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Helping people in dire straits
They risk their lives and leave their families behind to help strangers. Charles Anderson talks to Kiwi aid workers trying to avert the human crisis in Somalia.
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T
RISTAN CLEMENTS did not re-
alise that a gun was trained on
him. He did not know the trigger
had been pulled. It was only after

the ambush in Darfur, Sudan, that he
learned the gun had jammed, saving his
life.

Clements, a former Wellingtonian,
began working for World Vision eight
years ago. Recently, it brought him to
Dadaab in Somalia with the agency’s dis-
aster response team.

But he is no stranger to harsh
environments. His first deployment was
to Chad in 2004, then in 2007 he found
himself in Darfur. His convoy was am-
bushed by gunmen who opened fire on
their vehicle. Three co-workers were
seriously injured.

‘‘That any of us made it out was a
combination of luck and providence, I
tend toward the latter,’’ Clements says.

He was able to treat his colleagues,
one of whom had been shot in the head,
and to help get them to safety. For obvi-
ous reasons Clements, a second gener-
ation aid worker, considers himself
lucky.

‘‘I get a job that lets me travel and
able to see places and you don’t get to
see. I feel very strongly about working to
help people.’’

However, he says the situation in the
Horn of Africa is only likely to get worse.

‘‘There is a set of systemic problems
that’s been going on for generations, but
it has become more intense in the past 40
to 50 years. It’s going to become hotter
and drier, so the more you can prepare,
the more you can prevent.’’

T
HE DUSTY desert of this part of
Kenya is a far cry from the
orchards of Kerikeri. Owen Smith
has volunteered for ShelterBox, an

international organisation that supplies
emergency shelters to disaster stricken
areas, for the past two years. He has
been to Bangladesh, Indonesia, China
and Columbia. Then, several weeks ago,
he came to Dadaab.

‘‘It is all quite different, you never
quite know what you will need to do and
what people will need.’’

As the Dadaab camp expanded,
UNHCR, which is charged with organis-
ing the area, decided to open another
extension camp to relocate refugees who
were overcrowded in older camps.

ShelterBox helped donate and put up
more than 3000 tents for this purpose. ‘‘I
was pretty impressed with what had
been achieved and how organised it was
for us to slot in and working with them.’’

But the situation Smith saw as he
supervised the operation did not fill him
with confidence. ‘‘It seems everybody is
in a no-win situation – the refugees, the
agencies and the Government. People
are going to keep going there as long as
there is a shortage of food.’’

Smith wonders whether the Somali
refugees understood exactly what they

were getting themselves into.
‘‘People don’t realise their options are

limited. The only place they can go back
to is Somalia. It’s a problem that is not
going to go away but you can only do
what you can do.’’

The more likely scenario is that they
will stay here for life.

M
ELANY MARKHAM has hope
for the world when she sees the
work going on in Dadaab.
‘‘The thing which really strikes

me is the extraordinary compassion –
you have western donors, predomin-
antly Kenyan staff and a population of
muslim Somali refugees working
together.’’

As a communication officer for
Lutheran World Federation, Markham is
charged with telling stories to the world
about the struggles of the people in the
region.

Unfortunately, it is a challenge that is
difficult to tell before it is too late.

‘‘People knew this was coming but
images of hungry children do not make
the news, it’s not until they are starv-
ing,’’ she said.

Markham began working for NGO’s
seven years ago.

She left her native Christchurch as a
16-year-old and never felt the need to re-
turn for good.

When Markham arrived in Dadaab a
few weeks ago she found that the
Kenyan people knew what they were
doing and there seemed to be a genuine
care.

‘‘Just imagine if 90,000 people arrived
within the space of five months in New

Zealand. New Zealanders are very com-
passionate people but there would still
be a backlash,’’ she said.

Her major concern for Dadaab is that
the international attention dies off even
when the fight to save lives continues.

‘‘People are still coming, it’s not so
acute but still, they need help.’’

Tale of a
refugee
camp

New arrivals: A father pours the first portion of a jerry can full of water over the head of his four-year-old son in the Dadaab refugee camp in Somalia. Photos: CHARLES ANDERSON

Long-term residents: This family has lived in Dadaab for many years. The departed: A makeshift graveyard sits right next to the living area.

H
ERE IS A FATHER pouring the
first portion of a jerry can full of
water over the head of his four-
year-old son. The boy rubs it

through his hair and lets the liquid run
over his face and drain down his long,
dusty shirt.

In Dadaab’s refugee registration cen-
tre, Abdi Hassan has sat patiently on a
wooden bench with his wife and three
children. They arrived at 6am, walking
for a week from Somalia into eastern
Kenya asking directions as they went.
They were carried by the promise that
had drifted slowly through his home
community – that there were groups
‘‘just handing out food there’’.

‘‘We are very grateful,’’ Hassan says,
‘‘even if there is no food, there is still
peace.’’

Drought and war are not novel words
in this part of Africa. They reappear
with cyclic regularity. This drought, aid
agencies say, is the worst in 60 years.
Rains failed to come. Then the crops
failed and livestock died.

The pastoralists that dominate
Somalia have little choice – stay and
starve, leave and eat. Stay and suffer the
ongoing uncertainty of country in civil
turmoil, leave and at least enjoy some
semblance of order.

About 3.7-million Somalis are faced
with that decision. Hundreds of thou-
sands are displaced and the United
Nationssays 750,000 people will die of
starvation in Somalia in the next few
months unless urgent help arrives.

But aid struggles to penetrate beyond
the boundaries of the capital Mogadishu.
The Islamist militant group Al Shabaab,
which controls the vast majority of
southern Somalia, refuses international
assistance.

The famine has now spread to six
regions of the country, with starvation
in several more areas expected to
worsen in the coming months. But few
have the means or the energy to take the
long road over the border. For most
there is no choice at all.

Hassan and his family wait for hours,
alongside the dozens of others in the cen-
tre who gradually shuffle into a beige
prefabricated building. Eventually, their
name is called. Eventually, they become
the newest official arrivals to the largest
refugee camp in the world – adding to
the 430,000 that now reside in this 50km
squared area in eastern Kenya. Blue tags
are tied around their ankles and wrists
and they are directed to a UN employee

handing out boxes of high-energy
biscuits. Hassan is unsure how to open
them. The employee takes the boxes
back off Hassan, rips the cardboard top,
pulls out two bars and peels off their
plastic packaging before handing them
to the children. They paw at them
slowly, crumbs spilling down their
fronts.

The number of new arrivals has
slowed since the early weeks of August
when the centre was overwhelmed with
up to 2000 people a day seeking Dadaab’s
sparse comforts – some plastic sheeting,
some cooking utensils, a ration card for
food and the promise of a demarcated
piece of dust in one of the area’s three
camps.

From January to September 150,000
arrived here. Forty-thousand are still to
be registered.

Dadaab, as it is known now, began
about 20 years ago. It was a small village
then, not even the province’s main cen-
tre. The reasons why it grew are the
same as why it still grows now. A few
years later later, Adan Maalim arrived
working as a medical co-ordinator for
Medecins Sans Frontieres.

‘‘Back then there were 30,000
refugees,’’ he says, ‘‘Now there are more
than 400,000. There were five organis-
ations, now there are 50.’’

What began as a single camp has
expanded, stretching out through the
brush and into the semi-arid desert.

H
ERE IS A MOTHER holding her
two-year-old son. In a hospital
situated in the camp known as
‘‘Ifo 2’’, a pink folder lies next to

the pair on a gurney. The folder con-
firms what Habiba Dayo tells me – 22
days ago she brought in Ali Osman. He
weighed 5.7kg.

Ali Osman takes hard, shallow
breaths. He does not open his eyes.

There are 20 more children just like
him with tubes dangling out of their
noses, lying alongside their mothers on
beds with coloured blankets. Light blue
mosquito nets hang overhead.

‘‘We initially planned to cater for 15 to
20 severely malnourished cases,’’ Dr
Moses Lagat says standing in the ward,

‘‘But then we had to open another tent,
and then another. Soon it became six
times what we had planned for.’’

Fifty per cent of children that arrive
in the camp are malnourished. There are
three other hospitals and several other
clinics throughout Dadaab. Those only
deal with the children that are brought
in.

Many others suffer without medical
attention. Many refugees do not even re-
alise they can get help.

This ward is to deal with those aged
six months to five years. ‘‘But we might
get a 10-year-old of the weight of a five-
year-old,’’ Dr Lagat says.

Habiba Dayo is 27 years old. She has
five other children. She is also five-
months pregnant.

In those 22-days that she has slept
next to her son, Ali Osman has gained
almost a kilogram. ‘‘He is getting better,’’
she says.

The next day one of her neighbours in
the ward goes quiet. She wraps her son
in a white sheet and carries him outside.

H
ERE IS A GRAVEYARD – a small
patch of land set aside to bury the
dead under mounds of dirt and a
scattering of bramble branches.

Many of Habiba Hassan’s family are
buried here. Each community looks after
a place like this. Over the few months
that Hassan has lived here she has
helped with more than she would care to
remember. She too is sick.

‘‘I do not normally look like this,’’ she
says. Her cheekbones protrude from a
gaunt face hiding beneath a black hibjab.

Each month, throngs of refugees line
up at the food-distribution camp. What
they are given is meant to last 28 days.

Hassan says it usually runs out after
two weeks. ‘‘If that happens we ask

around the other local families. People
come together.’’

There are about 30 mounds outside
the small tented compound. It is a
communal undertaking to give a burial.
‘‘We give a hand,’’ Hassan says, ‘‘people
come together.’’

H
ERE IS A PLACE where the hot,
dry wind blows and the dust never
settles. From 10,000 feet this space
100km from the Somalian border

suggest capability. The roofs of large rec-
tangular warehouses gleam. In another
context one might think it has a future
full of promise.

Descend slowly onto the only tarmac
in town and another image is conjured.

‘‘The end of the world and beyond,’’ as
one Israeli aid worker told me. And she
had worked in Haiti.

The future of Dadaab is linked inex-
tricably with the future of Somalia.
There are refugees who arrived 20 years
ago and have since set up a bustling mar-
ket, built houses and adapted to a new
life in a different land.

As Adan Maalim says: ‘‘Only if there
is peace they will want to go back.’’

H
ERE IS A YOUNG MAN. Ali
Maliyussef arrived in 1996 as a
child. He cannot remember the
road his family took or waiting for

his own blue tag.
But he grew up here. He went to

school and completed his studies.
As a 20-year-old he now helps inter-

preting for new refugees.
On the eve of his graduation Ali

asked his father why they came.
His father did not mention war, or

drought, ‘‘You are well educated,’’ he
said, ‘‘This is an opportunity that comes
only once.’’


