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After 10 chaotic years, Somalia tries to build a government from scratch

Washington Post 

MOGADISHU, Somalia - * Analysts warn that international help for the new government will come only if public safety is restored. Right now, there is no law in the capital of Mogadishu. Foreign visitors must pay hundreds of dollars a day for private bodyguards.

After 10 years of anarchy, Somalia is preparing to govern itself once again. A provisional government has taken up quarters in a pair of Mogadishu hotels, the corridors of power graced with potted plants and chambermaids bearing fresh sheets and towels.

The executive branch wakes up every morning in the Hotel Ramadan, one of the few public structures to survive the years of firefights in Mogadishu's battered streets. Legislators greet the day up the road at the Laf-Weyn Palace. Parliament convenes on white plastic chairs out in the annex.

"Everything has to be started from scratch," said Abdiqassim Salad Hassan, the president appointed by a transitional national assembly that gathered itself from the rubble of the nation over four months this summer. "The judiciary will be next."

Establishing a government anywhere is no easy thing, as the United States is now demonstrating. But in Somalia, a country unique in modern history for going a full decade without a central government, the undertaking takes on aspects of the miraculous.

For 10 years, the capital of this country wrapped around Africa's Horn has defied every attempt at imposing order - including the United States' readiness to help create what President George Bush briefly called the New World Order. In 1993, unruly Mogadishu helped bury that ambition when the street fighters of a local faction killed 18 U.S. soldiers in a firefight and dragged the body of one through the streets.

By 1995, after U.S. troops and then U.N. forces had withdrawn, Somalia was left to its warlords. Drawing on clan loyalties and abandoned arsenals, local militias continued what has now been a decade of battles that have destroyed civil order, contributed to famines and led to the deaths of hundreds of thousands of people.

"There are several sick states on the continent of Africa," said Babafemi Badejo, of the U.N. political office responsible for monitoring Somalia from the safety of Nairobi. "But perhaps this is the first one that entered full coma."

A nation without laws

Today this country of perhaps 8 million lacks almost every trapping of state. Its currency is printed by whoever feels like it. Passports can be had for $30 at a local market ("What would you like your place of birth to be?" a hawker asks).

And there is still no law in Mogadishu, where foreign visitors must pay $200 a day for the constant company of a half-dozen young men with AK-47s as a hedge against kidnapping or worse.

What Somalia does have is a profound public appetite for a return to governance. Long defined by civil war, the country is preoccupied by its consequences. Somalia ranks dead last in the worldwide U.N. survey of human development. When a handful of athletes made their way to the Sydney Olympic Games, the TV pool broadcast of the opening ceremony announced them by saying, "One in four Somali children fails to reach the age of 5."

"We are welcoming the honorable government," said Asia Ali Yusuf, 44, who has camped almost 11 years in an office of the party headquarters built by Mohamed Siad Barre, the country's longtime dictator. That government - overthrown in 1991 - was the last Somalia knew.


Living amid smoke from cooking fires in the corridor, and with the memories of a son and grandson killed in the years of fighting, Yusuf hopes the new government "will open schools.... We will get jobs. We will work as before."

Days after President Hassan was welcomed to Mogadishu on Aug. 30 by a crowd estimated at 100,000, he took a seat in the U.N. General Assembly during the Millennium Summit. His flight to New York was paid by members of the Arab League, which has provided most of the new government's scant initial funding.

Additional support - including $20 million promised by the United Nations - is much on the mind of senior officials here. Speaking to an American journalist, Hassan made a point of apologizing for the deaths of the U.S. soldiers killed in the U.S. intervention here. "It is not in the heritage of the Somali people to kill guests," he said.

But foreign analysts warned that foreign help for the new government will come only if the place is safe. In the last year, seven aid workers have been killed in Somalia, according to the office of U.N. Secretary-General Kofi Annan. "I think security's going to be the major yardstick," said David Stephen, Annan's representative to Somalia.

In other words, what about the warlords?

"Faction leaders," as the militia commanders prefer to be called, have occupied the hollow core of Somalia's political life for a decade. Every previous peace conference - there were 12 - centered on the warlords, and failed. When Somali business leaders organized a 13th conference in the neighboring country of Djibouti last spring, the warlords were invited, but only as part of a convocation intended to reflect the full sweep of Somali society: clan elders, educated expatriates, religious leaders and women.

The warlords declined. And when the nascent government emerged promising elections after three years, its bylaws indirectly disqualified faction leaders from holding office - by requiring, for instance, that government ministers hold a college degree.

Warlord sounds confident

"This is ... cosmetic politics, this is not reality," said Mohamed Qanyareh, who along with other faction leaders has threatened to collapse the fledgling effort. "Where, where is that government? In two hotels? I have my hotel here."

Qanyareh spread his arms to take in his militia compound. Nearby were two heavy trucks mounted with anti-aircraft guns, known as "battle wagons," plus a pair of "technicals," or Toyota pickups carrying heavy machine guns. Antennas bristled from a bunker-like building that was a Somali army headquarters before Qanyareh made it his home, five miles outside Mogadishu.

"This area is safer than living in the city, because the city has not had sanitation in 10 years," said Qanyareh, who, like other militia leaders, also keeps a home in Nairobi. He made a sour face. "Very dangerous, living in the city."

Other Somalis agree, but lacking the wherewithal to live like the warlords, they have abandoned the warlords in droves, said Somali and foreign analysts and other people interviewed here. The public consent that is most fundamental to government appears to be present in Mogadishu, where citizens watched satellite TV reports of the Djibouti negotiations for months.

"The only thing the clan (the people) wants now is a government," said Ali Iman, a co-owner of Horn Afrik, a private TV and radio station that has come to embody a significant component of the democratic trend here.

"A more subtle politics"

What Stephen, the U.N. representative, calls "a different mood, a more subtle politics" has been evident in the eight months since Horn Afrik started Mogadishu's first daily talk show: In that time, only one caller has telephoned in to denounce another clan.

More typical was the call from Ayam Mohamed, from south Mogadishu. At 17, she was too young to remember "the good things my parents tell me about government," but she could name what she expected: peace, dispute settlement, education, health, employment. "People have moved past brand loyalty to ask what (warlords) have for them," she said. "The people are actually dictating the game."

Sensing as much, the government has adopted a strategy of determined patience toward the warlords, backed by quiet strength. The 100 technicals that escorted Hassan into Mogadishu are no longer on the streets, where they might encounter warlord checkpoints. The trucks have been gathered with 80 more - almost all controlled by businessmen, who threw their allegiance from the warlords to the government - in training camps for a new national army. Uniforms are on order.

 
Meanwhile, senior officials dodge provocations, determined not to be drawn into a fight. When a general named to head a disarmament committee was assassinated at a coffee shop last month, senior officials made note of the compound the assassins returned to, but made no move to arrest the warlord who lives inside.

"Time is very much on our side," said Prime Minister Ali K. Galaydh, who once taught public administration at Syracuse University. "We'll be patient ... and we'll accommodate these individuals."

Although government jobs remain off limits to the warlords, other incentives - perhaps contracts for rebuilding the country they destroyed - might be dangled, Galaydh said.
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