.
Only dialogue in which all parties were engaged could break this wall of separation.
However, lack of information on power relations was a severe handicap, and know-
ledge was needed. This was again hampered first by suspicion amoung themselves;
and secondly by suspicion of those entrusted with the responsibility of dissemina-
tion. These were well-schooled and highly informed women, on principles of peace
building and negotiations.

Giving in to the temptations of these suspicions was easy but risky to the creation
of a new ‘ideology’ through which they could express their aspirations and define
their political objectives. Without exception, their interests and success lay in a coa-
lition with the ‘other’ in a demographic block that would advance their goals. Mo-
tivated by the desire for peace, they organized peace-building initiatives at village lev-
els and then reached out to the ‘other’ village to share their experiences. Because of
interference from control mechanisms and values of dependency by patriarchy, it was
a laboriously slow process. Men were equally suspicious of women talking to ‘the oth-
er’ and often came to listen to the proceedings. Unfortunately, they quickly took over
the initiatives. Without the passion of women to keep the process going; and coupled
with the lack of negotiating skills, some differences would lead to war and conflict.
To avoid this, women met in secret where men would not be present. On several oc-
casions, they took the advantage of meeting at water wells restricted to them. Some-
times they met on the pretext of fetching firewood. Unfortunately, in some areas
wells became a target for rival militia to abduct and rape women and they were aban-
doned. To keep safe, women were encouraged to meet at a specific compound while
men kept watch for any marauding elements. Doing chores together enhanced their
peace-building initiatives. At weddings, Muslim women lingered in the women’s tent
on the pretext of performing the older woman’s duty of advising the bride on nupti-
als.

The new set-up attracted the attention of relief organizations such as Oxfam,
CARE International, Norwegian Church Aid (NCA), Red Cross etc. who trained
women in peace-building skills. Other government organizations like the Canadian
International Development Agency (CIDA) came on board and strengthened capa-
city in peace-building mechanisms among women in Diaspora. Interaction with
groups from different parts of the world increased their skills and sustained interest
in the achievement of their goal. As their capacity increased, some noticed windows
they could squeeze into as opposed to ‘smashing into’ them. One such window was,
‘the clan window.’ Somali women realized that all four major clans at the table were
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represented by men (who naturally would not represent women issues), so they lob-
bied for women as a fifth clan. At the official start of the talks women came in as a
legitimate fifth clan with equal power to the other four. 

Sudanese women did not have this provision and in fact were completely left out
of the 2002 Machakos Protocol in Kenya. With support from Urgent Action Fund
and other donors, they traveled to Machakos town where the discussions were taking
place. After they quietly entered the compound, they sang at the top of their voices
(as they danced), rendering discussion in the conference room almost impossible.
Perhaps for the sake of quiet, a mediator emerged and women politely laid the me-
morandum of their inclusion at his feet. However, they would not go away and their
leaders were finally allowed as observers. It was a defining moment for all parties be-
cause the Government of Sudan (GOS and the Sudanese People’s Liberation Move-
ment (SPLM) were forced to examine and determine a comprehensive protocol on
inclusion of women for the next round of talks. 

Around the same period, a proliferation of Sudanese non-governmental organiza-
tions (NGOs) with an agenda on the various aspects of the conflict began in earnest.
These include; Sudan Women’s Voice for Peace and Sudan’s Women’s Association
that focused on women advocating for peace and taking charge of refugees. With
support from donors, women and youth were trained in the art of conflict resolution
and conflict management. The Dutch government aid agency SNV brought together
women from the north and south that belonged to different political parties to dia-
logue as one block. On resumption of talks in early 2003, the sheer extent of the sup-
port in terms of both resource quantity and time from the international community
signaled a new era. 

But in time, women were to discover that men have different perceptions on equa-
lity of political power-sharing. For women, it was representation at all levels; for men,
it was allowing them to share their views but not necessarily incorporating them in
the main agenda. In fact certain men felt that the demand for equal representation
implied that women were victims of society and yet the peace process was not a hu-
man rights issue. There were accusations that individual women were serving only
their personal interests and their questioning social rules would only lead to destabi-
lization of communities. Of course it is expected, that any significant change in the
class structure means redistribution of power -and that includes political power; and
given that individuals who feel powerless to change society, due to the omnipotence
of the government will gravitate toward whatever issue is of the single most impor-
tance to them. It would be therefore safe to say that men could not see ‘the others’
point. Also, it may have been the conviction that it is possible to change only a part
of the system, but not the system itself. Perhaps it was simply that men may not have
been ready for the changes and challenges that women posed. 
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Time as a factor in dialoguing 

 

At the largely male-dominated negotiating table, lack of background information on
a subject or the inability to understand the different domains of experience, someti-
mes led to unpredictable actions; forcing mediators to call to question the appropri-
ateness of phrases used, while encouraging selection of plausible variants. Sometimes
language and its interpretation was completely unacceptable and the talks would
break down for as long as a year or more. Women used the ‘breaks’ as self monitors
to pay closer attention to relevant social cues that would enable them to work out
their own differences and forge a formidable alliance.

The Sudan talks of 1994 September talks broke down and did not resume until
1997. The initiative gained momentum which led to the signing of the Machakos
Protocol in July 2002. 

For Somalia, an earlier agreement in Djibouti known as the Arta Accord resulted
in the Transitional Government led by Salat. It did not gain the wider international
recognition and a new process was initiated in Kenya in 2001 and concluded in Ja-
nuary 2004.

Conflict had developed in the Sudan because political misallocation of resources
was perceived as the structural source of deprivation. Invariably, political power sha-
ring was placed high on the agenda turning the peace process into a de facto political
process. It proved a daunting task because the assumption that individual values can
be accommodated by political institutions was challenged by the fact that values are
continually emerging in society. Women’s changing perception of needs and aware-
ness of societal resources encouraged them to articulate demands for political repre-
sentation at all levels. They argued that affirmative action was a legitimate right in
harmony with their social and economic participation. Legitimating created a pro-
blematic situation due to inequality of power in content of position. The earlier de-
claration of Sudan as a Sharia State meant that Islamic laws were the backbone of all
social activities; and its imposition was tantamount to rejecting the religious, cultural
and linguistic diversity of the country. It was therefore necessary to identify and in-
tegrate stakeholders in order to avoid a stalemate or another break down as had hap-
pened earlier. In the north were mainly political parties, professional associations,
trade unions, religious groups, women’s organizations, and a range of other civil so-
ciety groups. In the south, were militia factions (which had increased in number as
the conflict continued), traditional leaders, the church, women’s organizations, and
other members of the civil society. Given that conformity and allegiance to establis-
hed authority as well as resistance to change are social predispositions of the under-
privileged, women had not envisaged the centrality of policy. In addition, collective
beliefs in them tended to express the interests of this authority without plausible in-
terpretation to their own reality. Only policy with its ability to structure procedure
and even formulate binding decisions would be a stabilizing influence. Thus all wo-
men in Sudan, irrespective of race and religion challenged the GOS on its reasons for
the continuation of the war. In very ordinary language, they said they were tired of
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losing husbands and sons in the conflicts; they wanted education for their sons who
would be responsible husbands and fathers; they didn’t want their daughters to have
to take on heavy responsibilities in the absence of husbands, as was the present situ-
ation. The educated with their elaborated language code and flexible person-oriented
socialization techniques drove the point further which struck a cord with internatio-
nal observers. It was obvious that support for the war among women was eroded
which meant pushing any type of dialogue to a level where concessions and agree-
ments had to remain in focus. It led to the current initiative that began in Kenya in
October 2002 and resulted in the Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) on Janu-
ary 9th 2005. 

In striving for recognition Somali women raised policy issues on health and edu-
cation for all – a fundamental requirement that men would not scuttle around. Some
male delegates wanted to know women’s position on female genital mutilation
(FGM). Aware of this trend of thought they maintained that it was a simple surgery
that could be undertaken by qualified female medical personnel at home. This in
turn would reduce high levels of infections and side effects; hence the need to incor-
porate women’s health and reconstruction in the negotiations. Such was the skill of
women in downplaying contentious cultural practices (which men would have trivi-
alized) that it left no doubt in the minds of all that they understood issues and were
committed to the attainment of peace. In so doing they continued to maintain their
social identification with the community at large - an important factor in legitimiza-
tion. At the same time they achieved another space which they used to take part in
the main agenda on political power-sharing. Here they raised substantive issues on
female representation in all areas of government. 

In both countries, rape of women was used as a weapon of war and they realized
that this could only be dealt with if there was a judiciary in place and in which they
were adequately represented. Behind the scenes, women at the Somali Dialogue en-
gaged a few male delegates around the values of females in the judiciary. (Somalia is
a Moslem country and the issues of arbitration are more or less based on Sharia Law.)
One man communicated his most rudimental thoughts; female judges were essential
because female Members of Parliament needed change of company in the Chamber;
yet another was chauvinistic; female judges would discipline female MPs who talked
too much because if men did so, they may be accused of having other interests. No
matter how sexist this may sound, it nevertheless enhanced debate on emerging
needs of women. Scholars then took up the issue in the main plenary and argued that
girls needed role models in all sectors of society including the judiciary, engineering
and even architecture, adding that the world had changed. By setting these standards
of action, the scholars’ dimension cemented an ideology that would hopefully trans-
late this social aspiration into a cohesive structure. 

Attitudes in the Sudan Talks were not very much different in terms of content; so
women used the challenges to constantly update themselves. The Dutch government
had on several occasions facilitated meetings between women in the north and the
south in order to narrow the divide. As they shared their fears and frustrations, there
developed a common bond of solidarity that would serve them well at the main talks.
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Senior women in the GOS supported fellow women, by giving them tips on langu-
age preferred by senior government officials, when supporting or disagreeing with a
position. If they did this well, it would give them a window of opportunity that could
be expanded and enhance their positions. 

Over time they also acquired knowledge on legal procedures that would guarantee
their participation and contribution. Female lawyers, diplomats and politicians from
Kenya lent their support through interpretation and dissemination of information.
Balancing of ‘weapons of knowledge’ now at their disposal but within a restricted
space was a delicate matter. Language codes and socialization patterns had obscured
perceptions of their needs and it was imperative that they avoid any distorting se-
mantics that would trivialize them as well as their ideas. Inadequate grasp of political
vocabulary left them with no choice but to lobby sympathetic men to introduce the
question of suppression of women’s political representation whether intentional or
unintentional. Only when they were sure that they could articulate their thoughts
with confidence and conviction did they do so. In short, the recognition of certain
needs and their relative importance required cognitive skills and political awareness. 

The contentious issues of resettlement would ordinarily mean the return of all dis-
placed people back into their villages (including those where oil exploitation and oth-
er minerals were being undertaken); the return of abducted children by Muharaleen
(Arab and Arabized Africans that kidnap African children into slavery); and the re-
turn of political dissidents of the GOS. The proposal in the main agenda simply as-
ked for reception centers that have adequate shelter, food and medicines; and finally
transportation of individuals to their own villages. Women argued that returnees
would be traumatized and they wanted schools and hospitals established as well, in
order to cater for everyone’s reintegration into society. This fundamentally linked ba-
sic health and education to reconstruction of the country. This time there was una-
nimous backing from all including religious leaders, traditional leaders and the inter-
national community. Time therefore ceased to be a consumer product determining
life style as seen in the West, but rather a factor that allowed the interplay of various
social forces in the Sudan and Somali peace processes. 

Finally, in Sudan, it was agreed that Sharia law would not apply to non-Muslims.
In addition, after six years, the south could choose unity or separation through a re-
ferendum. 

 

Conclusion 

 

It would be naïve to suggest that women gained all that they asked for. In fact where
they did extremely well, they received a maximum of 30% in representation. Conse-
quently, it remains necessary for them to restructure their expectations in a pragmatic
manner. It is a difficult path because if not well conceived, certain foundations that
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brought them recognition could easily be eroded and endanger their collective bar-
gaining power. 

As for patriarchy, it was most obvious during the signing and swearing-in ceremo-
ny of the Somali Transitional Government (TNG) on January 29th 2004. Despite
international presence, seating of women was behind the men irrespective of their
posts. It seems that women’s inclusion at the front on such occasions was still not ac-
ceptable. 

At the official signing of the Sudanese Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) on
January 9th 2005, one would imagine that politicians and bureaucrats would have
learnt some lessons from the Somali experience but alas that was not the case. There
were absolutely no seats reserved for women delegates. They decided to take matters
into their own hands and occupied seats reserved for diplomats accredited to Nairo-
bi. With no indication of relinquishing their seats, and the police unwilling to shift
a large group of happily singing women, the Protocol Office brought in more chairs
for the diplomatic corps. 
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The Migration and Development 
Nexus in Africa – Contributions 
from the Somali Diaspora and 
experiences from IOM

 

Regional Representative for the Nordic and Baltic States and the European Neigh-
bourhood countries (East), International Organization for Migration (IOM)

Discussing the nexus between migration and development and, more specifically,
the role of the diaspora in the development of the Horn of Africa is not only a useful
but also a timely exercise in light of the High Level Dialogue on Migration and De-
velopment, organized by the United Nations in New York in September 2006. The
High Level Dialogue is the first time ever the world body’s general assembly will
discuss migration and its interconnections with development.

This text discusses the theoretical and practical challenges, but also opportunities
revolving around the nexus between migration and development. It examines the lin-
kages between both issues with specific reference to the situation in Somalia and
provides examples of the work of the International Organization for Migration
(IOM) in Africa that show the causal linkages between migration and development,
putting the nexus into practice.

IOM is the leading intergovernmental agency dedicated to promoting humane
and orderly migration by serving the policy and programme needs of governments
and migrants. Among many other activities, IOM advocates the integration of mig-
ration into development planning and programmes and actively encourages linkages
with diasporas through knowledge and skills transfer programmes, temporary and
virtual return or remittance facilitation. With the substantial increase of IOM mem-
ber states from Sub-Saharan Africa and increasing mobility among Africans, the de-
velopmental effects, consequences and benefits of migration have moved to the top
of IOM’s policy and operational agenda in recent years.
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A) Migration and development

 

The close relationship between migration and economic and social development in
the countries of origin and destination of migrants has been recognized for some
time now. It has been underlined as early as in 1951, in the founding document of
the International Organization for Migration.

Today, there is a widely accepted agreement about the two-way positive and nega-
tive connection between migration and development: migration can be both a cause
and a result of underdevelopment, while underdevelopment can be either alleviated
or exacerbated by migration; the African continent – and particularly the Horn of
Africa – provides numerous examples illustrating this dichotomy (Weiss, 2001). 

As such, migration in Africa cannot be categorically seen as either an obstacle to
development or a strategy for its achievement (IOM, 2006). Actions to eradicate po-
verty and achieve the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) can address some of
the structural causes of migration, and migration can positively influence the achie-
vement of the MDGs (EU Council, 2006) and African countries’ Poverty Reduction
Strategies.

In recent years, the growing scale, changing routings and the complexity of inter-
national migration have led to a steady increase in human mobility in Sub-Saharan
Africa. In parallel to this increase, there has been a rising interest in how these effects
can be understood and optimized. The challenge is how to ensure that migration
does not hurt the poorest countries or, better still, how to ensure that migration ac-
tually benefits those countries while remaining attractive for the richer destination
countries. 

Working on the operational, programmatic, but also policy aspects of the migra-
tion and development nexus in most African countries – often in partnership with
United Nations agencies and non-governmental organizations – IOM has observed
an interesting paradigm shift regarding the link between migration and development
over the last 20 years. 

From a predominantly negative approach that emphasized the need to eradicate
the root causes of migration, brain drain, rural exodus or the depletion of labour for-
ce, there is now a greater interest among all stakeholders in the positive effects of mig-
ration for development. This more positive approach considers the economic, social
and cultural contributions of migrants and the alleviation of demographic and la-
bour market pressures in both African countries of origin and countries of destina-
tion in the industrialized world.

The demographic decline in many industrialized countries contrasts sharply with
the demographic explosion in Africa. Shrinking labour forces in developed countries
are leading, even now, to imbalances in supply and demand in certain economic sec-
tors, such as health care and education, services and construction. Many developed
countries cannot cope anymore with an oversupply of labour relative to local or na-
tional employment opportunities. 
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Africa’s international migration patterns have evolved in recent years into a com-
plex and dynamic phenomenon fuelled by both “push” and “pull” factors and the
demands of globalization. The brain drain phenomenon, while not new, has intensi-
fied. As trade barriers come down and developed countries adapt their immigration
legislation to attract a highly skilled workforce and compensate local skills shortages
in certain sectors, emigration of all categories of professionals will increase. Shrinking
and ageing populations have led many industrialized countries to intensify the recru-
itment of well trained and educated workers and professionals from poorer countries,
especially in Sub-Saharan Africa. Aggressive and targeted international recruitment
initiatives can be seen in several countries such as Ghana and South Africa. As a re-
sult, a considerable part of the investment in training and education in Africa is never
recovered (IOM, 2005).

The development of policy and programme interventions that will help to realize
the full potential of international migration in Africa is a huge task, as: 

 

A1) it will require devising measures to harness the development potential that emigration from
Africa can bring while, at the same time, ensuring that the exodus of highly skilled workers does
not damage development outcomes and guaranteeing that migration remains a positive force also
for countries of destination; 
A2) it will require determining how to make migrant remittances more effective as a tool for po-
verty reduction and economic development; 
A3) it calls for new and better ways to facilitate the involvement of migrant diasporas in the de-
velopment of their home countries. 

 

A1) Skilled people flows

 

 Without doubt, the most frequently discussed development impact of international
migration in Africa and elsewhere in the developed world is brain drain. It refers to
situations in which the emigration of skilled workers has adverse economic impacts.
Nearly 10% of all tertiary educated adults born in the developing world and some
50% of the developing world’s science and technology personnel now live in the de-
veloped world (Lowell et al., 2004), including an increasing number of women.

However, whether these flows are always detrimental to a country of origin de-
pends on what school of thought one adopts. Since the 1960’s, proponents of a “zero-
sum analysis” approach believe that having lower numbers of educated individuals in
a country lowers the average level of education leading to wage deflation for unskilled
workers and a lower likelihood of attracting FDI (foreign direct investment). 

Another more recent school of thought rejects the notion that skilled migration
has detrimental consequences for less developed countries. It argues that the prospect
of migration itself may lead to greater incentives for workers to become skilled, en-
couraging brain gain. Even when overseas, migrants can be of benefit to their home
countries through remittances and the creation of trade and business networks. Once
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they have returned, migrants are a potential source of growth through diffusion of
knowledge and technology, so-called brain circulation.

In sum, while there are potential costs, movement of the skilled can often provide
benefits for all involved. Moreover, migration does not always involve one-way or
permanent flows as there are increasing numbers of returning and circulating mig-
rants – a migratory pattern particularly interesting in the context of Somalia and oth-
er countries in the Horn of Africa. 

 

A2) Money flows 

 

Remittances from migrant workers to developing countries are large and rising, i.e.
some US$ 167 billion in 2005, up 73% from 2001 (World Bank, 2005). For deve-
loping countries, remittances are now double the size of net official financing and are
rising relative to FDI (World Bank, 2004). Informal channels of remittances might
well add at least 50% to these official estimates. 

Remittances have numerous benefits for the development process. They are a
source of income and foreign exchange for many countries. For those developing
countries confronted with a persistent labour market slack, the opportunity to en-
courage remittance flows as a result of the export of labour abroad is a welcome de-
velopment strategy. Remittances are less volatile than private capital flows that tend
to move pro-cyclically, and may even rise during recessions, helping to stimulate vul-
nerable economies (Ratha, 2004).

An important problem related to remittances is the usually high transfer costs, alt-
hough there are variations depending on origin and destination country and the
amounts involved. The question of how to make more productive use of remittances
has now become a major issue international organizations and policymakers have
started to reflect upon.

 

A3) Diaspora flows

 

Migrant communities or diasporas can play an important role in the economic, social
and political development of their countries of origin. Diasporas can be a source of
ideas, and social capital that flows between countries (i.e. social remittances). Simi-
larly, migrants can transfer knowledge and skills (i.e. technological remittances), or
even political beliefs and practices (i.e. political remittances). The contacts and net-
works that diasporas retain with their host countries can act as an important channel
for enhancing the positive impacts of emigration on the country of origin. 
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However, concrete benefits of the diasporas and instruments used to channel these
benefits are context-specific. To a large extent, the differences in diaspora involve-
ment reflect differences in home country economies more than they reflect differen-
ces in migration modalities. In the context of low-income countries, it is likely that
the obstacles to investment such as poor infrastructure, inadequate legal frameworks
and deficient human capital, will discourage diasporas from investing in their home
country. In this respect, the chronic instability and insecurity in countries such as So-
malia present a specific challenge.

For policymakers, further systematic evidence of the role played by diasporas in
contributing to development back home is needed – again, this is especially impor-
tant in the context of Somalia as the lack of public sector services has enabled the pri-
vate commercial sector, sustained by the diaspora, to take on the provision of many
basic services to the public. This applies especially to diaspora-induced capital flows
and transnational networks.

 

B) IOM’s MIDA Programme

 

One of the most successful operational examples illustrating the linkages between
migration and development is IOM’s Migration for Development in Africa Pro-
gramme (MIDA) which has been implemented in more than twenty Sub-Saharan
African countries.

Thousands of African professionals including medical doctors, nurses, accoun-
tants, engineers, managers and teachers leave their home country each year to pursue
better prospects in other countries – both on and off the continent. This constant
drain poses a serious impediment to sustainable development, particularly when it
affects priority development sectors (e.g. health, education, water and sanitation) in
countries that have limited ability to attract and retain qualified workers. The out-
ward movement of human resources can lead to the deterioration of basic social ser-
vices, slow the development of the private sector and heighten the dependency of the
African economies on costly foreign expertise.

Launched in 2001, IOM’s MIDA programme responds to the growing needs of
African countries to harness contributions from their own diaspora for development.
Representatives of more than 25 African countries convened in Libreville, Gabon in
April 2001 to discuss human resource requirements in sectors lacking qualified hu-
man resources. They requested IOM’s assistance in formulating and identifying a
programme based on the lessons learned from IOM’s earlier Return and Reintegra-
tion for Qualified African Nationals Programme, which was implemented success-
fully in the late 1980’s and 1990’s. 

The July 2001 OAU summit in Lusaka commissioned IOM to initiate activities
that would enable African countries to match the skills and resources available in host
countries with shortcomings in human resource supply identified by governments in
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countries of origin. This institutional recognition has paved the way for the imple-
mentation of certain components of the Cotonou Agreement between the European
Union and ACP (Africa, Caribbean, and Pacific) countries.

In a novel approach to brain drain, the underlying principle of MIDA is that re-
gular migrants do not wish to give up employment and social protection rights ac-
quired in their host country even if they are keen to help development in their own
country, albeit by means other than permanent return. Technically, MIDA is based
on a precise identification of needs by sector and employment level in African
countries. Information about qualified African migrants interested in participating
in the programme is included in a real time relational database and IOM and part-
ners in both the country of origin and the country of destination concerned are able
to identify the best profile for each employment opportunity. 

Possible forms of participation range from repeated short stays to complete a pro-
ject in conjunction with locally available human resources, to skill transfers through
consultation by distance-teaching using electronic media or video, to fund-raising
for micro-enterprises, to a local development project, to support for private sector
ventures or approaches to increase the effectiveness of remittances flows. The use of
information technologies yields considerable economies of scale when compared
with programmes that entail the definitive return of the migrant and his/her family. 

To implement MIDA programmes, authorities in beneficiary countries appoint a
national correspondent to liaise with various local entities concerned (ministries, uni-
versities, enterprises, associations, etc.), as well as authorities in the partner country
and IOM. Likewise, in the host country, a coordinator is appointed to work with re-
presentatives of the administration, diaspora associations and the embassy of the be-
neficiary country. As the central outreach element, an intensive information cam-
paign is held among diaspora associations. 

Many African countries have made MIDA a national priority (such as Benin, Bur-
kina Faso, Burundi, Cape Verde, Ethiopia, Ghana, Guinea, Kenya, Rwanda, Sudan,
Tanzania and Uganda). Commitment illustrated through the inclusion of MIDA in
National Indicative Programmes and Poverty Reduction Strategies has made it pos-
sible to approach development partners genuinely interested in supporting program-
mes in line with the expectations of African countries. For countries of origin in Sub-
Saharan Africa, MIDA represents a possibility to derive concrete benefit from the
global labour migration flows by tapping, in a systemic way, into the skills, funds and
mobility that very often characterize the diaspora.

There are numerous examples of successfully implemented MIDA projects: Et-
hiopian expatriates in Italy are mobilized through an online database matching needs
with diaspora skills; Ghanaian migrants in Italy promote agro-business enterprises
for rural development through micro-credit programmes; Guinean women receive
training in the creation and management of micro-enterprises through knowledge
transfer and the provision of micro-credit loans from the Guinean diaspora; under
the auspices of the East African Community (EAC), an assessment of skills needs in
priority sectors helps to channel remittances for investment and virtual skills transfer
in Kenya, Tanzania and Uganda; women’s associations in the Great Lakes countries
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Rwanda and Burundi receive training from representatives of the diaspora in Belgi-
um to promote their active role in generating employment and income as a contri-
bution to the peace-building process, etc.

 

C) Somalia: realities at home and abroad

 

C1) The situation in Somalia

 

Somalia is one of the world’s poorest countries. Most of the statistical indicators are
catastrophic. According to the World Bank’s standard measure, almost half of its po-
pulation lives in extreme poverty – that is on less than US$ 1 per day. 

UNDP’s global Human Development Report 2005 states that life expectancy at
birth in Somalia from 2000 to 2005 stood at 46 years, with a rate for live births of
225 per 1,000 inhabitants in 2003. In 2002, barely 29% of the population had access
to an improved water source (UNDP, 2005). While the adult literacy rate for 2001
was 17%, the registered primary school enrolment was some 14%, however, even less
children are believed to attend lessons on a regular basis (UNDP, 2005). Approxima-
tely 90% of Somalia’s school facilities have been destroyed by recurrent conflict, and
some of the remaining premises are occupied by internally displaced persons (IDPs).
The quality of available education is also poor as only 40% of the teachers are trained
and many have not even completed primary education (NRC, 2004). 

With very little foreign direct investment in Somalia, non-existent bank loan
mechanisms and the absence of substantial official development aid, remittances
have become the country’s most important lifeline over the last years. For instance,
in the Somaliland region, up to 60% of the local economy is made up of remittances
from the diaspora. In 2002, remittances to Somalia amounted to US$ 750 million
compared to US$ 174 million in aid from the international donor community.

However, many indicators are merely indicative as access to and collection of in-
formation is hampered by loss of earlier data and security concerns. Somalia conti-
nues to be divided in terms of its politics, security and economics, with some areas
of the country experiencing political developments and economic recovery (such as
in Somaliland and, to a lesser degree, in Puntland) and other areas (in Central and
Southern Somalia) continuing to be plagued by recurrent crisis, insecurity and hu-
manitarian emergencies. 

The rise of the Islamic Courts Union (ICU) in Mogadishu and areas throughout
the southern part of Somalia since summer 2006 is a reminder of the chronically un-
predictable situation in the country. While many observers have pointed to the rest-
oration of some level of stability and security in the notoriously unsafe urban area of
Mogadishu since the warlords were driven out of the city by ICU troops, advances
of Ethiopian forces towards Mogadishu in autumn – backed by the Transitional Fe-
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deral Government based in Jawhar – and calls by ICU leaders to oppose the “foreign
invaders” do not augur well for the future. 

The ongoing crisis situation had, and still has, very serious repercussions on the
mobility of the Somalis: flight, forced displacement and emigration characterize the
migratory situation of Somalia over the last 15 years or so. Following the downfall of
the Socialist government under Siad Barre in 1991, many Somalis fled the country
and still live outside of Somalia today. 

The Somali diaspora is one of the most important of any of Africa’s countries.
Roughly 12% of all Somalis (i.e. over 1 million persons) are residing outside of their
country of birth, depriving Somalia of human resources so vital for the rebuilding
and rehabilitation of the country.

 

C2) The Somali diaspora 

 

Like many other African diasporas, the Somali diaspora is actively supporting their
home land not only by sending remittances to their families and investing in local
business, but also as lobbyists or representatives of Somali interests abroad.

The Somali diaspora is scattered all over the world: in neighbouring Kenya, Dji-
bouti and Ethiopia as much as in Australia, the United States or Canada. Many other
countries in Sub-Saharan Africa and Europe host sizeable Somali diasporas. The
most important European host countries in terms of size are Germany, Italy, the
Netherlands, the United Kingdom as well as the Nordic countries. 

The diaspora is very well interconnected through a number of internet sites admi-
nistered from different countries. Information regarding the situation back home
and news on political, economic or social events in Somalia is disseminated speedily
to reach, in real time, even the most remote Somali groups all over the globe. 

A substantial number of Somalis from the Somalia diaspora have been returning
over the past few years to assess whether they can live and work in Somalia again. This
applies especially to the Somaliland region which has experienced a long period of
stability and economic growth. A number of these returnees have taken up positions
in government, aid agencies, non-government organizations, health care, education
and business, and are actively putting their energy and resources into reconstruction
and development of their homeland (Nyberg Sorensen, 2004). Others, although less
when compared to Somaliland, have returned to their homes in the Puntland region
or Central and Southern Somalia. One of the most prominent features of Somali mo-
bility is circular migration, characterized by frequent shuttling between the host
country and the homeland (often for the duration of holidays). 

In the Nordic countries more than 75,000 persons from Somalia represent the
single most important African country of origin. Both Sweden and Norway each host
at least between 26000 and 28000 Somali immigrants or citizens with Somali back-
ground. The number of naturalizations of Somalis has been increasing over the last
three years. 
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However, the legal status of Somalis in the Nordic region is extremely diversified
including citizens or permanent residence permit holders as much as asylum seekers
or irregular migrants whose numbers, by definition, escape official accounting. The
socio-economic and professional background of Somalis in the Nordic region is
wide-ranging as well, encompassing non-qualified immigrants, university degree
holders and professional experts. 

While in Denmark and Norway asylum applications by Somali citizens have been
decreasing in recent years, Finland and Sweden have registered an increase in appli-
cations in 2006, as compared to previous years. 

Even though Somali immigrants represent an important portion of the overall im-
migrant population in the Nordic countries, they are often not well integrated in the
labour market. In the EU overall, unemployment levels among immigrants are in ge-
neral twice as high as those among citizens. One of the major impediments to the
labour market integration of the Somali diaspora is the poor academic performance
of the second generation. This translates into higher unemployment and welfare de-
pendency among Somali immigrants as compared to non-migrants. 

The figures below show the numbers of Somalis in Denmark, Sweden, Norway
and Finland, broken down by “asylum seekers” (2003 to 2006), “immigrants” (2004
to 2006), and “citizens with Somali background” (2004 to 2006).

 

Data on Somalis in the Nordic Countries

 

1

 

Table 1

 

 

 

Somalis Asylum Seekers in Nordic Countrie

 

s

 

Table 2

 

 Somali Immigrants in Nordic Countries

 

1 Source: Statistics Sweden http://www.scb.se/; Statistics Denmark http://www.statbank.dk/; Statis-
tics Norway http://www.ssb.no; Statistics Finland http://www.stat.fi/tup/suoluk/suoluk_vaesto_
en.html#Foreigners and UVI http://www.uvi.fi/download.asp?id=Turvapaikanhakijat+2004%2D
2006;1184;{E2F51DE5-BB72-4570-8A5C-F64D912A5F5F}

Country 2003 2004 2005 2006
Sweden 3069 905 422 719 (Jan-Sep)
Denmark 370 154 81 50 (Jan-Sep)
Norway 1601 957 668 521 (Jan-Aug)
Finland 91 253 321 82 (Jan-Sep)
Total 5131 2269 1492 1372

Country 2004 2005 2006
Sweden 15294 16045 not available
Denmark 13099 11275 9753
Norway 15586 16765 18 015
Finland 4689 4704 not available
Total 48668 48789
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Table 3

 

 

 

Somali-Nordic Citizens in Nordic Countries

 

C3) Fact Finding in Northern Somalia

 

Responding to developments in Somalia which, with the creation of the TFG, hinted
at least initially towards increased stability as well as requests for return and reinte-
gration assistance by representatives of the Somali diaspora in Sweden, the Swedish
authorities requested IOM to assess the feasibility of a MIDA project from Sweden
to Somalia and to formulate recommendations.

This project permitted the establishment of a preliminary MIDA network of sta-
keholders in Sweden, Kenya and Somalia (Somaliland and Puntland). Background
information on the Somali diaspora in Sweden was collected to assess the interest of
and needs regarding return to Somalia, taking into consideration the different socio-
economic and professional backgrounds of the diaspora. In 2005, two fact-finding
missions to Somalia were organized to document human resource needs and requi-
rements in the country and identify counterparts and mechanisms for a sustainable
MIDA Somalia. These fact-finding missions confirmed the chronic lack of qualified
personnel in most sectors of the economy but particularly in health, education and
the provision of other basic services. 

Based on observations 

 

in situ

 

 and feedback from numerous international, national
and local actors in Puntland and Somaliland, the fact-finding mission concluded that
the main obstacles for establishing a fully functional return and reintegration pro-
gramme were limited absorptive capacities of local communities and economies and
lack of adequate water, sanitation, health and education services. Limited access to
sustainable employment continues to hamper the labour market. State collapse and
warfare resulted in what structural adjustment had failed to bring about, namely the
total privatization of all public services, leading to unplanned and savage liberaliza-
tion which, in turn, created massive socio-economic inequalities.

While insecurity is no longer a concern in Northern Somalia (although Puntland
is still heavily endowed with light weapons and “technicals” i.e. heavy machine guns
mounted on pick-up trucks), it remains the biggest impediment to any sustainable
development action in Central and Southern Somalia. Given that a great number of
people from the Somali diaspora in the Nordic States originate from other regions
than the North, this obviously remains a major obstacle to return and reintegration
operations in the face of reluctance – if not open hostility – on the part of Somaliland
and (to a lesser degree) Puntland authorities to accept back "non-locals".

Country 2004 2005 2006
Sweden 8979 9599 not available
Denmark 4307 5719 6816
Norway 9861 10541 not available
Finland not available not available not available
Total 22967 25859
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The main opportunities for return and reintegration operations lie in the vibrant
interest in reconstructing the country. Through remittances leading to construction
activities and flourishing retail businesses, the diaspora remains very actively and vi-
sibly involved in the economic empowerment of local communities. 

The two-fact finding missions clearly established a commitment on the part of
authorities to receive Somali nationals back as long as they return on a voluntary ba-
sis. The return of qualified nationals would be feasible if tailor-made reception and
reintegration activities were provided and offered not only at individual but also at
community level, taking into consideration the particular circumstances of each case
(i.e. age, gender, health status, ethnic/clan background, family situation, educatio-
nal/vocational background), so as to ensure sustainability.

IOM’s expertise in migration and development led us to emphasize that for a
MIDA Somalia programme to be successful, a carefully established MIDA return
and reintegration programme should include two components:

 

a) Individual component

 

Assistance should meet basic requirements for the absorption of returning individu-
als – through accommodation, access to social services and the creation of social and
economic opportunities enabling the returnee to generate income upon return (i.e.
micro-credit facilities, grant facilities, vocational training, coaching for the identifi-
cation of business opportunities, development of business plans, etc.). Most counter-
parts repeated the obvious: "A returnee’s first and only concern upon return is how
to generate income and avoid being a burden to the host society". 

b) Community component

Assistance should ensure that returns do not jeopardize the recovery efforts of the re-
ceiving communities with already over-stretched absorptive capacities; community-
based projects will contribute to address basic needs at the receiving end and ensure
that both the communities and the returnees remain beneficiaries through the entire
reintegration process. Activities should focus on health, education, access to water
and sanitation. Two elements to strengthen absorptive capacities and eradicate diffe-
rences between those returning and the local population should be envisaged: a) fi-
nancial, i.e. micro-credit schemes; b) “in kind” support, i.e. small community deve-
lopment projects and targeted training opportunities offered to selected community
members. 

A quote frequently heard was: "Every returnee is a loss to the community in terms
of remittances – the community must therefore see other benefits deriving from the
returnee upon his/her return". Some interlocutors also expressed a passionate rejec-
tion of forced returns, which are politically unsavory, socially unacceptable and eco-
nomically difficult in the present context due to major resident IDP caseloads and a
shortage of resources. Puntland authorities informed that no less than 50% of the 2.5
million people living in Puntland are IDPs. It is however interesting to note that, as
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compared to Somaliland, authorities in Puntland are more open to receive returnees
originating from parts of the country other than just Puntland.

Government authorities in both Somaliland and Puntland argued in favour of im-
proved international assistance provided to returnees. At present, the authorities’ re-
sponse to returnees remains ad hoc and is contingent upon very limited or non-exis-
tent local capacities. It was therefore recommended that a potential future MIDA So-
malia programme should include a strong capacity-building component helping the
public and private sectors to strengthen their human resource bases. Finally, the fact-
finding missions recommended the incorporation of migration management in the
formulation of Development Plans and PSPs. 

However, as lawlessness remains problematic, corruption endemic, rifts in the
Transitional Federal Government (TFG) more evident and the international com-
munity’s approach somewhat hesitant, IOM projects that Central and Southern So-
malia will remain unstable in the foreseeable future and recommends an initial
MIDA focus only on Somaliland and Puntland.

 

D) MIDA for Somalia?

 

Corroborated by statistical indicators, feedback from interlocutors in Somalia during
the fact-finding missions and interviews with representatives of the Somali diaspora
in the Nordic countries, Somalia badly needs expertise from abroad for its recons-
truction and development. To a high degree, this expertise is already available among
skilled and highly skilled Somalis abroad, particularly in the Nordic States. For the
time being, definitive return back home is a very unlikely option for many Somalis,
especially those with a recognized legal status in their host countries. 

An inclusion of a Somalia programme into IOM’s MIDA portfolio favouring
brain circulation and enhancing the financial and professional assets of the diaspora
for productive use at home might be appropriate and timely so as to enhance the link
between migration and development. At this stage, a restricted MIDA Somalia pro-
gramme focusing on the Somaliland and Puntland regions only would be most
appropriate due to the security and feasibility considerations already mentioned.

A MIDA Somalia programme would strengthen the human resource base of the
country (and especially of the Puntland and Somaliland regions) by assisting Somali
professionals to return temporarily. A MIDA Somalia programme would need to ass-
ess the human resource needs and shortages in Somalia in cooperation with local, re-
gional and national (if identified and available) stakeholders, including representati-
ves from civil society as well as prospective employers in both the public and private
sectors. In parallel, an inventory of expertise of human resources in the Nordic dias-
pora should be undertaken. Labour market gaps identified in Somalia would be mat-
ched with available resources among the Nordic diaspora.
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The diaspora would be mobilized through information and outreach activities
about the needs and gaps in Somalia as well as the mechanisms and benefits of a re-
turn programme. Outreach to the Somali diaspora would be crucial so as lay the gro-
und for proper matching of demand and supply. A MIDA Somalia programme
would draw on Somali diaspora organizations and networks and make use of their
extensive networks so as to spread the word and disseminate information. MIDA
would enable the return of those candidates selected for chosen positions according
to their skills and availability. In addition, MIDA would incorporate a training com-
ponent for members of local communities in Somalia by the returnees. Returnees
would be offered reintegration support as well as a transportation grant and salary
supplements. 

A MIDA Somalia programme would also help to mainstream migration into of-
ficial development policies where available and applicable. Returns of qualified and
highly qualified Somali nationals from the diaspora could be integrated into national
development planning and poverty reduction strategies, first at regional level and, at
a later stage pending stability and security in Somalia, at national level. Through tar-
geted capacity building, MIDA would assist authorities to develop sound strategies
and objectives to enhance migration management for socio-economic development. 

A MIDA Somalia programme would be implemented through a five-step ap-
proach:
 
1. Identify gaps in Somalia’s human resource base in close coordination with the

Government of Puntland, the Government of Somaliland and civil society orga-
nizations. 

2. Organize outreach campaigns through IOM offices in host countries of the dias-
pora in order to identify professionals willing to return home on a temporary
basis. 

3. Establish a database to match human resource requirements in Somaliland and
Puntland with qualified members of the diaspora, and train Somaliland and
Puntland officials in its use and maintenance. 

4. Select diaspora members for temporary return, in close coordination with the
participating governments, civil society organizations (CSOs) and an established
Steering Committee. The returnee will provide technical assistance and training
to representatives from government and CSO. 

5. Facilitate returns from the Nordic States and monitor compliance with terms of
reference for professionals from the diaspora.

In general, country-specific MIDA projects are financed by diaspora host countries.
While in the past the Nordic countries have been financing projects related to dias-
pora involvement in Somalia, continued interest on the part of the Nordic countries
to fund a MIDA Somalia programme would need to be assessed in light of recent
political and security developments in Somalia. Furthermore, a MIDA Somalia pro-
gramme would not be feasible without the active interest and practical involvement
of the diaspora in the Nordic countries. 
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In the current context of Somalia, the link between migration and development
needs to be strengthened through a MIDA Somalia programme that fills the gap of
qualified human resources back home and takes advantage of a diaspora who are ea-
ger to contribute their skills and qualifications to rebuild Somalia. 
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Benny Carlson

 

Hard Workers and Daring 
Entrepreneurs: 
Impressions from the Somali 
Enclave in Minneapolis

 

Individuals from different refugee groups experience very different fortunes in the la-
bor market, which can be seen from figures on employment and income. In order to
explain these variations one can focus on studying “characteristics” of these individu-
als like age, sex marital status, number of children, education, employment expe-
rience, and year of immigration. Even after such factors have been taken into consi-
deration there remain substantial average differences between different refugee
groups. There could of course be networks and strategies among groups that have an
impact but are hard to detect. But it might also very well happen that groups based
on nationality or ethnicity in a rather easy-going way get accompanied by rumors as
being more or less functional in the labor market, rumors that through stereotyping
and routine tend to be self-fulfilling.

Somalis constitute a refugee group with very low employment in Sweden and they
have probably been accompanied by an unwanted companion in the shape of a self-
fulfilling rumor. How could one question such a companion? What if there some-
where else in the world existed a place where Somalis were regarded as hard-working
and entrepreneurial people, where they were organizing their own way of life and gi-
ving expression to optimism and belief in the future? Is there such a place? Yes, so it
seems. 

A couple of years ago a Somali student, Faisal Mussa, directed my attention
towards the ”vibrant” Somali community in Minneapolis, Minnesota, USA. In the
fall of 2005 I visited this enclave to form my own opinion of it, with the help of a
local “guide”, Said Mohamed. I have given an account of my observations in a small
book in Swedish, 

 

Somalier i Minneapolis – en dynamisk affär

 

 (Somalis in Minneapolis
– a dynamic deal, Zufi 2006), and in this article I will summarize some main featu-
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1

 

 Two questions will be at the forefront: To what extent could “self-selection”
among Somali refugees respectively the host environment explain that Somalis have
fared better in Minnesota than in Sweden? To what extent could advantages (and
disadvantages) of an enclave economy explain the outcome for Somalis in Minnea-
polis?

 

Employment and entrepreneurship

 

The Somali groups in Minnesota and Sweden are approximately of the same size,
about 20 000 individuals. The majority of Somalis in Minnesota live in an area aro-
und Cedar and Riverside Avenues, not far from downtown Minneapolis, an area that
one century ago was dominated by Swedish immigrants and which subsequently has
been a gateway area for a number of immigrant groups like the Lebanese, Vietnamese
and Hmong (see e.g. Gillespie Lewis 2002 and 2004, Lanegran 2001, Wilhide
2003). 

It is no easy task to compare employment, entrepreneurship and other features of
the Somali groups in Minnesota and Sweden. U.S. statistics do not offer nearly as
much information on immigrant groups as do Swedish. The statistics I have had ac-
cess to are from the 2000 Census and are consequently not very up-to-date.

 

2

 

 Since
the Somali refugee immigration is of late date – it started a couple of years into the
1990s – one can assume that every year that passes is of importance for the group’s
possibility to get a foothold in its new environment. 

Anyway, in the year 2000 employment within the Somali population over age 16
in Minnesota was 47 per cent. If one tries to calculate this figure for the population
20 – 64 years of age one ends up somewhere between 55 and 60 per cent. In Sweden
employment among Somalis over age 16 was 23 per cent in 2003 and 28 per cent in
age 20 – 64. It therefore seems safe to conclude that employment among Somalis is
twice as high in Minnesota as in Sweden. In Minnesota most Somalis are employed
in production and transportation (36 per cent), sales and office occupations (26 per
cent) and service occupations (22 per cent). In Sweden most of them are to be found
within the health and care sector (35 per cent).

How about entrepreneurship? According to estimates made by the African Deve-
lopment Center (ADC) in Minneapolis there were in early 2004 about 550 Somali
businesses in Minnesota and in the fall of 2005 this number had increased to about

 

1 I spent one week in Minneapolis and talked to three employment officers, two business advisors,
six entrepreneurs, one landlord, one community leader, one religious leader, three (non-Somali)
university officials, and a couple of people “in the street”. The booklet highlights a number of per-
sonal stories, but in this article I will refrain from telling that kind of story and formulate my im-
pressions in more general terms.

2 The statistics on Somalis in Minnesota have been provided by Barbara J. Ronningen at Minnesota
State Demographic Center. See also Ronningen (2004). The figures from Sweden are culled from
two databases, STATIV at the Swedish Integration Board and RAMS at Statistics Sweden. 
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800. This indicates that 6 or 7 per cent of Somalis age 20 – 64 are entrepreneurs and
that their numbers are growing rapidly. There are in Minneapolis several Somali
shopping malls with hundreds of shops offering everything that a Somali person
might need. In all of Sweden there were in 2003 only 38 Somali entrepreneurs regis-
tered, which corresponds to only one third of a per cent of the adult Somali popula-
tion! 

It is hard to imagine that such dramatic differences in employment and entrepre-
neurship in two countries could be explained by “self-selection” among refugees at
their origin (on self-selection, see Chiswick 2000). If that were the case the flood of
refugees from Somalia must have been separated into two streams of 

 

very

 

 different
substance with regard to education and ambitions. But when you talk to refugees
they often claim that they could make no simple choices concerning what country
to go to. Furthermore, the condition of available statistics makes it difficult to com-
pare educational levels among Somalis in Minnesota and Sweden. The differences do
not, however, stand out as very large. Possibly the share of people with university edu-
cation is somewhat higher in Minnesota. 

 

Ethnic enclave economy – in general

 

What is an ethnic enclave? An enclave is a “magnet” that attracts certain people. Thus
it is “pull” factors that make people settle in an enclave, in contrast to a ghetto where
“push” factors dominate. Reasons for the rise of an enclave could be that jobs happen
to be plentiful, that some space happens to be “vacant”, since some other group is
moving out. The enclave gets self-perpetuating when pioneers help new-comers find
jobs and apartments, when businessmen find customers and customers find the
goods and services they want. In general, people in an enclave can find some kind of
security and “be themselves”. (Abrahamson 2001)

An ethnic enclave economy is thus an economy dominated by an ethnic group
and concentrated to a certain territory. According to Light and Gold (2000, p. 102)
an ethnic economy could be described as a tangle of “kinship and marriage systems,
relationships of trust, ethnic-derived social capital, cultural assumptions, religion,
native language fluency, a middleman heritage, entrepreneurial values and attitudes,
rotating credit associations, relative satisfaction arising from nonacculturation to pre-
vailing labor and living standards, reactive solidarities, multiplex social networks,
employer paternalism, an ideology of ethnic solidarity, and a generous pool of unde-
remployed and disadvantaged coethnic workers”. 

Thomas Muller (1993, p. 132) gives the following concise definition of an ethnic
enclave economy:

 

The economic viability of enclaves, regardless of ethnicity, depends on four conditions. First,
capital must be possessed or accumulated within the enclave. Second, there must be a core of in-
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dividuals with substantial business and financial skills. A labor force willing to work at lower wa-
ges, or under conditions that would not be acceptable outside the enclave, is essential. Finally,
local merchants and professionals must depend on their fellow ethnics for a substantial share of
their business.

 

Relations between employer and employee in ethnic enclaves remind us, according
to some pundits, more of the guild system than of a modern capitalist enterprise.
Even if labor market regulations and minimum wages are not respected, young pe-
ople are willing to work for their fellow countrymen since they want to learn the tra-
de and be “masters” themselves one day. The conditions in an enclave therefore re-
semble conditions in the dual labor market but the difference is that the enclave of-
fers a way up or out. 

An enclave also has its disadvantages. People are isolated from the surrounding so-
ciety and learn the language of the host country at a slower pace and there is a ten-
dency towards “cannibalistic competition” since many businessmen are dependent
on the same suppliers, financiers, workers and consumers and sell the same type of
goods with the same techniques (Light & Gold 2000, p. 127; see also Edin, Fredriks-
son & Åslund 2003).

 

Ethnic enclave economy – in Minneapolis

 

Anyone visiting the Somalis in Minneapolis will be impressed by their industrious-
ness, entrepreneurial thrift and belief in the future. At least among Somali commu-
nity leaders, businessmen and employment officers there is an attitude that finds ex-
pression in sayings as ”you work hard and you earn something”. Most Somalis in
Minneapolis have come there through some other environment in Europe, Canada
or the U.S. and the general opinion is that Minnesota offers the best preconditions:
a broadminded environment with (according to U.S. standards) generous social ser-
vice, a well-established infrastructure for receiving refugees, a well-reputed educatio-
nal system, a strong labor market and a business-friendly climate. (A selection in the
”secondary migration” of Somalis thus seems to exist due to the attraction of an en-
ticing environment.) The pioneers among Somalis seem to have been attracted by
primarily two things: abundant supply of jobs in the food industry and abundant
supply of cheap housing in the old ”Swedish” quarters of Minneapolis.

Somalis in Minneapolis have, through being concentrated into a few neighbor-
hoods, reached a ”critical mass” which attracts individuals with entrepreneurial am-
bitions to go there to supply goods and services according to the needs and demands
of their own group. These goods and services consist, as anyone walking through a
Somali shopping mall can see for himself, of such things as cafeterias, dry-cleaners,
tailors, bookshops, computer stores, hairdressers and shops with clothes and hygiene
products of all kinds. Somali restaurants and food stores are common, as are Somali
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taxi drivers. There are Somali travel and insurance agencies and “multi-service cen-
ters”, helping people with their income tax returns, green card applications and travel
documents. As of lately some Somalis have been building or buying gas stations.

The Somali shopping malls have come into being thanks to two Palestinian brot-
hers who own three malls. Two of these malls, owned by Sabri Properties, contain
almost 200 businesses in all. There are different opinions on whether rents are high
or low but it seems apparent that those who want to start a business get a chance to
do so on an affordable scale, in small premises, at the same time as they can reach a
large number of customers, all the Somalis who visit the malls. The malls also fullfil
an important social need. They are small cities within the city, where people meet,
eat and spend their evenings together.

The lively business activity is however not without problems. Hussein Samatar,
driving force behind the African Development Center (ADC), has in an article on
”Experiences of Somali Entrepreneurs in the Twin Cities” (Minneapolis and St Paul)
in the journal 

 

Bildhaan

 

 2004 pointed to a number of hazards: A naive belief in en-
trepreneurship as a fast road to wealth, a habit of raising capital from family and
friends without discussion about the rate of return or conditions of repayment, scan-
ty knowledge of products, over-establishment within certain niches (grocery stores,
restaurants, clothing stores), subsidizing businesses through personal savings, labor
income and the work of unpaid family members, avoiding banks (in order not to
have anything to do with interest) and book-keeping, which might lead to trouble
with the Internal Revenue Service. 

 

Female entrepreneurship

 

Women meet more obstacles on the road towards entrepreneurship than men do.
Many of them have experiences of business activity from Somalia and many prefer
to have their own businesses rather than being employed since their clothing and
prayers are not always appreciated in American places of work. Their activities are ho-
wever less successful and expansive than those of men. Men participate in networks
and learn from each other. Women have more need for education and information. 

One of the most important questions for women is how to finance their busines-
ses. Here the Somali equivalent of the rotating savings and credit association (ROS-
CA), the 

 

hagbad

 

, enters into the picture. It can work like this: Ten women form an
association and save one thousand dollars each. Thereafter one of the women takes a
credit of ten thousand dollars to start a business and thus it keeps on until all ten have
been able to use a credit. In what order the women get their credit depends upon the
urgency of their needs or is decided through lottery.
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Needs and services

 

On top of the economic base the Somalis, as so many other immigrant groups, have
erected superstructures consisting of non-profit organizations, often housed at com-
munity centers, which, with help of grants from public authorities, foundations or
private companies, care for the social and cultural needs of their fellow countrymen.
This includes for example refugee social services, employment service, health infor-
mation, assistance for those who want to form a business or take part in political life.
This ”model” for meeting social needs is of course totally different from the models
of Sweden and Continental Europe, where the multifaceted needs of innumerable re-
fugee groups from around the world are to be investigated into and met by officials,
who are mostly natives of the host country and employees of the public sector.

Assessments of the needs and problems of Somalis in Minnesota have pointed to
such things as American employers’ reluctance to let Somali women wear their tradi-
tional clothes at the workplace, difficulties in finding apartments big and cheap
enough for big and ”extended” families, Somalis’ reluctance to send their children to
American child care centers, and difficulties with English proficiency. The reports
however also talk of Somalis’ eagerness to educate themselves and to take English
classes. (See Robillos 2001 and Rode 1999.)

Language is usually portrayed as the “key” to a new society. Has it been easier for
Somalis to find their way into America (compared to Sweden) due to beforehand
knowledge of the English language? Yes, to a certain extent. Some Somalis with uni-
versity education from their home country have knowledge of English, others have
learned to speak English in refugee camps in Kenya. An inquiry from year 2000 sho-
wed that Somalis in Minnesota were two or three times more prone than other com-
parable groups (Russians, Hmong and Mexicans) to report an ability to speak and
talk English well, more prone to read English newspapers and to take classes in Eng-
lish (see Fennelly & Palasz 2003 and 

 

Speaking for themselves

 

 2000). It therefore seems
as if the Somalis have had some beforehand knowledge of the English language at the
same time as they are very motivated to take English classes (this is sometimes explai-
ned by multilingual practices in their native country – Arabic in religious studies and
English, Italian or French at the universities).

 

Some conclusions and comparisons

 

The answer to the question whether qualities within the immigrant population or
within the receiving environment can explain the lively economic activity of the So-
mali enclave in Minneapolis must probably be – both. It is a question of reciprocity.
From the beginning the environment has offered a fertile ground for an enclave eco-
nomy. This enclave has turned into a magnet which attracts a certain type of people,
not least people with entrepreneurial ambitions. One Somali entrepreneur claims
that the “cream” among Somalis ended up in the U.S. and that the “cream” among
Somalis in the U.S. ended up in Minnesota. There was perhaps mot much “self-se-



 

Dahre 185

 



 

lection” to begin with, but over time there has apparently been some sort of selection.
This selection must however be attributed to the “fertility” of different host environ-
ments. Minnesota offered an attractive environment that triggered off an influx of
“hard workers and daring entrepreneurs”.

When makeing comparisons with Sweden one must have in mind that Somalis
who arrived in the U.S. in the early 1990s were drawn into an economy going into
an ever higher gear while those who arrived in Sweden plunged into the middle of an
employment crisis of a magnitude not seen since the 1930s. On the other hand, the
terror attacks in 2001 put a brake on the Somali advancement in the U.S. ”We are
only half as successful as we would have been without September 11”, says one So-
mali entrepreneur in Minneapolis. The Somalis have gotten more cautious and do
not invest as boldly in America as before.

When Somalis in Minneapolis make comparisons with Europe and Sweden these
are seldom flattering. A Somali businessman says: ”European societies are closed and
you have to explain each step you want to take. In America you can take a leap for-
ward without explaining it to anyone. Europeans pursue a policy for losers.” A So-
mali restaurant owner who visited Stockholm tells of how a fellow countryman there
described his situation: ”You are like a fly trapped under a glass turned upside-down.
You can feel that your dreams are being smothered.” This restaurant owner formula-
tes his view of life in the U.S. like this: “You can become what you want – the lowest
of the lowest or the highest of the highest. Nobody tries to crush your dreams.”

If we try to sort out some impressions from the Somali enclave in Minneapolis
with the help of our short survey of literature on ethnic enclaves, the following could
be said:

Most entrepreneurs in Minneapolis raise capital within networks of family, kin
and friends. They generally avoid financial institutions such as banks. Some, mostly
women, raise capital through rotating savings and credit associations.

Entrepreneurs often have business experiences from back home or from refugee
camps but some apparently are not very well acquainted with financing, products or
markets.

Employees are probably most often family members or fellow countrymen. Most
entrepreneurs, however, appear to be working for themselves, without employees,
and therefore parallels with the guild system seem to be less relevant.

Entrepreneurs generally focus on the basic needs and demands within the Somali
group, although some of them talk about the importance of addressing more sophis-
ticated needs and reaching out to a broader set of customers in the near future.

It is rather apparent that the many and lively Somali businesses in Minneapolis
can be attributed to the rise of an ethnic enclave. However, the literature on enclaves
also point to certain draw-backs. Can these be seen in Minneapolis?

• If an entrepreneur finds a profitable niche he will usually have followers and con-
sequently tough competition. In some niches like stores for food and clothing
and restaurants you could probably argue that there is “cannibalistic competi-
tion”. 
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• A certain inward-looking isolation from the rest of society could also exist, not so
much among entrepreneurs and community leaders as perhaps among the
“broad masses”. The most obvious sign of such isolation would be generally weak
English language proficiency. However, in everything that is written or said, the
message is that Somalis are enthusiastic about taking English classes and that they
have a better command of the English language than other comparable immi-
grant groups.

In Europe the enclave phenomenon is regarded with a mixture of hope and fear,
mostly the latter. Are enclaves not communities that refuse to open up towards the
rest of society? It is of course difficult to give an opinion about this in general. But
the long American experience is that immigrants of common background first tend
to cling together and thereafter, when they have got a firm foothold in their new en-
vironment, to be drawn towards the ”mainstream”, although this process could take
quite some time. Entrepreneurs expand their businesses to attract customers from
other groups, those who earn enough money move out into the suburbs and eco-
nomic success generally gives people self-confidence so that they need no longer up-
hold a common frontier against the rest of society. This scenario seems to be on its
way also in the Somali enclave in Minneapolis, where businessmen talk about ex-
panding into new groups of customers and about moving out of the enclave and
where one often meets a pragmatic cultural outlook: we can unite the best from
American and Somali cultures! This pragmatism obviously rests upon the self-confi-
dence that the group has conquered through work and enterprise.

 

Final words

 

Life for Somalis in Minneapolis is not easy. Many are still poor and big chunks of the
money they make are funneled to relatives and family in refugee camps or back home
in Somalia. But many Somalis seem to have a firm belief in the future and to be con-
vinced that they are moving out of poverty. The ”Minneapolis model” can hardly be
transplanted to another environment but there could be a few things to learn from
it in other quarters of the world, e.g. in Sweden, at least if you are not satisfied with
the old (and recently resurrected) understanding that the Swedish model is ”best in
show” when it comes to integration of immigrants. When will we in a report on So-
malis in Sweden read a sentence like the following one from an American report?

 

[…] Somalis have a strong sense of family and community. Helping each other out in times of
need is a principal tenet of Muslim faith. Many Somalis in Minnesota work two or three jobs so
they can send money to their relatives back home or in refugee camps. They also open their ho-
mes and provide shelter to others, and they volunteer in the community by offering transporta-
tion and translation help. Somalis are hard-working, assertive, daring, resilient, and able to adapt
easily to new environments. (Robillos 2001, pp. 68-69)
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Finally, a question which is difficult for me to answer, since it was not what I had
uppermost in my mind when I went to Minneapolis: What role does and can the So-
mali “diaspora” in Minnesota play in the future development of Somalia? Well, first
there are all the savings going from emigrants to their native country, which can be
used for consumption or investments. It has been reported in the local press (DePass
& Powell 2000) that many Somali families send between 40 and 75 per cent of their
earnings back home! Second, there is an ongoing stream of business transactions be-
tween Minnesota and Somalia which implies mutual gains and transfer of business
knowledge. Third, some of the people I talked to in Minneapolis, even if they have
good positions and/or are making good money, nourish a dream of going back to So-
malia to help re-build the country, do business or take part in “the political game”,
hopefully with good knowledge of how to play this game according to the rules of
democracy.
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Carol Auld

 

Shape-Shifting Mediascapes: 
Social Change and Diasporic 
Media Online

 

This essay proposes an examination, analysis and interpretation of a select number
of electronic media texts online created by world diasporic communities, with a focus
on Somali Canadian news sites. The essay will employ discourse analysis to examine
specific case studies in the use and impact of the internet in diasporic media produc-
tion as mediascapes influencing social change. The issues these new forms of electro-
nic media present for transforming pre-existing worlds of communication and con-
duct will be analyzed and documented. This essay will examine specifically how these
new forms of electronic media compel the transformation of everyday discourse as
resources for experiments in self-making for all kinds of people as an everyday social
project, engaged with issues of daily life. There is currently a lack of research done in
the arena of diasporic media internationally and this work is intended to open up and
document case studies as examples of these important public spheres of dialogue and
the type of influence and impact they are having on current existing social orders.

 

Flash back to 1990

 

The world wide web and the internet was touted, in the early 1990s, with a heady,
utopian optimism as 

 

the

 

 vehicle of the 21st century for democratizing communica-
tions worldwide. 

Although the internet emerged as technology from the US military-industrial
complex, artists, activists and community groups quickly found that anyone with ac-
cess to a computer and internet connection could quickly become a publisher. The
means of production were in the hands of anyone who could gain access to these new
high tech tools. Early questions about what the internet really was, how it worked
and what purpose it served settled quite quickly as new sites of activism spouted th-
roughout the world simultaneously with the business rush to create a world-wide on-
line shopping destination.
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The UNESCO Report, “Many Voices, One World,” in 1980 addressed the so-cal-
led New World Information Order, although commission members expressed doubt
that anything could be done to address the issues of inequity and balance in the anar-
chic world of online information. The current and continuing US domination of
control of domain names (to cite one example) and the emergence of many of the
online tools from US-controlled high technology companies, was indicative of what
Edward Said describes as: 

 

“The twinning of power and legitimacy....is characteristic of classical imperial hegemo-
ny....Where it differs in the American century is the quantum leap in the reach of cultural aut-
hority, thanks in large measure to the unprecedented growth in the apparatus for the diffusion
and control of information. ......the media are central to the domestic culture....we now have an
international media presence that insinuates itself, frequently at a level below conscious aware-
ness, over a fantastically wide range.”

 

He goes on to cite writers such as Anthony Smith in 

 

The Geopolitics of Information:

 

“The threat to independence in the late twentieth century from the new electronics could be gre-
ater than was colonialism itself. We are beginning to learn that decolonization and the growth of
supra-nationalism were not the termination of imperial relationships but merely the extending
of a geo-political web which has been spinning more since the Renaissance. The new media have
the power to penetrate more deeply into a “receiving” culture than any previous manifestation of
Western technology. The results could be immense havoc, an intensification of the social cont-
radictions within developing societies today.” 

 

The business “spin” promoting new online technologies promised a new flow, in-
creased leisure time, a talk of freedom that inspired much of the discourse about how
the internet could change the world. Organizing events, tasks for daily work, sharing
information and the “how to’s” of digital technologies became something that inspi-
red a certain technological idealism that permeated the push to embrace (buy) any
and all of these new tools as quickly as they could be developed and downloaded. Be-
ing able to view and download audio and video clips, once only the licensed and of-
ficially sanctioned territory of television and radio, opened up new venues of disse-
mination of content to a worldwide audience.

The lines became drawn more clearly immediately after the dot-com crash of
2001. The corporate world, having invested millions of dollars into various kinds of
online and web development projects, stepped back from their online speculative real
estate game – and in a number of cases, these new firms declared bankruptcy. Many
of the initial forays into web world com modification (gaming, databases, brochure-
ware, web-integrated technologies for everyday activities such as shopping, banking
and entertainment) failed, leaving investors out of pocket. Many individuals who
thought that the web gold rush would be a financial solution to compensate for lack
of a pension plan later in life found themselves relieved of their investments as com-
panies such as Nortel’s stock sunk. 

The crash subsided the utopian rhetoric embraced by the business world about the
internet – momentarily. While the corporate world returned to their boardrooms to
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devise new strategies for future business case development, another, parallel reality
was emerging. 

 

Flash forward to 2006

 

Unprecedented flows of migration/immigration, the creation and implementation of
major transnational trade deals – GATT, NAFTA, WTO, World Bank polices govern
and shape all aspects of everyday life. Where are the interventions that provide a
counterpoint to the relentless hegemonic rhetoric of business that pervades/shapes/
influences points of view in the public sphere? Where are the counter spheres and
how do they operate? What does the “digital divide” really mean when looking at the
situations that exist in developing world economies and cultures, particularly in re-
gions where many people can’t even read and write? Do people in these countries re-
ally need the internet more than they need anti-viral drugs to treat HIV/AIDS,
health care, education, access to clean water or the development of a viable economy?

Without collapsing into the technological determinism a la Negroponte as a ra-
tionale for “being digital”, the strategy of using online communications by individu-
als, groups and organizations to connect, share, strategize and mobilize through a la-
byrinth of connections and networks has exploded, frequently highlighting the issues
of the digital divide in the context of the realities of the developing world. Grassroots
organizations and activists have figured out how to make IT work for them through
producing sites of resistance and dialogue, dissemination that reflect a parallel reality
to the machinations of the corporate world – and publish those voices uncensored. 

The transnational media corporations have converged into a global networked
conglomerate composed of 5 major US networks, owning both the content and in-
frastructure of mainstream Western news outlets. As CNN, Fox, ABC, CBS and oth-
ers beam corporate mainstream media all over the world via satellite for television,
print and radio; and although this corporate 5 also have a major financial stake in
many of the networks for internet transmission, the use of other nodes on the net-
work known as the internet allow fissures in the mediascape to appear in an uncen-
sored and non-commercialized form.

New content management systems programmed with open source tools integrate
the theory and practice of demystifying technology and removing control of the con-
tent from the transnational corporate multinational profit machines. Artists, acti-
vists, NGOs community groups are able to publish and distribute their work without
having to go through any official or institutional intermediaries.

Positively, these sites of alternative and community-based media, by documen-
ting, collecting, archiving, and reinterpreting materials can help to overcome the in-
stantaneous amnesia perpetuated by mainstream media, where current daily news,
culture and historical events are always reduced to 30-second soundbytes. Commu-
nities who do not see their lives, stories or struggles reflected in the mainstream “elec-
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tronic hearth” of television are creating their own as a response to these content de-
ficiencies. Databases can serve as alternative memory banks of this “parallel reality”
(as long as someone also remembers to back it up or keep a print copy for when these
technologies cease to be usable or accessible through corporate planned obsolescen-
ce). These sites serve to document and write history through the eyes and perspecti-
ves of those living it from their own experiential reality. 

 

Postmodern Media Communities 

 

In 

 

Cultures of Vision

 

, Ron Burnett writes about new uses of electronic technologies
to create what he calls “postmodern media communities”. He uses this term as a
point of departure to look at questions of difference, community political and cul-
tural activity to weave a what he refers to as a “bricolage of ethnographic surrealism.”
The true innovators are the individuals, groups and organizations that are using the
internet, with its networked fragmentary formation, to link together fragments of of-
ten extremely complex issues in ways that create new understandings and knowledge. 

In 1994, I participated in a community economic development forum in Toronto,
where I met Mahad Yusuf, the founder and executive director of Somali Immigrant
Aid Organization. A refugee himself, Yusuf quickly became a social activist upon arri-
ving in Canada, setting up nine Somali organizations in the GTA area to deal with
the burgeoning influx of Somali refugees. The Canadian government was not able to
effectively address the needs of these newcomers, due to the language barrier and lack
of familiarity with Somali culture, so Yusuf stepped up to the task, mobilizing the
community by setting up a collective network of organizations to assist new immi-
grants and refugees. This meeting represented my entry point into the Somali com-
munity in Toronto and it has been my privilege to meet and work with many dyna-
mic people in this community, enabling me to to gain a more intimate knowledge of
their struggles, challenges and the rich culture they bring to Canada.

Our subsequent meetings and conversations led to the development of a project
for Industry Canada’s SchoolNet Digital Collection – 

 

A Sense of Belonging – Somali
Settlement and Experiences in Canada

 

. In this project, I facilitated, organized and
worked with Somali youth to produce an online project interviewing community
members about their experiences of life in Canada. The project, produced in 1998,
was supposed to be online for 5 years. To this date, Industry Canada still has the site
up, despite the fact that changes in web development has meant that some of the
technologies used at the time are now outdated. The organization, which had been
having difficulties communicating the realities of their values and culture to Canadi-
an social workers, immigration officials and funders, utilized this modest project to
open up the lines of communication and understanding with Canadians who knew
little about Somalis, their culture or history. Having this material online enabled the
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organization to help double their funding base within 3 years and provide continuing
employment for members of the community. 

A recent follow-up project is the new online magazine, 

 

Somali-Canadians Today

 

, a
project that was the result of the community’s expressed need for a local vehicle to
open up Somali news and culture – particularly about the ongoing peace process –
to a wider audience. Produced with initial funds from the Department of Canadian
Heritage and Canadian Culture Online, this project enables community members to
build skills, share information and document the stories, success and struggles by
community correspondents documenting, collecting and archiving the work the
community has engaged in over the past 15 years in Canada. With an navigational
interface in both Somali and English, community members can upload material in
whatever language best suits the situation or context. For community members par-
ticipating in the project, it offers the opportunity of “developmental power” ....pre-
senting “the opportunity for members of the public to use and develop their capaci-
ties”. (Downing, 2001) Somalis are a collective society, a collective culture, rather
than an individualistic one. This way of life is something intrinsic to their social or-
ganization and to core tenets of Islam. As an example of what Clemencia Rodriguez
refers to as “citizens’ media” this site is a work in progress. 

 

Somalis in Canada and abroad, the peace process 
and online news – some background information

 

Somalis officially became refugees under the UN Convention refugee definition in
the early 1990s, when a small group of warlords overthrew the Siad Barre governme-
nt, igniting a civil war and forcing millions of people to flee the country.

Siad Barre was a man influenced and shaped by Soviet Marxist-Leninism. Barre
felt deeply indebted to women, as a result of having been raised in a family of 9 wo-
men. This transferred into his politics when he became leader of Somalia, and intro-
duced programs and laws to implement gender equality in Somalia. Women were to
be educated and many became doctors, (not nurses) serving in the country’s medical
system. There was a sizable contingent of women in his government who shaped the
cultural and educational policies at the time, resulting in more women receiving edu-
cation and being placed in positions of influence within his government. His dedi-
cation to gender equality was unrelenting – to the extent that when Imams in Mo-
gadishu refused to accept and spoke against the legislating of equality for women –
he had them executed. 

Somalis started to arrive in Canada – often having escaped from terrifying and
traumatic situations – in the late 1980s, with the heaviest migrations to Canada be-
ginning in 1991. Canada – and the world – was in the throes of the IT boom and
many Somalis turned to training in high tech schools (technology and banking) to
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gain the skills required to work in these digital workspaces. For those unaccustomed
to city life, this represented a significant cultural leap – from working in a nomadic
culture, tending camels or fishing – to the corporate cubicles of predominantly Eng-
lish-speaking North American office towers. Migrations to North America, Europe,
Australia, the Middle East and other industrialized parts of the world, meant that
these nomads had to quickly shift/change their work and language skills to gain
employment in the “new knowledge-based economy.” This physical dispersal shaped
new reconstituted identities – in Canada, a hyphenated identity, as shaped by go-
vernment policy of multiculturalism. 

There are approximately 3 million people in Somalia at the moment and approx-
imately 5 million Somalis in the diaspora, many of whom are still refugees. Canada
has settled the largest number of Somali refugees in the world (estimated to be over
200,000) and many now have Canadian citizenship as a result of the advocacy and
immigration processing work completed by Somali-Canadian NGOs. 

A proliferation of Somali media vehicles have sprung up both within the country
and internationally, all with an online component. Many of these websites are pro-
paganda machines, run by the various clan factions/warlords controlling different
parts of the country, frequently financed by outside interests jockeying for power and
control in the region. 

Post-colonialism and the overthrow of the Siad Barre regime in 1991 has left a
fractured country composed of 18 different provinces run by clans and sub-clans.
Each region has a different online news site. The alliances between these groups are
in a state of continual flux, depending on circumstances that change daily. Gangs of
militias roam throughout different regions of the country, controlling roadblocks
and in the south, controlling the only open port on the Red Sea at Kismaayo. Adding
to their problems is the impact of the Tsumani in December of 2004, which washed
up nuclear waste from the bottom of the sea floor onto the beaches of Mogadishu.
The recent attempt by Somalis to hijack a cruise ship in the Red Sea is indicative of
both the level of desperation in a country that operates in an environment that anar-
chists would consider a form of utopia, but one that often endangers the lives of the
people who live there, those who have not been able to leave. The new government
has refused to impose an arms embargo – Somalia is known as the arms capital of
Africa, with ammunition of any description sold on the open markets in Mogadishu.

 

A developing world country with developed world 
technologies in operation

 

Despite being a developing world country with a largely rural and nomadic popula-
tion, Somalis are using new technologies prolifically. An explosion of radio, televi-
sion, newspapers and websites have been spawned both within the country and in-
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ternationally. Websites quickly become successful businesses in a country where
unemployment is high. 

In Canada, many Somali-Canadians are unable to gain employment in the
mainstream corporate world, due to lack of recognition of their credentials and 
language difficulties. Starting a news website is considered a viable business endeavor.
Both in Canada and Somalia, advertising is the main form of revenue for these sites.
Scanning any one of these websites, one will see advertising for a number of services,
including car rentals, banking and money transfers, printing services, jewellery, So-
mali music and online dating services (which proliferate, despite the fact that dating
is forbidden under Islam).

Daily news from the region is of critical importance to the community and follo-
wed avidly because of the impact of events on families still living there. Website com-
petition is fierce and Somalis are keen and active web users, with new sites constantly
springing up. Despite the lack of a government, Somalia is one of the most wired
countries in Africa at the moment. Over 70% of Somalis have access to the internet
– a figure unheard of in most parts of Africa or the developing world. 

 

The Somali language and the Internet

 

The Somali language existed only in an oral form until 1972, when academics and
intellectuals in the country agreed on how to create the written form. Unlike their
East African neighbours, educators settled on Latin as the script through which to
shape their language – Italians, the French and the English had been among the ori-
ginal colonizers of the region, so the choice of Latin was based partially on this his-
torical fact. This proved to be propitious in the age of digital publishing, since type-
faces on the internet and in computer technologies have tended to be developed in-
itially – or only – in English. This accounts for part of the reason, I think, that So-
malis are the among most active users of the internet and new digital technologies in
Africa, despite the absence of governmental infrastructure within the country itself. 

In Somalia today, internet cafes populate the region. People do not have a func-
tioning government administration, schools, hospitals, or a passport, but they will
have a cell phone and internet access. Even if they do not have access to a computer,
cell phone technology provides their link to the internet. 

The proliferation of Somali news websites is extensive. An examination of news
site links on one of the main Somali websites – 

 

Hiraan Online

 

, run out of Ottawa,
Canada, reveals more than 150 websites in the diaspora plus links to Islamic sites,
which focus on issues of religion. It’s not just the internet, but satellite radio stations,
newspapers and television abound, linked to these sites. Although most of these sites
are entirely in Somali, a number of sites also have some material in Arabic, Italian,
French and English reflecting the multilingual abilities of Somalis.
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There is fierce competition for daily news to be the first the latest-breaking stories
about the latest maneuvers of the new government. These sites are also used to com-
municate with Canadian and other foreign government officials about the appropri-
ate responses to the continually changing political situation in Somalia. With the ad-
vent of a new government comes the attendant world financial support for helping
to assist a country rebuild after the civil war and collapse of the country’s infrastruc-
ture. Somali-Canadians have used their power and influence to ensure that funds are
not released to the current government at this point in time, pending a significant
change in the situation, particularly with respect to the ongoing sale of armaments.

The Somalian communities in Toronto and Ottawa have been two of the main
political lobbying forces responsible for shaping Canadian federal government re-
sponse to the current situation in Somalia. Somali news sites are used to communi-
cate key critical information about their community locally and in Somalia to Cana-
dian government officials, funders, social service workers. By using these sites to
document the complexities of the issues impacting the community, they are able to
influence changes in the areas where members of their community are most deeply
impacted – in Canada, housing, employment, struggles with the cultural differences
in the North American educational system. In Somalia, the issues relate to develop-
ment aid, practical assistance such as building wells, the impact of the Tsumani, fa-
mine, issues of reform of child soldiers, land mines and HIV/AIDS.

The BBC has a news site in the Somali language but there are frequently issues
with accuracy due to unfamiliarity with the real situations as they exists on a com-
munity level. “They don’t know what is going on in these communities,” says Abdi
Jama, a recent refugee from one of the Somali refugee camps in Kenya, “so their news
is not an accurate representation of the facts.”

Humour is also at play in the content of Somali websites – Somalitoons is a pop-
ular Somali-Canadian site and online TV show, and showcases a variety of Somali
proverbs set to multimedia; as well as cartoons depicting the Somali experience in
Canada.

Somali Canadians also have their own banking system which is linked throughout
the world. In the aftermath of 9/11, a number of money-transfer agencies were tar-
geted as money-laundering agencies for Al Qaeda and Somalis, as Muslims, were
caught up in George Bush’s impossible “War on Terror”. El Barrakat, located in Ot-
tawa and Philadelphia, had its assets seized and an employee (not the owner) was
charged with channeling funds to terrorists. 

As Muslims, the Western world banking system’s policy of charging interest is con-
sidered a violation of Islamic law. Dahabshill Money Transfer & Exchange (registered
in the Netherlands) has become the number one financial institution for Somalis in
the diaspora and there are many others who are attempting to copy their success in
this area. 
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Somali artists and new media

 

Amin Amir

 

Amin Amir, who currently resides in Lachine, Quebec, is considered the most pop-
ular and influential Somali satirical cartoonist, runs a site where more than 75 news
and business sites are linked. “I want to educate the Somali people about what is re-
ally happening with their government,” he says, “....and my art is the way to do that”.
Amin’s cartoons are published both online and in Somali newspapers throughout the
world. He uses satire as a device to tell stories about the latest daily news about So-
malia. He takes on issues such as Female Genital Mutilation (FGM), still practiced
in Somali culture, an ongoing issue for Somali activists and health educators in Ca-
nada and abroad. His weekly cartoons are eagerly awaited and received and generate
continuous debate in the community.

 

Ayaan Hirsi Ali

 

Somali/Dutch politician Ayaan Hirsi Ali is considered the most controversial Somali
female Member of Parliament at the moment, uses both film and the internet as
vehicles for opening up issues that are always controversial and explosive within her
community. One doesn’t have to google too far on the internet (just type in “Ayaan
Hirsi Ali”) to witness the explosive nature of debates about her and her work on the
blogs.

As writer/director of “Submission”, co-produced with filmmaker Theo Van
Gogh’s (Van Gogh’s nephew) she engaged directly and head-on with issues conside-
red taboo within Somali culture. After refusing an arranged marriage to a distant cou-
sin, she escaped to Germany, then travelled to Holland, where she studied political
science. At 37, she has become one of the most prominent Somali women activists
by getting elected to the Dutch Parliament. Originally she joined a social democratic
party in Holland, but quit when they refused to deal with the issues of culture, Isla-
mic fundamentalism and gender, moving over to become a member of the right-le-
aning Liberal VVD Party. 

Her personal rage over her own experience with FGM has led her to campaign vig-
orously to withdraw Dutch government funding of political Islamist organizations
and bookstores, where fundamentalist literature is routinely found. Islamic clerics
have issued a fatwa on her and she has continuous 24-7 police protection as a result,
at a level previously only afforded to heads of state in the Netherlands. 

In early 2004, Van Gogh was brutally murdered one morning travelling to work
on his bicycle, with a lengthy letter left on his body, which included the phrase, “This
is for you, Ayaan Hirsi Ali”. Mohammed Bouyeri was charged and convicted of first
degree murder in 2005 and is currently serving a life sentence in a Dutch prison.
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The film “Submission” featured Ayaan reading text from the Koran, with another
actress, naked under a sheer black veil with passages from the Koran written on her
body. The film is a powerful indictment against the domestic abuse of Muslim wo-
men. Initially presented on Dutch television, it was later distributed on the Internet.
The reaction to the film was explosive amongst parts of the Somali community (and
other Muslim groups). It was rumoured that Ayaan Hirsi Ali herself was naked in the
film; that she was committing a violation against Islamic law by giving a visual repre-
sentation of passages from the Koran; and that she was using passages of the Koran
out of context and thus committing blasphemy. Despite the death threats issued
against her and the murder of Van Gogh, Hirsi Ali vowed to continue: 

 

“I will go on with my work here in parliament. I will attend all the meetings, I will control our
government. And, beyond that, I will keep on writing articles, I will keep on writing scripts for
not just Submission Part II but Part III and so on. I will do anything in my power to keep the
oppression of women on the agenda.” 

 

Hiraan Hirsi Ali recently lectured in July of 2005 at the University of Toronto cam-
pus as part of a panel discussion titled, “Political Islam and the International Cam-
paign to Stop Sharia Law”. Her film “Submission” was screened in public to a Cana-
dian audience for the first time. The hall – packed to capacity with both audience
members and undercover RCMP officers – gave her a standing ovation as she stood
up to open up debate about issues and questions people had about her work and Is-
lam. Of course, the issue of her film “Submission” was the first question, asked by a
Muslim woman in the audience, who immediately challenged her on her interpreta-
tion of the passage in the Koran. 

 

"Do you speak Arabic?" she asks Hirsi Ali sharply. 

"No,'' responds Hirsi Ali. 

"Well, if you spoke Arabic you would know that Islamic law says "leave,' not "beat,' the wife,"
says the woman at the mic, addressing a section of the code that most scholars interpret as giving
a husband the right to beat his disobedient wife. 

"Then why," asks Hirsi Ali, "does it not also say that women may ‘leave' their husbands?" 

 

Submission II, Hirsi Ali’s second film, takes on the subject of gays and Islam, and is
scheduled to be released sometime in 2006.



 

Dahre 199

 



 

Qabyo – changing relationships with men in the 
diaspora

 

Being a patriarchal society, gender issues are enormous in this culture. Women who
fled the country as refugees have become educated in other parts of the world and are
challenging and changing their relationships to Somali men. (Dini, 2004) These
discussions have just started to open up in the past 10 years in North America and
the diaspora and although the debates are often highly contentious and emotional,
there is also a Somali “spin” on gender issues from the women that pose an original
creative response with more humour than the work of Ayaan Hirsi Ali. 

Nkrumah, a popular Somali-Canadian singer/poet/storyteller, played the role of a
wife in the film “Qabyo” (Incomplete) in which a scene between a woman and her
husband has generated lively community response and debate about gender roles. “I
want you to cook, I want you to clean house, I want you to help look after the child-
ren,” she tells her husband, as she readies to leave the house. “Where are you going?”
he asks her. “To a community meeting,” she tells him. Somali women arrive in Ca-
nada, take a look around and decide yes, they want to get an education, not just stay
at home and raise children, they want to participate actively in community life and
they want men to help share the work of home and raising children.

Domestic violence, FGM and the emergence of highly educated and powerful So-
mali women are challenging the status quo of male supremacy in this culture. (Dini,
2004) 

Somali women are emerging as educators, peace activists and community leaders
in the peace process in significant ways and leading major international development
initiatives (Abdulkadir, 2004). As cultural animators and poets, women represent
some of the most powerful voices of peace and resistance to the pathologies of civil
war that have plagued this “failed state” and are poised to take their rightful place in
a central role in a new government, when one is formed that truly incorporates all
the civil society players.

 

The current situation and debates about Somalia are taking place in a counter public sphe-
res of communities worldwide, dialogue which makes its way from neighbourhood coffee
shops, community meetings and conferences to online news vehicles, in which debates (alt-
hough often in highly inflammatory prose) frame the issues surrounding the progress of the
new government. The current government that emerged out of the 14th Peace and Reconci-
liation talks, which concluded in Eldoret, Kenya in August, 2003 has received a less than ent-
husiastic reception worldwide. The educator and intellectual and President of the Interim go-
vernment, Abdulkassim Salat Hassan

 

 

 

was widely touted as the next President of Somalia. An
introverted intellectual and academic, Hassan was known to spend much of his time follo-
wing the international news on satellite television, while simultaneously working to bring to-
gether the warring factions in Somalia. However, what Somalians didn’t figure into their elec-
toral calculations was the interference of Meles Zenawi of Ethiopia, whose henchmen paid
bribes to the warlord contingent from the southern regions to ensure that Abdullahi Yusuf, a
major warlord, won the presidency.
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The issues surrounding the uses of these new technologies with respect to new
emerging nation states and the development of new civil societies – in the Somalian
situation and other post-colonial, post-war developing world societies – could serve
to merely perpetuate existing inequities and conflicts, as the number of the Somali
news propaganda sites clearly show. Or they could simultaneously be the depository
and record of changes in the practice of a community deeply wedded to the richness
of their oral culture struggling to survive and find a sense of belonging as displaced
citizens. The goal and dream of rebuilding Somalia, using whatever resources, skills
and training they have gathered from their diasporic experiences, and to create a civil
society based on equality and development, is a vision that every Somali refugee car-
ries within them. It’s something that all Somalis want to see in their lifetime and the
impassioned debates taking place on new sites around the world clearly highlight this
as a central concern. 
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Websites:

 

A Sense of Belonging – Somali Settlement Experiences in Canada
http://collections.ic.gc.ca/somalia/

 

Amin Amir Arts

 

 – Montreal, Quebec
http://www.aminarts.com/

Dahabshill
http://www.dahabshiil.com/

Free download and view – 

 

Submission 1

 

 by Ayaan Hirsi Ali
http://homepage.mac.com/keld_bach/FileSharing25.html

 

Hirraan Online

 

 – news and information about Somalia – Ottawa, Ontario
http://www.hiiraan.com
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Somali Canadians Today/Soomaalida Kenada Maanta
http://www.somalicanadians.ca
Somali-English Online Dictionary
http://www.somitek.com
Somali Cartoons
http://www.kartuun.com/

SomaliToons
http://www.somalitoons.com/cartoons/shaah.htm 
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Workshop 1
Unifying Diaspora Voices for Democracy, Respect for 
Human Rights, and Justice in the Horn of Africa

 

Amira Osman Recommendations

 

1. More research is needed to tackle constrains facing women asylum seekers and ref-
ugees, from the Horn of Africa, in the West 

2. Women from the Horn in Diaspora should empower themselves in order to
face challenges associated with life in exile

3. Women from the Horn in Diaspora should strengthen their networking sys-
tems and promote their contributions to the social, economic and political develop-
ment of their homeland

4. More training for women organisations in Diaspora on peace building should
be conducted 

5. Women from the Horn in Diaspora should appeal to the international commu-
nity to support post-conflict reconstruction processes in their homeland

6. Changes in gender roles and gender relations and their consequences on Di-
aspora populations from the Horn should be addressed seriously

 

Redie Bereketeab

 

 

 

Recommendations

 

The paper tries to address three questions:
 
(i) What factors contributed to the strong attachment of the Eritrean diaspora with
their country of origin? 
(ii) How much was the contribution of the Eritrean diaspora to the Eritrean nation?
(iii) How true is the commonplace perception of the Eritrean diaspora standing on
the side of the Eritrean nation in all circumstances?  

Concerning the first question, contributing factors to the strong attachment two fac-
tors are posited:
1. the subjection of Eritreans to neglect, ignoring and marginalisation by the inter-
national community. This was demonstrated in 
– the decision by the UN against the will of Eritreans to federate them with Ethiopia
– the silence of the UN and Superpowers when the federation was arbitrarily violated
by Ethiopia.
– the international communities’ silence throughout the thirty-years armed struggle
for independence

2. the astronomical sacrifices the Eritrean peopole paid to undo those injustices
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Concerning the second question, the contribution of the Eritrean diaspora:
– the contribution of the Eritrean diaspora to the liberation struggle is exemplary, in-
deed it was a decisive factor in the final victory
– it played a crucial role in the post-liberation reconstruction and defense of the na-
tion in the second war with Ethiopia.

Concerning the third question, the perception of the Eritrean diaspora always stand-
ing on the side of the Eritrean nation:
– the Eritrean diaspora was always divided along religio-geographical lines, which
was reinforced by the diasporic route it pursued. Those who took the Sudan-Middle
East route found that their religio-cultural identity (Islam-lowland) confirmed thus
supported the ELF which they thought represented their interest, and those who
pursued the Ethiopia-West route found that their Christian-highland identity con-
firmed and concomitantly supported the EPLF.  Hence their support was given to
the organisations instead of the nation. (This was so particularly in the early years of
the struggle).
– a divided diaspora could not exert pressure on the liberation organisation to unite,
on the contrary it reinforced the division with the rank of the liberation struggle.
– following independence those who supported the victorious organisation felt wel-
come to the liberated country, while those who supported the vanquished were es-
tranged thereby continuing the liberation struggle period division.
– this is affecting the society at home negatively.

The paper also discusses the crucial role of the diaspora in democratisation, socio-
economic development, and stability of the country of origin provided certain con-
ditions are fulfilled. 

 

Ella O. Chimbiru recommendations

 

It would be naïve to suggest that women gained all that they asked for. In fact where
they did extremely well, they received a maximum of 30% in representation. Conse-
quently, it remains necessary for them to restructure their expectations in a pragmatic
manner. It is a difficult path because if not well conceived, certain foundations that
brought them recognition could easily be eroded and endanger their collective bar-
gaining power. 

As for patriarchy, it was most obvious during the signing and swearing in ceremo-
ny of the Somali Transitional Government (TNG) on January 29

 

th

 

 2004. Despite in-
ternational presence, seating of women was behind the men irrespective of their
posts. It seems that women’s inclusion at the front on such occasions was still not ac-
ceptable. 

At the official signing of the Sudanese Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) on
January 9

 

th

 

 2005, one would imagine that politicians and bureaucrats would have
learnt some lessons from the Somali experience but alas that was not the case. There
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were absolutely no seats reserved for women delegates. They decided to take matters
into their hands and occupied seats reserved for diplomats accredited to Nairobi.
With no indication of relinquishing their seats, and the police unwilling to shift a
large group of happily singing women, the Protocol Office brought in more chairs
for the diplomatic corps. 

 

Workshop 2
Health and Socio-Economic Effects of Kath Use: 
What is the Solution?

 

Nasir Warfa Recommendations

 

Therefore, it is not possible to establish from the current available evidence whether
khat use is a risk factor for psychological problems. In conclusion, in spite of years of
international and national efforts to address the mental health consequences of Khat
use, our understanding of the psychiatric implications of khat use remains confused,
contradictory and poor (e.g. reviewed by Warfa et al 2006). 

Therefore, the hypothesis that khat use can lead to the development of mental
health problems should be vigorously tested through the appropriate research de-
signs, for example, prospective studies. In the mean time, the health and social care
needs of khat users and their communities need some attention, with a particular fo-
cus on the need to set up specialist khat clinics accessible to people with khat misuse
and mental illness. 

 

Mohamed Abusabib

 

 

 

Recommendations

 

With regard to contribution by the Sudanese community here to reconstruction ef-
forts, I think we should not overestimate it due to a number of factors:

 

One factor

 

 is that the size of the Sudanese community in Sweden is very small, and
is not a coherent and bounded group with the kind of organization that could easily
mobilize its effort, or even move around lobbying the Swedish institutions for the Su-
danese cause. What is being offered is remittances and other forms of material assist-
ance such as medicine sent by individuals to their relatives. Sudanese Society in Upp-
sala was able to facilitate the travel to the country of a volunteer Swedish medical
doctor who worked for a certain period in one of the hospitals in the capital. Also,
the Sudanese Swedish Society, an old society with a number of active Swedish mem-
bers has been running a small construction project involving building a primary
school in the small town of Bara in western Sudan, and provided it with a small solar
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panel for supplying electricity, and also assisted in raising a small farm near the school
to help providing it with vegetables. The project was meant to be taken over by the
local people and developed into a larger scheme, but it didn't work well because the
whole economic and political circumstances in the region were not conducive.

 

A second factor

 

 is that the economic capacity of the community is very poor. This
is clear when we look at the kind of jobs the majority of Sudanese in Sweden have.

 

A third factor

 

 is that, as far as Sudan is concerned, Swedish political environment is
not encouraging. Compared with Norway, for example, Sweden is not involved in
the Sudanese question, and has no long-established economic, political, or academic
relations with the country. Such relations usually facilitate contact and generate ideas
when there are specific common interests and concerns.

 

A very important fourth factor

 

 is that, apart from the economic limitation of Su-
danese diaspora in Sweden, reconstruction process requires in the first place political
stability and a clear programme for development, but this is not the case with Sudan.
The country is not yet a post-war country. As mentioned above, the Naifasha and
Abuja peace agreements did not stop the killing or solve the problems, the situation
in almost all parts of the country is tense and restive, and the possibility of confron-
tation between the Islamist-led government and the international community over
the deployment of international peace keeping force intended to replace the AU
peace keeping force in Dar Fur is real.

Therefore, until we have a post-war Sudan and a stable political system any talk of
contribution to reconstruction effort is unrealistic. However, it is only possible to
speak of potential contribution to rebuilding the country in the form of future phys-
ical return of members of the community who would bring with them advanced
knowledge and expertise, and this again depends on the political situation of the
country. Fortunately, as mentioned above, the majority of Sudanese diasporas in
Sweden is home-oriented.
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Arne Ardeberg

 

Closing Remarks: Proposal for a 
Permanent Horn of Africa 
Forum in Lund

 

Dear Ladies & Gentlemen, 

The Horn-of-Africa Conferences in Lund provide a unique platform for peaceful,
enlightened and progressive discussions among parties representing the countries, re-
gions and interest groups of the region. The academic setting, the high number of
scholars from the Horn of Africa as well as from the Nordic and other countries, the
many returning participants, the frequent attendance of regional Horn-of-Africa rep-
resentatives and the excellent arrangements in a neutral ambience have made the con-
ferences an invaluable institution for exchange of ideas and increased mutual under-
standing between parties otherwise without regular contacts, thereby fostering peace-
ful exchange of opinions and ideas. Without any doubt, the Horn-of-Africa Confer-
ences in Lund have been established as an invaluable peace promoter.

At the same time, however successful in itself, the Lund Horn-of-Africa Confer-
ence platform cannot provide a continuous forum for representatives of the region
in trouble. Thus, while highly promising initiatives and actions regularly result from
the yearly conferences, the long time in between these events has all too often seen
conflicts occurring without a working neutral meeting place for representatives of the
parties in dispute. A corresponding standing, continuously open and accessible fo-
rum for dialogue seems an obvious complement and a most valuable contribution to
the work for peaceful settlements of the many conflicts in the Horn of Africa.

It is hereby proposed to create a Lund Horn-of-Africa Forum, hosted by Lund
University. The neutral academic setting in a place distant from the scene of conflicts
and with an interest in the region carried by a strong wish to contribute to a peaceful
and prosperous future for all involved seem to provide a platform with good possi-
bilities to prove attractive as an institution for respectful negotiations in a spirit con-
tributing to mutual understanding and peace building. As a result, all regional parties
in conflict would at all times have a place and an institution to refer to and to receive
support from in order to embark on peaceful negotiations and conflict settlement.

Further, the creation of a Lund Horn-of-Africa Forum would highly increase pos-
sibilities to attract more help and support than presently available. A number of
Swedish and other neutral actors now engaged could be more regularly attached to
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and involved in the work for peace in the Horn of Africa at the same time as further
actors could be attracted to participate. In a wider scope, seeming highly realistic and
interesting, national and international agencies could be engaged, supporting the
Horn-of-Africa peace project in various ways.

A Lund Horn-of-Africa Forum should permanently be prepared for involvement
in the interest of peaceful solutions. It should receive reports, complaints and pro-
posals from and regarding the region. It should act as a permanent host institute of
negotiations. It should be able to call on mediation support and provide other assist-
ance promoting positive solutions to conflicts. It should act as a common attractor
of international support and assistance. It should provide a much needed continuity
between the yearly Horn-of-Africa conferences, thereby further improving their val-
ue for peace in the Horn of Africa.

The Lund Horn-of-Africa Forum should have a standing commission always and
at short notice prepared for action. The participants of the commission should be se-
lected with as wide a support from all actors in the Horn of Africa as possible but also
so as to be as much as possible practically available for prompt action. Tentatively, it
is proposed to act in favour of a commission profiting from direct membership of the
wide academic Diaspora with close connections to Lund and local reference actors in
the various parts of the Horn of Africa. It may be of value to have the commission
chaired by somebody of absolute neutral standing and with the confidence of sup-
porting parties.

Thank you!

 

Note:

 

 The conference participants unanimously endorsed the proposal presented by 
Lund University.
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Nasir Warfa

 

Mental health effects of khat use: 
what is the solution?

 

Abstract

 

This presentation aims to provide an overview of a rapid review of research into the
detrimental mental health effects of khat use. Over the last two decades, there has
been an ongoing national and international debate concerning the impact of Khat
use on mental health. Internationally, it is estimated that around 10 million consum-
ers chew khat each year, mainly in the Horn of Africa. New patterns of excessive khat
use, new consumer groups (including children) are reported in the literature. More-
over, there is a widespread confusion and controversy of whether Khat use can lead
to the development of mental disorders or if the psychiatric conditions observed
among some Khat user groups are triggered off or compounded by other external fac-
tors such as extreme stressful life events. In the light of this urgency, this presentation
aims to stimulate some debate about the adverse psychological effects of khat use,
with a particular focus on Somalis living in Europe and in Somalia. It will also exam-
ine the extent to which the use of Khat can be detrimental to mental wellbeing. 

 

Introduction

 

Epidemiological data on substance use amongst refugee communities is limited al-
though refugees are at greater risk of exposure to the main risk factors for drug misuse
including high rates of unemployment, homelessness, isolation and cultural shock
(Craig et al 2006). In the Somali community, there have been ongoing debates as to
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the extent to which the use of “khat”is widespread among the community and
whether the perceived widespread consumption of khat is associated with the in-
creasing psychological problems of khat users. (eg, reviewed by Warfa et al 2006).
Khat (

 

Catha edulis

 

) is a plant whose twigs are chewed for their stimulant effects. The
stimulant effects of khat leaves were found to be similar to those following amphet-
amine ingestion (eg reviewed by Warfa et al 2006), and hence the association be-
tween khat use and psychological problems is made. For example, Griffiths et al
(1997) reported some associations between psychological problems and khat use
among a group of 207 Somali users in the UK. Loss of appetite (74%), mood swings
(72%), feelings of anxiety (47%), problems with sleeping (90%), irritability (35%)
and depression (44%) were observed as the after-effects of khat use (Griffiths et al
1997). From our recent systematic review (see Warfa et al 2006), only the clinical
case studies reported a causative association between excessive khat use and psychosis
or psychiatric symptoms. However, the use of some case studies for reporting a causal
relationship between khat use and mental illness is questionable because case reports
cannot provide definitive evidence for causal associations between two or more vari-
ables. Again, while some of the reviewed cross-sectional and case-control studies sug-
gest that there may be an interaction between khat use (be it excessive, chronic or
moderate use) and acute psychiatric disorders, such findings are contradicted by the
evidence coming from other cross-sectional studies. Therefore, it is not possible to
establish from the current available evidence whether khat use is a risk factor for psy-
chological problems. In conclusion, in spite of years of international and national ef-
forts to address the mental health consequences of khat use, our understanding of the
psychiatric implications of khat use remains confused, contradictory and poor (e.g.
reviewed by Warfa et al 2006). Thus, the hypothesis that khat use can lead to the de-
velopment of mental health problems should be vigorously tested through the appro-
priate research designs, for example, prospective studies. In the mean time, the health
and social care needs of khat users and their communities need some attention, with
a particular focus on the need to set up specialist khat clinics accessible to people with
khat misuse and mental illness. 
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Appendix II

 

Mammo Muchie

 

Post Election Crises in Ethiopia: 
Challenges to the Democratic 
transition in Ethiopia and wider  
Africa

 

The wind of democratization and multiparty elections that promised to alter the po-
litical landscape of many African countries in the 1990s has receded amid the rise of
dominant one party states and post election crises. Recent events in countries such
as Ethiopia and Uganda, whose strongmen were once hailed as members of the “new
breed of African leaders”, are the latest in the patterns of exaggerated expectations fol-
lowed by heavy disappointments. Meles Zenawi of Ethiopia had launched a massive
crackdown on the opposition, their supporters and civil society in response to the
strong showing by the opposition parties during the May 2005 elections. Conse-
quently, over one hundred people, mostly peaceful demonstrators, have been killed
by security forces while many more are maimed and tens of thousands of young peo-
ple are incarcerated in makeshift detention camps. Mr. Zenawi has also charged over
120 detainees for ‘treason and genocide’. The detainees consist of nearly all the lead-
ers of the main opposition party of the Coalition for Unity and Democracy (CUD)
and MPs, the Mayor-elect of Addis Ababa, independent journalists, leaders of civic
organizations and scores of dissidents, including dozens from the Ethiopian Diaspo-
ra.  

The recent election in Uganda was marred by the fact that Mr.Yoweri Museveni
changed the constitution in order to make  himself eligible to run.  In Nigeria the
incumbent tried to change the constitution to give himself a third term and he failed.
In Uganda the incumbent succeeded to change the constitution, and did not refrain
from using heavy handed tactics against his adversaries. The charge of ‘treason and
rape’ levelled by the Museveni Government against one of the main opposition lead-
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ers, Dr. Kizza Besigye echoes very much the Meles Zenawi tactic against the opposi-
tion in Ethiopia. The opposition leader in Uganda has declared the election illegal
and is prepared to contest the outcome, though it looks as if the incumbent has suc-
ceeded to come victorious.  Elsewhere in Africa there have been election crises of one
form or another from Cote d'Ivoire, the Central African Republic, Mauritania, Togo,
Nigeria, Angola and Zambia. Egypt also had an election that was marred by violence
and allegations of unfair voting practice. These countries have experienced post-elec-
toral violence as a consequence of the inability to run free and fair elections.

In all the cases there seems to be an emergent trend where invariably the incum-
bent party is the initiator of democratic mal-practice rather than the promoter of
democratic transition. One does not need to look far to find the main culprit of im-
proper activity is the power-holder unwilling to vacate through the free votes and
choices of citizens.

An in-depth look into the dilemmas of democratic transition in Ethiopia, the
challenges, opportunities and the way forward is critical given an entire elected op-
position leadership continues to be locked up. The AU has been silent on the Ethio-
pian election. The EU parliament passed a resolution recommending stoppage of
budget support and other target smart sanctions on the incumbent leadership which
refuses to talk to the opposition despite offers of mediation from the European Un-
ion and others.The US Congress is still not ready to take strong action against the
Meles Zenawi regime despite fulsome knowledge of its brutalities and gross human
rights violations.

How can democratisation be institutionalised in the context of a double chal-
lenge: international interventions and domestic disunity in African countries?


