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Executive summary

this report looks at counter-terror, stabilisation and statebuilding approaches 
and efforts in the southern and central areas of Somalia since 2001, focusing on how 
these approaches have been used by three key international actors, the US, UK and 
EU. Assessing the impact of their engagement on Somali conflict dynamics from a 
peacebuilding perspective, it argues that counter-terror, stabilisation and statebuilding 
efforts have had significant negative impacts, and based on this identifies lessons and 
recommendations for the future.

“In any other environment, we wouldn’t be able to get away with this counter-terror 
approach. We can get away with it because there is a narrative about al-Shabaab – that 
it’s this hydra. And so we wake up every morning and put barbed wire on our heads.” 
African Union Mission in Somalia (AMISOM) official1

The image of Somalia as the ultimate ‘failed state’ has often come at the expense of a 
more accurate and complex picture of peace and conflict in the country. What was an 
all-out civil war against the Siad Barre regime in the late 1980s has evolved into a series 
of conflicts involving multiple national and international actors. By the second half  
of the 1990s, despite efforts to broker peace and occasional peacekeeping operations,  
Somalia had largely fallen off the radar. In the early 2000s, the authority of the  
Transitional National Government (TNG) was contested both within Somalia and  
by some regional states. But international efforts to find national-level solutions to 
Somalia’s challenges have intensified since 2007, with one narrative dominating  
discussions about Somalia’s conflicts and chances for peace: the fight against terrorism. 

Aspects of this narrative began to emerge in the immediate aftermath of the events  
of 11 September 2001 with fears that Somalia was providing an operational base for  
al-Qaeda. Given the international emphasis on the ‘Global War on Terrorism’, the term  
‘terrorist’ began to act as a ‘vital currency of power’ in Somalia.2 It was wielded against 
political and armed opponents by various actors. 

As the international community’s focus shifted back to Somalia, the country was  
experiencing renewed armed conflict between the TNG and groups opposed to it, 
including those supported by international actors such as Ethiopia and the US.  
After the Islamic Courts Union (ICU) deposed the widely resented Transitional  
Federal Government (TFG) to claim Mogadishu and large areas of southern and  
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 1  Saferworld interview, Mogadishu, 9 November 2014.
 2  Elliot A, Holzer G (2009), ‘The invention of ‘terrorism’ in Somalia: paradigms and policy in US foreign relations’, South African 

Journal of International Affairs 16 (2), p 218.
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 3  See BBC (2006), ‘Profile: Somalia’s Islamic Courts’, 6 June (http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/africa/5051588.stm); Barnes C, 
Hassan H, The Rise and Fall of Mogadishu’s Islamic Courts, (Chatham House, April 2007), p 4.

 4  Hoehne M V (2010), Counter-terrorism in Somalia: How external interference helped to produce militant Islamism,  
(Max Planck Institute for Social Anthropology), p 19.

central Somalia in 2006, they enjoyed some popularity in Somalia for restoring a 
degree of order due to their ruthlessness and ability – in part – to bridge clan divides.3 

The ICU’s emergence led to concerns that Somalia might evolve into a safe haven for 
Islamic extremists – a perspective that many felt was stoked by Ethiopia in support 
of its own national security interests.4 It was then that the narrative about the need to 
fight terrorism came to dominate international policy discourse on Somalia, as the 
above quote from the AMISOM official illustrates.

Eventually these fears of terrorism were used to justify the US-backed Ethiopian  
invasion of Somalia in 2006. In late 2006, Ethiopian troops intervened and the ICU 
quickly collapsed. The military intervention contributed to the radicalisation of a 
number of Somalis and set the scene for al-Shabaab, hitherto one faction of the ICU,  
to emerge as a significant militant force opposed to Ethiopia’s presence. 

Intense conflict ensued, marked by widespread human rights and humanitarian law 
violations. Al-Shabaab captured much of southern and central Somalia, and AMISOM 
was deployed to the country in 2007. 

Somalia’s conflict has been conceptualised as a fight between the government and  
al-Shabaab. However, it is better understood as a series of conflicts driven by multiple 
drivers at national and local levels, including: 

 n A legacy of poor governance, marginalisation and exclusion that has left many fearful of  
the state – a fear that has been reinforced rather than alleviated by rushed statebuilding 
efforts. 

 n Corruption on a grand scale by various Somali authorities, which has fed concerns about  
ongoing efforts to enhance the capacity of the Somali state, and fuelled competition 
between actors to control resources. 

 n The almost total impunity in the country, for criminal activities such as corruption  
as well as human rights violations and abuses. 

 n The politicisation of clan identity, whereby clan identity has been used to capture 
political power and control over resources. 

 n Competition for resources including humanitarian aid, water and land. 

There has been much attention to the role of religious ideology in driving conflict in 
Somalia. However, religious ideology should not be viewed in isolation, particularly as 
it feeds off other drivers. Indeed, membership in armed opposition groups in Somalia 
is often as much an articulation of political and economic marginalisation as it is a 
statement of religious ideology. Subsequent international engagement has not always 
reflected this. 

The US, UK and EU’s rationale for engaging in Somalia has been heavily focused on 
reducing the threat of terrorism. Since 2007, they have provided significant funds 
to AMISOM and regional actors aimed at militarily defeating al-Shabaab. These 
resources have been provided despite questions about the objectives of regional actors 
and evidence that their actions have undermined efforts to build peace in Somalia – 
whether through their direct military interventions, alleged involvement in Somalia’s 
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 5  Journalists for Justice (2015), ‘Black and White: Kenya’s Criminal Racket in Somalia’, November, p 2.

war economy5 or support to sub-national actors as a counterweight to the influence of 
the Federal Government of Somalia (FGS). 

Looking beyond regional actors, the US has been the most militarily active in Somalia,  
carrying out military operations and strikes to kill or capture suspected al-Qaeda 
operatives and al-Shabaab leaders. For their part, the EU and the UK have focused 
their military efforts on operations against piracy, which has threatened shipping lanes 
off the Horn of Africa that are vital to the world economy. 

The US, UK and EU have all been prominent backers of the stabilisation and state 
building agendas in Somalia – the latter of which is enshrined in the Somali Compact –  
and have been particularly active in political processes to form interim regional 
administrations and the creation of a federal system. 

These approaches have wrested much territory from al-Shabaab control, particularly 
since the establishment of the FGS in 2012. However, these territorial gains remain 
both relative and fragile, and have both caused harm and created risks for longer-term 
stability – including conflict between sub-national administrations and continued 
marginalisation and exclusion. With the mandate of the FGS coming to an end in 2016, 
the US, UK and EU have the opportunity to reflect upon the lessons of over twenty 
years of involvement and adjust their policies in the country. 

Considering the legacy of US, UK and EU involvement in Somalia, several conclusions 
are evident. 

First, international actors have failed to underpin their military assertiveness with a 

coherent long-term peace strategy. One of the main challenges posed by militarised 
approaches in Somalia is that despite international processes to set common objectives 
such as the New Deal, there is a lack of unity over what international actors are seeking 
to accomplish above and beyond the military defeat of al-Shabaab. The consensus on  
al-Shabaab belies the reality amongst international actors who have a range of competing  
security-related objectives that frequently work at cross-purposes, undermining 
efforts to build long-term sustainable peace in Somalia. The lack of alignment between 
the overt objectives of international actors is exacerbated by a lack of transparency and 
clarity over other objectives. 

The focus on militarily defeating al-Shabaab has proved to be unhelpful, as it has 
locked international actors into a militarised approach to resolving the Somali conflict, 
leaving no avenues through which Somali and international actors can engage with  
al-Shabaab in an effort to de-escalate the conflict. The focus on al-Shabaab has also 
simultaneously decreased attention on other conflict drivers. Consequently, policy  
formation has frequently ignored the security needs of Somali people – as demonstrated  
by the remittances crisis – thereby sowing the seeds of future tension and conflict. 

The use of militarised approaches in Somalia has had profound negative consequences 
for Somali civilians. Military actions have sometimes created security vacuums: while 
AMISOM and the Somali National Army (SNA) have successfully recovered territory 
from al-Shabaab, territorial gains have been undermined by the failure to implement  
a long-term political strategy aimed at addressing governance deficits and establishing 
a sustainable peace in these areas. Such gaps have allowed other forms of conflict to  
re-emerge and have made civilians vulnerable to renewed al-Shabaab attacks. 

Accompanying efforts to recover territory from al-Shabaab, international actors  
(in particular the US) have carried out airstrikes and targeted killings. The successful  
targeting of al-Shabaab’s leadership has not heralded the end of the group nor  

Learning 
lessons
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 6  Human Rights Watch ‘World Report 2009’: “Ethiopian bombardments regularly fall on civilian homes and public spaces, 
sometimes killing entire families” https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2009/country-chapters/somalia; Human Rights Watch 
‘World Report 2010’: “all parties are implicated in war crimes or other serious human rights abuses.” https://www.hrw.
org/world-report/2010/country-chapters/somalia; Human Rights Watch ‘World Report 2011’: “Throughout 2010, with 
all parties conducting indiscriminate attacks causing high civilian casualties.” https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2011/
country-chapters/somalia; Human Rights Watch ‘World Report 2012’: “Indiscriminate attacks were committed by all parties 
to the conflict during a series of military offensives led by the TFG, with the support of AMISOM and ASWJ, in late 2010 
and between February and May 2011.” https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2012/country-chapters/somalia; Human Rights 
Watch ‘World Report 2013’: “the forces arrayed against it – a combination of Somali government security forces, troops 
with the AMISOM, Ethiopian government forces, and allied militias – committed abuses, including indiscriminate attacks 
harming civilians and arbitrary arrests and detentions.” https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2013/country-chapters/somalia; 
Human Rights Watch ‘World Report 2014’: “African Union Mission in Somalia (AMISOM), Ethiopian government troops, and 
allied militias – have also committed abuses.” https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2014/country-chapters/somalia; Human 
Rights Watch ‘World Report 2015’: “Somali government security forces, African Union (AU) troops, and allied militias were 
responsible for indiscriminate attacks, sexual violence, and arbitrary arrests and detention.” https://www.hrw.org/world-
report/2015/country-chapters/somalia.

 7  AMISOM, Somali Peace Process, (http://amisom-au.org/about-somalia/somali-peace-process/).
 8  Pflanz M (2012), ‘Uganda says it will pull out of Somalia in UN row’, The Telegraph, 2 November.
 9  Imaka I (2012), ‘United Nations distances itself from Congo report’, Daily Monitor, 4 November.
 10  Institute of Security Studies (2015), ‘The future of the world’s largest refugee camp’, 24 August.

diminished its capacity to carry out high-profile attacks. Instead, such operations have 
resulted in civilian casualties and strengthened the resolve of al-Shabaab’s leadership, 
suggesting that the outcome of such efforts has been detrimental to efforts to resolve 
the conflict.

Significantly, international actors such as the US, UK and the EU have legitimised the 
role of regional actors in the Somali conflict despite evidence highlighting how the 
use of military force by regional actors has caused harm to the Somali population and 
continued unabated in the absence of meaningful accountability mechanisms for any 
wrongdoing. Indeed, Human Rights Watch reports on Somalia covering the period 
from 2009 through to 2015 all documented numerous examples of how AMISOM, 
regional forces and their proxy forces have been responsible for indiscriminate attacks 
and serious abuses against Somali civilians.6 Notably, both the Ethiopian National 
Defence Force (ENDF) and Kenyan Defence Forces (KDF) are active in Somalia as 
members of AMISOM – and independently of it – despite the 2008 Djibouti Peace  
Agreement requesting that the UN deploy an international stabilisation force comprised  
of “countries that are friends of Somalia” – excluding neighbouring countries.7  
Ultimately, until the focus of policy is the wellbeing of Somalia’s population, outside 
efforts will fail to create the conditions under which long-term stability can emerge.

Second, the global counter-terrorism agenda has reinforced a range of counter- 

productive behaviours by national, regional and Western actors in Somalia, which 
have worked against many of their stated objectives and undermined efforts to build 
lasting peace. By presenting themselves as the alternative to al-Shabaab, successive 
Somali governments have been able to secure considerable military and security 
resources, despite extensive corruption and the diversion of weapons and other  
supplies. While al-Shabaab represents a considerable security threat to the FGS and 
sub-national administrations, long-term stability will be directly undermined as long 
as these counterproductive behaviours are overlooked. 

Ethiopia, Kenya and Uganda have also been able to leverage their role in the Somali  
conflict. In 2012, for example, Uganda’s Prime Minister threatened to withdraw Uganda  
from “all regional peace efforts” including AMISOM in response to a leaked UNSC 
report that accused the Ugandan government of providing support to armed rebel 
groups in eastern Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC).8 Subsequently, the  
President of the UNSC issued a statement clarifying that the leaked report did not  
necessarily reflect the views of the UN and praised Uganda’s “significant role in the 
maintenance of peace and security in several countries, particularly in Somalia”.9 

Al-Shabaab attacks in Kenya and Uganda have also led to heavy-handed security 
responses, which risk fuelling the very discontent that enables al-Shabaab to pursue an 
international agenda. In the wake of al-Shabaab’s attack on Garissa University in April 
2015, for example, the Kenyan Deputy President, William Ruto, said “the way America 
changed after 9/11 is the way Kenya will change after Garissa” and declared that  
“we must secure this country at whatever cost”.10 This pressure to ‘secure’ Kenya has 
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 11  KNCHR (2015), ‘The Error of Fighting Terror with Terror’, September, p 6.
 12  United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (2015), ‘2016 Humanitarian Needs Overview: Somalia’, 

November.
 13  Food Security and Nutrition Analysis Unit – Somalia (2013), ‘Study suggests 258,000 Somalis died due to severe food 

insecurity and famine; half of deaths were children under 5’, 2 May (www.fsnau.org/in-focus/technical-release-study-
suggests-258000-somalis-died-due-severe-food-insecurity-and-famine-).

 14  Gettlemen J, MacFarquhar N (2010), ‘Somalia Food Aid Bypasses Needy, U.N. Study Says’, The New York Times, 9 March. 

repeatedly manifested itself in heavy-handed militarised responses as evidenced by  
a September 2015 report entitled “The Error of Fighting Terror with Terror”, in which  
Kenya’s National Commission on Human Rights detailed how Kenyan security  
agencies have continued “to conduct abusive operations against individuals and 
groups suspected to be associated with terror attacks in various parts of the country”,  
documenting “over one hundred and twenty cases of egregious human rights  
violations that include twenty-five extrajudicial killings and eighty-one enforced  
disappearances”.11 

The global counter-terrorism agenda has also had particularly negative consequences  
for the distribution of humanitarian assistance in the country. 4.9 million Somalis 
remain in humanitarian need,12 but international actors have undermined the  
neutrality of humanitarian agencies. Aid has increasingly been politicised – domestic 
legislation has been used to restrict the ability of agencies to deliver in areas controlled 
by al-Shabaab or other groups designated as ‘terrorists’ by international actors. At the 
time of the 2011 famine, low levels of pooled funds and restrictions on agencies from 
operating in al-Shabaab areas – some of the most acutely affected by the famine and 
humanitarian crisis – were used as a tactic to undermine the group. 258,000 people 
died during this famine.13 The counter-terrorism narrative has often served to harm 
ordinary Somalis more than it has diminished the capacity of al-Shabaab. 

Yet there is evidence that humanitarian assistance has been diverted to strengthen 
armed actors. In March 2010, for example, a leaked United Nations Somalia/Eritrea 
Monitoring Group (UN SEMG) report alleged that up to half of Somali food aid was 
being diverted to a handful of Somali contractors who had in effect formed a “cartel”, 
with some of their profits from reselling the food being channelled “directly to armed 
opposition groups”.14 Such developments present a dilemma for international actors 
who need to ensure that humanitarian assistance reaches those in need, but at the 
same time mitigate against the risks of aid being diverted and fuelling conflict, which 
are very real.

Third, international actors have too often ignored or even exacerbated the key drivers 

of conflict in Somalia. The focus on terrorism – and the blanket labelling of al-Shabaab 
as ‘terrorist’ has simplified Somalia’s conflict, and obscured the complex reasons why  
individuals or groups choose to affiliate with or join the group. With a focus on a narrow  
set of priorities, international actors have paid insufficient attention to the country’s 
other most significant problems and the actors and behaviours that have created them. 

International actors have focused in particular on establishing a monopoly of violence, 
providing large amounts of security assistance both to AMISOM and the SNA, despite 
widely voiced concerns about the lack of functioning oversight structures, which 
matters especially in the Somali context where clan loyalty is stronger than loyalty to 
institutions. Beyond the military-first approach, statebuilding and stabilisation efforts 
have been procedural and top-down – supporting the establishment of institutions 
(particularly Somali security actors and interim administrations) that disregard the 
concerns of many Somali citizens. 

Fourth, pressure to complete political processes has resulted in tensions and conflict. 
International actors are heavily invested in Vision 2016 and the New Deal, which are 
founded upon the vision of a federal Somalia. However, externally driven approaches 
predicated on the reinforcement of the FGS have ignored the reality that it has often 
been the process of re-establishing the national government’s authority that has  
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worsened instability and armed conflict, rather than the lack of a central government 
per se. 

Since 2012, this narrative has also been replicated at the sub-national level with outbreaks  
of localised conflict and tensions linked to the formation of interim administrations. 
Most recently this has led to several rounds of violence in Galkayo between the  
Puntland administration and the Interim Galmudug Administration (IGA). Similar 
violence has been seen in Guri’el, Baido and Kismayo over the establishment of all 
three current interim administrations in southern and central Somalia. In all these 
cases, the external drive to establish authorities has fuelled instability. Processes of 
political accommodation or negotiation have been insufficient to address a legacy  
of violence and mistrust among many communities. 

Fifth, international strategies for Somalia are often developed with limited Somali 

input, with the exception of elite actors based in Mogadishu, and certain members  
of the diaspora. However, bargaining with elites for the sake of counter-terrorism and 
stabilisation often means sanctioning behaviour that works against the promotion  
of peace in Somalia. This can incentivise the use of violence to secure a place at the top 
table. Neglect of inclusion limits the prospects for a fairer, more responsive Somali 
state to emerge. 

Sixth, repeated external interventions have fuelled a war economy in Somalia, creating  
a situation whereby a range of actors have strong incentives to remain involved in the  
conflict – and arguably to ensure its continuation – due to the considerable economic 
opportunities on offer. Several regional actors have financially benefited from  
participating in AMISOM. Kenya, in particular, has been linked to the illegal trade  
in charcoal.15 More recently, a report alleged that the KDF, along with the Interim Juba 
Administration and al-Shabaab were profiting from facilitating and taxing the Somali 
sugar trade that is worth between $200 and $400 million annually.16 Despite Western  
diplomats protesting such behaviour to the Kenyan government, they have been unable  
to make progress because Western forces need access to military facilities in Kismayo 
and other facilities in Kenya, underlining how Western actors have felt obliged to make 
counterproductive trade-offs to tolerate a war economy in Somalia to advance their 
security agenda.17 And despite international efforts to reform public financial manage-
ment systems, the UN SEMG has accused the FGS of diverting 70–80 per cent of the 
funds it has received to advance “partisan agendas that constitute threats to peace and 
security”.18 Indeed, corruption in Somalia is not just a waste of resources: it a grave 
threat to sustainable peace in Somalia. 

Somalia is at a critical juncture. While there are reasons to be optimistic about the 
country’s future, new approaches will be needed if Somalia is to move closer to lasting 
peace and stability. This will require ongoing support from international actors.  
In particular, they should: 

 1.  Ensure that peace is the overall objective of engagement.

 n Rather than focusing on establishing a monopoly of violence, support efforts to resolve 
conflict through dialogue with as many actors as possible. 

 n Adopt domestic policies that reinforce peace, not conflict.
 n Improve communication amongst the international community on Somalia.

Towards a 
peace strategy



 saferworld  vii 

 2.  Ensure that military force is used sparingly – reinforcing people’s security first, with 

accountability for its use.

 n Cease engagement outside of the AU/UN authorisation – and ensure that when force 
is used, people’s security is prioritised.

 n Acknowledge and investigate wrongdoing on the part of international actors.

 3.  Develop a coherent understanding of the drivers of conflict and ensure that external 

engagement does not exacerbate these.

 n Support collective efforts to discuss, understand and address the drivers of conflicts.
 n Support efforts to document people’s experiences of conflict.
 n Acknowledge and respond to the role that clan conflict plays in recruitment by armed 

opposition groups. 

 4.  Look beyond externally imposed templates and timelines to find inclusive Somali 

owned and led solutions.

 n Avoid initiatives that rely on procedural, top-down statebuilding and instead support 
experimentation and creativity by Somali actors to find paths towards stability.

 n Adopt longer-term strategies for engagement in Somalia.

 5.  Promote inclusivity in processes, as well as public accountability and participation.

 n Emphasise consensus-building processes as much as outcomes.
 n Facilitate service delivery and promote accountability and transparency of state  

institutions.
 n Support civil society to engage constructively with government authorities and  

international actors.
 n Support efforts to build political constituencies which are not based on clan.





 19  For details of this ‘mainstream’ approach, please see Keen D, Attree L (2015), Dilemmas of counter-terror, stabilisation and 
statebuilding, (Saferworld, January). 

Introduction 

the image of somalia as the ultimate ‘failed state’ has often come at the expense  
of a more accurate and complex picture of peace and conflict in the country. What  
initially began as an all-out civil war against the Siad Barre government has evolved 
over the past 25 years into a series of conflicts and increasingly frequent international 
efforts to find national-level solutions to Somalia’s problems. 

This report looks specifically at counter-terrorism, stabilisation and statebuilding  
approaches and efforts in southern and central areas of Somalia since 2001, particularly  
focusing on how these approaches have been used by three key international actors: 
the US, UK and EU. These three were chosen because they are among the most  
important international actors involved in what Saferworld describes as a ‘mainstream’  
approach to counter-terrorism, stabilisation and statebuilding in conflict-affected  
contexts.19 How these approaches are understood and applied to the Somali context is 
set out below.

Section one maps the engagement of the US, UK and EU (as well as briefly considering  
the role of regional actors Ethiopia and Kenya), including their direct and indirect  
military support, humanitarian and development assistance and support for stabilisa-
tion and statebuilding initiatives. Section two examines the impacts of these various 
types of engagement upon the peace and security context in Somalia. Section three 
suggests a number of alternative approaches that could guide engagement in the  
country. This includes an emphasis on: 

 n Peace and limitations on the use of force; 
 n Creative, Somali owned and led solutions; 
 n An end to externally imposed templates and deadlines; 
 n The promotion of inclusivity and public accountability; and 
 n The pursuit of civilian legal and judicial responses to Somalia’s problems. 

Many of these are already in use by international actors in the country but require  
further prioritisation and effort. Finally, the annexes include a brief discussion of  
how counter-terrorism, stabilisation and statebuilding approaches are defined in the 
Somali context, an overview of the trajectory of the Somali conflict since 1991 and 
analysis of the major drivers of conflict in Somalia, which are as follows:
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 n Poor governance.
 n Corruption.
 n Impunity.
 n Clan identity.
 n Militarised society and the multiplicity of armed actors.
 n Economic drivers of conflict (i.e. charcoal, extractive industry, humanitarian aid, 

remittances and the economic vulnerability of young people).
 n Religious ideology.
 n External factors.

The subsequent analysis of the approaches of international actors takes into considera-
tion their interaction with and impact on these drivers of conflict. 

The report builds on the Saferworld discussion paper, Dilemmas of counter-terror, 
stabilisation and statebuilding 20 and is accompanied by two other reports on Yemen 
and Afghanistan. It intends to stimulate debate on the lessons learnt from applying 
these approaches in Somalia and the alternatives that could be considered in similar 
contexts.



 21  East African Standard (2003), ‘Moi guest speaker at American university’, 19 September (http://somalitalk.com/2009/
may/13/moi2003.html).

 22  AMISOM, Somali Peace Process, (http://amisom-au.org/about-somalia/somali-peace-process/).
 23  Somalia Report (2011), ‘Al-Shabaab Threatens Kenya, Ethiopia’, 5 June (www.somaliareport.com/index.php/post/682/

Al-Shabaab_Threatens_Kenya_Ethiopia).

 1
Approaches of major 
international actors

this section focuses on the approaches of three key international actors in  
Somalia – the US, UK and EU – mapping different aspects of their engagement, as 
well as the interests and motives that underpin their actions. However, before turning 
to the approaches of these particular actors, we look briefly at the role of two regional 
actors in Somalia – Kenya and Ethiopia – particularly as they have a critical role in  
influencing, directing, implementing and supporting the actions of the US, UK and EU.

Both Ethiopia and Kenya have exerted considerable influence in the Somali conflict, 
including through their military interventions in 2006 and 2011 respectively. Their 
influence has been reinforced by Western actors such as the US, UK and EU, who view 
them as critical counter-terrorism partners and have provided substantial resources to 
enable them to combat terrorism domestically as well as regionally. These partnerships 
have been forged despite considerable concern that the active involvement of Ethiopia 
and Kenya in Somalia may in fact be working against longer-term efforts to rebuild the 
Somali state, and unease about their domestic counter-terrorism approaches. 

The problematic influence of regional actors in Somalia was recognised as far back as  
September 2003, when former Kenyan President, Daniel Arap Moi, asserted that neither  
Ethiopia nor Kenya could play a constructive role in Somali reconciliation efforts, as 
they would ultimately be fearful of a stable Somalia able to pursue its “expansionist 
dreams”.21 This challenge was recognised in the 2008 Djibouti Peace Agreement,  
which requested that the UN deploy an international stabilisation force comprised of 
“countries that are friends of Somalia” – excluding neighbouring countries.22 However, 
both the Ethiopian National Defence Force (ENDF) and the Kenya Defence Forces 
(KDF) are now part of AMISOM, leading to concerns from Somali actors about  
AMISOM’s neutrality in the formation of sub-national interim administrations. As a 
consequence of their involvement, both Ethiopia and Kenya are viewed as legitimate 
targets for al-Shabaab, which has repeatedly called on them to stop “interfering in 
Somali regions… otherwise we will attack”.23 

1.1 Regional 
actors
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  Ethiopia

“If you allow these people to infiltrate Somalia, our multicultural, multi-religious and 
multi-ethnic country will pay a price… If the Somalis don’t solve their problems, then we 
will do it for them… We won’t wait forever.” 
Ethiopia’s Ambassador to the UN, Abdulmejid Hussein24

Ethiopia’s principal objective for intervening in Somalia has been to prevent the  
formation of a Somali government that is hostile to it or that might provide a base 
for groups opposed to the Ethiopian government. Specifically, Ethiopia is concerned 
about Somali administrations at the national or sub-national level that tolerate or even 
support activities by the Ogaden National Liberation Front (ONLF). Following the 
1998–2000 Ethiopia-Eritrea war, Ethiopia sought to curtail Eritrean efforts to provide 
support to armed groups in Somalia that are hostile to Ethiopia such as the ICU, which 
Eritrea strongly backed.

Ethiopia has frequently been willing to take action to ensure its core interests are 
protected in Somalia. Examples include its military intervention in December 2007, 
subsequent interventions in 2011, its membership in AMISOM, regular air strikes 
and other incursions, and the Liyu paramilitary force. However, Ethiopia’s influence 
has also been manifested through its repeated efforts to shape various Somali peace 
processes, where it has often sought to work through regional bodies such as the Inter-
governmental Authority on Development (IGAD) to achieve its desired outcomes. 
Ethiopia’s ongoing involvement and presence has been strongly opposed by al-Shabaab 
and other Somali actors, who complain that Ethiopia desires to keep Somalia in a  
balkanised state. 

Other regional actors have challenged Ethiopia’s role in Somalia. The Ethiopian-led 
‘Sodere Process’ in 1996–97, for example, was somewhat side-lined by a reconciliation 
conference held in Cairo in the same year. Ethiopia strongly backed the TFG and  
supports the FGS, although concerns have emerged due to Ethiopia’s attempts to exert 
influence over the formation of interim administrations in areas along its borders.

Ethiopia has been a close ally of the US since 9/11, and has used this relationship to 
support its core interests. A willing partner in US-led efforts to kill or capture alleged 
members of al-Qaeda’s East African network in Somalia, the Ethiopian government 
has used the international focus on counter-terrorism as a frame for its own actions in 
Somalia. In the run-up to Ethiopia’s removal of the ICU in 2007, for example, the then 
prime minister of Ethiopia, Meles Zenawi, underlined that “when they [the ICU]  
control the whole of Somalia it would be very naïve to assume that they will mend their 
ways, cease to be terrorists”, before noting that they posed a “direct threat” to Somalia, 
the region and the international community.25 It is clear that the decision to invade was 
motivated by concerns about resurgent Somalia irredentism, as highlighted by one of 
the ICU’s leaders, Sheikh Hassan Dahir Aweys, who told Newsweek that “the Ogaden 
[region spanning the Somalia, Ethiopia-Kenya border] is a Somali region and part of 
Somalia and Somali governments have entered two wars with Ethiopia over it, and  
I hope that one day that region will be a part of Somalia”.26

Thousands of ENDF troops remain in Somalia, bolstering Ethiopian involvement in 
Somali affairs. Despite Ethiopian Prime Minister Hailemariam Desalegn’s statement 
in April 2013 that Ethiopia’s “main issue now is to accelerate our complete withdrawal 
towards our border”,27 the ENDF formally joined AMISOM on 22 January 2014,  
contributing 4,395 personnel.28 While it remains unclear why Ethiopia performed a  
U-turn to maintain its presence in Somalia, it has been suggested by the Daily Maverick’s  
Simon Allison that this may have been “a form of gentle diplomatic blackmail” aimed 
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at ensuring international community funding for its deployment in Somalia. The 
ongoing threat posed by al-Shabaab has also been highlighted.29

  Kenya

Kenya has a number of interests in Somalia, including a stable Kenya-Somalia border  
region, and the prevention of instability in Somalia spilling into Kenya. Kenya’s concerns  
about instability along its border with Somalia are linked to the Dadaab refugee complex  
in north east Kenya, which is home to over 300,000 Somali refugees.30 Kenyan officials 
have repeatedly alleged that the camps are home to a network of al-Shabaab operatives, 
and the camps and nearby areas have been the sites of significant insecurity in recent 
years. 

Kenya has been targeted by al-Shabaab on multiple occasions, with over 300 people 
killed in high-profile attacks, including on the Westgate shopping mall, Gikomba  
market and Garissa University. As with Ethiopia, Kenyan influence in Somalia has 
been visible through its involvement in – and leadership of – several initiatives aimed 
at resolving the Somali conflict. The most notable of these was the Somali National 
Reconciliation Conference, which Kenya convened alongside IGAD from 2002 until 
2004. Aside from hosting conferences, Kenya has not directly engaged with the FGS  
to the same extent as other international actors. Indeed, due to its focus on securing its  
borders, Kenya has built much stronger relations with the Interim Juba Administration  
(IJA). 

The exact reasons for the KDF’s intervention in late 2011 were varied and included the 
idea of creating a ‘buffer zone’ in southern Somalia, to allow for the return of Somali 
refugees and asylum-seekers to Somalia (notwithstanding Kenya’s obligations under 
international refugee law) and also potentially contribute to increased stability in 
north east Kenya, near to the planned US$30 billion deep-water port in Lamu.31

Al-Shabaab has attempted to frame Kenya’s intervention in the country as a war between  
Kenya and Somalia, with an al-Shabaab spokesperson declaring the two countries 
were at war following the Garissa University attack in early 2015.32 In return, Kenya has 
been eager to frame their intervention solely around the threat that al-Shabaab poses 
domestically: 

“This campaign is not time bound… When the Kenyan government and the people of the 
country feel that they are safe enough from the Al-Shabaab menace, we shall pull back. 
Key success factors or indicators will be in the form of a highly degraded Al-Shabaab 
capacity.”
Chief of the KDF, Julius Karangi33

While the KDF has been a key contributor to efforts to reduce al-Shabaab’s territorial  
control in Somalia, a November 2015 Journalists for Justice report documented how the  
KDF’s involvement in the conflict has resulted in considerable financial advantages, 
including its alleged involvement in charcoal exports from Kismayo, and the sugar 
trade.34 Notwithstanding the KDF’s alleged involvement in certain sectors of the 
Somali economy, its participation in the Somali conflict has mirrored a period in 
which there has been a significant increase in Kenya’s national defence expenditure –  
it rose from $587 million prior to the intervention to $821 million by 2012–13.35 As part 
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of AMISOM, Kenya continues to exert influence in southern Somalia and has publicly 
clashed with the FGS on occasion. For example, the Somali Parliament called for the 
withdrawal of the KDF from Somalia in November 2015.36

US engagement in Somalia was limited for many years after the withdrawal of US 
forces in response to the killing of 18 US Army Rangers in Mogadishu in October 1993. 
However, following the 9/11 attacks Somalia came under intense scrutiny, with then 
Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld declaring, “Somalia has been a place that has  
harboured al-Qaeda and, to my knowledge, still is.”37 

Since then, the principal aim of US engagement in Somalia has been to prevent the 
use of the country as a haven for international terrorists. This has been a consistent 
US priority throughout the Bush and Obama administrations as reflected in previous 
US National Security Strategy (NSS) documents, including the 2010 US NSS which 
explicitly referenced Somalia under the heading of ‘Deny Safe Havens and Strengthen 
At-Risk States’.38 

More recently, in a speech on ‘US Foreign Policy in Somalia’ in June 2014, the US State 
Department’s Under Secretary for Political Affairs emphasised that the US believed 
that “danger remains” in Somalia because of the presence of groups such as al-Shabaab 
that “have embraced the same destructive agenda” as al-Qaeda, undermining Somalia’s 
stability, and posing a significant threat elsewhere.39 

Somalia is becoming increasingly important to the US. In February 2015, President 
Obama nominated the first US Ambassador to the country since 1991.40 In May 2015, 
John Kerry became the first ever US Secretary of State to visit Mogadishu. He  
commented, “We all have a stake in what happens here in Somalia. The world cannot 
afford to have places on the map that are essentially ungoverned.”41 In September  
2015, the US Mission to Somalia was formally launched, though it is currently based  
in Nairobi, Kenya.42

In order to avoid a perception of direct US involvement in the Somali conflict that 
could increase the threat of attacks on the US, the Obama administration has sought 
to avoid large-scale regional deployments of the US military. In his 2013 State of the 
Union address, President Obama underlined that, “to meet this threat [posed by  
terrorism], we don’t need to send tens of thousands of sons and daughters abroad or 
occupy other nations. Instead, we’ll need to help countries like Yemen, and Libya, and  
Somalia provide for their own security, and help allies who take the fight to terrorists”.43 

“[The US] has no desire to Americanize the conflict in Somalia.” 
US Assistant Secretary of State for African Affairs Johnnie Carson, March 201044

Despite avoiding a large military footprint, the US has remained heavily committed to 
carrying out counter-terrorism operations throughout the Bush and Obama admin-
istrations. However, officials from the Obama administration have sought to distance 
the administration’s current approach from that of its predecessor. In 2010, then  

1.2 United 
States
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Assistant to the President for Homeland Security and Counterterrorism John Brennan  
(later appointed Director of the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA)) described the 
Obama strategy as akin to using “a scalpel and not a hammer”.45

  Direct military action

While the US reportedly considered the possibility of a military intervention in Somalia  
in the period immediately after 9/11, it decided against doing so after investigations  
found insufficient evidence of an al-Qaeda presence in Somalia – with some suggestions  
that the US Department of Defense (DoD) had relied uncritically on Ethiopian  
intelligence.46 Instead, US military engagement has been limited to supporting regional  
and national military forces to combat terrorism (underpinned in part by a sentiment  
among the US public that the country “should mind its own business internationally”47)  
accompanied by the limited use of special forces and drone strikes to target specific 
individuals. 

After 9/11, the CIA, working in conjunction with the DoD’s Joint Special Operations 
Command (JSOC), sought to kill or capture members of al-Qaeda’s East African  
network and later al-Shabaab. In the early post-9/11 years, these operations were 
executed in collaboration with – in the words of one intelligence operative speaking 
anonymously to Army Times in 2011 – “just about all” Somali warlords,48 whose loyalty 
was ensured through payments and sometimes the threat of US air strikes.49

A US policy of ‘containment’ evolved significantly in the lead-up to Ethiopia’s invasion 
of Somalia in December 2006, which targeted the ICU. The US, which suspected the  
ICU’s armed wing of being associated with al-Qaeda, strongly encouraged the Ethiopian  
operation,50 and is believed by some analysts to have provided arms, fuel and other 
logistical support.51 Perceptions that the US was directly involved in the conflict were 
heightened when it attacked a convoy transporting suspected al-Qaeda operatives on 
7 January 2007.52 While up to a dozen suspected al-Qaeda members were reportedly 
killed, allegations that civilians were also struck led the then US Ambassador to Kenya 
to state “categorically that no civilians were killed or injured as result of that action  
[on 7 January]”.53

Further US airstrikes occurred two days later on 9 January54 and over a fortnight later 
on January 23 when Ahmed Madobe – then the deputy of ICU leader Hassan Turki – 
was targeted.55 However, the US came under pressure to discontinue its airstrikes in  
Somalia when Prime Minister Meles Zenawi, fearful of African reaction at a forthcoming  
AU Summit, asked the US to move its AC-130 gunship out of the base in eastern  
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Ethiopia from which it had been operating (despite Meles describing US actions as 
“terrific” in the same Wikileaks cable).56 There was only one more reported attack in 
2007, when the USS Chafee fired more than a dozen rounds on militants in Bargal, 
Puntland.57 In 2008, there were two reported US airstrikes, including one that killed 
Aden Hashi Ayro,58 the then leader of al-Shabaab.59 The next confirmed US military 
action in Somalia occurred over a year later, in September 2009, when US Special 
Forces launched a helicopter raid that killed al-Qaeda operative Saleh Ali Saleh  
Nabhan.60

That same month heralded a critical – but largely unnoticed – moment in US counter-
terrorism efforts in Somalia and the wider region, when the US reached an agreement  
with the Seychelles government to base drones on its territory (although the agreement  
stipulated they “will not conduct direct attacks”).61 This was followed by a confirmation  
in late 2011 that the US Government had opened a new drone base at Arba Minch in 
Ethiopia.62 

Other known locations for US drone operations in East Africa include an air base at 
Manda Bay in Kenya and Camp Lemmonier in Djibouti.63 More recently, it was  
reported that the US was operating drones from two additional bases in Somalia itself –  
located at Kismayo and Baledogle in the Lower Shabelle region.64 While earlier air- 
strikes had been carried out by manned aircraft, with the US military steadily increasing  
its capabilities to conduct counter-terrorism operations with drones in the East African  
region, it was not long before Somalia also saw the use of drones to conduct lethal 
strikes.

The first reported lethal drone strike in Somalia took place on 23 June 2011 when a 
Predator drone struck a militant training camp south of Kismayo.65 A second lethal 
drone strike was reported over three months later.66 In 2012, there were at least two 
known drone strikes including one on 24 February 2012 – one day after then US  
Secretary of State, Hilary Clinton, speaking at the London Conference on Somalia, 
declared that air strikes in areas of Somalia controlled by al-Shabaab would “not be 
good idea”.67 

Under widespread pressure over the US military’s use of drone strikes, President 
Obama made the first high-level official acknowledgement of US direct military action 
in Somalia on 15 June 2012:

“In Somalia, the U.S. military has worked to counter the terrorist threat posed by al-
Qa’ida and al-Qa’ida-associated elements of al-Shabaab. In a limited number of cases, 
the U.S. military has taken direct action in Somalia against members of al-Qa’ida, 
including those who are also members of al-Shabaab, who are engaged in efforts to carry 
out terrorist attacks against the United States and our interests.” 68

Despite intense public scrutiny, the US has continued to use drone strikes in Somalia. 
In 2013, there were two reported attacks including one drone strike that killed a senior  
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member of al-Shabaab, and a US Special Forces raid targeting another member of  
al-Shabaab’s leadership;69 in 2014 there were three confirmed lethal drone strikes, 
including one notable strike that killed al-Shabaab’s leader, Ahmed Abdi Godane,  
on 5 October 2014.70 At the time of writing, the non-profit Bureau of Investigative 
Journalism has reported that there were at least 11 drone strikes in 2015,71 one of which 
killed al-Shabaab’s head of external operations on 31 January (who was suspected of 
involvement in the Westgate attack in Kenya.)72 

One question regarding US drone strikes relates to the exact legal authority that has 
enabled the US to conduct such strikes. The Obama administration has never publicly 
claimed that al-Shabaab is an ‘associated force’ of al-Qaeda, as the 2001 Authorization 
for Use of Military Force (AUMF) allows for – and which would provide a legal basis 
for such strikes.73 Instead the administration has targeted individuals such as Ahmed 
Abdi Godane on the basis of their membership of al-Qaeda rather than focusing on 
their role within al-Shabaab. Speaking on the executive branch’s interpretation of the 
2001 AUMF on 21 May 2014, the DoD’s General Counsel Stephen Preston elaborated 
the US’s legal justification for operations in Somalia: 

“The U.S. military has also conducted capture or lethal operations under the AUMF  
outside of Afghanistan against individuals who are part of al-Qa’ida and targeted as 
such. For example, in Somalia, the U.S. military has conducted direct action against a 
limited number of targets who, based on information about their current and historical 
activities, have been determined to be part of al-Qa’ida. (Some of these individuals are 
also part of al-Shabaab, a group that is openly affiliated with al-Qa’ida.)” 74

Overall, the US views its counter-terrorism efforts in Somalia as intrinsically connected  
to the realisation of other US aims such as the promotion of political and economic  
stability, alleviating humanitarian crises, enabling the return of an estimated two million  
refugees and internally displaced persons, undermining piracy and freeing up African 
peacekeeping resources for other crises.75

  Security-related support

The US has provided over $1.4 billion in security-related support to African forces that 
have been fighting al-Shabaab since 2007, which comprises the largest share of total 
US security assistance to Africa during this period.76 Of the more than $1.4 billion 
provided to date, $1.2 billion has supported AMISOM and $220 million has supported 
the SNA.77 These funds have largely been provided by the State Department, which 
has given roughly $440 million in voluntary support to AMISOM and a further $500 
million in assessed contributions to the UN logistics support mission for AMISOM 
(UNSOA), while the DoD has provided almost $300 million to AMISOM.78 Due to the 
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regional threat posed by al-Shabaab, the DoD has also used the legal authority granted 
to it by the US Congress to build the counter-terrorism capacities of Somalia’s  
neighbours – Kenya, Djibouti and to a lesser extent, Ethiopia – spending $40–60 million  
annually over the last five years.79 Part, but not all, of these funds have supported  
AMISOM deployments by these countries.80

US security assistance to Somalia could further increase with the establishment of the  
Counterterrorism Partnerships Fund (CTPF). Launching this on 28 May 2014, President  
Obama stated that the $5 billion fund will “train, build capacity, and facilitate partner 
countries on the front lines” and specifically mentioned supporting “a multinational 
force to keep the peace in Somalia”.81 Notably, the DoD will administer the CTPF 
funds, potentially diminishing the State Department’s influence and further increasing 
the focus on military-led and -defined counter-terrorism efforts within the US’s overall 
approach to Somalia.

Aside from providing support for peacekeeping operations, US security-related support  
has been focused on improving the capabilities of Somalia’s security forces through 
mentoring, training and the provision of equipment and logistical support, as well as 
broader security sector reform programmes.82 In the immediate aftermath of 9/11, US 
support to the Somali security sector focused on reinforcing its own counter-terrorism  
operations through the establishment of sub-regional intelligence services. For example,  
the Puntland Intelligence Service (PIS) was formed with a remit to investigate and 
arrest suspected terrorists in 2001. In mid-2003, Somaliland’s National Intelligence 
Service (NIS) also began to collaborate closely with the US.83 

In more recent years, the US has also played a critical role in training elite units  
within the SNA such as the Somali advanced infantry company known as the ‘Danab’  
(‘Lightning Force’)84 and the ‘Gaashaan’ (‘Shield’), a rapid reaction force that was  
dispatched when an al-Shabaab fighter stormed the Somali Parliament in May 2014,  
as well as ‘Alpha group’ and ‘Bravo group’.85 These efforts have been sustained by the 
presence of US military personnel in Somalia over the last several years, with reports 
in June 2013 stating there were now a total of 120 US troops present in Somalia.86 

US security-related support to Somalia received a significant boost in April 2013, when  
President Obama – in response to the UN’s amendment of the arms embargo on 
Somalia – issued a memo stating that Somalia would now be eligible for ‘defense  
articles and defense services’ under US arms export and foreign aid laws.87

  Development assistance 

Alongside its security-related support, the US has also offered significant development 
assistance to Somalia. In 2013–14, United States Agency for International Development 
(USAID) provided just over $365 million to Somalia. The US is also the leading  
contributor of humanitarian aid to Somalia, having provided $260 million between 
2009 and 2011.88 USAID’s programmes have been heavily focused on stabilisation with 
the stated objective of increasing “Somalia’s stability through targeted interventions 
that foster good governance, support economic recovery, and reduce the appeal of 
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extremism”.89 While development assistance has always operated within a broader  
context of political, diplomatic and foreign policy objectives, there has been a concerted  
attempt to ensure that US development assistance in Somalia supports the US’s wider 
counter-terrorism efforts. Speaking on the topic of a ‘Smart Power Approach to  
Counterterrorism’ on 9 September 2011, then Secretary of State, Hilary Clinton, declared:

“[…] just as counterterrorism cannot be the sole focus of our foreign policy, it does not 
make sense to view counterterrorism in a vacuum. It must be integrated into our broader 
diplomatic and development agendas. And we should appreciate that while working to 
resolve conflicts, reduce poverty, and improve governance, those are valuable ends in 
themselves, but they also advance the cause of counterterrorism and national security. 
That is why I have more fully integrated the State Department and USAID into the 
fight.” 90

This emphasis on the link between development assistance and ‘the cause of counter-
terrorism and national security’ was publicly articulated in USAID’s September 2011  
policy paper entitled ‘The Development Response to Violent Extremism and Insurgency’,  
which then USAID Administrator Rajiv Shah said gave USAID a “clear mandate” to 
formulate a developmental response to violent extremism.91 This approach, described 
by Amnesty International’s Lama Fakih as “development-as-counter-terrorism” has 
contributed to a securitisation of US development assistance, with the lines between 
peacebuilding, development, counter-terrorism and military strategy becoming 
increasingly blurred.92 For example, USAID officials acknowledge that while certain 
programmes such as those that focus on CVE might be classified by USAID as aiming 
to foster peace and stability, rather than as counter-terrorism per se, “the goals are  
ultimately linked”.93 

Within Somalia, USAID has supported community-level development activities such  
as building fishing industry support structures in some coastal communities, providing  
seed and fertiliser to displaced persons, and working with the Mayor of Mogadishu to 
install solar-powered streetlights. However, the bulk of its development assistance  
(as indicated by funding) is now focused on peace and security programming.94  
Major programmes that USAID is funding in this area include the ‘Transition Initiatives  
for Stabilization’ ($115 million), which aims to promote peace and stability, and  
‘Strengthening Somali Governance’ ($22.8 million), which supports political processes,  
parliament and government formation.95 This emphasis on investing in activities  
relating to governance, peace and security in Somalia mirror broader trends in official  
development assistance (ODA)-eligible security sector funding, which increased 
five-fold from $10.8 million in 2005 to $56 million (18.5 per cent of total US ODA) in 
2010 (although it is important to note that most security sector support – including 
the examples above – fall outside the current definition of what constitutes ODA, and 
therefore is difficult to track).96

The US has been actively involved in supporting the implementation of the New Deal 
framework. It pledged $69 million at the Brussels Conference97 that endorsed the 
Somali Compact in 2013 and has been engaged across the Working Groups facilitating 
the implementation of programmes under each of the Peacebuilding and Statebuilding 
Goals (PSGs), including PSG 2 on security (though much of Somalia’s security-related 
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cooperation continues to exist outside of the New Deal framework) and acting as 
donor co-chair on the Working Group on PSG 4 on economic foundations. Much of 
the US’s development assistance however (as with many other donors) continues to be 
disbursed outside of the specific multi-partner trust funds established as part of the 
New Deal’s architecture. 

  Political engagement

In terms of political engagement, the US formally recognised the Federal Government  
of Somalia (FGS) in January 2013 – the first time the US had recognised a Somali  
government since 1991. Prior to this, US political engagement with the various Somali 
governance structures had oscillated between moments of heightened – frequently 
reactive – engagement and relative disengagement. After withdrawing from Somalia  
in 1994, for example, US political engagement in Somalia was largely non-existent, 
with former US Assistant Secretary of State for African Affairs, Walter Kansteiner,  
describing the US’s policy as one of “total benign neglect”.98 Following 9/11, this changed  
significantly but the US’s overriding focus on counter-terrorism led many to observe 
that it had essentially, even if left unsaid, de-prioritised the political aspects of its 
engagement with Somali governance structures.99 

In October 2010, the Obama administration attempted to present a step-change in the 
US’s political engagement in Somalia with the inception of a new ‘dual-track’ policy, 
which in essence would enable the US to deal with the formal and sub-state actors 
simultaneously in order to foster peace and stability in Somalia.100 Describing the 
rationale for the dual-track approach, a State Department spokesperson framed it as 
“important to reach out to all of these sub-regional groupings in order to strengthen 
their capacity to govern… and to remain a bulwark against the encroachment of  
al-Shabaab and extremist elements”.101 

The dual-track approach was criticised by Al Jazeera’s Afyare Abdi Elmi as “a new  
label for the old Bush administration’s approach”, due to its in-built propensity to foster 
continued divisions and encourage the formation of independent administrations.102 
However, while the US recognised the FGS in 2013, it emphasised that it would continue  
to engage with regional administrations.103 The US along with the UN and other donors  
has closely monitored sub-national state formation processes, issuing a number of  
coordinated and individual statements on key political processes, including the election  
of officials, and raising concerns about relations between interim administrations and 
the FGS.104

  Economic support

On the economic front, a recent report by Somalia expert Dominik Balthasar high-
lighted that there is a perception that the US’s recent re-engagement in Somalia has 
been “partially driven” by a desire to gain access to Somalia’s oil resources on the basis 
that one of the six conditions the US put in place prior to recognising the FGS was that 
it recognised the rights of US oil companies that had declared force majeure when Siad 
Barre’s government collapsed in 1991.105 However, the public commentary on Somalia’s 
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resources has been described as ‘hyped up’, with one analyst underlining that the desire 
to access oil resources in Somalia has been a minor aspect of the US’s overall strategy 
for engagement in Somalia.106

Of greater significance, the US has made strenuous efforts since 9/11 to prevent terrorist  
groups from financing their operations. In October 2001, the US moved to designate 
the Somali group al-Itihaad al-Islamiya (AIAI) as a Foreign Terrorist Organisation 
(FTO) under Executive Order 13224, making it unlawful for a person in the US or 
subject to the jurisdiction of the US to provide ‘material support or resources’ to AIAI. 
While AIAI was linked to multiple attacks in the 1990s, there were debates about the 
extent to which it was active – one US official later described how in his view AIAI 
“had been transformed from a ‘noun’ into an ‘adjective’ – in other words, from an 
organisation into an idea”.107

Al-Shabaab was designated as an FTO in February 2008.108 The scope of financial  
sanctions was extended significantly in April 2010 when President Obama declared  
a national emergency to address the deteriorating security situation in Somalia with  
Executive Order 13536, which imposed additional financial sanctions on those identified  
as “contributing to the conflict in Somalia” (other countries such as the UK followed 
the US’s lead).109 Notably, in 2009, the Office of Foreign Assets Control (OFAC) within 
the US Department of the Treasury suspended $50 million of the US’s humanitarian 
assistance to Somalia. 

The implications of continued instability in Somalia, and in particular the rise of  
al-Shabaab, on the UK’s national security has ensured that Somalia has long been 
prominent on the UK’s foreign policy agenda. Concerns about the terrorist threat 
emanating from Somalia were heightened by the discovery of plans to attack the  
London Olympics in 2012 as well as other targets, on the laptop of a senior al-Qaeda 
commander, Fazul Abdullah Mohammed, who was killed at a TFG checkpoint in  
June 2011.110 Speaking soon after the discovery, UK Prime Minister David Cameron 
characterised Somalia as “a failed state that directly threatens British interests”.111 
Accordingly, the principal aim of the UK’s engagement in Somalia in recent years has 
been to reduce the potential for terrorist attacks against the UK. 

Somalia is one of the three countries classified as posing a ‘high risk’ to the UK in its 
official counter-terrorism strategy, and is also a priority country for the UK National 
Security Council.112 The UK’s sense of vulnerability to ongoing instability in Somalia 
is linked to the presence of a sizeable UK Somali community (estimates range from 
108,000 to 200,000) – the largest in Europe – an extremely small minority of whom 
have travelled to Somalia to join al-Shabaab in recent years.113 The UK Prime Minister  
expressed his concern about the radicalisation of British Somalis ahead of the February  
2012 London Conference on Somalia, stating, “there is a very real danger of young 
British Somalis having their minds poisoned by this organization”.114 Speaking in  
September 2010, the former head of M15, Jonathan Evans, warned, “it is only a matter 
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of time before we see terrorism on our streets inspired by those who are today fighting 
alongside al-Shabaab”.115 

These fears were in part realised on 22 May 2013, when Michael Adebowale and 
Michael Adebolajo murdered an off-duty soldier, Lee Rigby, in Woolwich in Southeast 
London. Subsequently, it was reported that Kenyan counter-terrorism police had  
previously detained Adebowale when he attempted to enter Somalia to join al-Shabaab 
in November 2010.116 In the aftermath of the attack, al-Shabaab also released a video 
entitled “Woolwich: An Eye for an Eye”, which served to underscore the UK’s  
apprehensions.117

Other UK objectives in Somalia have been to reduce the threat posed by Somali piracy, 
which was estimated to have cost the international community $7–12 billion in 2010 
alone – although this threat has declined in recent years due to the deployment of 
naval forces from numerous countries.118

“Wherever there are broken or fractured countries this poison bubbles to the surface and 
on occasion can take real power in a country… we see this in Somalia.” 
UK Prime Minister David Cameron, 20 July 2015119

In support of these objectives, and to foster wider regional stability, the UK has sought 
to support the establishment of a functional Somali state as envisaged by the Somali 
New Deal Compact.120 Accordingly, the UK’s approach to Somalia has focused heavily 
on strengthening the role, effectiveness and legitimacy of the FGS and interim  
administrations like the IJA. 

This state-centric focus reflects wider thinking among UK policymakers that the 
breakdown in state authority provides opportunities for armed groups such as  
al-Shabaab to further destabilise the state and the wider region in which they operate, 
and ultimately to become a global terror threat. In practical terms, this has meant that 
the UK is currently focused on supporting efforts to hold an election in 2016 and on  
the state formation process, which seeks to establish a federal structure with the FGS at  
the centre.121 These statebuilding efforts (which fall under PSG 1 of the New Deal) are 
heavily dependent upon the UK’s stabilisation activities, which are aimed at creating 
the stability necessary for the formation of interim administrations and reinforcing 
their legitimacy once established. 

A 2012 review of the Somalia Stability Fund administered by the UK’s Stabilisation 
Unit underlines the importance of south central Somalia to “the notion of Somalia,” 
before going on to state “without a coherent SC, Mogadishu is diminished to being a 
city state set amongst a sea of competing interest groups”.122

  Direct military action

The UK has not engaged in direct military action in Somalia, although it reportedly 
considered the possibility of conducting air strikes against logistical hubs and training 
camps belonging to al-Shabaab, as well as Somali pirates who were disrupting shipping 
lanes in the Indian Ocean, in early 2012.123 However, despite reports that the Somali 
Prime Minister was open to UK air strikes provided civilians were not harmed, the 
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UK’s Prime Minister, David Cameron, made it clear that there were no UK plans to 
undertake airstrikes.124

  Security-related support

In terms of security-related support, the UK has sought to work through the UN and 
the EU, providing limited direct support to the SNA. In May 2013, the UK announced 
it would provide military experts to advise the FGS on the development of its armed 
forces and would also provide over £10 million to help extend the reach of Somali 
armed forces beyond Mogadishu – explicitly conditional on progress in tackling 
human rights and financial management concerns.125 Previously, in July 2012, the 
UK had publicly acknowledged that 10 UK military advisers were based at the AU’s 
headquarters in Mogadishu providing military expertise to AMISOM. A Ministry of 
Defence spokesperson stated that the UK’s advisers “do not have a combat role”.126

The UK has also played a key role in political developments related to the security  
sector. For example, as it holds the pen on Somalia at the UNSC, ahead of the February  
2012 London Conference on Somalia, the UK proposed UNSC Resolution 2036. 
This doubled AMISOM’s budget to $550 million, increased its troop strength to just 
under 18,000 personnel and authorised AMISOM to pursue al-Shabaab and other 
armed groups outside of Mogadishu to “reduce the threat posed… [and] to establish 
conditions for effective and legitimate governance across Somalia”.127 The latter was 
described by the UN Secretary-General’s Special Representative to Somalia as a move 
that partly transitioned AMISOM from a peacekeeping to a “peace enforcement” 
role.128 More recently, the UK hosted international talks on the future of the SNA, in 
September 2014.129

In September 2015, the UK also announced the deployment of UK troops to Somalia 
as part of the UN Support Office for AMISOM (UNSOA) to provide medical, logistics 
and engineering support.130 While characterised as “peacekeeping” support in the 
UK’s announcement, it should be emphasised that AMISOM remains a peace enforce-
ment rather than peacekeeping operation. As such, the terms of the deployment of UK 
troops remains unclear.

  Development assistance 

Alongside its support to the security sector, the UK provides substantial development  
assistance to Somalia. As noted earlier, the UK has promoted and endorsed the Somali  
New Deal Compact, providing around £339.7 million in support of it to date (in  
comparison, the EU has pledged £542 million).131 The UK’s development assistance 
programmes broadly focus on four specific areas: governance and peacebuilding;  
economic development; human development; and the provision of humanitarian 
assistance.132 

Through its development assistance programmes, the UK is playing a leading role in 
efforts to reform the security and justice sectors in Somalia. Notably, at the May 2013 
London Conference on Somalia, the UK announced plans to provide £14.5 million 
to help improve public safety, tackle serious crime and human rights abuses, provide 
assistance to justice officials to travel to areas without permanent courts and remote 



16   lessons from counter-terror, stabilisation and statebuilding in somalia

 133  Op cit Department for International Development (2013).
 134  Somalia Stability Fund (2014), ‘Donors’, (www.stabilityfund.so/donors).
 135  Saferworld interview, London, 18 November 2014.
 136  The CSSF brings together existing resources from across government totalling £683 million and includes another £100 

million of new funding. See ‘Annex F: The UK Conflict Pool and Conflict Security and Stability Fund’ for more details:  
http://um.dk/en/~/media/UM/Danish-site/Documents/Danida/Resultater/Eval/201404AnnexF.pdf).

 137  Op cit Leonard E, Ramsey G (eds.) (2013), p 223.
 138  Foreign & Commonwealth Office (2013), ‘G8 Support for Somalia’, 12 April.
 139  Department for International Development (2013), ‘Justine Greening keynote at Somalia Trade and Investment event’, 8 May.
 140  British Embassy Mogadishu (2014), ‘UK to help revitalise and expand the Somali economy’, 24 October. 
 141  HM Government (2015), ‘Consolidated List of Financial Sanctions Targets in the UK’, 19 November (https://www.gov.uk/

government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/409007/somalia.PDF) 
 142  Lane E (2013), ‘Somali remittances granted reprieve’, BBC, 5 November.

districts outside of Mogadishu, enable the Somali government to double the number 
of police officers from 6,000 to 12,000 and finally, to bring Mogadishu’s Central Prison 
up to international standards.133

The UK has also supported development activities linked to stabilisation objectives 
through the Somalia Stability Fund, to which it has provided $47.25 million.134 Such  
funds have been used in a limited number of locations (that is, Kismayo and Baidoa) to  
invest in small infrastructure projects as a mechanism to foster dialogue and build the 
FGS’s capacity for select duties including security and ensuring freedom of movement 
of the Somali people. One UK official underlined that the importance of stabilisation-
linked development activities is that they can be used as a “lever” for the FGS to 
“become party to the provision of services”.135 More recently, the UK announced that 
£1.5 million from the new Conflict, Stability and Security Fund (CSSF) would be used 
to work on stabilisation in recovered areas in order to “expand the reach of legitimate 
government authority”.136

  Political engagement

Through its political engagement the UK has played a critical role in galvanising the 
international community to engage in Somalia. In February 2012, the UK hosted 
the first London Conference on Somalia, which focused on supporting the TFG and 
facilitating a permanent federal government. The conference, described as “the most 
important conference on Somalia in recent times”, convened some 50 states and  
organisations, as well as Somali stakeholders including key factions such as Ahlu 
Sunna Wal Jamma (ASWJ).137 The second London Conference on Somalia, in May 
2013, sought to build international backing for the FGS’s priorities on security, justice, 
political reconciliation and public financial management and lay the foundations for 
the Somali New Deal Compact. In addition to the London Conferences, the UK used 
its presidency of the G8 in 2013 and its presidency of the UNSC in May 2013 to deepen 
the international community’s engagement in Somalia.138 

  Economic support

On the economic front, the UK has again sought to coordinate the efforts of the inter-
national community by hosting the Somalia Trade and Investment Conference in May 
2013. Speaking at the opening of the conference, UK Development Secretary Justine 
Greening declared, “increased business in countries like Somalia can, if done in a 
conflict-sensitive way, promote stability.”139 More recently, the UK announced it would 
provide a further £37 million to the Somalia Development and Reconstruction Facility 
(SDRF) until 2016 “to support economic development in Somalia” (although an initial 
£6 million of the funds was used to pay the salaries of the FGS’s civil servants).140

The UK has also acted to place financial sanctions on al-Shabaab (listed on 28 April 
2010) and a number of individuals associated with the organisation including its  
current leader, Ahmed Diriye (listed on 23 October 2014).141 As in the US, the issue of 
remittances to Somalia has also been an issue in the UK, with banks such as Barclays 
taking action to close the accounts of Somali money transfer operators in order to 
mitigate concerns about money laundering.142 Since the UK Serious Organised Crime  
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Agency identified money transfer operating businesses as a potential money laundering  
risk, many UK banks have sought to move out of this area. Many were alarmed by 
the $1.9 billion fine imposed on HSBC for failing to prevent money laundering.143 
Responding to widespread concerns about the potential effects on remittance flows 
from the UK to Somalia (estimated at £500 million annually),144 a multi-agency UK 
Action Group on Cross Border Remittances was established in 2014.145 One initiative 
arising from the Action Group has been Department for International Development’s 
(DFID) ‘Safer Corridor Initiative’ to “create a more transparent and safer system” for 
Somalis in the UK to send money back home.146

Speaking in October 2013, then EU High Representative Catherine Ashton stated that the  
principal aim of the EU’s engagement in Somalia was to support Somalia’s “transition,  
from a fragile country to stability, to peace and to reconstruction”.147 In Somalia, in 
contrast to other contexts where the EU is active, member states have allowed EU 
institutions to take a lead in developing and implementing a comprehensive policy, 
which includes security-related support to the fight against terrorism and training 
of Somali armed forces.148 Overall, the EU’s approach to Somalia comprises multiple 
strands that it packages as a “comprehensive approach”, encompassing security-related 
support, political engagement, development assistance and humanitarian aid. 

Like the UK, the EU has invested heavily in stabilising Somalia, arguing that it is “a 
pre-requisite for state-building and development”.149 As part of these efforts, the EU 
has strongly backed the FGS (and the various central government structures that have 
existed over the course of the last decade) arguing that the collapse of the state is at 
the root of most, if not all, of Somalia’s challenges but affirming nonetheless that it 
bears responsibility for establishing a safe and secure environment. As such, the EU 
has relied to a great extent on political engagement to back the FGS and its various 
predecessors. Most notably, the EU hosted the Brussels Conference on ‘A New Deal for 
Somalia’ in September 2013 at which over €1.8 billion (€650 million from the European 
Commission) was pledged to support Somalia’s path towards peace, stability and  
prosperity after what it considered to be the successful completion of a transition 
period.150 The EU also appointed an EU Special Representative for the Horn of Africa 
whose main priority is to enhance the coherence, impact and visibility of the EU’s 
engagement in Somalia.151 

The EU, which considers Somalia’s instability to be one of the major destabilising factors  
in the Horn of Africa,152 has placed Somalia at the centre of its counter-terrorism  
efforts in the region.153 Underpinning this approach is a belief that ‘containment’ cannot  
be seen as an option in Somalia. This is an implicit criticism of other international  
actors such as the US who have at times been perceived as overly focused on containing  
the threat posed by Somalia.154 Notably, the EU has emphasised that Somalia’s challenges  

1.4 European 
Union



18   lessons from counter-terror, stabilisation and statebuilding in somalia

 155  Ibid.
 156  Council of the EU (2015), ‘Council Conclusions on the EU Horn of Africa Action Plan 2015-2020’, 26 October.
 157  European External Action Service (2015), ‘European Union Training Mission – Somalia’, September (www.eeas.europa.eu/

csdp/missions-and-operations/eutm-somalia/docs/factsheet_eutm_somalia_en.pdf).
 158  IHS Jane’s 360 (2015), ‘EU training mission to provide Somali army only with basic equipment’, 1 July.
 159  European Commission (2015), ‘Capacity building in support of security and development – Enabling partners to prevent and 

manage crises’, 28 April, p 5.
 160  Mail & Guardian Africa (2015), ‘Lifeline for AMISOM as Europe says will give cash for Somalia anti-terror battle’, 19 October.
 161  European Commission and High Representative of the EU for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy (2015), ‘Addressing the 

refugee crisis in Europe: the role of the EU external action’, 9 September, p 8. 

can only be overcome through a consideration of neighbouring countries’ ‘concerns’. 
The EU has argued that “these countries should play a positive and stabilising role in 
the Somali peace process”.155 This is reflective of the EU’s wider regional strategy to 
tackle instability in the Horn of Africa, which is fuelled by factors including irregular  
migration and forced displacement, radicalisation and terrorism, piracy and trafficking  
of illegal goods.156 

The EU’s engagement in Somalia has steadily increased over the years and it is now 
the largest donor in Somalia, having provided over €1.2 billion since 2008, principally 
in support of security, stabilisation and statebuilding. In addition to using political 
and diplomatic channels, it has also launched Common Security and Defence Policy 
(CSDP) missions, supported statebuilding and peacebuilding processes, and has  
provided development assistance and humanitarian aid. 

  Security-related support 

As part of its Strategy for the Horn of Africa, the EU has three CSDP Missions ongoing 
in the Somali regions: EU Naval Force (EUNAVFOR) ATALANTA, EU Training  
Mission (EUTM) Somalia, and the European Union’s Capacity Building Effort in the 
Horn of Africa and the Western Indian Ocean (EUCAP Nestor). 

In 2008, concerned with the negative effects of piracy off the coast of Somalia, in  
particular on humanitarian efforts and maritime traffic, the EU launched EUNAVFOR 
ATALANTA. 2012 saw the launch of EUCAP Nestor, a capacity-building mission  
specifically targeting Djibouti, Somalia, the Seychelles and Tanzania. EUCAP Nestor 
is a civilian mission augmented with military expertise designed to support regional 
maritime capacity building, including that of coastal police and the judiciary in the 
field of counter-piracy.157 

However, conscious of criticism that the instability and insecurity emanating from  
Somalia could not be addressed without bolstering the capacities of the Somali security  
forces, in 2010 the EU launched a military training mission (EUTM Somalia) to 
strengthen the Somali national authorities by providing military advice and training 
to the security forces. Since it was established, the EUTM trained approximately 4000 
recruits and will instruct another 1200 during the remainder of its mandate, which 
ends in December 2016.158

Alongside its own missions, the EU has been a critical supporter of AMISOM, both 
financially and in terms of capacity building. In 2004, it created an extra-budgetary 
fund, the African Peace Facility (APF), to support peace and security in Africa. 
Through the facility (which is financed by the European Development Fund), the EU 
provided €800 million to AMISOM since it was launched in 2007.159 In October 2015, 
the EU announced that it would provide a further €165 million to support AMISOM’s 
fight against al-Shabaab.160 According to the EU, through the EUTM and its support to 
AMISOM, it is supporting the reconstruction of a viable state and the reestablishment 
of a secure environment in Somalia.161

In addition, the EU has made use of other financing instruments to support its  
security-related interventions in Somalia. Notably, through the Instrument contributing  
to Security and Peace (IcSP), the EU has also funded projects to create conditions for 
the access to and economic recovery of areas recovered from al-Shabaab, by  
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supporting FGS stabilisation efforts in the newly recovered areas, and law enforcement 
institutions.162 

  Development assistance

The EU has also made use of the geographic and thematic financing instruments  
supporting external cooperation and external aid to achieve its statebuilding and 
peacebuilding objectives in Somalia. 

The EU channelled the majority of its development aid to Somalia since the early 
2000s through the European Development Fund (EDF). Under the Strategy for the 
Implementation of Special Aid to Somalia covering the period 2008–2013 (total budget  
€425million), good governance and statebuilding (€128 million) was prioritised  
along with education (€85million) and economic development and food security  
(€155 million).163 In the EU indicative programme for Somalia for the period 2014–
2020 (total budget €286 million) – in which the European Commission’s objectives 
have been aligned with the PSGs as outlined in the Somali New Deal Compact –  
state-building and peacebuilding (€100 million) are again prioritised, along with food 
security and building resilience (€86 million), and education (€60 million).164 Under  
the statebuilding and peacebuilding objective, the EU’s aims are to reinforce the rule of  
law and security, provide institutional support at the federal, regional and local levels, 
and support democratisation and reconciliation processes. The EU noted that all three 
components include engagement with non-state actors to support dialogue between 
civil society, the private sector and government administrations in reconstruction and 
reconciliation processes.165

The EU has become increasingly concerned by radicalisation in the Horn of Africa.166 
In 2014, the EU launched a regional programme focusing on Ethiopia, Kenya and 
Somalia under the Strengthening Resilience to Violence and Extremism (STRIVE) 
initiative. Funded by the IcSP (for €2 million), the programme aims to increase under-
standing of the drivers of violent extremism, to develop best practices around CVE 
programming, and to provide recommendations allowing for increased impact and 
more focused interventions.167

Another cornerstone of the EU’s engagement in Somalia has been the provision of 
humanitarian aid in order to provide basic life-saving services in the protection,  
shelter, health, nutrition, food and water sectors; enhance self-reliance; and support 
emergency preparedness measures to cope with potential influx of new arrivals.  
To support these efforts, the EU Humanitarian Aid and Civil Protection directorate 
(ECHO) has disbursed €279.2 million since 2011.168 

As can be seen, the rationale for the US, UK and EU engaging in Somalia has been 
heavily focused on reducing the threat of terrorism emanating from Somalia. Since 
2007, this has meant they have provided significant funds to AMISOM and regional 
actors as they have sought to challenge al-Shabaab’s control over parts of Somalia. 
These resources have been provided despite questions about the objectives of regional 

1.5 Summary
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actors and clear evidence that their actions have undermined efforts to build peace  
in Somalia – whether through their direct military interventions, alleged involvement 
in Somalia’s war economy or support to sub-national actors as a counterweight to  
the influence of the FGS. Looking beyond regional actors, the US has been the most  
militarily active in Somalia, carrying out military operations and strikes to kill or  
capture suspected al-Qaeda operatives and al-Shabaab’s leadership. For their part,  
the EU and the UK have focused their military efforts on anti-piracy operations,  
which have threatened shipping lanes off the Horn of Africa that are vital to the world  
economy. Notably, the US, UK and EU have been prominent backers of the stabilisation  
and statebuilding agendas in Somalia – the latter of which is enshrined in the Somali 
Compact – and have been particularly active in the political processes to form interim 
regional administrations and the creation of a federal system. With the mandate of 
the FGS coming to an end in 2016, the US, UK and EU have the opportunity to reflect 
upon the lessons of over twenty years of involvement and adjust their policies in the 
country. 

The next section seeks to inform these discussions, analysing the approaches of the US, 
UK and EU in greater depth, setting out their impacts on peace and conflict dynamics 
in Somalia.



 2
Policy and impacts 
analysis

this section offers an analysis of the approaches of international actors  
(as described in section one) and their impacts on Somalia and its conflict drivers,  
as set out in Annex Three, which are as follows:

 n Poor governance.
 n Corruption.
 n Impunity.
 n Clan identity.
 n Militarised society and the multiplicity of armed actors.
 n Economic drivers of conflict (i.e. charcoal, extractive industry, humanitarian aid, 

remittances and the economic vulnerability of young people).
 n Religious ideology.
 n External factors.

While it notes positive impacts where they have been identified, it suggests significant 
negative impacts on the context in Somalia. Analysis of the impacts of international 
actors has been grouped around six key themes: 

 n The failures of militarised approaches.
 n The global counter-terror agenda’s reinforcement of counterproductive strategies and 

behaviours by national, regional and international actors.
 n Ignoring and exacerbating key drivers of conflict.
 n Pressure to complete political processes resulting in tensions and conflict.
 n The lack of public buy-in to international strategies.
 n The reinforcement of corruption and fuelling of the war economy.

Overall, the impacts presented in this section have at times served to increase instability  
in Somalia and the threat posed by militants opposed to international actors based 
there.
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“I don’t believe there is a military solution to the problem of Al-Shabaab – it has been 
repeatedly defeated.”
International NGO representative, 4 November 2014169

  What is the objective?

One of the main challenges posed by militarised approaches in Somalia is that there 
is lack of unity over what international actors are seeking to accomplish. Many inter-
national actors have a range of competing security-related objectives that frequently 
work at cross-purposes, undermining efforts to build long-term sustainable peace in 
Somalia. As detailed in the previous section, in support of their own national security 
interests both Kenya and Ethiopia have sought to back sub-national actors that are 
more loyal to them than to the FGS. In contrast, the US, UK and EU have backed sub-
national actors that are more closely tied to the FGS, but have struggled to coordinate 
their military efforts.170 Looking further afield, Turkey and Arab actors have tried to 
gain influence with the FGS by providing military assistance and training, but again 
coordination with other actors has been lacking.171 The lack of alignment among the 
overt objectives of international actors is exacerbated by a lack of transparency and 
clarity over other objectives. As one Somali civil society representative observed: 

“The International community’s ultimate objectives are their undeclared interests.  
And there is no lack of those.”
Somali civil society representative, 9 November 2014.172

While there is a lack of unity and clarity over many of the security-related objectives 
of international actors, there is a broad consensus among international actors on the 
need to defeat al-Shabaab militarily. Indeed, the US, UK and EU’s respective strategies 
in Somalia are heavily focused on this. Speaking in June 2014, for example, the US State 
Department’s Under Secretary for Political Affairs spoke about “the job of degrading 
and defeating al-Shabaab”.173 Similarly, in a UK parliamentary debate on Somalia held 
in February 2012, the then UK Foreign Secretary, William Hague, called for the “defeat 
of terrorism” in response to a question about al-Shabaab.174 

Such an objective has proved to be unhelpful, as it has locked international actors into 
a militarised approach to resolving the various drivers of the Somali conflict – which 
according to one INGO representative has prevented the development of “a more  
comprehensive peacebuilding strategy”,175 leaving no avenues through which Somali 
and international actors can engage with al-Shabaab in an effort to de-escalate the 
conflict. Another problem with reducing the Somali conflict to one where al-Shabaab 
simply needs to be defeated is that it ignores the fact that:

“Al-Shabaab is a symptom rather than a cause of fragility, and while it may be the most 
immediate and obvious challenge to peace and security in Somalia, it is by no means the 
most important one.”
Dominik Balthasar in ’Thinking Beyond Roadmaps in Somalia: Expanding Policy Options for State Building’176

The wider consequence of this confusion about what international actors are seeking 
to accomplish through the use of militarised approaches in Somalia and the over-
whelming focus on defeating al-Shabaab is that strategy has often been formulated 

2.1 The failures 
of militarised 

approaches
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without proper consideration of the actual long-term security needs of the Somali 
people. For example, the prioritisation of Western security needs over those of Somalis 
is clearly reflected in testimony offered in 2010 by the then Chairman of the Senate’s 
Subcommittee on African Affairs, who voiced concern that, “we [the US] still do not 
have an overarching strategy for Somalia that ties our programs and policies together. 
As a result, we appear to be grasping at straws to ‘do something’ while our national 
security increasingly hangs in the balance [emphasis added]”.177

Specific evidence of how the security needs of the Somali people are marginalised by  
external national security interests is offered by the response to the Somali remittances  
crisis earlier this year. In February 2015, the US-based Merchants Bank, which handles  
80 per cent of money remitted from the US to Somalia, announced that it was with-
drawing its services. This occurred as part of a wider trend,178 whereby US banks have 
come under pressure to withdraw their services due to the imposition of financial 
sanctions by the US government, which holds them responsible if the funds they  
manage reach proscribed groups. The decision by Merchants Bank led to a concerted 
campaign among the US-Somali community – for example, tweeting #IFundFoodNot 
Terror at key US officials179 – as well as a letter from several US Senators that warned 
how the action “could significantly strengthen the appeal of terrorism” and threaten 
the US’s national security.180 While the letter broached the potential humanitarian 
implications, it was largely framed in terms of seeking a reversal of the decision on the 
basis of the need to “protect our [US] national security”.181

The remittances crisis is the latest example of how counter-terrorism policies focused 
on addressing terrorist financing have, in the words of one commentator, actually 
helped to “mobilise the anger and grievance on which terrorist organisations thrive.”182  
Only a month after 9/11, the US froze the assets of Somali hawala company al-Barakaat –  
the largest Somali employer – on the grounds that it was a conduit for al-Qaeda’s  
financial transactions. The action destabilised the already fragile Somali economy and 
exacerbated long-standing humanitarian challenges.183

  Short-term objectives, long-term failure?

As detailed in section one, the US, as well as Kenya and Ethiopia, have repeatedly carried  
out operations, some involving airstrikes and drone strikes, to target individuals  
suspected of belonging to a terrorist organisation. While any attempt to assess the 
efficacy of such operations is complicated by the general lack of transparency and 
accountability surrounding them, it is possible to observe that military action focused 
on achieving short-term counter-terrorism objectives has frequently had negative 
longer-term impacts on the Somali conflict. 

This can be elaborated by examining al-Shabaab in the aftermath of notable counter-
terrorism operations. The high-profile killings of al-Shabaab leaders Aden Hashi Ayro 
and Ahmed Abdi Godane, for example, were celebrated as decisive blows against 
al-Shabaab.184 However, despite predictions that their deaths heralded al-Shabaab’s 
decline, in both instances, the group has retained its abilities to conduct high-profile 
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attacks both in Somalia and beyond.185 Indeed, according to Jenna Jordan – who has 
analysed 298 instances of leadership targeting – “decapitation is not ineffective merely 
against religious, old, or large groups, it is actually counterproductive… In many cases, 
targeting a group’s leadership actually lowers its rate of decline”.186

The counterproductive nature of such strikes is illustrated by looking at the changes 
in al-Shabaab’s leadership following a strike targeting its leader. After Ayro was killed, 
Godane affiliated al-Shabaab with al-Qaeda – realising the worst fears of many – and  
Godane’s successor, Ahmad Omar, has been described as an “an even more determined  
extremist”.187 As Alex de Waal concludes, “it is quite possible… killing al Shabaab’s  
leaders degraded the insurgents’ military capability. But it is certain that it didn’t hasten  
a political resolution to the conflict”.188

This mismatch between what is deemed to be a successful military action in the short 
term and the actual long-term negative impacts is also apparent in relation to the 
impact of air and drone strikes on the Somali population. For example, it was reported 
that the airstrike that led to the death of Aden Hashi Ayro in 1 May 2008, resulted in 
the deaths of at least 15 civilians. This was not the first time the US had targeted Ayro. 
It had done so in January 2007, when air strikes near Ras Kamboni missed Ayro (and 
other targets), but allegedly led to the deaths of some 30 civilians and again, in early 
2008, when another failed strike on Ayro reportedly resulted in six civilian deaths.189 
As can be seen, the cumulative total of reported civilian deaths for one ‘high-value 
target’ was over 50. The accompanying civilian deaths beg the question of whether US 
military actions in these instances made it subsequently easier for al-Shabaab to find 
willing recruits. 

Looking more broadly, this critical perspective on the use of strikes has been endorsed 
by Lt. General Michael Flynn, the former head of the Defense Intelligence Agency 
and senior intelligence officer in JSOC, who when asked whether strikes create more 
terrorists than they kill, replied, “I don’t disagree with that”, adding, “I think as an over-
arching strategy, it is a failed strategy.”190

“When you drop a bomb from a drone... you are going to cause more damage than you 
are going to cause good.”
US Lieutenant General Michael Flynn, former head of the Pentagon’s Defence Intelligence Agency191

  Supporting use of force by regional actors 

While the use of military force by Western actors has almost exclusively been restricted  
to the US,192 many international actors have supported the use of force by regional 
actors in Somalia. This support has been extended to regional actors despite questions  
about their motives for engaging in the country. The US-backed Ethiopian intervention  
in Somalia in late 2006, for example, led many Somalis – even those who were not  
supportive of the ICU – to express their hostility towards Ethiopia:

“From Ethiopia’s perspective it will be a war between Ethiopia and the Islamists. But for 
we Somalis, it is not so simple. I have to fight side by side with anyone who is fighting 
Ethiopia… People do not want to join the Islamists [wadaado]… but if it comes to that, 
how can you refuse a coalition with them. It won’t matter who chews qaad and who 
doesn’t when the enemy is just over the horizon.”
Somali citizen speaking to International Crisis Group193



 saferworld  25 

 194  Op cit Congressional Research Service (2015), p 12.
 195  Harper M (2012), Getting Somalia Wrong? Faith, War and Hope in a Shattered State, (Zed Books), p 80.
 196  Moller B (2009), The Somali Conflict: The Role of External Actors, (Danish Institute for International Studies), p 20.
 197  Scahill J (2012), ‘Dirty Wars: The World is a Battlefield’, (Avalon), September, p 224.
 198  Djibouti Agreement (2008), (http://unpos.unmissions.org/Portals/UNPOS/Repository%20UNPOS/080818%20-%20

Djibouti%20Agreement.pdf).
 199  Wilen N, Birantamije G, Ambrosetti D (2015), ‘Is Burundi still a credible peacekeeper?’, The Washington Post, 23 May.

These sentiments about the ‘enemy’ result from a history of conflict between Somalia 
and Ethiopia going back several decades – a history that was largely ignored by US 
policymakers responsible for providing support to Ethiopia’s invasion. When the  
US Director of National Intelligence, John McConnell, addressed the Senate Foreign  
Relations Committee on the Ethiopian invasion, for example, he “did not address  
allegations that the Ethiopian military intervention could strengthen Islamist  
insurgents”, and instead argued that Ethiopia was keeping al-Qaeda “tampered down 
or on the run” in Somalia.194 However, the Ethiopian intervention undoubtedly exacer-
bated instability in Somalia. Prior to Ethiopia’s invasion, the use of warlords by the US 
and Ethiopia to capture individuals suspected to have links with al-Qaeda had already 
led to the ICU’s transformation from a loose federation into a more homogeneous 
body with clear command structures.195 Following Ethiopian and US military action, 
the ICU disintegrated with the exception of al-Shabaab (previously one faction within 
the ICU), which was the most significant opposition to the Ethiopian forces and the 
TFG.196 Ahmed Madobe, a member of the ICU and now President of Jubaland State, 
has argued that:

“If Ethiopia did not invade, and the US did not carry out airstrikes, which were viewed  
as a continuation of the warlords’ and Ethiopia’s ruthlessness, al Shabaab would not have 
survived.” 197

International actors have also supported the use of force by regional actors by allowing  
Kenya and Ethiopia to join AMISOM, and tolerating the presence of ENDF forces in 
Somalia outside the AMISOM framework as well as Kenyan airstrikes – despite the 
2008 Djibouti Peace Agreement’s explicit call for the deployment of an “international 
stabilization force from countries that are friends of Somalia excluding neighbouring 
states”.198 

The involvement of Kenya and Ethiopia and other regional actors such as Uganda has  
led to questions about AMISOM’s eventual exit strategy, particularly in light of the many  
advantages these actors gain from participation in AMISOM, which may encourage 
them to prolong the mission. First, while regional actors have suffered high casualties 
in Somalia, they have received substantial revenue in return for their participation. 
Second, they have been able to leverage their involvement in AMISOM as a means  
of securing more domestic revenue for their militaries. Finally, while Kenya, Ethiopia 
and Uganda all have troops operating outside AMISOM sectors, their participation 
in AMISOM has provided a useful cover for the pursuit of their own national security 
objectives. In the specific case of Burundi, involvement in AMISOM has enabled  
the government to maintain the size of its post-conflict army despite mandatory 
demobilisation orders, which until recently “undoubtedly helped to ease tensions in 
the army”.199

This legitimisation of the role of regional actors in the Somali conflict by the US, UK 
and EU, as well acceptance of the likelihood that they will remain militarily active for 
the foreseeable future, has occurred despite widespread evidence highlighting how the 
use of military force by regional actors has caused harm to the Somali population and 
continued unabated in the absence of meaningful accountability mechanisms for any 
wrongdoing. Human Rights Watch reports on Somalia covering the period from 2009 
through to 2015 all documented numerous examples of how AMISOM, regional forces 
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and their proxy forces have been responsible for indiscriminate attacks and serious 
abuses against Somali civilians.200 

Prior to this period, throughout 2007, the ENDF was responsible for some of the worst 
fighting in Somalia since the collapse of the Somali state. In March 2007, for example, 
the ENDF’s bombardment of Mogadishu over the course of several days caused over 
one-third of the population to flee, as shown in Figure 1.

Figure 1. Displacement of Somali population following kinetic operations (Source: UNHCR)201

Major ENDF/TFG 
military operations 
in civilian areas 
central Mogadishu

ENDF/TFG 
operation in 
Mogadishu 
continues

Major ENDF/TFG 
operations in civilian 
areas of Mogadishu

Further ENDF 
offensive in 
Mogadishu leads 
to high civilian 
casualties

Insurgent road-side bombs and 
assassinations provoke TFG arbitrary 
arrests, fuelling steady exodus from 
Mogadishu

140,000

120,000

100,000

80,000

60,000

40,000

20,000

0

Mogadishu Displacement Non-Mogadishu Displacement

According to the International Crisis Group, the ENDF’s heavy-handed approach  
could be linked to senior figures in the Ethiopian government as “few actions are taken  
by field commanders without clearance from high up”.202 A Human Rights Watch 
report examining the impact of the Ethiopian invasion observed that, “Ethiopian  
forces also appeared to conduct deliberate attacks on civilians, particularly attacks 
on hospitals. They committed pillaging and looting of civilian property, including of 
medical equipment from hospitals”.203

More recently, a Journalists for Justice report entitled “Black and White: Kenya’s 
Criminal Racket in Somalia”, documented a range of abuses committed by the KDF 
in Somalia including airstrikes, highlighting that the “consistent pattern that emerged 
was of air strikes targeting crowds of people and animals.”204 Ugandan forces have also 
been implicated in civilian deaths, with the head of the AU in Somalia admitting that 
Ugandan soldiers were responsible for killing seven civilians who were at a wedding 
party in July 2015.205 
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Violence committed by regional forces against the Somali population over the years 
has had the effect of reinforcing al-Shabaab’s narrative of victimisation and grievance, 
which has frequently been invoked as justification for its attacks. For example, in the 
aftermath of the Garissa University attacks, al-Shabaab’s spokesperson, Mohamud 
Rage, highlighted the Kenyan presence in Somalia, stating, “Kenya is at war with 
Somalia”.206

  Fighting without a political strategy?

The gains from AMISOM and SNA-led military efforts are diluted by the FGS’s failure 
to articulate a long-term coherent political vision for newly recovered areas.207 While 
there have been some efforts to push for a recalibration of AMISOM, the SNA and 
associated forces’ military strategy with the FGS’s political strategy, all parties to these 
discussions, including international actors, continue to back AMISOM offensives  
despite evidence that they are exacerbating governance deficits in several newly  
recovered areas.208 As Emma Skeppstrom and Per Nordlund have argued: 

“[T]he [AMISOM] offensive clearly constitutes a counterinsurgency or counterterrorism 
operation and the offensive has been planned from a military perspective. This creates 
problems from a peacebuilding and statebuilding perspective if there is nothing to fill the 
void when AMISOM eventually leaves the so-called newly liberated areas.” 209

Typically following the ‘liberation’ of an area, a temporary administration has been 
dispatched from Mogadishu, often bypassing any discussion of its lack of legitimacy 
among the local populace. The sustainability of these temporary administrations has 
been further undermined by their total dependence on AMISOM for security. Newly 
recovered areas are extremely vulnerable to being retaken by al-Shabaab if AMISOM 
withdraws, as occurred in the town of Buqda, which al-Shabaab retook in early  
September 2015. Local elder Nur Ibrahim remarked that “the problem is that the govern- 
ment cannot keep control of the town and it does not want al-Shabaab to rule it”.210

A further challenge in many newly recovered areas has resulted from al-Shabaab’s  
preference – until relatively recently211 – to avoid direct military confrontations with 
AMISOM, instead choosing to withdraw and surround the area in question. This 
was the case in Bulo Burde, a strategic town linking the Hiiraan and Middle Shabelle 
regions, which al-Shabaab ceded control of in March 2014.212 An AMISOM official 
acknowledged that in Bulo Burde, as in other newly recovered areas, AMISOM forces 
have become a “marooned island… cut off from the population by al-Shabaab”, and 
their presence has had negative effects such as increasing prices, which in turn has  
caused further displacements of the local population.213 The resurgence of clan conflicts  
previously “supressed by al-Shabaab’s high-handed approach” has also been noticeable 
in many newly recovered areas.214 

Arguably such difficulties are likely to occur more frequently given the recent change 
in AMISOM’s military tactics, which in 2015 grew increasingly focused on maintaining 
an offensive tempo of operations, aimed at rapidly seizing territory from al-Shabaab 
across southern and central Somalia.
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In the absence of a coherent long-term political strategy, both AMISOM and the FGS, 
with the support of international actors, are likely to continue to exacerbate the  
perception that the FGS is unable to provide security or govern effectively in newly  
recovered areas – a perception that al-Shabaab can exploit. For example, in September  
2015, after the town of Janale (90km south of Mogadishu) was recaptured by al-
Shabaab, the acting governor of Lower Shabelle remarked, “it will be difficult for the 
residents to trust the Somali government and the AU troops”.215 Such developments 
are particularly acute in newly recovered areas where for many residents it is their first 
contact with the FGS. 

  “Why don’t they talk to each other?” Lack of coordination between regional 

and Western actors

This has been compounded by the lack of coordination among AMISOM member 
countries, which is largely a consequence of AMISOM’s organisational structure. 
AMISOM is active in five geographic sectors, each of which is mostly operated by one 
of the six AMISOM troop-contributing countries (TCCs), with military operations 
also decided for the most part on a sector-by-sector basis. To assist with planning, each 
TCC has its own commander who in theory reports to the head of AMISOM; however,  
in practice this has not always been the case. On 16 August 2015, for example, Ethiopian  
troops unilaterally withdrew from several towns in the Hiiraan region without the 
consent of the Djiboutian contingent that oversees operations in the area. The action 
reportedly prompted the commander of Djibouti’s forces to accuse Ethiopian troops  
of taking orders from Addis Ababa rather than AMISOM’s high command.216

This lack of coordination is significant for two reasons. First, it potentially enables TCCs  
to pursue their own independent objectives, some of which stand in direct opposition  
to AMISOM’s mandate.217 An illustration of this is Kenya’s alleged involvement in 
Somalia’s charcoal and sugar trade, which recently led the NGO Journalists for Justice 
to conclude that Kenya’s political and military elite has a “personal interest in the war 
economy that exists in Somalia”.218 Second, it has provided al-Shabaab with opportun- 
ities to conduct successful military operations, which have further undermined the 
security of the Somali people. In June 2015, for example, al-Shabaab successfully  
overran 120 Burundian soldiers based in the town of Leego. Despite Ugandan and 
Ethiopian forces being stationed nearby (30km and 70km respectively), it took two  
days for troop reinforcements to arrive. While several factors were identified as causing  
the delay, one AMISOM commander complained about the sense of “incoordination” 
among the heads of the various TCCs and stated that, “some commanders are not  
taking orders directly from AMISOM commanders. Instead they are seeking direction 
from their countries”.219 This analysis has been verified by other reports, including one 
assessment that concluded that AMISOM commanders “maintain highly personalized 
and sometimes outright subversive agendas”.220

The lack of coordination within AMISOM is also mirrored in the use of drone strikes, 
with evidence suggesting that any potential advantages arising from the use of drone 
strikes are not being capitalised upon due to a lack of coordination among Western 
and regional actors. This was apparent in the aftermath of the drone strike that killed 
al-Shabaab’s former leader, Ahmed Abdi Godane, on 5 October 2014. Speaking shortly 
afterwards, one analyst elaborated:
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“What was the plan? There wasn’t one. So killing him then makes absolutely no difference.  
They have articulated a victory and they have the momentum because of the AMISOM 
offensive, but there is a window of six months before the new leader settles in. The military  
has to be coordinated because otherwise we end up scrambling… The EU admitted there 
was no plan after the Godane killing. There’s not even any more funding so we’re not  
seeing more defections. There’s not even a framework for this in place.” 221

  Enabling the spread of arms

As detailed in the previous section, international actors have provided extensive  
security sector related support to the FGS and other Somali actors. While much of this 
assistance is provided under the terms of the arms embargo, several states have been 
reported by the UN SEMG as either breaching the arms embargo or, more often, acting 
in violation of technical reporting requirements – which has made the tracking of legal 
weapons transfers more difficult, further exacerbating the issue of access to weapons 
by all parties to the conflict in the country.

In 2012, for example, the UN SEMG reported that compliance with reporting arrange-
ments had “become a growing problem in Somalia over the past year”, stating that 
over the course of their mandate, Ethiopia, France, Sudan, Turkey, the United Arab 
Emirates, the UN and the US had provided support to security sectors in the country 
without providing prior notice or obtaining advance notification from the Sanctions 
Committee. The UN SEMG stated that “Such actions potentially violate the arms 
embargo…and contravene the procedures stipulated [for providing support to the 
security sector in Somalia]”.222 While the UN SEMG reported that compliance had  
improved in 2013, it went on to report that “a large part of the assistance provided to the  
Somali security forces involved in counter-insurgency and anti-terrorism operations  
at the federal and regional levels has not been reported. According to multiple  
diplomatic and military sources, the US and UK are increasingly involved in directly 
supporting intelligence services in ‘Somaliland’, ‘Puntland’ and Mogadishu, at times in 
violation of resolutions 733 (1992) and 1425 (2002)”.223 Following the easing of the arms 
embargo, the UN SEMG reported non-compliance by the FGS in 2014, including “the 
diversion of weapons to arms networks connected to the Federal Government”.224 

Poor control systems inside Somalia have compounded this problem, with regular 
reports of the diversion of government and AMISOM weapons onto arms markets in 
Somalia and into the hands of armed opposition groups and clan militias inside the 
country. While the 2015 UN SEMG report indicated improved compliance, weapons 
tracking remains a major challenge for the FGS and its international partners. The UK, 
for example, has been criticised for not ensuring greater scrutiny of military assistance 
to the Somali government particularly as it relates to human rights abuses.225 These 
concerns about how external support to the Somali security sector could be fuelling 
violence and associated grievances have been echoed by the US Congress, which has 
“expressed concern that the US government may not be adequately assessing long-
term risks associated with providing training and military equipment for counter-
terrorism purposes to countries with poor records of human rights, rule of law, and 
accountability”.226
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“Being an Islamist in Somalia is not a guilty thing, we are all Muslims.”
Somali civil society representative227

  The name game: marginalising opposition, maintaining support

Since 9/11, various actors in the Somali conflict have instrumentalised the counter- 
terrorism agenda of Western actors in order to advance their own objectives.  
Specifically, the label of ‘terrorist’ or ‘extremist’ has become a “vital currency of power 
in Somali politics”, and has been routinely applied to delegitimise political and armed 
actors in Somalia.228 An early example of this phenomenon is offered by the case of 
AIAI, which was designated as an FTO by the US in October 2001. Both before and 
after AIAI’s designation, certain Somali actors – most notably, the SSRC – sought to 
link AIAI as well as other groups like Takfir wa’l-Hijra publicly to a range of Somali 
political groups and Islamist organisations in an effort to ensure their international 
condemnation.229 More recently, one Somali civil society representative warned 
against the continuing willingness of the FGS and international actors to marginalise 
various Somali actors in this way, warning that, “You are making spoilers, but they are 
not spoilers. What is the benefit of alienating [these] groups?”230

The ‘terrorist’ or ‘extremist’ label has also been used to create and sustain international 
support for particular parties to the Somali conflict. Arguably the most successful 
example of this phenomenon in action can be observed in the FGS’s treatment of  
al-Shabaab. By framing al-Shabaab almost exclusively as a terrorist threat, the FGS  
has been able to secure considerable military and security resources, and in doing so 
international actors have found it easier to justify their assistance than they might  
otherwise have done.231 More damagingly, one interviewee asserted that the counter-
terrorism priorities of the international community have not only been used by the 
FGS to maintain external support, but have also served to obscure the fact that  
al-Shabaab has enjoyed relative popular support at certain points in its history and  
has been able to leverage clan and other disputes in recruiting fighters, contributing  
to a perpetuation of the conflict:

“While they’re [al-Shabaab] on the [FTO] lists, the [Somali] federal government benefits 
because they have a huge wildcard that they can play at will. No one recognises that  
al-Shabaab represent genuine concerns of people.” 232

With the push to create interim administrations this use of the threat of al-Shabaab to 
secure resources has been devolved across Somalia. For example, speaking in August 
2015, Ahmed Madobe, now President of the Interim Juba Administration, said, “We 
need particular assistance to eliminate al Shabaab – more funds, more military equip-
ment, development projects and salaries for the forces.”233 However, it should be noted 
that such demands are not entirely self-serving, with interim administrations facing 
numerous security threats and also providing troops to the SNA to fight al-Shabaab. 

It has not only been the FGS and its predecessors that have manipulated the counter-
terrorism priorities of international actors for their own purposes. In the period after 
9/11, when the US collaborated with Somali warlords and Ethiopia to kill or capture 
suspected al-Qaeda members in Somalia, there were widespread allegations that  
Ethiopia was using the US to target its own opponents in Somalia. The policy was  
criticised by, for example, Ahmed Nur Jim’aale, founder of the Somali hawala company,  
al-Barakaat, who stated, “This is giving the wrong impression, using the killers, the 
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gangsters. You should bring the Peace Corps, not spend your money on snatching  
and killing.”234 

A similar dynamic was to emerge again in relation to the ICU, which the Ethiopian 
government sought to link to al-Qaeda in an effort to secure US backing for military 
action. The US was reportedly alarmed and accepted these claims, a perspective that 
“in the eyes of many Somalis and most external observers, [was] based less on facts 
and more on the parochial self-interest of Ethiopia and the TFG”.235 

Despite such accusations, international actors have been reluctant to acknowledge 
publicly how regional actors are contributing to the Somali conflict due to their  
perceived indispensability to the overarching counter-terror strategy in Somalia. 

  Leveraging Somalia’s security?

“The problem is that the international community legitimises actors who have other  
competing agendas that are problematic.”
Somali civil society representative, 9 November 2014236

This dependence on regional actors has placed Western actors in an uncomfortable 
position, particularly as regional actors have sought to leverage their central role in the 
execution of counter-terror and stabilisation objectives in Somalia for other strategic 
objectives. An instructive example of this phenomenon is offered by Uganda, whose 
involvement in AMISOM has been described as “part of President Museveni’s broader 
image management strategy of maintaining positive relationships with Uganda’s  
principal donors”.237 

Uganda’s central role in AMISOM has undoubtedly proved useful. In 2012, for example,  
Uganda’s Prime Minister threatened to withdraw Uganda from “all regional peace 
efforts” including AMISOM in response to a leaked UNSC report that accused the  
Ugandan government of providing support to armed rebel groups in eastern Democratic  
Republic of the Congo (DRC).238 Subsequently, the President of the UNSC issued a 
statement clarifying that the leaked report did not necessarily reflect the views of the 
UN and praised Uganda’s “significant role in the maintenance of peace and security in 
several countries, particularly in Somalia”.239 Uganda’s involvement in AMISOM also 
proved useful in ending punitive restrictions on military aid to Uganda that were  
imposed after Uganda’s intervention in the war in the DRC, with US bilateral assistance  
to Uganda rising from $390 million in 2007 to $528 million in 2012.240

More recently, in an ongoing dispute over its maritime border with Somalia, Kenya’s 
Attorney General argued that Somalia should honour a previous contested agreement 
because, “Kenya has made exceptional sacrifices for Somalia. Its soldiers have fought 
Al-Shabaab.”241 The case has potentially significant economic implications for both 
countries, with one Kenyan official confirming that they had already granted  
concessions to foreign companies to explore oil and gas in the area.242 With the KDF 
already heavily implicated in charcoal and sugar smuggling,243 Kenya’s attempt to  
invoke its military efforts could serve to reinforce widespread perceptions that Kenya’s  
involvement in Somalia is motivated by a desire to exploit Somalia’s resources.244
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  Counterproductive regional adoption of the Western counter-terror agenda

Another significant impact of the counter-terror agenda of international actors in 
Somalia is that over time regional actors, in particular Kenya, have adopted this 
agenda in counterproductive ways. While regional counter-terror efforts have to some 
extent emerged organically in response to attacks by al-Shabaab (and other armed 
groups), international actors have encouraged these efforts, and had a role in shaping 
their nature. As explored in the previous section, this has been a result of the fact that 
“almost every government and polity in the eastern Horn of Africa has benefited from 
counter-terrorism-driven institution building” financed by international actors.245 

The counter-terror agenda is now increasingly tied to domestic politics, with pressure 
on regional leaders to protect their citizens against further attacks. In the wake of  
al-Shabaab’s attack on Garissa University in April 2015, for example, the Kenyan Deputy  
President, William Ruto, said “the way America changed after 9/11 is the way Kenya 
will change after Garissa” and declared that “we must secure this country at whatever  
cost”.246 This pressure to ‘secure’ Kenya has repeatedly manifested itself in heavy-handed  
militarised responses such as Operation Usalama Watch. Launched on 2 April 2014, 
Operation Usalama Watch saw the deployment of 6,000 Kenyan security personnel to 
the predominantly Somali Nairobi neighbourhood of Eastleigh, where 650 residents 
were arrested. In the aftermath, there were accusations that the Kenyan police carried 
out acts of looting and received bribes.247

These are not one-off incidents. In September 2015, in a report entitled “The Error of 
Fighting Terror with Terror”, Kenya’s National Commission on Human Rights detailed 
how Kenyan security agencies have continued “to conduct abusive operations against 
individuals and groups suspected to be associated with terror attacks in various parts 
of the country”, documenting “over one hundred and twenty cases of egregious human 
rights violations that include twenty-five extrajudicial killings and eighty-one enforced 
disappearances”.248 

Such actions have been described as a ‘decisive’ factor in pushing Kenyans to join  
organisations like (or linked to) al-Shabaab, and in turn al-Shabaab is increasingly able  
to pursue an agenda that transcends the Somali conflict.249 According to Anderson  
and McKnight, al-Shabaab has been successfully “reinventing itself to exploit the  
wider sense of economic and social grievance among Kenya’s disadvantaged Muslim 
populations.”250 This is reflected in a recent survey of recruits into extremist groups in 
Kenya where 65 per cent of those surveyed claimed that they joined radical Islamist 
groups as a result of experiencing injustice at the hands of Kenyan security forces.251  
More generally, there are also widely shared concerns about the increasing militarisation  
of the police forces, with one Kenyan civil society representative observing that  
“everything is getting militarized all in the name of fighting terrorism”.252

  Picking a side: eroding humanitarian neutrality

One of the broader impacts of militarised approaches is that humanitarian efforts are 
no longer viewed as ‘neutral’, with one NGO representative arguing that “it’s too late to 
point to a distinction between humanitarianism and stabilisation” because the same  
international actors who are providing aid for humanitarian response are also financing  
the stabilisation and statebuilding agendas in Somalia: “they’re no longer talking about 
apolitical humanitarian aid”.253 
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These concerns have become more acute ever since the United Nations Assistance 
Mission in Somalia (UNSOM) was established in May 2013, integrating hitherto  
separate humanitarian structures into the UN’s political and military components. 
According to one NGO this blurring of lines between humanitarian, military and 
political objectives has impacted on the ability of humanitarian actors to negotiate 
access to areas controlled by al-Shabaab.254 With three million Somalis estimated to be 
in areas controlled by al-Shabaab and having no access to aid, this has almost certainly 
had a negative impact. 

The broader use of humanitarian assistance as a political tool has had devastating  
consequences for Somalis. 258,000 Somali people – including 133,000 children –  
died during the 2011 famine.255 Writing on the famine, Maxwell et al. noted that while 
al-Shabaab behaviour played a role in exacerbating the famine, “counter-terrorism 
restrictions introduced by major Western donors limited the pool of humanitarian 
funds available during the crisis and discouraged organizations from operating in the 
area” adding that “both the inadequate funding and counter-terror policies were  
strategic manoeuvres to ‘undermine’ Al-Shabaab.”256 A 2015 report went on to argue 
that the inadequacy of preventive measures ahead of the famine was “at least in part  
because a proscribed group controlled much of the affected area, and counter-terrorism  
legal restrictions outweighed humanitarian concerns in external policy consideration.”257

More recently, NGOs have come under increased pressure to implement aid pro-
grammes in newly recovered areas. For example, UNSC Resolution 2158 “stresses the 
importance it attaches to UNSOM working with the Federal Government of Somalia 
in supporting the government’s stabilization efforts and coordinating international  
assistance, in particular in areas recovered from al-Shabaab”.258 While some interviewees  
acknowledged that AMISOM’s military offensives have enabled humanitarian access 
to areas previously off-limits, they felt that NGOs had little choice but to follow the 
decisions made by international actors on the basis that “it gets us back in”.259  
Additionally, interviewees described how pressure to deliver into newly recovered 
areas had reduced their ability to distribute resources on the basis of need – further 
undermining the humanitarian principle of impartiality.260 The risk of blowback 
remains high and there is evidence that al-Shabaab has sought to block the delivery  
of aid in newly recovered areas, as it did in Hudur, south central Somalia, in early 
March 2014, resulting in a sharp increase in malnutrition rates in the area.261

“Most actors just want a government in Somalia that can fight terrorism without caring 
about the root causes of conflict.”
UN official, 11 November 2014262

“From 2007 to 2012, AMISOM’s de facto mission was to install an unelected government 
that controlled no territory, delivered no services, provided no security to the public, and 
was broadly perceived by its own citizens as illegitimate.”
Bronwyn E. Bruton and Paul D. Williams in Counterinsurgency in Somalia: Lessons Learned from the African 
Union Mission in Somalia, 2007–2013263 
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While the authority of the Federal Government has evolved significantly since Bruton  
and Williams wrote the above in 2014, the international community has clearly ‘picked  
a side’ by supporting the FGS and framing its engagement in opposition to al-Shabaab.264  
In doing so, international actors have wilfully ignored many of the actual drivers and 
root causes of the Somali conflict, as set out in Annex Three. One donor, for example,  
described the need to address the root causes of conflict as “irrelevant…development  
flannel” arguing that while it was imperative to know what the root causes were, 
these should be addressed by the state once it is able to.265 Contending that current 
approaches have led to a problematic emphasis on short-term engagements and  
solutions, one analyst commented that it is “easy to put these superficial discourses 
forward because there’s not much information”.266 Others have gone further, arguing 
that “the system is averse to picking up the biggest issues of conflict”.267

This failure to ensure that engagement is sensitive to and helps address the drivers of 
conflict is underpinned by the tendency of international actors to follow the US lead 
and view the Somali conflict through the lens of the ‘Global War on Terrorism’.  
In doing so, the local dynamics of the Somali conflict were often downplayed or 
ignored. The local aspirations, grievances or operations that characterise al-Shabaab 
have largely been ignored in favour of analysis that highlights the movement’s trans- 
national links to al-Qaeda and the threat it poses to international actors. 

However, as the Institute for Security Studies’ Jolyon Ford observes:
“There is risk that when counterterrorist strategies project a transnational agenda and 
capacity onto organisations that primarily have only a limited and local one, it results  
in a form of self-fulfilling prophecy.” 268

  Lack of conflict sensitivity 

More broadly, by supporting the FGS and endorsing its framing of the Somali conflict, 
international actors have also committed themselves to a security-first approach that 
has largely disregarded the concerns of many Somalis, who are “both sceptical and 
fearful of the state”.269 Jeremy Brickhill argues such fears have been exacerbated “by  
attempts to re-establish the state monopoly on force without negotiation or consensus”.270  
While national security institutions will need to emerge, particularly to reduce reliance  
on AMISOM, international efforts to reinforce the security capabilities of the FGS have  
not taken into sufficient account widely voiced concerns about the lack of functioning, 
legitimate oversight structures, which matters especially in the Somali context where 
clan loyalty is stronger than loyalty to institutions. 

“Without civilian governance structures to support them, the training of security forces 
could, at worst, prove destabilizing to the Federal Government and, at best, be a waste  
of donor funds.”
Ambassador Philip Carter, Deputy to the Commander of the US Africa Command (AFRICOM) for Civil-Military 
Engagement and Lt. Commander Ryan Guard, Deputy Executive Officer for AFRICOM Deputy Commander for 
Civil-Military Engagements271

As the above analysis highlights, without civilian oversight, there is a high risk that 
efforts to strengthen the security capabilities of the FGS and integrate militias into the 
SNA could provide a ready stream of recruits for other militias. Between 2004 and 
2008, for example, more than 14,000 soldiers trained by Ethiopia defected or deserted 
with their weapons and uniforms.272 Such occurrences enable violence and instability, 
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and undermine the political base needed to establish institutions that could guarantee 
human security. As Jeremy Brickhill contends: 

“by leaping from a preliminary ceasefire straight to direct assistance to re-establish state 
security capacities, the international community removes from the Somali parties the 
vital consensus and confidence building stage of joint responsibility and management for 
security, which lie at the heart of Somali approaches to peacebuilding”.273

Estimates of the number of defections from the SNA have varied considerably, with  
unofficial sources stating that about 80 per cent of the SNA soldiers trained by AMISOM  
have gone missing, while AMISOM sources put the defection rate at 10 per cent.274 
Concerns about defections have heightened, following reports that the FGS is  
struggling to pay the salaries of the Somali SNA, with the UN SEMG alleging that only 
one payment was disbursed in 2015. This inability to pay SNA salaries has been linked 
to financial mismanagement, with the UN SEMG noting that: “few cases illustrate the 
threat posed by financial mismanagement and misappropriation to peace, security and 
stability in Somalia more than the corruption within the Federal Government security 
institutions”.275 In response to the allegations, one senior Ugandan officer observed that  
these problems “open up an infiltration opportunity for al Shabaab”.276 Another concern  
regarding external support to the Somali security sector relates to the question of to 
whom exactly support is being provided. For example, it has been alleged by Emma 
Skeppstrom and Per Nordlund that the EUTM was only providing training to soldiers 
from one clan, heightening fears of the capture of state resources by one group.277

All international actors have been heavily involved in the political processes aimed 
at forming interim administrations, as set out in Vision 2016 and the New Deal. As 
one DFID document outlines, “Somalia’s peace and stability depends not just on a 
military victory, but on the outcome of a delicate political process to enable a federal 
Somalia to take shape based on an inclusive settlement over the division of wealth and 
authority among regions.”278 However, externally driven approaches predicated on the 
reinforcement of the FGS have ignored the reality that it has often been the process of 
re-establishing the national government’s authority that has worsened instability and 
armed conflict, rather than the lack of a central government per se.279 Since 2012, this 
narrative has also been replicated at the sub-national level with outbreaks of localised 
conflict and tensions linked to the formation of interim administrations. This has been 
described as a “fast-track approach to managing diversity of elite interests”.280 Indeed, 
the de facto legitimisation of the political power of narrow sections of the Somali elite 
at the sub-national level has become a dangerous side-effect of international efforts 
to expedite the formation of interim administrations, causing many Somali actors to 
complain of being ‘left behind’.281 

International demands to complete these processes in order to meet Vision 2016 dead-
lines are thus exacerbating local divisions. This has supported or encouraged rushed  
federalisation processes on a number of occasions, which have proceeded – deliberately  
in some instances – without engaging the full range of actors. Such processes have 
been subsequently endorsed by international actors, even where these statements of 
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endorsement note the very fact that they were not inclusive of all groups or actors.282 
This means that the international community has accepted and promoted exclusion 
and marginalisation – seemingly preferring the meeting of a deadline – despite the  
significant tensions that have resulted.283

An example of the results were provided by the clashes involving Ahmed Madobe, 
Barre Hirale, the FGS and al-Shabaab over the formation of the IJA in 2013. Further 
examples include the clashes involving AMISOM in Baidoa ahead of the formation  
of the Interim South West Administration (ISWA), and clashes in areas of Mudug and  
Galgaadud throughout much of 2015 over the formation of the IGA, followed by clashes  
between the IGA and Puntland over control of Galkayo in late 2015. While various 
actors will inevitably compete for political power, these clashes have been damaging 
to stabilisation and statebuilding efforts, significantly undermining the legitimacy 
of institutions emerging from these processes. In the case of ISWA, for example, the 
task of bringing in excluded clans was left to the administration, whereas the excluded 
clans in question deny the legitimacy of the administration to govern – and ultimately 
are seeking a rebalancing of power.284 While Somali actors have led these processes, 
international involvement has served to accept rather than question processes in 
which “Somali elites do not want or seek reconciliation”.285 

Regional actors are also deeply involved in the process of interim administration  
formation for their own purposes. Many Somalis (and external observers), for example,  
view the IJA, as “an attempt to reward certain groups that supported Kenya and  
Ethiopia in their operations against al-Shabaab, rather than being representative of  
the wishes of the population”.286 For example, the Addis Agreement, which provided  
for the establishment of the IJA in July 2013, was pushed forward with little FGS  
involvement through IGAD, with Ethiopia highlighting “the limits of the federal  
government’s practical influence in areas ‘liberated’ from al-Shabaab”.287 In the ISWA,  
Ethiopia’s influence has also been visible. After their preferred candidate for president,  
Ahmed Adbisalan Adan, was defeated,288 they provided substantial resources to  
ASWJ to act as a counterpoint to the Galmudug administration headed by Abdikarim 
Hussein Guled.289

  Political reconciliation vs. social reconciliation

Agreements creating interim administrations have also been problematic because too 
much emphasis has been placed on political reconciliation, at the expense of broader 
social reconciliation. This has exacerbated the politicisation of clan identity as the key 
means of accessing power. One civil society representative called for international 
actors to focus less on ‘hardware’ and more on ‘software’ – that is, more on relations 
between communities and less on forming administrations through questionable  
deals with political elites and security actors.290 Another civil society representative 
elaborated how, for example, the UK’s pressure on the FGS and local elites to form 
interim administrations had undermined ongoing reconciliation efforts that were 
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tackling local conflict drivers and offered a credible, legitimate and long-term basis 
upon which Somali institutions could be established.291 

The absence of social reconciliation processes has contributed to a lack of trust among 
Somalis in the nature of the statebuilding project as a whole. One poll showed that 98 
per cent of respondents felt the FGS only protected its own interests, while 55 per cent 
believed that “they were not able to register a political party that represented their  
ideas”.292 The exacerbation of clan divisions through federalism processes has reinforced  
opposition to the state and has also played into the hands of al-Shabaab, which has been  
able to maintain “residual influence” due to its “skill in appropriating and exploiting 
legitimate local grievance for its own purposes”.293 

  Working with a narrow section of the Somali elite

The Somali people continue to lack ownership of the various strategies that have been 
employed by international actors to address Somalia’s problems. This was a recurring 
theme in interviews, with one INGO representative observing that, “reconciliation 
doesn’t happen in Somalia – it happens in Arta, Cairo, London”.294 Likewise, until fairly 
recently international actors were heavily focused on the capital: “everything is all 
about Mogadishu, Mogadishu, Mogadishu”.295 Another NGO representative described 
the biggest mistake of international actors as “trying to manage Somalia from outside 
Somalia”.296 This lack of ownership has deeply affected the form of externally driven  
efforts to reinforce the FGS. As one Somali civil society representative said, “the investor  
will always have an influence”.297 

Internationally mediated peace processes have repeatedly been prioritised over 
Somali-led processes. The Rift Valley Institute’s Mark Bradbury argues that Somali-
led processes “typically take the time needed to reach a resolution, and benefit from 
community pressure to conclude an agreement”. Such pressures are often lacking in 
externally driven peace processes that focus on narrow elites and are typically bound 
by challenging deadlines.298 

Some interviewees suggested that international actors often have to embrace elites  
for the sake of counter-terror and stabilisation objectives, even though this means 
sanctioning behaviour that works against peace in Somalia. For some, there are “no 
other options”: “sometimes the greater good will depend” on engagement with such 
individuals.299 An example of this is the US’s relationship with Abdi Qeybdid’s  
Galmudug administration, even though the Somali police force had previously been 
implicated in serious human rights abuses under his leadership.300 

This focus on narrow elites of Somali society has also been problematic, as it has 
encouraged spoilers to the various political processes. Although Somali actors do have 
ownership over political, peace and other processes, a small section of Somali elites 
retains considerable control, negotiating agreements and presenting arrangements to 
other Somali actors and donors. Notwithstanding the influence of Ethiopia and Kenya, 
the first effort to establish the state of ‘Jubaland’ following the capture of Kismayo from 
al-Shabaab is one such example. Some have argued that the delays to the implementation  
of Vision 2016 – specifically around the constitutional review and preparations for 
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elections, represent further examples of arrangements between some Somali actors  
to implement delaying tactics, with the presumable aim of having their mandates 
extended. As ownership is transferred away from international and regional actors 
towards Somalis, the question of how broad this ownership is and to what extent it  
will foster sufficient legitimacy to prevent backlash against statebuilding processes  
will continue to loom large.

  Fostering an imbalance in state-society relations

One of the broader consequences of the absence of the Somali state is that donors have  
sought to implement policy initiatives and programmes through civil society, including  
INGOs and national NGOs, and focused their efforts on supporting capacity building  
among civil society and non-state actors to ensure Somali voices are heard in the 
in decision-making processes. Such actors do need international support, and this 
was particularly necessary when the Somali state was virtually non-existent amid 
a humanitarian crisis that has lasted two decades and continues today. However, in 
recent years the FGS has pushed back against civil society for receiving funds that 
should be going to the state, especially after the New Deal raised expectations of funds 
increasingly passing through the state. For their part, many civil society actors are 
wary of engaging with the state, especially as a perceived connection to the FGS can 
prove dangerous at local level both to individuals and organisations.301 

As a consequence, the relationship between the FGS and civil society actors has 
become increasingly polarised. There are efforts underway to foster a more positive 
relationship between the two (i.e. civil society actors recognise the need to cede more 
of their responsibilities to the state and the FGS recognises the positive role of civil 
society). While international donors have been supportive of the involvement of civil  
society actors, more needs to be done to reinforce and validate their role in the political  
settlement in Somalia. For example, international donors accepted that only three 
civil society representatives would be invited to attend the High Level Partnership 
Forum meeting in Copenhagen in November 2014 – and that they would be picked by 
the government.302 Such behaviour has done little to reinforce a positive relationship 
between civil society and the state. 

Repeated external interventions have entrenched the existence of a war economy 
in Somalia, creating a situation whereby a range of actors have strong incentives to 
remain involved in the conflict – and arguably to ensure its continuation – due to the 
considerable economic opportunities on offer. Between 2007 and 2012 AMISOM was 
estimated to have received approximately $1.5 billion, an average of $800,000 per day, 
mostly from the US, UN and EU.303 This amounts to a significant financial incentive  
for several countries to join AMISOM. The KDF, for example, repeatedly delayed 
negotiations aimed at incorporating their forces into AMISOM in order to secure a 
higher rate of pay per soldier, with the EU eventually agreeing to pay 4,402 troops at  
a rate of $1,208 per month.304 

Regional actors like Kenya have also sought to exploit Somalia’s resources – most 
notably, charcoal – and in doing so have reportedly provided al-Shabaab with much-
needed financial resources to continue fighting. This is apparent in relation to Kenyan 
actions in Kismayo in the aftermath of their intervention in 2011. After taking control 
of Kismayo, the KDF was put under considerable pressure to reopen the port due to a 
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stockpile of charcoal estimated at $60 million. Soon after, the UN SEMG reported that 
the KDF, in collaboration with the Ras Kamboni militia, had been exporting charcoal 
from Kismayo, with an estimated one and half million sacks of charcoal worth $24 
million leaving the port in the last two months of 2012, despite the UN imposing an 
export ban on charcoal.305 Al-Shabaab’s involvement in the charcoal trade despite the 
KDF’s control of Kismayo was well known, with many of the actual traders described 
as “long-standing associates of Al-Shabaab”.306 Furthermore, al-Shabaab’s control 
of routes around Kismayo provided it with further opportunities to profit from the 
resumption of the charcoal trade – for example, it was estimated that the Buula Xaaji 
checkpoint was taking $650,000 per month at its peak in 2013.307 

More recently, a Journalists for Justice report entitled “Black and White: Kenya’s Criminal  
Racket in Somalia” reported that the KDF, along with the IJA and al-Shabaab, were 
profiting from facilitating and taxing a sugar trade that is worth “between $200 million 
and $400 million” annually – leading the authors to conclude that Kenya’s political and  
military leadership has “a personal interest in the war economy that exists in Somalia”.308  
According to the same report, despite Western diplomats having protested to the 
Kenyan government, they have been unable to make progress “because the US and 
European forces need KDF’s cooperation for access to bases in Kismayo and the use 
of Kenyan facilities for other military training”, underlining how international actors 
have had to make counterproductive trade-offs between their own security priorities 
and the tolerance of a war economy in Somalia.309

It is not only regional actors that have profited from the Somali conflict. In March 2010,  
a leaked UN SEMG report alleged that up to half of Somali food aid was being diverted 
to a handful of Somali contractors who had in effect formed a “cartel”, with some of 
their profits from reselling the food being channelled “directly to armed opposition 
groups”.310 The World Food Program also faced heavy criticism for awarding 80 per 
cent of its transportation contracts for Somalia, worth about $200 million, to three 
Somali businessmen, who were suspected of having connections to al-Shabaab.311  
As the above example illustrates, the risks of aid being diverted and fuelling conflict are  
very real, presenting a difficult dilemma for international actors and INGOs engaging 
in Somalia.

The human costs of corruption continue to be pronounced. During the 2011 famine,  
for example, Reuters reported that members of the SNA looted humanitarian aid 
deliveries and robbed civilians, after not having been paid for several months.312 
Despite such occurrences international actors have been accused of failing to address  
or respond to allegations of corruption adequately. By late 2004, Ken Menkhaus argues,  
principles of aid conditionality had been dropped by donors who were “surprisingly 
detached from questions of accountability and performance” including on issues of  
“systematic corruption and diversion of foreign aid and customs revenues”.313 However,  
at other times, concerns about corruption have led international actors, in particular  
the US, to implement heavy-handed policies that have had a major impact on all 
Somalis. For example, in September 2009, the US announced the suspension of food 
aid deliveries to aid agencies pending a review to determine whether food was being 
diverted to areas controlled by al-Shabaab. Menkhaus notes that because an estimated 
60 per cent of the 3.5 million Somalis in need were in al-Shabaab controlled areas,  
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“the suspension had the potential to be catastrophic and produced disarray in the 
humanitarian community”.314

More recently, while there have been more intensive international efforts to reform 
public financial management, the UN SEMG has accused the FGS of diverting funds, 
reporting in 2014 that they had “consistently found patterns of misappropriation,  
with diversion rates of between 70 and 80%” and concluded that the funds were being 
used to advance “partisan agendas that constitute threats to peace and security.”315  
As the above quote unequivocally illustrates, corruption in Somalia represents not  
just a waste of resources, but actually serves to undermine the long-term prospects  
for establishing a sustainable peace in the country.
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 3
Alternative approaches

as bbc world service africa editor mary harper points out, “it is 
much easier to say what does not work for Somalia than what does”.316 Twenty years of 
external engagement in Somalia’s conflicts directed by “external ideational shifts over 
what matters about Somalia’s statelessness”317 have largely left a legacy of failure and 
frustration. However, things have begun to change. The FGS marks the first time since 
the fall of Siad Barre’s government that Somalia has had a national-level government 
controlling more than a small patch of the capital city. Despite significant challenges, 
the emergence of interim administrations is beginning to form the basis of a future 
federal governance framework.

As a result, in many ways, both the Somali authorities and their international partners 
are charting new waters. Many of the positive developments in Somalia’s recent history  
remain fragile, and reinforcement is necessary if these developments are to have the 
longevity needed to support the country’s transformation into a coherent, peaceful 
and stable state. International actors have a key role in this. Reinforcing these gains 
requires careful consideration of the lessons that can be learnt from past international 
engagement to end Somalia’s conflicts and move away from fragility. 

This has not been, and will not be, an easy process. It may involve even more funda-
mental shifts away from ‘business as usual’ than have been seen over the past four 
years. This section sets out potential alternative approaches available to international 
actors. They will require constructive engagement with a range of Somali partners, 
including the FGS, sub-national administrations and civil society. They include: 

 n Ensuring peace is the overall objective of engagement.
 n Ensuring that military force is used sparingly – reinforcing people’s security first, with 

accountability for its use.
 n Developing a coherent understanding of the drivers of conflict and ensuring that 

external engagement does not exacerbate these.
 n Looking beyond externally imposed templates and timelines to find inclusive Somali 

owned and led solutions.
 n Promoting inclusivity in processes, as well as public accountability and participation.

As long as military strategies remain the highest priority, without adherence to a wider 
objective of establishing long-term peace, the space for genuinely transformative  
processes will remain limited.
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 n Rather than focusing on establishing a monopoly of violence, support efforts 

to resolve conflict through dialogue with as many actors as possible. 

“Most of the national reconciliation conferences convened on Somalia since 1991 have 
privileged the brokering of a power-sharing agreement for a transitional central govern-
ment over actual conflict resolution.”
Interpeace report: “The Search for Peace: A History of Mediation in Somalia since 1988”318

Efforts to facilitate an end to Somalia’s conflicts have heavily emphasised the recon-
struction of the state, linking “peace-as-order to state-centric notions of institution-
building and economic development.”319 They thus assume that supporting the state to 
impose a monopoly on violence will end current conflict and prevent future outbreaks. 
Yet no government has been able to achieve this. While the FGS has made more progress  
than its predecessors, it continues to rely on alliances with armed groups and sub-
national administrations of varied strength and durability. Relations between these 
actors and the centre remain fragile and they have the potential to turn into conflict  
if not carefully managed.

Rather than focus on establishing a monopoly of violence, international actors should 
do more to promote conflict resolution through inclusive dialogue. This means more 
engagement with actors within armed opposition groups, including through negoti- 
ation, disarmament and rehabilitation and a nuancing of the amnesties currently 
offered by the FGS. 

Where possible, talks should be attempted with certain elements of al-Shabaab. A more  
radical, Islamic State-aligned faction is starting to emerge, which may provide openings  
for dialogue with certain elements within al-Shabaab opposed to such developments. 
While it is uncertain how events will unfold, international actors need to be alert to 
such opportunities and must not rule them out on the basis that the group has been  
deemed a ‘spoiler’. If it is possible to address grievances constructively among those who  
may sympathise or temporarily align with actors like al-Shabaab, it may be possible to 
achieve a wider political agreement from a critical mass of actors to renounce violent 
methods and cooperate for the benefit of the Somali people. 

Efforts to resolve conflict should also include a specific focus on supporting reconcilia-
tion between different groups. This is not a new recommendation – the need to address 
community divides to support a long-term transition towards peace and stability has 
been repeatedly emphasised throughout Somalia’s conflicts.320 As a result, there is also 
some good practice existing and emerging, and also some opportunities to leverage.

Many international actors recognise the need for such processes to take place. The 
Somali New Deal Compact recognises a role for reconciliation, with PSG 1 setting out 
that “A peaceful and stable Somalia requires simultaneous progress in establishing 
inclusive political processes at different levels of society and promoting national and 
local level reconciliation [emphasis added]”.321 In addition, statements welcoming the 
formation of interim administrations have often been accompanied by calls for greater 
efforts towards reconciliation and inclusion. However, in reality, external efforts to 
promote or support broader reconciliation outside of political processes should be  
increased to ensure that communities trust and accept the emerging political structures. 

There are two immediate opportunities to support social reconciliation processes 
that reach beyond clan elders. First, the Federal Ministry of Interior’s plans for social 
reconciliation. International actors should support these, ensuring that the Ministry 
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has every encouragement to develop, consult on and implement them in coordination 
with other actors. Second, UNSOM’s mandate, as renewed by the UNSC in July 2015, 
now underlines “the importance of UNSOM consolidating its presence across Somalia 
in order to help facilitate political dialogue between the centre and the regions and  
to support local peace and reconciliation processes [emphasis added]”.322 This is an 
opportunity for the UN to coordinate external action in support of these processes 
independently from, but coordinated with, political processes. 

 n Adopt domestic policies that reinforce peace, not conflict.

The impacts on Somalia of the domestic policies of states engaged in the country need  
to be more clearly understood and addressed. Domestic policies must also be evaluated  
for their ability to facilitate rather than restrict constructive support for people in  
contexts like Somalia. For many, this should include greater efforts to ensure that anti- 
terror, money-laundering or anti-corruption legislation does not choke legitimate 
remittance flows into Somalia or drive them underground. Rather, the emphasis 
should be on the facilitation of legal and transparent channels and work-arounds for 
banks and money transfer operatives (MTOs) to ensure such flows continue without 
driving conflict. 

The UK’s Safer Corridors Initiative was an important start, but it has been unable to 
find a short-term solution. However, work has begun – through the World Bank –  
to support longer-term reform of the Somali banking sector to facilitate increasing 
access. Yet, recent analysis from the Food Security and Nutrition Analysis Unit showed 
that in many areas of Somalia it surveyed, the total remittances received by households 
had declined, with respondents citing a relative decrease in the amount of money 
transferred. While service availability was not the primary reason, their analysis  
suggested a reduction in amounts could be “linked to potential increase in the trans-
action cost associated with finding an alternative but potentially more costly money 
transfer mechanism”.323 In the absence of immediate short-term solutions from the 
Safer Corridors Initiative, the UK and other states – particularly the US – should  
continue to support urgent efforts to find alternative, safe solutions. 

 n Improve communication amongst the international community on Somalia.

As in many other contexts that have served as battlegrounds of the ‘Global War on  
Terror’, a key lesson from Somalia is that simplified narratives about the country and  
what international actors should do in it have reinforced policies that take insufficient  
account of what the context requires and the lessons of past engagement. In particular,  
harmful approaches towards Somalia are a consequence of the misleading and simplistic  
portrayal of Somalia as a place in which international actors are simply involved in a 
‘fight’ against al-Shabaab. A more honest portrayal to the public of the complex and 
challenging operating environment could pave the way for less belligerent, more 
nuanced and longer-term engagement – and is therefore crucial to achieving the 
results that best serve both international and Somali interests. International actors 
need to move beyond the narrative of a failed Somalia, where al-Shabaab and other 
armed groups can stopped through military intervention and security assistance to  
the FGS. 
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 n Cease engagement outside of the AU/UN authorisation – and ensure that 

when force is used, people’s security is prioritised.

Military operations in Somalia have made gains in pushing al-Shabaab out of territory, 
but have come at a very high cost for civilians in these areas, as well as for AMISOM 
and SNA personnel, and have not necessarily led to concrete improvements in people’s  
lives. In much of Somalia, military operations have not been followed by the installation  
of accepted, legitimate and credible local administrations. Furthermore, military forces  
have not been able to prevent continued al-Shabaab attacks across Somalia, including 
in newly recovered areas and Mogadishu. Additionally, AMISOM in particular does 
not have a clear mandate from the UNSC to protect or provide immediate security to  
civilians in areas it takes from al-Shabaab. This is exacerbated by a strategy of continuing  
to push forward rather than holding territory. Resulting governance gaps from military  
operations have often enabled local conflicts – both old and new – to emerge. 

An important first step is to ensure a greater focus on the protection of civilians by 
international actors. This could be done by including an explicit emphasis on the 
protection of civilians in the UNSC resolution authorising AMISOM’s presence in 
Somalia. Second, international actors should ensure the cessation of all other military 
engagement outside the UNSC resolution, including drone and air strikes and the use 
of ground forces inside the country, which at best is ineffective and at worst harmful to  
the restoration of peace and stability. Third, the inability of security forces to prevent 
al-Shabaab attacks or reprisals on civilians because they are unable or unwilling to 
hold territory and provide security in recovered areas needs to be addressed as a  
priority. Efforts to build a more coherent response, including interim security arrange-
ments, governance structures and access to justice for local communities, should 
continue and should be strengthened by promoting improved planning for SNA and 
AMISOM operations, engaging local communities in establishing responses and 
coordinating with humanitarian actors through the Civil-Military Working Group to 
ensure needs-based humanitarian responses where necessary. Should AMISOM and 
the SNA continue to conduct offensive military operations and remove al-Shabaab  
but be unable to provide short-term security for people in these areas, the potential  
for violence and instability will remain high. 

Conversations about security provision for Somali civilians, however, should not only  
focus on the capacity of military actors. Civilian oversight arrangements and complaint  
mechanisms to regulate the behaviour of other domestic security forces should be 
made a strong priority.

 n Acknowledge and investigate wrongdoing on the part of international 

actors.

Many external interventions have been accompanied by allegations of harm towards 
civilians – including violations of international humanitarian and human rights law 
and standards, and potential war crimes. This also includes operations by the US,  
Ethiopia and Kenya that have fallen outside of the AMISOM framework. In most 
cases, these have been neither acknowledged nor investigated.

The Civilian Casualty Tracking Analysis and Response Cell (CCTARC) could provide 
an important means for AMISOM to investigate and hold itself accountable, and this  
is already starting to show some potential. In August 2015 an internal investigation led  
to an admission by AMISOM that seven civilians had been killed during an AMISOM  
operation in Merka, and three AMISOM personnel were to be arraigned before a 
“military judicial process”.324 The work of CCTARC and other efforts by AMISOM 
to improve its accountability in the face of allegations of harm should be strongly 
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supported by donors and other international actors in line with the requirements of 
UNSC resolution, which requires information on its operations to be shared with  
relevant actors.325 

However, additional allegations of harm by other actors must also be investigated in a  
transparent manner, and where there is clear evidence, should be subject to appropriate  
judicial procedures to demonstrate accountability to victims, their families and  
communities and the Somali people. 

“The pressure to do something comes at the cost of understanding the context.”
International NGO, 7 November 2014326

“The international community has to close their eyes because there is so much risk in 
terms of conflict.”
UN official, 11 November 2014327

The current emphasis on al-Shabaab and other groups opposed to the state as the pre-
eminent driver of conflict in the country obscures the complexity and history behind 
Somalia’s protracted fragility, and does little to promote effective solutions to Somalia’s 
problems. This has been a recurring problem in external efforts to support peace and 
stability. Differences in international actors’ assessments of the drivers of conflict has 
fed into incoherence between their respective strategies to address the causes and  
consequences of Somalia’s conflicts. 

Many problems with external engagements in Somalia stem from their failure to  
appropriately reflect the context. They have been beholden to external interests, leading  
to incoherence between approaches taken by different international actors. 

 n Support collective efforts to discuss, understand and address the drivers of 

conflicts.

International actors should support Somali state and non-state actors to discuss, 
understand and address the drivers of their conflicts. This is the best basis for develop-
ing plans for engagement. Having neglected the opportunity to complete the fragility 
assessment under the New Deal process, the launch of the National Development Plan 
and the commitment by the Ministry of Planning and International Cooperation to a 
“participatory consultation process and a plan that is underpinned by inclusivity” may 
represent an opportunity for progress.328 Many stabilisation funds and other initiatives 
have started to conduct localised analyses, but this is not yet a standard requirement 
among all donors.329 This requirement could help minimise harm and strengthen 
longer-term impact. 

In particular, analysis-based strategies should unpack the causes and drivers of  
membership of armed opposition groups and be a step towards reducing the scope 
of the ‘terrorist’ label to remain a “vital currency of power.”330 Better analysis should 
help all actors to understand the nature of grievances that drive membership in armed 
opposition groups and which will need to be addressed to achieve peace in Somalia. 
This can enable a more strategic focus on contextually relevant solutions and a shift 
away from overreliance on militaristic approaches.331 Better analysis will also make it 
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easier to recognise and address international actors’ own shortcomings and those of 
other actors more even-handedly – encouraging greater self-knowledge and a shift 
away for harmful practices. 

Finally, as part of these efforts, international actors should retire the narrative of a  
single conflict in Somalia between the FGS and al-Shabaab. This narrative belies the  
complexity of conflicts in the country and limits the space for approaches that contribute  
to long-term peace. 

 n Support efforts to document people’s experiences of conflict.

International actors should better recognise the role that impunity plays in driving 
conflict. The full range of abuse across the history of Somalia’s conflicts has not been 
documented and therefore most of the harm suffered by civilians remains unknown. 
This has not been a focus of any significant external or internal effort. A better under-
standing of the conflict would not only be valuable in itself, but would also support 
efforts to address the legacy of impunity in the country, which should begin with the 
documentation of harm. This could potentially be done alongside reconciliation  
processes to ensure that it does not result in further tensions or conflict.

 n Acknowledge and respond to the role that clan conflict plays in recruitment 

by armed opposition groups. 

This is particularly important since, as noted by one analyst, “no other group [aside from  
al-Shabaab] cuts across clan and would therefore be capable of depriving al-Shabaab  
of social resources and a protective economy”.332 Reconciliation and the inclusion 
of traditionally marginalised groups – particularly minority clans – would go far in 
addressing an important draw of armed opposition groups like al-Shabaab: that they  
can provide these groups with relative power and influence, making affiliation politically  
expedient. Reconciliation activities would serve to build trust and confidence,  
supporting minority groups to engage without resorting to the use or threat of force  
in order to be heard. 

“Too many people have ignored the fact that the years without effective authority, peace 
and stability have led to some fascinating and successful home-grown experiments in how 
to live without a state.”
Mary Harper, BBC World Service333

 n Avoid initiatives that rely on procedural, top-down statebuilding and instead 

support experimentation and creativity by Somali actors to find paths 

towards stability.

Somalia’s history is littered with failed efforts to impose templates and short-term 
timeframes for peacebuilding and statebuilding processes. These initiatives to create 
or reform institutions have often failed to take adequate account of the context, often 
becoming a “tick-box exercise…of top level, procedural statebuilding”.334 The Somali 
Compact is a prime example of this. It provided an (arguably over-) ambitious list of 
procedural tasks with an unrealistic deadline of just three years to reconstruct the 
state. As the fragility assessment process was not completed prior to the drafting of  
the Compact text, it took little account of the complexity of the tasks given the specific 
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history and challenges of statebuilding in the context. Nor did it demonstrate any  
effort to to ensure conflict sensitivity. An example of this has been the intense pressure  
to form interim administrations under PSG 1. Rushed state formation processes 
have caused tensions and led to the exclusion of key actors. While formation of these 
administrations is a laudable achievement, more context sensitivity regarding timing, 
inclusiveness and legitimacy could serve to reduce the inherent risks of such processes 
considerably.

While frameworks will always be required to facilitate external engagement with the 
state, these should provide room for experimentation and creativity on the part of 
Somali actors and prioritise local solutions to Somalia’s challenges. This will mean  
supporting the setting of realistic priorities, accepting that there is a risk of failure, and  
finding ways to support and facilitate progress and a pathway to peace and stability, 
rather than assuming that the answer lies exclusively with institution building. It will 
require efforts to ensure that the widest array of Somali actors are involved; at an  
absolute minimum, this should include not just government authorities but also civil 
society drawn from across the country. 

It need not be too late for the New Deal to take this approach – indeed, consultations  
about the form that the election will take in 2016 may provide some impetus for  
unorthodox solutions to critical challenges. This will require a reassessment by inter-
national actors of what can be achieved with external funding, and the timescales for 
these achievements. 

 n Adopt longer-term strategies for engagement in Somalia.

A sustainably peaceful Somali state will take years to establish. International actors  
should accept this and focus on longer-term strategies for their engagement. Truncated,  
incomplete or deliberately short processes can risk exacerbating conflicts by raising 
and then failing to resolve contentious issues. One INGO representative involved in 
local clan mediation emphasised the need for “donor patience”, pointing out that  
“genuinely tangible results do and will take time to achieve”.335 Longer-term strategies 
will also require longer-term funding from donors and the political commitment to 
stay the course – a difficult thing to ask of donors given that domestic electoral cycles 
tend to lock in short-term strategic thinking and an impatience for quick wins. As part 
of this, it will be important for international actors to communicate with domestic 
audiences about the need for longer-term engagement in Somalia. 

Negotiating an end to Somalia’s conflicts and reconstituting the country’s governance 
framework will require substantive efforts to rebuild state-society relations. Building 
political constituencies, developing social capital and supporting authorities’  
accountability to the populations they ultimately serve should be key priorities for 
international actors. 

 n Emphasise consensus-building processes as much as outcomes.

While far from perfect, Somaliland and Puntland both provide evidence that allowing 
time for consensus-building and negotiation processes to unfold organically has led  
to greater statebuilding and peacebuilding gains than have been seen in other Somali  
areas. They act as important reminders of the importance of a home-grown consensus  
to the search for sustainable peace. Somaliland and Puntland “were only stitched 
together by slow and painstaking local peace and reconciliation conferences that built 
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on each other to form larger and economically viable regions in which political power, 
revenue and resources are shared relatively fairly between sub-clans and clans.”336

Ongoing consultations as to the form of the 2016 elections represent an opportunity to 
support good practice by the FGS. The FGS has committed to holding consultations 
across the country, and has already done so in Mogadishu, Kismayo, Adaado, Baidoa 
and Garowe.337 This is an important step forward in building public engagement and 
dialogue. International actors must do their utmost to support the widest possible 
genuine consultation, so that any resulting agreement regarding the transfer of power 
is seen as legitimate and provides a useful precedent for subsequent processes. 

 n Facilitate service delivery and promote accountability and transparency of 

state institutions.

Stabilisation activities are being used to reinforce the legitimacy of the FGS and interim  
regional administrations. However, there have been fewer efforts to support direct 
service provision. Authorities, particularly interim regional administrations, have 
emphasised resource allocation and distribution, rather than what services are actually 
required.

This is in part due to significant capacity gaps on the part of interim administrations.  
But the broader issue is the devolution of powers and responsibilities to the sub-
national level. This is a central problem to be discussed during the constitutional 
review process, but international actors should ensure that negotiations between 
authorities and political actors are augmented with public dialogue about the type  
of services they want to see provided at different levels of government. 

As this discussion progresses, international actors can also support authorities to be 
more transparent in terms of budget, priorities and decision-making processes. This 
should include ensuring that information about regional, national and international  
policies are available in the Somali language and not just in English, helping  
authorities make use of the media and other communications channels, including to 
collect public feedback, and requiring that infrastructure provided to administrations 
under stabilisation programmes is used to host or facilitate public participation and 
discussions. 

There have been significant and very welcome efforts both by external and Somali 
actors to increase financial transparency and reduce corruption. These efforts could be 
complemented with transparency on budgeting processes and information about how 
authorities intend to spend both the external assistance they receive and the internal 
income they raise. In turn, international actors should also be more transparent with 
the Somali public about the funding that they provide to actors in Somalia.

 n Support civil society to engage constructively with government authorities 

and international actors.

Supporting civil society to engage with authorities is also critical to accountability. 
Civil society across Somalia has an important role to play in communicating public 
priorities, interests and concerns to local, regional and national authorities and to 
external actors to ensure that their decision-making processes respond to people’s  
perspectives. Over recent years, the ability of civil society to engage meaningfully has 
been undermined both by the state and international actors themselves. This should  
be addressed in tandem with support to authorities, so that civil society’s gain is not 
the state’s loss. It is also important to reach civil society outside of administrative  
capitals, including in rural areas.
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 n Support efforts to build political constituencies which are not based on clan.

The politicisation of clan identity is a further challenge to accountability. Clan is the 
primary political identity in Somalia; parliamentary seats at the national and sub-
national level are divided according to perceived clan strength, while political parties 
remain nascent and weak. There is no clear line of responsibility from legislators to 
their constituents, and individuals have very little recourse to influence their ‘repre-
sentatives’. Legislators, generally speaking, are tasked by clan elders with promoting 
broader clan interests. For government to become accountable and legitimate, it will 
require authorities to be responsive to the needs of individuals and communities 
regardless of their clan backgrounds. International actors should find ways to support 
dialogue and negotiation to find alternatives to clan-based political systems. 
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ANNEX 1: Methodology and definitions

  Methodology 

This report is based on research conducted in 2014 and 2015. It draws on a desk review 
of relevant literature.338 While this report makes use of publicly available information  
about donor or external engagement in Somalia, it should be assumed that this is  
not the full picture about the assistance going towards and used in the country,  
particularly with regard to external support to the security sector and in the realm of 
counter-terrorism. The research team conducted a total of 32 key informant interviews 
in November and December 2014 and September and October 2015 in Mogadishu and 
Nairobi, as well as in London and Brussels. Interviews were held with Somali officials, 
non-government organisation (NGO) staff, researchers and members of civil society, 
while interviews in Nairobi were carried out with diplomats, donor officials and NGO 
staff. 

  Definitions 

Saferworld’s paper Dilemmas of counter-terror, stabilisation and statebuilding sets out a 
definition of a ‘mainstream’ approach towards addressing security threats consisting of 
combinations of counter-terror, stabilisation and statebuilding approaches depending 
on each particular context. It should be emphasised that the lines between counter- 
terrorism, stabilisation and statebuilding are blurred, and that the three concepts can  
and do shift over time.339 In Somalia, the blurring of these lines has appeared particularly  
acute. Many international officials claim that they find it ‘hard to separate out’ the three  
or that these approaches are ‘merged’.340 At the same time, many claim to explicitly 
frame their engagement in the country around one approach, with most identifying 
stabilisation as their main approach. 

  Counter-terrorism

In the Dilemmas paper, the authors define counter-terrorism as consisting of “military 
efforts to defeat particular actors who have been defined as ‘terrorists’ or ‘spoilers’, and/
or their sponsors.” It may also include law enforcement approaches, as well as efforts 
to tackle ‘selected’ root causes of the problem, often described as “countering violent 
extremism” (CVE).341

Counter-terrorism approaches, including the deployment of armed forces, airstrikes 
and drone attacks have been used at various points during Somalia’s conflicts directed 
at groups, organisations or perceived groups and organisations that have been  
designated as terrorist or spoiler entities. Certain armed opposition groups in Somalia,  
including al-Shabaab, are defined as posing ‘terrorist threats’ both in the country and  
globally in UNSC resolutions, arguably meaning that AMISOM is framed as a counter- 
terrorist mission because of its specific mandate to “reduce the threat posed by  
al-Shabaab and other armed opposition groups”.342

  Stabilisation

Stabilisation is a wide field, which can involve the deployment of a number of 
approaches and tools, according to different contextual needs centred on protecting  
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and promoting legitimate political authority.343 As a result, the definition of stabilisation  
varies widely across actors, with significant differences in how it is understood and 
subsequently implemented in Somalia. 

As an approach, various actors have defined stabilisation efforts in Somalia as both  
a relatively narrow and broader set of processes. In some ways, stabilisation can be  
said to cover almost any activity in the context that may provide a ‘peace dividend’.  
From a narrow perspective, stabilisation is fundamentally about furthering processes  
towards a political settlement,344 by which political and security efforts to recover  
territory from al-Shabaab are coordinated and linked;345 and/or meeting the immediate  
humanitarian, security and political needs of communities in territories recovered 
from al-Shabaab, most often through quick-impact projects.346 Broader conceptions  
of stabilisation have an emphasis on conflict resolution and the creation of authorities 
in order to address the root causes of local instability.347 The common point of these 
varying definitions is that stabilisation in Somalia is fundamentally a process of  
establishing forms of political authority in areas recovered from al-Shabaab during  
military operations, and creating and sustaining links between nascent political 
administrations in these areas and the Federal Government of Somalia (FGS).

Some actors remain sceptical of the usefulness of the term ‘stabilisation’, preferring to 
view these processes as the initial stages of the longer-term statebuilding project, and  
citing concerns about the ‘questionable connotations’ of stabilisation, arguing that  
it has been undermined due to its inherent short-termism. There is some agreement  
among external actors that stabilisation is becoming ‘an almost unhelpful term’ 
because it is used to cover such a huge array of activities in the country, and thus risks 
becoming meaningless; others, however, praise the term ‘stabilisation’ for precisely  
this reason, describing its broad application as beneficial for ‘operational flexibility’.348 

  Statebuilding

Similarly, statebuilding is a fairly fluid concept, often defined by its links to peace- 
building and improving state-society relations. Statebuilding in Somalia has taken 
a number of different forms; from a ‘building blocks’ approach intended to ‘reward’ 
areas of relative peace with peace dividends in the form of aid and assistance; a ‘dual-
track’ approach balancing support for more localised peace with efforts to support the 
formation of a ‘central’ government; to the current approach, which emphasises the 
creation of a federal structure for governance in Somalia supported through a New 
Deal Compact which sets out support under five areas: political inclusion, security, 
justice, economic foundations, and revenues and services.349 

While statebuilding is often linked to a reconceptualisation of state-society relations,  
it can often have a tendency to reinforce the state, rather than seeking to transform it.350  
This is arguably true of Somalia where, broadly speaking, the emphasis of statebuilding  
has been the medium-long-term reconstitution of state and governance functions, 
with emphasis on institutions and the accountability of those institutions to donors, 
rather than seeking a broader transformation of how governance institutions interact 
with the Somali public. For one donor, statebuilding is about focusing on building the 
Federal Government’s legitimacy and the creation of “the narrative that there is some-
thing out there”.351
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ANNEX 2: Context analysis

 1991–1995:  The collapse of the Somali state

In 1991, the Somali government led by Siad Barre collapsed following years of civil war. 
United only in their opposition to the government, armed opposition groups failed to 
establish a new government and fighting intensified as they vied to amass enough  
territory to form the basis for a future national government. In north western Somalia, 
the new Republic of Somaliland, comprising the area of the former British Somaliland 
protectorate, formally declared itself an independent country following a series of local 
peace conferences.352 Regional efforts to broker peace in Somalia failed, and the inter-
national community, its attention diverted by the Gulf War and the dissolution of the 
Soviet Union, largely ignored the conflict at first, except for the imposition of an arms 
embargo on the country. However, a severe famine in 1992 led to UN efforts to broker 
a ceasefire and the deployment of the first UN peacekeeping mission in the country, 
the United Nations Operation in Somalia I (UNOSOM I), in April 1992 to monitor 
the ceasefire and facilitate the delivery of humanitarian assistance. Unable to stop the 
fighting, the mission was joined by the UN Unified Task Force (UNITAF), led by the 
US. In March 1993, an agreement between 15 armed groups led to the deployment of  
another mission, UNOSOM 2, with an expanded mandate including longer-term 
political reconciliation.353 However, the March 1993 agreement was gradually under-
mined – no group was willing to disarm and one leader, General Mohamed Farrah 
Aideed denounced the agreements and engaged in direct fighting with UNOSOM 
troops. UNOSOM operations continued specifically targeting Aideed and were  
supported by the deployment of US Army Rangers into Mogadishu. In October 1993, 
operations against Aideed resulted in the ‘Black Hawk Down’ incident. In response, 
the US withdrew from Somalia, followed by many other states. Subsequent peace talks 
failed to broker an agreement, and in March 1995, UNOSOM 2 also withdrew. 

 1995–1998:  Localised, shorter conflict and some peacebuilding efforts 

Conflict continued after the withdrawal of the international community, but became 
shorter, less intense and increasingly localised.354 While regionally led efforts stalled, a 
1998 agreement between clans in areas covering parts of northern and central Somalia  
led to the formation of a new regional authority, Puntland. Unlike Somaliland, Puntland  
was established as an autonomous region of Somalia, not an independent state.  
However, 1998 also witnessed conflict between Ethiopia and Eritrea which ultimately 
led to the intensification of regional engagement in the Somali conflict as each  
supported proxy groups in Somalia.355

 2000:  The Arta Agreement and the formation of the Transitional National Government

By 2000, there was finally a breakthrough in peace negotiations with the Arta Agreement,  
which established the Transitional National Government (TNG) – the first Somali 
government to fill the country’s seat at the UN since 1991. Despite early hopes, the 
TNG failed to win the backing of key regional and international actors, was criticised 
for being dominated by the Hawiye clan and controlled little of the country outside 
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parts of Mogadishu.356 Notably, Ethiopia began to support an opposition group, the 
Somali Reconciliation and Restoration Council (SRRC). 

 2001:  Al-Qaeda in Somalia? 

Following the events of 9/11, Somalia again became the focus of international attention,  
due to concerns that it provided an operations base for al-Qaeda. By November 2001, 
the US DoD was said to have ‘compelling’ evidence of an al-Qaeda presence in the 
country.357 Meanwhile, divisions between the TNG and the SRRC intensified. By late 
2002, Mogadishu was experiencing its heaviest fighting since the 1990s and other areas 
in southern and central Somalia, such as Bay, Bakool, Juba and Shabelle also witnessed 
serious violence.358 However, international interest in Somalia subsided, and it was left 
to the IGAD, a regional body made up of East and Horn of Africa states, to address the 
crisis.

 2002–2004:  The formation of the Transitional Federal Government

From October 2002 to late 2004, IGAD attempted to reconcile opposing factions by 
convening the Somali National Reconciliation Conference. After the longest peace 
conference in Somalia’s history – two years – the delegates agreed the formation of  
a new Transitional Federal Government (TFG). It was expected to complete a range  
of tasks, notably continuing national reconciliation, drafting a new constitution and  
providing security services.359 However, the TFG lacked widespread support both 
internally and from the international community. It governed from Baidoa rather  
than Mogadishu, citing security concerns. 

 2006:  The rise of the Union of Islamic Courts and Ethiopian intervention

By 2006, dissatisfaction and outright opposition to the TFG was at its height and a 
group known as the ICU – an umbrella organisation of largely Hawiye shari’a courts – 
emerged, taking control of Mogadishu and large areas of southern and central  
Somalia.360 The ICU began to carry out some of the key functions of government and, 
notably, brought relative peace and security to Mogadishu for the first time since 
1991.361 The ICU’s emergence was cause for concern for the US as some of its members 
were believed to have links to al-Qaeda. In late 2006, in response to these concerns and 
threats by the ICU to attack Baidoa, the temporary seat of the TFG, Ethiopian troops  
intervened in Somalia to push the ICU out, shortly followed by US airstrikes in January  
2007. The group quickly collapsed and many of its senior leaders departed the country.  
Ethiopia’s entry marked the start of a new phase of conflict in the country, characterised  
by widespread allegations of human rights abuses and violations of international 
humanitarian law by all parties, and a renewed humanitarian crisis. The collapse of 
the ICU and the flight of many of its leaders also left a leadership vacuum inside the 
country that was soon filled by one of its former factions, al-Shabaab, which quickly 
emerged as a significant opponent of Ethiopia.

 2008:  Djibouti Peace Agreement

In March 2007, the AMISOM was deployed with a mandate to protect the TFG and  
key facilities in Mogadishu, including the airport and sea port. However, the mission  
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was drawn into conflict with al-Shabaab, and its mandate and membership have  
gradually expanded.362 

In 2008, Djibouti agreed to host another round of peace talks between the TFG and 
the Alliance for the Reliberation of Somalia (ARS), which had emerged from remnants 
of the ICU. Crucially, infighting within the ARS presented an opportunity to break the 
political deadlock. The ARS had splintered into two wings, one led by Sheikh Hassan 
Dahir Aweys and the other by Sheikh Sharif Sheikh Ahmed. Negotiations between 
the TFG, Ethiopia and Sheikh Sharif ’s ARS culminated in agreement in January 2009. 
Sheikh Sharif was selected as president, while the TFG itself was granted an additional 
two-year mandate to 2011. As part of the agreement, Ethiopian troops withdrew from 
Somalia. The new TFG initially enjoyed widespread popular support and thousands  
of Somalis returned to Mogadishu.363 

 2009:  Al-Shabaab expands across Somalia 

Hopes that the TFG would end decades of conflict in Somalia were short-lived.  
Al-Shabaab continued to thrive under leader Ahmed Abdi Godane (who would go  
on to formally affiliate the group with al-Qaeda in February 2012)364. In May 2009,  
it launched a massive military offensive in Mogadishu, which nearly succeeded in 
dislodging the TFG entirely. It was only prevented from doing so by AMISOM troops 
who maintained control of some key sites, including the presidential palace and the 
airport. Mogadishu became a site of severe conflict and widespread allegations of 
human rights abuses and violations of international humanitarian law. Al-Shabaab 
rapidly expanded its territorial control across southern and central Somalia, leaving 
the TFG in control of only a few districts of Mogadishu. 

 2011:  The humanitarian crisis intensifies across Somalia and al-Shabaab withdraws 

from Mogadishu

The TFG continued to enjoy nominal donor support, but much like its predecessors, 
the Sheikh Sharif administration failed to make progress on key transitional tasks, 
including constitutional reform, reconciliation and the provision of security, and it  
faced widespread allegations of substantial corruption. In June 2011, the TFG’s mandate  
was extended by one year and a roadmap was created for the transition to a new  
government. 

At the same time, an already poor humanitarian situation dramatically deteriorated, 
with the UN declaring a famine in two areas of Somalia. By September 2011, this was 
extended to four other areas including Mogadishu. The crisis and famine cut across 
al-Shabaab- and government-controlled areas, killing an estimated 258,000 people 
between October 2010 and April 2012.365 Security restrictions and bans on some 
humanitarian actors from operating in some al-Shabaab-controlled areas limited the 
ability of actors to respond to the crisis, and there was significant population displace-
ment both inside the country and to Somalia’s neighbours, particularly Ethiopia and 
Kenya. 

Al-Shabaab abruptly withdrew from most of Mogadishu in August 2011, leaving the 
TFG in control of the city for the first time. The withdrawal can in hindsight be viewed 
as the beginning of a shift in tactics by al-Shabaab and was accompanied by a rise in 
asymmetric tactics, which included the use of explosives, grenade attacks and the  
targeting of government officials. 
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 2011:  Kenya intervenes in Somalia

In October, two months after al-Shabaab’s withdrawal from Mogadishu, Kenya deployed  
its troops into Somalia, with the stated aim of creating a ‘buffer zone’ along its border.366  
The incursion was ostensibly linked to attacks in Kenya close to the Somali border, 
including the abductions and killings of aid workers and tourists in areas close to the 
border. However, Kenya had reportedly been preparing to enter for a number of years 
and had been supporting various militias inside the country. The Kenyan government’s 
chief spokesperson admitted that, “an operation of this magnitude is not planned in 
a week. It’s been in the pipeline for a while”.367 Despite early advances, the operation 
quickly ran into problems because troops entered Somalia in the middle of the rainy 
season, significantly hampering their movement. In July 2012, Kenyan troops were re-
hatted under the AMISOM mission, and ultimately captured Kismayo in collaboration 
with the Ras Kamboni brigade, led by Ahmed Madobe, in September 2012. 

In December 2011, the Ethiopian National Defence Force (ENDF) also opened up 
another front against al-Shabaab when it again entered Somalia and captured the  
town of Beledweyne, followed by Baidoa in February 2012. The ENDF also later joined  
AMISOM, while also continuing independent military and paramilitary operations. 

 2012:  The end of the transition

In August 2012, the mandate of the TFG came to an end with the passing of a Provisional  
Constitution by a National Constituent Assembly, made up of representatives selected 
by clan elders using the ‘4.5 formula’ of clan balance. Clan elders also selected a new 
Federal Parliament of Somalia, which in turn selected a president, Hassan Sheikh  
Mohammed. The new FGS inherited a number of tasks including the need to agree on 
final version of the constitution, election preparation and the responsibility to guide  
the process to establish federal states – to be completed by 2016. These tasks, along with  
a number of other ambitious tasks to reform the security, justice and public financial 
management sectors and provide services, were endorsed as part of the Somali New 
Deal Compact.

 2013– :  Infighting but some progress 

Like its predecessors, the FGS has not been immune to political infighting and tensions.  
In December 2013, barely one year into the government’s mandate, the Prime Minister, 
Abdi Farah Shirdon, was voted out of office by Parliament following a public falling 
out with President Hassan. His successor, Prime Minister Abdiweli Sheikh Ahmed was 
himself removed following a similar dispute with the president in December 2014 and 
replaced by Omar Abdirashid Ali Sharmarke. 

Outside of these political contestations, the erosion of al-Shabaab control over territory  
provided space for progress in establishing interim regional administrations as a key 
step towards the implementation of a federal model of governance. This has not been 
without its challenges – or conflicts. 

In March 2013, the UNSC eased its arms embargo on Somalia, allowing for “deliveries 
of weapons or military equipment or the provision of advice, assistance or training, 
intended solely for the development of the Security Forces of the Federal Government 
of Somalia, and to provide security for the Somali people”, subject to reporting require-
ments, though the resolution exempted certain categories of weapons, including for 
example, surface to air missiles.368 The FGS initially requested an unrestricted lifting 
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of the arms embargo for assistance to the government, supported by the AU and the 
US.369

Speaking after the resolution passed, the UK’s then ambassador to the UN said, “What 
we have tried to do is draw a balance between those who wanted an unrestricted lifting  
of the arms embargo and those who felt it was premature … It is a good and strong 
compromise”.370 The partial lifting was limited to a one-year period. Following the 
easing, the UN SEMG raised concerns about “current management of weapons and 
ammunition stockpiles by the FGS, which point to high-level and systematic abuses  
in weapons and ammunition management and distribution” and recommended  
“an option of reversal of the modifications made to the arms embargo on Somalia in  
resolutions 2093 (2013) and 2111 (2013)”.371 Nevertheless, the modification was extended  
for an additional year in 2014. 

  The Interim Juba Administration Following the recovery of Kismayo from al-
Shabaab, negotiations began among local leaders to form a regional administration 
covering Lower Juba, Middle Juba and Gedo regions (notwithstanding the fact that  
al-Shabaab continued to control much of this territory). The negotiations were 
strongly opposed by the FGS, which claimed the sole right to lead formation processes 
for sub-national federal administrations. A ‘Jubaland conference’ in May 2013 led to 
the announcement of the Jubaland State of Somalia, led by Ahmed Madobe. While 
the conference had been supported by IGAD, there were widespread concerns about 
the exclusion of some clans, and several groups quickly announced the appointment 
of alternative presidents. The most notable of these was Barre Hirale, of the Marehan 
clan. Hirale was supported by the FGS as a counterpoint to Madobe. By July 2013, 
tensions in and around Kismayo increased, and Hirale announced his forces were 
conducting joint operations with al-Shabaab – a development that meant the FGS 
“appeared to be dangerously close to finding itself in a tacit ‘understanding’ with  
Al-Shabaab as they confronted a common adversary”.372 Fighting ultimately broke  
out and Hirale and his supporters were expelled from Kismayo. The conflicting parties 
were brought to Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, to negotiate an end to the conflict. In August 
2013, they reached an agreement to establish the IJA for a period of two years, led by 
Ahmed Madobe, create a regional assembly and integrate IJA militias into the SNA. 

By 2015, the formation of a regional assembly had led to concerns about the participation  
of all regional clans, and reconciliation conferences were held to address these concerns.  
Madobe was also subsequently elected President of the IJA for a further four years. 

  Interim South West Administration Following the creation of the IJA, two regional 
groupings began negotiations to establish a South West State. One group intended 
to form a state comprising three regions – Bay, Bakol and Lower Shabelle – while the 
other sought to form a state comprising six regions – Bay, Bakol and Lower Shabelle 
plus the three regions that fall under the IJA. The Special Representative of the UN 
Secretary-General in Somalia came out publicly in support of the three-state process 
as protests and violence between the two camps broke out in Baidoa.373 During these 
developments AMISOM’s ‘neutral’ role in Somalia came under increasing scrutiny, 
with Ethiopian and Burundian forces temporarily blockading the ‘South West Six’ 
camp’s conference halls in Baidoa in January 2014. 
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Eventually, the FGS intervened to negotiate an agreement between the two parties in 
June 2014, which culminated in an agreement to establish the ISWA made up of Bay, 
Bakol and Lower Shabelle – an agreement that was widely praised by Somalia’s inter- 
national partners despite criticisms it lacked legitimacy and excluded certain clans.374 

  Interim Galmudug Administration In 2015, negotiations began on the formation of 
the Interim Galmudug Administration in central Somalia. Galmudug previously com-
prised the Galgadud region and southern areas of the Mudug region. Northern Mudug 
is claimed – and governed – by Puntland. This led to controversy as to whether an IGA 
with those borders could constitute a future federal state under the FGS constitution, 
which does not allow for the alteration of regional boundaries in state formation, or 
whether IGA would seek to claim the entirety of Mudug.375 The controversy led to  
tensions between the FGS and the Puntland authorities, but they signed agreements  
in October 2014 and April 2015 that Mudug would continue to be shared between 
Puntland and the IGA.

Another source of tension was the role of the militia group ASWJ, an erstwhile ally  
of the FGS in the fight against al-Shabaab, that has considerable military and political 
power in central Somalia. ASWJ sought to attend negotiations on the formation of 
sub-national federal administrations as a distinct party to them. Fighting broke out 
between ASWJ forces and the SNA in December 2014 and February 2015, and ASWJ 
took control of a number of towns from the FGS.376 

In June 2015, a conference agreed upon the establishment of a new Interim Galmudug 
Administration (IGA), with a new president, constitution and regional assembly – an 
outcome that was once again praised by Somalia’s international partners.377 However, 
the Puntland authorities immediately rejected the agreement and suspended its  
relationship with the FGS on the basis that they believed the agreement contravened 
the provisional constitution. Puntland declared that the FGS had engaged “in an  
illegitimate process that is detrimental to the on-going peace and state-building efforts  
in Somalia”.378

It is important to note that none of these three new interim administrations can yet 
claim to control all of the territory nominally falling within their administration.  
In addition, the removal of al-Shabaab from some areas has provided space for other 
forms of conflict to emerge, including political conflicts linked to clan control of these 
administrations and smaller areas of territory. 

Puntland’s president and parliament (along with the IJA) also rejected the creation  
of – and nomination of members to – the crucial Federal Boundaries and Federation 
Commission, citing a lack of consultation and describing the process as unconstitu-
tional.379 The Commission has a vital role to play in the state formation process, with 
a mandate to recommend where the boundaries of federal member states should lie 
to the Somali Parliament, which will then demarcate them, creating space for future 
political tensions. 
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 2015:  Al-Shabaab continues to fight

While excluded from various statebuilding and political processes, al-Shabaab  
continues to exert influence across Somalia. Moving into areas from which AMISOM 
or other forces have withdrawn, al-Shabaab has extracted taxes, earned a substantial 
income from the charcoal trade, and collected tolls on roads leading to ports.380  
However, ongoing offensives by Somali forces, AMISOM and other troops have  
caused al-Shabaab to control significantly less territory than it did in 2009 and 2010.381 
Al-Shabaab continues to broadly apply asymmetric tactics, and it has increased direct 
attacks on AMISOM bases. Additionally, it has executed attacks in neighbouring 
countries, including Uganda and in Kenya. Following the death of Godane in a US 
airstrike in September 2014, some predicted a collapse of the organisation, but Godane 
was quickly replaced by Ahmed Omar Abu Ubeid, a relative unknown, under whose 
leadership al-Shabaab has carried out its first ever attack in Garowe, the capital of 
Puntland, which killed seven people. Al-Shabaab was also behind an attack on Garissa  
University in northern Kenya which killed at least 147 people. Various forces, including  
the US, Ethiopia and Kenya, have expanded airstrikes and drone attacks against  
al-Shabaab targets in more recent months. 

In some respects, Somalia under the leadership of the FGS has come a long way since  
2012. Government structures have been created and the government is at least  
nominally in control of significant areas of the country. Yet it remains extremely 
fragile. A series of key tasks, including the finalisation of the Constitution, have been 
seriously delayed. Others, such as holding one-person-one-vote elections, have been 
postponed indefinitely. While there has been significant progress on the formation of 
interim regional administrations and the creation of a federal system, these processes 
have been marred by political tensions and open conflict. The response of inter- 
national actors to these setbacks and their continued engagement with statebuilding 
processes will be instrumental to Somalia’s stabilisation and progress towards account-
able governance.
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ANNEX 3: Key drivers of conflict in Somalia

 1.  Poor governance 

The legacy of Siad Barre’s predatory and extractive central state has loomed large 
throughout the past 25 years of efforts to build an effective central government in 
Somalia. By the late 1980s, “the weight of nearly 20 years of rampant corruption, 
repression and state control had reduced Somali welfare to horrifically low levels”.  
State resources, including access to land and water, were used to reward clients and 
patronage networks. Successive authorities installed by international peace processes 
since 1991 have largely failed to provide crucial services to citizens.

While the establishment of a federal system of governance in 2012 promised to ensure 
an equitable balance of power among Somalia’s competing interests, and more broadly, 
an antidote to scepticism about the legitimacy of any Somali state, this has proven 
elusive. As Chatham House’s Jason Mosley and NGO Marqaati’s Mohamed Mubarak 
have highlighted, Somali actors do not have a consistent definition for ‘federalism’.382 
Consequently, the process of ‘federalising’ Somalia has been the source of tension 
and outright conflict as clans have fought to lay claim to certain regions, as a means 
of accessing political power. This has led to further concerns that the predatory state 
may be devolved to sub-national level, amid allegations of exclusion and the use of 
resources to reinforce local patronage networks in newly formed interim regional 
administrations. 

Poor governance also played a part in al-Shabaab’s rise. The group initially enjoyed 
popular support, partly because of its opposition to Ethiopia, but also because, as a 
2011 Human Rights Watch report highlighted, “in many areas, al-Shabaab rule has  
brought relative peace and order”.383 However, the same report noted that, “even where  
this holds true, security has come at a steep price – especially for women”.384 Indeed, 
al-Shabaab’s style of governance was marked by the application of an extreme inter-
pretation of shari’a law, which included harsh punishments for perceived breaches of 
the rules, including amputations, flogging and execution by stoning and other means, 
which had the effect of alienating much of the populace. 

Overall, governance of the Somali state remains a fraught endeavour, and clashes  
continue over resources, control and participation in political processes between  
interim regional administrations and the FGS.385

 2.  Corruption

Allegations of corruption have marred successive efforts to build a credible central  
state in Somalia, affecting development assistance, humanitarian aid and direct funding  
to Somali authorities. Entrenched patronage networks have led to repeated allegations 
of embezzlement on a grand scale. Corruption has undermined the legitimacy and 
credibility of successive governments in the eyes of the public and has created further 
incentives for the capture of the state. One report from the TFG Prime Minister’s office 
in May 2011 stated, “in 2009–2010 over $72 million in donor assistance was stolen and 
nearly a quarter of a billion dollars in revenues was unaccounted for.”386 This pattern 
has continued under the FGS, with the UN SEMG reporting in 2013 that: 
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“The system inherited by the new Government is in many ways beyond its control, while 
at times political decisions and appointments have exacerbated conditions of corruption. 
Ferocious competition for control of Government at the end of the transition process in  
the summer of 2012 entailed approaches to campaign financing that took the management  
of finances outside the public system or contributed to mismanagement through it.” 387

While donors have exerted considerable pressure on the FGS to reform its public 
financial management and reduce the scope for potential corruption, allegations 
continue. In November 2013, the governor of the central bank resigned and fled the 
country after only seven weeks in the post, citing pressure to permit corrupt financial 
activity.388 While the national authorities remain unwilling or unable to deal with such 
widespread allegations of corruption and the misappropriation of funds, their legiti-
macy will remain weak. In 2015, the UN SEMG alleged that senior SNA commanders  
were inflating troop numbers and embezzling funds meant for salary payments, 
potentially undermining any progress made in terms of rebuilding and reforming the 
SNA, and jeopardising the long-term peace prospects of Somalia.389

By contrast, analysis of al-Shabaab’s “highly effective tax, fundraising and payment 
systems”, has emphasised how its systems of financial control have enabled the group 
to both sustain itself and provide welfare to its members, all of which has resulted in a 
perception that al-Shabaab is “financially competent and less corrupt than the central 
and local authorities it opposes” and may be contributing to its survival.390

 3.  Impunity

Compounding weak governance structures across Somalia is a context of almost total 
impunity for wrongdoing, including human rights abuses and criminal activities such 
as corruption, both for Somali actors and international actors. There are multiple 
systems of law in operation in the country, including the statutory, or formal, system, 
shari’a and customary law, known as the xeer. These frequently overlap and contradict 
each other. Formal or statutory courts remain few and far between, and have been  
perceived by some as subject to abuse for the promotion of clan or individual interests.391  
Meanwhile, the xeer customary dispute resolution system, operational between and 
within clans, has generally focused on collective responsibility for harm caused, which 
has had the effect of undermining individual rights (particularly in relation to sexual 
and gender-based violence) and has also worked against smaller clans. The xeer system 
has also been weak with regard to the protection of and provision of justice to inter-
nally displaced persons (IDPs) in locations outside their traditional clan areas. 

There is some pressure to ensure that most al-Shabaab-related cases enter the justice 
system through the formal courts system. However, in the absence of a legal frame-
work for the prosecution of terrorism-related offences, these have been tried in the 
military courts.392 These courts have handed down numerous death sentences,  
including reportedly for membership offences.393 Such actions have been criticised on 
the basis that they have had the effect of dissuading people – particularly mid-level 
operatives – from defecting despite the amnesties offered to defectors by the FGS. 
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 4.  Clan identity 

The collapse of the Siad Barre regime brought the issue of clan identity into stark relief. 
Ostensibly, the regime had attempted to downplay issues of clan and tribalism, but had 
in fact ensured that minority clans in the country dominated government. As a result, 
clan- or regionally based armed groups emerged in response to state marginalisation. 
Post-1991 attempts to rebuild the state have further fuelled the rise of clan identity as 
a means to capture political power and control over resources, with traditional elders 
arguing that linking state and clan has “albeit inadvertently, raised the stakes; exacer-
bating competition between clan groups for control of state resources and contributing 
to the proliferation of ‘elders’”.394 

Indeed, the role that the clan has played in statebuilding and the construction of the 
Somali state has been formalised through the use of the ‘4.5 formula’ in power-sharing 
arrangements, including the formation of the TFG and the FGS.395 This has been  
created and embedded in statebuilding processes links between the state and the 
clan, providing clans with political power and control of patronage networks, as well 
as economic and military resources. Looking beyond the central government, local 
administrations have been used as ‘tools of domination’ by larger and more powerful 
clans against smaller clans and sub-clans, meaning that clan identity has become both 
a foundation and spoiler of peace and statebuilding efforts.396 

The marginalisation or exclusion – perceived or real – of groups from local and national  
power and resource sharing arrangements has also pushed them towards supporting 
groups opposed to the Federal Government or local authorities, including al-Shabaab. 
Barre Hirale’s actions during the formation of the IJA provide an example, whereby the 
perception of Marehan marginalisation from the process led to his announcement that 
while he was affiliated to the FGS, he was also conducting joint military planning with 
al-Shabaab in order to capture Kismayo from Ahmed Madobe’s Ras Kamboni group. 
Block clan affiliation with, or elder support for, al-Shabaab is not static, as Barre Hirale 
demonstrated. However, it is in some instances a reflection of political disputes and a 
means of persuading others to share resources and power. 

Beyond political control, parts of the country have also witnessed resource-based  
disputes between clans – including, as the Somalia Conflict Early Warning and 
Response Mechanism (CEWARN) indicated, between clans referred to as “settlers” 
and those described as “original inhabitants” of areas.397 Local hostilities emerging 
from such disputes have longer-term consequences for power-sharing arrangements, 
limiting trust and cooperation between groups and contributing to an imperative to  
capture local and, ultimately, national political control in order to redistribute resources.  
This has been exacerbated by the breakdown or waning of xeer, which (while far from 
perfect) has limited the ability of Somali actors to utilise such mechanisms to address 
and resolve conflict at local level, despite the current political primacy of clan in  
organising peacebuilding and statebuilding processes. 

 5.  Militarised society and the multiplicity of armed actors 

With state collapse came the collapse of state provided security. While there have 
been a number of efforts to reconstitute the Somali police force and SNA, much of the 
security provision for people in the southern and central areas of the country (outside 
of areas under al-Shabaab control) remains in the hands of militias, which are often 
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based on clan. These are in some cases affiliated – often very loosely – with national 
authorities, but their primary loyalty is more often towards a local commander. While 
earlier peace negotiations centred around negotiating ceasefires and disarmament, 
more recently, efforts have focused on either disarming or integrating militias into 
national structures. The 2013 agreement for the establishment of the IJA, for example, 
contained specific provisions for the integration of the Ras Kamboni militia group  
into the SNA, and there are similar negotiations taking place in relation to the armed 
forces of Puntland. However, in the context of a state that continues to be regarded  
as potentially predatory, and the emphasis on distribution of power and resources 
between clans, such negotiations remain challenging. Many actors are unwilling to 
relinquish military power in case it means relinquishing potential or actual political 
power. 2015 saw conflict between the FGS and elements of the ASWJ group associated 
with efforts to establish an interim administration in Galmudug in central Somalia. 

AMISOM remains a key source of security although it lacks a mandate to protect  
civilians because it remains a peace-enforcement rather than a peacekeeping operation.  
AMISOM troops have been accused of committing violations of international  
humanitarian law and international human rights law, including sexual violence and 
the killing of civilians. While some recent cases have been investigated, AMISOM is 
not always popular in its areas of operation, though many civil society actors inter-
viewed for this report generally saw the force as a necessity for the provision of some  
level of security. AMISOM’s role is particularly complicated due to the political interests  
of certain states that provide its troops and because of its specific mandate to support 
the FGS. 

The context of multiple security providers is exacerbated by the wide availability of 
weapons in the country, despite an arms embargo still being in force. The UN SEMG 
has regularly reported the availability of weapons in Somalia’s arms markets as well  
as cases where imported military assistance has been diverted to armed groups.398  
The accessibility of ostensibly prohibited or restricted weaponry and ammunition has 
been exacerbated by periods of non-compliance with reporting requirements by states 
providing support to the Somali security sector, which has reduced the transparency  
of such transfers and therefore the ability to track that such assistance is not diverted.

Weapon ownership is also still widely perceived as one of the most important means  
of safeguarding families and communities in the absence of an effective national –  
and de-politicised – police force in areas under the control of the FGS or sub-national 
administrations. 

 6.  Economic drivers of conflict 

Protracted violence, poverty and humanitarian crisis have left Somalia one of the  
world’s poorest countries, with significant levels of unemployment, under-employment,  
minimal education and significant humanitarian needs. 

 n More than 70 per cent of the population is under the age of thirty, with the unemploy-
ment rate for young people aged 14–29 estimated at 67 per cent.399 

 n Over a million people are estimated to be displaced within the country and around  
2.8 million are estimated to require either urgent, life-saving assistance or livelihood 
support to ensure that their situation does not further deteriorate.400 

Despite persistent conflict, Somalia’s economy, particularly its private sector, has  
demonstrated remarkable adaptive capacity and resilience. The relative strength of  
a number of sectors, including livestock and telecommunications, has led some  
commentators to describe the country as an “economy without a state”.401 Yet the private  
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sector has also been central in driving and reinforcing a war economy, bankrolling and 
paying taxes to various actors, including warlords and armed groups. 

Economic resources including air and sea ports have also witnessed regular competition  
and fights for control. In the 1990s, warlords competing for control of Mogadishu  
fought to take over major economic assets including markets and air and seaports in an  
effort to secure rents from those installations. These remain the subject of competition 
between emerging administrations today; Article Two of the Addis Agreement, which 
established the IJA in July 2013, includes detailed provisions for the management and 
distribution of income from the Kismayo air and seaports and other revenues and 
resources between the FGS and IJA.402 

  Charcoal Charcoal is another economic resource that has been a factor in ongoing 
conflict in Somalia. It also contributes to environmental degradation, further threaten- 
ing livelihoods across the country. Speaking at the launch event for the Somalia  
Programme for Sustainable Charcoal Production and Alternative Livelihoods  
(PROSCAL) in April 2013, the UN Resident Coordinator said that the “charcoal trade 
is directly linked with instability and is a major impediment to the peace process.  
The charcoal industry affects livelihood security, it exacerbates community conflicts 
and increases vulnerability to drought. The industry is a source of tension and a major 
source of funding for militias”.403

Somali’s charcoal exports, a key source of funding for al-Shabaab, are estimated to  
have been worth at least $250 million in 2013 and 2014 – despite being the subject of  
an UNSC embargo since February 2012.404 The trade has enabled the group to generate  
income outside its areas of operation, independent of the success of its armed campaigns,  
“enabling them to regroup and resurface again and again after apparent military 
defeat”.405

  Extractive industry Estimates suggest that Somalia may contain hydrocarbon reserves  
equivalent to Kuwait’s, which presents an attractive opportunity for international oil  
companies, despite ongoing insecurity.406 Oil also presents a potential revenue stream  
and development resource for Somalia’s authorities. However, in a context of protracted  
resource-based conflict, inadequate or non-existent legal frameworks, limited trans-
parency and allegations of widespread corruption, exploitation of Somalia’s extractive 
resources could exacerbate existing tensions.407 It also risks exacerbating tensions 
with Somalia’s neighbours; ongoing exploration activity in areas of water disputed by 
Somalia and Kenya has led to a pending legal challenge by Somalia at the International 
Court of Justice. 

  Humanitarian aid Somalia has undergone a 25-year humanitarian crisis, including 
two famines in 1992 and 2011. Although this has galvanised humanitarian support, 
levels of assistance have often been tied to donor interest in political processes oriented 
towards reconstructing the Somali state.408

In 1992, humanitarian assistance was $410.6 million according to Somalia experts  
Laura Hammond and Hannah Vaughan-Lee, dropping to an average of $50–60 million  
between 1995 and 2003 before scaling up in 2004, as the TFG was formed, to $108.5 
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million, spiking in 2009 at $663.9 million, before dropping in 2010 to $496.5 million 
and rising again in 2011 to $787 million.409

Aid resources have been a key political and economic factor in Somalia’s conflict. 
In the 1990s, humanitarian aid was a key resource for capture by warlords, used to 
improve their military strength and purchase access to political processes. Bradbury  
argues that the “huge intervention in the south [in the 1990s] entrenched the predatory  
warlord structures, spawned a new class of entrepreneurs and perpetuated Mogadishu  
as a locus of conflict.”410 Since the 1990s, the diversion of material assistance has 
continued unabated, with the TFG and al-Shabaab accused in 2011 of “diverting aid 
resources in order to lure people to areas under their control or to prevent people from 
seeking assistance in areas outside of their control”.411

Maxwell et al. have argued “given the impact of the attacks of September 11, 2011, and a  
shift towards a ‘security’ imperative (away from a humanitarian one), it was inevitable  
that aid in Somalia would be used increasingly for political ends.”412 Tied to this, 
humanitarian assistance has been increasingly restricted by international actors citing 
concerns about its diversion, particularly to al-Shabaab – as was the case for £480,000-
worth of the UK’s DFID humanitarian assistance between 2011 and 2012.413 

Significantly, in March 2010, a UN SEMG report claimed widespread diversion of food 
aid, and made specific allegations that three contractors were diverting over half of all 
food aid in the country.414 Amid ongoing investigations, famine was declared across 
large parts of Somalia, both in government- and al-Shabaab-held territory. Counter-
terrorism legislation implemented in response to concerns about diversion of aid  
has at times dramatically curtailed assistance available to vulnerable communities,  
particularly those living in al-Shabaab-controlled areas, which was particularly obvious  
during the 2011 famine, with few organisations willing (or able) to operate in these 
areas. 

  Remittances Somalia is heavily dependent on remittances, receiving an estimated 
$1.3 billion every year. This accounts for between 25 and 45 per cent of its economy  
and exceeds the amount the country receives in humanitarian assistance, development 
aid and direct foreign investment combined.415 However, for external actors, Somali 
remittances have been described as a “mysterious and somewhat baffling alternative 
international financial infrastructure, which seems opaque to external supervision 
and vulnerable to exploitation for money laundering and financing terrorism”.416 As a 
result, many Somali MTOs – institutions responsible for the flow of remittances into 
Somalia – are viewed as high-risk customers for banks and have found it increasingly 
difficult to access banking services, particularly in the US, UK and Australia.417 

This risks strengthening al-Shabaab’s recruitment capabilities on the basis that  
restricted flows reduce opportunity and could “mobilise the anger and grievance on 
which terrorist organisations thrive.”418 For as long as al-Shabaab – and other groups –  
are able to pay their members more regularly than state institutions; this will remain 
a potential driver of individuals into their ranks.419 Additionally, such restrictions 
could drive the flow of remittances underground, making them less transparent and 
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accountable and increasing the potential for their misuse or diversion into the very 
groups that regulatory frameworks in the West are seeking to avoid. 

  The economic vulnerability of young people The economic precariousness of 
young people is a major potential cause of conflict in Somalia. While recent research 
by Mercy Corps found no relationship between job status and support or willingness  
to participate in political violence,420 a recent United Nations Development Programme  
(UNDP) Somalia Development Report notes that: 

“…youth are major actors in the conflict, constituting the bulk of participants in militias 
and criminal gangs including al Shabaab. Lost opportunities, unclear identity and a 
growing sense of marginalization among a youth in an environment of state collapse,  
violent conflict and economic decline provide fertile ground for youth radicalization.  
The same reasons that have pushed young Somalis to join al Shabaab have also drawn 
them to join street gangs”.421 

Further research by the Institute for Security Studies and Finnish Church Aid has high- 
lighted how economic incentives have been pivotal in driving al-Shabaab recruitment.422

 7.  Religious ideology 

One of the primary concerns of all international actors engaged in Somalia has been 
the containment of radical Islamism. This has centred around ensuring that no ‘safe 
haven’ for international terrorism exists due to a weak state as well as concerns about 
extreme Islamist groups within Somalia itself. Concerns about the role of extremist  
ideologies began to emerge in the 1990s both because of the activities of al-Qaeda 
in East Africa and the rise of a Somali group, AIAI. These fears became particularly 
acute following 9/11 and again following the emergence of the ICU. They were largely 
realised after the collapse of the ICU and the emergence of new groups including 
al-Shabaab. Many of AIAI’s leaders and members became active in these successive 
groups. 

Many of these groups have espoused extremist interpretations of shari’a and attempted 
to establish Islamist states in their areas of operation. Al-Shabaab is, of course, the 
most high-profile of these groups, in large part due to its success in capturing and 
administering territory across southern and central Somalia. It has been estimated at 
various points to have controlled almost 80 per cent of the country. 

However, its ideology has been neither static, nor homogenous. It began as a largely 
nationalist-Islamist entity, leveraging public opposition to Ethiopia’s military  
intervention in 2006. However, the group became increasingly transnational in focus, 
attacking civilians in Uganda watching the football World Cup in July 2010, formally  
affiliating itself with al-Qaeda in 2012, and building a considerable foreign membership.  
2013 saw a process of internal purging in which Godane killed – or ordered the killing –  
of a number of senior leaders, reducing a “once relatively heterogeneous” leadership 
into “the more extremist fringe: an Al-Qaeda franchise in Somalia, imbued with the 
‘takfiri’ ethos that legitimizes the killing of other Muslims and a recommitment to the 
cause of international jihad and the restoration of an Islamic caliphate.”423 Botha and 
Abdie’s research into recruitment indicated strong perceptions of victimisation, with 
98 per cent of their respondents believing that Islam was under threat. 

It is this vision of al-Shabaab as driven by a violent interpretation of Islam that has 
come to dominate, reinforced by tactics such as suicide bombings inside Somalia 
against Muslims, including civilians. Outside the country, attacks in Kenya have often 
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attempted to polarise communities on the basis of their religion. In several attacks, 
those responsible were said to have divided their victims depending on their religion, 
allowing Muslim people to go free while killing non-Muslims.

However, at the same time al-Shabaab’s membership or affiliation is in many other 
cases extremely fluid and can often be invoked as an expression of opposition to  
existing or emerging political dynamics, particularly at the local level, or as a response 
to economic incentives. While religious motives are important in recruitment, the 
Institute for Security Studies Anneli Botha and Mahdi Abdile emphasised that: 

“It is clear that only a small percentage of interviewees were completely integrated into  
the organisation or truly believed in al-Shabaab and what it represents (23%) or regarded 
al-Shabaab as being the solution to Somalia’s problems (17%). Instead, the majority of 
interviewees were drawn to al-Shabaab because it is feared and respected (99%) and the 
fact that when they as individuals are armed they are respected (94%). To place this in 
perspective, it is important to remember that the overwhelming majority of interviewees 
were foot soldiers, not commanders, who joined because of the economic opportunities  
al-Shabaab potentially provided.”424

 8.  External factors

External actors, including regional actors, have played a significant role in shaping  
Somalia’s conflicts and the resulting peacebuilding and governance efforts. The conflict  
between Eritrea and Ethiopia led to a proxy war in Somalia between the two, and 
resulted in sanctions on Eritrea for its alleged involvement with opposition groups in 
Somalia. Links between actors in Somalia and Yemen – particularly around the arms 
trade – have had significant implications for both countries. The thousands of refugees 
and asylum-seekers who have entered Somalia since the beginning of the Yemeni civil 
war in early 2015 also have the potential to influence and drive conflict, particularly at 
the community or local level. 

Actors including Turkey,425 Qatar and the United Arab Emirates are also increasingly 
active, particularly around the delivery of humanitarian assistance, and have  
encountered many of the risks that such activities entail. They are introducing new 
political dynamics, potentially undermining the traditional dominance of Western 
actors in the country and influencing local political competition.426 These actors have 
their own agendas and ambitions for engagement in the country. Their interests are 
not static, but fluctuate continually.



Saferworld is an independent international organisation working to prevent violent 
conflict and build safer lives. We work with local people affected by conflict to improve 
their safety and sense of security, and conduct wider research and analysis. We use this 
evidence and learning to improve local, national and international policies and practices 
that can help build lasting peace. Our priority is people – we believe that everyone should 
be able to lead peaceful, fulfilling lives, free from insecurity and violent conflict.

In recent years Western actors including the US, UK, and the EU have put responses to 
terrorism, violent extremism and instability among their foremost priorities. Yet, despite 
the investment of huge resources – primarily military, but also financial, human and 
political – by Western actors, the results of this action have been mixed at best. 

There has not been sufficiently full and frank public debate about the lessons of past 
engagement in countries where a global terror threat has been identified, nor about how 
future engagement could be improved in the interests of building lasting peace founded 
on the fulfilment of human rights. However, failure to recognise and pursue effective 
peacebuilding alternatives to these approaches could condemn Western actors and 
their partners to a vicious circle that they can ill afford: multiplying instability wherever 
they attempt to reduce it, and in response becoming ever more belligerent in the face 
of renewed threats, while compromising their commitments to democracy, justice and 
human rights. In the discussion paper Dilemmas of counter-terror, stabilisation and  
statebuilding, Saferworld provided a review of global evidence on the impacts of existing  
approaches, and suggested a number of constructive directions for improved policy.

This report on Somalia is accompanied by two other reports on Afghanistan and Yemen. 
Together, they explore the issues identified in the initial discussion paper through 
detailed examination of specific country contexts from a peacebuilding perspective –  
in order to stimulate further debate on the lessons learnt. 
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