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After parliamentary 

elections ushered in a 

new government, 

Somalia seems to have 

arrived at the end of its 

transitional period. Yet 

old problems and 

challenges remain. 

 

After more than 20 years of conflict and political turmoil, Somalia may have 

reached a turning point. In the country so often described as a 'failed state', a 

new political process was initiated on 1 August 2012, with elections for a new 

federal parliament and the adoption of a new constitution. In September 2012, 

the parliament chose the country's new president — Hassan Skeikh Mohamud 

— from a pool of 25 candidates. On 4 November President Mohamud 

appointed Abdi Farah Shirdon 'Saaid' as Prime Minister, and Saaid subsequently 

formed a government. Two positive elements should be highlighted in this 

context: first, the President is a newcomer to politics and represents a rupture 

with the country's tainted political past. Second, two women were among the 

ten new members of government sworn in on 13 November.  

In a statement welcoming the new government, the EU's HR/VP Catherine 

Ashton suggested that the limited number of ministries rightly responded to 

the need to implement key priorities for the Somali people. She also underlined 

the EU's strong commitment to Somalia's peace process1. The international 

community has optimistically considered the new government a symbol of the 

end of Somalia's transitional period. Yet a number of challenges still remain, 

including internal security and regional instability, which may hamper the 

peace process. Furthermore, the government's reliance on international aid and 

the fact that most of Somalia is controlled by the African Union Mission in 

Somalia (AMISOM) troops constrain the development of an independent 

functional state. 

Twenty years of 'failed' statehood 

 

 

Somalia is internationally known as one of the most complex countries in the 

world. After the military coup that deposed President Siad Barre in 1991, the 

                                                               

1 Catherine Ashton, High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, 

statement issued on 13th November 2012. 

http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_Data/docs/pressdata/EN/foraff/133454.pdf  



Two decades of 

conflicts and 

humanitarian crises 

identify Somalia as a 

'failed state'  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The EU is strongly 

committed to all 

aspects of Somalia's 

peace process  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A number of 

international forces are 

present in the country.  

country became the theatre of a power struggle between warlords split into 

clans and sub-clans. International efforts made in the last 20 years to mend 

the situation were unsuccessful. Since the 1990s, Somalia has been plagued 

by numerous political and humanitarian problems. More recently, the threats 

of Islamist terrorism and criminal activities such as piracy have added to the 

country's woes. There are many reasons to believe that political instability 

within the country has encouraged the development of these activities, which 

in turn have damaged international stability.  

Since 2008, the EU has been fighting piracy on the Somali coast through 

operation EUNAVFOR 'Atalanta'. NATO's operation 'Ocean Shield' pursues the 

same goal in the area: ensuring the safety of maritime routes off the strategic 

Horn of Africa. As Somalia's largest donor, EU aid covers a wide range of 

interventions, encompassing humanitarian aid, development cooperation, 

political dialogue and crisis management. Since 2009, the EU has carried out 

the Somalia Training Mission (EUTM), which aims to reinforce the Somali 

National Armed Force2.  

Threats in Somalia also include the presence of the militant Islamist group Al-

Shabaab, linked to Al-Qaeda. The lack of a functional government in Somalia 

raised concerns in the US about how to respond to the growing number of 

Islamist forces. Since the mid-2000s, Somalia has been an important venue for 

the fight against Islamist terrorism. In late 2006, Ethiopian troops, backed by 

the US, invaded Somalia and defeated the Union of Islamic Courts (UIC), which 

had held power in Mogadishu for a few months and was viewed as too radical 

by the US. The invasion, although carried out to support the weak Somali 

Transitional Federal Government (TFG), threw the country into greater 

turmoil, as it strengthened the position of radical Islamist groups like Al-

Shabaab.  

Since then, an international presence has remained in the country, most 

visibly through the deployment of AMISOM troops supported by UN Security 

Council. AMISOM is composed of troops from Uganda, Kenya, Burundi, 

Djibouti and Sierra Leone, and its mandate has been renewed a number of 

times; it currently runs until January 20133. Ethiopian troops are also present 

in Somalia. In parallel to military operations, the western-backed TFG was 

tasked with guiding the country through a transitional process, initially 

scheduled to last until 2011. That year, responding to the lack of concrete 

results in the TFG administration, the international community extended this 

process and set up a 'road map' specifying the steps required to end the 

transition and build a new government. 

Weaknesses and strengths of the political process  

 

 

The Presidential election in September thus concluded the 'road map' and 

marked the end of the transitional period. Although the international 

                                                               

2 EUTM Somalia,  in the website:  http://www.consilium.europa.eu/eeas/security-defence/eu-

operations/eu-somalia-training-mission?lang=en  
3 Africa Union Mission in Somalia in the website:  http://amisom-au.org/    



 

Even if welcome by the 

international 

community, Somali's 

recent political process 

had important 

shortcomings. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A positive outcome of 

the recent election is 

the selection of a 

president with no links 

to the country's old 

ruling class. 

 

community welcomed these developments, the context of the electoral 

process was far from ideal. Due to widespread insecurity in the country, 

democratic elections proved impossible, and the new constitution was not 

subject to a popular vote, but was instead approved by the Constituent 

Assembly in August 2012. The constitution outlines a federal state structure 

for the country, although the exact competences of the country's regions are 

to be fixed by the new administration. The regions of Somaliland and Putland, 

which have declared themselves independent and which did not participate 

in the decision process, may not be open to functioning within this system. 

Like the constitution, the members of the new federal parliament were not 

elected democratically, but by an assembly of elders and intellectuals. 

Representatives were selected according with the '4.5 clan formula' also used 

by the TFG: one appointment for each of the four major Somali clans, and 0.5 

to the coalition of minority clans. The parliament was formed by 275 

members, 30 of them women. This represents only 14 % of the total members, 

not the 30 % specified by the new constitution. But given the difficult context, 

14% represents a significant first achievement. 

The election of Hassan Sheikh Mohamud as President is also positive. Sheik 

Mohamud is an outsider to the Somali political clique, and his background as 

a civil society activist signals a clear rupture with the old political class. His 

election may signal the desire of some members of the Somali elite to 

distance themselves from the corruption and maladministration of the old 

TFG. According to the UN, 70 % of funds provided by international donors to 

the TFG were never accounted for in the 2009-2010 period4.  

Yet Mohamud's distance from the previous administration may also prove a 

handicap. One of the first and most important tasks awaiting him will be to 

strengthen the legitimacy of central administration organs in an inclusive 

manner in order to improve governance.  

Despite the wave of optimism — particularly in Mogadishu — that welcomed 

Mohamud's election and the new government, the new administration faces 

major challenges in terms of internal insecurity, unstable politics and an 

uncertain constitutional and humanitarian situation.  

The government's principal challenges  

 

 

The government must 

gain control of the 

Somali territory.  

An immediate problem for the administration is its lack of direct control of the 

country: just 20% of the territory is controlled by Somali forces that report 

directly to the President. The remaining territory is split between AMISOM, 

foreign troops and other clan militia. The government must therefore urgently 

mediate between the different actors involved, whilst also achieving a degree 

of independence from external actors to centralise the administration and 

gain legitimacy.  

                                                               

4 EIU, Somalia Country Report 4th quarter 2012; available in the website  www.eiu.com  



 

 

 

The previous 

Transitional Federal 

Government's lack of 

legitimacy hampered 

cooperation on 

humanitarian aid.  

A second important challenge is the internal security threat posed by Al-

Shabaab. In 2011, the group was driven out of Mogadishu by AMISOM, and in 

October 2012 Al-Shabaab lost its control of the strategically important port of 

Kismayo (its last major stronghold). Nevertheless, even if Al-Shabaab loses 

control of territory in southern and central Somalia, it may still mount terrorist 

operations to destabilise the country — as was underscored by the group's 

bomb attack against President Mohamud the day following his election. 

Military forces, including AMISOM, should adapt their strategy accordingly. 

However, AMISOM is generally perceived as a foreign occupying force with no 

local legitimacy — the same problem faced by the TFG government, which 

failed to provide basic services in the areas liberated from Al-Shabaab.  

Another crucial challenge for Somalia's new government is addressing the 

ongoing humanitarian crisis stemming from the 2011 famine. The United 

Nations High Commission for Refugee (UNHCR) estimates that 1.46 million 

people are displaced within Somalia and more than one million are refugees 

in other countries5. The former TFG failed to provide basic services, such as 

health, thereby worsening the humanitarian crisis. In order to ameliorate this 

crisis and strengthen cooperation with key international and non-state actors, 

including NGOs, the government should prioritise the internal security 

problem and try to gain legitimacy.  

Somalia's next steps 

 

 

 

 

 

To achieve peace, 

Somalia needs to 

become a functional 

state at all levels. 

The international community has welcomed the change in Somalia's political 

situation. The new president's proximity to western governments may also aid 

cooperation in fighting Islamists and pirates. The EU's confidence in the new 

Somali administrators will bolster its work with civil society organisations and 

the government. The European Union recently pledged EUR 158 million6 to 

Somalia to restore the state through improvements in education, the legal 

system and security. The EU has also launched 'EU CAP Nestor', which aims to 

build maritime security capabilities within Somalia and provide an exit strategy 

for Atalanta7. 

These are the basic steps that will rebuild Somalia with a functional state 

administration at the central, regional and local levels to work towards a 

sustainable peace. Somalia still has a distance to go to become a democratic 

state with an open competition for power, but these first steps are crucial. The 

new government must gain independence from external actors involved in 

Somalia's political process, centralise the administration, and strengthen the 

legitimacy of its administrative organs by ensuring they adopt an inclusive 

character.  

 

                                                               

5 UNCHR,  http://www.unhcr.org/pages/49e483ad6.html  
6 Reuters, EU gives 200 million USD for security education in turbulent Somalia, November 4, 

2012  
7 EU CAP Nestor - in the website:  http://www.consilium.europa.eu/eeas/security-defence/eu-

operations/eucap-nestor  


