
Confronting Khat: Strategies for Social Change 

INTRODUCTION 

The leaves of  Khat, a narcotic and stimulant plant, are 
widely consumed by the populations of  the countries in the 
eastern part of  Africa, including the entire Somali-speaking 
region in the Horn of  Africa. It is also used by the people of  
Yemen, the cradle of  Khat, which is located at the southern 
tip of  the Arabian Peninsula.1 The leaves are chewed for 
hours on end, usually in tea shops or in specially furnished 
mafrashes, and their juice is swallowed. What is left of  the 
leaves is usually spit out at the end of  the chewing session. 
The user gets a feeling of  elation and false security compa-
rable to that of  marijuana, cocaine, and other habit-forming 
drugs. As its effect wears off, a painful hang-over usually sets 
in, an experience often accompanied by an intense hanker-
ing for more Khat. This highly addictive shrub poses what 
many people consider to be a major – if  not the most se-
rious - threat to the health, economy, and social values of  
those chew it as well as the livelihoods of  the many families 
whose members are living with the addicts.2 

Though it is prevalent in other parts of  the region, its effect 
on Somaliland is exceptionally damaging because of  its prox-
imity to Ethiopian growers and the ease with which massive 
amounts of  it come into the country every day; the drug is a 
problem that endangers the economic and social survival of  
Somaliland because millions of  dollars flow into Ethiopia as 
a direct result of  its consumption and also because it causes 
other serious problems. Yet the Somaliland government has 
been either unable or unwilling to recognize the dangers of  
the drug let alone put in place a regulatory framework to 
avert those dangers. There is no government agency or any 
other type of  body specifically empowered to regulate trade 
in this highly destructive commodity; nor has there been any 
attempt on the part of  the government to come to terms 
with its social, cultural, or health challenges.3

Somaliland is the largest market for Khat.4 The high figure 
recorded by the Somaliland Department of  Customs at the 
Ministry of  Finance in 2015 regarding the volume of  Khat 
imported into the country gives us an indication of  how the 
Somaliland government, with all its institutions, has failed to 
tackle the problem; it has been unable to control, or at least 

regulate, the flow of  Khat into the country, thereby reducing 
its consumption and minimizing its negative impact on the 
people and the national economy. The high rate of  unem-
ployment and underemployment and the absence of  strong 
law enforcement mechanisms make Somaliland people vul-
nerable5 to the intrusions of  any foreign and local traders, 
particularly those that deal in Khat. Most of  the foreign 
beneficiaries of  the Khat transactions are Ethiopians, but 
other regional Khat traders - Kenyans for instance - have 
expressed their interest in exploiting the potential market 
in Somaliland, a development which could exacerbate the 
already worsening situation of  Khat consumption in the 
country.6

The track record of  the Khat trade shows its increase in 
volume year after year, with the last two decades or so being 
the worst. For instance, in 2015, Somaliland imported over 
35 million kgs from Ethiopia, which makes Somaliland the 
leading market for Ethiopia’s Khat. It is true that some So-
malilanders derive income from the trade. According to a 
Somaliland Customs Report (2015)7 the Khat trade plays a 
significant role in the economy, providing employment for 
a substantial segment of  the society; in addition, it brings in 
much-needed revenue to the government. However, these 
benefits are more than offset by the magnitude of  its ill ef-
fects. It is worth noting that Khat, for example, has put a 
serious strain on the already scarce domestic incomes of  
families and the limited resources of  this poor, unrecog-
nized nation.

In pre-civil war times, the consumption of  Khat was much 
more limited8 – in two ways: 1) the time allocated for chew-
ing as much by the users themselves as by society at large was 
rarely more than two or three hours a day, usually between 
2:00 and 5:00 in the afternoon; it was considered unseemly 
by most people to chew in the morning and during the night; 
2) it was largely an urban phenomenon; that tacit under-
standing has changed over the past three decades. Currently 
chewing time is much more extended, covering both day-
light and night-time hours. The stigma previously attached 
to the idea of  being seen with Khat outside the afternoon 
is gone; in addition, its range has gone far beyond towns 
and currently covers the country as a whole. It is chewed 
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- mostly by men - on a more or less daily basis not only in 
major cities like Hargeisa, Berbera, Burao, Borama, Erigavo 
and Las Anod, but also in remote villages and in most parts 
of  the countryside, a practice which has had an enormously 
negative impact on production of  livestock, the backbone 
of  Somaliland’s economy. To be more precise,  males in the 
rural areas, who would normally be obligated to take care of  
the livestock and look after other family members, are no 
longer taking these responsibilities seriously; instead, most 
of  them are busy chewing Khat. Their daily activities revolve 
around travelling to and from one or another of  the many 
small encampments which dot the countryside and sitting in 
shabby, makeshift huts for prolonged periods, chewing the 
drug and chatting with one another.9 In the meantime, the 
females and the children10 are left behind to take on the re-
sponsibility of  herding nearly all the livestock and protecting 
it from predatory animals. For this reason, Khat is a major 
contributor to weakening of  society’s social, economic, and 
cultural structure and its stock of  values in both rural areas 
and urban centers.11 

As is suggested above, the heavy burden of  Khat consump-
tion falls disproportionately on women.  Indeed, women 
have always been vulnerable to any kind of  exploitation 
and abuse by men because of  the low social status accorded 
them – an inequality which is deeply rooted in the customs 
practiced by the society for centuries.12 Somali society is 
known for its patriarchical nature, and a gender gap has al-
ways existed in it. The problem of  Khat has greatly widened 
the gender gap and has exposed women to new challenges; 
they have become the primary victims of  the ill effects of  
Khat use. The impact of  Khat on society is, therefore, highly 
gendered: women and men are not equally affected.13 This 
emanates from the social roles given to the women, which 
are believed to be natural just like bearing children or breast-
feeding. Hence women face gender-specific risks and vulner-
abilities more acutely than do males.14 The men’s abrogation 
of  their traditional roles and responsibilities because of  Khat 
consumption is giving greater weight to the argument that 
Somali society is profoundly biased against women. 

 The upshot of  all this is that the problem of  Khat trade and 
consumption is a multidimensional one with strong politi-
cal, social, cultural, and economic components. Many social 
and economic crises in Somaliland are traceable to Khat as 
a causal and correlational variable. As a direct result of  its 
use, there is a reduction in income, families are collapsing 
and cultural and social norms are eroding. The multidimen-
sional impacts of  Khat, however, are differently distributed 
among several registers in the socio-cultural structure, with 
age, class, income group, occupation, and gender factoring 
indifferently. The extent of  the impact of  Khat, therefore, 
depends on various socio-economic factors which are con-
text specific. Some individuals or families can be more sus-
ceptible to the impact of  Khat than others. The end-product 
of  all this, though, is that the family structure is being greatly 
weakened, with many families either disintegrating or being 
on the verge of  collapse; consequently the society’s general 
health, cohesion, and stability – indeed Somaliland national 

security – are at risk. 

Given all these factors, Somaliland must come to terms with 
this national disaster. The government must design strategies, 
adopt policies, and enact laws to solve the problem. Such an 
initiative calls for stringent regulations and law-enforcement 
mechanisms; it also calls for a robust nation-wide aware-
ness-raising campaign to inform the youth and the public 
at large of  the dangers of  Khat for the social, cultural, and 
economic fabric of  the Somaliland people and the capacity 
of  the state itself.15 Finally, it calls for a more even-keeled 
trade agreement between Somaliland and the neighboring 
countries, especially Ethiopia.  

The problems of  Khat are multifaceted, and there is no one 
single explanation and logical point of  departure for its di-
agnostic analysis. While some view it as a source of  state 
revenue and income for families, others characterize it as a 
disaster of  enormous proportions. The views of  the writers 
of  this article are closer to the latter position than to the 
former. The central objective of  this research, therefore, is 
to help devise the necessary state-led strategies and policies 
that are needed to stem, or at least minimize, the negative 
impacts of  Khat both on the social and the economic well-
being of  this great nation. If  due consideration is not given 
to the growing problem of  Khat trade and consumption, the 
nation’s future will remain uncertain, and the next generation 
will be at great risk.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

The study essentially and largely relied on qualitative meth-
odology of  data collection. The data was compiled from 
different sources representing various segments of  both po-
litical and civil society: they included government officials, 
intellectuals, journalists, religious figures, the youth, women, 
Khat traders, mental health professionals, and mental reha-
bilitation care givers; the data was collected largely through 
the use of  recorded interviews. The data collection project 
covered Hargeisa, Borama and Kala Baydh. The latter hous-
es the second largest customs office after Berbera. The study 
relied on both primary and secondary data. 

KHAT: CONSTRUCTING OR DECONSTRUCTING 
THE NATIONAL ECONOMY

Prior to the collapse of  the Somali state in 1991, trading in 
and consuming Khat were banned from the entire Somali 
territory following a decree issued by the military govern-
ment in Mogadishu in the 1980s. The decree stipulated that 
selling Khat or chewing it was an illegal activity and that the 
breach of  this statute was a crime punishable by imprison-
ment. Law enforcement units were specifically mobilized to 
go after those who were selling or chewing Khat.16 Success 
was not always guaranteed – in fact it was at best patchy - 
but at least there was a recognition that this was a danger-
ous drug which had to be combated aggressively. However, 
in the post-civil-war period, Khat demand quadrupled in 
the Somali and Somaliland markets; it is true that the vast 
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increase in volume was at least in part due to the chaotic 
state of  affairs that obtained during the civil war years. But 
after the declaration of  Somaliland as a sovereign state, no 
attempt was made by the new government to outlaw or crim-
inalize the trade in Khat. Nor was there any indication that 
the successive Somaliland governments viewed Khat as a so-
cial, economic, or health problem. Consequently, although 
its volume has diminished somewhat in recent months as a 
result of  the tensions between the Somalis and the Oromos 
in eastern Ethiopia, its consumption has been a fast-growing 
trend across the entire country. It must be asked why this has 
been the case. 

The answer at least in part lies in the fact that the increase in 
volume generates some revenue for an internationally unrec-
ognized state starved of  hard currency. The Somaliland cus-
toms division in Borama has reported that, before the Soma-
li-Oromo conflict, around 300–400 kgs of  Khat used to get 
into Borama and the surrounding districts every day but that 
this figure has dropped to 200 kgs as a result of  the conflict; 
that reduction in volume and revenue, however, is likely to 
be temporary. In the Borama area, the government normally 
secures around 33 million Somaliland shillings a day, which 
is equivalent to $3,474.17 Similarly, at the Kala Baydh cus-
toms house, around 590 million Somaliland shillings, which 
is equivalent to $65,000, is levied as tax on Khat every day.18 
It is also the case that the trade and consumption of  Khat 
play a significant role in the Somaliland economy by provid-
ing employment for many families. But these gains, which 
are a fraction of  the total economy of  Somaliland, come at 
an enormous cost to the economy as a whole. For instance, 
in 2012 and the four subsequent years, the Somaliland gov-
ernment secured revenues estimated at around 37 million US 
dollars. This figure is inversely proportional to the negative 
impact of  the large volume imported into the country, with 
a vast amount of  money spent on Khat by its consumers at 
home. That money goes directly to Ethiopia in the form of  
dollars, enormously weakening the fragile Somaliland econo-
my. The volume of  Khat imported has increased at an alarm-
ingly high rate; in 2016 alone, for instance, the custom office 
recorded the importation of  around 33 million kgs of  Khat 
into Somaliland markets, and Somalilanders spent around 
$620 million on Khat 2015 alone.19

The upshot of  all this is that, considered from the economic 
point of  view, before we even examine the social and health 
risks of  this addictive drug, the impact of  Khat trade and 
consumption is crippling. At the same time, the Ethiopian 
economy is greatly boosted by virtue of  the export of  Khat. 
The fact is that Khat is Ethiopia’s third largest export prod-
uct, after coffee and oil seeds, and Somaliland is its main 
consumer.20 An indication of  how much money is wasted 
on Khat by Somalilanders is given by the fact that the in-
habitants of  Burao alone spend the equivalent of  around 
54,500 US dollars on it every single day.21 This means that 
the amount of  money spent on Khat by the residents of  just 
one city is close to the annual revenue secured by the gov-
ernment through the taxation of  Khat. This narcotic drug 
is draining the meager resources and poses one of  the most 

serious threats to the country’s socio-economic wellbeing, 
impeding its progress. Therefore, it is imperative that the 
growing danger of  Khat both for the economy and for the 
social cohesion of  the Somaliland people be given the urgent 
attention it needs. 

The following figure shows the volume and the amount of  
revenue collected from Khat import for five consecutive 
years (2012–2016).

The adverse effect of  Khat on the economy takes a variety 
of  forms, which include inflation, economic disparities, gen-
der inequality, loss of  productivity, and corruption. In some 
cases, the problem of  Khat has deepened already existing 
socio-economic pathologies. The flight of  dollars from 
Somaliland to Ethiopia has greatly weakened the Somalil-
and shilling, a development which has caused double-digit 
inflation.22 As a result, the price of  food items and other 
necessities – most of  which are imported like Khat itself  - 
has soured; while the inflation has affected the country as a 
whole, the members of  a large segment of  society who are 
permanently stuck in the lowest economic bracket are find-
ing it difficult to make ends meet. The hardest hit are the tra-
ditionally most vulnerable groups: the socially marginalized 
groups, the poor, and women. The contribution of  males 
to their families’ incomes has decreased dramatically. Con-
sequently, many women find themselves in a situation where 
they have to generate income for the household through the 
creation of  small businesses, selling milk, fruits, and even 
Khat itself.23 Hence the exploitation of  women has taken a 
new form. They continue to do the maternal and other types 
of  domestic work normally reserved for women, but now a 
large number of  them are forced to carry out the tasks that 
were traditionally done by men – all because of  Khat. In-
deed, the poor and the women absorb the earliest and most 
damaging impact of  Khat.         

The consumption of  Khat has also led to a drastic reduction 
in productivity in both towns and rural areas, while also de-
pleting the scarce resources in other ways; on the one hand, 
hard currency is spent on Khat; on the other hand, many 
man-hours that could have been invested in productive activ-
ity are wasted on chewing. In effect, the members of  a large 
part of  the national manpower – mostly males - that would 
normally constitute the mainstay of  the economy no longer 
contribute to it but rather weaken it. In the countryside, this 
trend has caused a reduction of  livestock and livestock prod-
ucts24, and in towns Khat-chewing men are basically a bur-
den on both their families and the economy.25 For example, 

Source: Customs Department, Ministry of  Finance, 2017



chewers who work in the ministries and other government 
institutions continually underperform; among the most 
common effects of  Khat chewing is insomnia, which pre-
vents the Khat user from sleeping during the normal sleep-
ing hours; it is only in the third quarter of  the night that he/
she doses off.  Such a person tends to find it difficult to get 
up in the early morning to perform his/her official duties. 
Very often, if  the person eventually musters enough energy 
to make it to the office, the typical addict’s hang-over and 
inertia, as well as the desire to get hold of  more Khat for the 
afternoon and night, further erode his/her capacity to work 
through the eight required hours. Thus Khat consumption 
is a critical factor in the inefficiency that is so prevalent in 
government institutions, inducing a very poor work ethic.26

  
The most potentially insidious impact of  Khat use on the 
economy – and ultimately on the political system – takes the 
form of  rampant corruption.27  The unchecked flow of  Khat 
into the Somaliland markets has been at least in part due to 
fragile governance institutions. This fragility, combined with 
the absence of  committed, visionary leaders, has bred perva-
sive dysfunctionality in the government and has in turn given 
elbowroom to unscrupulous individuals who are willing to 
exploit the situation and manipulate it for their own person-
al gain. In its most common form, the type of  corruption 
involving Khat manifests itself  as collusion between Khat 
dealers and government officials willing to look the other 
way while millions of  kilograms of  Khat are dumped on the 
country. That way, deals are cut and bribe money changes 
hands, but the state economy is crippled, and society at large 
pays a heavy price. In broad terms, the saturating presence 
of  corruption is very well understood by the political and 
cultural elites of  society, and it is a major issue in (largely 
informal) public debates that take place about Somaliland’s 
socio-cultural decay and about the impediments to the coun-
try’s progress. Yet most of  the officials in successive govern-
ments have been reluctant to denounce it publicly or put in 
place stringent regulations against it - or even acknowledge 
its existence. 

In fact, there is good reason to believe that most of  the gov-
ernment officials themselves engage in improper conduct 
with respect to public property and are therefore perceived 
by the general public as being part of  the problem rather 
than the solution.28 Khat is, of  course, not the only cause of  
corruption – other factors foster it too. But it is one of  its 
most serious underlying causes29, and fighting against cor-
ruption requires a concerted effort to understand and come 
to terms with these underlying causes. Hence, special atten-
tion needs to be given to the specific ways in which Khat 
contributes to this pathology. A necessary first step in that 
direction would be the reduction of  the volume of  Khat en-
tering the country, but in order to succeed, that step needs 
to be taken in concert with others. The government must lay 
stress on accountability and transparency in public institu-
tions, increase the benefits it offers to public servants, and 
provide incentives intended to reward good performance. In 
addition, any reform to be undertaken must be targeted at 
restoring trust between the government and its citizens, trust 

which has been eroding for quite some time. Finally, it is 
absolutely imperative that a viable, comprehensive, mutually 
beneficial trade agreement between Somaliland and Ethio-
pia be negotiated.30 Absent such an agreement, no amount 
of  government intervention by way of  regulation or law en-
forcement is going to have any appreciable effect on the flow 
of  Khat into the country.31 In order for these measures to be 
taken, all the country’s elites and professionals need to come 
together to tackle the problem of  Khat.32 

DECAYING OR DECLINING SOCIETY: KHAT AS 
A KEY DRIVER

The Green Leaf: Source of  Serious Health Problems 

If  the consequences of  the use of  Khat for the economy 
and the polity are disastrous, its immediate and long-term 
impact on the fabric of  society is nothing short of  cata-
strophic. Khat is gradually sapping society’s collective energy 
and contributing to its decay, a process which, again, takes 
multiple forms. The most obvious and most alarming type 
of  decay manifests itself  as various types of  ill health affect-
ing the Khat chewers, including mental disorders. Khat is 
a drug that forms different habits, one of  which is biolog-
ical; another could best be described as being quasi-social 
in nature: like cocaine, marijuana, alcohol, and other narcot-
ics, Khat is highly addictive. But unlike these drugs, which 
tend to be marginal phenomena affecting relatively isolated 
sub-cultural communities in the countries they affect (and 
fortunately Somaliland is not one of  them), Khat has gone 
(in fact has always been) mainstream. The reason is that there 
isn’t much of  a stigma attached to its use, whereas, for ex-
ample, drinking alcohol, which is strictly forbidden by the 
Islamic Shari’a, is greatly stigmatized. In the eyes of  most 
people, especially the users, chewing Khat is as acceptable as 
drinking tea. Its malignancy is concealed deep inside the col-
lective psyche of  the nation; even those who denounce it and 
point to its socio-economic dangers are unlikely to condemn 
it on moral grounds. 

Equally serious, it induces in the users other destructive hab-
its; for example, groups of  users can sit in the same place 
consuming the drug and chatting for hours on end – some-
times for twenty four hours or more – without ingesting any 
food. Inevitably, this practice brings about a deterioration of  
the user’s health; besides poor hygiene and the nursing of  
unrealistic ambitions and desires, both of  which are com-
mon to almost all drug users. The following types of  physi-
cal and mental illness have been observed in Khat chewers: 
sleeplessness, constipation, aggressive behavior, depression, 
poor appetite, liver and kidney problems, tooth and gum de-
cay, stomatitis (inflammation of  the mouth), gingivitis, den-
tal caries, damage to the esophagus, gastritis, and intestinal 
obstruction.33 Furthermore and very importantly, when the 
toxic substances in Khat continuously seep into the circula-
tory system and build up in the body for a long time, more 
insidious diseases develop: heart disease, hypertension, and 
psychiatric illnesses.34 
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Of  these three diseases, mental illness is the most worry-
ing: doctors at the Department of  Mental Health at Hargei-
sa Group Hospital state that most of  those who have been 
admitted into the hospital, including both men and women, 
have been chronic Khat chewers.35 Indeed, after serious ex-
amination, a determination was made that there is a strong 
connection between mental disorders and the consumption 
of  Khat.36 Perhaps more alarming, many of  those who have 
been in one way or another persuaded to quit the habit of  
chewing and subsequently nursed back to health through 
medical intervention and a long process of  rehabilitation 
almost invariably experience a relapse shortly after the inter-
vention is completed. Once they resume chewing, the mental 
disorders begin all over again.37 Hence, the psychiatric prob-
lems resulting from Khat use are far more easily identifiable 
than those which have different causes. 

Beyond its toll on the health of  users, Khat inflicts serious 
damage on the socio-cultural structure and texture of  the 
nation, its stabilizing core of  norms and practices. And as 
such, it has a dimension which is wide and deep. Because a 
fairly large proportion of  men and an increasing number of  
women have essentially become addicts38, and because they 
of  necessity interact with – or are connected to - an even 
larger segment of  society, Khat directly or indirectly affects 
the fabric of  society as a whole; this way, it is eroding our 
cultural values and loosening the cohesion of  a young na-
tion which hasn’t yet fully recovered from the traumas of  
war. As we shall see in the next section, Khat consumption 
profoundly weakens the nuclear family, the building block of  
society, but one more health hazard that affects the user but 
also goes beyond him or her must be noted: Khat can dam-
age the reproductive system of  the human body.39 Hence, it 
poses a direct threat to the survival of  both the population 
and the state itself.

Khat: A Threat to the Survival of  the Family  

The nuclear family, the smallest and most important unit for 
the health and stability of  any society, is under attack in So-
maliland, and the greatest danger to it currently comes from 
Khat. To be sure, Khat consumption has not been the only 
challenge facing the family. Ever since the eruption of  the 
Somali civil war in the mid-eighties and the mass displace-
ment of  Somaliland citizens from 1988 onwards, the family 
has been under great stress: hundreds of  thousands of  peo-
ple from the urban centers were forced out of  their homes; 
they had to travel (often on foot) for days and eventually 
found themselves herded into squalid refugee camps or else 
joined their already weakened relatives in the countryside; 
a slow process of  disintegration started at that time, and it 
is still underway in one form or another. A large number 
of  able-bodied men were killed or maimed in the war itself  
through direct combat; they became the first link in the fam-
ily structure to be permanently broken or damaged; other 
links in the structure fell along the way, as more lives were 
claimed by gratuitous violence inflicted on non-combatants; 
still others were lost because of  exhaustion, starvation, and 
disease. Many families collapsed altogether; others had to en-

dure long periods of  separation, as members were scattered 
far and wide. This state of  affairs had a profound impact on 
the people of  Somaliland, including those who have since 
been able to immigrate to distant lands. The flood of  Khat 
has compounded these daunting challenges, which have 
been confronting the family for the past thirty years or so.40 

The family is endangered by Khat use in two inter-related 
ways. One of  them, which was already alluded to in an earlier 
section, is broadly economic and it affects society as a whole; 
but that impact is registered immediately in the family unit. 
The old saying that “what is good for the mother is also good 
for the child” is valid here. This means that what is good for 
the state economy is also great for the individuated family – 
it enhances its livelihoods. But the obverse is also true: if  the 
economy is weak, the family suffers. It is well known that the 
vast majority of  the men who chew Khat belong to a large 
group of  relatively unskilled men, many of  whom have come 
of  age since the middle of  the eighties – that is, during the 
war or in the subsequent years (most businessmen, religious 
men, and those men who have intellectual capital or techni-
cal skills generally stay away from Khat). And because of  the 
scarcity of  employment opportunities in the country, these 
men tend to be out of  work most of  the time. But when and 
if  they earn some money, they spend most (or all) of  it on 
their favorite drug: addiction directly leads to the neglect of  
the most important responsibility that a man is expected to 
have in a fundamentally partriarchal society. The families of  
such men become victims of  Khat consumption.41 The fact 
that they have become less productive translates into loss of  
income for the family. In some cases, the Khat chewer ends 
up depleting the meager resources of  the family, like the live-
stock raised almost exclusively by the women and children; 
he sells these assets in order to support his addictive habit.42 

A careful look through neutral lenses at the livelihood trends 
of  families indicates that the problem of  Khat can have di-
sastrous consequences for assets, capital, and savings. It af-
fects assets such as the livestock owned by pastoralists and 
agro-pastoralists, which normally serve families as a source 
of  income and nutrition, as well as collateral for credit; these 
resources can also help meet the family’s health and educa-
tional costs, while providing security in the event of  crop 
failure for agro-pastoralists. Inevitably, the loss of  these re-
sources increases the vulnerability of  families. Therefore, 
Khat creates a distinct threat to the livelihoods of  many peo-
ple.43 As has already been noted above, this financial gap has 
had to be filled by the women. 

But what is ultimately more destructive to the structure of  
the family is the erosion of  its overall health and wellbeing. 
Hence, the socio-cultural consequences of  these economic 
problems are also being felt directly in the family structure. 
The addicted man, who spends a good deal of  time away 
from his family as he chews Khat with other addicted men, 
almost automatically loses his mantle of  authority; if  he is 
an able-bodied young man, he becomes a burden on his fa-
ther and mother at an age during which he is expected to be 
independent.44 If  he is a father and a husband, the fact that 
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he is no longer the breadwinner of  the family means that he 
no longer enjoys his traditional status; in effect, he ends up 
abrogating his role as the leader and role model for the other 
members of  his family. As a result, tensions surge through 
the family: it falls apart in multiple ways: adolescent boys lose 
respect for their father; on other hand, the mother, though 
offering love and caring, cannot be the source of  the disci-
plinary firmness associated with the male figure. The boys 
in the countryside usually drift to small encampments, ne-
glecting the family’s livestock.45 In towns, boys often wind up 
in youth gangs which have formed in their neighborhoods, 
surrogate “families” in which they can find an alternative 
form of  “support” and “guidance”. Essentially they become 
truants, drop-outs, and delinquents at an early stage of  their 
lives and in turn grow up into Khat-chewing young men, 
who continue to the already established trend. Many of  them 
become thieves or muggers who use violence and intimida-
tion as part of  their predation on neighborhood communi-
ties.46 A substantial number of  these free-floating boys (and 
even girls) are allured into the traps of  tahrib, trying to flee a 
family and a country which have failed them. 

The tension in the family also manifest themselves in other 
ways: in many cases, the addicted man is either unable or un-
willing to face the facts: originally brought up in a fundamen-
tally patriarchical society, the addict tries to hold on to the 
male’s traditional authority and wield the power of  masculin-
ity in a situation where he no longer has any cultural legiti-
macy or financial clout, a situation in which the woman is the 
sole source of  stability and security for the family, often with 
great difficulty. Hence quarrels between husband and wife 
have become increasingly frequent. Many of  these men be-
come abusive: wife beating is fairly common among wasteful 
addicts; some even blame their wives for the poverty and 
malnutrition that result from their drug use. The end-prod-
uct of  all this is that the family collapses altogether, either 
through divorce or through quasi-permanent separation; the 
following statement gives us an indication of  the magnitude 
of  the problem: a lawyer working at a district court in Har-
geisa narrates his experience in the court as follows: “I have 
been working in the courthouse for about five years as a law-
yer; most of  the women who have come to us are usually 
complaining about a problem created by Khat. When the 
father or husband does not go to work and the mother is not 
able to provide for her children this might lead to a conflict 
between the husband and wife. This could result in a family 
problem. About 95% of  the family problems are associated 
with Khat.”47 In an ominous sign of  what is to come, even 
those families which have immigrated to Western Europe 
are being affected by the problems of  Khat: the drug has for 
all practical purposes immigrated with them.48 In effect, the 
chewer of  Khat has become the instrument that wrecks his 
own family. The main lesson that can be learned from all this 
is that Khat is a contributor not only to the disintegration of  
the family but also to the decrease in the fertility49 rate of  the 
society, for both the poor and the rich; hence it is a threat to 

the security and stability of  state security.50 

ADDRESSING THE PROBLEMS OF KHAT: 
STRATEGIES FOR SOCIAL CHANGE 

Khat creates a terrible experience for those who chew and 
those whom they affect indirectly. It threatens the income of  
the families and the state economy. The most immediate vic-
tims of  Khat are the nation’s weak and poor, particularly the 
women, and the children, who constitute the most vulnerable 
section of  the society. Tackling and overcoming the effects 
of  Khat on society is the responsibility of  those running 
the state, but it is not an option. Rather it is an imperative. 
A number of  far-reaching measures must be taken by the 
government in consultation with the intellectual and cultural 
leaders. The measures are designed to confront the econom-
ic and socio-cultural problems caused by the consumption 
of  Khat. The measures are given below in itemized form:

Policies and strategies designed to stem the flow of  Khat; the 
government should:

• Set clear strategies and policies regarding the Khat trade 
in Somaliland, for instance, the delivery time needs to be 
strictly controlled to avoid disturbing the office working 
hours.

• Impose excessive tax on the Khat to discourage both those 
trading, selling and those buying.

• Define and demarcate selling centers for the Khat across 
the country and avoid it selling in the city centers.

• Impose policies or implement those in place which oblige 
the state employees to respect work ethics including re-
specting office hours. This could lead to the promotion of  
the employees based on their work performance.

• Revise the working hours of  the public institutions.
• Revise and increase the payment and the salaries of  the 

state employees who work the regular working hours.
• Explore other alternative sources of  income for those en-

gaged with the Khat sector to subsidize their families’ in-
come.

• Persuade the business people to establish both small and 
medium scale industries to create jobs for the youth gradu-
ates and the unemployed skilled and unskilled people.

• The government should introduce or at least incorporate 
courses in the existing curriculum that explains the social, 
economic and cultural problems of  the Khat.

• Start nationwide aggressive campaign against this nation-
al scourge, through media and erecting more billboards 
across the cities and towns in the country.

• The government should commission a nationwide re-
search that can inform the government. This research will 
study how many families are dependent on the Khat as 
their sources of  income and how many jobs created by 
Khat traders to the people. Thus, take the research out-
come as a benchmark to create jobs.
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About the paper 

Khat, the silent killer, has not yet attracted public attention to the full 
extent that it deserves. It has not generated the kind or level of  debate and 
discussion that would lead political leaders to formulate policies and craft 
strategies to tackle this social, cultural, and economic scourge. Khat, on 
which Somalilanders spend massive amounts of  money per annum, has 

-
ademicians, the national media, and other opinion makers, and no one has 
raised the question of  why this impoverished nation should lose hundreds 
of  millions of  dollars every year, in effect wasting it on a highly addictive 
drug. Somaliland is the largest destination of  a large volume of  Khat ex-
ported by Ethiopia and imported by traders in Somaliland. In contrast, So-
maliland’s exports to Ethiopia are negligible. The decades-long imbalance 

nor its business people and ultimately causes great harm to Somaliland 
-

mercial relationship. For instance, around 85,000 kgs of  Khat come into 
Somaliland every day, from which Ethiopia earns millions of  dollars annu-
ally. In essence, this imbalance in trade is due to the absence of  mutually 

of  Somaliland’s Ministry of  Trade and Investment, which has been unable 
or unwilling to take the lead in managing the import–export activities of  

-
astating impact on the wellbeing of  Somaliland society, causing serious 
problems in health and social relations. This study examines the impact of  
Khat on the national economy and the negative effects it has had on social 
fabric and cultural values, a problem which is slowly eroding Somaliland 
society’s traditional norms and its dignity. The study underlines the extent 
to which a once-promising society in terms of  cultural and social cohesion 
is in the grip of  mass drug addiction without any accounting of  its serious 
repercussions. The study proposes policies and strategies that could help 
Somaliland tackle the problem seriously or at least attempts to reduce the 
volume of  Khat entering Somaliland.
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