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Yemen needs more foreign aid to protect
Somali refugees, says Al-Qirbi

By: Hamed Thabet

SANA'A, MAY, 20 — In the first four months of this year alone, more than 16,000 pecple
crossed the Guif of Aden to Yemen, hoping to find safety and a better life, said Antonio

Guterres, the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, which is known as
UNHCR.

Yemen, a regular landing point for boats from the Horn of Africa, is considered by many as
a temporary destination on the way to richer Gulf States. However, there are over 117,000
registered refugees living permanently in Yemen, with the majority coming from Saomalia.

Yemen has traditionally maintained an open-door policy towards refugees, particularly
those from Somalia and is hosting a substantial Somali refugee community in accordance
with the 1951 refugee protocol, said Abu Baker Al-Qirbi, the Minister of Foreign Affairs.

According to the UNHCR, nearly all Somalis enter the country from Yemen's coastal areas
by paying smugglers to ferry them by boat. During their fiight to supposed safety, many
refugees are abused, raped or even killed by the human traffickers whom they pay to
transport them to Yemen.

Each one of these Somali refugees says that they just want to have a good and safe life in
Yemen and they look forward to finding work here. They also hope that one day peace will
replace war in their homeland, added UNHCR. Many of the refugees drown in the sea
because smugglers force them to leave the boat in deep places or turn over the boat it
self. “Mass media is blaming the Yemeni government for the drowning deaths of the
peaple that try to enter the county via smugglers across the Red Sea," said Al-Qirbi. "The
mass media forgot the Yemeni government's role in saving and protecting the refugees.”

More than a million Somalis are facing hazardous situations while immigrating to Yemen
ilegally, according to Guterres.

In light of the considerable resources required to respond these challenges, Yemen has

repeatedly requested more support and assistance from the international community and
the Gulf countries, said Al-Qirbi.

International agencies, including the UNHCR, have joined Yemen in the call for increased
international attention and resources to support the needs of those making the crossing

and to establish a strategy for reducing the number of persons making the hazardous the
journey.

Al-Qirbi said that Yemen is paying great attention to the Somali civil war in order to solve
problems there, which would be beneficial for both Yemen and Somalia. “Two-thirds of the

movement [on record] is comprised of Somalis, most of them from South Central region,”
said Guterres.

The UNHCR has a responsibility to assist governments in identifying and protecting
refugees within migratory flows, said Guterres. The UNHCR joined with governments to
uphold the rights and protect the welfare of people moving for reasons unrelated to
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exploitation, both in the course of their journey and following their arrival, he explained. As
a part of that effort, the UNHCR initiated a Protection Challenges Dialogue last December.
It asked for participation from the widest range of governments and other partners to
examine the issue of refugee protection amidst wider migration movements, said
Guterres.

“To date in 2008, the rate of persons arriving in Yemen from departure points in the Horn
[of Africa], has doubled that of 2007, despite the fact that 2007 had been significantly
busier than 2006, with a total of 29,000 persons arriving versus 22,000 the year before,"
said Guterres. "Quite simply, more and more people are risking their lives to get to
Yemen.”

Refugees are driven to move by war and persecution but also because of environmental
degradation, climate change and extreme deprivation. These causes are increasingly
interlinked and frequently more than one is required to explain an individual’s flight from
their home country.

Those people making the crossing to Yemen have multiple reasons for doing so and need
international protection from both their home governments and the risks they face during
their flight.

The government of Yemen extends recognition to Somali refugees and the government's
response to the needs of individuals in migratory movements has gained recognition from
a wide variety of international sources.

Increased access to international protection, health and education services and livelihood
in the Horn of Africa would offer alternatives to some of those currently risking their lives to
get to Yemen. The international community needs to inform people about the dangers of
the journey and prosecute smugglers, ideally before they leave home, but also in transit
countries, noted Al-Qirbi.

"We need to step efforts at the departure points to discourage those crossings that can be
avoided," agreed Guterres.
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Somali refugees need more care
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A regional conference is to be held in Sana’a to discuss refugee’s protection and international
migration. The UNHCR backed regional conference is to be attended by high commissioner of
the United Nations for refugees affairs and will bring together senior level government
officials from Djibouti, Ethiopia, Somalia (including Somaliland and Puntland), Yemen and
the Gulf Cooperation countries, as well as representatives from the African Union, the EC, UN
agencies, non-governmental organizations and civil society representatives.

The gathering seeks to create a regional mechanism and a strategy to protect retfugees and
mixed migration in the region. Also the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
(UNHCR) Antonio Guterres paid a visit to Kharaz refugees camp and al-Basatten slum in
Aden to meet with Somalis and Ethiopians who arrived in Yemen after making the hazardous
journey across the Gulf of Aden in search of protection or a better life. This was positive news.

The question is whether the conference will work for improving the living of the refugees and
provide them with the necessary needs to survive and how particularly that the majority of the
refugees live in urban areas rather than in the refugees camps.

Can the conterence deal with the problem of torturing, harassing and killing the refugees in
their routs to refuge? Can it protect them against the corrupted officers and soldiers in the
borders of Djibouti and Saudi Arabia?

Can the conference make sure that poor refugees like Habyba Gurea and her three kids would
be given enough food, blankets and mattresses to be able to survive?

What is more important is when will the international community interfere to stop long lasted
civil war in Somalia?

Most of the Somali refugees in Yemen confirm that the main reason behind their migration to
Yemen was for security purpose rather than economic. They also assure that they knew about
the hazardous journey across the Gulf of Aden, though they accept its risks because they had
no other option. The other option is to die in their beds in Somalia.

The UNHCR admitted that more than 15, 000 refugees have arrived in Yemen since the
beginning of this year only and here we ask why only 9.000 refugees live in Kharaz refugees
camp? Is it because there is no enough food or because of malpractices and complications they
face when they seek to the camp?

Why only women and children that cannot travel to the urban areas accept to live in the camp?
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These questions are put before the conference and before the United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) Antdnio Guterres who is visiting the country currently.

We published stories about the miseries of the Somali refugees in Kharaz camp and in the
routes to Yemen and gave live examples in our last issue.

We wish the officials in charge had read and took actions to reform the situations otherwise
conferences or visits are in vain.
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The Regional Conference on Refugee Protection and International Migration is to be held in
the capital Sana’a from May 19-20, according to a statement issued by the UNHCR website.

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) Antonio Guterres is to attend the
opening of the UNHCR-backed Regional Conference.

Mr. Guterres commenced a five-day mission to Yemen on May 14 to assess the agency’s
efforts to help refugees and internally displaced persons first-hand. On May 15. Guterres paid
a visit to Kharaz refugee camp to meet with Somalis and Ethiopians who arrived in Yemen
after making the hazardous journey across the Gulf of Aden in search of protection or a better
life.

“The High Commissioner is to visit UNCHR offices in Sana’a and Aden, along with the
Kharaz retugee camp. He will also talk to urban refugees in Basateen in Aden and stop at
UNHCR reception centres on Yemen’s southern coastline.” according to the statement.

However, when the Yemen Observer attempted to contact the UNHCR office in Sana’a to get
more information about his visit to Kharaz and al-Basateen they were not available for
comment.

The Regional Conference is being organized by UNHCR in collaboration with the European
Commission (EC)-funded Mixed Migration Task Force for Somalia, comprising international
agencies working in the horn of African nations. The gathering seeks to create a regional
mechanism and a strategy to protect refugees and mixed migration in the region. The two-day
event will bring together senior level government officials from Djibouti, Ethiopia. Somalia
(including Somaliland and Puntland), Yemen and the Gulf Cooperation countries, as well as
representatives from the African Union, the EC, UN agencies, non-governmental
organizations and civil society representatives
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A wide security campaign to
seize immigrants that entered
into the country illegally still
continues in six provinces.

Security forces and private
citizens in the coastal strip
between Ahwar district in the
Abyan province and Arqgah in
the Shabwa province pulled
five corpses of African
refugees from the water on
Friday.

The bodies came from a
smuggling boat that was
carrying about 126 refugees,
including 15 women and 4
children, reported informed sources to almotamar.net website. “50 Ethiopian refugees’
nationals were amongst the boat-load, and the rest were Somali nationals,” the source
continued.

Deprived of basic means. many Somali refugees beg for food near
thelr camps in Aden.

Local sources confirmed that local authorities, the United Nations High Commission for
Refugees (UNHCR) and Doctors Without Borders Organization had received many arrivals in
very dangerous medical conditions, sometimes unconscious, and conduct the necessary tests
and healthcare. They also take legal procedures for the entry in the reception camp in the
Shabwa province and then organize for them to be transferred to the refugee camp of Kharaz
in Lahj province.

The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, Antonio Guterres.

made a field visit to the refugee cam of Kharaz based in Lahjj governorate and al-Basateen
camp in Aden province last week. Guterres was briefed on the situation of refugees and their
suffering and urged donor countries on the need to support and assist Yemen in its opening of

its borders to receive refugees from East Africa to be able to meet the challenges of growing
numbers of refugees in recent years.
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He also expressed the United Nations’ appreciation for the efforts of Yemen to host the
refugees. especially Somalis, and its understanding of the problems faced by refugees in their
countries. In related news, the security authorities began a wide security campaign in Yemen
include six provinces to seize immigrants that entered into the country illegally.

“The security campaign will continue vntil late next week and will include six provinces:
Sana’a, Aden, Taiz, Hodeidah, Hadramout and Shabwa,” said an official at the Immigration
and Passport Department, pointing out that the campaign has already resulted in the seizure of
50 Somali and Ethiopian immigrants who entered Yemen illegally.

This comes as the illegal migration of tens of Somalis and Ethiopians to the Yement Coast
daily is considered a source of grave concern to the authorities due to the etfect ot increasing
numbers of displaced persons after the escalation of violence between governnent troops in
Ethiopia and in Somali with armed Islamic groups.

The immigrants who were caught are currently detained in the Immigration and Passport
Department in Sana'a and a number of the department branches in the provinces are targeted
by the campaign. according to the source.

Despite the burdens borne by Yemen to confront illegal immigrants of Africans into its
territory, it pursues an open-door policy towards retugees and calls for more support from the
international community. Recently, international agencies including the Office of the United
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees joined Yemen in calling for more international
attention support to assist refugees arriving in Yemen.

The participants in the regional conference on refugee protection and international migration
in the Gulf of Aden, held in Sana’a on May 19 — 20, had broad participation of African States
and the Gulf Cooperation Council and representatives of international organizations and donor

nations. They all agreed that that without addressing the situation in Somalia. the situation will
continue to deteriorate.

In the first four months of 2008, 15,300 refugees were smuggled to Yemen, twice the number

smuggled in the same period last year with more than 360 refugees dying at sea while trying to
get to Yemen.

The Yement official reports indicate that the number of refugees in Yemen is up to 750,000

scattered in various governorates of the republic, with 150, 000 not registered with UNHCR
offices.
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