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Khat ban spells trouble 
for ‘somali pubs’

the government has announced it will be banning the herbal stimulant 
khat. But at a mafrish in east london, Max Daly discovers that the 

decision could have a deep-rooted impact on Britain’s somali community.

there are around a dozen men, mainly 
middle-aged somalis, lounging on 
pillows in a large basement room on 
a warm sunday evening in london’s 
Whitechapel district. 

the venue is a mafrish, a place for 
buying and chewing the mild, herbal 
stimulant khat. each man has a £3 bunch 
of the green, leafy plant within easy 
reach and most sip from a can of soft 
drink or bottled water. earlier in the day 
the place was packed with khat chewers 
cheering on andy Murray to victory at 
Wimbledon. 

But this mafrish, like many others 
within somali communities in the uk, 
is living on borrowed time. against the 
advice of the advisory council on the 
Misuse of Drugs (acMD), Home secretary 
theresa May announced, that khat 
would be controlled as a class c drug 
under the Misuse of Drugs act.

the ban, which could effectively 
bankrupt Britain’s mafrish network, is not 
a decision that has gone down well at 
this Whitechapel mafrish, one of at least 
50 now operating in east london alone. 

“We will have to close which is a pity. 
But i guarantee the government will 
have trouble if they ban khat,” says one 
of the managers of the mafrish, a retired 
car assembly worker called Mohammed.

“people come here for news, to talk 
about their problems, to collect money 
for those in need and to relax. it’s like a 
community centre for somali people.” 

the mass closure of mafrishes, he 
fears, could result in an increase in the 
use of more dangerous drugs such as 
alcohol, and more anti-social behaviour. 

“some say that if mafrishes are shut 
down then more people will go to the 
mosque and that it will be all ok. i am 
not so sure. i am worried about the 
younger people. some could end up in 
the pubs, smoking hash, drinking in 
parks or fighting,” he says. “about 15 per 

cent of somalis who come here drink 
alcohol, but if khat is banned, that could 
go to 30 or 40 per cent. people are safer in 
mafrishes.”

i ask some of the khat chewers what 
they will do once the ban comes in, 
and the price of a bunch of khat leaves 
inevitably spirals. 

“i will go back to somalia,” says one 
local businessman, who is 70. He says 
he’s been using khat since he was 17. 
another man tells me: “even if it costs 
ten times as much and i have to break 
the law, i will still buy it. it is my culture. 
it is like telling a British person they 
cannot go to the pub and drink alcohol.” 

But khat does not just grease the 
wheels of social life. profits from khat 
sales are the financial lifeblood of 
mafrishes, and offer employment to 
thousands of farmers living in the main 
khat growing fields in the Horn of africa. 

the trade in khat is a serious industry. 
the 56 tonnes per week of khat currently 
imported to the uk generate £2.9m in 

duty. Mohammed’s mafrish buys 30 boxes 
of khat every week. the mafrish makes 
£40 on each £80 box, making a healthy 
profit of £1,200 a week. the money made 
goes into paying rent, wages, utilities and 
on extras such as tea and sugar. 

the active ingredient in khat, 
cathinone, begins to lose its psychoactive 
properties 48 hours after being picked, so 
the fresher the better. london’s mafrishes 
are able to pick up fresh khat via a 
specialist agent that brings the plants 
into the uk via four nairobi-Heathrow 
flights a week. 

khat use has split the somali 
community. some say it is a drug that 
fosters laziness, sleeplessness and even 
domestic violence. others say that it is a 
harmless drug that is cultural identifier 
and a substance that actually potentiates 
hard graft. But either way, the ban on 
khat will have a huge, and probably 
under-estimated, impact on the lives of 
Britain’s 110,000 somalis.
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