
The town 
that refused 
to be held 
to ransom

THE PIRATES OF PUNTLAND

Women’s groups and traditional elders joined 
community and Islamic leaders — and a Christian 
aid organisation — to rid a Somali town of piracy. 
Story and photography: Camilla Grotta
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November 2007: A ship anchors outside 
Eyl, a sleepy fishing village in Puntland, 
Somalia. The 2,000 people who live there 
are used to activity off shore, but many 
fishermen are tired of the foreign trawlers 
that have been fishing their waters since 
the civil war of the 1990s. This time, 
however, something is different — it is a 
large merchant ship. Little do the people of 
Eyl know what is about to hit them.

The ship had been hijacked several 
months earlier while passing through the 
Gulf of Aden. On board were pirates from 
down the coast in Haradere, south-central 
Somalia, in search of a new base for what 
had become a lucrative business. The 
dominant militant group in Haradere had 
cracked down on un-Islamic actions, 
forcing the pirates to flee. 

Perhaps it was the unique layout of Eyl 
that made it their destination. With its two 
towns — the coastal village of Eyl Badey 
and the small town of Eyl Dawad, enclosed 
by mountains and reached via a narrow 
road along a river gorge — it made a perfect 
base: protected, but with access to the sea. 

It was not the first time this northeast 
town had been used as a stronghold: “Mad 
Mullah” Mohammed Abdullah Hassan took 
advantage of the geography to build forts 
at Eyl Dawad when his Dervish forces 
fought British and Italian colonial rule in 
the early 20th century. Whatever the 
reason for choosing Eyl, the local 
community was about to be hit with a 
tsunami of criminal activity, killings, 
abductions and grief.

The mayor, Muse Osman Yusef, shakes 
his head when asked about that November 
day. “If the pirates hadn’t got the ransom 

01 Aisha, a business owner, activist and women’s group leader, received training and seed capital from 
Norwegian Church Aid to start a guest house in Eyl

02 Amina Dahir Abdi is a member of the Anti-Piracy Forum. She has lost two sons to piracy — they are serving jail 
sentences in the US and the Seychelles. In addition, her daughter is being held for ransom by people smugglers
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for that ship, things would never have 
escalated like they did,” he says. 

The Haradere pirates did not bring the 
captured crew to Eyl, but after a short time 
they received a seven-figure in US dollars 
and came ashore flashing their cash. The 
struggling fishermen and pastoral herdsmen 
were amazed at the amount of money the 
newcomers had acquired so easily.

The frustrated fishermen were an easy 
target to persuade for the next mission. 
Youths who had watched their parents 
struggle their whole life with next to no 
opportunities also thought, “Why not?” 

Religious and community leaders and 
traditional elders tried to speak against it, 
but their words were lost in a haze of 
dreams coloured by green dollar bills, and 
fear of the barrels of the weapons they faced. 

The Haradere pirates gathered their new 
recruits and within three weeks, 13 hijacked 
ships were moored outside Eyl. No one had 
had time to foresee the magnitude of what 
was happening. Word travelled fast about 
the money to be made, and a network of 
recruiters spread across the region. People 
were even attracted from neighbouring 
countries, and at its peak 23 ships were 
anchored off the white beaches and up to 
240 hostages held in the town. 

Abdi was 15 when he got involved in 
piracy in 2007. “When the first ship came 
in, it was exciting, and I thought I could 

make easy money. But it was a very bad 
time. I don’t want to talk about it.” 

His friend “Ali” was a few years older and 
admits to feeling pain about things that 
happened. “We took away the hostages’ 
freedom, and sometimes we had to torture 
some of them. It is not understandable, but 
it was all about the money. It was ugly, and 
when I am alone, I feel it. I realised that 
eventually I had to get out. I would either 
have to kill someone, or I would be killed.”

Trade was booming. “There was 
prostitution, drugs and weapons 
everywhere,” Ali admits. But most of the 
ransom money disappeared before they 
knew it, as the pirates had often built up 
big debts by the time payments arrived. 
“Some bought cars even though they 
couldn’t drive and they would crash them 
after a few weeks,” he chuckles, “but some 
people managed to buy a house or two.” 

“For every ransom that was paid, another 
problem was created,” says the mayor, 
shaking his head again. “I felt so sorry for 
the crews. There were such big powers 
moving around, we just weren’t able to 
interfere.”

Community leaders and others helped 
hostages when they could, sometimes 
getting medicines and doctors, but they 
lacked direct access to the crews and there 
was a limit to how much they could do. 

Women bore the burdens of losing their 

03 Local activist Aisha, centre, in blue, joins other women celebrating 
at a graduation ceremony in Eyl, having received vocational training 
through Alternative Livelihoods to Piracy 

04 The town’s mayor, Muse Osman Yusef. He tells of a man who 
received a phone call from his pirate son boasting of how many 
houses he could build with the money he had made. ‘Let all those 
houses be built in hell’ was his father’s reply
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sons and husbands, and a great number are 
now the sole providers for their families. 

Amina Dahir Abdi, 58, has become the 
main breadwinner for an extended family 
of 22. She is the mother of two pirates. One 
is in jail in the Seychelles. The other is 
serving a life sentence in a US prison in 
Virginia. It took her five years to find him. 
Amina now cares for her sons’ children, as 
well as the children of a daughter who she 
says was abducted in February and held 
for a $7,500 ransom.

“I feel so bad that the pirates affected 
other families. Their families [the 
hostages’] suffered the same way we, the 
women in Somalia, are suffering.” 

She describes piracy as a disaster on so 
many levels. “It has damaged our country. 
Everyone thinks we are all pirates and 
criminals. Locally, it has destroyed our 
access to resources and our livelihoods 
— and personally it has affected so many.”

Amina has been involved with the 
women’s group that was crucial in bringing 
about change and banishing piracy from 
Eyl. Alongside women, religious and 
traditional leaders in several areas of 
Puntland — as well as the Counter Piracy 

Forum and the Puntland government — 
Norwegian Church Aid has been 
supporting communities to take up the 
fight against piracy. Its Alternative 
Livelihoods to Piracy project, set up in 
2010, consists of awareness-raising and 
vocational training to deal with the root 
causes of piracy: poverty and idle youth. 

With backing from the project, religious 
leaders started to target pirates in their 
communities and slowly managed to get 
the young men to reject piracy by 
reminding them of traditional and religious 
values. Vocational training was offered to 
those willing to change course.

The campaign to highlight the negative 
consequences of piracy has reached about 
2.2 million Puntlanders. Information was 
spread through radio, school activities and 
sports tournaments. Religious leaders also 
use Friday prayers to teach that piracy and 
related activities are haram — illegal 
according to Islam. Communities have 
turned their backs on piracy and 
businesses financed by ransom money.

Armed guards on ships and the Nato 
presence in the Gulf of Aden have made 
piracy much more difficult. However, 

Pirates’ fortunes undergo an 
electrifying transformation

Former pirates Ahmed and Abdirizak have found 
new vocations and new lives, thanks to the 
Norwegian Church Aid project Alternative 
Livelihoods to Piracy. After graduating as 
electricians in 2010 and 2012 from the vocational 
training centre in Garowe, western Puntland, they 
work full-time at Nugaal Electricity Company 
(NEC), which supplies power in the state and runs 
an internship scheme for graduates of the project.

Both young men are from pastoral nomad 
families, like almost 70% of the population in 
Somalia. Unemployed and uneducated, Ahmed 
and Abdirizak were easy targets for pirate 
recruiters in Eyl. They tried their luck at sea, 
although they never succeeded in an actual 
attack. As time went by, the excitement of possibly 
earning easy money dwindled, and they found 
themselves caught up in a life surrounded by 
criminal and immoral activity. “Don’t even 
mention that time. I am trying so hard to put it 
behind me,” says Abdirizak. 

Daring to take a stand, the pair signed 
agreements promising they would not go back to 
piracy after being approached by religious 
leaders in Eyl. In Garowe, they received skills 
training and religious guidance. 

“I was lucky,” says Abdirizak, who is grateful for 
the chance to get out and make an honest living. 
He is now married and has an eight-month-old 
baby that he can provide for. 

Ahmed also lives in Garowe with his wife and 
two children, after being hired by NEC with four 
other Alternative Livelihoods graduates. Through 
his training, he realised he could learn quickly, 
and he wants to learn more. He now takes private 
evening classes in literacy and numeracy.

A partnership between Norwegian Church Aid 
and NEC to offer the graduates internships as 
electricians has now led to the company taking on 
12 as full-time staff. NEC currently has to find most 
of its qualified staff in Kenya and other countries, 
but it is expanding and would like to employ 
more local Alternative Livelihoods graduates. 

The project has restored pride to the region and 
its people. As Faisel Kareem Ndjama, a newly 
graduated vehicle mechanic engineer, says: “The 
training gives dignity, and we feel like we have a 
role to play in society. Confidence comes with 
knowledge, so youth have hope for the future now.” 
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The Alternative Livelihoods to Piracy project run 
by Norwegian Church Aid was initially financed by the 
Norwegian Shipowners’ Association (Norges 
Rederiforbund), the Norwegian Shipowners’ Mutual War 
Risk Insurance Association and Norway’s Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs. 

Norwegian Church Aid works with people and 
organisations to eradicate poverty and injustice, 
regardless of race, creed and political or religious 
affiliation. It has been active in Somalia since the early 
1990s — first in Gedo region and later in Mogadishu 
— and began working in Puntland after the 2004 tsunami.

01 These two former pirates have retrained to become 
 electricians at the Nugaal Electricity Company
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lasting results can come only from tackling 
the causes of the problem on land, dealing 
with poverty and a lack of jobs. 

Some 720 former pirates and vulnerable 
youngsters have completed training as 
electricians, solar engineers, entrepreneurs, 
masons or carpenters, and learned skills for 
shallow-water fishing through Alternative 
Livelihoods. Almost half come from Eyl, 
and 33 of the 50 who graduated there in 
March this year are women — most of 
them sole providers for their households.

Apart from the lively graduation 

ceremonies, life in Eyl is quiet again and 
the community is proud it has fought the 
evil that took over so suddenly and viciously 
in 2007. Optimism that appeared to have 
disintegrated has re-emerged. 

Aisha, a local women’s leader, business 
owner and activist, says: “As long as there 
is a will, we can achieve whatever we 
want.” 

Camilla Grotta advises Norwegian Church Aid on 
private-sector partnerships. She visited Puntland in 
March with Haakon Svane, director of contingency 
planning at the Norwegian Shipowners’ Association

Fishermen angered by a 
different sort of piracy
Three men are preparing for an evening’s fishing 
trip on the beach at Eyl. They used to go out in 
the evenings, set their nets and then go home, 
returning to pick them up early in the morning. 
Now the men stay in their boats for six hours 
before retrieving the nets, because they fear their 
equipment will be stolen by the foreign boats 
fishing illegally off their shores. 

Abu Bakar Hussein, 33, vents his frustration: 
“They are armed and they steal our nets and all 
our equipment if we leave them unattended. It 
has happened many times!” He says they see 
about 10 large fishing boats every night. 

The leader of the Puntland Fishing Association 
confirms the stories told by the Eyl fishermen. 
“We see the illegal trawlers with our own eyes at 
night. This is a real problem, and people are 
frustrated,” he says.

President Abdiweli Mohamed Ali of Puntland 
claims the state has lost hundreds of millions of 
dollars’ trade to illegal fishing. A lack of verifiable 
documentation means the true extent of the 
illegal fishing is unknown, but it is perceived as a 
growing problem and was one of the original 
issues blamed for the expansion of Somali piracy 
in the early 2000s.

The Counter Piracy Forum was set up in 2010 
by Norwegian Church Aid and the director-
general of the Counter Piracy Directorate, 
Abdirizak Ahmed, to mobilise communities to 
fight piracy at a local level. 

“We are so pleased our collaboration has been 
fruitful when it comes to piracy,” says forum 
member Khalif Owali. “Trawlers and illegal fishing 
boats caused fishermen to fight the trawlers. This 
was the beginning of piracy, and it escalated 
because there was a non-functioning government. 
The payment of ransoms rocketed it and piracy 
became a business opportunity for many.”

Owali’s claims are backed by Puntland’s justice 
minister, Ismail Mohamed Warsame, who says: 
“Piracy was a counter-activity towards illegal 
fishing that reached a tipping point. As it is now 
near to being peaceful, we hope for support from 
the international community to focus on, and stop, 
illegal fishing.” 

Although most signs point to the illegal trawlers 
being foreign, it is clear that some Somalis are 
involved. Boats have been caught with fake 
fishing licences, or real paperwork issued with 
forged signatures of Puntland officials. 

Eyl’s mayor, Muse Osman Yusef, also suspects 
that some locals are paid to alert the illegal fishers. 
“Every night we see the lights of the trawlers. We 
have invited the authorities and journalists here 
many times, but each time they get to town, the 
boats disappear. It is very frustrating.” 

Illegal fishing boats have been seized recently, 
but there has also been a successful pirate attack 
on a fishing boat off the coast. The situation 
remains balanced on a knife-edge: the issue of 
illegal fishing is as relevant as ever. 

02, 03 Local fishermen on the beach at Eyl, preparing their 
nets, and heading home with their catch
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