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Political and security developments in Somalia 

 

Security progress in Somalia came to a standstill in July, when Al Shabaab managed 

to carry out three attacks of great political and media impact. On 13 July, the armed 

movement targeted a hotel in Kisimaio where a meeting of candidates for future regional 

elections was underway. On 22 July, it was the turn of a car bomb in Mogadishu, followed 

by another attack at the heart of the institutions two days later. The operation by which a 

suicide bomber struck the office of the mayor of Mogadishu on 24 July was probably 

aimed at striking the new United Nations representative, the American James Swan, but it 

succeeded in bringing about the death of the first citizen of the capital1. 

The escalation of violence has brought the issue of the withdrawal of AMISOM, 

theoretically scheduled for the end of 2020, back into the limelight. In May, the Security 

Council voted to extend the mandate of the mission for a further twelve months, at the 

same time sanctioning a reduction of one thousand units. This measure was not 

unanimously shared: if Western Countries were pushing for the reduction of the contingent 

and the associated financial burden, the countries of the African Union supported by the 

United Nations secretariat, hoped for the maintenance of existing numbers, so as to 

remedy the delays in the formation of the Somali army2. The decision to evacuate a 

thousand Burundian soldiers was, however, the result of a compromise with the reality on 

the ground. Theoretically, the plan to transfer 12 military bases to the Somali armed forces 

by the end of 2019 should have resulted in a reduction of up to two thousand personnel. 

This would have allowed the mission to be decommissioned on time, but would have 

entailed excessive risks of repercussions on the civilian population3. 

Al Shabaab's operations are partly the result of the disengagement of international 

partners from Somalia. The planned reduction of AMISOM goes hand in hand with the 

early end of the UAE's military cooperation programme, with the inevitable consequences 

in terms of opening up new gaps in the security system. Britain's decision to create a new 

training base for Somali armed forces in Baidoa partially fills the void in the central regions 

of the country, where the Islamist insurgency has managed to regain ground in recent 

months.4 However, reading the Mogadishu and Kismaio attacks solely on the basis of 

AMISOM's diminished military projection capacity might be reductive. The attack on the 

mayor's office on 24 July represents a clear advance in the logistical capacity of the armed 

movement, since it took place in an area under close surveillance. It is therefore difficult to 

think that such an operation could have taken place without some form of complicity from 

within the establishment.  

 

                                                           
1  TPI, 1 August 2019. See: https://www.tpi.it/2019/08/01/somalia-sindaco-mogadiscio-morto/ 

2  Letter dated 10 May 2019 from the Secretary-General addressed to the President of the Security Council, 
S/2019/388. 

3  Letter dated 10 May 2019 from the Secretary-General addressed to the President of the Security Council, 
S/2019/388, p. 14. 

4  https://www.gov.uk/government/news/uk-opens-new-training-centre-for-the-somali-national-army-in-baidoa--2 
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What emerged at the end of July from an investigation by the New York Times is 

paradigmatic of the fragility of the government/terrorism divide. The American newspaper 

has overshadowed the hypothesis of a Qatari involvement in the attack that had hit the 

commercial capital of Puntland, Bosasso, in May, initially attributed to the local cell of 

ISIS5. An audio recording between a Somali entrepreneur linked to the Emir Al Thani and 

the ambassador of Qatar in Mogadishu would lead the explosion back to filo-Qatar 

elements determined to push DP World out of the area6. Although Doha and Mogadishu 

have bluntly denied it, the hypothesis could attest to the fact that the galaxy of the armed 

insurrection in Somalia can occasionally play the role of a front man to cover logic and 

interests of various kinds, which cannot always be traced back to the dichotomy between 

institutional and terrorist actors. 

 

The internal political situation 

One of the reasons for the surge in attacks could be the approaching of the 2020 and 

2021 electoral deadlines for the renewal of regional and national offices respectively.        

The Al Shabaab, on the other hand, has every interest in delegitimising the vote through 

demonstrations of force aimed at imposing abstention in the districts under its control, in a 

manner not dissimilar to what happened in the 2017 presidential elections. This is the 

background to the assassination of one of the elders in charge of the Jubbaland Regional 

Electoral Commission and the threat of retaliation against those who take part in the 

electoral process7. 

The renewal of regional institutions is causing renewed tensions between the various 

levels of administration. The first part of 2019 saw a gradual improvement in the relations 

between Mogadishu and its regional partners after the impasse that had marked much of 

2018. In January, senior members of the federal government attended the investiture 

ceremony of the new president of Puntland, Said Abdullahi Deni, who promoted a policy of 

reconciliation. A clarification had also materialized in the relationship with Jubbaland, with 

which all interactions were interrupted after the conflict in the summer of 2018 on the 

appointment of the heads of regional armed forces in the south8. In March Prime Minister 

Khaire visited Chisimaio to mark a first rapprochement, reciprocated by regional president 

Ahmed Madobe a few weeks later. The favourable climate had made it possible to reach 

an important agreement on the distribution of (potential) oil revenues, triggering a 

parliamentary procedure which should soon lead to the allocation of the first concessions9. 

However, controversies over the organisation of regional elections brought the clock back 

to its 2018 lows.  

                                                           
5  Al Jazeera, 23 July 2019. https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2019/07/qatar-somalia-deny-nyt-bombing-news-report-

190723204815882.html 

6  The New York Times, 22 July 2019. https://www.nytimes.com/2019/07/22/world/africa/somalia-qatar-uae.html 

7  All Africa, 2 August 2019. https://allafrica.com/stories/201908020332.html 

8  Report of the Secretary-General on Somalia (S/2018/800). https://reliefweb.int/report/somalia/report-secretary-

general-somalia-s2018800 

9  Reuters, 20 May 2019. https://www.reuters.com/article/somalia-oil/somalia-passes-petroleum-law-paving-way-for-

exploration-idUSL5N22W3RR. The state-regional agreement states that Mogadishu is entitled to retain 55% of its 

offshore revenues and 30% of its onshore profits, leaving the remaining shares to the administrative units directly 

affected by the operations. GoobJoog News, 12 May 2019. https://goobjoog.com/english/member-states-to-get-45-in-

offshore-revenue-fgs-fms-pact/ 
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The most problematic situation is in Jubbaland, of which the outgoing president 

Ahmed Madobe is the undisputed leader since 2013. The militia of the strong man of 

southern Somalia - composed largely of ex-combatants from the Ras Kamboni group - had 

contributed to the conquest of Kismaio together with the armed forces of Kenya. Since 

then, Madobe has actively collaborated with Nairobi in the management of the common 

border. The privileged relations with his neighbour have earned the President of Jubbaland 

continued support both militarily and politically, as confirmed by his recent re-investment 

by the Ogaden clans in the Kenyan county of Garissa10. Madobe undertook an 

authoritarian turn in recent months to limit the risks of electoral competition, intimidating 

local journalists and unilaterally forming a committee of elders to coordinate the voting 

process11. The president in charge has not given in to the criticism of the federal 

government, which in turn presses for a change of guard in the region, communicating the 

suspension of all cooperation with Mogadishu until the end of counting operations12.        

The reconfirmation of Ahmed Madobe in the August consultations, however, is not a 

foregone conclusion. Federal President Farmajo has lobbied to prevent members of his 

clan - the Marehan - from competing for the presidential office, reserving the competition 

for the Ogaden only13. Madobe, on the other hand, will have to face another important 

candidate, the former spokesman of the Jubbaland Abdinasir Seraar. Seraar commands a 

militia of about a thousand units, thanks to which he was able to break the ban imposed by 

Madobe on electoral propaganda in Chisimaio14. 

In Galmudug, new elections for the renewal of local institutions were supposed to 

take place in July 2019, but there is controversy between Mogadishu and Dhusamareb 

over the date of the vote. Regional president Ahmed Duale did not consider the mandate 

to be exhausted, arguing that its starting point was the agreement for division of powers 

signed with Ahlu Sunna in 201715. Tensions reached a breaking point at the end of May 

when Ahmed Duale announced the temporary suspension of relations with Mogadishu, 

then reassembled at the end of June following the visit of Prime Minister Khaire to 

Dhusamareb16. The situation is complicated by the delicate balance between the regional 

administration and Ahlu Sunna, which has a strong militia in the area. 

 

The international dimension 

The first half of 2019 was also characterised by tensions between the federal 

government and some of its main international partners. The decision by Federal 

President Farmajo to expel the United Nations Special Representative in Somalia - the 

                                                           
10  Citizen TV, 8 february 2019. https://citizentv.co.ke/news/garissa-elders-endorse-re-election-of-jubaland-president-

ahmed-madobe-230626/ 

11  Horn Globe, 24 May 2019, https://hornglobe.com/somalia-jubbaland-security-forces-briefly-detain-tv-journalist-over-

interview-of-victims-family/ 

12  The East African, 27 July 2019. https://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/news/ea/Somali-farmaajo-islam-madobe-lock-

horns-jubbaland-august-polls/4552908-5212462-e7qlwi/index.html 

13  Daily Nation, 31 July 2019, https://www.nation.co.ke/news/africa/Plot-to-end-Kenya-ally-Madobe-hold-on-
Jubbaland/1066-5217342-cyd688/index.html 

14  Daily Nation, 31 July 2019, https://www.nation.co.ke/news/africa/Plot-to-end-Kenya-ally-Madobe-hold-on-

Jubbaland/1066-5217342-cyd688/index.html 

15  United Nations Security Council, Report S/2019/393 of the Segretary General on Somalia, 15 May 2019, p. 2. 
16  All Africa, 27 June 2019. https://allafrica.com/stories/201906280152.html ; Goobjoog news, 24 June 2019. 

https://goobjoog.com/english/president-haaf-accepts-regional-election-says-galmudug-and-ahlu-sunnah-agreement-

is-broken/ 

https://citizentv.co.ke/news/garissa-elders-endorse-re-election-of-jubaland-president-ahmed-madobe-230626/
https://citizentv.co.ke/news/garissa-elders-endorse-re-election-of-jubaland-president-ahmed-madobe-230626/
https://hornglobe.com/somalia-jubbaland-security-forces-briefly-detain-tv-journalist-over-interview-of-victims-family/
https://hornglobe.com/somalia-jubbaland-security-forces-briefly-detain-tv-journalist-over-interview-of-victims-family/
https://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/news/ea/Somali-farmaajo-islam-madobe-lock-horns-jubbaland-august-polls/4552908-5212462-e7qlwi/index.html
https://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/news/ea/Somali-farmaajo-islam-madobe-lock-horns-jubbaland-august-polls/4552908-5212462-e7qlwi/index.html
https://www.nation.co.ke/news/africa/Plot-to-end-Kenya-ally-Madobe-hold-on-Jubbaland/1066-5217342-cyd688/index.html
https://www.nation.co.ke/news/africa/Plot-to-end-Kenya-ally-Madobe-hold-on-Jubbaland/1066-5217342-cyd688/index.html
https://www.nation.co.ke/news/africa/Plot-to-end-Kenya-ally-Madobe-hold-on-Jubbaland/1066-5217342-cyd688/index.html
https://www.nation.co.ke/news/africa/Plot-to-end-Kenya-ally-Madobe-hold-on-Jubbaland/1066-5217342-cyd688/index.html
https://allafrica.com/stories/201906280152.html
https://goobjoog.com/english/president-haaf-accepts-regional-election-says-galmudug-and-ahlu-sunnah-agreement-is-broken/
https://goobjoog.com/english/president-haaf-accepts-regional-election-says-galmudug-and-ahlu-sunnah-agreement-is-broken/


Horn of Africa and Southern Africa 

Osservatorio Strategico 2019– Year XXI issue II 43 

British citizen Nicholas Haysom - cooled relations with the United Nations apparatus and 

with Great Britain, the main sponsor of security sector reform. Mogadishu deemed the 

claims of the UN representative to interfere in internal political affairs inacceptable: 

Haysom had been declared persona non grata following a statement that condemned 

violence in the state of South West, where demonstrators in favor of former Al Shabaab 

commander Mukhtar Robow were protesting for his exclusion from the electoral 

competition. Somali foreign minister Ahmed Isse Awad described Haysom's behaviour as 

a violation of diplomatic rules and an attack on Somalia's sovereignty. Since then, 

Mogadishu resisted all pressure from New York to reverse the decision.17 President 

Farmajo's renounce to the dual US citizenship after the attack on the mayor of Mogadishu 

could still mark a partial departure from the Washington-London axis18. The federal 

government also continues to have substantial support from Qatar. Doha donated a batch 

of armoured vehicles to Mogadishu at the beginning of the year to fill the gap left by the 

end of the UAE's military cooperation programme19. In addition, the emirate has given new 

impetus to the financial assistance programme with the start of road rehabilitation projects 

in the Mogadishu area, in cooperation with Turkey20.  

On a regional level, the peace between Ethiopia and Eritrea has undoubtedly 

contributed to strengthening the bargaining position of the federal government21. 

Mogadishu is no longer the arena of a proxy war between Addis Ababa and Asmara, but a 

recognized partner of the new diplomatic axis of the Horn of Africa. The regional strategy 

of Ethiopian Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed includes close cooperation with internationally 

recognised centres of power at the periphery - Asmara and Mogadishu - and the 

downsizing of the informal diplomatic networks connecting Addis Ababa with the various 

Somali regional authorities. This is the case of Somaliland, historical ally of Addis Ababa in 

the containment of Somali irredentism. The statement made by the Ethiopian Prime 

Minister on the respect of Somalia's territorial integrity appeared to be a departure from the 

recognition of Hargeisa's de-facto independence22. The fall of the TPLF in Ethiopia has 

also indirectly weakened the grip on Jubbaland by Ahmed Madobe, for a long time 

beneficiary of the regional security system gravitating around the former president of the 

Somali region - now under arrest - and the Tigrayan Chief of Staff. The reshaping of 

alliances between local actors in Galmudug may also be a partial consequence of the new 

Ethiopian cross-border policy. 

Relations between Somalia and Kenya, on the other hand, remain precarious. 

Nairobi's divide and rule policy did not improve the dialogue with the federal administration,  

                                                           
17  BBC, 2 January 2019. https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-46734994 

18  https://www.voanews.com/africa/somalias-president-gives-us-citizenship-unclear-why 

19  Reuters, 17 January 2019. https://www.reuters.com/article/us-qatar-somalia-defence/qatar-gives-somalia-armored-

vehicles-idUSKCN1PB186 

20  MenaFN, 18 February 2019. https://menafn.com/1098138981/Qatar-Starts-200-Million-Dollar-Road-Projects-in-

Somalia-as-UAE-Fails-Somaliland 

21  Al Jazeera, 6 April 2019. https://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/opinion/political-integration-horn-africa-

190321132102306.html 

22  Somaliland Standard, 19 November 2018. http://somalilandstandard.com/ethiopian-somaliland-relationship-in-the-

era-of-pm-abiy-ahmed-and-president-muse-bihi/ 
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which in turn has accelerated the pace on the territorial dispute in the Indian Ocean to put 

pressure on the neighbor. The two governments maintain divergent perspectives on the 

political future of Jubbaland, where Kenya pushes for the reconfirmation of Madobe23. 

Tensions are also concentrated on the diplomatic status of Somaliland, with which Nairobi 

maintains a direct dialogue24. The marginal role of President Uhuru Kenyatta in the 

regional tripartite directorate between Farmajo, Abiy Ahmed and Isaias Afewerki has 

however provided Mogadishu with the diplomatic inertia to reaffirm its positions in the 

bilateral relationship. At the end of July, the Ethiopian armed forces occupied some military 

outposts apparently evacuated by the Kenyan armed forces at Kisimaio, rebalancing the 

balance of power on the ground in favour of the federal government25. Farmajo has also 

accelerated the dialogue with international investors on oil exploitation in the disputed 

maritime area. The organization of a meeting in London in February to discuss the 

potential of the Somali oil market has rekindled the verbal clash between the two 

countries: Kenya accused its neighbour of "illegal hoarding of Kenya's resources, 

equivalent to an act of aggression" and recalled the ambassador26. The Somali 

government does not seem willing to take steps towards reconciliation, however, as 

suggested by the publication of a report by the Lower House on the damage done by the 

Kenyan armed forces to telecommunications infrastructure in southern Somalia. According 

to the estimates, the Kenyan army destroyed or removed material worth a total of about 

2.5 million dollars during its six-year stay in the south of the country27.  

The diplomatic assertiveness of Mogadishu also emerged with respect to the recent 

attempts by Somaliland to advance its quest for international recognition. The federal 

government has openly criticised Kenya for welcoming Hargheisa's foreign affairs officer. 

Even stronger was the reaction to the reception given by the government of Giunea to the 

President of Somaliland, Bihi, who was received with every honours. In this case, 

President Farmajo did not hesitate to announce the breakdown of bilateral relations, as a 

sign of the unwillingness to compromise on the territorial integrity of Somalia28. 

 

Analysis, assessments and forecasts 

The process of institution-building in Somalia continues to be affected by a number of 

domestic and international factors. The clashes between the Federal President and 

regional authorities over the organisation of the elections show that Somali political actors 

have not yet found a compromise on the legitimate degree of interference by the central 

government in local affairs. However, the re-composition of state-regional relations is 

essential to give new impetus to the government agenda. This applies to the prospects for 

oil exploration in the country, on which the Presidents of Jubbaland and Puntland have 

                                                           
23  Garowe online, 17 february 2019. https://www.garoweonline.com/en/news/world/africa/how-jubbaland-leadership-led-

to-the-somalia-kenya-diplomatic-crisis 

24  Crisis Group, Somalia-Somaliland: the Peril of Delaying New Talks, Report 280, 12 July 2019, p. 6. 
25  Stratfor, Situation Report, 30 July 2019. https://worldview.stratfor.com/situation-report/somalia-ethiopian-forces-take-

control-positions-kismayo-after-kenyan-troops 

26  The East African, 9 June 2019. https://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/news/ea/Somalia-puts-contested-oil-block-territory-

up-for-auction/4552908-5149860-a2mv48z/index.html 

27  GoobJoog news, 27 April 2019. https://goobjoog.com/english/kenyan-forces-destroyed-telco-equipment-in-somalia-

worth-2-5m-since-2012-parliamentary-report/ 

28  Crisis Group, Somalia-Somaliland: the Peril of Delaying New Talks, Report 280, 12 July 2019, p. 6. 
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recently expressed their reservations29, and to the security sector reform as well. 

Mogadishu also needs the cooperation of political actors in the hinterland to manage the 

humanitarian assistance network in the face of the famine that is affecting central and 

southern Somalia, where about 2.2 million people are in a state of severe malnutrition30. 

Disagreements between Somalia's international partners do not facilitate internal dialogue. 

The diversity of views in the Security Council fuels uncertainty about the future of AMISOM 

and its ability to manage an orderly withdrawal.  

                                                           
29  Goobjoog news, 8 May 2019. https://goobjoog.com/english/debate-on-petroleum-bill-commences-as-fms-leaders-

demand-review/ 

30  Somalia 2019: Drought Impact Response Plan, June-December 2019. See: 

https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Somalia%202019%20DIRP.pdf 
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