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DIFFICULTY IN SOME CASES OF IDENTIFYING INDIVIDUAL SPEAKERS, THE BBC 

CANNOT VOUCH FOR ITS COMPLETE ACCURACY. 

 

“FILE ON 4” 

 

Transmission:  Tuesday 2nd November 2010 

Repeat:  Sunday 7th November 2010 

 

Producer:  Andy Denwood 

Reporter:  Jenny Cuffe 

Editor:   David Ross 

 

CUFFE: After the latest failed airline bomb plot, there are new 

fears about the threat from al-Qaeda offshoots.  

 

NEUMANN: Al-Qaeda, in the Arabian Peninsula, based in Yemen 

now, seems to be on the up, but the one really successful organisation that has actually 

managed to extend the area that it controls over the recent years is al-Shabaab in Somalia. 

 

CUFFE: Tonight File on 4 investigates the Somali connection. 

We hear concerns within the British Somali community about the growing influence of al-

Shabaab – how they’re luring young people with their brand of radical Islam.  And we 

uncover new evidence about the trail of young Somalis from the streets of the UK to the 

killing-fields of Mogadishu.  

 

AMINA: He said to me basically, “Make sure Mum’s okay and 

the family is okay, I will be back.  Don’t worry, I’ll find a way to be back.” 

 

CUFFE: He didn’t.  But what about those who do come back? 

What risk do those trained and bloodied abroad pose here at home? 

 

SIGNATURE TUNE 
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ACTUALITY OF GUN SHOTS AND SHOUTING 

 

CUFFE: The conflict in Somalia.  Messages of extremism are 

only a click away. Through the internet, al-Shabaab uses martyrdom videos to inspire young 

Muslims in Britain.  

 

EXTRACT FROM VIDEO 

 

AYOUB: … know that I am doing this much for the … only for 

the sake of Allah and his religion. 

 

CUFFE: Abdul Ayoub was a suicide bomber from Ealing in 

West London.  

 

AYOUB: Are you pleased to live as slaves and die as slaves?  

Death in honour is better than life in humiliation. 

 

CUFFE: Before killing twenty Ethiopian soldiers in the 

Somalian town of Baidoa in 2007, he spent a year at Oxford Brookes University and left to 

work in a supermarket.  Then he abandoned the checkout till and travelled through Kenya to 

Somalia, where he trained with al-Shabaab.   

 

ABDULLAHI: It was a wakeup call for everybody and they said, 

“Now every mother or every father should worry about their kids,” so that’s when 

everything started. 

 

CUFFE: Mohammed Abdullahi is director of the UK Somali 

Community Initiative, one of hundreds of organisations representing Somalis in Britain – a 

diaspora numbered at anything between 150,000 and a quarter of a million.  He’s alarmed by 

reports that other young British Somalis are joining al-Shabaab. 

 

ABDULLAHI: This issue is getting bigger every year.  We started 

from one person going to Somalia and now we don’t know how many.  It may be hundreds, 

maybe sixty.  God knows.  People are saying that five people went from here, six people 
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ABDULLAHI cont: went from there.  We don’t have the real story.  They 

can say, oh, it was Abdi or it was Mohammed or it was Ali.  This is a big challenge for the 

community.  It’s very very hard to know how many people that believe in the ideology of al-

Shabaab. 

 

CUFFE: It’s perhaps not surprising people are reluctant to 

admit they support al-Shabaab.  What started out as a ragtag army of youth fighting with 

other Islamist groups in Somalia has developed into a powerful organisation which has used 

suicide bombs and improvised explosive devices to win swathes of land between Mogadishu 

and the Kenyan border and impose a brutal form of Sharia law.  But Peter Neumann of the 

Centre for Radicalisation at King’s College, London says it’s the organisation’s links to al-

Qaeda that have raised its profile on the international stage. 

 

NEUMANN: Al-Shabaab probably right now is one of the top three 

al-Qaeda affiliate organisations.  Al-Qaeda has not been very successful in recent years, it’s 

not managed to pull off another 9/11, so its reputation, to a great extent, rests on the success 

of some of the affiliate organisations.  Al-Qaeda in Iraq for a while was very successful, it is 

no longer successful.  Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula based in Yemen now seems to be 

on the up, but the one really successful organisation that has actually managed to extend the 

area that it controls over the recent years is al-Shabaab in Somalia.  That’s why Jihadist  

people, who are meeting in internet forums across the world, but also members of the 

leadership of al-Qaeda have been playing up their association with al-Shabaab. It is seen as 

almost the only success story that they can offer to their constituency. 

 

CUFFE: Britain pronounced al-Shabaab a proscribed 

organisation in March last year. During the World Cup final this July, it carried out attacks in 

Kampala, killing 74 people - a retaliation for Uganda’s presence in Somalia as part of the 

African peace-keeping force, AMISOM.  And two months ago, the Director General of MI5, 

Jonathan Evans, said it also posed a threat to Britain. In his first public speech on national 

security, he said a significant number of UK residents were training in al-Shabaab camps to 

fight in the insurgency in Somalia, and went on: 

 

READER IN STUDIO: We need to do whatever we can to stop people from 

this country becoming involved in terrorism and murder in Somalia, but beyond that I am 
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READER IN STUDIO cont: concerned that it is only a matter of time before we see 

terrorism on our streets inspired by those who are today fighting alongside al-Shabaab. 

 

CUFFE: The Intelligence Service, of course, won’t reveal the 

source of their information about young British Somalis recruited to al-Shabaab.  But 

rumours about youngsters being brainwashed and radicalised are causing growing concern 

among British Somalis – particularly the older generation, who fled chaos in Somalia and 

just want to see the return of stability and peace.  Harbi Kullane tries to liaise between the 

community here and Somalia’s Transitional Federal Government, which has international 

backing, but is seen by many Somalis as a puppet of the west.  He is critical of British 

Somalis for their reluctance to speak openly about al-Shabaab. 

  

KULLANE: If you’re walking in the street of Camden, if you walk 

in the streets of Southall or if you go to Leicester or even Birmingham you hear that young 

children who were here studying the religion have disappeared and gone back to Somalia. 

 

CUFFE: So have you met parents here in Britain who say that 

their young people have disappeared? 

 

KULLANE: At the moment the difficulty that we’re having with 

our society and diaspora is no parents are willing to come forward and say they are missing 

my child.  

 

CUFFE: If parents are keeping so quiet about that, aren’t they 

contributing to the problem? 

 

KULLANE: Directly or indirectly, they’re contributing it, but if 

they come forward and they say, “Our son has been there,” they fear some sort of a 

repercussion from the law, often from the country that they are being hosted. 

 

CUFFE: But for this File on 4 investigation, we have found one 

young woman who will speak out.  To protect her identity we’ll call her Amina.  Amina’s 21 

year old brother left home in London a year ago. 



 5 

 

AMINA: He’s a very smart boy. He used to do what a normal 

kid would do: play, go out with his friends, play football, go to the youth club. We came here 

when we were very young and we grew up here, we went to college here, primary school, 

secondary school, everything. All our life was here basically. So he wasn’t really the type to 

be, you know, be mixed up with these groups and stuff. He went to university as well. He 

finished uni.  I mean, he had friends all over London. He loved this country. We went back 

home 2004, and he didn't like it there at all. He wanted to come back.  He loved this country 

a lot. 

 

CUFFE: The young man Amina describes was religious but not 

extreme in his views. She says he was peace-loving, not the kind of person to cause trouble. 

Then one day – almost a year ago - he announced he was leaving.  

 

AMINA: He came in the house and he said to my mother, 

“Mum, I’m going on holiday,” and my mother said, “Well, hold on, how come you are just 

telling me now?”  He’s like, “I’m going with my friend,” and she said, “Well, how did you 

get the money to pay for the ticket?” and she wanted to find out everything, but he was such 

in a rush that he didn’t even have time to talk. He just packed his things. He didn’t even take 

all his stuff. He took a couple of tops and jeans and ran out the door. And my mother tried 

running after him and saying to him, “Where are you going?” and he said, “I’m just going to 

Egypt for a month and I shall be back soon.” He said “Don’t worry, Mum, I’m coming 

back.” And that’s it - he left. 

 

CUFFE: So you don’t think he had enough money for his own 

ticket? 

 

AMINA: No. Definitely not. My mother is a single mum and as 

a family we try to help her as much as we can – pay the bills for her and food and provide, so 

whatever money we get we try to help our mum. 

  

CUFFE: The 21 year old biology graduate told his family he 

wanted to study religion in Egypt and he travelled with his best friend.  In the first couple of 

months, when he rang home, he sounded happy but then Amina says his tone changed. He 

called from different numbers and they learned that he’d gone from Egypt to Somalia, 

though he never gave a specific location. They later found out that he was with al-Shabaab. 
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AMINA: When we spoke to him over the phone there were 

certain things he couldn’t say for some reason.  I tried to speak to him a couple of times, but 

he wouldn’t reply back and sometimes it felt like someone was there with him and every 

time he tried to say something to me they would cut the phone off on him.  

 

CUFFE: When was the last that you heard from him? 

 

AMINA: He phoned on a Saturday and he said to us he was 

going to come back the next month. He couldn’t talk much, the phone kept being cut off on 

him.  He couldn’t say anything, but he seemed like he needed help.  I know my brother; 

when he’s upset or something’s wrong or when he’s scared, I know by the tone of his voice.  

He wasn’t happy. 

  

CUFFE: And how did that conversation end? 

 

AMINA: He said to me basically, “Make sure Mum’s okay and 

the family is okay, I will be back.  Don’t worry, I’ll find a way to be back.” And that was it. 

The phone cut off on him. 

 

CUFFE: Then, six weeks ago, there was another message. 

 

AMINA: A couple of days after, his best friend phoned and told 

a friend of mine that he was dead. They said a flying missile landed on him with a couple of 

other people as well. He was killed that way. Now we don’t know where he is buried, he 

could be anywhere and we haven’t heard from his best friend since then as well. We don’t 

know if his best friend’s dead as well. 

 

CUFFE: And what effect has it had on the family? 

 

AMINA: My whole family is crushed. We just feel like we don't 

have a life no more, he was the special one of the family.  We love him very much. He 

meant a lot to us. He was my youngest brother, you know, he was my little baby, he’s like 

my youngest brother. We done everything together. We used to call him the middle one. But 

now he’s gone. 
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CUFFE: Amina thinks if he’s survived, her brother’s best 

friend is still in Somalia and believes that a couple of other friends, who left London before 

them, are also with al-Shabaab, but she has no idea why they went or who recruited them 

and paid their air fares.  As far as she knows, none of these cases has been reported to the 

police. Laura Hammond, senior lecturer in development at the School of Oriental and 

African Studies, has been researching the Somali diaspora in Britain.   She thinks the story of 

Amina’s brother has a resonance for other British Somalis. 

 

HAMMOND: What’s happened with a lot of young Somalis in the 

UK has been that they’ve grown up largely without a solid religious structure that they 

would have had in Somalia and they have become increasingly marginalised and excluded 

from mainstream society.  Many children, young adults, live with their mothers, maybe 

because the father is not at all in the picture anymore but very often the father is back in 

Somalia, still maintaining the family businesses. It’s a quite common thing.  But the problem 

for those young people is that they don’t have the kind of constant everyday guidance that 

that father figure would provide to them, and the mother is faced with raising all of the 

children in a society that is also unfamiliar to her, she may not speak English.  The 

challenges are huge. 

 

CUFFE: This young man travelled to Egypt.  He told his family 

that he was going on holiday but that he was also going to do some religious studies there.  

Does that fit into a pattern? 

 

HAMMOND: Well, I would think in some ways it’s almost a 

necessary pre-requisite to this kind of mobilisation in the sense that someone’s very unlikely 

to just come in off the streets and decide to go back to Somalia to join such a movement 

without actually having been part of one of these small communities of radicalised extremist 

people with a political agenda.  I think it is quite common and I think that moving from the 

UK to another country, whether it’s Egypt or Malaysia or Saudi Arabia or another country 

that is known to provide both funding and people to go back to the movement, to the 

Shabaab movement, that’s also probably part of a pattern. 

 

CUFFE: When Somalia’s old enemy, Ethiopia, sent troops 

across the border to support the transitional government, joining al-Shabaab was seen as a 

legitimate option for many Somalis.  But Ethiopian troops have now been replaced by an 
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CUFFE cont: African peacekeeping force, and al-Shabaab has been 

growing increasingly ruthless with suicide bombs in Mogadishu and Uganda, so why should 

British-based Somalis be out fighting with them now?  Laura Hammond says the group has a 

sophisticated propaganda machine and uses the internet to target members of the diaspora.  

 

ACTUALITY OF TAPPING KEYS, THEN VIDEO 

 

HAMMOND: The video is about ten minutes long. It is very much 

aimed at the young English speaking Somali in particular, but also non Somalis who belong 

to this pan-Islamic movement.  

 

EXTRACT FROM VIDEO 

 

MAN: As dawn breaks in Mogadishu every morning, a new 

chapter also begins in the battle against the coalition of crusaders and their apostate allies. 

 

HAMMOND: It shows very graphic images of attacks on African 

Union peacekeepers, who are constantly throughout referred to as the African crusaders. It 

shows no images of Somalis being injured or killed.  Lots of Somalis running in the streets 

with a band of brothers fighting hard against the Afghan crusaders.  It is very graphic in 

terms of the violence.  

 

EXTRACT FROM VIDEO 

 

MAN: The burning bodies of their colleagues and of these 

vehicles serving as a painful reminder to the fate that awaits them. 

 

HAMMOND: These kind of images will definitely speak to young 

Somali men in particular who feel excluded by their own experience living abroad, and it’s 

aimed at trying to incite them basically to feel outraged enough that they want to come back 

to join the movement.   

 

CUFFE: After the July 7th London bombing of 2005 and the 

subsequent failed attempt, which involved two British Somalis, the Government launched its 

counter terrorism programme, PREVENT. But there’s a fine line to tread between showing 
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CUFFE cont: the public at large that they’re protected, and focusing 

on particular communities which already feel marginalised, and the issue of recruitment to 

al-Shabaab is deeply sensitive.  Neither the Home Office nor the Counter Terrorism unit 

would talk to us, but the Metropolitan Police offered us access to one of their PREVENT 

teams.  

 

ACTUALITY IN STREET 

 

CAMPBELL: My patch is Evelyn Ward, which basically runs from 

Deptford High Street up to the river, bordering Greenwich and Southwark boroughs.  About 

ten thousand people. 

 

CUFFE: Sergeant Pete Campbell is a community police officer 

with two thousand Somalis on his beat. 

  

CAMPBELL: Hello there chaps, are you all right?  How’s it going? 

 

MAN: I’m okay. 

 

CAMPBELL: Any of you going to be joining the police fairly soon?  

Volunteer policing? 

 

MAN: I’m looking into it.  I’m going to find some 

volunteers. 

 

CAMPBELL: Yeah? 

 

MAN: Yeah.  I’ll speak to the young people about it, see 

what they think, but I’m not sure about myself. 

  

CUFFE: It’s obviously better that police are doing the 

recruiting than al-Shabaab. By building a rapport – particularly with the younger generation 

– Sergeant Campbell hopes to keep them from criminal activity, whether it’s gangs or 

violent extremism. 
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CAMPBELL: Recently I’ve started having conversations with the 

older teenagers and young men in their twenties and we’ll get together, have a sit down, not 

in uniform, in plain clothes, we’ll talk about what is really going on out on the streets.  Some 

of these people are on bail for quite serious offences – drug supply, GBH and assaults. And 

it’s amazing what their misconceptions about what police powers are and how the whole 

system works. 

 

CUFFE: Do you think they would actually talk to you if they 

were worried about recruitment to al-Shabaab? 

 

CAMPBELL: I haven’t come across that as yet. I wouldn’t be 

surprised if it does happen, at all.  Absolutely not.  I’d like to think – it might be wishful 

thinking - that word would get to me via a third party if that was the case.  

 

CUFFE: Off the High Road, in a community centre, the Met’s 

PREVENT officer, Paula Ward, is holding a routine meeting with members of the Somali 

and Somaliland London Community. 

 

ACTUALITY OF MEETING 

 

WARD: … that into a workshop. 

 

MAN: I think we can at the moment …. 

 

CUFFE: They’ve been working together for six and a half years 

now and their partnership is considered a blueprint for others to follow.  But some sensitive 

issues are still difficult to broach.  

 

WARD: Do you think that the level of trust that we have got 

now is going to be such that we could openly discuss the threat of al-Shabaab at one of the 

workshops? 
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MAN:  Well, I think during the discussions everything will 

come up and I think with the young people here, they are willing to discuss any issues that 

concerns them.  I think we can do things more raising their awareness about whole general 

events and all this agenda about Shabaab. 

 

WARD: We did a survey of the Somali women, whether they 

felt that they would come to us if they were concerned about a member of their family, and 

we were quite reassured by the answers, which the general consensus was that yes, they did 

feel confident that they could speak to the police about any concerns. So that was reassuring. 

 

CUFFE: Has anybody ever come forward? 

 

WARD: They have spoken to me in the past about some quite 

serious matters, but I’m not able to discuss individual cases.  

 

CUFFE: And would you know, do you think, if there was any 

recruitment going on or extremist preaching locally?  I mean, would that be information that 

you are confident would reach you? 

 

WARD: I’d like to think that we would hear something, but 

what we have always stressed to the community is that PREVENT is not about spying on 

communities. If intelligence comes our way, as police officers we aren’t going to ignore it. 

But that’s not our sole purpose.    

 

CUFFE: The Government’s PREVENT programme is currently 

under review and police and security services face a dilemma – should they step up 

surveillance in the light of growing concerns about al-Shabaab activities, or keep to their low 

key community approach? Laura Hammond of the School of Oriental and African Studies 

warns of the dangers of over-reacting. 

 

HAMMOND: I’ve had several conversation with young Somalis who 

would like to go back to Somalia, not to join al-Shabaab but to provide assistance to 

internally displaced people or to try to reconstitute their family, figure out where everyone 

has been displaced to or volunteer in a clinic somewhere, or something positive, and they are 

afraid to go anywhere near Somalia because they’re afraid that the UK in particular, noticing 
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HAMMOND cont: that a young person has gone to Somalia, they will be 

suspected of something.  I think the numbers, we’re not sure what the numbers are, but I 

think the numbers of people actually being recruited are quite small, but it’s having a huge 

impact on the overall ability of the diaspora to engage with Somalia in positive ways as well. 

I think that they also feel that the more suspicion they’re held under, the more this 

marginalisation, exclusion cycle will continue and people will actually feel more vulnerable, 

more humiliated, more likely therefore to join.  And the counterargument to that is also that 

if there were some kind of attack on British soil, for instance, that the backlash against the 

Somali community would also be huge. So it’s a very tricky challenge really for the police to 

figure out.  How do you do this? 

  

CUFFE: The same challenge faces police in the United States, 

where al-Shabaab has been recruiting in cities like Minneapolis, with a sizeable Somali 

population.  But what’s helped the authorities is that parents and community leaders have 

begun to come forward with information.   

 

ACTUALITY IN MINNEAPOLIS 

 

CUFFE: The light railway in Minneapolis brings you to 

Government Plaza, dominated by the glass tower of the US Federal Court.  Here, prosecutors 

are preparing the case against ten young men from the city’s large Somali community, who 

left the States to fight for al-Shabaab.  And this summer, two women were arrested and 

charged with providing the organisation with material support.  Together these cases shed 

new light on what investigators say is “a deadly pipeline routing funds and fighters” from 

across the United States.   

 

BOELTER: Our concern was al-Shabaab’s known linkage to al-

Qaeda. That young Somali American men were travelling to Somalia, and indeed was true, 

to support al-Shabaab, well it doesn’t take much imagination to perceive the potential threat 

down the road to the homeland.  

 

CUFFE: Special Agent, Ralph Boelter heads the Minneapolis 

division of the FBI. As in Britain, it was a suicide bomber from the US who first alerted 

authorities but then, in November 2008, a group of Somali parents came to police to say that 

their sons had disappeared and others have followed.   
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BOELTER: A student from the University of Minnesota was one 

of the travellers.  A former gang member, on the other end of the spectrum was one of 

travellers.  So we found that there was not a lot of commonality in that regard. 

 

CUFFE: Did you get the impression that there was a lot of 

organisation behind their journeys to Somalia?  I mean, was somebody recruiting them and 

drawing them over there, or was this sort of a spontaneous ad hoc journeys they were taking? 

 

BOELTER: I’ll be careful what I say about that, but there was a 

process in place for them to travel from here to there. It varied somewhat, but there was a 

process.  It took some forethought and some preparation. 

 

ACTUALITY AT BASKETBALL GAME 

 

CUFFE: A basketball tournament provides diversionary 

activity for young Somali men with time on their hands.  It’s organised by Abdulrazik Bihi, a 

community leader with a very personal reason for wanting to keep them away from al-

Shabaab recruiters.  His nephew, Bruhan, was one of eight youngsters who left their homes 

in November 2008, on the day President Obama was elected. 

 

BIHI: My sister calls me and tells me Bruhan is not home. 

She thought as usual he might be sleeping over at the mosque.  That’s what he’d been doing 

for the past few months.  And she goes to his room this time and finds out that his passport 

was gone, his laptop was gone.  She checks the voicemail, tried to see if he left a voicemail.  

Unusually there was a message from his teacher.  She said that Bruhan didn’t show up for 

school today – he never missed school. Never. In the morning we searched for him, we go to 

the police, we met other families that we never knew at the police station looking for their 

sons.  But we never thought where they were leading and what was happening.  Within a 

week they all call. 

 

CUFFE: All the boys called? 

 

BIHI: All the boys called. 

 

CUFFE: And how many of them were there? 
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BIHI: Eight.  That trip, they call and Bruhan talks to my 

sister, his mum, and says, “Mum, I’m fine and don’t worry about me, I’m in Somalia.” 

 

CUFFE: But soon Bruhan was regretting his journey and before 

his family could rescue him, he was dead.  His uncle thinks he was shot in the head by al-

Shabaab. At least two of his companions also died and no one has returned.  It had a 

traumatic effect on the Somali community. Parents sought the help of police, but it took  

Mr Bihi to persuade others that they must take a stand against extremism, and not everyone 

liked what he was saying.  

 

BIHI: Al-shabaab is not a public information centre.  They 

don’t have an office.  Your brother, if he is al-Shabaab, he’ll never tell you. They don’t talk 

to everybody.  They only talk to vulnerable kids that are in need of role model. These folks 

had dominated the community.  They put the message out that I was not looking for my 

nephew and other kids, but I was out there to destroy the Islamic civilisation.  Well that’s a 

big charge!  You don’t want to be charged with that.  Had I not been a community activist, it 

would have been difficult for another person to speak out.   

 

CUFFE: So what are your friends, other members of the 

diaspora in the UK saying to you about what is happening there? 

 

BIHI: UK is the place.  It should be the capital of this issue, 

not Minnesota.  What’s openly happening is the radicalisation, is the extremist views that’s 

happening, taking place.  Most of the kids never come back.  And the term which al-Shabaab 

is one way ticket is becoming famous. 

 

CUFFE: About twenty young men are thought to have left 

Minnesota for the Jihad in Somalia.  And earlier this year, two women, Amina Ali and Hawo 

Hassan, were arrested and charged with raising funds for the organisation.  They collected 

money door to door, sometimes saying it was on behalf of Somalian orphans.  Ali is also 

accused of using a teleconference to raise several thousand dollars – making it clear it was 

for the Jihad.  Both women deny the charge.  FBI agent, Ralph Boelter, says funding is part 

of the pipeline to al-Shabaab.   
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BOELTER: A substantial amount of money has been raised in the 

past for al-Shabaab in the United States.  In Minnesota alone, back in 2006, millions of 

dollars were raised and transferred to Somalia through the hawala system, and then beyond 

that certainly a percentage of that was raised in support of al-Shabaab.  We know that al-

Shabaab is not dependent solely on money raised in the United States, that they have a 

number of funding sources, many right in East Africa. But certainly there was a substantial 

amount of money that left the United States to Somalia in recent years. 

 

CUFFE: File on 4 has learned of another possible source of 

funding for the Islamist organisation al-Shabaab, a source that’s readily available and 

difficult to control.  

 

ACTUALITY AT CHICAGO AIRPORT  

 

MAN: Hello.  Welcome to the United States. 

 

WOMAN: Thanks. 

 

MAN: Are you travelling by yourself today? 

 

WOMAN: Yes. 

 

MAN: Coming from the UK? 

 

WOMAN: London, yeah. 

 

MAN: Okay … 

 

CUFFE: At the international terminal at Chicago’s O’Hare 

Airport, border control officials greet passengers off the flight from London.   

 

MAN: Are you bringing any food?  No?  No plant seeds? 

 

WOMAN: No. 
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MAN: Any commercial merchandise, anything you’re going 

to sell later? 

 

WOMAN: None. 

 

MAN: Okay. 

 

WOMAN: Thanks. 

 

CUFFE: As well as drugs and contraband, Chicago Customs 

officials are on the lookout for people smuggling a substance called khat that’s popular with 

the Somali community.  It’s a leaf widely grown in Yemen and East Africa, which acts as a 

stimulant when it’s chewed, and in the States it’s illegal. Bryan Bell of the Customs and 

Border Security Department, says the typical consignment is carried by an individual 

arriving with a couple of suitcases, but it also comes in by post or as cargo. 

 

BELL: The quantities of khat that we’re commonly seeing 

here at the airport is anywhere between twenty and forty kilograms per shipment and that has 

a street value of anywhere between $20,000 and $40,000.  Khat smuggling and importation 

of khat into the United States is a huge business.  One of the biggest concerns that we have is 

where is the proceeds of the sale of khat going? There is a lot of speculation that it’s going to 

fund terrorism.  That is something that we as a country take very very serious and we’re 

looking at very carefully. 

 

CUFFE: Has any of the money ever been tracked to terrorist 

groups? 

 

BELL: I’m not going to answer that one. 

 

CUFFE: But certainly it’s something that’s been raised by 

senior FBI officials, that this is a potential.  I believe the Canadian authorities are also 

interested in this potential link. 
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BELL: The international intelligence community on a whole 

has really looked at the funding – where is the funding going – very carefully. 

 

CUFFE: And most of the khat in America is brought in from 

one country - the hub of an international trade. 

 

BELL: The khat that we’re interdicting does come from the 

UK.  We see British citizens commonly importing khat into the United States.  They will be 

recruited in a pub or through a friend and they’ll be told, “Hey, we’ll give you £1,000 - £500 

to £1,000 - if you fly to United States and take these two suitcases.  When you get to the 

United States you’ll drop them off somewhere and you can spend a week on us and do 

whatever you want and then come back, you fly home.” 

 

ACTUALITY ON STREET 

 

HUSSAIN: Where we’re going right now is one of places where 

this comes to.  One of the places where they sit down and what they do is, they rent rooms 

and actually they socialise with them themselves and they chew this substance. 

 

CUFFE: In Britain, the sale and consumption of khat is 

perfectly legal. Ten thousand tons of the stimulant pass through Heathrow each year, and 

though most of it’s sent on to other countries, here on the streets of south east London it’s  

readily available if, like Hussain, you know where to look.   

 

HUSSAIN: It comes from Kenya originally.  It comes to 

Heathrow Airport and then it comes through a warehouse, a massive warehouse.  They 

distribute it into South, East, West, North, and then vans come and collect it and take it to 

every mafrish, we call it a mafrish.  Where we’re going, Somalis call mafrish. 

 

CUFFE: And that’s the place where they chew it? 

 

HUSSAIN: Where they chew it, yeah. 

 

CUFFE: Hussein takes us to an unmarked black door between 

shop windows – there’s no letterbox, not even a door knob. 
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ACTUALITY GOING UP STAIRS 

 

CUFFE: The small upstairs room is bare except for a table and 

some hard chairs. One man’s examining his stash of shiny reddish green leaves and looks a 

bit taken aback when we walk in. 

Is this today’s assignment of khat?  Has it arrived today?  

 

MAN: Yeah, today.  Fresh from Kenya, yeah. 

 

CUFFE: Uh huh.  And you have got a leaf here which is full of 

khat. How much would that cost you here? 

 

MAN: £2. 

 

CUFFE: How does it make you feel when you take that? 

 

MAN: It’s go to paradise [laugh].  I go to paradise while I’m 

chewing it, you know. 

 

CUFFE: Do any of the people who buy khat to chew here, do 

any of them sell khat on to other countries where they can make a profit on it? 

 

MAN 2 [VIA INTERPRETER]: What he said is, you know, every man has got his own 

method of making money and no one will tell you their secrets. 

 

CUFFE: Because it has been suggested to us that sometimes the 

money from khat is sent to al-Shabaab? 

 

MAN 2 [VIA INTERPRETER]: He said, I don’t know nothing about that. 

  

CUFFE: In Britain most experts are sceptical about the link to 

terrorism, but the American FBI has confirmed to File on 4 that some funds from the global 

khat trade are likely to find their way into the hands of Islamic extremists in Somalia.  UK 

and the Netherlands are the only places in Europe where khat is legal and they come under 
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CUFFE cont: fire from Scandinavian countries, which have sizeable 

Somali populations and worry about the large profits being made from smuggling.  Police 

and customs officers in Sweden and Denmark suspect that money ends up in the hands of al-

Shabaab, and two Swedish smugglers provide a rare firsthand account.  They were 

interviewed on Dutch radio by Ben Meindertsma. 

 

MAN: You make, like, 200,000 in a week, so it’s going to be 

like 20,000 euros. 

 

MEINDERTSMA: Where did it go to? 

 

MAN: It go to Somalia. 

 

MAN 2: Yeah, it go to Somalia and this al-Shabaab group that 

is send them.  Because they have to feed the people who work for them, you know, the 

soldiers, they need food. 

 

MAN: You have to bring all the khat in Danish, in Sweden 

and Norway, you know, drive all the way up. 

 

MEINDERTSMA: So what did they do with the money? 

 

MAN 2: They build houses in Somalia, sponsorship al-

Shabaab, a lot of things. 

 

MEINDERTSMA: Are they involved in al-Shabaab or are they 

businessmen? 

 

MAN: They are involved in al-Shabaab. 

 

CUFFE: There’s no way of verifying the men’s story, but the 

terrorism connection has now been raised with the European Commission by Swedish MEP, 

Olla Schmidt.  
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SCHMIDT: I was previously asking about if the Commission 

could criminalise the use of khat and they said at the time, no, this is not on our table at the 

moment.  Now I follow up this question by saying that there are new information saying that 

there could be linkage from the enormous khat trade in Europe coming in from Britain or 

from the Netherlands into the Scandinavian countries, and there is a lot of money involved, 

and could this money also be involved in financing terrorism as to al-Shabaab and other 

terror organisations, and that is what I’m asking the Commission this time. 

 

CUFFE: Current restrictions on air freight from Yemen and 

Somalia won’t make much of a dent in the trade, because most of the supply comes from 

Kenya, but the Government is now reviewing its policy, and the Conservatives have always 

made it clear they want to ban khat on health grounds. No one knows for certain that the 

substance is financing terrorism, just as no one knows how much support there is in the UK 

for al-Shabaab. There is even doubt about the organisation’s current position in Somalia – 

with reports that it is splintering into factions and may have passed its peak.  But among 

terrorism experts and British Somalis themselves, there does seem to be an agreement about 

the dangers of young Britons being radicalised and bloodied in Somalia. It’s those who then 

return to the UK we should worry about, according to Professor Peter Neumann of Kings 

College, London.  

 

NEUMANN: I think that, perhaps independently of what al-

Shabaab, the leadership things, some of the people who were returning from Somalia may 

autonomously decide that they want to take action against Somali interests on their own 

without necessarily having the authorisation of the leadership of al-Shabaab.  And I think 

that’s what the security services are mostly concerned about.  It’s not necessarily that the 

leadership strategically decides that it wants to attack targets in the United States or in 

Britain or in other western countries.  It is that people who return from Somalia may 

themselves independently, without seeking authority from the leadership, decide to do 

something. 

 

CUFFE: And how serious a threat do you think that is? 

 

NEUMANN: If we are talking about even quite small numbers, this 

could potentially be a threat.  It doesn’t take a lot of people, if they are properly trained and 

they have access to resources, to cause a lot of trouble. 
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CUFFE: And no-one fears that more than British Somalis like 

Mohammed Abdullahi, director of the UK Somali Community Initiative.  He believes that 

Somalis, who are already marginalised, will suffer irreparable damage if the worst happens, 

and he wants his own community to do more to counter the threat. 

 

ABDULLAHI:  This is our biggest fear, that if they get trained and 

come back here and do something here, and I think this is the biggest challenge, that the 

Somali community need to sit down and talk about this issue and do something about it. 

 

SIGNATURE TUNE 


