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Political and security crises, access limits
and donor cuts increasing IDP vulnerability

Political stalemate, security crisis and the continuing conflict in Somalia between the UN-
backed coalition government and armed opposition groups continue to expose internally
displaced people (IDPs) to violations of their rights under international humanitarian and
human rights law. An estimated one and a half million people were internally displaced in
south and central Somalia as of November 2009. In the relatively peaceful Somaliland, land
tension between sub-clans in the Gebille area also led to displacement in 2009.

The security situation has deteriorated since May 2009 due to intensified clashes between
government forces and insurgents, causing civilian causalities, injuries and population dis-
placement. Humanitarian and human rights organisations continue to report displacements,
child recruitment, attacks, sexual violence, and efforts to protect IDPs and provide humani-
tarian assistance have been ineffective.

Humanitarian agency staff and property continue to be directly targeted. In July 2009, Al-
Shabaab demanded that three UN agencies stop operating in areas under its control; in
November the group ordered the World Food Programme to stop importing food and start
buying from Somali farmers, even though such a system would lead to even greater food
insecurity. Meanwhile, some donors have significantly reduced humanitarian funding in
2009 for fear that it is being diverted to extremist groups, affecting the capacity of most UN
agencies.

The government signed the African Union Convention for the Protection and Assistance of
IDPs in Africa, and has committed to ratify the Convention on the Rights of the Child; an
important development in a country with a massive IDP population and where children face
daily risk to their security and general wellbeing. However, the situation in the country will
make their implementation impossible in the short term.

www.internal-displacement.org
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Somalia: Political and security crises, access limits
and donor cuts increasing IDP vulnerability

Background

In 2007 and 2008, large-scale displace-
ment was caused in Somalia by fighting
between Ethiopian forces supporting the
Transitional Federal Government (TFG)
led by Abdullahi Yusuf and a host of in-
surgency groups that sprang up to chal-
lenge them. This led to the killing of an
estimated 18,000 people and the dis-
placement of some 800,000 people be-
tween January 2007 and December 2008.
Most of the fighting was concentrated in
south and central Somalia, especially in
and around the capital Mogadishu (HRW,
8 December 2008; UN News, 28 No-
vember 2008). Other areas of conflict
during this period included Beletweyne
on the border with Ethiopia (UNICEF, 22
August 2008) and the southern port town
of Kismayo (IRIN, 25 August 2008)

In January 2009 a UN-backed peace
process for Somalia led to a peace
agreement in neighbouring Djibouti, the
election of a president and the formation
of a coalition government made up of
members of the TFG and the Djibouti
wing of the Alliance for the Re-liberation
of Somalia (ARS), a grouping of leaders
of opposition groups including the Is-
lamic Courts Union (ICU) (IDMC, 20
May 2009). Under the terms of the
agreement, the Ethiopian forces withdrew
(BBC, January 2009), and the subsequent
lull in fighting and ensuing optimism led
to the return of some 74,000 internally
displaced people (IDPs) to Mogadishu
between January and early May (OCHA,
8 May 2009).

However, despite these positive devel-

opments, continuing fighting between the
forces of the new government and armed
opposition groups prevented the return of
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many IDPs and led to the new displace-
ment of hundreds of thousands of people
(IRIN, 12 May 2009; VOA, 12 May
2009; BBC 13 May 2009). Armed oppo-
sition groups vowed to fight on after the
withdrawal of Ethiopian troops, and
started targeting troops of the small Afri-
can Union peacekeeping force known as
AMISOM. In September 2009, 17
AMISOM soldiers were killed by a sui-
cide bomber (VOA, 8 May 2009; Al-
jazeera, 24 May 2009; IRIN, 15 July
2009; LA Times, 18 September 2009;
UNSC, October 2009).

Fighting between Islamic insurgents over
control of territories in Mogadishu and
Kismayo led to further loss of life and
displacement of civilians. In Kismayo,
the violence between armed opposition
groups followed the breakdown of their
agreement to rotate the administration of
the town (IRIN, 29 September 2009).

IDP numbers and
new displacement

The estimated number of IDPs in Soma-
lia increased from 1.3 million at the end
of 2008 to 1.55 million at the beginning
of September 2009, most of them fleeing
conflict in Mogadishu and other areas of
southern and central Somalia, but also
human rights violations and forced re-
cruitment by militias, and drought in the
case of pastoralists in some rural areas
(IRIN, 7 September 2009; UN News
Centre, 21 October 2009). According to
UNHCR, the number of civilians dis-
placed by fighting in Mogadishu between
May and first week of July stood at some
200,000 people. A further 95,000 people
fled the city between July and September
(UNHCR, 7 July 2009; IRIN, 7 Septem-
ber 2009).
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Many of the displaced from Mogadishu
moved to the already overcrowded set-
tlements that line the 30 kilometre road
between Mogadishu and the town of Af-
gooye (Oxfam, 2 September 2009; IRIN,
7 September 2009; UNICEF, 11 Novem-
ber 2009).

Conflict in different parts of the country
has since continued to lead to further dis-
placement of the civilian population.
During September, fighting between
government forces and armed opposition
groups for the control of Beletweyne dis-
placed an unknown number of people. In
October, the fighting between armed op-
position groups in Kismayo displaced
hundreds of people. On 23 November,
hundreds of people fled in fear of vio-
lence when armed opposition groups took
control of the town of Afmadow in
southern Somalia (UNHCR, 1 October
2009; IRIN, 1 October 2009 and 24 No-
vember 2009).

In Somaliland, an estimated 700 families
were displaced in July 2009 following
conflict between members of the Hared
and Mahamoud Nour clans. In the first
seven months of 2009 alone, there were
four successive clashes between the two
clans over the ownership of farm land,
with efforts to resolve the dispute unsuc-
cessful (IRIN, 16 July 2009).

UNHCR has estimated numbers of IDPs
in different areas based on reported popu-
lation movements: in November 2009
there were an estimated 610,000 around
Afgooye, 370,000 around Mogadishu,
150,000 in Galgadud, 70,000 in Galkayo
in the autonomous northern region of
Puntland, 66,000 in Baydhaba, and
51,000 in Hiran. However, these figures
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have not been validated and are thus im-
precise estimates. They are largely de-
rived from population movement tracking
data, a system designed to measure
movements rather than cumulative IDP
population data. Given the current con-
text of Somalia, it is extremely difficult
to verify these figures. The figures for
some regions are based upon field as-
sessments, and additional population
movement reported to those areas since
the assessment was conducted. However,
given the limitations of the population
movement tracking system, it is hard to
ascertain who is still in an area and who
has moved to another area, with return
movements often under-reported (email
communication with UNHCR Somalia
office in Nairobi, 23 November 2009).

Protection risks facing IDPs
Physical security and integrity

During a visit to Somalia in October
2009, the Representative of the UN Sec-
retary-General on the human rights of
internally displaced persons (the RSG on
IDPs) observed that serious violations of
international humanitarian and human
rights law were being committed by all
parties to the Somalia conflict. He high-
lighted cases of indiscriminate attacks
and shelling of areas populated or fre-
quented by civilians — acts which could
be tantamount to war crimes — and also
death threats, targeted killings and forced
recruitment by militias. The RSG on
IDPs was told that violations, including
rapes, were especially rampant in areas
controlled by those acting under the um-
brella of anti-government groups (UN
News Centre, 21 October 2009; IRIN, 11
November 2009). Civilians have borne
the brunt of the fighting, with 145 killed
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and 285 injured in September alone (UN
News Centre, 2 October 2009). IDPs are
among the most exposed and have some-
times been directly targeted in the up-
surge in fighting (UN News Centre, 10
July 2009).

One report focusing on camps in Galkayo
suggested that many displaced families in
camps are headed by women, and that
sexual and gender-based violence is
widespread. Some men have reportedly
abandoned their families, others have
sought livelihoods elsewhere. According
to the report, rapes are reported every
week in Mustagbal IDP camp, with the
police unable to act against perpetrators
(Telegraph, 23 October 2009). Fear of
sexual violence is one of the major con-
cerns for women living in the camps, ac-
cording to women’s organisations and
camp residents. Women are most vulner-
able when working outside camps in the
day; most cases are not reported due to
the lack of a reporting mechanism and the
fear of further victimisation (Relief-
web/IRIN, 23 September 2009).

According to UNICEF, there are between
700,000 and 800,000 displaced children,
and violations of their rights have been
widespread. An increasing number of
Somali children have been recruited by
the army and militia groups (Relief-
web/IRIN, 11 November 2009).

Access to basic necessities

Half of the population is believed to be in
need of humanitarian assistance, but the
delivery of essential supplies has been
prevented by the continuing insecurity.
The essential needs of IDPs have not
been met in many areas (IRIN, 30 Sep-
tember 2009).
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In May, militiamen attacked a UNICEF
warehouse. In July, camps in Jowhar
hosting 49,000 IDPs were cut off from
assistance, as the local partner of the
World Food Programme (WFP) was un-
able to distribute food due to insecurity.
In southern Somalia in August, increased
insecurity forced UNICEF to suspend the
dispatch of hundreds of tons of supplies
for the prevention and treatment of acute
malnutrition (UNICEF, 20 May 2009 and
13 August 2009; IRIN, 27 August 2009).

In September, Oxfam reported that poor
sanitation and the lack of access to basic
services were creating a public health
emergency in camps. Oxfam said that the
Afgooye settlements were the world’s
densest concentration of displaced people
and described the situation as a human
tragedy of “unthinkable proportions”
(Oxfam, 3 September 2009).

In October, flash floods hit IDP camps in
Kismayo and Mogadishu, and destroyed
the makeshift shelters of thousands of
people. In Kismayo, rains left an esti-
mated 36,000 people homeless and ex-
posed them to mosquitoes and other
hygiene-related problems. In Mogadishu,
floods washed away shelters and carried
with them utensils and other household
items (IRIN, 19 October 2009).

A comprehensive country-wide inter-
agency assessment, led by the Food Se-
curity and Nutrition Analysis Unit
(FSNAU) of the Food and Agriculture
Organization of the UN, underlined in
August 2009 the spread and the severity
of Somalia’s humanitarian crisis, with
half of the population or an estimated
3.76 million people in need of assistance.
75 per cent of them were in south and
central Somalia, where the fighting was



Somalia: Political and security crises, access limits
and donor cuts increasing IDP vulnerability

most intense and where there was least
access for humanitarian operations.
Given the context of an escalating civil
war, FSNAU also issued an early warn-
ing of a further deterioration in the situa-
tion, depending on the extent of the
fighting in the coming weeks and months
(FSNAU, 24 August 2009).

The FSNAU estimate of people in hu-
manitarian crisis included 1.4 million
people in rural areas affected by severe
drought, 655,000 poor city-dwellers who
continued to struggle with very high food
and non-food prices, as well as more than
1.42 million IDPs fleeing the conflict.
Nutrition surveys confirmed that IDP
populations were highly vulnerable, as
IDPs consistently recorded higher rates
of global acute malnutrition rates, at 20
per cent compared to the non-1DP rates of
18 per cent (FSNAU, 24 August 2009).

Emergency nutrition levels in several
parts of the country had deteriorated since
January and one in five children was
acutely malnourished (compared with one
in six children earlier in the year), while
one in twenty was severely malnourished.
The national rates of acute malnutrition
were among the highest in the world. The
assessment estimated that 285,000 chil-
dren under five years of age were acutely
malnourished, of whom 70,000 were se-
verely malnourished and at increased risk
of death if they did not receive the appro-
priate specialist care. More than two-
thirds of these children were located in
south and central Somalia.

According to UNICEF, about half the 3.6
million people affected by hunger and
severe food insecurity are children. Only
38 per cent of UNICEF’s live-saving ac-
tivities for children had been funded by
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November (FSNAU, 24 August 2009;
UNICEF, 19 November 2009).

National and international
responses

Government response

The national response to internal dis-
placement in Somalia has been extremely
weak given the lack of institutions that
can provide law and order and the poor
resource base of the government.

Somalia is one of the 17 African states
that has signed the African Union Con-
vention for the Protection and Assistance
of Internally Displaced Persons in Kam-
pala on 23 October. The Convention is
designed to help prevent and finally
eliminate forced displacement in Africa
(UNHCR, 23 October 2009). However,
in the case of Somalia, this remains a dis-
tant and unenforceable ideal given that
the large swathes of the country are under
the control of the insurgents (VOA, 2
November 2009).

In November, the government committed
to ratify the Convention on the Rights of
the Child. This is a significant develop-
ment given that Somalia and the US were
the only two countries that had not signed
the Convention.. However, this intention
is not likely to have any short-term im-
pact due to the prevailing insecurity and
lack of implementing institutions (BBC,
20 November 2009).

International response and humanitarian
access

In response to the displacement crisis,
and as part of a larger coordinated effort
among aid agencies to address the hu-
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manitarian situation, the inter-agency
cluster system has been working to miti-
gate the situation.

Targeting of humanitarian workers has
also affected aid delivery to needy popu-
lations. From 2008 to November 2009,
some 42 aid workers were killed, 33 ab-
ducted, and ten remain in captivity
(OCHA, 30 November 2009). Four WFP
staff members were killed between Au-
gust 2008 and January 2009 (VOA, 10
November 2009). In November 2009, 12
international staff working for WFP and
World Vision International were evacu-
ated from southern Somalia for security
reasons (Reuters, 23 November 2009).

In July, Al-Shabaab announced a ban on
a number of UN agencies in areas of
south and central Somalia under its con-
trol, including United Nations Develop-
ment Programme (UNDP), the Political
Office for Somalia (UNPOS) and the De-
partment of Safety and Security
(UNDSS) (BBC News, 20 July 2009).
Towards the end of November, Al-
Shabab demanded that WFP stop import-
ing food into Somalia from January 2010,
and instead buy locally despite the fact
that the country cannot meet the food
needs of its population (BBC, 25 No-
vember 2009).

Despite these threats, provision of food,
water and sanitation and health care has
continued. WFP has provided food
through local and international partners
where security permits. In the first half of
2009, WFP provided food aid to some
2.87 million Somalis. UNICEF and other
agencies continue providing health care
activities and water, sanitation and health
(WASH) programmes in IDP settlements.
However, the security situation and fund-
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ing cuts have had serious impact on their
programmes (Reuters, 23 November
2009; UNICEF, 19 November 2009).

Given the security situation, most coordi-
nation and field management is done in
Nairobi, where the international staffs of
most humanitarian agencies is based. The
RSG on IDPs and also local organisations
have urged the humanitarian community
to find ways to improve access, by mov-
ing operations closer to the populations in
need and engaging local organisations
more (IRIN, 21 October 2009 and 30
September 2009). However, agencies
countered that since the emergence of
armed groups in most of south-central
Somalia, traditional structures have not
been able to ensure access (email com-
munications with INGOs, November and
December 2009).

As of November 2009, total available
humanitarian funding for Somalia stood at
$571 million (including some $250 mil-
lion carried over from last year) compared
with $615 million in 2008 (IRIN, 6 No-
vember 2009). According to OCHA,
some of the biggest donors in 2008 have
either given much less or nothing in 20009.

UN Agencies have highlighted that the
USA has withheld millions of dollars of
funds. The New York Times has attrib-
uted this to the fear that American dona-
tions may be reaching Al-Shabaab, which
is thought to have growing ties with Al-
Qaeda, through the UN’s operational
partners (New York Times, 1 October
2009; IRIN, 6 November 2009). A Brit-
ish official also told VVoice of America
that future British government donations
would be contingent on the findings of an
investigation on the alleged misuse of aid
to the country (VOA, 10 November
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2009). In November 2009, WFP reported
that its food supply to Somalia had been
effectively broken as a result of the
American policy; the US had been the
largest donor to WFP.

The RSG on IDPs has warned the interna-
tional community not to cut funding in
spite of aid diversion. The RSG reported
in October that reducing levels of funding
would not only punish the most vulnerable
among the Somali population, but also
play into the hands of radical elements
(UN News Centre, 21 October 2009).

The head of the UN Office for the Coor-
dination of Humanitarian Affairs
(OCHA) for Somalia also warned that if
the funding did not improve soon, the
dire situation might lead to mass exodus
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from the country, which would have ma-
jor regional implications. At a December
news conference in New York, the UN
Humanitarian Coordinator for Somalia
expressed concern at the lack of pledges
for funding through the 2010 Consoli-
dated Appeals Process (CAP), especially
in critical sectors including food, water,
sanitation and health; a situation that is
likely to increase suffering and lead to
further displacement (IRIN, 6 November
2009; Reuters AlertNet, 10 November
2009; UN News, 8 December 2009).

Note: This is a summary of IDMC’s new
internal displacement profile on Somalia.
The full profile is available online here.
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About the Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre

The Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre, established in 1998 by the Norwegian
Refugee Council, is the leading international body monitoring conflict-induced internal
displacement worldwide.

Through its work, the Centre contributes to improving national and international capaci-
ties to protect and assist the millions of people around the globe who have been displaced
within their own country as a result of conflicts or human rights violations.

At the request of the United Nations, the Geneva-based Centre runs an online database
providing comprehensive information and analysis on internal displacement in some 50
countries.

Based on its monitoring and data collection activities, the Centre advocates for durable
solutions to the plight of the internally displaced in line with international standards.

The Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre also carries out training activities to en-
hance the capacity of local actors to respond to the needs of internally displaced people.
In its work, the Centre cooperates with and provides support to local and national civil
society initiatives.

For more information, visit the Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre website and the
database at www.internal-displacement.org .

Contact:

Nina Birkeland

Head of Monitoring and Advocacy
Tel.: +41 (0)22 795 07 34

Email: nina.birkeland@nrc.ch

Nuur Mohamud Sheekh
Country Analyst

Tel: +41 22 799 07 10
Email: nuur.sheekh@nrc.ch

IDMC
Norwegian Refugee Council
Chemin de Balexert 7-9
1219 Geneva, Switzerland
www.internal-displacement.org
Tel:  +4122 799 0700
Fax: +4122 799 0701
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