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The political crisis in Somalia 

 

The Federal Administration of Somalia led by President Mohamed Abdullahi Mohamed 

"Farmajo" and his Prime Minister, Hassan Ali Khaire, is going through a deep political crisis, triggered 

by a series of domestic and international setbacks. Sheikh Muse's extradition has affected negatively 

the nationalist pedigree of the standing government, while the diplomatic controversy of the Gulf has 

dug a gap in the relationship between Mogadishu and regional administrations. 

  

The case of Sheikh Muse extradition. 

The election of Mohamed Abdullahi Mohamed to the federal presidency of Somalia in February 

2017 had initially been welcomed with some coldness within the Ethiopian government’s circle. 

The reasons for this caution were varied. First of all, Mohamed's victory had come at the 

expense of the outgoing President Sheikh Mohamud, whose re-election was welcomed with favour 

by Addis Ababa in order to ensure the continuity of a friendly regime in Mogadishu.  

In addition, Farmajo's appeal to Somali nationalist sentiment to overcome divisions between 

clans had raised fears of the return of a possible political axis between Mogadishu and the rebel 

armed movement of the Ogaden National Liberation Front (ONLF), which is struggling for the 

secession of the Somali Regional State (SRS) from the Federal Republic of Ethiopia. For all these 

reasons, the news of the extradition of the long-running exponent of the IFLF Abdikarin Sheikh Muse 

surprised many observers. 

Sheikh Muse was arrested by the Somali armed forces at the end of August in the town 

of Galkayo, where he had made a stop while moving towards Mogadishu. The Somali Federal 

Government then handed it over to the Ethiopian counterpart, as confirmed by the Foreign Affairs 

Ministry of Addis Ababa1 . The news of his extradition caused a political earthquake in Somalia: 

several local commentators attacked the decision as an insult to the sovereignty of the country, with 

the aggravating factor that the recipient of the measure was a prominent member of an organization 

indirectly linked to the idea of Somali nationalism embraced by Farmajo before elections2. 

The federal government faced the situation with a two-tiered strategy. On the one hand, the 

Prime Minister's Office issued a statement on 6 September in which he justified the extradition 

of Abdikarim Sheikh Muse as the natural application of a bilateral agreement signed between 

Ethiopia and Somalia in June 2015 and reiterated in May 2016, according to which the two countries 

recognized the terrorist nature of the ONLF and Al Shabaab and pledged to deliver their components 

to the counterpart when captured. The statement also stated that Sheikh Muse was not only a 

prominent member of the ONLF, but had direct links with Al Shabaab itself, thus posing a direct 

threat to Somalia's interests. 

On the same day, the Somali Foreign Affairs Ministry issued an internal order to all diplomatic 

representatives seconded to third countries, forbidding them to disseminate any information on the 

topic with foreign media without the express permission of Mogadishu3. 

The ratio of this behaviour was attributable to the desire to minimize the impact of the affair on 

the media and discharge the political responsibility of the act on the previous administration.  

                                                        
1 http://abcnews.go.com/amp/International/wireStory/ethiopia-somalia-helped-rebel-leaders-surrender-49567298 
2 http://www.horndiplomat.com/2017/09/26/farmajos-betrayal-of-the-somali-people/ 
3 http://www.mfa.gov.et/web/guest/-/a-week-in-the-horn-08-09-2017- 
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By pointing out that Mogadishu had merely applied a treaty already in force, the federal 

administration attempted to dismiss the extradition as a simple administrative act aimed at 

implementing international agreements inherited from the presidency of Sheikh Mohamud. 

The same dialectical ambiguities were not lacking in the ranks of the opposition, particularly 

among those who had been the main supporters of the original agreement. An example is provided 

by the former chairman of the regional state of Galmudug, Husein Guled, signatory to the agreement 

of May 2016 between the Ethiopian Government and the Galmudug administration for the 

suppression of armed movements operating across the common border. Guled immediately 

distinguished himself as one of the harshest critics of the delivery of the ONLF exponent, arguing 

that the original agreement was not binding for the Somali federal government nor was it related to 

the transfer of prisoners 4 . This harsh debate highlights how the delivery of Sheikh Muse has 

reopened a wound in the Somali society, which still keeps in mind the memory of the armed conflict 

with Ethiopia in 1977 over control of the Ogaden region. 

  

The crisis elements of the presidency "Farmajo ". 

The episode of Sheikh Muse may further undermine the already precarious position of Federal 

President “Farmajo”. According to some observers, a motion of mistrust to Prime 

Minister Khaire could be presented soon by a substantial group of deputies within the 

parliamentary. In this respect, the welding between the nationalist elements that had in 

the past supported the rise of Farmajo and the opposition linked to the former presidency could 

easily pave the way for the creation of a transversal majority in favour of the motion of no confidence. 

The fall of Khaire would have disastrous consequences for the federal presidency. The choice 

of the Prime Minister had been in many ways a demonstration of Farmajo's strength, since the 

appointment of the Khaire had distanced Farmajo from the logic of clan politics. Khaire had been 

identified by virtue of his professional past, but enjoyed little political weight in the capital due to his 

belonging to a relatively marginal sub-clan, the Hawyie Murursade. It is no coincidence 

that Khaire's choice was met with great annoyance by one of the most influential sub-clans of 

central-southern Somalia, the Hawyie Habr Gedir, who had guaranteed a decisive support 

to Farmajo in the balloting against the outgoing President 

Sheikh Mohamud (Hawyie Abgal). The ratio of this choice was the hope that, with the election of 

a Daarod to the presidency, the practice of assigning the second most important post to the other 

big Somali clan family – the Hawyie - would reward the Habr Gedir for their efforts. Nevertheless, 

Farmajo's "technical" choice frustrated these ambitions. 

A second front of crisis for the federal presidency is the security issue in the capital. The 

clashes of these weeks in Mogadishu have reiterated the urgent need for the reform of the military 

and police apparatus, currently crossed by clan divisions that prevent the full use of the armed forces 

against the Al Shabaab. The battle of the police and the National Intelligence and Security Agency 

(NISA) against a Somali National Army brigade on the northern outskirts of Mogadishu in September 

has once again revealed the fragmentation of what officially is the government security apparatus. 

The clashes between NIA and the Army, in fact, concealed the battle under trace 

between Hawiye Abgal and Hawyie Habr Gedir for control of the capital and its environs.  

The statements issued by some members of the Third Brigade about the alleged police attempt 

to force soldiers and their families off the land they own make the idea of how clashes are related to 

the control of specific resources5. The federal government is struggling to curb this drift and assert a 

more effective control over the various units under its nominal authority. 

                                                        
4 http://www.horndiplomat.com/2017/09/07/somalia-onlf-member-transferred-to-ethiopia-was-terrorist-regional-thre 
5 http://www.arabnews.com/node/1162321/world 
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In this regard, for example, the federal administration has recently fired the head of intelligence 

and police in Hamarwyne district, the scene of an assassination attempt by Al Shabaab against the 

Secretary General of the Somali National Women Organization, with the apparent complicity of the 

police. 

  

The internal repercussions of the Gulf crisis 

At the international level, the Farmajo presidency is facing the challenge presented by the Gulf 

diplomatic crisis and its implications for the relationship between federal government and regional 

administrations. 

Repeated attempts by the United Arab Emirates (UAE) and Saudi Arabia to induce Mogadishu 

to align itself with the in the condemnation of Qatar did not yield the hoped effects. Not even the 

bilateral meeting with Al Sisi at the end of August was enough to convince the Somali president to 

abandon his position of neutrality, which in fact has translated into a privileged axis with Doha and 

Turkey. The inauguration on September 30 of the Turkish military training camp in Mogadishu, at 

the presence of the Chief of Staff of the Turkish Armed Forces, has also confirmed the privileged 

role of Turkey in Somalia. Designed to accommodate 200 Turkish trainers at a first stage, the military 

installation extends over an area of 400 hectares and should allow training of up to 1500 recruits at 

a time, with a special focus on the formation of officers and non-commissioned officers.  

The inauguration of the base follows an already intense civil aid program: Turkey provides 

direct financial support to the government budget along with World Bank and Saudi Arabia, while 

another quarter of the federal budget depends on the tariffs paid by Turkish companies operating 

the port and airport of Mogadishu. This state of affairs contributes to making Ankara the most 

influential international partner of the federal institutions. The renewed Turkish commitment, in fact, 

has come to intersect with the decentralization of the military and economic assistance programs 

offered by Western and Gulf countries to regional administrations and other informal actors. 

The inauguration of the Turkish military base has been welcomed with reservation by Saudi 

Arabia, which may interpret it as an attempt to widen Ankara's strategic projection into the Horn of 

Africa at the expense of its regional competitors6. Nevertheless, the official policy of Saudi Arabia 

towards Mogadishu remains marked by pragmatism. This is evidenced by the fact that despite the 

refusal of Farmajo to review its position on the Gulf crisis even after the visit to Ryad in early October, 

the Saudi government announced the intention to renew its direct support package to the Somali 

federal budget for a total amount of $ 50 million. 

At present, the real challenge for the Somali presidency is not to avoid international isolation, 

but to prevent tensions with the Gulf Countries from translating into excessive strengthening of 

alternative internal political stakeholders. This equation is especially valid for the regional 

administrations that have cleverly exploited the tension between Mogadishu, Riyadh and Abu Dhabi 

to expand their foreign policy prerogatives and gain independent access to public and private aid 

from abroad.  In the span of a few months, the administrations of 

Puntland, Galmudug and Southwest have publicly declared their dissatisfaction with the neutral 

position of the federal government, aligning themselves with the EAU and Saudi Arabia against 

Qatar. The only two regional states that did not take a hostile position against Mogadishu on the gulf 

crisis are Jubbaland and Hirshebelle. In the latter case, however, the community of views was made 

possible by the change of presidency that affected the regional administration at the end of August, 

not without a certain degree of sympathy on the part of the federal institutions. The motion of no 

confidence that had been submitted by members of the local parliament against the then acting 

president, Abdullah Osoble , had in fact followed the latter’s trip to the UAE and Saudi Arabia: a 

                                                        
6 http://www.horndiplomat.com/2017/10/05/saudi-analystturkish-role-in-somalia-is-a-threat-to-the-security-of-the-

kingdom/ 
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timeline that shows how the federal government has adopted a policy of direct intervention in the 

internal debate of regional states. Further support to this thesis is provided by the fact that 

Mogadishu immediately recognized the legitimacy of the no confidence vote against Osoble and that 

the newly elected President of HirShebelle , Abdi Waare , immediately deployed his administration 

on the side of the central government, criticizing the conduct of other Somali regional states and their 

attempt to exercise foreign policy prerogatives that are vested at federal level7. 

The suspicions of federal interference in the internal politics of regional administrations 

reappeared in September and involved this time the Galmudug region. Everything started when the 

regional president Ahmed Du'alle Haaf, returning from a visit to the UAE, publicly denounced his 

opposition to the federal government’s foreign policy, demanding a review of the Somali position in 

favour of Saudi Arabia.  Haaf  was then attacked by a motion of no confidence presented by the 

regional parliament and subsequently certified by the same president of the Galmudug regional high 

court . The acting president, however, rejected the vote of mistrust as illegitimate, painting opposition 

parliamentarians as instruments of the federal government to submit the Galmudug administration 

to the will of Mogadishu. Although the fear of generalized violence triggered by the arrival of clan 

militias in the capital Adado  gradually dissipated following the mediation of the local council of 

elders, the episode has paved the way to the beginning of a sort of Cold War between Galmudug and 

the federal government, triggering what is likely to be one of the worst political crisis since the 

beginning of the presidency of Farmajo . On 30 September Haaf announced the suspension of all 

flights between Adado and Mogadishu, declaring the state of emergency for three months in order 

to defend himself from the undue interference of the federal government. A few days later, the 

chairman of the regional assembly was placed under house arrest, while the vice-president of the 

high court regretted the validity of the ruling issued by the tribunal a few days earlier and denounced 

the conduct of his direct superior8. On October 4, the Bureau of Communication of Galmudug issued 

an official statement that unequivocally reveals the state of tension between Adado and Mogadishu: 

the prime minister was accused of using public money to bribe some parliamentary factions and 

subvert the result of regional elections, while the federal president was invited to remove Khaire from 

office "before the chaos and the end of the rule of law undermine the progress made by the Somali 

people"9. 

The Galmudug crisis seems to have opened a generalized fracture between federal and 

regional level. An indication to this effect comes from the referral of the consultative conference 

launched by the federal government in Mogadishu on October 8th. The meeting, which was originally 

aimed to give new impetus to the state-region dialogue on constitutional reforms, was officially 

postponed for technical problems. The chairman of the Parliamentary Committee on Constitutional 

Reform, Abdi Hassan Awale , however, refuted this version and spoke of dissatisfaction with the 

other parties involved in the decision-making process. In particular, he accused the Minister for 

Constitutional Affairs of not taking into proper account the point of view of regional authorities10. 

The decision by the regional heads of state to meet in Kisimaio on October 12 but  

independently from the federal government is in this regard the confirmation of the state of tension 

between central government and peripheral administrations in contemporary Somalia. 

  

 

  

                                                        
7  https://www.modernghana.com/news/804898/newly-elected-hirshabelle-president-backs-federal-government.html 
8  http://goobjoog.com/english/high-court-judges-in-galmudug-distance-themselves-from-tuesday-verdict/ 
9  http://ceelhuur.com/galmudug-statement-attempts-destabilize-institutions/ 
10  http://www.garoweonline.com/en/news/somalia/somalia-national-constitutional-review-meeting-postponed 
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Analysis, assessments and forecasts 

The continuation of the diplomatic dispute in the Gulf and the news 

of Sheikh Muse's extradition have triggered a series of dynamics that may provoke the early political 

end of Prime Minister Hassan Khaire and the beginning of a period of crisis for the Federal 

Presidency. 

The on-going dispute between regional administrations and federal government reveals the 

main weakness of the process of reconstruction of the Somali institutions, namely the lack of a clear 

allocation of resources and prerogatives between central and regional administrations. The federal 

government is relatively weak in financial terms, especially if compared to its regional counterparts. 

This gap stimulates continued competition between the different levels of government, which are 

perfectly aware of the possibility to reshape the constitutional process with the fait accompli.  

In this regard, Italy could make clearer choices in developing a foreign aid policy to Somalia, 

thus maximizing the ability to influence centre-periphery relations in a way that is consistent with its 

political and economic interests in the area. 


