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Table 1: Arab countries’ 2007 population estimates. Countries

ABSTRACT

I reviewed the literature rega
mental health in 13 Arab countries. Academic litera
little information. | relied heavily on the World H

rding available legislation applicable to
ture in English had very
ealth Organization’s

publications. The websites of the Ministries of Hea Ith in the Arab world were
searched for legislation texts in Arabic with varia ble success.
DisCLAIMER: In this article the term “Arab’— as in “Arab laws,” “Arab

countries” “Arab world”, “Arab citizens,” etcetera— is not intended to refer to
ethnicity. It is used for the s ake of narrative ease to refer to the laws,

citizens, countries, etc. of the 22 member states o f the Arab League; arranged
alphabetically, they are: Algeria, Bahrain, Comoros , Djibouti, Egypt, Iraqg,
Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Libya, Mauritania, Morocco , Oman , Palestine, Qatar,
Saudi Arabia, Somalia , Sudan, Syria, Tunisia, Unit ed Arab Emirates (UAE), and
Yemen. The term by no means was intended to disrega rd or disrespect the very

significant ethnic groups that form an important pa rt of the so- called “Arab
world” such as Afars, Africans, Armenians, Assyrians, Balochs, Berbers
(Amazighs, Chawis, Chenwa, Kabyles, Rifains, Sahara n Berbers, Shleuhs, and
Touareq), Chaldeans, Chechens, Copts, Kurds, Maroni tes, Persian, Somali,

Turkmen, and others.

Mental Health Law is important to ensure that individuals

were arranged according to population.

Source: UN Population Division, 2006 revision 1
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with mental illness or substance abuse or dependence are not

Arab Country Popu!a_tion in subjected to human rights’ abuses. The World Health
Millions Organization’s Ten Basic Principles that Mental Health Laws
Egypt 75.50 should take into consideration.
iluda_n 2690 1. Promotion of mental health (mental wellbeing) and
gena 33.86 revention of mental disorders
Morocco 31.22 P '
Iraq 28.99 2. Access to quality basic mental health care that is
Saudi Arabia 24.74 affordable and respects the dignity of the person.
;swaen iggg 3. Mentgl .health assessment according to internationally
Tunis 1033 accepted principles.
Somalia 8.70 4. Provision of the least restrictive type of mental health
Libya 6.16 care/treatment.
fJ?lE?eiinArab Emirates (UAE) 22; 5. Encouraging self-determination and informed consent.
Lebanon 4.10 6. Right to be assisted in the exercise of self-determination:
Palestine (W. Bank and Gaza) 4.02 even when a patient is unable to make decisions, he or she
Mauritania 3.12 shall benefit from assistance of a knowledgeable third party of
Kuwait 2.85 the patient’s choice.
Olndl] ~E0 7. Availability of review procedure
Qatar 0.84 ' '
Comoros 0.84 8. Automatic periodic review mechanism.
Djibouti 0.83 - . s . . . .
- 9. Qualified decision maker: third parties assisting with decisions
T 0805 shall be competent, knowledgeable, independent and impartial
Total 330.63 million P ' 9 ! P partial

10. Respect for the rule of law (?).
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| attempted in this article to review some the available literature
on the Arab legislation in Mental Health or related to mental illness,
such as the issue of insanity in some Arab Penal Codes.

EGYPT:

The Egyptian system of law is based on a combination of
Civil Law traditions and Islamic legal concepts. Islamic law is
applicable primarily to Muslims in matters of family, personal
status, and inheritance. Although non-Muslims are subject to
Shari'a laws with respect to inheritance matters, they have been
allowed to maintain separate legislation in all other matters. The
lowest level courts are the Summary Tribunals (Mahakim
Guz'iya) and Summary Tribunals of First Instance (Mahakim
Kulliya), both of which are subdivided into civil and criminal
courts. The Summary Tribunals are empowered to settle minor
offenses and misdemeanors, civii and commercial cases of
lesser value, minor personal status matters, and labor issues.
The Tribunals of First Instance sit in three-judge panels to hear
appeals from the Summary Tribunals, and, in the first instance,
civil and commercial cases exceeding 250 Egyptian Pounds and
all significant personal status matters (3).

The last piece of mental health legislation was enacted in
1944, which focused on (A) access to mental health care
including access to the least restrictive care; (B) competency,
capacity, and guardianship issues for people with mental illness;
(C) voluntary and involuntary treatment; (D) law enforcement
and other judicial system issues for people with mental illness;
(E) mechanisms to oversee involuntary admission and treatment
practices; and (F) mechanisms to implement the provisions of
mental health legislation (*).

The Supreme Council for the Control of Drug Addiction and
Abuse, chaired by the Prime Minister, is a leader in this
direction. Legislation for drug control has been promulgated,
such as the law on drugs passed by the People’'s Assembly
(1989), the President’s Decree establishing the National Fund
for the Control of Drug Addiction and Abuse, the joint decisions
of the ministers of justice, social affairs and health establishing
sanitaria and departments for the treatment of drug abuse and
addiction.

SUDAN:

Sudan has a Federal Ministry of Health in addition to 25
State Ministries of Health, one in each State. The Federal
Ministry of Health is responsible for the development of national
health policies, strategic plans, monitoring and evaluation of
health systems activities. The State Ministries of Health are
mainly responsible for policy implementation, detailed health
programming and project formulation.

The most recent legislation is the State Law ‘Gezira Mental
Health Law’ of 1998. The mental health legislation forms a
chapter of the Public Health Act of 1973, which was revised in
1985. The Mental Health Act has been drafted and has gone to
the parliament for approval. The latest legislation was enacted in
1998 (%).

ALGERIA:
Code of the Family (2003)

Art. 81 - Any person that is completely or partly incompetent
due to his young age or mental defect is legally represented by
a legal guardian or one designated by will, conforming to the
dispositions of the current law.

Code of the Family (2005)
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Art. 42 - The person who lacks the sense to discern due to
his young age or feebleness of spirit or mental defect does
not have the capacity to exercise his civil rights. Any child who
has not attained the age of thirteen lacks the sense to discern.

Art. 43 - The person who has attained the age to discern,
without having reached adulthood, as well as the person who
has reached adulthood and suffers from mental defect, have
limited capacity conforming to the prescriptions of the law (6).

MOROCCO:

The principal law is the Dahir of 1959 which addresses the
prevention of mental illnesses and protection of the patients.
This is the latest mental health legislation. Though it is old, its
articles are well formulated and were examined by WHO experts
in 1998. Further reviews will be done in the future. The main aim
of the legislation is to guarantee that the prime mission of
mental institutions is treating the patients while protecting their
rights and their property during their period of illness. This law
also achieved the following: created the Central Service for
Mental Health and Degenerative Diseases and the Mental
Health Committee, organized mental institutions and other
psychiatric services, specified different manners of patient
admission and discharge, and outlined the modalities of
protection of patients and their personal property. In addition,
the 1974 “Circulaire” (Ministerial recommendations document),
introduced regionalization and “deinstitutionalization”. This was
the start of a strategic policy to reduce number of beds in
psychiatric hospitals, to create smaller units with fewer beds
(20-40 beds) and to integrate mental health into general
hospitals(’).

IRAQ

A draft of mental health legislation was introduced in 2005,
to the parliament, it was approved by the Cabinet, and the code
of practice is on its way. This mental health act focuses on
access to mental health care including access to the least
restrictive care; rights of mental health service consumers,
family members, and other care givers; competency, capacity,
and guardianship issues for people with mental iliness; voluntary
and involuntary treatment; law enforcement and other judicial
system issues for people with mental illness; mechanisms to
oversee involuntary admission and treatment practices;
mechanisms to implement the provisions of mental health
legislation.

The mental health legislation was achieved with
collaboration of ministry of justice and was reviewed by most
psychiatrists in the country. A new legislation for drug control is
still under review in the office of prime minister (8).

Chapter 4, Section 1 of Iragq’s 1969 penal Code entitled
“Criminal liability and exemptions from it” reads “Loss of reason
and volition: Paragraph 60 - Any person who, at the time of the
commission of the offence, is suffering from a loss of reason

or volition due to insanity or infirmity of mind or because he
[or she] is in a state of intoxication or under the influence of
drugs resulting from the consumption of intoxicating or narcotic
substances given to him against his [or her] will or without his [or
her] knowledge or due to any other reason which leads one to
believe that he has lost his [or her] reason or volition is not
criminally liable. However, if he [or she] is not suffering from any
infirmity of mind nor is under the influence of intoxicating,
narcotic or other substances but only from a defect of reason or
volition at the time of the commission of the offence, then it is
considered a mitigating circumstance (9).
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If the offender is suffering from a loss of reason or volition
induced by intoxicating or narcotic substances acquired
knowingly and of his [or her] own free will, he [or she] is
punishable for the offence that is committed if there is a specific
intent and if that offence would have been committed without the
use of intoxicating or narcotic substances. If the alcohol or drugs
are acquired knowingly with a view to committing that offence,
then it is considered on aggravating circumstance (same
reference above).

SAUDI ARABIA

A mental health act, already prepared, is awaiting formal
approval from the legislator. It has been formulated after
consideration of similar legislation in many countries and
recommendations from the United Nations and the World Health
Organization. This document contains the basic regulations for
admission and discharge in mental hospitals, beside the main
human rights of the psychiatric patient. The Directorate has
developed and is using a manual of processes and regulations
for all mental health institutions in the country until the mental
health act is approved.

YEMEN:

There is no mental health act or legislation per se. Un-
codified Islamic law is the de facto guide. However, the Yemeni
Ministry of Public Health and Population made some strides in
the legislation in the Public Health Arena. The Ministry is
embracing the information age and has on its website the Arabic
text of laws 1996-No. 32 relating to supplementing table salt with
lodide, 1999-No. 60 relating to the private health
establishments, law 2000-No. 28 relating to the establishment of
the National Medical Council, law 2002-No. 26 relating to the
practice of medical and pharmaceutical professions, and law
2005-No. 26 relating to combating smoking and its adverse
health effects.

The Ministry also published the Arabic text of Presidential
Decrees 1999-No 231 relating to the re-structuring of the Higher
Committee [Hie'ah] on Pharmaceuticals and Medical Supplies,
decree 2003-No. 20 relating the re-organization of the Yemeni
Higher Council for Medical Specialties, decree 2003-No. 13
relating the Executive Chart relating to Law #32 for 1996 [see
above], decree No. 324 for 2003 relating to the Organization of
Higher Institutes for Health Sciences, decree 76 for 2004
relating to the Organizational Chart of the Ministry of Public
Health and Population, decree 85 for 2005 regarding the
establishment of the National Center for Blood Transfusion and
Research, and decree 246 for 2005 regarding the establishment
of the National Center for Public Health Laboratories. In
addition, the Arabic Text of eight other decisions by the Prime
Minister/ Head of the Ministerial Council were published (10).

SYRIA:

The rules governing mental health and psychiatric treatment
in the Syrian Arab Republic are derived from the health
legislation issued in 1981 by the Ministry of Health (*%).
According to a 2006 published document by the WHQO'’s Eastern
Mediterranean Regional Office (EMRO) the Ministry of Health, in
collaboration with  WHO, has collected all effective rules,
regulations and related decrees and the review of legislation is
ongoing. Several rules, by-laws and regulations are being
updated. WHO will provide support to the Ministry of Health in
the area of health regulations and laws by A) Assisting the
government in strengthening health management by providing
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guidelines and norms as well as sharing the experiences of
other countries in this area, B) Continuing to provide experts in
different fields of health management, administration and
financing and C) Technically support an administrative reform
program to improve the performance of the health system.
There is a need to update legislation and regulations to meet the
new challenges of private provision of health care, health
insurance and other new issues (12).

Some of the challenges identified by the Cooperation
Strategy for WHO and the Syrian Arab Republic 2003-2007
included: complicated administrative procedures; inadequate
managerial skills at all levels; wastage; inefficient and ineffective
health management systems; unclear policies in many areas
such as privatization, decentralization, institutionalization, and
legislation; poor skills in leadership, computer use, planning,
monitoring and evaluation; lack of teamwork; unclear roles,
duties and responsibilities of each unit, division and staff; need
for clarification of regulations, command lines, internal
relationships; need for simplification of the organizational
structure of the Ministry of Health; and unclear or
unimplemented functions of each health facility (11).

TUNISIA:

Tunisia promulgated a law regulating mental health care in
1992. Involuntary admission and treatment of persons in mental
health facilities are to take place if the following conditions are
fulfiled: a) the person suffers from mental disorders
necessitating immediate care, b) the person is unable to give
informed consent, and c) the person poses a risk to his or her
own safety or that of other people. Decisions are made and
reviewed by a judicial authority and are based on the
recommendations of two doctors, at least one of whom is a
psychiatrist. Involuntary admission is limited to three months
initially.

Persons who are admitted involuntarily have the right to
appeal against such decisions.

The same law contains sections guaranteeing persons with
mental disorders the right to exercise all their civil, economic
and cultural rights unless they are placed in the care of a
guardian. A review board chaired by a judge and including
psychiatrists and representatives of local authorities is entrusted
with the task of periodically reviewing the cases of all persons
who are admitted involuntarily to mental health facilities. The
board is also expected to conduct regular inspections of all
mental health facilities. A broad range of other laws helps to
promote mental health and prevent mental disorders.

Psychiatry has recently been added to the list of medical
priorities, giving financial incentives to encourage specialists to
settle in the country. Mental health care is guaranteed to
prisoners.

Law 92-83 of 3rd August 1992, relative to mental health and
to the conditions of hospitalization for mental disorders requires
that the hospitalization be done with respect for individual
liberties and under conditions guaranteeing human dignity. A
person affected by mental disorders cannot be hospitalized
without his [or her] consent except where it is impossible to
obtain an informed consent or if the state of mental health of the
person concerned requires urgent care or threatens his [or her]
security or the security of others. The restriction of his freedom
is strictly limited to the measures required by his [or her] state of
health and his [or her] treatment. The person concerned should
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be informed, in any case, immediately on his [or her] admission
or, as soon as his [or her] state permits it, of his [or her] legal
situation and of all his [or her] rights. He [or she] can
communicate with the public health medical inspectors or with
the legal authorities, send out or receive personal mail, contact
the members of his [or her] family or contact the regional mental
health committee responsible for examining the situation of
hospitalized persons while maintaining respect for individual
freedoms and human dignity (13).

JORDAN:

The Mental Health Law is part of the Public Health Act No.
54 (2002). Chapter 4 article 15 permits the designation of a
section (unit or ward) in a general hospital for the treatment of
persons with mental illness or addiction provided that there is at
least one psychiatrist on staff to direct the unit.

Article 16 stipulates that patients may be admitted voluntarily
or involuntarily. The following guidelines were formulated for
involuntary admissions:

1. If the condition of the person with mental illness or
addiction requires a treatment that can only be administered in a
hospital setting.

2. If the person with mental illness or addiction is causing
destruction to property.

3. If a court issues an order for involuntary treatment based
on a psychiatric opinion.

4. [... missing in the published Law at the Ministry of health] |
suspect that it should read If the person poses a serious risk of
harm to self or others.

If the person meets one of the three criteria, the following
must take place to complete the requirements for admission: a)
A petition addressed to the Director of the Hospital, b) A
report/certificate by a psychiatrist acknowledging the need for
hospitalization, and c) The agreement of the Director of the
Hospital or designee.

Article 17 gives the Minister of Health the discretion to refer
the person who was involuntarily committed to a committee of
specialists in the field to ensure that the person in fact meets the
criteria for involuntary admission (and if not, for the person to be
discharged or not admitted) except for point # 4 in article 16
(Risk of serious harm to self or another).

Article 18: If the patient recovers or improves to the degree
allowing for discharge, the attending psychiatrist must seek the
approval of the Hospital Director for discharge, or the court if the
court issued the order for involuntary admission. The attending
psychiatrist must inform the family of the plan to discharge (**).

OMAN

Oman's mental health policy was last revised in 1992 and
includes the following components: 1) developing community
mental health services, 2) developing a mental health
component in primary health care, 3) human resources, 4)
involvement of users and families, 5) advocacy and promotion,
6) human rights protection of users, 7) equity of access to
mental health services across different groups, 8) financing, 9)
quality improvement and 10) monitoring system. The last
revision of the mental health plan was in 2005. This plan
contains the following components: reforming the mental
hospital to provide more comprehensive care; developing a
mental health component in primary care; human resources;
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human rights protection of users, mental health advocacy and
promotion; equity of access to mental health services across
different groups; financing; quality improvement and monitoring
system. In addition, a budget, timeframe, and specific goals are
identified. The Omani Ministry of Health (MOH) is drafting
comprehensive mental health legislation and the final draft of
public health legislation has been submitted for approval. The
latter law will provide for and cover certain basic and minimum
standards related to mental health issues (*°).

UNITED ARAB EMIRATES (UAE)

The Constitution, first written in 1971 and reaffirmed several
times since then, declares Shari'a to be a principle source for
law in the United Arab Emirates. Additional influences on the
UAE legal system are the Common Law and Egyptian legal
traditions. Custom and tradition are also considered in judicial
decision-making.

The major codifications of the law are the Civil Code,
contained in Law No. 5 of 1985; Federal Penal Code, contained
in Law No. 3 of 1987; the Law of Evidence in Civil and
Commercial Matters, contained in Law No. 10 of 1992; the Code
of Civil Procedure, contained in Law No. 11 of 1992; and the
Code of Criminal Procedure, contained in Law No. 35 of 1992.
The official language of the courts is Arabic.

Despite the significant progress in the area of health, mental
health is lagging behind in terms of policies, facilities and staff. As yet
there is no mental health policy at national level, although efforts have
been initiated. A newly commissioned national committee is expected
to develop proposals for a national mental health program. A
previous committee, established in 1991, made proposals for the
universal provision of mental health and substance misuse services
through primary healthcare, but this has not been satisfactorily
implemented. Federal Law 28, enacted in 1981, contains sections on
the definition of ‘mental disorders’, ‘next of kin’ and ‘specialist’. There
is also a section on the role of authorities and police in relation to
psychosis and the detention of involuntary patients. The guestion of
criminal responsibility is addressed by Shari'a Islamic law and courts
rely on psychiatric reports for addressing the issue of insanity.
Attempted suicide is considered a crime (*°).

BAHRAIN

Babhraini labor law defined a disabled person as “a person
whose capacity to perform and secure a suitable job has been
actually reduced as result of any bodily or mental incapacity.” (17).

FUTURE DIRECTIONS:

This review raised more questions than answers. However,
it is apparent that this particular field Psychiatry and the Law, or
Forensic Psychiatry, is a prime area for publication for the Arab
psychiatrist, psychologist, lawyer, academician or anyone
interested in the interaction of Law and Psychiatry/Mental
Health. This is a truly multidisciplinary subject involving so many
different areas including an examination of the legislative
process in Arab countries and the set up of the judicial system
and the administration of justice.

Arab Laws are little known outside the confines of the Arab
world. The age of the internet opened a new door for Ministries
of Health in the Arab countries to make more transparent some
of the legislation applicable to the practice of different health-
related fields including mental health.

More probing in this direction is an ethical obligation for Arab
psychiatrists and physicians. MEDLINE and PsycINFO could
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8 World Health Organization - Assessment

Instrument for Mental Health Systems (WHO-
AIMS) Report on Mental Health System in Iraq
(2006).  Accessed Nov. 24, 2008 at
http://www.who.int/mental_health/evidence/ir

use more articles in English examining the fields of
Psychiatry and Law/ Forensic Psychiatry and Psychology.

The area of Correctional Psychiatry is also an un-chartered
territory regarding the psychiatric services available in prisons of
the Arab world.

REFERENCES:

. United Nations Population Division (2007).
World  Population  Prospects: The 2006
Revision. United Nations, New York, 2007.
Report may be found online at:
http://www.un.org/esa/population/publications
/wpp2006/wpp2006.htm

2. World Health Organization, Division of
Mental Health and Prevention of Substance
Abuse, published in 1996.

8. Emory University, School of Law website at
http://www.law.emory.edu/ifl/legal/egypt.htm

4 World Health Organization - Assessment
Instrument for Mental Health Systems (WHO-

AIMS) REPORT ON MENTAL HEALTH SYSTEM IN
EGYPT. Accessed Nov. 24, 2008 at
http://www.who.int/mental_health/evidence/who
_aims_report_egypt.pdf

5. World Health Organizatio n (2005) Atlas:
Sudan. Accessed on November 25, 2008 at
http://www.who.int/mental_health/evidence/atl
as/profiles_countries_s1.pdf

5 Representing children worldwide at the Yale

Law School Website
http://www.law.yale.edu/rcw/rcw/jurisdictions
/afn/algeria/frontpage.htm

" World Health Organization - Assessment

Instrument for Mental Health Systems (WHO-
AIMS) Report on Mental Health System in
Morocco (2006). Accessed Nov 24, 2008 at

http://www.who.int/mental_health/evidence/mor
occo_who_aims_report.pdf

ag_who_aims_report.pdf

® The Iragi Penal Code of 1969. Full English

Text published at the International Center

for Transitional Justice’s websi te
http://www.ictj.org/static/MENA/Irag/iraq.pe
nalcode.1969.eng.pdf

0 Yemeni Ministry of Public Health and
Population. See website at http://www.mophp-
ye.org/arabic/docs/Laws.pdf

11 Eastern Mediterranean Regional Office
(2001): Country Profile: Syria.

12 WHO Eastern Mediterranean Regional Office
(Cairo, 2006): Country Cooperation Strategy
for WHO and the Syrian Arab Republic 2003—
2007.

13 African Commission on Human and Peoples’

Rights CONSOLIDATED PERIODIC REPORT OF

TUNISIA UNDER THE TERMS OF ARTICLE 62 OF THE

AFRICAN CHARTER ON HUMAN AND PEOPLES RIGHT
1995-2006

1 Jordanian Ministry of Health, Public
Health Act #54, Chapter 4

15 Wworld Health Organization - Assessment
Instrument for Mental Health Systems (WHO-

AIMS): Report on Mental Health System in

Oman (2008). Accessed Nov. 24, 2008 at
http://mww.who.int/mental_health/who_aims_om
an_report.pdf

16 Eapen, Valsamma and El- Rufaie (2008).
Country Profile: United Arab Emirates (UAE).

International Psychiatry Volume 5, No. 2, pp

38-40.

7. Bahrain Ministry of Labor, accessed 2008

A

;

saully d

1430 &sjaall

E912 il o2yl sl ol Bugmall &y paall &padl Jola Bpuliay By poll Bpuisill pglell K240 & puly o sty

ol ) laaia sl gpml oay b ppalaally oLafl ek agh Lo ol by ol 3 e ilasll paly gppalaal

(@ohlell) Jeall sy &efor 3olas o (ol ) Jrall @Il guma wdg @l ga 2L pgll lisala ol agelyy anis

by ained sl anlagall 5 s all o L allll st 3 4Ll p2i i Jas 82 Jacd guas ¥ illy
Lasa e3ag laale ally

PRV PP v g B

ARAbpsyNeT €.JOURNAL: 2008 G s - 20 ik il Wi St i

40



Laanta Buur: My Political Prison

MAHAMUD MOHAMED YAHYA — SOMALIA / KSA
( FORMER DEPUTY MAYOR OF MOGADISHU)

mm2yahya@yahoo.com

PREFACE (by N. Gharaibeh, MD )

This article is not an academic or research study.
this issue is that Correctional Psychiatry was not
around 370 thousand prisoners in the Arab world and

The reason itis in
addressed. There are
about 150 thousand

prisoners with mental illness, addiction, or both.

This account by Dr. Yahya, a highly educated Somali
give a glimpse into the mental suffering in Arabic

account of the conditions there. The

was included just to
prisons and a first hand
situation today may be no different than

20 or so years ago in Somalia (may be even worse).

Psychiatrists have some ethical burden to at least
prisoners especially those with mental illness who

In the view of many witnesses of Somalia’s recent history, an
important element of the terrible abuse of power and authority
during the dictatorial regime of the late Gen. Mohamed Siad
Barre was the arbitrary and widespread detention of dissidents,
political opponents and even ordinary Somalis who would just
express an honest opinion on the state of affairs of their country.
These incarcerations were usually without any charges,
whatsoever, and without trial. For this reason, men like Gen.
Mohamed Abshir Muse, former Commander of Somalia’s Police
Force, the late Mr. Mohamed Ibrahim Egal, ex-President of self-
declared Somaliland Republic and former Prime Minister of
Somalia, Col. Abdullahi Yusuf Ahmed, current President of
Somalia, the late Gen. Mohamed Farah Aideed, former USC
leader, the late Sheikh Mohamed Ma’alim, the famous Islamic
scholar, Col. Jama Ali Jama, former leader of the Puntland
autonomous region of Somalia, and many others, each had to
spend 5 to 12 years behind bars, mostly in solitary confinement.

These great injustices which had turned many Somalis
against that repressive government - despite its popularity at the
beginning of its reign in 1969 — were, in my opinion, the main
cause behind the start of the armed rebellion against the old
regime and its eventual downfall in 1991. However, these
insidious atrocities and this gross violation of the human rights of
the Somali people have never, to the best of my knowledge,
been chronicled or adequately recorded, with the possible
exception of a small booklet in Somali, entitled Xabsigaygii (My
Imprisonment) which was published in 2000 by Prof. Yusuf Hersi
Ahmed, the renowned TB specialist (who now lives in exile in
Pakistan). | think this record-keeping is of paramount importance
so that future Somali generations will draw useful lessons from
it, because it is my firm belief that this malicious exercise of
absolute power was one of the catalysts for the catastrophe that
followed later and led to the collapse of the Somali State and the
devastating civil war that
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document the suffering of
cannot advocate for themselves.

Somalia has been undergoing in the past 17 years or so. That is
why | have decided today to recount my story as a former
political prisoner under Barre's loathed regime, the great
suffering |1 had endured and how this painful experience had
later helped me enormously in rebuilding my life. Again, our
former political prison, Laanta Buur, is currently in the news
because it is one of the main bases for the armed militias of the
notorious Mogadishu warlords who now claim that they plan to
pacify that unlucky city after failing to do so in almost two
decades of a pernicious civil war.

| was imprisoned one night in May 1976, one of the saddest and
most memorable dates of my entire life. | was first taken to the
Mogadishu  branch  of the dreaded Nabad-Sugidda
Soomaaliyeed (i.e., National Security Service or NSS) where the
officer in charge, the fearsome Col. Ahmed Jili'ow (from
Mogadishu), gave orders for me to be thrown into jail without
even asking me about my name or place of work. On that night,
about 50 of us, ordinary civilians, most of whom from Galcaio,
Bossaso, Hargeisa, Burao and Hobyo were rounded up and
dumped early in the morning at Laanta Buur Prison, situated in
the middle of nowhere (about 45 km to the west of Mogadishu
on the road to the coastal city of Merca). This was an extremely
harsh detention center which was built by the “Revolutionary
Government” in that remote area specifically to punish
dissidents or political prisoners more severely, as they were not
allowed to be visited by families and friends or be brought
decent food and reading materials from home.

The conditions at Laanta Buur were extremely appalling: the
food was awful - but we had to consume it in order not to starve
to death - and health services were practically non-existent. We
were deprived of radios - let alone TV which was not then
available in Somalia as a whole - and visits from our families and
loved ones. We were also deprived of all means of reading and
writing, and we were not allowed to do any work — something
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that would have kept us a bit busy at least for a few hours every
day. (But to be fair to the regime, we were never tortured,
physically, or even interrogated). In comparison, the living
conditions of the common criminals at Mogadishu’s central
prison — some of whom might have committed murders or stolen
public funds - were much better than ours, because they had all
kinds of privileges.

Even detention under the very despicable apartheid system
in South Africa was much more merciful and humane, because
Nelson Mandela and his other colleagues at Robben Island
Prison — who, like us, were imprisoned for political reasons -
were allowed one letter and one visit every three months! Not in
Siad Barre’s cruel prison at Laanta Buur or the more miserable
concentration camp at Labaatan Jirow (near Baidoa city). In this
latter dungeon, all detainees had to spend their sad days in
solitary confinement, in terrible individual cells with no amenities;
the only relief they had was for each political prisoner to walk for
mere 20 minutes per day in the corridor outside his cell under
the strict watch of a prison guard.

| did not mind being deprived of food and sleep, but the thing
that bothered me most at Laanta Buur was sitting idle, day in,
day out, and not knowing why was | being imprisoned? What
were the specific charges against me, and how long would |
remain over there? If you commit a crime that you know of, you
easily accept your fate and you just start counting the remaining
years of your sentence, irrespective of its length. Not in political
imprisonment. | can, therefore, summarize the most difficult part
of a detention experience in one word: boredom, boredom, and
boredom. This reminds me about a famous Egyptian journalist,
the late Mustafa Amin, who wrote in one of his books, after
spending several years in Nasser's prisons: If the year of an
ordinary person consists of 365 days, the day of a prisoner
equals 365 years!

We were detained indefinitely, because in the jargons of
those “revolutionary” days we were simply known as “la-
hayeyaal” (people in custody), without any charges against us
and without access to lawyers or courts of justice or any of these
legal niceties. Now you may wonder why the Siad Barre’'s
regime and its hated NSS were treating their citizens in such an
extremely cruel and sadistic manner? The answer is simple: it
was part of the regime’s coercive control method and its main
instrument for keeping absolute power forever. As such, the
purpose behind this very merciless and inhumane detention was
to break the will of dissidents and those who oppose or even
dare to criticize Siad Barre’s military tyranny or its policies. It
also aimed at terrorizing other Somalis who knew that this might
happen to them as well.

The presence of older and wiser men like Prof. Yusuf Hersi,
Yusuf Samatar “Barda’ad”, Abdirahman Aswad and Ali “Ambe”
among us was very helpful, because they used to counsel us
and help us in enduring our ordeal. We were also lucky because
Mr. Adan Bahnan (from Burao), who was imprisoned with us at
Laanta Buur for a normal criminal case, was often allowed to go
to Mogadishu and would bring books with him and then he
would smuggle some of them to us. Thanks to Adan Bahnan's
great and compassionate efforts, | was able to read several
good books by Shakespeare, Nobel Laureate, the Nigerian Wole
Soyinka, etc., and to survive this gruesome internment.

On the other hand, | was fortunate, because | was released
from prison after four painful months due to the intervention of
Siad Barre, after my family and relatives appealed to him. (But
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even after almost 30 years, | don't know till now the real reason
behind my imprisonment). Prof. Yusuf Hersi and others had to
spend around three more years in jail, some of it in the notorious
Labaatan Jirow detention camp. And although | could have gone
back to my old job, as Deputy Mayor of Mogadishu, | refused to
do so. | asked instead to be transferred to the then Somali
Institute of Development Administration and Management
(SIDAM) - an entity that was set up by the previous civilian
governments with the help of the UN to train the country’s civil
servants - to be a simple lecturer in accounting and financial
management. | took the latter option, because | wanted to totally
cut off my ties with this absolute dictatorship and not to assume
any more high position within its ranks.

Another reason why | chose being a simple lecturer was
that | planned to do graduate studies either in Britain or USA,
because | knew the UN used to give yearly scholarships to
the teaching staff of SIDAM to pursue further studies. Sure
enough, after 3 years, | was awarded a scholarship and |
enrolled at one of the finest universities in America, i.e.,
University of California at Los Angeles (UCLA) where |
obtained an MBA and a Ph.D., after spending five of the best
and most rewarding years of my entire life. Upon finishing my
studies, | went back to Somalia, because | felt that | owed a
great deal to my homeland and | wanted to repay that debt in
any way or capacity possible. However, after spending
another 6 months in Mogadishu, | realized that the situation
in the country was extremely hopeless and that serious
troubles were looming on the horizon. That is why | decided
to jump on a job opportunity which | found in Saudi Arabia
and | left Somalia for good in Oct. 1985.

Although | was initially bitter about my political imprisonment
in Somalia, | don't feel it that way anymore, because | have now
come to terms with this unfortunate but preordained incident.
Due to this traumatic experience, | was able, by the grace of
Allah, to change the course of my life and rebuild it from scratch
and to obtain degrees and jobs that | would have never dreamed
of. (But | still suffer, after almost 32 years, from a chronic
insomnia that | had developed during that painful imprisonment).
Another important factor which helped me come to terms with
my traumatic experience was a visit | paid to South Africa in
October 2002. When | called on Robben Island and saw the
miserable 2x3 meter cell where the great Mandela had spent 20
out of his 27 years in the apartheid prisons, | was really humbled
and then my old wounds were healed.

That is why | have decided long time ago to forgive Siad
Barre and his dictatorial regime, because there is no point in
dwelling on a past that you cannot change. Moreover, | forgave
that tyrannical administration because the notorious warlords
who followed it, and who caused the death of at least half a
million innocent Somalis according to some reliable estimates,
were much worse. | even at times feel thankful and offer prayers
or “duco” to Col. Ahmed Jil’'ow, the man who was instrumental
in my imprisonment — mainly out of tribal animosity — because
he offered me, unintentionally, a crucial wake-up call that
changed my life for the better. (Incidentally, | was told that Jili'ow
is now stuck in lawless Mogadishu where he survives by spying
on students of Islam in Somalia, on behalf of USA and other
foreign governments, kidnapping some of them occasionally and
selling them to the highest bidder).

Finally, if | had not gone through this very painful prison
experience and learned from it, | would probably have today
been squabbling with unscrupulous and tribal-minded former car
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drivers, ex-police sergeants and former office messengers over
a position in Somalia’'s new transitional federal government in
anarchic Mogadishu, if | was not already murdered for tribal
reasons. (It is really Somalia’s great misfortune that these semi-
illiterate men, none of whom has ever run a village or even a
small government office, have the audacity to insist nowadays
on leading a whole nation, simply because they belong to a
certain clan or they possess a few guns).

Dr. Mahamud M. Yahya, Ph D .
(Former Deputy Mayor of Mogadishu)

During the 1960s and 1970s, Dr. Mahamud Yahya
worked for the Somali government in vari
capacities, having studied in Somalia, Egypt and\l
After his imprisonment, he left Somalia and worke
Saudi Arabia for about 22 years for the intational
financial institution, the Islamic Development Be
The present article is an updated version of aick
posted on the Somali website, “Mudug On Line”
2006. Mahamoud may be contacted bynat at
mm2yahya@yahoo.com
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