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Canada boasts a significant portion of 
the Somali diaspora, one of the largest in the world. So 
if any community were to mobilize in response to the 
recent crisis hitting the East African nation, it would be 
in places like Toronto, Calgary, and other major cities 
across the country. Support for Somalia has come in 
various forms, from fundraising at subway stations, 
symbolic walks from one city to another, to dinners 
and BBQs that build awareness. At the forefront of this 
cause are the young people 
who have been rallying 
others to take action.

According to Ahmed Hussen, 
national president of the 
Canadian Somali Congress, 
Somalia has been going 
through the worst drought 
in 60 years. The drought in 
itself is a natural occurrence 
that’s been affecting much of 
East Africa, including Kenya 
and Ethiopia. However, the 
famine is especially present 
in Somalia due to factors both 
environmental and political.

Efforts to combat the 
famine have been stymied 
by the presence of the rebel 
group Al-Shabab, who have only made it difficult for 
aid groups to send relief. The political and militant 
faction, which means “The Youth” in Arabic, controls 
much of the south eastern regions of the country and 
is even believed to be linked to Al-Qaeda. Since the 
famine, the rebel faction has been losing popularity 
among the local population and drawing the ire of 
the international community, as the plight is heaviest 
in Al-Shabab-controlled areas, such as the Lower 
Shabelle, Mogadishu, and Bakool regions.

Many consider groups like Al-Shabab to be partly 
responsible for the situation to reach such dire 
extremes. “What have turned this into a famine are 
man-made institutions and governments,” says 
Hussen, commenting on the political struggles that 
afflict the country. During the crisis, Al- Shabab 
banned UN support and aid groups out of fear that 
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the foreign presence would undermine their authority. 
When the faction did allow aid into their territory, they 
charged fees upwards to $10,000.

On the flip side, one thing that’s been demonstrated 
is the solidarity that’s developed within the Somali-
Canadian community over the past two decades. 
During the early 1990s, Somali- Canadians couldn’t 
focus as much attention to the problems their home 

country was going through, 
as they were faced with 
the same obstacles that 
many new immigrants 
dealt with when they first 
arrived here. But now 
that Somalis are more 
established in Canada 
than they were nearly 
20 years ago, they have 
been taking swift action to 
deliver aid to the affected 
regions. “The community 
has been fantastic,” 
says Hussen when 
asked about the type of 
support that’s been given. 
Nevertheless, there still 
remain challenges that he 
and other organizations 
face when trying to garner 
support from Canadians 

as a whole. Since the famine has occurred during 
a recession and global economic downturn, he 
explains, people have been reluctant to donate. 
Regardless, considerable effort has been made by 
the youth in the community. Hussen stresses the 
importance of young people taking action. “[Young 
people] have a lot of energy,” he explains. “Normally 
they have taken a backseat, but it’s great to see 
them exercise leadership.” Sure, we could raise tons 
of money and make a lot of noise for Somalia, but 
at the end of the day that would simply be putting a 
band aide on an open wound. “In addition to relief, 
we need to think about long term solutions,” says 
Hassen. A stabilized government, a return of the rule 
of law, and democracy are what Somalia truly need 
at this point, and as Hassen points out, Canada has 
a good history of advocating that.


