 CURRENT SITUATION OF SOMALI CHILDREN

More than half the population of Somalia is under the age of 18. The Socioeconomic problems faced by the Somali children existed prior to the armed conflict. These problems have arisen as a result of corruption, poverty and the lack of a national plan for developing the young generation in Somalia. 

The civil war was an impediment to Somali children and their development. Many of them have known conflict and hardship for most of their lives. 

Education is in shambles. For the majority, especially the girls, education remains largely inaccessible. Somalia’s Primary Gross Enrolment Ratio is the lowest in the world. Only one in five children are enrolled in primary schools with girls constituting only about one-third of the pupils (UN, 18 November 2004, p.13). Most Somali schools are concentrated in and around urban areas excluding children in remote rural locations, particularly nomadic children. 

Poverty is endemic. Thousands of Somali children go to bed on an empty stomach. Malnutrition affects their physical and moral development.

The effects of recent droughts on children still exist. In the latest monthly humanitarian situation analysis of July (attached), the United Nations note that “an estimated 58,000 children below the age of five are malnourished in Bay, Bakool, Gedo, Middle Juba and Lower Juba regions of Somalia. 

The nutrition crisis in southern Somalia is far from over and preparedness measures as well as continued short-term and long-term humanitarian support need to be sustained”. Apart from these regions, more than a million children in other Somali regions live under conditions of great poverty and famine.

Violence continues to threaten the lives of children in Somalia. Since February 2006 when intensive fighting between two groups in Mogadishu flared up, over 100 children including infants as young as only few days have been killed or seriously injured. Some of them still receive treatment at hospitals in Mogadishu that lack adequate facilities.

This environment of anarchy has also caused massive population movements. Over one million Somalis, including children, fled the country and became refugees mostly in neighboring countries, while displacement inside Somalia was the only option left for those who did not have the means to travel abroad. Conflict related displacement within Somalia has continued and forced children to leave their lands and usual residences several times.

Internally Displaced children live in makeshift rudimentary shelters made of scavenged materials, plastic, cartons, scrap metal and branches; they lack adequate sanitary facilities and the incidence of communicable diseases is very high. Their families survive through a mixture of casual work and begging and their income is barely sufficient for one meal a day, resulting in high malnutrition and mortality rates among the children living in these camps. 

The United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs Somalia affirms in an update released on March 2006 that “Poverty forces girls into exploitative work relationships and child labour is one of several survival mechanisms for many IDP families”.
Child smuggling to developed countries is also a serious problem.

Street Children are on the increase. Thousands of children who lost their families in the civil war start a life on the streets where they suffer from intense feelings of despair and extremely low self esteem. Due to the lack of education and training, they see no future and society perceives them as outcasts. These children live in perilous environments with vastly inadequate shelter, health care, education, protection and guidance. Drug abuse is common among them. They constantly are involved in criminal activities such as stealing, pick pocketing and sometimes killing, to cover drug expenses. 
Health is neglected. Poor access to quality diet, limited access to food and safer water coupled with poor child feeding practices make Somali children vulnerable to various diseases including malaria, tuberculosis, and measles then ever before.

Another leading cause of children's deaths is the diarrhea caused by the severe lack of adequate sanitation, particularly with respect to water sources.  

The United Nations latest humanitarian analyses released in July 2006 confirms the outbreak of polio among children residing in 13 out of Somalia’s 19 regions. The scourge of HIV/AIDS also hangs over the children of Somalia like a ticking time pump. There are no authorities in the country that provide health facilities. 

Thousands of children serve as militia loyal to brutal warlords that use them as an instrument for war and violence. Many of them lost their lives while protecting the war lords.

CONCULUSION

The plight that the Somali children live in could not be summarized in a few pages. Since 1990, I have witnessed substantial harms against children committed by barbaric criminals. The stories I have are full of sorrows.

That is what disheartened me and compelled me to form the Somali Youth for Peace and Democracy (SYPD) on August 2004 and do something. My mission was to empower Somali children/ youth and make their voices be heard.

Since its inception, SYPD has implemented over a dozen rehabilitation and development interventions for children/youth in Benadir and Hiran regions where SYPD has presence. Among these projects are the establishment of Rayan Girls Empowerment Center (RGEC) that provides free training courses on textile and fashion designs to girls from the poor families living in Afgoi village, Somalia. After graduation, SYPD places these girls with local partners that recruit graduates to enable them to be economically productive, independent and empowered. Go to: 

http://www.sypd.org/Women.html 

We have also inaugurated Hawo Tako primary school that provides free primary schooling to children from the marginalized community with low income living in Mogadishu, the capital city of Somalia. Up to a hundred children currently pursue their primary education in the school. Based on the availability of adequate funding, we anticipate to increase the number of street children that receive free primary schooling at Hawo Tako. Without SYPD support, these young kids could have missed their rightful chance to education and a better future. Go to: http://www.sypd.org/Education.html 

I should also mention a successful initiative during which we have undertaken a rehabilitation period for over 90 street children and drug users. After the rehabilitation period, SYPD has provided these kids with materials that enabled them to establish income generation projects. They currently manage the daily lives of their families.

Go to: http://www.sypd.org/DrugsAbuse.html 

Not only these projects, but the SYPD has also implemented other programs to empower children in the war ravaged Somalia. More can be viewed at our website www.sypd.org.

However, let me affirm that our very limited activities to reach over a million vulnerable children/youth in a country without functioning institutions represent a drop in an ocean. The assistance of international foundations concerned with children empowerment is urgent and very crucial. With their assistance, we will do more!
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