
   

 

 Famine in the Horn of Africa:   
  Understanding the politics of the famine 

    

 

Over the past few months, the international news media has been inundated with urgent appeals on the 

famine in the Horn of Africa. Here in the U.S. not enough attention has been paid to it.  Many who are of  

certain age remember the famine in Ethiopia in 1974, and again in 1984.  The current famine, spread much 

wider, has been compared to that as the worst in two decades.  Using words like “catastrophic” and “biblical 

proportions” images of the famine victims are on bill boards and web pages of humanitarian organizations.   

 

This is NOT a letter requesting donations to be sent to Priority Africa Network (PAN)   

While we think it is critical to support and contribute to the famine, we at PAN believe it is equally  

important to: 

   understand the nature of the famine, its causes, 

  what is the political reality of the famine, what is at play ? 

  what do U.S. militarism and corporate land grab have to do with this famine, the environment ? 

  which are the organizations to donate to ? 

Below are resources for understanding these and a list of organizations PAN recommends if you want to  

consider making a donation. 

 

First, understanding the nature of the famine: 

 While it is known the famine is in the five countries of Ethiopia, Eritrea, Somalia, Djibouti and Sudan in 

the Horn of Africa, the epicenter is Southern Somalia. The story of Somalia is not a simple one and cannot 

be told in the framework of famine alone. The protracted conflict in Southern Somalia, U.S. foreign policy 

toward the region, lack of a national government and of course the presence of Al Shabab are all attributed 

to contributing to the worse famine in the country’s history.  

 

 The politicization of the famine has created direct obstacles to 

accessing badly needed resources for famine relief. The U.S. 

government has not paid much attention to a development 

agenda in the region, because its priority in the region is 

“fighting terrorism” or the frequently sited " al-Qaeda suspect 

agents of Al-Shabab".  

 

 This famine, and other humanitarian emergencies in Africa are being used as a justification for increased 

U.S. military presence and operations of the Africa Command (AfriCom). Officially        recognized in 

October 2008, AfriCom expands US military presence in Africa by shifting humanitarian resources from 

civilians to military personnel.  It essentially represents the militarization of U.S. Foreign Policy on Africa.  

President Bush said AfriCom would enhance US efforts to help bring peace and security to the people of 

Africa and promote our common goals of development, health, education, democracy and economic 

growth in Africa." As Horace Campbell says, "Africom presents itself as an agent for development, 

diplomacy and security." Link here to read more from Pambazuka’s Africom Watch  

 

Read “Somalia: Economies of War”  

AfricaFocus Bulletin describes the   

politics of  conflict and famine. 

http://www.pambazuka.org/en/category/Africom/
http://www.africafocus.org/docs11/som1111.php
http://www.africafocus.org/docs11/som1111.php


 Migration: when there is famine or draught, populations migrate in 

large numbers. The number of Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs) 

has increased considerably as has the number of refugees within the 

countries in the Horn of Africa and beyond.  Kenya for example is 

recording the highest number of Somali refugees in the country. 

Read AfricaFocus Report “Somalia, Refugees & Camps.  
 

 Environment: There is no doubt that the scale of drought is the result both of global and local factors.  

Climate change is producing more and more extreme weather events, making vulnerable areas in 

Africa even more vulnerable. There has been no organized agricultural  policy in Somali for over 10 

years—severely impacting food security and family resources. A report on the subject which "links human

-caused land degradation, including deforestation, to intensified drought" proposes "the best hope in the 

short-term is food aid and logistical support, but in the longer term, dry-land reforestation efforts may help 

improve food security." Read more on the work of La Via Campasina Africa 

on land protection against degradation and corporate takeovers."   

 

 Speaking of land rights, massive acres of land throughout Africa have 

been sold to foreign investors and other countries.  No other country is 

blamed more for this than Ethiopia.  In an article in Pambazuka News, Esther 

Vivas writes:  Ethiopia, one of the countries affected by the current famine, 

has    offered three million hectares of arable land to foreign investors in  

India, China, Pakistan, and Saudi Arabia, among others……...2,500 km2 of virgin productive land at 

700 Euros per month, with a contract for 50 years. This is, for example, the agreement reached between 

the Ethiopian government and the Indian company Karuturi Global, one of the 25 largest global agribusi-

nesses which uses these lands for the cultivation of oil palm, rice, sugar cane, corn and cotton for export. 

The consequences: thousands of peasants and indigenous people expelled from their lands, precisely those 

who suffer most from hunger and lack of food, as well as vast tracts of forests cut down and burned.”   

Read the Special Investigation Report from the Oakland Institute on Understanding Land Investment 

Deals in Africa.  

 

*********** 

ACTION PLAN: After reading the above and understanding the reality of famine is not a simple one, it is  

impossible to then sit and do nothing. Over the past few weeks, PAN has received numerous calls and  

requests for recommendations of organizations to donate to. There are of course a number of international         

organizations that provide direct or indirect assistance for famine relief including the U.N. Among them are 

Oxfam, Medecins Sans Frontieres/Doctors Without Borders, and Islamic Relief Worldwide. 

 

For those of us in the Bay Area we have direct experience and know the effectiveness of 

The Global Fund for Women, you can contact them directly or go to their donation page. 

They have direct relationships with trusted Somali-run organizations that have a 

long track record in advancing human rights, peace-building, economic development, 

food security, and good governance. 

 

Listen to a  short interview with  

Sally Healy Associate Fellow of the 

African Program at Chatham House 

on the links of the famine and        

terrorism in Somalia 

Priority Africa Network is a Bay-Area based Africa advocacy and education organization.    
Thanks to: William Minter of AfricaFocus & Firoze Manji of Pambazuka 

 

Nunu Kidane, Director 

PAN Board Members: Cornelius Moore, Derethia DuVal (Dr.), Gerald Lenoir, John Iversen,  Rev. Kelvin Sauls,  

Muadi Mukenge, Phillip Machingura, Sarah Dotlich & Walter Turner  
www.priorityafrica.org 

http://www.africafocus.org/docs11/som1107b.php
http://viacampesinaafrica.blogspot.com/
http://www.pambazuka.org/en/category/comment/76094
http://www.pambazuka.org/en/category/comment/76094
http://www.oaklandinstitute.org/update-understanding-land-investment-deals-africa-special-investigation
http://www.oaklandinstitute.org/update-understanding-land-investment-deals-africa-special-investigation
http://www.unicefusa.org/?gclid=CLCxu4nExKwCFekaQgodIjCwrg
http://www.oxfam.org/
http://www.doctorswithoutborders.org/
http://www.islamic-relief.com/wherewework/9-SO-somalia.aspx
http://www.globalfundforwomen.org/
https://org2.democracyinaction.org/o/6174/t/12465/content.jsp?content_KEY=4869
http://www.newint.org/blog/radio-ni/2011/11/15/famine-horn-of-africa-somalia/?utm_medium=ni-email&utm_source=message&utm_campaign=na-enews-2011-11-17
http://www.newint.org/blog/radio-ni/2011/11/15/famine-horn-of-africa-somalia/?utm_medium=ni-email&utm_source=message&utm_campaign=na-enews-2011-11-17
http://www.globalfundforwomen.org/
http://www.priorityafrica.org/

