
Housing the IDPs in Somaliland: 
ILO has the “best houses” but there is still a long way to go 

By Ib Knutsen 
 

 
Kosar IDP Camp outside Burao town 
 
Under SIDA funded “Improvement of Living conditions of IDPS/Refugees”, the ILO constructed 50 
two-bedroom houses in Kosar IDP Camp in Burao.  The Kosar IDP camp is a dusty, remote 
settlement on the outskirts of Burao town. There is no electricity, and while there used to be a well, it 
is no longer working. The ILO came here in 2008, and started a project that provided training, 
employment, and houses.  
 
“ILO has the best houses. They are still in good 
shape. People are eager to see ILO come back”, says 
Farah Youssuf, the vice chairman of the community.  
 
The settlement has grown a lot since refugees started 
returning from Ethiopia since the end of the civil 
war in 1996. There are now 2164 families living in 
Kosar. Each family averages six members, thus 
making the settlement about 13,000 inhabitants.  
 
 
ILO has specialized in starting small-scale projects to prove that labour-intensive approaches can 
support peace-building through employment opportunities and decent work, skills promotion, and 
economic growth, in addition to the obvious development gains.  

 
As a result, each beneficiary family contributed to 
the project by preparing and laying the foundations 
of each house, while other members of the 
community were trained and employed in making the 
cement bricks, masonry and carpentry.  
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We benefited in three main ways from the project, says Mr. Youssuf.  
 
- First of all the benefit was that the IDPs were just sitting here, and now there is shelter. Second we 
gained the skills, particularly in carpentry and masonry, but also as day labourers and making the 
cement blocks. Third, the project provided a lot of employment opportunities while it was going on, 
and some have taken those skills to seek 
employment later.  
 
We must now put our hands together, and 
see how we can build upon the progress, 
says George Okutho, ILO Country Director 
for Ethiopia and Somalia.   
 
It is not easy to be displaced. We know the 
number of houses is not enough. That is why 
we come back and see how it is going, said 
the Director.  
 
“Young children should grow up and go to school and learn lifelong skills. IDPs should never be 
allowed to become a stigma. We therefore need to graduate away into income generation activities for 
the community”, he said.  
 
Since ILO finished the project, other organizations have come to help. The Norwegian Refugee 
Council has since built another 400 corrugated metal sheet houses, Care has provided pit latrines, 
World Food Programme is supporting nutrition, and UN High Commission for Refugees is providing 
a legal clinic. There is also a community center, and a primary and secondary school. “On behalf of 
our settlement we are very grateful. The houses have changed our lives and we are very happy. The 
ILO was here first, and now all the organizations are known as ILO. Even the iron sheet buildings 
they think were made by ILO”, said Yousuf. 
 
“We are happy to see that other organizations are supporting the Kosar community,” replied Mr. 
Okutho.  

 
There is plenty to do, and a long way to go. The vast majority of the 
houses are still traditional Somali huts, made of not-so-traditional bent-
out metal containers and covered in plastic and tarpaulin. While some 
look adequate, most of remaining 1500 houses are in a bad state.  Being 
the granddaughter of an ILO house beneficiary, twenty five year old 
Farah Yassin Ismail notes her fortune: “The ILO is the best house. They 
are cool during the hot season and warm when it is cold”, she 
concluded. 
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