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A woman caring for her malnourished child in the Dadaab refugee camp in Kenya, where Somalis have fled to escape drought.

Misery Follows as
Somalis Try to Flee Hunger

by Jeftrey Gettleman

DADAAB, Kenya — The people start trudging in at dawn, more than a thousand every day, exhausted,
sick and starving, materializing out of the thin desert air to take their places at the gates of the world’s
largest refugee camp, here in northern Kenya.

They are fleeing one of the worst droughts in Somalia in 60 years and many have walked for weeks
through an anarchic landscape replete with bandits and militants but little food.
By the time they get here, many can barely stand or talk or swallow. Some mothers have even shown up
with the bodies of shriveled babies strapped to their backs.

Abdio Ali Elmoi clutches her son, Mustapha, whose eyes are dimming. Her face is grooved with
grief. She has already lost three children to gaajo, or hunger, a common word around here.



“I walked all day and all night,” she whispered, barely able to speak. “Where I come from, there is
no food.”

Somalia is once again spewing misery across its borders, and once again man-made dimensions are
making this natural disaster more acute.

The Islamist militants controlling southern Somalia forced out Western aid organizations last year,
yanking away the only safety net just when the soil was drying up and the drought was coming. Only now,
when the scale of the catastrophe is becoming clear, with nearly three million Somalis in urgent need and
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Clockwise from top: at the Dadaab refugee camp in
Kenya, a 4-year-old Somali girl who fell ill and died
was buried; a malnourished child; people waiting
for rations during food distribution.



more than 10 million at risk across the parched Horn of Africa, have the militants relented and invited
aid groups back. But few are rushing in because of the complications and dangers of dealing with a bru-
tal group that is aligned with Al Qaeda and has turned Somalia into a focal point of American concerns
on terrorism.

The Somalis are not waiting. Tens of thousands, possibly even hundreds of thousands, are now flee-
ing to Kenya and Ethiopia for help, but the Kenyan government says it is overwhelmed and has been
blocking the United Nations from opening a new $15 million camp here in Dadaab that could help absorb

the influx.
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The Kenyan government has been facing in-
tense pressure to open the new camp, and several Western aid officials contended that the Kenyans were
simply trying to extract more money from Western allies before relenting. On Friday, Kenyan officials in-
dicated that the camp would open soon, but the delay has stranded thousands of refugees on the outskirts
of Dadaab in the desert, increasingly far from hospitals, clean water or latrines, many with sick children
curled up under trees.

“It’s shocking,” said Alexandra Lopoukhine, a spokeswoman for CARE, an aid group working
in Dadaab.

Those who make it to one of the few hospitals in the camps might have a chance. The pediatric ward
in the Dagahaley section is a fluorescent-lighted purgatory. Dozens of wizened children lie on rough
wool blankets — nurses say probably fewer than half will make it — their skin slack, their eyes glassy,
their heads far too big for their bodies. Many have Vs taped to the sides of their skulls.

“Vascular collapse,” explained a Kenyan doctor. “We couldn’t find a vein anywhere else.”



Isak Abdi Saney, a destitute farmer, is on a death watch. He gently lifts up the shirt on his 6-month-old son.
Every rib shows, beneath skin as translucent as rice paper. Every breath looks as if it could be his last.

“We don’t know if he is dead or alive, so we just keep watching him here,” Mr. Isak says, tapping his
son’s tiny chest.

Mr. Isak walked for 20 days from Somalia to get here. What he encountered was what so many other
refugees described: piles of dead animals, empty villages, people dying of starvation, an unbroken trail
of bodies from his village to the camp.

“There is nothing left back there,” he said.

Another refugee spoke of his village in similar terms: “There is nothing alive.”

Because it is so difficult and dangerous for outsiders to even visit areas controlled by the Shabab
militant group, it is hard to gauge the full depth of this drought. Somalia seems to be perpetually on the

brink. With a shattered economy, no functioning central government and aid flows blocked, countless
Somalis starve every year.

One of the Somalis who are swelling the refugee camp in Dadaab, the world’s largest.



But according to a famine monitoring program financed by the United States, “over the past year,
the eastern Horn of Africa has experienced consecutive poor rainy seasons, resulting in one of the driest
years since 1950-1951 in many pastoral zones.”

The years of conflict — and recent increases in food prices — have depleted Somalia’s ability to
withstand it. Thousands of people are leaving relatively uneventful rural areas to seek refuge even in
Mogadishu, Somalia’s bullet-riddled capital, which has experienced a mass exodus for years because of
fighting between the shaky government and Islamist militants.

The route to Dadaab, which lies about 50 miles inside Kenya’s border, is especially perilous, winding
through one of the most unforgiving environments in the world. Refugees have been marauded, raped
and killed by the various armed groups that haunt the land. Most arrive here penniless and demoralized.
Many parents said they buried children along the way.

Some die just within reach of finally getting help. Right in front of a reception area at the camp are
dozens of freshly dug graves.

Once proud young men find themselves sitting in the dirt, waiting to be registered. Life as a refugee
is humiliating, especially in a culture that prizes independence. The first step is clawing through a crowd
to get a cup of flour and some glucose biscuits. Then comes registration, getting fingerprinted twice,
photographed, logged in, cataloged. Kenyan government workers scurry around, wearing blue surgical
masks and polo shirts that say “Refugees Are Real People.”

Somali refugees are typically not allowed to work in Kenya, and without special permission they
are not supposed to leave the camp. Dadaab is a place to warehouse people, often for years. Aid workers
predict the numbers here could soon swell to half a million, sprawled across miles of scrub brush.

“I never thought I’d lose all my cattle,” said Abdi Farah Hassan, who looked visibly uncomfortable
in line to be photographed. “I never thought I’d be a refugee.”

Reuben Kyama contributed reporting from Nairobi, Kenya,
and Mohamed Ibrahim from Mogadishu, Somalia.
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