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Djibouti:

The Only Stable State in the Horn
of Africa ?

Osman Sultan Ali

Political Stability

In June  1977, the French Territory of the Afars and
Issas    (formally    French    Somaliland),    a    New
Hampshire-sized   barren   desert   of   9,coo   square
miles   was   moving   towards   precarious   indepen-
dence   and   uncertain   future.   Internationally,   the
new   nation  was   sandwiched  between  two   mili-
taristic  neighbors in the  strife-tom Horn of Africa.
There was turmoil in Ethiopia, and a full-scale war
with  Somalia was  imminent.  Intemally,  the  coun-

try was divided by the traditional conflict between
the  two  dominant  sectors  of  the  population:  the
Afar and lssa.  A major Afar party was boycotting
the elections and many of the foreign residents who
controlled  most  of  the  business  were  selling  out
and  leaving  the  country,   fearing  eventual  ethnic
violence  following  independence.

After  more  than  a  century  of  French  colonial
rule  the  country  had  no  skills  and  few  resources.
So  dire  were  its  manifold  problems  that  pundits,
not  surprisingly,  were  tripping  over  each  other to

predict that the  forty-ninth  member of the  Organi-
zation  of  African  Unity  (OAU)  and  the  twenty-
second member of the Arab League would not sur-
vive  as  a  sovereign entity.  They predicted that the
new  nation  would,  instead,  succumb  to  the  long-
standing   rivalry   between   its   two   major   ethnic

groups  and eventually  be  swallowed  up by one  of
its  powerful  neighbors  -  or  be  partitioned  be-
tween  them.

Today,  after  more  than  five  years  of  indepen-
dence,    the    tiny    Republic    of    Djibouti     (pop.
300,000),  named  for  its  port  city,  has  proven  its
ability  to  survive  both  internal  challenges  and  ex-

temal threats.  Paradoxically,  it is now the most st-
able  nation  in  the  Horn  of Africa,  in  spite  of
severance  of its  key  inland  rail  link  for  a  year ty
the devastating 1977-78 Ethio-Somali war over tl.
Ogaden.   In  addition,  an  influx  of  nearly  45,00.
refugees  from Ethiopia imposed a considerable
rain    on    its    already    over-burdened    economy.
weakened by famine,  droughts and floods; and the!

predicted domestic ethnic hostilities.
The  future  of this  city-state  has  hinged on t"

factors:  attracting  enough  foreign  aid  and  protec-
tion,   and  steering  away  from  Ethio-Somali  disr

putes  over  the  Ogaden.   Remarkably,  it  has  s`r.'
ceeded in both.  It  has attracted much  aid from the:
Arab  world,   especially   from   Saudi   Arabia  anl
other Gulf countries, as well as the European Ec®
nomjc  Community.  There  are  ambitious  plans -
turn Djibouti into the "Hong Kong" of the Middk
East and Africa.  It has also secured French protec-
tion  against  external  threats.  In  addition,  it  mail
tains  correct  but  wary  diplomatic  relations  with
Addis Ababa and Mogadishu,  doing business will
both.   Djibouti   President  Hassan  Gouled  has  as-
sumed the role of mediator in the region,  while hi.
counterparts  in  Somalia  and  Ethiopia  have  facet
numerous   rebellions   and   financial   doldrums   in
their  countries.   "My   objectives   for  reconciling
Ethiopia  and  Somalia,"  said  President  Gouled i.
an interview with from a/4fr!.ca,  ` `were to restore
the security of the Horn of Africa threatened by too
much    instability    caused    by   the    war   betwee.
them. ' '

The  transformation  of Djibouti  from  a  French-
ruled enclave  with dubious political and econom±

prospects  to  a  relatively  stable  state  has  occurnd
faster  and  smoother  than  most  observers  ever ex-

pected.  For the  present,  even  the  tension betwec.
the  two  major ethnic  groups,  although  still  there.
seems  somewhat muted.  This represents a remark-
able  success  story  of  political  courage  under  the
wise and pragmatic  leadership of President Hassa.
Gouled.

Domestic Affairs

Djibouti  became   an  independent  state  under  ex-
ceptionally   adverse  circumstances  and  has  faced
difficult problems to transform itself into a real na-
tion.  Like most developing countries,  it has had its



5rme of internal dissention. But after several years
o{-civil  strife,  the  ethnic  tensions,  which  almost
Inn  the  country  apart,  have  eased-largely  be-
cause  of President Gouled's policy  of acting  as  a
kader  to  ¢J/  Djiboutians  and  his  adoption  of  a
sirictly   neutral   policy   in   the   Ethiopian-Somali
rmggle.

Goule'd has chosen the practical path of accom-
ndation  instead  of  confrontation.  He  allows  a
bmited freedom of expression and debate under a
sIT`gle party , the Rassemblement Populaire pour.Ie.
Progres,  which  he  formed  in  1979.  He  has  tried
hard to ameliorate Afar fears and the frustrations of
being permanently excluded from power after they
had lost their earlier dominance to the lssa.  While
the  Parliament  and the  cabinet reflect the  relative
strength of the two groups, the Presidency is mar-
kedly  superior to the office of the Prime Minister.
However,  President Gouled has  apparently estab-
lished  a  good  working  relationship  with  his  Afar
Priemer,   Mr.    Barkat   Gourad,   unlike   previous

priemers Ahmed Dini and Abdallah Kamil.
The president persuaded Ethiopia to refrain from

arming and encouraging the  Afar dissidents to fo-
ment trouble in Djibouti.  He also convinced many
ot-  his  fellow  lssa  clansmen  to  forgo  dreams  of
Greater  Somalia.*  He  initiated  nation-wide  tours
by  himself and  his  ministers  to keep  the  govern-
ment in close touch with the people  and to  instil  a
sense  of  nationhood  in  them.  As  Djibouti  chose
t`ree   trade   and   a   free-enterprise   system,   most
Djiboutians  see  no  alternative  to  Gouled's  allign-
ment  with  France   and  conservative  Gulf  states.
This is  an effective  way of preserving their coun-
try's sovereignty and unity.  All in all,  the govern-
ment  has  made  credible  strides  toward  building
true nationhood.

Antagonism and mistrust between the two main
ethnic  groups  still  persist.   This  will  be  hard  to
change and take the highest measure of statesman-
ship  on  the  part  of the  president  to  heal  these  in-

grained animosities  and to demonstrate that he  in-
tends   to   forge   a   united   country   in   which   all
Djiboutians can live and work together peacefully.

Foreign Affairs

The  country's  stature  and  income  derive  mostly
from its strategic location. It commands the Bab el
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Mandeb,  the  strait  between  the  Red  Sea  and  the
Gulf of Aden through which most of Europe's oil
from the  Persian Gulf passes.  The power struggle
between  rival  forces-superpowers  and  their  al-
lies,  regional powers,  etc.-has proved beneficial
to  tiny  Djibouti.   To  protect  the  fledgling  state,
France  agreed to keep a military presence of over
4,5cO  men  and  to  provide  additional  massive  fi-
nancial aid.

Both Washington and Moscow maintain embas-
sics  in the  country.  In  addition,  the  Djibouti  gov-
emment has permitted the United States Navy ac-
cess to  its port and international airport.  Since the
Islamic  Revolution  in  Iran,  the  hostage  crisis  in
1979   and   the   Soviet   invasion   of   Afghanistan,
United States Naval presence  in the  Indian Ocean
has  increased.  This  has  made  the  Djibouti  access
even more important.  American and French moves
in the Horn of Africa are meant to counter further
Soviet  penetration  of  the  African  continent  from
Ethiopia,  where  Moscow  replaced  Washington  in
1977  as the  most influential  foreign power.

The  American-Russian  military  thrust  injects  a
cold  war  logic  into  the  Horn  of  Africa  and  the
Gulf-Indian  Ocean  region,  adding  a  new  dimen-
sion  to  local  disputes,   and  perhaps  encouraging
some  of their clients to escalate conflicts.  A local
dispute  could  easily  escalate   into   a  superpower
showdown.   Many   countries   in  the   region  have
signed   military   agreements   with   Moscow   and
Washington,  statements of non-alignment policies
notwithstanding.  Djibouti  has  similar  military  ar-
rangements with France. This is an example of the
Third World quest for non-alignment and the hard
realities  of  the  world  situation.   Yet,   the  prime
threat  to  political  stability  stems  from  economic
problems  and historical  animosities  exacerberated
by foreign power involvement.

Relations with France

Djibouti's relations with Paris is of primary  im-

portance, because France  is its major trading part-
ner   and   largest   source   of  budgetary   subsidies.
Bilateral  military  and  economic  agreements  pro-
vide  for  continued  French  security  and  economic
assistance.   Their   military   presence   is   the   most
visible  aspect of the country's warm relatons with
its former colonizer. Twelve thousand French peo-
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plc   live    in   Djibouti,    including   4,500   Foreign
Legionaires,  regular  troops  and  their  dependents.
France  pays  about  $200  million  a year  for the  up-
keep  of these  troops.

In  addition,  France  provides  more  than  80 per-
cent  of imports  and  is  the  country's  principal  aid
donor    for    economic    development,    education,
health  services,  and  other  essential  technical  ser-
vices  and  supplies.   Many  Djiboutians,  however,
resent   the   conspicuous   French   presence.    They
claim, perhaps with some justification, that French
attitudes  are colonial and that most of their aid di-
rectly or indirectly benefits France more than Djib-
outi.  It  is  possible  that  this  is  a  minority  opinion,
"Most   of  the   salaries   of  the   troops   is   locally

spent,"   said  the  Djibouti  Foreign  Minister,   Mr.
Moumin Bahdoun Farah.  "The spending power of
the French military  and their families is of greatest
significance for the economy of our country.  Also,
the  French help us  in other fields such  as  security,
training  of  the  national  army,  education  and  so
on.„

According  to  an  International  Monetary  Fund

(IMF)  report:  "The  expenditures  of  resident  and
visiting  French  personnel  to  a  large  extent  deter-
mine the  value-added  in the  services  and  in  trans-

port  and  communications.  It  is  estimated  that  the
expenditure  of  these  groups  contribute  about  50

percent and 75 percent of the value-added in trade
and  other  services  respectively.  Trade  contributes
about  half  the  value-added  in  the  private  sector
while  services  and  transport  and  communications
together contribute another quarter of the total. The

public sector, which consists mostly of the salaries
paid by France to French military and civilian per-
sonnel,  provided about 40 percent of the total gross
domestic  product. "

The  resentment of the  French  by  some  Djibou-
tians   is,    however,    understandable,    considering
how French colonialism exploited their ethnic divi-
sions.    Historically,    ethnic   rivalries   were   often
exacerbated  by  these  colonial  policies,   and  thus
delayed  independence.  In  1977,  only  under  enor-
mous  external  and  internal  pressures  did  France

grant  independence  to  Djibouti,  but  the  country
was  ill-prepared  politically  and  economically  for
it.   Many  Djiboutians  believe  that  France  is  still
running   the   show   in   their   country.    "Although
France's  socialist  government  has  not  abandoned

efforts to maintain French influence and econonri
ties   with   its   former   colonies,"    commented   .
long-time resident in Djibouti,  "it has avoided '
high-handed interventions of previous French g(
emments."  In  fact,  many  Third  World  critics
French  policies  in  Africa  have  applauded  its  ac-
tions  in  Djibouti  since  independence.

As  long  as  there  is  no  political  solution  to  th.
crisis  in the  Horn,  French  security presence  in the
Republic of Djibouti serves the interests of all co+
cerned    including    its    neighbors    Somalia    anl'
Ethiopia.   In   the   meantime,   President   Gouled..

government has been working hard to diversify i-
trade and economic relations in order to reduce i
overall  dependence  on  this  one  source.  In  this Of-
fort,  Djibouti  has  already  established  strong  link
with  the  Arab  states.

Relations  with Arab  States

President Gouled  has  skillfully  played  his  AI*
cards.   He  joined   the   Arab   League;   proclainrd
Islam  as  the  country's official  religion;  made  Fri-
day the legal weekly day of rest and Arabic the of-
ficial  language  (which has,  as a result,  been introL
duced  into  the  school  system);  and  stopped  Israeli
shipping  from  using the  port.

This   has   won   maximum   financial   and   morn
support from the Arab world.  For instance, in  1978
Saudi Arabia gave Djibouti a grant of $60 million,
and  Iraq  provided  a  similar  amount  in  1980.  An
but  $26  million  were  grants  to  cany  out  various
economic development projects. Today , total Arab
aid to Djibouti runs at nearly $100 million a year.

Thus Gouled's membership in the  Arab League

proved  to  be  his  most  rewarding  foreign  policy
initiative.   He  has  been  able  to  keep  the  balance
between conservative and radical regimes.  Nine of
the  thirteen  countries  with  embassies  in  Djibouti
are  Arab.   The  nation  receives  substantial  grants
and  loans   from  ideologically   incompatible   Arab
regimes.

Both  the  Arab  states  and  France  have  interna-
tional  ambitions  in  the  Horn.  The  zeal  of  Saudi
Arabia' s attempts in thwarting Soviet aspirations ih
the region has benefitted the Republic of Djibouti.
Saudi   Arabia   provides   it   financial   wherewithall
and  France  provides  the  military  clout.



Lelations with Ethiopia and Somalia

The  Djibouti's  relations  with  Ethiopia  and  So-
ilalia are particularly sensitive, since each of these
bLstorical  enemies  fears  that the  other  will  gain  a
thnant role in Djibouti. To counter this, Gouled
has  strenghtened  his  ties with other countries and
mtemational  organizations  more  distant  and  de-
-ched  from the  tensions of the  area.  These  asso-
aations are welcomed and appreciated in order to
diminish   Djibouti's   vulnerability   to   the   Ethio-

ban-Somali  rivalry.
In July  1977,  President Barre of Somalia visited

Pjibouti  and  was  warmly  welcomed  by President
Gouled  in  gratitude  for  the  support  Somalia  had
provided in the struggle for his country's indepen-
dence.   Historically,   Ethiopia   favored   continued
French presence in Djibouti to insure access to the

port while  Somalia favored outright independence
and, even more, wished the eventual incorporation
of the territory in the Somali Republic.  From  1977
ro  1980  Ethiopia  trained,  armed  and  encouraged
.\far dissidents  to  destabilize  the  Gouled  regime,
using their fears of Issa domination.

However,  after Somalia's defeat in the Ogaden
`.ar  and  as  a  result  of  severe  discontent  in  the
country,     relations    between    Djibouti     and
Mogadishu  deteriorated  while  those  with   Addis
.\baba   improved   markedly.   The   weakening   of
Somalia' s position vi.s`-6-vj.s  Ethiopia,  and  internal
instability   made   her  unattractive   to   Djiboutians
who  had  earlier  supported  the  dream  of  Greater
Somalia.   Moreover,  President  Gouled  reached  a
satisfactory modws vz.vc#d!. with Col. Mengistu, the
Ethiopian  leader,  in order to restore traffic  on the
Djibouti-Addis  Ababa  railroad.  There  was  a  vital
interest for Djibouti to keep open the line and thus
use  the  port  for  the  transit  of  Ethiopia's  foreign
trade.  In return,  Ethiopia has  stopped arming  and
encouraging Afar dissidents in Djibouti.  President
Gouled  has  declared  and  maintained  a  strict  neu-
trality  in  the  Ethiopian-Somali  conflict.

The Service Economy

The  Republic  of Djibouti  depends  primarily  on  a
service economy, though the government has tried
to boost  agriculture  production,  fishing  and  man-
ufacturing.   Industry  remained  virtually   undevel-
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oped  throughout  the  French  colonial  period.  Al-
thought the country is 90 percent desert, 9 percent

pasture  and  1  percent  forest,  the  French  encour-
aged  animal  husbandry  at the  expense  of agricul-
ture.  Clearly,  for the  forseeable future,  the nation
will remain mainly a service economy. Service and
external trade  provide  most of the  gross domestic
product  as  it  focusses  on  import-export  trade  and
shipping.

Djibouti   has   a   large,   deep   and   well-placed
natural harbor, a modern international airport, and
a  486-mile  single-track  railway  connecting  Djib-
outi  to Addis  Ababa which  is  owned jointly  with
Ethiopia.  The  port,  with  its  modem  facilities  and
extensive  docks,  is  the  country's  most  important
economic asset. As a result, the govemment's eco-
nomic program centers on plans to make Djibouti
the  "Hong Kong"  of the Middle East and Africa.
This calls for the  further development of its port,
enlargement  of  its  already  well-equipped  airport,
maintenance of the railway, and favorable banking
regulations.-Some of these elements are already in place. The

port has been expanded, and efforts are well under
way  to  make  it the  most modem  port on the  Red
Sea.  French development policies  1948-1958 gave
Djibouti  a  free-port  status  in  an effort to  create  a
favorable  climate  for  banking  and  investment.  It
has   increasingly  become   an  important  container
shipment  and  transhipment  point  on  the  shipping
lanes transiting the Red Sea and Suez Canal. It also
functions  as a bunkering port.

The port has  seen hard times.  The  long closing
of the  Suez  Canal  after the  Six-Day war in  1967,
the  modemization  of the  port  at  Jeddah,  and  the
Ogaden  war  which  severely  disrupted  the  use  of
the  railway,  have  had  adverse  effects  on  it  and,
consequently, on the overall economy of the coun-
try.  Before the Ogaden war, for instance, the port
handled  60  percent  of Ethiopia's  exports  and  40

percent  of  its  imports.   After  the  railway  finally
opened  in  late   1978,   it  handled  a  much  smaller
volume  of traffic  than  it  had  before.  Ethiopia,  to
free   itself  from   dangerous   over-dependence   on
Djibouti  strengthened  its  other main export outlet
at  Asseb  in  Eritrea  Oust  north  of Djibouti  on  the
Red Sea) by improving the road connecting it with
Addis Ababa and investing in a fleet of heavy-duty
trucks.    Today,    approximately    25    percent    of
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Ethiopia's  imports  and  50  percent  of  its  exports
move  through  the  port  of Djibouti.

Port   statistics  in   1976  reveal  that   I,772   ships
called  at  Djibouti,  but  by  1978  this  figure  fell  to
1,267.  Bunkerage,  for the  same  period,  fell  from
480  tons  to  302  tons,  and  general  cargo  handling
fell from 616,000 tons in  1976 to 365,OcO in  1978.
The  only  bright spot is  the  container traffic  which
more than doubled between  1974 and  1978-from
1,452  units  to  3,009  units.  According  to  Mr.  Ji-
lani,   the  port's  Director,   the  port  can  normally
handle  6Ou7cO,000  tons  of general  cargo  a  year
and  500,000  tons  of  bunkerage   a  year.   Now   it
handles   36   percent   or   250,coo  tons   of  general
cargo  a  year.  Also,  he  added,  the  port  normally
berths  about  50  percent  of  its  capacity  or   I,5cO
ships  a  year.  It  has  a  work  force  of 3,030  (2,5CX)
dockers,  500 administrators and 30 foreign techni-
cians) .

Mr.  Jilani  expressed  confidence  that  the  nation
could hold their own against the competition from
Assab,  Jeddah  and  Aden.   "Jeddah  and  Aden  do
not  pose   any   stiff  ompetition,"   he   noted  in  an
interview.   "Because   most   ships   prefer  our   ser-
vices.  We are at the gateway between the Red Sea
and  the  Indian  Ocean."  In  fact,  it  must  be  noted
that  both  Aden  and  Jeddah  offer  less  costly  bun-
kerage  service.  He  continued,  "Assab  won't  hurt
us either, though it will reduce our volume.  At any
rate,  Assab  and  Djibouti  complement  each  other.
But ours is more advantageous to Ethiopia because
transportation   by   railway    is    cheaper   than   by
truck."  It is a fact that Assab is much  smaller and
less  modern  than  Djibouti.

However,   there   is   still   a  war  in  Eritrea.   The
railway  is the only  line  which  services central  and
southeastern  Ethiopia  and  it occupies  a  prominent

place  in  the  country's  internal  distribution  system
of domestic  commodities  such  as  cotton  textiles,
sugar,   cement,   cereals,   and   charcoal.   Expected
improvements  of the  line  by recent  French  credits
to  Addis  Ababa  will  greatly  favor Ethiopia's con-
tinued  use  of Djibouti.

The   port,   however,   remains  under-utilized  by
world  shipping.  Supertankers prefer the more eco-
nomical route around the Cape of Good Hope, and
Israeli  shipping  has  been  barred,  thus  losing  the
substantial trade the Israeli  shipping line (ZIM) had

with  Ethiopia.   Expansion  of  Ethiopia's  economr
and  to  lesser  extent  Somalia's  could  help.  Trade
with  Somalia  in$ 1981  amounted  to  50-75  tons-
too  small  to  have  any  impact  on  the  port  and the
economy.   "But,"  said  the  port  Director,  "trade
with  northern  Somalia  could  increase  up  to  75.
tons   a   year,   but   this   of  course   requires   polity
changes by the Somali government. ' '  In any event
chronic   political   instability  and  stiffling  socialis(
economic  systems  in  both  Somalia  and  Ethiopi.

preclude  any  dramatic  rise  of trade  between  then
and the  Republic  of Djibouti.

The  port  has  a regional  lead  in container handL
ing,  and  there  are  plans,  financed  by  Arab  States
and  the  EEC,  to  turn  it  into  a major  intemationd
container terminal  within  a  decade.  It  will  service
Djibouti's  imports  and exports,  goods  in transit -\
and  from  Ethiopia  and  Somalia,  transhipment vi
feeder  ships  to  and  from  other countries  in  Afric.
and  the  Middle  East,  and  finally,  transhipment of
long-distance  traffic  to  Europe,  the  Far  East  an.
the United States.  In order to accommodate the lasl
two  categories,  the  government  plans  to  build  i
new pier and storage area for containers (estimated
cost $ 14  million)  and to  install  sophisticated hand-
ling  machinery  (estimated  cost  $9  million).

A  1978  feasibility  study  has been completed ty
Gellatley   Shipping   International   of   the   United
Kingdom,  a container transporter.  The  study reve-
als:  "Djibouti's  location  for  vessels  transiting  the
Red  Sea,   and  its  natural  deepwater  approaches,
make  this  the  ideal  port  for  operators  wishing  tn
improve  their existing  and  future  service  econom-
ics  by utilizing  transhipment opportunities.  Redis-
tribution of container traffic can be undertaken for
destinations in the Red Sea, the Gulf and the Indian
Ocean.  The  port's  easy  access  to  the  African  hin-
terland  also  enures  growing  trade  prospects. "

The country has an extremely liberal investmem
code   allowing  free   transfer  of  profits,   long  tax
holidays, and a minimum of red tape.  The Djibouti
franc is a hard,  freely convertible currency because
it  is  tied  to  the  United  States  dollar.  These  advan-
tages have attracted foreign banks such as the Banl
of Credit and Commerce International, the Bank de
L'Indochine et de  Suez,  the Commercial  and Sav-
ings  Bank  of  Somalia,  the  Commercial  Bank  of
Ethiopia,  Banque  pour le Commerce et I'Industric



Her  Rouge,  and  the  British  Bank  of the  Middle
East.  Most  of these  banks'  credit  is  in  short-term
de financing on behalf of customers in Somalia,
}LDrth  Yemen  and Ethiopia.

A  few  European  companies,   Arab  merchants
ul  some  Indians  control,  almost  entirely,  local
nde,  which  benefits  from  the  free  port  and  the
mrestricted  currency  exchange.   But  there   is  an
comous resentment in the indigenous community

;. xpinst  foreign  control  of  trade.   There   is  appa-
mtly  no  Djiboutization.   "It's  frustrating  to  see
trse foreign parasites having a stranglehold.on the
conomy," observed one Djibouti merchant.  "Es-
pecially   when   we   know   that   they   contributed
nothing to our  struggle  for independence.  In  fact,
bey  invariably threw their lot with the  French on
de  false  premise that the  colonizers  were  here to
my till doomsday. ' ' He added that it was only the
enterprising Djibouti women who were  putting up
i fight  by  setting  up  sidewalk  stalls  to  sell  their
•-ares.   "But,"   he  said  indignantly,   "the  police
hiasses  them  under  pressure  by  the  foreigners.
But   our   women   keep   selling   their   wares.   Of
course, they don't make a dent in this monopoly of
our   national   economy   by   greedy   foreign   mer-
chants.   And  the  government  does  nothing  about
this . „

Refugees

Even  in  the  matter  of treatment  of  refugees,  the
Republic  of  Djibouti's  record  is  remarkable,  al-
though  in  1981  and  1982  some  expulsions  and re-
I-oulement  apparently  took  place.   From   1977  to
early  1981,  nearly  45,000  refugees  sought  shelter
in the country,  making  it one of the most refugee-

packed  countries  in  the  world.   Invariably,  those
nations  that  bear  the  heaviest  load  of refugees-
such as Somalia, Sudan and Djibouti-are the ones
least  able  to  take  in  such  an  influx.

Most of the refugees in Djibouti  arrived in  1978
and  1979  and  many  more  followed  in  1980  and
1981.   In  both  periods,  the  government  accepted
them  en  masse  without  any  individual  screening,

granted  them  temporary  refugee  status  and  dealt
with  them  humanely,  though this  strained  its  own
meager resources . But this created a crisis of rising
food  prices  and  shortages  of  basic  foodstuffs.   It
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also brought a health hazard.  It was further feared
that  the  refugees  would  threaten  the  delicate  bal-
ance of population within the country. Fortunately,
a massive  international  relief effort  alleviated the
crisis.

Excluding  the  few  hundred  Eritreans  who  ar-
rived prior to the country's independence, the ref-
ugees   consist   of   two   main   categories:   9,000-
12,000 urban refugees in Djiboiti,  the capital city,
and nearly 33,000 rural refugees in Dikhil and Ali
Sabieh  camps,   depending  on  various  estimates.
There is also thousands of drought-ridden Djibouti
nationals.

Urban Refugees

Early in  1982 a UNHCR report noted that 9,OcO
urban refugees (the government figure was 12,OcO)
from  various  major urban centers  in Ethiopia had
applied for refugee  status but only 5,500 had been

granted  such  classification.  These  refugees  have
different  ethnic,   educational   and   cultural   back-

grounds.  "Although claiming political asylum be-
cause  of  persecution  in  the  country  of  origin,"
states the report,  "it is doubtful that,  except for a
small  percentge,  they  could  claim  to  be  genuine
refugees,    particularly    those    who    arrived    in
1980-81.  The bad economic  and social conditions
in  Ethiopia  led  to  an  ever  increasing  number  of

people to try their chance in Djibouti for economic,
resettlement, educational or working opportunities
abroad,  particularly  in  Saudi  Arabia and the  Gulf
countries."

Consequently,  this caused serious problems  for
the  local   authorities  who  preferred  to  move   all
those  with no resettlement prospects to the camps
at Dikhil and Ali Sabieh. But the UNHCR rejected
this  since  urban refugees  had nothing  in common
with rural ones.  Because of marked differences  in
their    socio-economic,    educational    and    ethnic
backgrounds,  the  two  groups  could  not  be  inte-

grated.  Therefore,  the  UNHCR  sought  the  reset-
tlement of urban refugees in third countries, and in
educational  and working  opportunities  abroad.

So  far the  United States  has  accepted  1,5cO  for
resettlement,   and   200-300   have   gone   to   other
countries.  Further,  some have been voluntarilly re-

patriated   to   Ethiopia   through   their   embassy   in
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Djibouti.  Some  3,OcO have found jobs in the Gulf
countries  on  their  own  and  300-4cO  have  won
scholarships  to  study  abroad.   But  there  are  still
many  who  have  no  prospects  for  resettlement  or
repatriation.   The  government  insists  on  moving
them to the camps,  but they resist being integrated
in  rural  areas.

UNHCR and other international relief organiza-
lions  are  working  closely  with  the  government to
integrate some of them into local communities and
to euroll them in productive activities (such as arti-
san   and   cottage   industries)   to   make   them   self-
reliant  and  to  help  contribute  to  the  country's  de:
velopment.  They hope to train them well enough to
eventually  seek better opportunities  in other coun-
tries.

Rural Rofugees

Government sources put the number of rural ref-
ugees  at  34,coo  but  a  preliminary  UNHCR  1981
census  shows  30,000.  The  census  was  meant  to
screen  the  entire  refugee  population   and  distin-

guish  genuine  refugees  from  the  economic  mig-
rants  of drought-stricken  areas.  Rural  refugees-
mainly Somalis and some Oromos-came from the
Ogaden    because    of   the    war   and    turmoil    in
Ethiopia.  UNHCR,  the principal refugee relief or-

ganization,  worked closely  with  the  Djibouti  gov-
ernment and successfully placed them in large  set-
tlement camps  at Dikhil  and All  Sabieh.  They  re-
ceive  food,  shelter,  austere  medical  services,  and
other   basic   needs   through   the   Office   National
d'Assistance aux Refugies et Sinistre's (ONARS),
the  government  agency  responsible  for  refugees.
Conditions at the camps are remarkably good, and
the  crisis  appears to  have  eased considerably.

But   the   difficulties   are   by   no   means   over.
Though   no   massive   return   of   the   refugees   to
Ethiopia is foreseen in the near future,  the govern-
ment and  UNHCR believe repatriation of the eco-
nomic  migrants  and drought victims  should be  se-
riously pursued.  Moreover,  Djibouti officials have
initiated   high-level   negotiations   with   the   Addis
Ababa regime  to  obtain  satisfactory  guarantees  of
security  and non-harassment so voluntary repatria-
tion can be started.  Due to the turmoil in Ethiopia,
most refugees are not anxious to return in the near
future.  At  both  camps,  workshops  and cottage  in-

dustries  have  been  established  as  well  as  ed
tional  and  vocational  training  facilities  to  enh
the chances of the refugees to find permanent
nomjc solutions.  Also,  some schooling is provi
for  the  children  and  more  classrooms  are  be
built  for them.

Meanwhile, the government and UNHCR ac
the  fact  that  some  of the  refugees  will  be  sta

permanently  and  have   taken   steps  to  work
long-term solutions.  For example, an experimen-
integrated  market  farm  for   12  refugees  and
Djibouti  families  was  set  up  at  Mouloud  in  1971
The families ( 170 members) are now economicarty
self-sufficient,   demonstrating  the  possibilities  a-
implementing agricultural activities in the country.
UNHCR provided funds for the project and is qui.
pleased   with   its   progress   and   the   cooperatio.
shown by members of the community.

Repatriation

The govemment's treatment of the refugees h-
been remarkable until mid-1981  when world atte+
tion was attracted by alarhing reports circulated af
genuine   refugees   being   forcibly   repatriated   -
Ethiopia.   In  February  1982,  there  was  an  unprc-
cedented    wave    of   arrests    in    Djibouti-city   I.
"clean"  it  of illegal  aliens.  Government  officials

explained  that  there  were  tens  of thousands  of iL
legal immigrants from Ethiopia and Somalia who.
taking  advantage  of  family  and  ethnic  ties,  had
slipped   into   the   country   illegally  or  overstayed
their   visas.   The   government  claimed   it   had  ro
choice but to expel them to protect its own citizens.
It assured the  UNHCR office in Djibouti that refuL

gees  with  proper documentation  would  not  be af-
fected.

Well-placed sources in Djibouti, however, insisl
that  many  genuine  refugees  were,  indeed,  repat-
riated against their wishes.  Among them were sev-
eral,  already  accepted for resettlement  in the  U.S.
This  was  revealed  to  this  reporter  in  Djibouti  in
early  March.  Asked  about  this,  government  offi-
cials  emphatically  denied  it.  "We  have  never de-

ported  any  genuine  refugee,"  said  the  President's
Security Chief,  Mr.  Ismail Omer Galley.  "We be-
lieve  we  have,  in  fact,  set a good example  in wel-
coming  and caring  for thousands  of refugees  who
now,   incidentally,  make  up  nearly   15  percent  of



our population,  and impose  unbearable burden on
our feeble economy. "

Mr.  Ali Mellow,  the Commissioner of ONARS
as  well  as  the  Acting  Minister  of  Interior,  Mr.
.timed  Hassan Liban,  also vigorously denied the
reports.  ``The  President  would  not tolerate  this,"
said Liban.  ` `You should not forget that we already
rcepted  them  into  our  country  on  humanitarian
grounds. So it would make no sense to expel them,
;ince  conditions  in  their  country  did  not  warrant
such  an  action.  But  you  must  also  realize  that  il-
kgal  immigrants  in Djibouti  have  begun  to reach
alarhing  proportions.  Therefore,  the  government
had to do  something before  it was too late."

UNHCR  officials  told Ham  a/ A/r!.ca  that  the
government  fully cooperated  with them and  lived
up to its obligations under internationally accepted
conventions in regard to refugee rights and protec-
tion.  "However," said a UNHCR official, "we do
hear from time to time about refugees expulsions.
But we  have  always  intervened  on their behalf at
the  highest  level  of the  government to  make  sure
that  the  principle   of  non-refoulement  is  clearly
understood  and  fully  lived up to."  He  added  that
his office had not been  involved  in any  voluntary
repatriation    schemes   because    no    refugee    had
shown  any  interest  in returning to  Ethiopia.

Yet, further interviews with several refugees and
other sources with close  links to both the govern-
ment and UNHCR revealed that among the  many
deportees to Ethiopia were several legitimate refu-

gees and that the UNHCR office was fully aware of
this but unable to stop it.  In fact, a government of-
t-icial  also  admitted  that  there  might  have  been  a
I-ew  real  refugees  in  the  expulsions  because  they

probably  did  not  have  their  I.D.   cards  on  hand
when arrested and the police might have been too
overzealous in carrying out their duties to listen to
their pleas.  At  any rate,  the govemment's reputa-
lion has been somewhat tarnished by these actions
and  left  many  otherwise  grateful  refugees  embit-
tered.  In  fairness,  though,  it  must  be  added  that
Djibouti   has,   in  the  main,   treated  the   refugees
well,  considering the  trying  circumstances.

Conclusion

The  Republic  of Djibouti  remains  very  much  de-

pendent  on  outside  resources  for  its  development
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and survival. The majority of the population live in
abject  poverty.  According  to  a  1980  United  Na-
tions  Development  Program  report,  the  country's
rural population is "probably one of the poorest in
eastern Africa,"  and it further adds that ``extreme

poverty exists in urban environments of Djibouti. ' '
This is due to the fact that practically all foodstuffs
are  imported  and  prices  of even  basic  staples  are
exorbitantly  high for almost the entire population.
Also,  there  is  a  high  level  of unemployment  and
much  underemployment.

The  government has  actively pursued programs
to  increase  the  economic  and social  well being of
its people  and to  establish  a stable  administration.
It  would  be  fair,  then,  to  conclude  that  President
Gouled's  domestic  and  foreign  policies  have-so
far-stood the test of minimizing ethnic hostilities,
securing much needed foreign aid, and establishing

good,    but   cautious,    relations   with   belligerent
neighbors.

"Gouled's   regional    statesmanship   combined

with  considerable  success  in  raising  funds  for de-
velopment   projects,"   wrote  4/r!.ca  IVcws,   ``has
won  him  high  marks  from  nations  as  diverse  as
Ethiopia,  Saudi  Arabia and France."  Most of the
African   press   praised   President   Gouled's   1981

peace  mission  to  Ethiopia,   Somalia,   Sudan  and
Kenya, including his attempts to help bring about a
Somali-Ethiopian  reconciliation  and  to  drum  up
support   for   the   demilitarization   of   the   Indian
Ocean.  "My  hopes  and aspirations for the people
of  the  Horn  of  Africa,"   President  Gouled  told
fJorm  a/ 4/r!.co,  "are  that  one  day  they  can  put
down their arms and reach a peaceful settlement. "
This  statesman-like  approach  will  no  doubt  serve
the long-term political and economic development
and  survival of the  Republic  of Djibouti.

Osman  Sultan  Ali,  Editor-in-Chief of from  a/ A/rj.ca,  visited
and  spent two weeks  in  Djibouti  in  February  and March.

*To clarify matters, the reader should note that the Somali are a

group made  up of several clans,  one of which are the lssa.  The
territory now called the Republic of Djibouti was created out of
the  land traditionally  populated  by  both  lssa  and Afar  people.
For this reason, the lssa were most anxious to become part of a
"Greater Somalia.


