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This summer, the Horn of Africa confronted its 
worst drought in decades. Estimates indicate that 
more than 12 million people across the region are 
vulnerable to starvation. Somalia, lacking a cred-
ible government and beset by internal instability 
and conflict, has been particularly hard hit, and the 
United Nations has formally declared that a famine 
exists in six regions of southern and central Soma-
lia, including the region surrounding the capital of 
Mogadishu. It is believed that more than 4 million 
Somalis are at risk of starvation, and the U.N. has 
called on governments to provide more than $1 bil-
lion to address the situation.1 

This call has been met by hundreds of millions 
in aid pledges, led by the United States. Subsequent 
news reports, however, have revealed that the dis-
bursement of Somali aid has fallen victim to massive 
fraud and theft. Some reports indicate that half—or 
possibly more—of the famine assistance going to 
Somalia has been diverted from the intended recipi-
ents. This situation was entirely predictable, as pre-
vious aid efforts had similarly been plagued. With 
millions in U.S. taxpayer dollars at risk, Congress 
should investigate why the U.S. failed to demand or 
the U.N. failed to implement appropriate safeguards 
and oversight for this aid, when experience clearly 
indicated that past controls proved inadequate. 

A History of Poor Oversight. The U.N. has a 
history of aid to Somalia being stolen or misused. 
Following the ouster of former dictator General 
Siad Barre in 1991, Somalia was left in a prolonged 
state of conflict and instability, which continues for 
large parts of the country to this day. The instability, 

combined with drought, created food shortages and 
mass starvation. The U.N.’s attempts to deliver food 
were hindered by clan militias, who used the food 
as a resource to expand their power and influence.2 
Some reports at the time indicated that up to 80 per-
cent of the internationally provided food relief was 
stolen, and some aid was traded across borders in 
exchange for arms.3 A year later, the United States 
intervened under Operation Restore Hope, send-
ing 25,000 U.S. servicemen to rescue the food relief 
operation through security and logistical support to 
U.N. peacekeepers. The U.S. mission ended a year 
later, shortly after 18 Army Rangers were killed in 
the infamous Black Hawk Down incident. 

Last year, the U.N. Monitoring Group on Soma-
lia reported a similar story to the Security Council. 
According to the report, international humanitarian 
assistance, notably food aid, was being diverted to 
or appropriated by armed factions. Worse, Somali 
contractors charged with delivering the interna-
tional food assistance were charged with complic-
ity in this diversion.4 Specifically, Omar Adaani, 
Abdulqadir Mohamed Nur “Enow,” and Mohamed 
Deylaaf, who secured 80 percent of the World Food 
Programme’s (WFP) delivery contracts, were linked 
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to armed factions, including al Shabaab—which is 
listed as a Foreign Terrorist Organization by the U.S. 
State Department.5 Much of the WFP aid was deliv-
ered to armed factions instead of those in need. 

Following the release of the monitoring group’s 
report, the U.N. met with WFP staff and external 
auditors more than 15 times to discuss how to better 
deliver humanitarian assistance. During the meet-
ings, the information on contractors was reviewed 
and the U.N. subsequently announced the cancel-
lation of contracts with the three main contractors. 

American Tax Dollars at Risk. The challenges 
of delivering food aid in Somalia remain great. The 
country remains unstable, and some of the most 
desperate areas are under the control of al Shabaab 
or other armed groups. The need to enhance veri-
fication and delivery of food aid has not been ade-
quately unaddressed. 

Verification of aid delivery in Somalia was rel-
egated to a lower priority by the current famine 
crisis. More than half of Somalia’s population is esti-
mated to require food aid.6 As famine conditions 
worsened, the Obama Administration expanded  
its relief efforts. According to Secretary of State  
Hillary Clinton: 

[T]otal U.S. humanitarian assistance to the 
region [increased] to more than $580 million 

this year. We are reaching more than 4.6 mil-
lion people with this aid…The United States 
is now providing $92 million in emergency 
humanitarian assistance inside Somalia. To 
facilitate aid within Somalia’s central and 
southern region, we have recently issued new 
guidance about the use of U.S. funds to help 
aid groups working with the United States 
Government try to save more lives.7

To deliver this aid rapidly, the U.N. and the U.S. 
loosened guidelines established last year in the wake 
of evidence of food theft and corruption. Predictably, 
thousands of sacks of grain, peanuts, and other food 
staples bearing stamps from WFP, USAID, Japan, 
and Kuwait have been stolen by armed groups or 
otherwise diverted from the intended recipients and 
are being sold in Mogadishu markets. According to 
the Associated Press: 

An official in Mogadishu with extensive 
knowledge of the food trade said he believes 
a massive amount of aid is being stolen—
perhaps up to half of recent aid deliveries. 
The percentage had been lower, he said, but 
in recent weeks the flood of aid into the 
capital with little or no controls has created 
a bonanza for businessmen.8 

The Associated Press also reported that the WFP 
is again working with a contractor who was blamed 
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in a 2010 U.N. report for diverting large amounts of 
food aid. While the WFP did not reveal how much 
aid has been stolen or diverted, it denied that up to 
half it was lost.

Last month, the WFP acknowledged that it is in 
the process of investigating the reports of theft and 
other divergence of aid, while stating it has a “zero-
tolerance” policy for any food aid that fails to reach 
those in need. If WFP is again contracting with indi-
viduals or companies previously found to be cor-
rupt and complicit in food aid theft, this is a gross 
violation of its fiduciary duty and places at risk hun-
dreds of millions in U.S. food aid. 

Congress Should Bring Accountability to 
Aid Distribution. The desire to provide assis-
tance to suffering Somalis is understandable and 
admirable. But the responsibility of Congress and 
the Administration for taxpayer dollars compels 

them to make sure that appropriate protections 
are in place to prevent misuse, especially when 
past aid efforts had proven so susceptible to fraud 
and theft. Congress should convene hearings to 
look into this matter closely and demand answers 
on what procedures are in place to prevent theft 
and misuse of American food assistance in Soma-
lia—and why those procedures evidently have 
fallen short. 

—Brett D. Schaefer is Jay Kingham Fellow in Inter-
national Regulatory Affairs in the Margaret Thatcher 
Center for Freedom, a division of the Kathryn and Shel-
by Cullom Davis Institute for International Studies, at 
The Heritage Foundation and editor of ConUNdrum: 
The Limits of the United Nations and the Search for 
Alternatives (Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2009), 
and Morgan L. Roach is a Research Associate in the 
Thatcher Center.


