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[Cairo]  Dina and Salma were eight and 

six-years-old when they were kicked 

out of their home because there was no 

money to pay the rent. 

 ÒOur mom used to make money by 

bringing men home, and then, when they 

left, she would just hit us with sticks and 

branches,Ó Dina told The Media Line. 

ÒThen, one day she never came back. We 

donÕt know what happened to her.Ó

 Dina, now 13, and Salma, 11, are two 

of EgyptÕs street children, whose num-

bers are estimated anywhere between 

90,000 and 1 million.  

 The Egyptian government admits that 

the number of street children is on the 

rise, and in 2003 adopted a new national 

strategy for the protection and rehabili-

tation of street children, which tasked 

the National Council for Childhood and 

Motherhood (NCCM) with coordinating 

the efforts of NGOs and relevant gov-

ernmental organizations.

The NCCM led the drafting of key 

amendments to EgyptÕs Child Law to 

alter the recognition of street children 

as victims and at-risk rather than being 

viewed, as is the common perception at 

the moment, as deviants or criminals. 

But the national strategy has yet to be-

come operational in the form of an ac-

tion plan. 

 Egyptian Minister of State for Fam-

ily and Population Moshira Khattab said 

last month that the number of births in 

Egypt was increasing, and attributed the 

phenomenon to illegal marriages, involv-

ing underage girls, which in turn fueled 

the existence of street children and child 

labor, adding to a national population 

growing by 1.5 million every year. The 

okpkuvgt" uckf" Þijvkpi" uejqqn" ftqrqwvu"
was one of the most effective ways to 

eliminate street children and other prob-

lems such as underage marriage.

 But some argue that the government 

is barking up the wrong tree and needs to 

address the core problem - poverty. 

 ÒIf we look at the increasing number 

of street children in Egypt, it doesnÕt 

work,Ó Manal Tibe, director of the Egyp-

tian Center for Housing Rights told The 

Media Line. Ò[The government] strategy 

is working on the current street children 

who already exist on the street but it 

doesnÕt prevent the potential possibility 

of other street children. We donÕt prevent 

or eliminate the roots of this phenome-

non like eliminating poverty or correct-

ing the education system in Egypt.Ó

 ÒIf you donÕt eliminate poverty, you 

will always have street children,Ó she 

said. ÒNo number of governmental agen-

cies and NGOs will be able to look out 

for this number of children.Ó 

 ÒEarly marriage is not the problem 

either,Ó Manal argued. ÒPoverty is the 

problem. We donÕt have early marriage 

in Egypt because the age has risen. Many 

donÕt marry until their 30s because of the 

economic circumstances.Ó 

ÒIf you talk about one million street 

children in Egypt, who will marry and 

have children, they will send them to 

the streets with completely different 

norms and values to the society,Ó Tibe 

gzrnckpgf0" ÑKv" yknn" ecwug" c" eqpàkev" kp"
society itself, because the rehabilitation 

institution does not develop alternatives 

for these children to become respected 

people in the community. There is no 

way but crime.Ó

 EgyptÕs Child Law was amended in 

2008 to protect children from being stig-

matized as criminals by holding parents 

legally responsible for their childrenÕs 

behavior. While it may seem like an ob-

vious move, Save the Children in Egypt 

said that in the past, thousands of such 

children were arrested, by virtue of be-

ing on the street alone, and were sent to 

detention centers without appropriate 

protection.  

But while new measures are slowly 

being introduced, understanding how to 

tackle the problem remains a tricky and 

complex issue. 

ÒCauses are multiple and interrelated,Ó 

Abdel-Rahman Ghandour a UNICEF 

spokesman for the MENA region told 

The Media Line. ÒThey include poverty, 

rural migration, bad housing, school 

dropout, violence against children and 

others. Children living in the street are 

affected by a combination of mutually 

reinforcing protection risks such as child 

ncdqt." vtchÞemkpi." eqpàkev" ykvj" vjg" ncy"
and abuse.Ó 

 A government survey in 2009 sug-

gested that 42 percent of street chil-

dren in Egypt are school dropouts, and 

30 percent had never attended school 

at all. Many are ignorant about health, 

hygiene, and nutrition and deprived of 

services. As children living on the fringe 

subsist on an inadequate diet, they are 

often malnourished and most of them 

are illiterate. 

 ÒThe phenomenon is, by its nature, 

gzvtgogn{" fkhÞewnv" vq"ogcuwtg.Ò" jg" gz-

plained, Òas classical information gath-

ering exercises such as households sur-

veys, are not designed to capture their 

situation. Moreover, being in the street 

is a status offence for children in several 

countries in the region.Ó

 According to UNICEF, a street child 

is Òany child that lives, works, and sleeps 

in the streets.Ó Some of them, after beg-

ging or vending on the streets, will return 

home at the end of the day and contribute 

their earnings to the family income. But 

others will live and work on the street 

and are destitute without help from their 

families.  

Yjgp" Fkpc" cpf" Ucnoc" ygtg" Þtuv"
evicted from their house, they initially 

planned to beg and earn a few pounds 

daily, enough for a meal and a couple 

of sandwiches a day. They moved to 

downtown Cairo when they were 11 and 

8, but after seeing other street children 

raped and beaten they moved to a differ-

ent area. 

ÒWe had a few hundred pounds we 

had saved, but didnÕt know what to do 

to make money,Ó they said. ÒThen a nice 

man told us that we could buy bread from 

the government and sell it to people at a 

higher price. So thatÕs what we did.Ó

They set up shop in Zamalek and made 

what they called a home for themselves 

along the banks of the Nile. They had a 

tarp that was buttressed by two logs and 

gxgp"jcf"c"nkvvng"rkv"hqt"c"Þtg"vq"dqkn"ycvgt"
and cook small foodstuffs. 

 ÒWe were alright, but then the police 

came and found us and started to de-

mand we pay them,Ó Dina said pointing 

to the other side of the river where they 

stayed. ÒWe had about LE 3,000 saved 

up, but had to give them 500 or they 

would have hurt us. This is when we de-

cided to leave.Ó 

Today, Dina and Salma have a garden 

to call home. It is a rundown, abandoned 

houseboat, and they have a little shel-

ter with wooden walls taken from the 

house. 

 

Nobody bothers them, they say.

 ÒSometimes I hear people shout at us to 

take a shower, but we havenÕt been in a 

bathroom since we were with our mom. 

It is okay, we have the river,Ó Salma says 

rqkpvkpi" vq" vjg"owtm{"ycvgt"Þnngf"ykvj"
àqcvkpi"ictdcig0

ÒHere, we have been able to save up 

a lot of money because there are more 

people buying our bread,Ó Dina says. ÒI 

hope that when I turn 16 I can get us a 

uocnn" àcv" uqogyjgtg" ejgcr" cpf"Ucnoc"
can go to school while I get a job.Ó

Benjamin Joffe-Walt 

The Media Line

W
hen one thinks of 

secret, reclusive 

nations, North Ko-

rea comes to mind. 

When repressive 

regimes are being discussed around the 

coffee table, Burma, Saudi Arabia and 

Zimbabwe often get discussed. But an-

alysts and human rights advocates say 

the tiny, forgotten East African nation 

of Eritrea is equally deserving of both 

titles.

Qpg" qh" vjg" oquv" fkhÞewnv" vq" ceeguu"
nations on earth, reporting on Eritrea 

is like trying to see through a wall. 

Tourists are rarely allowed in, political 

or civil society organizations are non-

existent within the country and calling 

an Eritrean to speak about the situation 

is likely to endanger their lives. But 

Eritrean activists, both inside the coun-

try and in exile, claim Eritrea is in the 

midst of a unnoticed, severe humanitar-

ian crises.

ÒThe humanitarian situation in the 

country is alarming,Ó Mussie Hadgu, an 

Eritrean human rights activist, told The 

Media Line. ÒThe majority of the Eri-

trean households have been suffering 

from hunger and do not have the means 

to cope with the effects of drought and 

other economic and social problems.Ó

ÒThere are some families that stay 

without eating for one to two or more 

days,Ó Hadgu said. ÒSome families eat 

once per day and yet the one meal per 

day constitutes a small portion of the 

meal that is consumed in normal situ-

ations.Ó

ÒWhen I say meal I am not making 

reference to the meal that is provided 

in normal situation,Ó Hadgu continued. 

ÒSome families divide what is supposed 

to be one meal in normal times into 

three 2-3 meals, giving only small piec-

es of ÒKichaÓ to the children at various 

intervals throughout the day.Ó

ÒThe drought has a great negative im-

pact on the animals due to the shortage 

of pasture,Ó Hadgu said. ÒThe absence 

of animals has caused the population to 

suffer from malnutrition. The most af-

fected groups are children, lactating and 

pregnant women, and the big number of 

severely malnourished children referred 

to the health facilities for therapeutic 

feeding is a clear indicator of the seri-

ousness of the humanitarian situation.Ó

Hadgu said begging and forced mi-

gration is common throughout the 

country.

ÒThe reduction in the quality and 

quantity of food consumed is one of the 

coping strategies adopted by the affect-

ed households,Ó Hadgu said. ÒBut when 

the only meager resources are being ex-

hausted and the people are in a situation 

where there are no means for accessing 

food by any means, at this point they 

resort to begging activities.Ó

ÒBegging is done in two ways,Ó 

Hadgu continued. ÒMigrating to areas 

which have harvested some crops dur-

ing the last season: Whole families and 

even entire villages migrated during the 

last harvest time to neighboring areas 

or even to far areas extending as far 

as about 350 kilometres. Migration is 

done mostly on foot, begging on their 

way from village to village until they 

reach the last destination where to settle 

temporarily.Ó

ÒThe second is migrating to towns,Ó 

Hadgu explained. ÒWhole families mi-

grate to the towns and they camp and 

engage in begging activities in, and 

around, the churchesÕ and mosquesÕ 

rtgokugu0"Vjg"àwz"qh"dgiikpi"hcoknkgu"
into the urban centers has added to the 

ever increasing numbers of beggars in 

the towns due to rising poverty level in 

the towns.Ó

Tesfamariam Tekeste, a senior Eri-

trean diplomat, argued that interna-

tional food aid was not necessary and 

had many negative consequences on the 

recipient society.

Eritrea has already told the food dist 

agencies that Eritrea doesnÕt need food 

aid,Ó he told The Media Line. ÒFood aid 

in a normal situation cripples a society 

and the mentality of people. People stop 

praying for rain and start praying for 

rain in the donor countries.Ó

ÒFood aid had become an industry in 

Eritrea,Ó Tekeste said. ÒIt leads to lots 

of corruption, theft and bureaucracy 

and creates dependency when people 

need to learn to work.Ó

ÒWe have the land, we have the water, 

we have the manpower,Ó he continued. 

ÒWhat we need is farming equipment, 

fertilizer, seed and other technology.Ó

ÒFood aid should be in a disaster situ-

ation for elderly people who really need 

it, like what happened in Haiti or Chile, 

then we will ask for food aid,Ó Tekeste 

concluded. ÒFor now the international 

community should be encouraging us. 

We are making our living ourselves.Ó

But various human rights groups have 

accused the government of expropriat-

ing crops from households that were 

able to harvest some crops, imposing 

restrictions on the crop trade, forcing 

certain farmers to resettle, criminalizing 

begging, preventing nutrition surveys 

and refusing to allow international aid 

agencies to work freely in the country.

ÒThe cause of the famine is mainly 

the wrong and destructive policies of 

the government,Ó Elsa Chyrum, Direc-

tor of the Eritrean Human Rights Con-

cern, a London-based Eritrean human 

rights organization, told The Media 

Line. ÒOne of the government policies 

that have caused poverty and famine are 

the tying up of the productive segment 

of the population in the endless national 

service with no payment.Ó

Gtkvtgcp"ogp" ctg" hqtegf" kpvq" kpfgÞ-

nite military service. Human rights ac-

tivists say may of these soldiers have 

been killed in EritreaÕs various wars, 

killed trying to escape the country, or 

are in prison for refusing to serve or 

various political reasons. Among those 

who are not killed and allowed to return 

home, a large number have HIV or have 

suffered serious trauma, be it from tor-

ture or prolonged military service.

A compounding factor in the famine 

has been overpopulation and defores-

tation, particularly in the highly-pop-

ulated mountainous highlands of the 

country.

ÒThe increase of population has re-

sulted in a decrease in land holdings, 

lack of or little grazing lands, diminish-

kpi"vjg"eqorngogpvct{"dgpgÞv"vjcv"ycu"
obtained from animal production,Ó Chy-

rum said. ÒThe animals provide the en-

ergy needed for the ploughing the land 

and serve as pack animals. They also 

provide milk, meat and other products 

that are useful to the households and 

serve as security and insurance during 

geqpqoke"fkhÞewnvkgu0"Kp"vjg"rcuv"fwtkpi"
droughts, the vegetation and availabil-

ity of pasture or some trees on which 

animals could graze, had enabled some 

of the animals to survive and provide 

food to the households even at hard 

times enabling the households to main-

tain their resilience from the effect of 

the drought. Nowadays this is no more 

the case.Ó

Abdinasir Mohamed Guled

The Media Line 

 

[Mogadishu, Somalia]  In a street in 

north Mogadishu, three young kids squat 

near a decomposing human body as dogs 

run to and fro. 

When Al-Shabab insurgents erupted 

on the Somali scene three years ago, most 

people welcomed them, hoping their Is-

lam would restore peace and bring better 

tidings to this east African nation that 

jcu"dggp"vqtp"d{"eqpàkev"ukpeg"3;;30"
But the ascension of Al-Shabab, fol-

lowers of strict Saudi Arabian-inspired 

Wahhabi interpretation of Islam, have 

forcibly imposed their intolerant reli-

gious laws across the large swaths of the 

country they control. 

Already worn down by unstable gov-

ernment, continuous violence, famine, 

kpàcvkqp" cpf" gxgp" rktce{." vjg" Uqoc-

lis, most of whom practice a moderate 

UwÞ"hqto"qh" Kunco."ctg" hcekpi"tgnkikqwu"
repression reminiscent of the Taliban 

rule in Afghanistan. The Al-Shabab, al-

vjqwij" pqv" qhÞekcnn{" kp" rqygt." ykfgn{"
wug"gzgewvkqpu."àqiikpiu"cpf"vjtgcvu" vq"
force their Islam on the population. It 

has banned all forms of entertainment, 

forced women to wear heavy veils and 

even dictated menÕs hair styles. The vio-

lence in the streets has had a particularly 

harsh impact on children.  

Pediatricians say young children in 

Mogadishu are experiencing stress be-

ecwug" vjg{" ctg" ykvpguukpi" jqttkÞe" ko-

ages like dogs ravaging corpses in the 

streets or are constantly subject to loud 

explosions. 

ÒMost of the children we treat are not 

sick with disease but are suffering from 

stress,Ó

Pediatrician Mohamud Ahmed told 

The Media Line. ÒTheir parents tell us 

the kids have frequent nightmares be-

cause of the terrible images they see,Ó he 

says, as two women with young children 

wait patiently for his treatment.

About half the population of Mogadi-

ujw"jcu"àgf"vjgkt"jqogu0"Vjg"ekv{"kvugnh"
is torn between the failing Transitional 

Federal Government and rival warlords. 

Al-Shabab is the dominant group in its 

quest to topple the Western-back gov-

ernment and impose strict Islamic law 

nationwide but faces competition from 

UwÞ"itqwru"yjq"uggm"c"oqtg"oqfgtcvg"
form of Islam. 

 Daily, Al-Shabab launches attacks 

on security forces, civilians, aid work-

ers and peacekeepers. Sports activities, 

cinemas and weddings featuring jazz 

- once a main source of amusement for 

the impoverished country - have all been 

banned on the pretense they were un-

Islamic. But it is also an effort to lure the 

subsequently disgruntled, bored and un-

employed youth into their ranks. 

 ÒIÕm sure their behavior cannot be 

commendable in the eyes of the Soma-

lis,Ó Abdinur Naleye, a Somali universi-

ty lecturer in Mogadishu told The Media 

Line. ÒHow can they please the Soma-

lis while they are massacring them and 

forcing on them something they donÕt 

want?Ó

 Women became the main target of the 

drive to implement harsh laws, by bar-

ring them from working and ordering 

them to wear ÔKakiÕ type veils and skirts 

covering the entire body. They risked be-

kpi"àqiigf"kh"vjg{"fgh{"vjgug"qtfgtu0"
 Rebels have also ordered men and 

women to travel on separate buses, a rul-

ing that did not sit well with most So-

malis. Later, they decreed that men and 

women were allowed to travel in one 

cart, but prohibited them from sharing 

a bench.

 ÒWhat Al-Shabab is doing is awful,ÕÓ 

Abshiro Hussein, 60, tells The Media 

Line at a bus station in Mogadishu. ÒWe 

have been living here for years, but nev-

er experienced anything like their unac-

ceptable rules,Ó she added, citing execu-

tions and ad-hoc court rulings.

 Hussein says that she was beaten for 

wearing a soft textile usually worn by el-

derly Somali women. 

 Sheikh Nor Barud ÔGurhan,Õ chair-

man of SomaliaÕs religious leaders, said 

many of Al-ShababÕs verdicts are illegal 

and even those that are lawful can, by 

both Islamic and international law, only 

be implemented by a government.  

 ÒAccording to the Islam, no group 

can carry out the sentences that they are 

implementing,Ó Gurhan, told The Media 

Line via phone from Nairobi, Kenya. 

ÒOnly governments can mete out sen-

tences. What they are doing is out of ig-

norance of the Islamic religion.Ó 

Somali religious leaders who asked 

not to be named said the rebels have 

established ad-hoc courts in the territo-

ries under their control, where self-pro-

claimed judges sentence whomever they 

suspect as their enemy to death, amputa-

tions or death by stoning. 

Somalis had often sought solace in 

jazz music at weddings and youngsters 

frequented cinemas as a favorite past 

time. Both these activities have been 

criminalized in the areas under the mili-

tantsÕ control and many Somalis feel 

they are being mentally suffocated. 

 ÒI feel like IÕm under arrest,Ó Ab-

duqadir Osman, 18, tells The Media 

Line as he sits bored at his house. ÒWe 

have no cinemas, no football or any en-

tertainment.Ó 

Al-Shabab enforcers twice beat Os-

man because of his hairstyle which did 

not conform to a modest religious style. 

The rebels have ordered men to shave 

moustaches but not their beards. Those 

who violate these rulings will become a 

target of their justice system. 

 Sheikh Ibrahim, a senior Al-Shabab 

qhÞekcn." vqnf" tgrqtvgtu" vjcv" ogp" ujqwnf"
also Òcut the pants to the knee,Ó in refer-

ence to a trendy style worn by Somali 

men.  

Recently, Al-Shabab ordered a ban 

on English and science teachers in some 

schools in areas under their control. 

 ÒTheyÕre destroying our culture and 

its origins,Ó Abdinacim Abdi, a Somali 

student based in Mogadishu told The 

Media Line. He also levied criticism at 

the weak TFG. ÒThe so-called govern-

ment also does nothing, except collect 

money from around the world.Ó

 Teachers say recruit-hungry insurgent 

units have decimated their classrooms 

as they entice youth to join their ÒjihadÓ 

holy war. 

 ÒWe have very severe problems now. 

We see our students being lured into 

war,Ó a principal at a Mogadishu school, 

who asked not to be named, told The 

Media Line. ÒWe canÕt even ask them to 

leave the kids alone and allow them to 

be just pupils, because they will accuse 

us of being enemies of Islam, and may 

kill you.Ó

 During the time of the ousted war-

lords, Somalis were vocal about their 

politics in tea shops, but now, anyone 

who criticizes the militants will be de-

scribed as an apostate and killed. 

 ÒFreedom has already gone,Ó Abdi-

aziz Africa, a journalist at government 

run Radio Mogadishu says.  

ÒThe Islamists have knives to kill all 

the innocents. They consider all people 

yjq"ctg"pqv"nkmg"vjgo"vq"dg"kpÞfgnu"cpf"
non-Muslim, and authorize to shed their 

blood for no reason,Ó Africa says, dis-

playing text messages with death threats 

on his mobile phone.

" Fq¦gpu" qh" lqwtpcnkuvu" jcxg" àgf" vjg"
country after receiving threats, mainly 

from Al-Shabab militants. Before the 

rebels seized control, local radio sta-

tions used to air balanced reports, giving 

a voice to all sides, but rampant killing 

have brought about a compulsory bias.

 The main obstacle to advancing the 

rebelsÕ strict imposition of ShariÕa is a 

group called Ahlu Sunna Waljamaca, a 

oqfgtcvg"UwÞ"itqwr"vjcv"uvctvgf"Þijvkpi"
the strict Wahhabi ShariÕa. The group 

managed to force A-Shabab out of the 

Galgadud region, making it peaceful and 

stable. 

" ÑYgÔtg" eqookvvgf" vq" Þijvkpi" vjqug"
who are lying against the Islamic reli-

gion,Ó Sheikh Abdullahi Sheikh Abu-

Yusuf, spokesman of Ahlu Sunna Walja-

maca told The Media Line. 

Human-rights groups accuse the war-

ring sides of violating rights of innocent 

people.

 ÒNo side cares about human life,Ó Ali 

Yasin Gedi, vice chairman of the Moga-

dishu-based Elman rights group told The 

Media Line. ÒWe call for them to respect 

the innocent.Ó

Egypt plagued with street children 

Cairo struggling with alarming number of homeless children

The forgotten famine

The most under-reported nation on earth may be starving

Somalis fraught under a Taliban-Style rule

Somalis are being bogged down by rampant violence and debilitating religious edicts
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