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Good Morning Ladies and Gentlemen;  
 
Thank you very much for having me here this morning to share the 
experience of the IGAD region in responding to COVID-19. I also want to 
thank the ISS for organizing this webinar in which has drawn participants 
from all over the world. I warmly welcome everyone that is viewing us online. 
 
I am honoured that you have taken the time to come and learn from our 
experiences in responding to the effects of the Coronavirus pandemic in the 
IGAD region. At the same time, I hope that in our subsequent discussions, 
we will also have an opportunity to hear from you on what works and what 
doesn’t when it comes to COVID-19 responses now and in the future.  
 
The guiding question for our webinar this morning is, “Can the Horn deal 
with the impact of COVID-19?” But before we can attempt to answer this 
question, first of all we have to understand it. In order to get the right 
answers, we should start by asking the right questions.  
 
 
 



I consider this an invitation to interrogate the fundamental question shaping 
this meeting and take the opportunity to ask a few guiding questions of my 
own; 

1. “What does the impact of COVID-19 look like?” 
2. “How is COVID-19 making itself felt in our countries and communities?” 
3. “Where will the impact of COVID-19 going to be felt the most?”  
4. “When are we likely to see the worst impact of COVID-19?” 

The more I have examined these questions, the clearer it has become that 
yes, COVID-19 is an international crisis; but the effects of it are 
principally experienced at the personal level. Falling sick is a personal 
experience; Losing a job is a personal experience; Sleeping hungry is a 
personal experience and Migrating to escape economic uncertainty and 
social unrest is a personal experience.  
 
In the IGAD region, the COVID-19 pandemic is an opportunistic 
infection that is exploiting pre-existing vulnerabilities. Just like the 
other viruses that capitalise on low-levels of immunity, COVID-19 will take 
advantage of existing challenges to human security in order to further 
destabilise the IGAD region.  
 
When considered in tandem with the other simultaneous threats the IGAD 
region is facing, COVID-19 presents an existential threat to peace 
and security in the Horn of Africa.  
 
Specifically, the COVID-19 pandemic in the IGAD region should be viewed 
through a “3+2+1” model or as a Crisis; within a Crisis; within a Crisis. 

• 3 represents the triple-threat that the Coronavirus (COVID-19) 
poses to Health, Food Security and Peace & Security within 
the IGAD region;  

• 2 signifies the Desert Locust invasion (Locust-20) and 
Widespread Flooding;  



And  
• 1 symbolises the unprecedented wave of Refugees and 

Undocumented Migrants that is anticipated as a result of the 
socio-economic challenges that are expected to follow closely on 
the heels of the pandemic.  

COVID-19, is therefore not just a health crisis, but a comprehensive crisis. 
In addition to the threats it poses to the physical well-being of our population 
in the Horn of Africa, it is also affecting all aspects of life in the IGAD region 
and around the world. 
 
The coronavirus continues to wreak havoc on the health and wealth 
of nations and households all over the world. In 133 days since it was 
declared a pandemic, it has infected over 7.2 million people and killed over 
406,000. Three weeks ago, when I received the invitation to speak at this 
webinar, the IGAD region had recorded 7,466 cases and 230 deaths. In the 
intervening 20 days, this number has risen three-fold to over 20,667 
cases of infection and 605 deaths.  
 
Let us put this in perspective. The average death rate over the 6 years and 
1 day that World War II lasted was 243 people per day; the average death 
rate from the Coronavirus since the beginning of February is 3,059 people 
per day. In other words, COVID-19 is statistically 13 times more 
deadly than the Second World War.  
 
In economic terms, the University of Norwich estimates that adjusted for 
inflation in today’s Dollars, the Second World War cost 4 trillion. The 
Asian Development Bank on its part, recently estimated that COVID-19 will 
cost the global economy 8.8 trillion dollars. This is twice as much 
as times as much as World War II.  
 
 



If we factor in the cost of a collapse in social order and reversals in 
multilateralism that may be triggered by COVID-19, this cost becomes 
astronomical, if not incalculable. Covid-19 therefore has far-reaching 
implications on the global security agenda.  
 
My detailed update this morning will illustrate how pervasive the impact of 
COVID-19 has been in all aspects of life in the IGAD region; ranging from 
Health, Food insecurity, Peace and Security, Economic Development, 
Livelihoods and Social Welfare as well as the Environment and Natural 
resource management. I can say without fear of contradiction, that 
COVID-19 poses the greatest threat to the resilience of our people.  
 
In medical practice, it is normal to first ‘examine the patient’ before 
‘diagnosing the disease’ and coming up with a prognosis. Before we 
can tell if the Horn can deal with the impact of COVID-19, we must 
understand the state of the Horn and some of the factors informing peace 
and security that are most likely to be affected.  

 
The Economy, Unemployment and the youth bulge: Across the 
region the pandemic has critically reduced levels of activity in vital 
economic sectors such as agriculture and service sectors such as tourism, 
transport and logistics.  
 
Universally, small and medium enterprises are the most affected with over 
two-thirds of them reducing staff numbers. In addition, countries such as 
Sudan are operating under international sanctions which have had a 
negative effect on the economy. Sudan is currently experiencing an 
economic crisis with over 70% inflation. South Sudan has seen the 
value of oil reduce significantly effectively affecting government 
revenues.  
 



Considering that over 95% of people in the IGAD region are below 
the age of 65 and the average median age is 18 years, (UNFPA), 
the loss of income and livelihoods is significantly affecting the youth.  
 
Let us bear in mind that even though the youth are more resistant 
to the health effects of COVID-19, young people especially in the 
informal urban settlements are the most vulnerable to the 
Economic and Social effects of COVID-19. From a peace and security 
perspective, this is a significant threat to peace and security considering 
that in conflict situations, the majority of combatants are young 
people. 
 
Geo-Politics: At the global level, the Horn of Africa is a theatre of 
significant geo-strategic importance and substantial international interest. 
It sits on a major maritime trade and transportation route acting as a 
gateway between Europe and Asia along the Gulf of Aden and the Red 
Sea.  As livelihoods shrink, the IGAD region expects a resurgence of 
piracy to exploit high geo-strategic value of the maritime routes adjacent 
to the region. In 2013, the World Bank estimated that piracy cost 
the global economy 18 Billion Dollars a year. 
 
Internal Tensions: Internally, the IGAD region is geographically 
homogenous but politically and socially it is heterogenous. It is a 
melting pot of nationalities, ideologies, religions, cultures and 
communities. Whilst this diversity stimulates cooperation at the policy 
level and brings the region together, these same differences are the cause 
of tensions at the community level that drive the region apart.   
 
Traditionally, the Horn of Africa has high levels of inter-communal 
conflict over natural resources. This has been made worse by the 
abundance of illicit small arms and light weapons.  



In addition, Violent Extremist groups such as Al-Shabaab are active in the 
region, controlling large sections of territory, recruiting unemployed and 
marginalised youth into their ranks.  
 
Governance and electoral processes: The pandemic has also had an 
effect on the electoral calendar of the region. Ethiopia, indefinitely 
postponed parliamentary elections that had been scheduled for 
August 2020, parking uncertainty and heated debate. In Kenya, the 
partial lockdown temporarily reduced the momentum of efforts to drum 
up support for the “handshake” and “the Building Bridges Initiative”. In 
Somalia, there are concerns that parliamentary elections scheduled 
for November 2020 may be postponed.  On its part, Uganda is at 
cross-roads with some indications that elections scheduled for March 
2021 may be postponed. 
 
Territorial disputes: The IGAD region also has over 7 major unresolved 
territorial disputes most of which are rooted in access to natural resources 
and have the latent potential to transform into active inter-state conflicts. 
These include the dispute over the use of the Nile waters between 
Ethiopia, Sudan and Egypt; active disputes over Abiyei Region between 
Sudan and South Sudan and the Maritime Boundary dispute between 
Kenya and Somalia. Latent disputes include Migingo Island between 
Kenya and Uganda; disputes over the Djibouti-Eritrea border and the ilemi 
Triangle between South Sudan and Kenya. The issue of Somaliland 
continues to remain sensitive.   
 
Mediation, Preventive Diplomacy, Peace-Keeping and Peace-
Building processes. COVID-related movement restrictions have slowed 
down planned diplomatic efforts at peacebuilding for instance; the 
normalisation of relations between Djibouti and Eritrea. They also 
prevented the holding of a tripartite meeting in March 2020 on 
the Kenya-Somalia Maritime dispute. COVID-19 has curtailed peace 
keeping operations as well as peace building processes.  



Somalia for instance, has recorded the highest levels of conflict and 
violence in the region. Al-Shabaab has taken the opportunity to 
actively exploit the pandemic in order to gain influence, create 
tensions and expand territory. The terrorist group has stepped up its 
bombing campaign, targeting public transport vehicles and public officials 
such as Abdisalan Hassan Hersi, the late Governor of Nugaal region.  
 
Furthermore, ongoing dialogue between the Federal Government and 
Federal Member States has been affected, slowing down the momentum 
to bring all the states together under a national federal administration. In 
the case of South Sudan, the formation of a unity government in 
February 2020 was a positive development but implementation of the 
Peace Agreement is on now hold, effectively halting the state re-formation 
process. 
 
In addition, incidents of conflict and violence have not reduced 
significantly since COVID-19 was declared a global pandemic. 
Ethnic clashes linked to forces that did not sign the peace agreement and 
are attempting to force a re-negotiation are on the rise. 
Containment measures are significantly limiting peacekeeping operations 
of the AU Mission in Somalia (AMISOM) as well as the UN-Mission in South 
Sudan (UNMISS).   
 
In the case of Sudan, one of the main peace and security concerns 
is ending of the long-term conflict in Darfur, South Kordofan and 
Blue Nile regions. Negotiations that were expected to be finalized in 
April 2020 have been postponed due to COVID-19 risks with some of the 
parties already withdrawing from the negotiations. 
 
Irregular Migration: Protracted conflict, frequent natural disasters and 
limited economic prospects have produced and will continue drive large 
scale population displacement.  



Already IGAD is home to some of the largest displaced populations in the 
world with 9 Million IDPs and 4 Million refugees (IOM, UNHCR). 
Unregulated migration undermines peace and security through porous 
borders, conflict with local host communities as well tensions between 
countries of origin, transit and destination.  
 
To effectively manage Covid-related migratory pressure, IGAD Member 
States have to delicately balance between protecting health and 
preserving wealth. Our Member States are faced by a stark choice 
between lives and livelihoods. The predicament is that peace and 
security in the IGAD region are relies on the successful 
achievement of both these objectives.  
 
In sum therefore, the status of peace and security of the IGAD region 
in the coming months remains unclear for the time being. The 
analysis of conflict patterns by the IGAD early warning unit showed that 
there was little change in average levels conflict and violence in between 
January and April but in the month of May showed a 20% increase in 
violent incidents, mainly in Somalia and South Sudan.  
 
So far, state-civilian relations remain stable but as observed in 
other parts of the world, the situation can deteriorate very quickly 
especially with the mounting job losses among the youth and the 
projected increase in food prices, especially in post-conflict countries such 
as Somalia, South Sudan and Sudan which still have high levels fragility. 
 
In order to preserve Peace and Security in the Horn of Africa, IGAD 
believes conflict-affected countries require special consideration 
and a conflict-sensitive response to the pandemic is matter of 
priority. IGAD continues to mobilize international support to help in 
implementing the UN Secretary General’s call for a global ceasefire 
particularly in this region.  



IGAD is also looking at innovative ways to drive the peace agenda in the 
region; from engaging in virtual diplomacy to support 
peacebuilding and enhancement of local capacity to simultaneously 
sustain peace processes and prevent the spread of the virus. 
 
IGAD has recorded significant success in the battle against COVID-
19 at the policy level through Summit Meetings of Heads of State as 
well as sectoral and thematic meetings with Ministers of Health, Finance, 
Agriculture and Foreign Affairs. We have made significant strides in 
the coordination and roll-out of a regional response that targets 
vulnerable populations such as refugees, IDPs and host communities 
in borderland areas.  
 
However, we are also striving to overcome challenges to peace 
and security in the implementation of our regional response 
strategy to COVID-19; We are a strong believer in collective 
action as the most effective response to collective threats. We 
also subscribe to the principle of mutual dependence of countries through 
deeper integration as the most effective strategy to preventing conflict 
and violence between states.  
 
For instance, IGAD pioneered models of unified response to this 
threat that the rest of the World can replicate and improve upon. 
We quickly recognized that unconnected, country-specific measures 
would be ineffective at combating the virus. Instead, we adopted a 
regional approach that brought our Member States to work together in a 
coordinated and concerted manner.  
 
 
 
 



As I come to the end of my address, allow me to share with you 5 
critical measures that will significantly shore up peace and 
security in the Horn of Africa in the context of the corona-virus;  
 
One, expanding support for regional peacebuilding initiatives;   

• South Sudan Revitalised Peace Agreement 
• Somalia Post-Conflict Reconstruction – Including support for 

AMISOM and Somali National Army and Police Force 
• Djibouti-Eritrea relations  
• Kenya-Somalia Maritime Dispute and Security Cooperation 

to defeat Al-Shabaab  
• Sudan Transition and border dispute with Ethiopia  

 
Two, scaling-up preventative diplomacy and “peace-building from 
below” to rapidly identify and prevent address emerging challenges to 
peace and security as a result of COVID-19.  
 
Three, supporting measures to prevent and contain COVID-19 
among peace-keeping forces (UNMISS, AMISOM).   
 
Four, Debt cancellation as opposed to temporary relief for Member 
States to unlock resources for health, socio-economic, peace & security 
interventions. 
 
Five, accelerating the regional integration agenda and strengthening 
inter-dependence between communities and nations as a conflict 
prevention strategy. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



In Conclusion,  
 
The overall peace and security situation in the IGAD region hangs in 
the balance; it could deteriorate rapidly or improve tremendously.  
 
On one hand, if we do not respond in a sustained and coordinated 
manner to the triple-threat of COVID-19, Desert Locusts and Floods, we 
shall have increased food insecurity, reduced incomes and destroyed 
livelihoods thereby undermining peace, security and stability.  
 
On the other hand, if we take advantage of this situation to catalyse 
positive transformation, we shall improve the peace and security 
situation in the region. History has taught us that in the ashes of every 
disaster, lie the seeds of improving the human condition.  
 
For example, the city of London owes its sewerage system to the 
cholera outbreak of 1854; the 1918 flu pandemic popularised the use 
of facemasks and social distancing; the 1st world war gave rise to the 
League of Nations, a forerunner of the United Nations while the 2nd 
World War gave us the International Cooperation, Peace and Security 
system we know today through the United Nations and post-conflict 
reconstruction institutions such as the World Bank.    
 
Let us not waste this crisis but instead harness the opportunities it gives us 
to rebuild a better and more peaceful world. 
 

I thank you for your attention.   


