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SOMALIA: Orphans in a troubled state  

The people of Somalia live in unrest. Flooding, drought, disabled government, clan wars, and wide-spread poverty afflict the population to the point that now, according to UNICEF, 43% of the population, which includes 1.4 million children, are in need of emergency assistance. Over 1 million people have been displaced due to the unstable conditions in the state. The history of Somalia led to the current issues that plague Somalis. The following essay will provide a brief overview of the history of the state of Somalia; highlight why there is an orphan problem in the state and the type of assistance Somali orphans need. 

First, Somalia gained independence from British and Italian control in 1960 (UNICEF, 2010).  Colonial legacies often keep occupied countries reliant on more developed nations long after gaining independence. After leading a coup in 1969, Muhammad Siyad Barre established an authoritarian-socialist regime in Somalia (CIA Factbook, 2010). He maintained a relatively stable regime until 1991 when the government collapsed, leading to primarily clan-based rule. The northern clans of Somalia began the revolt in their quest for independence. The area is now known as The Republic of Somaliland, and is bordered by the independent state of Puntland. Puntland and The Republic of Somaliland share a disputed border, over which Puntland wages constant war in order to expand its territory (CIA Factbook, 2010). The Kenyan government initiated a two year peace process that ended in the formation of an interim government which still struggles to form a constitution and negotiate peace with the northern resistance movement called the Alliance for the Reliberation of Somalia (CIA Factbook, 2010). The set deadline for a new constitution and a lasting peace agreement is in 2011, but little to no progress has been made in attaining peace.  Unsuccessful attempts at peace are often attributed to clans within Somalia. 
Approximately 85% of people living in Somalia are ethnically Somali, while 15% are Bantu or Arabic (CIA Factbook). The majority of the population of Somalia is Sunni Muslim.  Almost every member of society belongs to a clan built of strong family alliances.  Clan association is so powerful in Somalia that without it, an individual has no group identity and almost no access to jobs, food, housing, or other basic necessities. The clan functions as a system of organized family members who look after each other. Orphans (defined as those without known or surviving mother or father) do not know the name of the clan of which they were born; therefore it is difficult for them to succeed in the clan based society of Somalia. "Clan is everything here. You need clan to marry, to get credit, to get a bank account, to get property, to belong. Without clan, you are a nobody in society," said a worker at an orphanage in Somalia (Relief Web, 2001). In an attempt to curtail psychological issues and utter hopelessness among the children, orphanage staff members will often group children into clans by giving the group a name to identify by (Relief Web, 2001). But often times, as children grow older, they begin to realize the realities of living without a true clan identity. 

Like other predominantly Muslim countries, orphans are valued and often taken in by a family member. In fact, according to Relief Web, before the modern nation-state of Somalia, orphans were unheard of because the Muslim faith and strong clan ties required family members to take in children whose parents had died (Relief Web, 2001). However, if a woman becomes pregnant before marriage or gives birth to an illegitimate child, she may face death or abandonment by her clan. That fear of humiliation and death often leads women to abandon their babies or flee to neighboring Djibouti or Ethiopia. Sadly, under the rule of the militant leader Muhammad Siyad Barre, orphans were trained to fight in the military.

The orphans and all children in Somalia, face a difficult way of life. A life filled with war, hunger, suffering, loss and unrest. Every child in Somalia needs help to meet needs essential for life, but orphans are the most destitute because they face life without clan identity. In a society built on culture and clan association, an orphan can rarely overcome his/her circumstances. Orphans are rarely adopted because the clan system frowns upon women who do not want to give birth to their own children in order to increase the strength of the clan. Women typically adopt only if they are unable to have a child (Relief Web, 2001). With that in mind, the future of Somali orphans depends on a system that can educate them, feed them and prepare them for life in a struggling nation dependent upon clan association. 

In conclusion, orphans in Somalia need help to overcome the obstacles of life. Education plays a vital in role in helping orphans overcome those obstacles. With an education an orphan will be able to work, provide for themselves and perhaps have a family. Due to poverty, orphanages need assistance in providing security, food, shelter and medicines to young children. It is important to remember that children, whether orphaned or with a family, are the future of Somalia. 
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