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Somali journalist Abdiaziz Abdinur Ibrahim (right) in Mogadishu after his release from prison. 'I 

often think I might still be in prison if fellow journalists and media organisations hadn’t refused to 
let my situation be forgotten'. Photograph: Mohamed Abdiwahab/AFP/Getty Images 

 
When Somalia got a new president and government last year, I felt hopeful. Finally we had a 
government that would understand and respect the media. A few months later, my hopes were 
shattered. I sat in Mogadishu central prison charged with insulting the government for 
interviewing a woman who said soldiers had raped her. My new leaders branded me a criminal 
and dragged the woman before the media to pressure her to testify against me. During my 66 
days in detention, the message was clear: reporting on government wrongdoing was not 
welcome. 
 
As a journalist in Mogadishu for the worst years of the conflict, I have lost many friends and 
colleagues. Unknown gunmen killed my friend Mohamed Ibrahim Rageh on 21 April. The last 
time I saw Rageh, he visited me in prison during a diarrhoea outbreak there. I was very worried 
about getting sick and his visit made me feel stronger. 
 
Despite international concern about journalists' killings, and promises from the government that 
those responsible will be held to account, the attacks continue. When leaders meet in London on 
7 May to speak about the future of Somalia, I hope they will discuss how to end attacks on my 
profession. They should also discuss how to ensure that no other Somali journalist faces criminal 
charges for doing their job. 
 
Our government's record on media freedom has been mixed. President Hassan Sheikh and the 
prime minister, Abdi Farah Shirdon, have said they want and support a free media. The PM even 
set up a taskforce to look at attacks on journalists. But my own experience makes me sceptical. 
 
I was arrested in January, and held by the police for 16 days without knowing what I could have 
done wrong. Finally I was charged, convicted, and my baseless conviction was even upheld on 



appeal. The government argued I wanted to tarnish its reputation. I sat in the horrible conditions 
of Mogadishu central prison, sharing one toilet with 45 others in my cell, forced to sleep on my 
side because it was so crowded. 
 
I had a radio during those long days and was able to hear what the government was saying about 
me. Sometimes I felt hopeful, especially when I heard the prime minister promise media freedom, 
but the president's speeches were accusatory and hurtful to me. I lost hope that I would be free 
any time soon. I often think I might still be in prison if fellow journalists and media organisations 
hadn't refused to let my situation be forgotten. 
 
Now that I have been freed by the supreme court, I hope the government and its donors can see 
my case as a lesson and ensure that those mistakes are not repeated. Most importantly, the 
government and the security forces should tolerate and respect scrutiny and criticism. Somali 
media organisations need support, to improve journalists' skills to protect themselves and take 
necessary precautions when threats arise. 
 
I saw how weak and corrupt our police are. They spent so much time and energy trying to 
discredit me and the woman I interviewed, and never tried to investigate her allegations. Police 
searched my home three times, once with 15 men, as though I were some hardened criminal. 
They were desperate to find some sort of evidence against me but, of course, they found nothing. 
 
I know that without a complete shakeup, the Somali police are unlikely to find those responsible 
for the rapes, the killings, or to help build a better environment for journalists. Our police certainly 
need help: the government needs to make sure that anyone who is not interested in respecting 
the law and our people is removed. Donors should send international criminal experts to 
Mogadishu to investigate the journalists' killings, to help our own police who lack those skills. 
 
The government also needs to build trust with the media and meet us regularly to hear our 
concerns and analysis of security threats. The prime minister's taskforce should include some of 
my fellow journalists, to keep the lines of communication open. 
 
Finally, I hope that the government will protect our human rights defenders. The deaths of my two 
lawyers, Prof Mohamed Mohamud Afrah and Abdikarin Hassan Gorod, in awful attacks on 
Mogadishu's courtrooms, showed how vulnerable they were. When I heard the news, I wept for 
us all. They were incredibly committed and continued to fight for me even when they could see 
the trial was unfair. They frequently visited me in prison and advised me to be strong, especially 
during my appeal process, when I struggled to keep hope. And they struggled too along the way. 
The judges told Afrah he would lose his licence after he comforted me during a hearing. 
 
By trying to communicate the suffering of ordinary Somalis, my colleagues and I have suffered. 
We have lost our freedom to move around in our country, we have lost our peace of mind and 
some of us have lost our lives. I still hope that our new government will recognise our sacrifices 
and make sure we are able to work in peace as our role will be very important to creating a better, 
peaceful Somalia. 
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