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Introduction
Somalia is one of the worst cases of state collapse and state failure in post-Colonial Africa. The country has been without a recognized central government for the past fifteen years. There is no law and no order. Apart from “Somaliland” and “Puntland,” the country is divided up into fiefdoms controlled by faction leaders answerable to no authority. The newly formed Transitional Federal Institutions (TFIs) are also split into two factions with no lasting solution to the Somali problem on the horizon. In the absence of a recognized central government formal laws have been replaced. Instead there is a combination of Islamic Sharia laws, Somali customary law and the pre-1991 penal code which is widely used.
 While there is widespread armed occupation in much of central and southern Somalia, particularly the inter-riverine agricultural areas of Middle Shabelle, Lower Shabelle, and parts of the Juba Valley, there is also a widespread psychological occupation in the minds of the minority groups by the majority clans throughout the country.
 The country’s civil war produced over 2 million refugees and half a million Internally Displaced persons (IDPs) who are scattered all over the world and in Somalia respectively. The minority groups are no exception as they were not spared. According to the UNCU/OCHA- Somalia Study on Minority Groups in Somalia “estimates indicate that the minority groups in Somalia constitute one third of the total Somali population.
 Members of minority groups continued to be subjected to killings, harassment, intimidation, and abuse by armed gunmen of all affiliations.
 
The purpose of this brief paper is threefold: to provide an overview of the problem of the Yibir treated as a caste minority group in Somalia; to raise awareness on the vulnerability of the Yibir group in Somalia and in the Horn of Africa sub-region; and to sensitize policy makers [both Somali and non-Somali] dealing with issues on refugees, returnees, and IDPs on the plight of the Yibir (Yibro in plural) community in Somalia. With the hope that it will open up debate on the issue surrounding minorities in Somalia and the Yibir in particular, this brief paper aims to serve as the beginning of a long – but constructive -- academic journey.
Methodology

The author used information collected from various sources: both primary and secondary. In addition to some, but very brief, literature review on the subject, the secondary sources include news reports, reports by the UN and by the NGOs operating in Somalia [both local and international]. Primary sources include a number of interviews with Nairobi-based scholars and journalists and members of the Yibir community as well as interviews with Somali historians.
Historical Background
There was no better naming forum than the recently-concluded Somali National Reconciliation Conference (SNRC) which divided the Somali family into five main clans: four major clans and a group of minority clans known as clan five. According to Cassanelli, “as currently used by both Somalis and foreigners, the term “minorities” refers to any clans or communities that do not belong genealogically to one of the four major “noble” clan families of Darod, Hawiyya, Isaaq or Dir.”
 To Cassanelli, “Noble” in this sense refers to the widespread Somali belief that members of the major clans are descended from a common Somali ancestor and that the minority clans have a different-usually mixed-parentage, with some Asian, Oromo or Bantu ancestors. However, the minority groups making a third of the Somali family live in relatively small, distinct communities throughout Somalia and marry within their own or members of other minority groups. Until recently they seldom interacted with mainstream Somalis since they had no sense of political authority. Some of them, particularly the Yibir, have begun to fight the perception that they should have “second-class” status forever and have begun to talk about themselves.

Historically, the Yibir – along with their other clansmen the Gaboye, the Tumal, and the Galgala – are ethnically associated with the Samale which forms a dominant clan in Somalia. In fact, it is believed that the Yibir has a longer history than most other “noble” Somali clans and by looking at them, there can be no visible differences.
 However, cultural stigma and traditions have excluded them as the outcastes from the Samale clan. But, despite the fact that some minority groups have been fortunate to have assimilated into other Somali clans with whom they lived, the Yibir remained outside the clans shade.
 In addition to the cultural stigma, what distinguishes them from the rest of the Somali people is mainly their distinct economic livelihoods. For example, minority groups, and the Yibir particularly, suffered from the denial of their right to own land or livestock, to participate in the local businesses and local market economy, or even to actively and knowingly participate in the political processes of their own areas of location just because they belong to the Yibir.
 In fact, the other minority groups are advantageous at times since the Yibir is only allowed to collect the Samayo
 from newly-born babies and newly-married girls and not involve themselves in any other tasks in traditional Somali society.

Members of the Yibir community were found in Kamba Amharo estate, along the coast in Mogadishu, the capital; also in cosmopolitan Bosasso, along the coast; in Borama, Awdal, Burao, Togdher; and throughout Somalia as there is no specific location they can claim ownership and are scattered in all over Somalia.
 The members of this minority group took the Samayo, they were involved in fishing and blacksmith activities along Somalia’s coastal towns. Zobe stresses the theory that the name Yibir comes from the word Hebrew and links it up with Israel, a thesis put forward by Ian Fisher in August 2000.
 This theory advanced by Suldan Ahmed Jama, Sultan of the Yibir Community and a Muslim himself as were his ancestors, argues that this relationship dates back to some 800 years ago. According to Ian Fisher, “it was as a result of this relationship that the Sultan and his people are treated badly and cursed as descendants of Israelites.
 But although the Sultan claims that their coming to Somalia dates back to 1,000 years ago when Arabic-speaking teachers first started to come to Somalia, he cannot exactly tell how or when his ancestors made it to Somalia. He also believes that about 25,000 Yibir live in Somalia and in the neighboring countries like Djibouti, Ethiopia, and Kenya.
A highly learned scholar from the community under study argues that there is something wrong with the structure of the Somali society.
 Contrary to the belief of mainstream Somalis, Daryeel stresses the importance of quality and not quantity when one is faced with the challenges of real life situations. While the term “noble” represents a majority clan in terms of its quantity, one cannot rule out the quality a minority clan or a “base” -- as they are usually referred to – shows in the same situation. Therefore, he argues, there is no empirical evidence for claims made on the bases of a Laandheere vs. Laangaab or Gob vs. Gun (majority vs. minority; or noble or superior vs. base or inferior). In fact, this is not only a problem for the minority groups but also for all other Somali clans in terms of the quantity of the clan membership: for example Laandheere means long branches and Laangaab short branches and this affects the status of the clan members in terms of their social, economic and political relations.
 On the issue of the number, Daryeel stresses the point that although there is no exact number of the Yibro community, there are about 25,000 families currently living in Somalia and in the Horn of Africa region.
 But, he further argues that some of the Yibro are part of the Oromo and Afar tribes in the Horn of Africa as they are also part of the other Somali clans in terms of alliances and not assimilation.

Back in war-torn Somalia, the Yibir continue to live in conditions of great poverty and suffer numerous forms of discrimination and exclusion. They are also considered inferior, without full rights, hence their low social, economic and political status. As a result of this social segregation, economic deprivation and political manipulation, this group – just like other minority groups – was systematically excluded from mainstream government positions and traditional leadership especially after Barre’s fall from power. According to the UN Independent Human Rights Expert “dominant Somali groups believe that members of minority groups are mere chattel and that their forefathers were slaves.” As a result they are only allowed to work in menial jobs such as housekeeping, latrine-digging, shoe-making, hairdressing, and metal work.
 The UN Expert further reported that “allegedly no local authority or international agency employs a member of the minority groups.” Similarly, ethnic minority groups, and the Yibir are no exception, do not occupy a geographical area of their own -- despite the fact that some of these locations carry their names countrywide -- but are scattered among other communities due to their imposed menial jobs which are available among these “noble” people and to the Samayo issue. They are also not allowed to intermarry with majority clans and the few attempted cases have either invited trouble or broken up as a result of the fear and the problems involved.

According to Daryeel, the Yibro were specialists in astronomy, traditional (herbal) medicine, and that they had supranational powers to heal and help prevent tragedies from the members of the community and its other followers. In this case, they predicted droughts, flooding, wars and other disasters and human tragedies beforehand.
 But, now the situation has greatly changed. In addition to the work of traditional (herbal) medicine which they are still involved, most of the Yibro are now mechanics, drivers, and carpenters. They are also involved in livestock trade and small petty-trading. To Daryeel, the Samayo is almost non-existent but the cultural stigma unfortunately -- and as a result of our past -- remains intact.

The Somali Peace Processes: Long-term Problems vs. Solution
Very few scholars have so far looked at the contribution and/or the significance of the Somali peace processes in terms of achievements made to advance minority rights in a wider Somali setting. However, a brief look at the most recent two conferences there are no major changes -- both on the ground and in the psychology of the Somalis.
The former TNG formed in Arta, Djibouti in 2000 made no changes on the issue of the minority groups in Somalia. The status quo remained as the TNG failed to exert its control in Somalia during its three-year term. In the northern parts of the country, the unrecognized “Republic of Somaliland” and the self-autonomous “Puntland State of Somalia” -- being the only polities in Somalia with the capacity to pass and somehow enforce laws – have also done nothing to help with the situation. The central and southern-based warlords are no exception. In fact, they are all to hold liable for most of the problems the minority groups faced during the past fifteen years.

The SNRC held in Kenya from October 15, 2002 to October 14, 2004 seemed to have been better organized and well-attended by Somali groups: with fair representation from the military, traditional, and civil society sectors. The conference was intended to include deliberations on key areas of contention including minority rights, land and property rights among other core values and issues without which no genuine reconciliation could take place. Unfortunately, this issue did not get the attention it deserved. Instead the issue of the minority groups was politicized and as a result it forms part of the long-term significant barriers to reconciliation in Somalia.
Perception vs. Reality

Despite the fact that perception matters more than the reality does in a Somali setting, there are a number of problems minority groups, particularly the Yibir, are facing in war-torn Somalia and, to some extent, in various refugee camps in Somalia’s neighbors: military weakness which attracts militia violence from various clans and sub-clans in Somalia; vulnerable assets which because of their dependence on fixed assets-fishing boats and nets, shops in towns and in villages, cultivated land and grain stores in the countryside for their livelihood made them as easy targets for the armed freelance militiamen; socio-economic isolation which because of their almost non-existing marriage and kinship ties to external clans and sub-clans denied them the social and economic support system they would have received from the extended family as a result of such interaction; and political neutrality which because of their support for Siyad Barre regime and their neutrality in Somali politics made them soft targets for militiamen from major clans and sub-clans.

The Way Forward: Policy Recommendations
First of all there is need for a genuine political will by the so-called Somali leaders in terms of managing their conflict which is not only a Somali conflict but also a Horn of Africa sub-regional conflict. In this case, the Somali leaders need to go through a series of emotional Problem-Solving Workshops (PSWs), discuss the conflict history [including the deep-rooted social aspect of the conflict], deal with the psychological and perceptual aspects of the same conflict and resolve them before they jump to the constitutional and institutional aspects of it. Note must be taken here: the psychological aspects of the Somali conflict include the rights of the minority groups which call for long-term change of behavior in terms of cultural norms and perceptions. In this case, members of the international community and international and local Somali human rights groups must push for extra measures to advance the rights and interests of the minority groups within the policy making machineries of the TFIs.
Countries like the United States and Canada, along with the European Union and the Commission, should take the lead in putting pressure on the Somali leaders to incorporate minority groups into all the levels of state building and peace building. It is also time for the US, because of its democratic maturity and the lessons it can teach Greater Somalis, should devise a long-term refugee resettlement program for the Yibir community in order to educate, train and integrate them into the US system for them to be able to return to their homeland and actively participate in the development processes of future Somali society as one among equals.
Finally, members of the minority groups – particularly the Yibir Community – should think big, create a conducive environment to rid themselves of their past and look ahead. Members of the international community will have to play an important role in this: strengthen the relationship between international aid agencies and minority groups; help combat discrimination against minority groups; and provide them with long-term -- strategically-planned – capacity building and training programs, in the form of refugee resettlement programs, scholarships, exchange programs, internships with various human rights activist organizations and so on.
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