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Summary of main points
There are a number of protracted and interlocking crises at work in the Horn of Africa.
The nationalist and Islamist insurgency against the Transitional Federal Government
(TFG) and Ethiopian forces in Somalia appears to be in the ascendant. The TFG now
controls only parts of Mogadishu and the town of Baidoa. The Ethiopian Government is
anxious to withdraw at the earliest juncture. The presence in the country of its forces has
been a recruiting sergeant for the insurgents. Efforts are underway to form a more
inclusive and credible government, but they are hampered by deep divisions both within
the TFG between the President and the Prime Minister and amongst its opponents.
Meanwhile, there is a humanitarian crisis of massive proportions, with up to 40 per cent
of the population needing assistance.
Almost unnoticed, there are ongoing tensions between neighbouring Somaliland and
Puntland over disputed border areas. Both countries are due to hold important elections
in the coming months. In recent weeks, there has been a resumption of armed bombings
in both Somaliland and Puntland by supporters of the insurgency in Somalia.
Somaliland’s quest for international recognition as an independent sovereign state
continues but there is no sign of a breakthrough on that front. Puntland, which is a semiautonomous region of Somalia, is highly unstable and has become the main locus of
operations for the pirates that currently plague the Gulf of Aden.
Meanwhile, the possibility remains of a resumption of hostilities between Ethiopia and
Eritrea over their long-running border dispute. For the moment, the UN – at the behest of
the Security Council – has effectively withdrawn from the mediating and peace-keeping
roles it has played since the end of the 1998-2000 war. Eritrea accuses the international
community of failing to ensure that Ethiopia honours the 2002 decision of the border
commission that was established to adjudicate on the dispute. Its ‘spoiler’ role across the
region reflects this sense of betrayal. While neither country wants to return to conflict, the
border area is heavily militarised and mutual mistrust could yet spark a renewed
conflagration. Both parties view each other as illegitimate and are seeking to encourage
‘regime change’ in the other. They also continue to fight each other through proxies in
Somalia. Both countries have experienced domestic political crises since the end of the
war. In Eritrea’s case, this has led to the abandonment of any democratic pretensions.
Ethiopia, having experimented with a relatively fast-moving ‘democratic transition’ has,
since the 2005 elections – in which the ruling party, the Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary
Democratic Front, performed unexpectedly poorly – slowed it down again.
In the Ogaden, which is part of Ethiopia’s Somali regional state, there has also been a
humanitarian crisis as a consequence of ongoing fighting between Ethiopian troops and
insurgents. The Ethiopian Government has been criticised by donors, including the UK,
for placing obstacles in the way of distributing aid to those who need it. The Ogaden is
one of the biggest tests of the ruling party’s policy of ‘ethnic federalism’, under which
political power is in theory decentralised to ethnically-based regional states. The Somaliinhabited areas of eastern Ethiopia have always been economically and politically
marginalised, and despite increased investment in recent years, remain so. Nonetheless,
it seems clear that support for the insurgency among Ethiopian Somalis is limited to two
sub-clans of the Ogadeen clan. Eritrea is providing the insurgency with support.
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Earlier this year Eritrea launched an incursion into Djibouti and is yet to withdraw its
forces. Unless Eritrea’s stance changes soon, it could find itself subject to both UN and
African Union sanctions, although whether the UN Security Council has the appetite for
taking such action remains in question. Djibouti’s President Guelleh has called for
sanctions if the issue is not resolved in the near future. This is another dimension of
Eritrea’s role as a regional ‘spoiler’, but it also feels threatened by the growing vibrancy
of Djibouti port, while its own ports, Assab and Massawa, are currently heavily underutilised.
A range of factors have been described as ‘root causes’ of conflict in the region by
commentators and policy-makers. A common thread that runs through them all is their
varying impact on the viability and legitimacy of the ‘failed’, ‘emergent’ or more
established states that together make up the region.
With regard to Somalia, complex and perpetually shifting clan politics has often been
given great importance as a cause of conflict. However, some analysts argue that its role
can sometimes be exaggerated and that, beneath the surface, class and the struggle for
control over resources are also important. On this view, one of the reasons why it has
proven so difficult to rebuild the state is that competing factions all view the state as a
vehicle for doing the same on a ‘winner take all’ basis. Moreover, the experience of
Somaliland suggests clan politics are not, given the right conditions, intrinsically
compatible with statehood and a degree of democracy. Ethnicity has also been cited as
a root cause of conflict in the Horn. There is no doubt that ethnicity has indeed often
played an important role, perhaps most of all in Ethiopia. However, ethnicity must be
understood in a historical and political context. Ethnic identities are not ‘primordial’.
Indeed, many of them emerged and then hardened under colonial rule. Ethnicity – like
clan in the context of Somalia – is rarely a factor by itself. It always combines with other
affiliations and interests.
Environmental insecurity is also often cited as a root cause of conflict in the region. This
insecurity is based on the increased degradation and scarcity of natural resources, falling
productivity, population growth and increasingly unviable livelihoods. All this has led to
conflicts between cultivators, conflicts between pastoralists and conflicts between
cultivators and pastoralists across the Horn. Perhaps the most pervasive of these in the
Horn is conflict between pastoralists, particularly over access to scarce grazing land and
water. The impact of climate change is likely to intensify such conflicts. The current
drought and famine in the Horn is reportedly having an immediate impact on
relationships between pastoral groups. However, the link between environmental
insecurity and conflict is not direct. A wide range of other political, economic and cultural
factors influence how the environment affects conflict. As a result, although it is
becoming an ever more important variable, it makes little sense to view environmental
factors in isolation.
The ‘failed state’ of Somalia has often been described as a breeding ground for terrorist
organisations, including al-Qaida. This has led to fears that parts of the Horn of Africa
could become a heartland of militant Islam and that what might initially have been a
symptom of conflict could metamorphose into a ‘root cause’. However, many scholars
are sceptical about such claims, arguing that al-Qaida has not found a promising base in
Somalia. As for the Islamists who briefly held power in large parts of Somalia during the
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second half of 2006, some analysts claim that, for a moment, they appeared to offer a
potential escape from perpetual clan conflict in Somalia. The dominant tradition of Islam
amongst Somalis has been the Sufi tradition. This tradition tends to be relatively relaxed
on doctrinal matters and has a mystical orientation.
The ineffectiveness and inappropriateness of outside interventions in the Horn of Africa,
allegedly based on a poor understanding of the dynamics at work across the region, has
long been viewed by some commentators as a key promoter of conflict. There has been
particularly strong criticism of the US role in Somalia in recent years, on the grounds that
it has viewed developments excessively through the prism of the ‘war on terror’. Ethiopia
has also come in for much criticism from those who are sceptical about both the
motivations behind and the likely fate of its military presence in Somalia. More broadly,
some commentators have questioned why since 2004 the international community has
allowed itself to become closely associated with a TFG which has a narrow clan base
and which now seems close to collapse. Finally, analysts have also highlighted how the
efforts of countries in the region to achieve policy objectives through the sponsorship of
proxy forces has a long history in the Horn of Africa and needs to be given greater
weight by outsiders who are seeking to shape the course of events.
In the short- to medium-term, the keys to peace and security in the Horn of Africa lie in:
first, resolving the stalemate between Ethiopia and Eritrea over their common border;
and, second, in constructing a durable domestic political and economic settlement in
Somalia that is acceptable to the majority of Somalis and to external actors. Also crucial
will be the outcome in Sudan, which has not been discussed in this paper, where an
elusive quest for peace continues but is subject to powerful stresses and strains.
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I

Introduction

It was the contours of Somalia’s coastline on the Indian Ocean and the Gulf of Aden that
gave birth to the geographical term, ‘the Horn of Africa’. However, in due course the term
acquired a distinct political flavour too. According to one analyst, its legitimacy as a
geopolitical term is largely because:
[…] there seems to be a history of common problems in the region: disputes over
borders both between states and within them; widespread and prolonged civil war
threatening not only governments but the survival of states themselves; economic
regression that appears to owe something at least to domestic policy failure, as
well as the vagaries of the world economy and environmental decay; in addition
to the famines that seemed to grow in scale and regularity. 1

However, such commonalities should not obscure the fact that the region is also marked
by powerful (but not immutable) cleavages – to name just a few, those between Islam
and Christianity, those between clans, ethnic groups, states and competing ideologies,
those between pastoralists and agriculturalists, not to mention a cleavage that is too
often overlooked by analysts – that of class. Cleavages such as these have been
deployed, sometimes singly, sometimes in combination, to explain the root causes of
conflict in the Horn of Africa. Each cleavage has a significant impact on the viability and
legitimacy of the ‘failed’, ‘emergent’ or more established states that together make up the
region.
The geopolitical term first came to be used widely during the Cold War, when influence
over the region was contested (through local proxies) by the United States (US) and the
Soviet Union. In terms of state formations, at the core of the region were Somalia and
Ethiopia, but as their fates became intertwined, Sudan also came to be included. Finally,
Djibouti was included as part of the region (when observers remembered that it existed).
Its primary significance was as a military base for first French and now US/allied forces in
the ‘global war on terror’.
The end of the Cold War contributed to a reconfiguration of the region, as Eritrea gained
independence from Ethiopia and Somalia collapsed as a state, leading in time to the
emergence of two additional Somali polities, Somaliland and Puntland. 2 The Somali
experience has done much to ensure that the region has recently become strongly
associated with a sometimes misleading concept of ‘statelessness’ – misleading
because the concept is equated in many minds with an apparently ‘mindless’ chaos or
anarchy. In addition, the active role of Sudan in the region has decreased for the
moment, but it remains important and could easily increase again in future.
Overall, usage of the term ‘the Horn of Africa’ is less pervasive today, although those
focusing on international terrorism and environmental/humanitarian issues continue to

1
2

P. Woodward, The Horn of Africa. Politics and International Relations (London, 2003), p. 1
Somaliland has made a claim for full independent statehood. See Part IIB of this paper.
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have regular recourse to it. In these regards Kenya and even Uganda are also
sometimes embraced by the term. Occasionally, the term ‘Greater Horn’ is also used.
Like the other regions within sub-Saharan Africa – for example, West, Central, East and
Southern Africa, the Great Lakes – the Horn of Africa has its own bespoke regional
intergovernmental organisation. However, perhaps symptomatically, it is the rather
opaquely named Intergovernmental Authority on Development (IGAD). Its membership
reflects a ‘Greater Horn’ approach. 3
To sum up, while the term ‘the Horn of Africa’ is undoubtedly ambiguous, fluid and
shifting, it nonetheless retains validity and remains in use. For the purposes of this
paper, a core definition of ‘the Horn of Africa’ is adopted, encompassing Somalia (along
with Somaliland and Puntland), Djibouti, Ethiopia, Eritrea and Sudan. However, the
paper does not discuss Sudan in depth. While this is in part because its centrality to
developments in the Horn has diminished somewhat over the past decade (a trend that
could easily be reversed), it is also because Sudan has already been addressed in some
depth in other Library Papers and Standard Notes. 4
While the two superpowers undoubtedly led the way in making the term ‘the Horn of
Africa’ common currency, it should be noted that they have been far from the only
powers from outside sub-Saharan Africa to play a role in shaping the region. European
powers – Britain, France and Italy – brought the states of the region (with the exception
of Ethiopia) into existence and continued to be influential for the first two decades after
1945. Also influential over a much longer period, if at times imperceptibly to Western
observers, have been the countries of the Arab Gulf and Egypt. For the countries of the
Arab Gulf, engagement has been shaped over the centuries primarily by religious and
trading interests. The rise of militant jihadism in recent years, amid fears that the Horn
could become a breeding ground for terrorist groups, has intensified concern in many
quarters about what these linkages, whether officially sanctioned or ‘people-to-people’,
now portend. Egypt’s engagement in the Horn of Africa has been rooted in its ‘quasicolonial’ historical role in Sudan, its religious affiliations and (not least) in the fact that the
headwaters of the River Nile are to be found in Ethiopia. Along with Egypt, Sudan,
Ethiopia and Eritrea are among the ten member states of the Nile Basin Initiative (NBI).
They are also involved in the NBI’s Eastern Nile Subsidiary Action Programme. 5
The next part of this paper looks at recent developments in the states and polities of the
Horn of Africa. It also provides some brief background and history for each as a
foundation on which to build a better understanding of the distinct but overlapping crises
that currently affect the region. The protracted Ethiopian-Eritrean border dispute is
discussed in a separate section. Part III then discusses a number of overarching themes
that have often been deployed by analysts and policy-makers seeking to identify the ‘root
causes’ of conflict in the Horn. In doing so, the explanatory power and value of these
overarching themes is reviewed. Part IV offers some concluding observations.

3

4
5

Its membership is: Djibouti, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Kenya, Somalia, Sudan and Uganda. The same countries
are also signatories of the Nairobi Declaration on the Problem of the Proliferation of Illicit Small Arms and
Light Weapons in the Great Lakes Region and the Horn of Africa. There is a Secretariat based in Nairobi.
For example, see:
See: Nile Basin Initiative
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II

Recent Developments in the Horn

A.

Somalia

1.

Background and history 6

Somalia was one of three separate European colonies to be established in the Somali
lands of the Horn of Africa in the late-19th century in the context of the ‘Scramble for
Africa’. Along with Eritrea, the southern Somali lands came under Italian control. Other
Somali lands fell under British and French control. Ethiopia also incorporated Somalis
into its westernmost region as part of the carve-up, while a substantial number of
Somalis to the far south found themselves under British rule in Kenya. The population of
Somalia today is roughly estimated at 7-8 million; it is over 20 years since the last official
census.
Somalis are considered to be a single ethnic group. However, it is often said that the
primary source of affiliation (and division) for Somalis is the clan, a kinship system based
on common lineage – that is, descent from the same ancestor. The largest social unit is
the clan family, a confederation of clans related by lineage. The highlighting of clan as
the main component of Somali society can lead to oversimplification. Clan family
loyalties can and do unite but, equally, major internal cleavages can also arise within
those families at clan, sub-clan and lineage levels. Clan as a cultural force should also
be distinguished from its role as a source of political action – what some analysts have
called ‘clannism’. According to one scholar, the key feature of clan politics in general is
that it is
An unstable, fragile system, characterized at all levels by shifting allegiances.
Power and politics are exercised through temporary coalitions and ephemeral
alliances of lineages. 7

It is important to note that other forms of identity and interest such as class and religion
are also important sources of political action among Somalis. In practice, clan, class and
religion often intersect. 8
The major clan families in modern-day Somalia (that is, de facto excluding Somaliland)
are the Darod, Hawiye, Dir, Digil and Rahanweyn. Unlike the other clan families, which
are predominantly pastoralist, the Digil and Rahanweyn are predominantly
agriculturalists concentrated in the centre and south of the country. They are seen by
many as inter-related. The pastoralist clan-families view themselves as superior and of
‘noble lineage’. The Hawiye clan family, which predominates in the centre and south of
the country, has long had the greatest loyalty to the idea of a united Somalia. The Darod
clan family, which predominates in many parts of the north of the country but which can

6

7

8

This section of the paper draws upon the chapter on Somalia in the Europa Regional Survey for Africa
South of the Sahara (London, 2006), pp. 1054-64
S. Samatar, Somalia: A Nation in Turmoil (London, 1991), p. 13. Clan politics are discussed in greater
depth in Part IIIA of this paper.
In terms of religion, Somalis believe in their common descent from the lineage of the prophet
Mohammed.

13

RESEARCH PAPER

also be found in significant numbers in the south, is the second most powerful clan family
in the country. There is also a number of smaller, lower-status, ‘minority’ clans. 9
Italian Somaliland was a vital base for Italy’s conquest of Ethiopia in 1936. Following the
capture of Ethiopia and Italian Somaliland by Britain during the Second World War, Italy
renounced all rights to the latter. However, in 1950 Italy was given the administration of
the United Nations (UN) Trust Territory of Somalia, mandated to oversee a ten-year
transition to full independence. In 1960, Somalia united with British Somaliland (see
below) and achieved independence. For Somali nationalists this was an important first
step towards creating a single Somali state that would ultimately encompass all Somalis
in Ethiopia, French Somaliland and northern Kenya. Dreams of a ‘Greater Somalia’ were
crucial in sustaining the fragile civilian-led cross-clan coalitions that governed Somalia for
the first decade after independence. The new government supported insurgencies in
each of these areas. However, tensions between and within different clan families were
present from the birth of the new state and grew in intensity as expansionist dreams ran
aground. Following the assassination of the Prime Minister in 1969 during an outbreak of
factional violence, the military, led by Major-General Mohammed Siad Barre, seized
power, pledging to end “clan-based anarchy”. 10 Barre renamed the country the Somali
Democratic Republic (SDR), establishing a Marxist one-party state, in the process
forging an alliance with the Soviet Union, which offered it considerable military support.
When Ethiopia appeared to be in danger of collapsing following the 1974 revolution that
overthrew Emperor Haile Selasse, the SDR revived its efforts to incorporate the main
Somali-speaking area of Ethiopia, known as the Ogaden. This culminated in a full-scale
invasion in 1977. The decision to invade ruptured the SDR’s alliance with the Soviet
Union, which opted to back Ethiopia in the conflict, and by spring 1978 its invasion had
been decisively defeated. Following this defeat, the SDR turned towards the US.
During the 1980s, armed opposition to the regime of Siad Barre grew within the SDR.
The regime had come to be seen as dominated by an increasingly small number of clans
within the Darod clan family. Barre himself came from the Marehan clan. The resistance
was led by the largely Majerteen (another Darod clan) Somali Salvation Democratic
Front and the predominantly Isaaq Somali National Movement (SNM), reflecting
disillusionment with how unification between British Somaliland and Somalia had turned
out. State repression further deepened divisions and by 1989, the regime had been
gravely weakened. In an attempt to reconstruct his power-base, Barre reintroduced
multi-party politics. However, in January 1991, before elections could be held, he was
forced to flee following an uprising in the capital, Mogadishu, co-ordinated by the
Hawiye-dominated United Somali Congress (USC).
The victory in Mogadishu of the USC was viewed with suspicion by many non-Hawiye
clans. In May 1991, the SNM declared an independent ‘Republic of Somaliland’ in the

9

10

C. Barnes, “Country Report – Somalia”, 9th Country of Origin Information Seminar, Dublin, 26-27 May
2007, pp. 8-9. The Issaq is the sixth major Somali clan family, although it has been viewed by some as
part of the Dir clan family. It is the dominant clan family in Somaliland, which separated from the rest of
Somalia in 1991. See Part IIB.1. On ‘minority’ clans, see I. Lewis, Understanding Somalia and
Somaliland (London, 2008), pp. 6-11
Woodward, The Horn of Africa, p. 65
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north and began a long quest for international recognition of its sovereign statehood. By
the end of the year, there had also been a major split within the USC between factions
led by Ali Mahdi and General Mohammed Farah Aidid. As the situation descended into
violence, the Hawiye broke up into an ever increasing number of factions and hopes that
a new central government might be established began to evaporate. A final attempt to
retake the capital by forces loyal to Barre was repulsed by Aidid. An era of ‘warlord
politics’ began across much of Somalia. By mid-1992 an Islamic political group had also
emerged, the al-Ittihad al-Islam, which represented the birth of organised radical Islamic
politics in the country.
With the humanitarian situation deteriorating rapidly, the UN imposed an arms embargo
on Somalia and sent in a small peace-keeping force in September 1992, but it struggled
to win the stable consent of the main factions. The UN’s humanitarian work was also
widely criticised as too slow. In June 1993, what was by then known as the UN
Operation in Somalia (UNOSOM) was mandated by the Security Council to engage in
peace enforcement, including the disarmament of the factions, without their consent if
necessary. Within a few months, a 30,000 strong force (at full strength), which had heavy
American representation, was engaged in major clashes with Aidid’s forces, whose
capture it now sought. Critics accused UNOSOM, as well as Aidid, of responsibility for
widespread human rights abuses against civilians in the capital.
In late 1993, after suffering a series of reversals, the UN changed policy in favour of
withdrawing most of its troops and encouraging negotiations between the warring Somali
factions, including Aidid. During 1994 these efforts came to nothing. With violence
continuing, UNOSOM withdrew the rest of its troops from Mogadishu in March 1995 with
US support, once again leaving Somalia to its own devices. Arguments that the
withdrawal of foreign troops would concentrate the minds of the Somali factions proved
over-optimistic. When in June 1995 Aidid was elected ‘President of Somalia’ by a
conference of his supporters, now known as the Somali National Alliance (SNA), other
factions immediately rejected his authority. Sporadic fighting continued into 1996 and in
August Aidid died as a result of injuries incurred in a skirmish. However, his death had
little effect on the situation. His mantle was taken on by his son, Hussein Mohammed
Aidid. With no progress being made towards resolving the wider differences between the
SNA and its many enemies, attention turned in some parts of the country towards local
efforts to end violence. One such initiative led to the establishment in 1998 of an
autonomous government in Puntland region. However, unlike the Republic of
Somaliland, it did not seek international recognition as a sovereign state.
From 1996 the Intergovernmental Authority on Development (IGAD), the main
intergovernmental organisation in the region, with UN backing, became involved in
efforts to mediate between the factions. In 1998 IGAD proposed holding a national peace
conference. Similarly named initiatives had been tried on many occasions before and
failed, but this one gathered some momentum and eventually a conference took place in
May 2000 in Djibouti. There was an effort to ensure that as many parts of Somali society
as possible were present, although it was only partially successful. Neither Somaliland
not Puntland sent representatives. The conference agreed that Somalia would adopt a
federal system and set up a Transitional National Assembly (TNA) with a view to
eventually establishing a Transitional National Government (TNG). In August 2000, the
new TNA elected Abdulkasim Salad Hasan, a Hawiye, as the President of Somalia. He
appointed a TNG in October. However, it quickly became clear that the TNG lacked
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legitimacy and support. It had little presence in Mogadishu. The SNA rejected its claims.
Opponents simply saw the TNG as the ‘UN faction’ and moved to set up an alternative
‘national government’ by forming the Somali Reconciliation and Restoration Council
(SRRC). By late 2001 what support the TNG had garnered was beginning to hemorrhage
away. IGAD-led attempts to reconcile the TNG and the SRRC failed.
In March 2002 a new ‘State of South-western Somalia’ was announced by opponents of
the TNG. Although this meant little in practice, Somalia’s fractures appeared to be
deepening rather than closing. With the TNG’s original mandate approaching expiry,
IGAD decided that there was no alternative but to return virtually to the starting-blocks by
convening a new peace and reconciliation conference. It met for the first time in Eldoret,
Kenya, in October 2002. Its first positive outcome was the signing of a ceasefire between
the TNG and five Mogadishu-based factions in December. The TNG remained extremely
suspicious of the process but could not escape the fact that its mandate ended in August
2003.
The effectiveness of IGAD’s mediation was hampered by the rival agendas of key
member states. Nonetheless, after numerous false starts, a relatively wide range of
factions agreed to the establishment of a Transitional Federal Charter in January 2004 in
Nairobi. It was also agreed that a new Transitional Federal Parliament (TFP) would be
created, comprising 275 members, 12 per cent of whom were to be women. The
country’s major clan families would receive 61 seats each, with a coalition of smaller
clans receiving 31 seats. The TFP would then elect a President, who would appoint a
Prime Minister mandated to appoint a Transitional Federal Government (TFG) and
prepare for elections in 2009, after which a new Constitution would be negotiated.
The TFP met for the first time in September 2004. In October it elected Colonel Abdullahi
Yusuf Ahmed, a Darod and President of Puntland, as President of Somalia. In November
he appointed Ali Mohammed Ghedi, a Hawiye, as Prime Minister. Both were known to be
close to Ethiopia. The TFG was appointed in the following month. The key test was
whether the new TFG would have more success than its predecessor in persuading the
Somali factions outside it to co-operate. Unfortunately, despite widespread international
support, it proved nearly as ineffectual and divided on this count as the TNG. A major
split quickly emerged between President Yusuf Ahmed and what became known as the
‘Mogadishu group’, which was considerably less hostile than he was to the rising Islamist
influence in the capital. As a consequence, the TFG proved unable to exert much
influence over the warlords that had dominated Mogadishu since the collapse of the
authoritarian regime of Siad Barre in 1991. They carried on largely unimpeded until early
2006 when they were successfully challenged by an entirely different and, as far as
President Yusuf Ahmed was concerned, antithetical political force, the Council of Somali
Islamic Courts (CSIC). 11
The CSIC was a coalition of Islamists based in local sharia courts, some of them
sympathetic to global jihad, supported by a range of clan militias. Its rise caused alarm in
Western capitals. It emerged out of a major split within the ‘Mogadishu group’ between
some of the warlords and the Islamists. With US support, these warlords created the

11

Also called the Islamic Courts Union (ICU)
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Alliance for the Restoration of Peace and Counter-Terrorism (ARPCT). The US hoped
that the Alliance would assist in capturing a number of al-Qaida operatives believed to be
in Mogadishu as guests of the Islamists. However, the Islamists militarily defeated the
Alliance in June 2006 and then established the CSIC. It subsequently increased the area
under its control and brought a degree of order to Somalia not seen since 1991. The
CSIC did gain considerable popularity among Somalis in those areas it controlled,
although some of its restrictive social measures were resented. The US was highly
suspicious of the CSIC but was initially prepared to accept that it had an important role to
play in rebuilding Somalia. Neighbours such as Ethiopia and Kenya, both strong
supporters of the TFG, took a similar position but also expressed concerns, not least
when CSIC leaders called for a ‘Greater Somalia’. The border between Ethiopia and
Somalia remains a provisional boundary rather than an agreed international border. The
CSIC was also reported to be supporting Ethiopian rebel groups. It received military
support from a number of Muslim countries and was backed by Ethiopia’s main regional
opponent following their 1998-2000 border war – Eritrea (see below).
Emnity between the TFG and the CSIC also had a clan dimension, with the TFG viewed
as having a strong Darod identity. The CSIC, although not primarily a clan-based
movement, nonetheless brought many clan elders under its umbrella as it consolidated
its power. Its opponents accused it of having a pronounced Hawiye character. 12 Matters
came to a head between the CSIC and the TFG in December 2006. CSIC militias
advanced to within a short distance of the town of Baidoa, where the TFG was based.
Despite initial denials that it was doing so, Ethiopia moved a number of combat troops to
Baidoa in support of the TFG.
On 6 December 2006 the UN Security Council adopted Resolution 1725 on Somalia.
Resolution 1725, whose lead sponsor was the US, is a Chapter VII resolution under the
UN Charter. It authorised IGAD and member states of the African Union (AU) to
establish a “protection and training mission” in Somalia. Known as the Peacekeeping
Mission of IGAD in Somalia (IGASOM), its protection mandate extended to the
“members of the Transitional Federal Institutions and Government as well as their key
infrastructure.” It was expected to be about 8,000 strong. It was also agreed that states
bordering Somalia should not deploy troops in the country. 13 The international arms
embargo in force against Somalia since 1992 (but widely disregarded) was revised to
permit supplies to IGASOM. IGASOM was also mandated to facilitate dialogue between
the TFG and the CSIC.
The response to the passage of Resolution 1725 was mixed. The CSIC warned that it
would view the arrival of pro-TFG foreign troops on Somali soil as a declaration of war.
The Arab League, which had also been attempting to mediate between the TFG and
CSIC, had serious reservations about the revision of the international arms embargo.

12
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R. Marchal, “Warlordism and terrorism: how to obscure an already confusing crisis? The case of
Somalia”, International Affairs, November 2007, p. 198. The CSIC has also been described as being
particularly strongly supported by the Habar Gidir ‘Ayr lineage of the Hawiye clan family.
According to the International Crisis Group (ICG), the UK declined to co-sponsor the first draft of
Resolution 1725 because it did not specifically prohibit states that border Somalia from contributing
forces to IGASOM. The final text of the Resolution included such a prohibition.
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IGAD was divided, with Djibouti, Eritrea and Sudan reportedly unhappy about the terms
of the Resolution. By contrast, the TFG and its regional allies warmly welcomed the
Resolution.
Despite much bellicose talk by the rival groups, there were also some peace efforts.
Representatives of the TFG and CSIC met twice for peace talks in Khartoum, facilitated
by the Arab League, after the CSIC took Mogadishu. On 22 June 2006 the two sides
agreed what is known as the Khartoum Declaration. Significant as this sounded, in fact it
amounted to little more than an agreement to refrain from violence, recognise each other
and to meet again. At a further meeting in September, the two sides did little more than
reiterate these principles. A few days before Resolution 1725 was approved, the CSIC
agreed a communiqué in Djibouti with IGAD (or, at least a faction within it) in which it
promised to respect the territorial integrity of Somalia’s neighbours and cease support to
insurgent groups. It also condemned terrorism.
There were those who were relatively optimistic that talks could eventually bear fruit. The
ICG argued that there were regional, ideological and clan-based divisions within the
CSIC and that sophisticated and better coordinated diplomacy could both ward off war
and preserve the TFG. The two sides were due to meet again in Khartoum in mid
December 2006, but the scheduled talks were soon overtaken by events.
Radical elements within the CSIC leadership, who had been increasingly in the
ascendancy, appear to have concluded that the real objective of the sponsors of
Resolution 1725 was to engineer its destruction. This led it to decide that the best course
was to strike against the TFG at its Baidoa headquarters as soon as possible. However,
as many had anticipated, this quickly directly drew in Ethiopian forces on behalf of the
TFG. It soon became clear that the CSIC had miscalculated. By launching a quasiconventional attack on Baidoa, it left itself vulnerable to the Ethiopian military’s superior
capability. Within a week it had been defeated. Ethiopian and TFG forces rolled into
Mogadishu and then began efforts to establish control over the south.
2.

Recent developments

a.

2007

The CSIC effectively disbanded itself on 27 December 2006, handing back political
leadership to the clan leaders that it had allied itself with as it consolidated its power
earlier in the year. However, military elements within it, such as the militants of al
Shabaab (the Youth), remained largely intact and threatened a long guerrilla war. They
formed alliances with a number of clan interests, including Hawiye opponents of the
TFG, who took on the mantle of Somali nationalism. There were credible reports from
UN officials of continuing Eritrean support for these elements. Ethiopian and TFG forces,
with US logistical (and, on occasions, direct military) support, pursued some of these
elements south towards the Kenyan border and had considerable success in eliminating
them. In February the UN Security Council further relaxed the arms embargo against
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Somalia to allow for military support to the African Union Mission in Somalia (AMISOM)
and for the TFG’s security sector institutions. 14
There was a lull in the violence in Mogadishu after its fall, but from March 2007 onwards
the level of attacks against Ethiopian and TFG forces began to rise, stoked by the TFG’s
unpopularity in the capital and considerable anti-Ethiopian feeling among the population.
While the TFG moved to Mogadishu soon after its victory as a way of showing that it
intended to turn itself into a genuinely national government, it was unable to establish full
control. Efforts to promote disarmament made little progress. It was forced to promote
the establishment of vigilante groups to supplement its efforts to gain control. These
became a particular target of attacks by TFG opponents in Mogadishu.
Ethiopia, conscious of the ill-feeling against it, quickly announced that it would begin
withdrawing some of its troops. Some troops did leave in January 2007, but it proved to
be a token gesture. This was accompanied by efforts to get an AU peacekeeping force
into Somalia quickly. The AU adapted the IGASOM concept, as set out in UN Security
Council Resolution 1725. It agreed a six-month mandate for the force, known as the
African Mission in Somalia (AMISOM), in January 2007. The UN Security Council
endorsed it under Resolution 1744 of 20 February 2007, which was unanimously
adopted.
Under Resolution 1772 of 20 August 2007, the Security Council mandated the UN
Secretariat to begin the groundwork for a UN peacekeeping force to take over from
AMISOM, probably in early 2008. At that time, there were hopes that the security
situation could be stabilising. However, major doubts were expressed in many quarters
about the feasibility of such a force, due to the deteriorating security situation. In a report
to the Security Council later in the year, the UN Secretary-General, Ban ki-Moon, stated
that it was currently too dangerous to send in a UN force, suggesting that a multinational
force composed of a ‘coalition of the willing’ might be a better alternative, at least in the
short-term. However, he was extremely vague about what its mandate should be. AU
and UN capacities were already stretched to the limit and beyond by the demands of
getting a joint force into Darfur.
It was also proving difficult to get African countries to honour pledges to provide troops
for AMISOM. Although the first troops – 1,300 from Uganda – arrived in February 2007, it
remained seriously under-strength. Uganda’s presence subsequently edged upwards
towards its pledge of 1,800. Nigeria and Burundi were due to send 1,700 troops each but
there was still no sign of them by the end of 2007. Ghana and Malawi also agreed to
send troops, although what they pledged and when they would arrive remained unclear.
Even if all these contributions were to materialise, they would take the force to around
4,000 – 50 per cent of its planned ultimate strength.
AU troops on several occasions became targets of the insurgents in Mogadishu and had
to fire back to defend themselves. In November 2007 a rebel leader called on insurgents
to target peacekeepers. There was talk of Arab forces being sent to Somalia to
supplement AMISOM, but this also came to nothing.

14

UN Security Council Resolution 1744 (2007) of 20 February 2007
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By the end of the year it was clear that a prolonged and destructive ‘low-intensity’ war
was now underway. It was affecting a growing number of regions across Somalia.
Ethiopia reversed its plans for further withdrawals of its troops – despite knowing that
their continued presence was a very effective ‘recruiting sergeant’ for the insurgents. In
November 2007, after bringing 15,000 extra troops into Somalia to add to the 5,000
already on the scene, the Ethiopian forces, with the support of militias loyal to the TFG,
launched a major offensive against the insurgents in Mogadishu in a bid to improve the
security situation and create conditions under which a UN peacekeeping force might
become viable. 15 They were accused of employing indiscriminate and disproportionate
military tactics, leaving many districts in the capital empty and devastated. The
insurgents were also (and continue to be) accused of serious human rights abuses. Over
500,000 were estimated to have fled the capital, Mogadishu, by the end of 2007, leading
aid agencies to speak of a humanitarian emergency equivalent to, or even greater than,
Darfur. Approximately 1.5 million Somalis were by then dependent upon humanitarian
assistance.
The international community viewed the defeat of the CSIC as a ‘historic opportunity’ for
Somalia. It supported AU efforts to set up AMISOM – the EU initially pledged Euro 15
million – while pushing for moves towards a government of national unity based on
‘inclusive dialogue’ between all groups that had renounced violence. It had set up an
International Contact Group, involving Italy, Kenya, Norway, Sweden, Tanzania, UK, US,
UN, AU, EU, IGAD and the Arab League, in mid 2006. It now swung into action.
However, relations were not always easy with the TFG. When a senior ex-CSIC leader,
Sheikh Sharif Sheikh Ahmed – believed by many to be relatively moderate – surrendered
to the Kenyan authorities, the international community urged the TFG to begin talks with
him. However, it was frustrated by the TFG’s lack of urgency and enthusiasm for doing
so. President Abdullahi Yusuf Ahmed demonstrated little practical enthusiasm for such a
process. Critics viewed him more as a ‘warlord’ than a genuine President, sitting at the
head of a fractious coalition of other warlords. The human rights record of the TFG
during 2007 was also far from good. For example, there were incidents of harassment of
the independent media, with four radio stations being closed down.
The international community condemned the sacking of the Speaker of Parliament,
Sharif Hassan Sheikh Adan, at the behest of President Yusuf in January 2007 as
contrary to the ‘spirit of reconciliation’. Adan had been involved in negotiations with the
CSIC prior to December 2006. Soon afterwards, the TFG was prevailed upon by the
International Contact Group to call a National Reconciliation Congress (NRC), set to
involve over 1,000 representatives. It was initially due to begin in April 2007 in
Mogadishu, with some ex-CSIC ‘moderates’ apparently due to take part. However, it was
overtaken by an upsurge in fighting. The conference finally met in July-August but it was
marked by the absence of any ex-CSIC leaders and some key leaders of the Hawiye
clan, who said that Ethiopia’s full withdrawal was an essential precondition for their
abandonment of the insurrection and participation in talks with the TFG. They also called
for the Congress to take place outside Somalia. The TFG refused to relax its control over
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the process, despite international calls for it to be placed on a genuinely independent
footing. The ‘national reconciliation’ process is given a timetable of sorts by the fact that
the TFG and its institutions, including the Parliament, are due to expire in November
2009. The international community hopes to see new elections and a new Constitution
promulgated by then.
In September many of the TFG’s opponents came together to form the Alliance for the
Liberation and Reconstitution of Somalia (ARS) following a meeting in Eritrea. It was
composed of the former members of the CSIC, a faction led by Sharif Hassan Sheikh
Adan, representatives of the diaspora and some civil society groups that were
sympathetic to the CSIC.
President Yusuf was viewed as relatively moderate compared with his Prime Minister, Ali
Mohammed Gedi. Gedi, a Hawiye, was a close ally of Ethiopia and tarred as a
‘collaborator’ by many other Hawiye clan leaders. Among the many issues that Gedi and
Yusuf had reportedly fallen out over were plans to co-operate with China over oil
exploration (see below). Yusuf had taken the lead on the issue; Gedi argued that he and
his government should be in control of exploration negotiations. However, in late-October
Gedi resigned. This increased hopes that the ‘political track’ might now lead somewhere.
In November, a new Prime Minister, Nur Hassan Hussein Adde (henceforth Nur Adde),
also a member of the Hawiye clan, but hopefully more attractive to its other leaders, was
appointed. 70 years old, Nur Adde, had been head of the Somali Red Crescent since
1991 and was described as coming to the job with “good contacts across the political
spectrum and clan structures but little political baggage.” 16
In late November 2007 Ethiopian President Meles Zenawi acknowledged that his forces
had become bogged down in Somalia. Attacks by insurgents prompted major operations
by Ethiopian forces against them. Meanwhile the new Prime Minister named a new
Cabinet. However, a significant number of ministers resigned in protest at its
composition. Ethiopia declared itself dissatisfied with it and there were reports that
western countries also regretted that an opportunity had been missed to bring in
individuals currently outside the Transitional Federal Parliament, as recommended by
the NRC. Nur Adde agreed to review the Cabinet again.
The main international player in Somalia during 2007 remained the US, which continued
to view the situation there largely in terms of the wider ‘war on terror’. It is not always
clear how much attention it paid to the views of other members of the International
Contact Group. The prospect of a radical Islamic state in Somalia was viewed with
predictable distaste by the administration. Although there has been no definitive
confirmation and Ethiopia itself has denied it, there were persistent reports during 2007
suggesting that the US had given Ethiopia the ‘green light’ to intervene on behalf of the
TFG in late 2006.
The American experience of direct involvement in Somalia in the early 1990s ensured
that it was not keen to allow its own forces to become embroiled there again. However,
there were claims of American aircraft supporting military attacks by the TFG and
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Ethiopian forces against CSIC and jihadist elements in the far south of Somalia following
the capture of Mogadishu in late 2006. For example, in January 2007 US helicopter
gunships, flying from a base in eastern Ethiopia, attacked what the US claimed was a
convoy of trucks containing al-Qaida leaders as it moved through Ras Kamboni, near the
border with Kenya. US special forces based in Kenya were also involved. While the US
declared the mission a success, local Somalis and aid workers claimed that only a group
of pastoralists had been killed. 17 In June 2007 the US Navy fired missiles at suspected
al-Qaeda operatives in Puntland. US ‘anti-terror’ operations were assisted by the
decision of neighbouring Kenya to close its border with Somalia soon after the fall of the
CSIC. It remains closed to this day. In a move that caused much domestic controversy,
Kenya reportedly also transferred a number of Somali militants in its custody to Ethiopian
prisons for interrogation in what critics called another case of ‘extraordinary rendition’.
The US also warned Eritrea that it might declare it a state sponsor of terrorism unless it
ended its support for the insurgency and foreign jihadists, some of which it claimed were
involved in the attacks on US Embassies in Kenya and Tanzania. Towards the end of the
year there were reports of divisions within the US administration over future strategy,
with the Pentagon shifting towards building ties with the Republic of Somaliland, which
would require recognition of its independence, while the State Department remained
wedded to trying to rebuild Somalia as a whole. 18
The TFG called for US$1 billion from the international community to rebuild Somalia. Its
need for donor funds did give donors some leverage over the TFG. China’s profile in
Somalia rose rapidly during 2007, despite the continued turmoil in the country. Banking
on the confirmation of reports that there are large oil deposits in Somalia, a state-owned
Chinese oil company signed a production-sharing agreement with the TFG in mid 2007.
Western companies with exploration concessions were invited to return but appeared to
be waiting for the security situation to stabilise before doing so. China’s support for the
TFG meant that a clash with the US over policy on Somalia was highly unlikely.
However, it was not to the fore of international efforts to encourage processes of
‘national reconciliation’.
In September 2007, the UN Secretary-General appointed a new Special Representative
to Somalia, Ahmedou Ould Abdallah. He replaced Francois Lonseny Fall. The Special
Representative heads the UN Political Office for Somalia.
b.

2008

In January Prime Minister Nur Adde bowed to critics and appointed a new, much smaller
but more widely accepted Cabinet. Nine of 18 ministers were to be non-parliamentarians.
Nur Adde also pledged to begin extending the reconciliation process to grassroots
communities and opposition groups willing to engage in dialogue. Also in January, 850
soldiers from Burundi arrived, bringing AMISOM’s strength to 2,613. The UN continued
to develop contingency plans for a possible UN peace-keeping force during the first
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quarter of the year, but there remained little sign that the Security Council had much
appetite for it. 19
In March 2008 the TFG unveiled a new reconciliation strategy that reflected Nur Adde’s
approach. It was unclear from the start how far President Yusuf Ahmed really backed it.
Nonetheless, with the backing of the international community, Nur Adde began putting
out feelers to the ARS, the main opposition coalition, and to bodies such as the Hawiye
Council, established in Mogadishu by clan elders. The UN Secretary-General’s Special
Representative for Somalia, Ahmedou Ould Abdallah, helped to facilitate the process. At
around the same time, the ARS issued its own ‘road map for dialogue and reconciliation
of Somalia’, with the withdrawal of Ethiopian forces as an essential precondition of
progress. A first round of talks between the TFG and ARS was held in Djibouti in May,
with Ould Abdallah shuttling between the two parties. This culminated in a joint
commitment to a peaceful settlement and a declaration calling on all sides to allow full
humanitarian access and the delivery of assistance. Since then there have been talks
between the parties about the implementation of the agreement.
However, it had become clear during the negotiations that there were tensions within the
ARS as well as within the TFG. ARS moderates, led by Sheikh Sharif Sheikh Ahmed and
Sharif Hassan Sheikh Aden, were being challenged, apparently with Eritrean support, by
Sheikh Hassan Aweys, the militant Islamist founder of al-Shabaab, who attended ARS
meetings at this time but without joining the coalition. A gap between militant Islamists
and those opposition elements with a more moderate orientation appeared to be opening
up. This did not prevent the TFG and ARS reaching an agreement in Djibouti on 9 June,
which provided inter alia for an initial cessation of hostilities of 90 days and an eventual
ceasefire agreement, a joint request to the UN Security Council to deploy an
international stabilization force within four months, excluding neighboring states, as a
prelude to a UN peace-keeping force, the concomitant withdrawal of Ethiopian forces
and the convening of an international donors’ conference within six months. 20 However,
Aweys repudiated the deal and in July announced that Sheikhs Ahmed and Aden had
been removed from their leadership roles in the ARS. 21 Ahmed and Aden refuted Aweys’
claims. Rival factions, the ARS-Djibouti and the ARS-Asmara, quickly coalesced. AlShabaab, while closer to the ARS-Asmara, retained considerable autonomy of action.
In March the US placed al-Shabaab on its list of terrorist organizations. Its leader
declared this to be a badge of honour. 22 Al-Shabaab did not seem to be set back much
by the killing of its commander, Sheikh Aden Hashi Ayrow, by a US airstrike at the
beginning of May. Ayrow, who had links with al-Qaida, had been in their sights for some
time. There had also been an unsuccessful airstrike in March against an alleged alQaida operative, Saleh Ali Saleh Nabhan, in the far south of Somalia. 23 The rebels have
periodically been able to seize control of towns in central and southern Somalia, but
have tended to cede them before they face frontal attack from TFG/Ethiopian forces.
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Several attacks have been launched on Ethiopian military bases in Mogadishu itself.
AMISOM has also come under regular attack. There has been a least one assassination
attempt on President Yusuf Ahmed during 2008. 24
There have been claims that the rebels have been weakened in Mogadishu, but there is
little firm evidence that this is the case. In July, the Mayor of Mogadishu, former warlord
Mohammed Dheere, was sacked by Nur Adde (but against the wishes of the president)
for his failure to improve security in the capital. 25 September and October saw more
heavy fighting in the capital. For their part, TFG forces are weak, appear to have low
morale and have at times not been paid for prolonged periods. Many of them act in
practice as autonomous, freebooting militias. There have been many instances of them
robbing civilians. 26 Without the presence of Ethiopian troops, it is unlikely that the deeply
dysfunctional TFG would have survived.
The TFG suffered a major setback in August, when al-Shabaab took the southern port of
Kismayo. However, this also set in train growing differences between ARS-Asmara and
al-Shabaab. The ARS-Asmara criticised al-Shabaab’s choice to head the new
administration. In September it condemned al-Shabaab’s announcement that it would
shell Mogadishu’s main airport if it was not shut down.
In late August the Ethiopian Prime Minister, Meles Zenawi, gave a first indication that the
patience of his government might be running out. In an interview, he said that Ethiopia
was prepared to withdraw troops from Somalia even in the absence of stable transitional
arrangements. He stated that the operation had been very expensive, adding: “We didn’t
anticipate that the international community would be happy riding the Ethiopian horse
and flogging it at the same time for so long… We had hoped and expected… that the
international community would recognise that this was a unique opportunity for the
stabilisation of Somalia and capitalise on it.” 27 Notwithstanding such statements, when
the ARS-Djibouti and the TFG met in Djibouti in September to resume negotiations on
implementing the Djibouti agreement, the former refused to implement a ceasefire in the
absence of a firm timetable for Ethiopian withdrawal. Some observers argue that, had it
done so in this context, its credibility with the other nationalist and Islamist factions would
have been fatally undermined. 28
All parties to the conflict have continued to be accused of serious human rights abuses
during 2008. In May, Amnesty International declared that civilians were now completely
at the mercy of armed groups in Somalia. 29 Human rights groups have been calling for
the establishment by the UN Security Council of a commission of inquiry to investigate
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violations of international law and to consider asking the International Criminal Court
(ICC) to investigate. 30
The Djibouti agreement initially prompted hopes that, with the humanitarian situation
exacerbated by high food and fuel prices, it would soon become easier for humanitarian
and aid agencies to operate in Somalia. However, their workers were at growing risk
either of abduction or execution. While anti-TFG forces were responsible for many of
these attacks, a significant number appear to have been conducted by TFG ‘hardliners’,
who view humanitarian aid as giving succour to the enemy. 31 Since the death in May of
the commander of al-Shabaab, Aden Hashi Ayrow, some of the groups affiliated with it
have increased their targeting of aid workers and their local ‘collaborators’. 32 In July, the
head of the Mogadishu office of the United Nations Development Programme was killed
by unidentified gunmen. The UN Political Office for Somalia has still not relocated to
Mogadishu because the security situation. Most international NGOs had withdrawn their
staff by the middle of 2008.
Meanwhile, the UN reported that the prices of locally produced cereals had risen by up to
400 per cent between mid-2007 and mid-2008. The Secretary-General also stated in
July that the number of people in need of humanitarian assistance since January 2008
had increased from 1.8 million to 3.2 million – approximately 40 per cent of the
population. 33 750,000 people fled Mogadishu alone between March and July 2008, by
which time well over 300,000 were living in tents on the outskirts of the city. 34
There was a small-scale addition to the complement of AMISOM in October 2008, with
the arrival of 400 more Burundian troops. This brought the size of AMISOM on the
ground to 3,400 – still under 50 per cent of the planned total when it was created. The
appalling security situation makes it hardly surprising that other countries continue to
hesitate, although Uganda said earlier this year that it would send more if the funding
could be found. In recent weeks, Kenya has also expressed a willingness to send troops.
This follows a marked increase in attacks across the Kenya-Somalia border by Somali
insurgents. 35 Burundi has said that it is prepared to send another 850 troops. The UN
Security Council, facing massive peace-keeping overstretch, is reluctant to move ahead
with a force for Somalia, despite regular appeals by Ould Abdallah since March to do so,
on the grounds that current conditions are not conducive. 36 Both he and the Ethiopian
Foreign Affairs Minister, Seyoum Mesfin, have complained that the international
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community is not doing enough to provide support to the TFG and the Ethiopian forces. 37
In August the UN Security Council renewed AMISOM’s mandate for a further six
months. 38 The Secretary-General continues to prepare ‘contingency plans’ for a UN
force. 39 In recent days, the AU has again called for its urgent deployment. 40 With regard
to the international community, one commentator puts it bluntly:
[…] widespread pessimism over the over the prospects of any peace process, the
lingering trauma from disastrous past interventions, and the need to put out fires
elsewhere – from Afghanistan to Congo – have snuffed out any real will to act. 41

Given the deepening divisions that exist on both the TFG and ARS sides, the failure of
the Djibouti agreement to quickly bring peace is unsurprising. On the ARS side, most of
the weapons remain in the hands of ‘rejectionists’. It is just about possible to envisage
the ARS-Asmara faction joining a peace process, provided Ethiopia withdraws without
delay. However, bringing an increasingly fragmented al-Shabaab on board would appear
to be an increasingly difficult task. According to one analyst, some of the clan or criminal
militias now using that label have little real commitment to an Islamist agenda. There
have been numerous recent reports of different militias turning their guns on each other
in some areas. 42
There was a flurry of renewed diplomatic activity in late-October. The ARS-Djibouti and
the TFG met again under UN auspices in Djibouti to try and agree a firm timetable for
Ethiopian withdrawal and implementation of the ceasefire. The talks took place with
sides beginning to talk optimistically about a ‘power-sharing’ arrangement. On 26
October it was agreed to implement the ceasefire from 5 November, with Ethiopia
beginning to withdraw its troops from Mogadishu and other areas from 21 November and
completing a full withdrawal within 120 days. The TFG and ARS-Djibouti were to
establish a joint security force and work closely with AMISOM to bring order to the
country. However, this new agreement, like others before it, has not led to a reduction in
levels of violence around the country. In recent weeks, Somaliland and Puntland have
also been subjected to insurgent attacks (see below) and there have been attacks on a
town on the Kenyan side of the Somalia-Kenya border, one of which led to the abduction
of three Catholic nuns. There are calls on the Kenyan side for its forces to launch attacks
back across the border against al-Shabaab militias. 43 The ARS-Asmara, al-Shabaab and
Eritrea have all condemned the 26 October agreement. The Hawiye Council is reported
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to be trying to mediate between the ARS-Djibouti and those forces that have rejected the
agreement. 44
It was also agreed in Djibouti on 26 October that a new unity government would be the
subject of further negotiation under IGAD auspices. 45 Within days, political leaders from
both sides were meeting in Nairobi. While there was no firm outcome, Prime Minister Nur
Adde announced that he would announce the composition of a new, more inclusive,
government by 12 November. However, with the mandate of the TFG having less than a
year to run, there were reports that supporters of President Yusuf would not be included.
The future of the President himself, whose health has been poor for a number of years,
now looked under increasing threat. He swiftly began another rearguard action. Sheikh
Sharif Ahmed, one of the top leaders of the ARS-Djibouti, has returned to Somalia. 46
One observer has recently argued that Ethiopia, which has about 4000 troops still in the
country, “has reached the end of its tether in Somalia and will remove its forces from the
country whether or not they are replaced by an unlikely UN stabilization mission and
despite Western pressure to remain in the absence of such a mission.” 47 However, the
TFG’s position grows weaker by the day. It now effectively controls only parts of
Mogadishu and the town of Baidoa. 48 By mid November, a range of insurgent groups
were in control of most of Somalia. This has led Ethiopia to delay withdrawing its troops
for the moment. The establishment of a sufficiently credible unity government will be
crucial if the situation is to be stabilised, but this continues to prove elusive. The 12
November deadline for agreeing the basis of a unity government has passed without
success. Prime Minister Nur Adde has called upon the President to resign. 49
Given the many divisions that exist within the opposition to the TFG, its violent overthrow
will not necessarily mean a return to the kind of ‘Islamist order’ which the CSIC was able
briefly to establish in 2006. According to a Mogadishu businessman: “This time it will be
worse […] This time the Islamic groups will fight among themselves. This time we will
have Islamic warlords. They will fight and there will be more difficult problems.” 50 Another
observer paints this likely scenario in the event of an Ethiopian withdrawal without the
creation of a sufficiently credible unity government:
An Ethiopian pull-out would leave the powerless TFG incapable of sustaining
itself, setting the stage for a scramble for power among the fragmented factions,
forcing each of them into a posture of pro-active self-defense. Should such a
situation transpire, the greatest likelihood for Somalia would be a period of civil
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warfare preceding the emergence of a more stable configuration of power, the
design of which is at present unpredictable. 51

3.

The role of the international community

The international community’s role in Somalia has been and remains extensive. But its
capacity to achieve positive outcomes remains in question. Many aspects of the
interventions of the primary actors – the US, UN, AU and Somalia’s regional neighbours,
Ethiopia and Eritrea – have already been discussed in the preceding sections of the
paper. The purpose of this section is briefly to outline some other aspects of current
international involvement.
Immediately after the fall of the CSIC, the US Agency for International Development
pledged a supplemental aid package of US $40 million, with further funds to come. With
many donor agencies and governments lacking a physical presence in Somalia due to
the security situation, much international assistance to the TFG is being channelled
through the UN Development Programme (UNDP). For example, a UN ‘Rule of Law’
Programme provides training for the Somali National Police. Concerns have been
expressed that the UNDP’s role in this regard undermines the ability of UN Special
Representative Ould Abdullah to act as a credible mediator in peace talks.
A recent UN report made the following observations about international assistance to the
TFG:
204. During the past 12 months, foreign contributions have likely represented the
largest source of income for the Transitional Federal Government. However,
there seems to be little evidence that donor funds are being invested for stated
purposes, and no safeguards exist against the diversion of such funds towards
the financing of arms embargo violations. Additionally, the allocation of bilateral
aid is difficult to ascertain under current disclosure practices of the Transitional
Federal Government regarding the purpose of expenditures and the precise
identity of Somali recipients.
205. The Transitional Federal Government under Prime Minster Gedi received:
(a) $500,000 from the Republic of Yemen (as part of a commitment from the
League of Arab States);
(b) $2 million from Algeria (as part of a commitment from the League of Arab
States);
(c) $2 million from Kenya;
(d) $100,000 from the People’s Republic of China.
An additional $1 million was allegedly given directly to President Yussuf by the
Government of the Sudan.
The Government of Saudi Arabia has made a significant commitment to the
Somali reconciliation and reconstruction effort, in the form of $150 million paid to
Prime Minister Gedi. The money was expected to finance the refurbishing of
Government buildings in Baidoa and Mogadishu, expenses for the national
reconciliation conference, and expenses related to the interests of elders and
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other facilitators advancing the reconciliation agenda. During the period of March
and April 2007, deposits of $6 million and $26 million were made to a bank
account in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia, opened previously by the Minister of Finance of
Somalia.
206. The manner in which these funds were withdrawn and used and the fact that
proper accounting was not made have led to allegations, particularly against
former Prime Minister Gedi, of corruption and the illegal acquisitions of arms and
ammunition and payments to combatants. 52

The Arab League, while unhappy about the Ethiopian occupation, has proclaimed its
neutrality and supports a negotiated solution. However, there are divisions between
individual member states over Somalia that hinder its effectiveness as a mediator, with
countries such as Egypt and Qatar cool towards the TFG and Ethiopia. Despite this, the
body has called upon its members to provide assistance to the TFG. It has also provided
some financial support to AMISOM. In August, the organisation opened an office in
Mogadishu. 53
The Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) has seconded a
human rights adviser to the UN country team for Somalia. The OHCHR has conducted
an assessment mission in Somalia, led by its Independent Expert for Somalia, Shamsul
Bari. 54 The Human Rights Council has regularly considered the human rights situation in
Somalia. In September the Independent Expert for Somalia reported to it in plenary
session. 55 Human Rights Watch is calling for a special sitting of the Council to discuss
the situation in Somalia. 56
The World Food Programme is the preponderant provider of humanitarian assistance to
Somalia, with the vast majority of what it provides being delivered by sea. This is due to
the security situation, with militias demanding bribes to move goods through a plethora of
checkpoints on the roads. However, sea routes can themselves be hazardous due to the
prevalence of pirates in the waters off the Horn. 57 The recent fall of the port of Marka to
the insurgents is another blow to aid efforts. Donors were heavy users of the port.
While the UN arms embargo against Somalia allows for targeted measures against those
who breach the embargo and who support such breaches, none have to date been
introduced. 58 An Arms Embargo Monitoring Group reports periodically to the Security
Council about violations of the embargo. Its most recent report was in April 2008. In it,
while acknowledging that the arms embargo was largely ineffective, the Monitoring
Group recommended the imposition of targeted measures against those violating it. It
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considers Ethiopia to be in violation of the embargo. 59 A step towards imposing sanctions
was taken on 20 November, when the Security Council specified that travel restrictions
and asset freezes would be imposed and encouraged Member States to submit names
of individuals or entities to the Monitoring Group, which has now been given the power to
designate those who should be subject to sanctions. 60 The TFG has regularly called for
the embargo to be lifted against it but without success.
Following the creation of AMISOM, the European Council added it to a ‘European Union
(EU) civilian-military supporting action’ originally established with regard to the African
Union Mission in Sudan (AMIS). Euro 30 million was contributed towards the costs of the
mission by EU member states during 2007. 61 However, the mandate of the supporting
action expired on 1 January 2008, when AMIS was replaced by the UN peace-keeping
mission in Darfur. No new mandate for a supporting action for AMISOM has been
established. 62
The EU, while part of the International Contact Group, and keen to avoid public
differences of opinion with the US, has appeared at points less than wholly comfortable
with approaches to Somalia that have prioritised counter-terrorism or military action. The
EU has supported training for the Somali National Police, which has been heavily
involved in fighting. There were reports of an internal discussion within the European
Commission in 2007 about whether it might find itself implicated in war crimes charges
against members of the TFG. 63 Under the European Security and Defence Policy, the EU
is now also set to join in the international task force that is currently engaged in wider
anti-piracy actions off the coast of Somalia. The EU operation is known as Operation
Atalanta and will be commanded from the UK’s multinational headquarters at
Northwood. 64
The donor community is currently based in Nairobi, as is the UN Political Office for
Somalia, although the latter is said to be planning to relocate to Mogadishu as soon as
the security situation permits. For some, this has damaged the ability of both to operate
effectively.
During 2007 the British Government contributed funds to the AU planning cell, funded
equipment for the Ugandan deployment as part of AMISOM and paid for a scoping visit
by Burundian officials. In early 2007 the Stabilisation Unit, a joint operation of the Foreign
Office, Department for International Development (DFID) and the Ministry of Defence,
produced a ‘critical path analysis’ for Somalia, which “identified the milestones necessary
to achieve interim stability including ensuring the cessation of hostilities, ‘good enough’
security in Mogadishu, only legitimate Transitional Federal Government counter-terrorist
activity and unimpeded humanitarian relief in order to sustain an incipient political
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process.” 65 The Government has allocated £2 million to Somalia for financial year 200809 from the Conflict Prevention Pool. One focus is supporting donor co-ordination on
security sector reform, which has been identified by many observers as inadequate. 66
Overall, DFID has pledged over £20 million in new commitments for Somalia, including
£12 million to the WFP. 67 No money goes directly to the TFG. It is channelled through the
UNDP and other donors to build budgetary and financial management capacity. 68 The
Government strongly supports the Djibouti agreement and in its public statements
continues to call for a national reconciliation process that includes all groups which reject
violence. 69 There have been reports that Somalis based in the UK are an important
source of financial support for the insurgents, including al-Shabaab. 70

B.

Somaliland and Puntland

1.

Somaliland – background and history

Following the collapse of the regime of Siad Barre in 1991 and Somalia’s slide into civil
war, the northwestern region of Somalia set itself up as an independent state, the
Republic of Somaliland. The majority clan family in the Republic of Somaliland is the
Isaaq, which strongly supports Somaliland independence. Some observers include the
Isaaq in the Dir clan family, although few Isaaq accept this designation. Other significant
clans are the the Dulbahante and Warsengeli in eastern Somaliland. They are part of the
Harti clan federation, which is in turn part of the wider Darod clan family. The Gadabursi
and Isa, both part of the Dir clan family, are the other main clans in Somaliland. The
population of Somaliland is estimated by the Government to be around 3.5 million.
However, this figure has not been independently verified and others believe the figure is
nearer to 1.5 million. 71
Between 1884 and 1960 Somaliland was a British Protectorate. To its south, the rest of
what was to become independent Somalia became an Italian colony. For seven months
during 1940-41 British Somaliland also briefly fell under Italian control. British efforts after
1945 to unify the different Somali territories quickly foundered due to objections from
other European states and Ethiopia, so Somaliland reverted to its previous Protectorate
status. As nationalist movements grew in strength during the 1950s, Britain and Italy
gradually began to synchronise plans for the independence of their respective Somali
colonies. Somaliland became independent on 25 June 1960. Somalia became
independent on 1 July 1960. The legislatures of the two countries met in joint session
immediately and announced their unification as the Republic of Somalia. However, it
quickly became evident that unification was not based on equal representation or status;
the south was undoubtedly the dominant partner in the new Republic. This was the case
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both under civilian government up to 1969 and later under the military rule of Mohammed
Siad Barre between 1969 and 1991.
During the 1980s, with the Isaaq to the fore, an armed movement dedicated to the
overthrow of Siad Barre, the Somali National Movement (SNM), emerged in the north of
Somalia. By the late-1980s there was full-scale civil war. With the Barre regime
crumbling by January 1991, the SNM seized the capital Hargeisa. In May 1991 the
Republic of Somaliland was declared. A long campaign for international recognition
began.
While the rest of Somalia plunged into full-blown state failure during the 1990s, and
despite occasional outbreaks of internal conflict between different clans of the Isaaq clan
family, Somaliland began a process of reconstruction and state-building under the
leadership (until his death in 2002) of President Mohammed Ibrahim Igal, himself an
Isaaq. Many analysts have attributed Somaliland’s stability as compared with Somalia as
being down to an astute fusing of modern governmental forms with more ‘traditional’
modes of authority based on clan elders. Others have asserted that Somaliland’s stability
has been based on the political interventions of a dominant class of livestock traders
within the primary clan family, the Isaaq, whose economic interests were being gravely
threatened by internal conflict. 72 However, some have argued that Somaliland’s longterm political viability is far from guaranteed. 73
In May 2001, on the tenth anniversary of its declaration of independence, Somaliland
held a referendum under which a new Constitution affirming its independence and
establishing a multi-party electoral system was overwhelmingly approved. Since then
Somaliland has moved towards direct election for the Presidency and its House of
Representatives (Golala Wakiilada). There are currently three registered political parties
competing for seats – the United Democratic People’s Party (UDUB), the Kulmiye Party
and the Justice and Welfare Party (UCID). All three have strong clan bases. The Kulmiye
Party is strongly supported by some of the Darod clans. The other two parties are largely
vehicles for competing sub-clans of the Isaaq. Membership of the House of Elders (The
Golala Guurtida) is through nomination by clan structures. There was a presidential
election in 2003, in which Dahir Rayale Kahin, a Gadabursi, was narrowly victorious. The
Kulmiye Party was reluctantly persuaded by clan elders to accept the result.
Parliamentary elections took place in 2005, formally completing Somaliland’s transition to
democracy. In these elections, UDUB, the party of the President, emerged as the largest
party but did not command a majority – a potentially stabilising outcome, at least in the
short-term, in which the winners did not win too heavily and the losers were not
humiliated. 74
In April 2008 President Rayale successfully obtained a one-year extension by the
Somaliland parliament to his term of office, which should have ended on 15 May 2008.
The main opposition parties had opposed the extension and for a period retaliated by
refusing to agree dates for municipal and presidential elections. For a while, political
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tension was high. However, in May agreement was reached for municipal elections to be
held on 15 December 2008 and the presidential election on 15 March 2009. 75 An alliance
between the Kulmiye Party and UCUD could spell danger for UDUB in the forthcoming
parliamentary elections. The presidential candidate of the Kulmiye Party will be Ahmed
Mohammed Mohamud Silanyo. UCUD’s candidate will be Faysal Ali Warabe. President
Rayale will stand for UDUB. 76
There have been periodic allegations that the Somaliland authorities are guilty of human
rights abuses. For example, in October 2007, a UNDP official was deported for criticising
the Somaliland authorities for the alleged harassment of the unregistered Quran Party,
an Islamist party, several of whose leaders had been sentenced to prison terms. 77 In
early November 2007, in order to prevent the holding of planned anti-government
demonstrations, the Somaliland authorities arrested at least seven officials of the Party. 78
Journalists have also experienced official harassment and the climate for the media has
become tougher in recent years. Some voices within the country’s small independent
press argue that such abuses are undermining Somaliland’s campaign for international
recognition. 79 Nonetheless, a comparison with the situation in Somalia offers a stark
contrast.
The limits of Somaliland’s ability to insulate itself from the turbulence in the rest of
Somalia was revealed on 29 October 2008, when three simultaneous car bomb attacks
took place in Hargeisa, causing at least 23 deaths. At the same time, two car bomb
attacks occurred in Bossaso, Puntland. Observers were quick to attribute the attacks to
the armed Islamist group al-Shabaab. 80
Somaliland’s relations with the TFG are predictably frosty. Somaliland did not send
representatives to the July-August 2007 National Reconciliation Congress held in
Mogadishu (see above). However, it is Somaliland’s relationship with the neighbouring
‘state’ of Puntland that has recently been the cause of greatest instability (see below).
2.

Puntland – background and history

Puntland declared itself an autonomous region of Somalia in 1998, at a time when the
rest of the country was convulsed by internal conflict. 81
The most powerful clan grouping in Puntland is the Harti clan federation. The Harti are
part of the broader Darod clan family. The largest clan within the Harti clan federation in
Puntland is the Majerteen. The two other main clans in Puntland are the Dulbahante and
Warsengeli clans, which are also part of the Harti clan federation. The Puntland
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Government estimates that the population is 2.4 million but this figure has not been
independently verified. 82
In 1998, local leaders agreed to bring order to the region by establishing a Puntland
state, headed by a president, and a parliament and judiciary. There were some
similarities with what had happened earlier in the decade in Somaliland. The main antiBarre organisation in the region, the Somali Salvation Democratic Front (SSDF), working
in partnership with clan elders, created formal political structures but much power
continued to reside with traditional authorities known as the issimo. However, Puntland
has not gone as far as Somaliland in terms of a ‘democratic transition’. In 2001 the then
President of Puntland, Abudullahi Yusuf Ahmed, refused to leave office in defiance of a
decision by a clan conference to nominate a rival candidate for the post, leading to a
brief civil war in which he was victorious. One observer called his rule a “clan
dictatorship”. 83 Unlike Somaliland, there is no second Chamber and no political parties to
help act as a check on the government. As a state, Puntland is desperately short of
resources. It has often struggled to pay government officials and its soldiers.
Puntland has consistently stated that it is willing to be part of a future federal Somalia, as
provided for in Article 1 of Somalia’s ‘Transitional Constitution’. 84 Puntland’s relations
with the TFG have generally remained positive. This partly reflects the fact that current
TFG President Yusuf Ahmed was President of Puntland until 2004. However, there have
been (and continue to be) moments of tension between them. 85 There was a period of
political instability during 2001-2 in Puntland, although calm was subsequently restored.
Since it took over Mogadishu, the TFG has benefited from the support of Puntland
militias, which make up the majority of its forces, in its efforts to secure the capital.
Most of the oil exploration that has taken place in Somalia has been in Puntland.
President Mohamud Musa Hersi’ Adde’, the current President of Puntland, who was
elected in 2005, took TFG President Yusuf Ahmed’s side in a dispute during 2007 with
former Prime Minister Gedi over oil exploration deals. 86 Puntland has passed its own
petroleum law and does not recognise the bill passed by Gedi’s Government before he
was removed. 87
In November 2006 Islamic law was introduced in Puntland, in part to prevent some local
Muslim and clan leaders from defecting to the CSIC. 88 Puntland did not come into direct
conflict with the CSIC during its brief period of rule over much of the rest of Somalia.
However, since the defeat of the CSIC, Puntland has been increasingly caught up in the
wider insurgency against the TFG and the Ethiopian occupation. There have been
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numerous attacks in Puntland, including by groups affiliated with al-Shabaab. 89 By April
2008 Puntland was appealing to Ethiopia to send more troops to the region in the face of
a deteriorating security situation. 90
Puntland has become the main base from which Somali pirates operate. While there
have been claims that officials have links with the pirates, in October 2008 the authorities
launched a number of successful operations against them. 91 Protests about alleged
plans to try one group of pirates led to a brief outbreak of unrest in Garowe. 92 There has
also been criticism by local businessmen of the decision of the Puntland Government to
award a 15-year monopoly to a Saudi company for the export of livestock, which led to
the closure of a competing locally-owned animal quarantine centre. 93
On 29 October 2008 two simultaneous car bomb attacks took place in Bossaso, causing
several deaths. At the same time, three car bomb attacks occurred in Hargeisa, the
capital of Somaliland. Observers were quick to attribute the attacks to the armed Islamist
group al-Shabaab. 94
Parliamentary and presidential elections are being held in Puntland in January 2009.
Musa Hersi’ Adde’ is being challenged for the presidency by a large number of
candidates, most notably Abdirahman Mohamed, known as ‘Farole’. A former ally of the
President, he has promised to revise the Constitution and strengthen democracy in the
region. Hassan Abshir, a former Puntland and TFG minister who is currently a member
of Somalia’s Transitional Federal Parliament, has also announced his candidacy. 95
3.

The Somaliland/Puntland border dispute

There have been major tensions between Somaliland and Puntland over their common
border since 2004, with both laying claim to the regions of Sanaag and Sool. On several
occasions there have been military clashes. Relations between the two over the issue
deteriorated again during 2007 and there were further military clashes.
The Dulbahante and Warsengeli clans of the Harti clan federation live on either side of
the Somaliland-Puntland border in eastern Somaliland and western Puntland. They have
felt politically and economically marginalised in both Somaliland and Puntland and the
degree of effective control exercised in either Sanaag or Sool by what passes for ‘central
authority’ has been limited in practice. Furthermore, local leaders have often changed
their mind over which of the two polities deserves their allegiance. Shifts in loyalty
appear to have played a significant role in triggering the 2007 crisis. There also remain
significant constituencies within both clans for ultimate reunification with the rest of
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Somalia, which confirms that the fate of both Somaliland and Puntland is likely to remain
unavoidably linked to what happens in the rest of the country. 96
In July 2007 local leaders in Sanaag, which until then had given its loyalty to Puntland,
seceded from it and formed the new ‘state’ of Maakhir. Those behind it came from the
Warsengeli clan. They strongly opposed TFG moves to undertake oil exploration in the
area. They had also become resentful of the perceived dominance in Puntland of the
Majerteen clan.
Then, in September 2007, following unrest in Sool – some of whose Dulbahante leaders
had rejected the authority of the Puntland Government and talked about establishing
another autonomous state, Daraawiish – fighting between Somaliland and Puntland
broke out again. In October Somaliland troops occupied the capital of Sool, Las Anod.
Somaliland claimed that its forces had been attacked first. Somaliland troops were
reportedly within 35 kilometres of Puntland’s capital, Garowe, at one point. A conference
opened in late November to try and agree the future of the area but came to nothing. 97
During 2008 outbreaks of violence between Somaliland and Puntland over Sool and
Sanaag have continued. Somaliland forces have pushed deeper into Sanaag, where
there have been several instances this year of foreign aid workers being kidnapped for
ransom. In July Somaliland forces claimed that they had taken control of the coastal
town of Las Qoray in eastern Sanaag. Puntland swiftly claimed that it had retaken the
town. Local Warsengeli clan elders called on both parties to withdraw their forces. In
practice, neither Somaliland nor Puntland appear to have much political control over this
area. 98
Since October 2008 there have been a series of attacks in parts of Somaliland-occupied
Sool by a new organisation called the Somalia Unity Defence Alliance. Somaliland has
accused Puntland of backing the group; Puntland has denied such allegations. 99
4.

The role of the international community

Western donors and international NGOs have assisted Somaliland’s reconstruction and
state-building efforts. However, because foreign governments are unwilling to recognise
Somaliland’s independence, their aid does not go directly to its government. The
international community, including the AU, primarily concerned with attempting to
reconstruct Somalia, has so far refused to recognise Somaliland on the grounds that it is
for Somalis themselves to sort out their future relationship. It is also argued that only
once Somalia has been stabilised will it be possible for the issue of Somaliland to be
addressed. 100 Western governments appear inclined to follow the lead of the AU on the
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issue of Somaliland. However, there is considerable respect in many Western capitals
for Somaliland’s achievements since 1991. 101
Advocates for Somaliland point out that it fulfils the key requirements of international law
with regard to statehood: a permanent population; a defined territory; a stable system of
government; and the capacity to enter into international relations with other states. They
argue that, far from being a new development, Somaliland has simply decided, as it is
entitled to do, to reclaim the independence which it briefly enjoyed in 1960. 102
Advocates for Somaliland also argue that its democratic transition is a further justification
for the international community to change its stance and recognise the country as an
independent state. In December 2005 President Rayale formally presented Somaliland’s
application to join the AU. This followed an AU mission to Somaliland in 2004 and
Rayale, since presenting Somaliland’s application, has met with senior AU figures to
discuss Somaliland’s application. Writing in 2006, the International Crisis Group (ICG)
quoted a regional diplomat who said: “The issue cannot be allowed to drag on
indefinitely. It must be addressed.” 103 Nevertheless, there have been few signs of
progress on the issue in recent years. The TFG is adamantly opposed to the idea, as are
the opposition ARS factions and al-Shabaab – this is one of the few things on which all
the warring parties in Somalia agree.
Somaliland has bilateral relations with the AU, IGAD and the Arab League. Somaliland’s
relations with South Africa are cordial. Ethiopia has had good relations with Somaliland
since independence, without moving to accord it recognition. There is ongoing counterterrorism co-operation and it has opened up a trade office in Hargeisa. 104 Ethiopia also
works closely with the Puntland Government. 105 One analyst has called them both “client
states” of Ethiopia. 106 Their relations with Eritrea are predictably poor.
The EU has been the main funder of Somaliland’s ‘democratic transition’. Another
relatively uncontroversial area where ties with Western countries can be deepened is in
the sphere of culture – for example, France has supported projects to promote the
teaching of French. 107
The British Government has on numerous occasions expressed its respect for the
achievements of Somaliland since 1991. 108 Along with Denmark, it has signed bilateral
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agreements for the repatriation of failed asylum-seekers. A recent UN report made the
following observations about the UK-Somaliland relationship:
The Monitoring Group has also received information that the Somaliland National
Security Agency receives support in intelligence and security matters from the
United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland. In this framework, the
United Kingdom operates flights with military planes, landing at the Berbera
airport instead of at the Hargeisa airport, without prior notification to the
Committee (see sect. II.C and annex III) […]
97. On 26 November 2007, a C-130 military aircraft with registration number
XV308, using call sign RRR5308, operated by the United Kingdom Royal Air
Force, landed at Berbera, Somaliland, Somalia, without prior notification to the
Committee.
98. The Monitoring Group sent a letter, dated 30 November 2007, to the
Government of the United Kingdom requesting information and details concerning
the above-mentioned flight. In its reply of 28 December 2007, the Government of
the United Kingdom confirmed the flight and further stated that “United Kingdom
diplomatic staff in Addis Ababa maintain a routine liaison with the Somaliland
authorities, and this flight was part of that liaison”. With regard to the request of
the Monitoring Group for information on the cargo, the Government responded
that “As the crew were not required to hand over the airway bill to customs
officials in Berbera, it was retained and subsequently destroyed on return to the
UK in line with standard practice”. Finally, in its reply, the Government informed
the Monitoring Group that it expected that there would be further flights (see
annex III). 109

In June 2008, Kim Howells, then the FCO Minister of State for Africa, stated – following a
visit to Somaliland earlier that month – that he was “impressed with the work proceeding
to ensure free and fair elections are held in early 2009.” 110 For a period, political
turbulence about the elections led donors, including the EU, to withhold funds due to be
provided towards the cost of voter registration. However, following the May 2008
agreement between the political parties about the dates of future elections, this funding
was reinstated. 111 The British Council is also running educational link programmes in
Somaliland. 112
There is an active All Party Parliamentary Group on Somaliland, which was established
in 2006. 113
The international community has no formal relationships with Puntland as a state,
although several UN agencies do have offices in Garowe. Puntland continues to be
regarded as an integral part of Somalia. Nor has the international community appeared
to play an active role with regard to the border dispute between Somaliland and
Puntland, although were it to fester on, the instability it causes could damage the
international reputation of both polities.
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C.

Djibouti

1.

Background and history 114

During the late-19th century ‘scramble for Africa’, Djibouti was a French colony, known as
French Somaliland. Djibouti came late to political independence in 1977. It has an
estimated population of 800,000. Approximately half of the population are Somali,
coming predominantly from the Issa clan grouping, which is part of the Dir clan family.
Other Somali clans are also present in smaller numbers. The second largest group in
Djibouti is the Afar ethnic group. Both groups are Muslim and span the borders of
Djibouti, Ethiopia, Eritrea and Somalia.
France’s original strategic interest in the area arose from the control it gave it over the
entrance to the Red Sea and the access it offered to the Indian Ocean. The French
established a major naval base in the port of Djibouti, which remains to this day. The US
now also has a military base in Djibouti. There is an important railway connection
between Addis Ababa, the capital of Ethiopia, and Djibouti.
After 1945 there was a growing perception on the part of the Issa that the French
favoured the Afar. As a result, Issa were in the vanguard of calls for independence by the
late 1960s. Independent Djibouti’s first president, Hassan Gouled Aptidon, was an Issa.
He established a one-party state led by the Rassemblement populaire pour le progrès
(RPP). Within a few years of independence, his governments came to be predominantly
Issa in character.
In 1991, Afar opposition groups came together to form the Front pour la revision de
l’Ordre á Djibouti (FRUD), with the goal of ending one-party rule, including by military
means. In November of that year, FRUD led an insurrection, which rapidly made
progress in the north of the country. Gouled accused Ethiopia of providing support to
FRUD and called for French military assistance. France did not intervene on his behalf,
although its troops did act as a buffer between the two sides. Efforts to broker a
ceasefire foundered during early 1992, by which time FRUD controlled over half the
country. Gouled attempted to take the sting out of the rebellion by promising a
referendum on a new constitution which would introduce multi-partyism, albeit up to a
maximum of four political parties. This took place in September 1992 and there was an
overwhelming vote in favour. However, few viewed the referendum as credible. FRUD
had called on its supporters to boycott it. Parliamentary elections were held in December
1992, which the RPP won decisively. Presidential elections, equally decisively won by
Gouled, followed in May 1993. Afar turn-out was very low in both elections. However,
Gouled was careful to ensure that Afar representation in Government was subsequently
increased. In addition, the security forces were able to stabilise the military situation
during the course of 1993.
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Djibouti’s political crisis appeared to be over. FRUD had been defeated. However, since
then human rights groups have argued that Djibouti is a democracy only in name. In
1999 the RPP was able to ensure a smooth transition from Gouled, who had announced
his intention to retire as President, to his nephew and chief advisor, Ismael Omar
Guelleh. In 2002, the constitutional limit on the number of political parties that was
permitted was lifted. Nonetheless, legislative elections in 2003 were widely regarded as
rigged in favour of the RPP and its allies. Similar shadows hung over the 2005
presidential election, which the opposition boycotted: Guelleh was re-elected with 100
per cent of the vote.
While Djibouti is once again viewed as an oasis of relative stability in the Horn of Africa,
it cannot insulate itself entirely from the surrounding conflicts, which often threaten to
destabilise it. There are regular flows of refugees from other Somali lands into Djibouti.
The Government has engaged in periodic waves of deportation of illegal immigrants,
most recently in 2004 ahead of the presidential election. Djibouti borders Somaliland.
Relations between Gouled and the SNM were poor in the late 1980s and there were
border clashes in the early 1990s. Since then relations have waxed and waned.
However, border tensions remain and Somaliland is always sensitive about Djibouti’s
periodic endeavours to promote a peace in Somalia that might ultimately threaten its
survival. However, Djibouti has never subscribed to ideas of a ‘Greater Somalia’.
Relations with the TFG in Somalia are generally good. Djibouti has hosted talks between
its representatives and the ARS. Djibouti is viewed with predictable hostility by alShabaab and its supporters. Another means by which Djibouti has sought to insulate
itself from the threat potentially posed by its larger and turbulent neighbours is by hosting
the headquarters of IGAD.
While there have been some disputes between the two countries, Djibouti’s relationship
with Ethiopia has generally been amicable since the fall of Mengistu in 1991. In the past,
Guelleh has even talked about a possible confederation of the two states. However,
relations with Eritrea have been more chequered (see below).
2.

2008: recent Eritrean incursions

Djibouti and Eritrea twice came close to war in the 1990s over their common border.
During the Ethiopian-Eritrean war of 1998-2000, Djibouti gained economically from
Ethiopia having to re-route its imports from Eritrean ports to Djibouti port. Eritrea accused
Ethiopia of using Djibouti as a base from which to wage war against it and broke off
diplomatic relations. Djibouti denied these allegations. Following the end of the war,
relations between Djibouti and Eritrea improved again. However, as the Algiers peace
agreements between Ethiopia and Eritrea faltered, Eritrean mistrust of Djibouti
resurfaced.
In April 2008 Eritrean troops moved seven kilometres into Djibouti, seizing the Ras
Doumeira peninsula, where the Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden meet. There was
considerable speculation about why Eritrea had made such a move, with some warning
that it might seek control of a village called Moulhule, 30 kilometres further down the
coast, from which it would be able to command the western shipping channel, which is
heavily used by shipping moving in and out of the Mediterranean. The village has also
been mentioned as the possible site of a proposed bridge between Yemen and Djibouti.
Some have noted that Djibouti port, which is becoming an important “regional trans-
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shipment hub” increasingly threatens the viability of Eritrea’s own ports at Assab and
Massawa. The Eritrean incursion might have been designed to damage the prospects of
Djibouti and its port. A further consideration may have been the fact that Ethiopia is a
major user of Djibouti port; the Eritrean incursion came at a time when commentators
were worrying that a new war between Ethiopia and Eritrea might be on the cards. 115
The initial response to the incursion by Djibouti was low-key. It asked Qatar, which has
good relations with Eritrea, to mediate between the two countries. However, Eritrea
rejected Qatar’s approach, expelling its ambassador. Djibouti then sought to involve
Egypt and the Arab League. However, Eritrea denied that it had occupied any part of
Djibouti. Then in early May 2008 Djibouti called on the UN Security Council to take up
the issue as a threat to international peace and security.
There was a build-up of forces on both sides during May 2008, with Djibouti moving
8,000 troops to the area. Eritrea, while continuing to deny it, placed about 4,000 troops in
the area. Violence flared for several days in June, leaving at least 35 dead. It was
reportedly triggered by the refusal of Djibouti troops to hand over an Eritrean deserter.
On 12 June the UN Security Council issued a presidential statement condemning
Eritrean actions, calling for a ceasefire and co-operation with diplomatic efforts to end the
dispute. 116 The IGAD annual summit during the same month also condemned Eritrea
(although Eritrea had left the organisation in 2007 after it failed to condemn Ethiopia’s
actions in Somalia), as did the AU and Arab League. Eritrea dismissed the situation as a
“non-existent problem”, accusing the US of using the dispute as a pretext for increasing
its pressure on Eritrea for opposing Ethiopian actions in Somalia and to disguise the
failure of the international community to take steps to resolve the Ethiopian-Eritrean
border dispute. 117
Since the clashes in June, there has been a stand-off between the two sides on the
ground. In early September a UN fact-finding mission visited the region. Djibouti cooperated with the mission, at the same time pulling back its forces. However, Eritrea did
not. The fact-finding mission reported on 19 September that the situation threatened
national, regional and international peace. It called upon Eritrea to co-operate with efforts
to return to the status quo ante and demilitarise the border. It also pointed out that there
was a need for both parties to agree which of several colonial era treaties and protocols
– the 1897 Abyssinia-France Treaty, the 1901 France-Italy protocols, or the 1935
France-Italy Treaty – should be the basis for defining their common border. 118
Unless Eritrea’s stance changes soon, it could find itself subject to both UN and AU
sanctions, although whether the UN Security Council has the appetite for taking such
action remains in question. 119 Djibouti’s President Guelleh has called for sanctions if the
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issue is not resolved in the near future. The Security Council issued another statement
on the matter on 23 October, in which it again called upon Eritrea to withdraw its forces
and a peaceful resolution of the dispute. 120
3.

The role of the international community

France continues to play a major role in Djibouti. It is the largest provider of aid and
military assistance to the country. Approximately 3,000 French troops are permanently
stationed there. In 2002 Djibouti sought to modify the terms of the 1999 defence
agreement, which allows French forces to use Djibouti’s port and airport in return for a
French guarantee of Djibouti’s territorial integrity, by asking France to pay for this
access. France refused to do so but sweetened the pill by agreeing to review its aid
programme. In 2004 France agreed to pay Euro 30 million per annum for the use of
military facilities in Djibouti. France has provided logistical, medical and intelligence
support to Djibouti in its ongoing dispute with Eritrea, but did not become militarily
involved in the June 2008 clashes between the two countries. 121
One source of tension with France has been Djibouti’s insistence on maintaining its
membership of the Common Market for Eastern and Southern Africa, which France
views as an ‘Anglophone’-dominated organisation. Djibouti joined largely in reaction to
the dominance of Francophone West African states in the wider French-African
relationship.
Since the attacks of September 11 2001, which increased the strategic importance of
Djibouti to the US, the country has sought to be a reliable ally in the ‘war on terror’.
Immediately after the attacks, Djibouti offered access to its port and airfields to the US
and its allies. In December 2002 the US Combined Joint Task Force-Horn of Africa
(CJTF) began operating in Djibouti. Its mandate is, working with allies, to detect, disrupt
and defeat international terrorism. In 2003 the CJTF moved to Camp Lemonier, a former
French Legion post owned by the Djibouti Government. There are about 2,000 military
personnel there from many different countries, although the vast majority of them are US
personnel. The CJTF is now part of Africa Command (AFRICOM), which became
operational on 1 October 2008. 122 Since 2001 levels of US aid to Djibouti have increased
dramatically. The US has strongly supported Djibouti in its current border dispute with
Eritrea (see above). Britain has condemned Eritrea’s military action and called on both
sides to “enter into a bilateral dialogue to resolve peacefully any outstanding issues”. 123
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D.

Ethiopia

1.

Background and history 124

Unlike the other countries covered by this paper, Ethiopia has a long tradition of
statehood. The first large-scale polity was the kingdom of Axum between the second and
eighth centuries AD, whose heartland lay in what is today the regional state of Tigray but
whose territory stretched far beyond. Ethiopian statehood has always had a strongly
‘imperial’ character. The country is home to many ethnic groups but the state has usually
been dominated by one of them, rather than necessarily being representative of all.
Ethiopia has an equally long tradition of agrarian crises and vulnerability to drought.
Ethiopia has an estimated population of 82.5 million people. Although there are no
reliable official figures, the population is estimated to be split about 50-50 between
Ethiopian Orthodox Christians and Muslims. The largest ethnic groups are the Oromo (at
an estimated 32 per cent) and Amhara (30 per cent), followed by the Tigrinya and
Somalis (both at around 6 per cent).
The era of modern Ethiopian statehood began in the late-19th century, when Menelik took
the imperial throne. It coincided with the arrival of competing European colonial powers
on the African continent. Menelik succeeded not only in reuniting under his control parts
of the country where real power had shifted towards the provincial nobility but also in
defeating the efforts of Italy to establish Ethiopia as a colony at the battle of Adua in
1896. However, Italy did succeed in establishing a colony, Eritrea, in the north of the
country.
Menelik was an Amhara. The new Ethiopian state he created was dominated by the
Amhara, a trend which deepened under his son, Haile Selassie, who succeeded Menelik
on his death in 1913. Haile Selassie established an increasingly centralised autocratic
state, although this process was temporarily disrupted by the Italian invasion and
occupation between 1935 and 1941. In 1952, with UN backing, Eritrea was federated
with Ethiopia. His authoritarian rule was not well received there and the withdrawal of
Eritrea’s federal status in 1962 set off a long struggle for independence. Other nonAmhara ethnic groups also periodically engaged in protests against Haile Selassie’s rule.
Meanwhile, Haile Selassie’s reputation abroad rose. He was one of the architects of the
Organisation of African Unity, which based itself in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia’s capital.
Staunchly anti-communist, Ethiopia under Haile Selassie became the US’s biggest and
most reliable ally in the Horn of Africa.
By the beginning of the 1970s various weaknesses in Selassie’s regime were coming to
the fore. It was positively ‘anti-developmental’ in its outlook, leaving the vast majority of
its people impoverished. Between 1972 and 1974, there was a famine in Wollo province.
Protests led by students, workers and army officers mounted, leading ultimately to the
deposition of Haile Selassie in September 1974. He was replaced by a left-inclined
military government known as the Derg (Committee). However, infighting rapidly grew
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and by 1975 dozens of high-ranking civilian and military officials had been summarily
executed. In the same year, Haile Selassie was murdered. Ethiopia became the site of
internecine conflict between several Marxist-Leninist groupings with different visions of
how the revolution should be conducted and what the role of the military should be in it.
In February 1977, a military faction around Lt-Col Mengistu Haile Mariam, seized power.
Over the following year, known as the ‘red terror’, he systematically eliminated the nonmilitary Marxist-Leninist left while implementing many of its policies.
The atmosphere of mistrust and paranoia was further fuelled by the invasion in July 1977
of the Somali inhabited areas of eastern Ethiopia, known as the Ogaden, by Somalia.
The rest of the year saw major military reverses for Ethiopia. However, Mengistu’s
consolidation of power by early 1978 was accompanied by a successful counteroffensive that, with Soviet and Cuban support, reclaimed all the lost territory. Mengistu
also made major inroads in Eritrea, gravely weakening the Eritrean guerrilla movements
operating there.
By 1984, when the Derg established the Workers’ Party of Ethiopia, Mengistu’s rule
seemed, at least on the surface, to have stabilised. Ethiopia was recast along orthodox
Soviet lines through programmes of nationalisation and collectivisation. Also an Amhara,
Mengistu continued the imperial tradition of highly centralised rule from the capital.
However, the political, economic and social base of the regime was always fragile. By
the early 1980s, the Oromo Liberation Front (OLF) and the Tigray People’s Liberation
Front (TPLF) had launched armed struggles against the regime. Both received support
from neighbouring Sudan during the 1980s. In Eritrea, the Eritrean People’s Liberation
Front (EPLF) began to recover ground during the mid 1980s. All these movements
espoused their own versions of Marxism-Leninism.
As had been the case with Haile Selasse, a disastrous famine between 1983 and 1985
exposed the weaknesses of the Mengistu regime, this time not just to Ethiopians but also
to the wider world. By the end of the decade, the TPLF and EPLF were working together
and the military balance in Ethiopia had shifted decisively against Mengistu. After the fall
of the Berlin Wall in 1989, Eastern European economic support fell away, sending the
economy into freefall. Mengistu belatedly abandoned Marxism-Leninism but it was not
enough to save him and in late May 1991, the TPLF and its political allies from other
ethnic groups, now organised into the Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Democratic
Front (EPRDF), seized control of Addis Ababa. Mengistu fled to Zimbabwe, where he still
lives in exile. In 2006, after a 12-year trial in absentia, he was convicted by an Ethiopian
judicial panel on charges of genocide and sentenced to death.
The alliance between the TPLF and EPLF was based on the former’s acceptance of
Eritrea’s right to secede from Ethiopia, which went ahead. More broadly, the EPRDF
claimed that it would end Ethiopia’s centralised state tradition by creating a federal
system of regional states based around ethnic identity and by giving the right to secede
to all ‘nationalities’. The system is known as ‘ethnic federalism’. Within what remained of
Ethiopia, nine regional states ultimately emerged, along with Addis Ababa municipality
and the administrative area of Dire Dawa. Although they are supposed to be largely selffunding, the bulk of revenue in practice continues to come from central government.
Ever since 1991, debate has continued over how far ‘ethnic federalism’ is a genuine
aspiration or how far it is convenient camouflage for Tigrayan domination of the
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Ethiopian state. The independence of Eritrea in 1993 seemed to confirm that the EPRDF
was genuine in its claim to support ‘ethnic federalism’; others were less sure, arguing
that it was simply a reflection of facts on the ground. In July 1993 the two countries
signed an agreement for the joint use of the Eritrean ports of Assab and Massawa. This
agreement was a quid pro quo for official Ethiopian acceptance of Eritrean
independence. The OLF withdrew from the EPRDF after several years and has
attempted, with limited success, to return to guerrilla war. There has also been smallscale armed opposition to the Government at points in Afar and Gambela regional
states. The most sustained military threat to the Government has come from the Ogaden
National Liberation Front (ONLF) in Somali regional state, although this has never come
close to threatening its rule (see below).
Once in power, the EPRDF was quick to shed its adherence to Marxism-Leninism (if not
its ‘democratic centralist’ methods) after the fall of the Berlin Wall. Since 1991 Ethiopian
politics has been dominated by the TPLF and Meles Zenawi, who was Chairman of the
EPRDF and, since 1995, has been Prime Minister. Prior to the 2005 elections (see
below), the biggest challenge to his authority came not from without but from within the
ranks of the TPLF. Discontent over domestic policies designed to promote a degree of
political and economic liberalisation and a serious food crisis in some parts of the country
combined with opposition to the EPRDF leadership’s decision to sign the Algiers peace
agreements with Eritrea in December 2000 following a two-year border war between the
countries (see below), led to a ‘vote of no confidence’ in Meles within the TPLF Central
Committee in March 2001, which he only narrowly won. Many of his critics within the
party were subsequently detained or otherwise sidelined. By October 2001, when the
composition of a new Government was announced, it was clear that Meles had
decisively won the internal power struggle. The policies of gradual political and economic
liberalisation remained in place. By the time of the 2005 parliamentary elections,
encouraged by the donors, the political playing-field was more open in Ethiopia than it
had ever been.
2.

The 2005 elections and their aftermath

Ethiopia was plunged into renewed political turmoil following parliamentary elections in
May 2005. The outcome was a major reverse for the ruling EPRDF. The opposition won
at least one-third of the seats in the House of People’s Representatives and controlled
many of the towns, including Addis Ababa.
For the first time since it came to power, the EPRDF faced a serious political opposition
in the shape of the Coalition for Unity and Democracy (CUD) and the United Ethiopian
Democratic Forces (UEDF). These forces co-operated during the election campaign.
State-run television and radio gave fair access to opposition parties for the first time. The
EU called the elections a genuine, if imperfect, demonstration of democracy.
Nonetheless, there were allegations of counts being brought to a premature close, ballot
stuffing and intimidation.
Ethnic differences and mistrust between the various political parties remained high
throughout the campaign. The CUD had strong Amhara representation. The CUD not
only opposed the EPRDF, but it also questioned the very legitimacy of the constitutional
settlement it introduced after coming to power: the system of ‘ethnic federalism’. The
irony was that, while both government and large parts of the opposition instinctively
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viewed the subsequent political crisis through this lens, it seems likely that voters
defected to opposition groups as much, if not more, because of dissatisfaction with the
government’s record on poverty and unemployment.
The EPRDF, by all accounts, was stunned by the result of the election. It seems clear
that it had over-estimated the strength of its political support in the country. As the scale
of its reversal became clear, it was forced to scramble to regain the initiative. The
opposition, by contrast was highly emboldened. When supporters of the opposition took
to the streets in Addis in June 2005 to protest against alleged electoral fraud, soldiers
and police responded with heavy force, leaving well over one hundred people dead.
Thousands more supporters of the opposition were detained and there were credible
reports that the authorities used torture against detainees.
Following the June events the clampdown continued. The UEDF and other small parties
not affiliated to the EPRDF took their seats in parliament. However, the CUD launched a
boycott of parliament. 40 people died in further street protests in towns across Ethiopia
on 1-2 November 2005, taking the total of deaths to at least 76. Seven policemen were
also killed. 125
In 2006 despite condemnation from the international community, 129 detained opposition
leaders went on trial for treason and attempted genocide. 38 people were eventually
found guilty in July 2007 of violating the Constitution and sentenced to life imprisonment.
However, behind the scenes, under international pressure, the Government was seeking
to negotiate a deal which might at least partially remove the deep shadow that was by
now hanging over Ethiopia’s ‘democratic transition’. Three days after those found guilty
had been sentenced, once they had signed a letter accepting responsibility for the riots
in November 2005, the Government announced that it would pardon those found guilty
and released them. 126
The EPRDF’s past as a revolutionary insurgent movement meant that its conversion to
democracy and pluralism was likely to be at best a gradual and uneven process. The
2005 elections suggested to some observers that the party remains unprepared to
subject itself to serious challenge from political competitors. 127 Significant sections of the
population, particularly amongst Somali-speakers and the Oromo, continue to withhold
their support for the EPRDF. 128 However, since mid 2007 a fragile political ‘normalisation’
has been achieved. The EPRDF sought to strengthen its position through its
orchestration of celebrations of the new Ethiopian millennium in September 2007. The
CUD has imploded; it had always been a fragile coalition. Local council elections took
place in early 2008. The EPRDF was largely unchallenged and swept the board. In
October 2008 there was a government reshuffle. Over the last 18 months, the
Government has indicated that it would be willing to hold peace talks with a faction of the
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OLF that has said that it is prepared to accept the current constitutional framework in
Ethiopia. Oromo elders are brokering the process. Another faction of the OLF has
repudiated their efforts. 129
Continuing tensions with Eritrea, Ethiopia’s military operations in Somalia (see above)
and problems in the Ogaden have been at the top of the EPRDF’s political agenda over
the past year, although in recent months there has been concern about the humanitarian
consequences of drought across the country, which the authorities estimate have left 4.6
million people needing food aid. International aid agencies have warned that the real
figure could be more than 8 million. One of the key props of EPRDF legitimacy has been
its claim that there has been no famine during its time in power. 130
3.

Crisis in the Ogaden

Ethiopian control over the Somali-inhabited lands of eastern Ethiopia known as the
Ogaden – named after the Ogadeen clan, which is part of the Darod clan family – has
always been contested by Somali nationalists both within the region and in neighbouring
Somalia. 131 The Ogaden is now part of a broader Somali regional state. 132 During 1977-8,
an invasion by Somalia was bloodily repelled by Ethiopia, with the assistance of the
Soviet Union and Cuba. In recent decades, armed resistance to Ethiopian rule has been
led by the Ogaden National Liberation Front (ONLF). 133 The Ethiopian Government has
designated it a terrorist group. It has received support from Eritrea, which reportedly
views the Ogaden as Ethiopia’s “achilles heel”, and a number of Gulf States. 134
The ONLF argues that the Somali-speaking areas of Ethiopia remain economically and
politically marginalised under the EPRDF. Despite the introduction of ‘ethnic federalism’,
under which Somalis were for the first time officially recognised as one of the country’s
‘nationalities’, there remains some truth in this claim. 135 Formed in 1984, the ONLF joined
the political system in 1991 but in 1994 was a split between those who wanted to go
slowly on the issue of self-determination and those who did not. The minority favouring
an immediate referendum returned to armed struggle. The majority later merged with the
main non-Ogadeen political party to form the Somali People’s Democratic Party.
However, impartial observers claim that the ONLF does not speak for all Somalispeakers. They assert that it cannot even be said that it speaks for all members of the
Ogadeen clan, given that its support comes mainly from the Rer Abdille and Rer Issaq
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sub-clans. It has also been pointed out that the current regional President is of Ogadeen
origin. 136
For Ethiopia’s part, Somali regional state is a strategically important buffer between it
and the threat of radical Islam based in Somalia. It also has oil reserves that many hope
will eventually produce major revenues. The ONLF has demonstrated an ability to
obstruct the development of the oil industry in the Ogaden. In 2006 it forced Petronas,
the Malaysian oil company, to abandon plans to operate in the area.
There has been an upsurge in the ONLF’s insurgency since the beginning of 2007, when
Ethiopia’s invasion of Somalia forced it to reduce the number of troops it had operating in
Somali regional state. In April 2007 the ONLF attacked an oil exploration site at Abole,
killing 74, including nine Chinese oil workers. The Ethiopian Government responded with
a harsh counter-insurgency campaign in Ogadeen areas of the state. It supplied arms to
non-Ogadeen clans and restricted the movement of basic foodstuffs into these areas.
Human Rights Watch alleges that there have been grave abuses committed by the
Ethiopian security forces and that western donors have maintained a “conspiracy of
silence” about them. The Ethiopian Government accuses Human Rights Watch of
swallowing ONLF propaganda wholesale. 137 Also conducting armed attacks in the
Ogaden are the United Western Somalia Liberation Front, which is affiliated with the
Ogaden faction of the al-Ittihad al-Islami, and groups linked to al-Shabaab.
There is an ongoing humanitarian crisis in the area. According to the UN, as many as 1.8
million people could be affected. In late July 2007 the Government expelled the
International Committee of the Red Cross from the region. Medecin Sans Frontieres
accused the Ethiopian authorities of preventing humanitarian aid from reaching those
who need it in the region – an accusation that the Government denied. In October 2007
Ethiopia and the UN reached agreement on measures to be taken to ensure that food
aid reached vulnerable people in Somali regional state. On 1 October 2008 the World
Food Programme opened depots within the region from which food distribution can take
place. It is hoped that this will improve poor distribution rates that are the result of
insecurity and the logistical problems facing long-distance food convoys. 138 In October
2008, during a visit to the area, the UK’s Secretary of State for International
Development, Douglas Alexander, indicated that the British Government gave credence
to allegations that the Ethiopian authorities were still obstructing aid efforts in the
Ogaden and said that it would withdraw an offer of a multi-year aid commitment to
Ethiopia. 139
It is very difficult for independent observers to gain access to the region. Journalists are
refused official permission to visit. The UN managed to send in a fact finding mission in
2007. There have reportedly been divisions within the US Government over how far to
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criticise the Ethiopian Government for its policies in the Ogaden, with the Assistant
Secretary of State Jendayi Frazer viewed as having taken a pro-Ethiopian position. 140 A
March 2008 USAID report was highly critical of the Ethiopian Government. The threat by
members of Congress to introduce legislation proposing to restrict military aid to Ethiopia
because of its poor human rights record prompted the US administration to increase the
pressure on Ethiopia to co-operate more with humanitarian efforts. 141
Both sides to the conflict in the Ogaden have at different times expressed a willingness
to seek a negotiated settlement. Initial discussions went nowhere in 2005. Since 2007
the Ethiopian Government appears to have committed itself to a ‘military solution’. There
appears little prospect of a resolution of the conflict. One analyst has written about the
long term continuities that shape the region, which are derived from the fact that the
Somali regional state is
[…] a frontier space where the state’s judicial and bureaucratic forms of control
have encountered rejection and outright resistance. The Somali Region is among
East Africa’s ‘pastoral fringe regions’ that continuously challenge the national
political structures of the central state […] Behind the curtains of decentralised
democracy, federal authorities call the tunes, with the regional government as an
involuntary conductor faced with an increasingly frustrated Somali audience.” 142

4.

The role of the international community

Meles Zenawi has been viewed by many Western leaders as one of a ‘new generation’
of progressive African leaders. He was a member of the British Government’s
Commission for Africa during 2003-4. However, the violence surrounding the 2005
elections led to a temporary reappraisal. For example, following the elections, the head
of the EU Election Observation Mission, Ana Gomes, urged the EU not simply to carry
on with ‘business as usual’. For its part, during 2005-06 the British Government withdrew
about £50 million in direct budget support. Overall, about £580 million in aid was frozen
by donors. 143
Ethiopia’s external relationships underwent gradual ‘normalisation’ during the course of
2006, as the domestic situation calmed down. For the US and its allies, Ethiopia’s role as
a vital partner in the global ‘war on terror’, including in Somalia since the end of 2006,
has appeared to some critics to take precedence over concerns about the Government’s
domestic actions. Human rights groups have accused Ethiopia of holding without charge
or trial for a significant period during 2007 a significant number of terrorist suspects
originally detained by the Kenyan authorities following the fall of the CSIC, at the behest
of the US, calling this “Africa’s Guantanamo”. 144 But Ethiopia and its Western allies do
not necessarily always completely see ‘eye to eye’ in terms of the counter-terrorism
agenda. As discussed above, the Ogaden has been one source of tension. Douglas
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Alexander’s visit to the Ogaden in October 2008 has led to a further review of British aid
commitments to Ethiopia (see above). The US is giving the equivalent of £230 million in
aid during 2008, with Britain giving £130 million. 145
While during the first few years after the attacks of 11 September 2001 Ethiopia allowed
US forces to set up their own camps in Somalia regional state, from where they sought
to monitor al-Qaida in Somalia and the activities of militant Somali Islamists, since 2005
these camps have been closed. 146 However, close military co-operation between the US
and Ethiopia continues, with the Joint Combined Task Force based in Djibouti playing an
important role in the relationship. 147
Ethiopia broke off diplomatic relations with Qatar in April 2008. It has long accused Qatar
of providing financial support to Eritrea, which has then provided money to the ONLF. 148

E.

Eritrea

1.

Background and history 149

Eritrea’s fortunes have long been intertwined with those of Ethiopia, which historically
viewed it as part of its territory. However, since 1993 Eritrea has been an internationally
recognised independent state. Eritrea has an estimated population of 4.25 million
people. The population is evenly divided between Tigrinya-speaking Christians, who
mainly live in the highlands, and the Muslim communities which predominate in the
lowlands and many coastal areas.
Modern Eritrea first came into being during the period of Italian colonial rule between
1889 and 1941. During this period, the territory developed characteristics that
distinguished it markedly from those of Ethiopia. Industry was relatively more developed,
as was civil society. A UN-mandated British military administration between 1941 and
1952 was brought to an end by a decision, endorsed by what nationalists claimed was a
rigged vote by the Eritrean national assembly of the time, to create a federation of
Ethiopia and Eritrea. However, meaningful Eritrean autonomy was never implemented
and, in 1962, Ethiopia simply absorbed Eritrea as a province. Predictably, this forcible
absorption provoked an upsurge in Eritrean nationalism. Initially, the main vehicle was
the Eritrean Liberation Front (ELF), which embarked on an armed struggle. However,
internal organisational and ideological divisions led to civil war within the nationalist
movement that took several decades to be decisively resolved in favour of a rival to the
ELF, known from 1977 as the Eritrean People’s Liberation Front (EPLF). Mengistu’s ‘red
terror’ swelled the ranks of the EPLF in Eritrea and during the 1980s it showed itself to
be a highly effective guerrilla army, assisted by its alliance with other Ethiopian antiMengistu forces. When Mengistu fell in 1991, the EPLF called in an EPRDF promise that
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Eritrea would be able to vote on independence in a free referendum. That referendum,
held in April 1993, produced a vote in favour of independence of 99.3 per cent. On 28
May 1993, Eritrea was recognised as a sovereign state by the international community.
The EPLF, which in 1994 renamed itself the People’s Front for Democracy and Justice
(PFDJ), had been quick to abandon its adherence to Marxism-Leninism following the fall
of the Berlin Wall in 1989. On taking power, it committed itself to building a pluralistic
political system. However, like the EPRDF in Ethiopia, its organisational traditions were
highly centralised and hierarchical. Processes of consultation on a new Constitution
moved slowly under governments led by President Issias Aferwerki, who had previously
been Secretary-General of the EPLF. A new Constitution was eventually adopted in
1997 that provided for a degree of political pluralism, but its implementation was put on
ice following the outbreak of war between Eritrea and Ethiopia in 1998 (see below). The
war ended, after much bloodshed, in June 2000. Following the Algiers peace
agreements there was considerable criticism of President Aferwerki within the ruling
party. He came under pressure when 15 members of the Central Council of the PFDJ
(known as the G15) wrote an open letter calling on him to implement the Constitution
and move towards the first multiparty elections in the country since independence. They
were scheduled for December 2001. However, a major power struggle between
reformists and those supporting Aferwerki ended in defeat for the reformists. There was
a wave of detentions and the independent press was closed down. The last vestiges of
an autonomous civil society came under increasing pressure. In February 2002 it was
announced that the formation of political parties would not now be permitted and national
elections were postponed indefinitely.
Eritrea is a strongly secularist (at least, at home), one-party state, whose leaders appear
driven by a powerful sense of paranoia about the intentions of the outside world. 150
Eritrea is particularly motivated by its conviction that the international community has
failed to put adequate pressure on Ethiopia to honour the terms of the Algiers peace
agreements. Since 2002 Eritrea has become known as one of the world’s most
repressive regimes. It operates a system of compulsory military service for 18-40 year
olds and retains a very large army for a country of its size. The country’s economy is in a
poor state. It is increasingly dependent upon remittances and distorted by the costs of
perpetual military mobilisation. Its ports, Assab and Massawa, remain chronically
underutilised. However, political opposition is weak and some of it is compromised by
links with Ethiopia.
2.

The role of the international community

Relations with the US were good during most of the 1990s. There was significant military
co-operation between the two countries as the US sought access to the Red Sea ports of
Assab and Massawa. However, Eritrea felt that the US took the side of Ethiopia during
the course of the 1998-2000 border war (see below), rejecting its offers to assist in the
global ‘war on terror’, in favour of its regional rival. In 2004 the US removed Eritrea from
the list of African countries entitled to preferential access to its markets. The relationship
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has gone from bad to worse since then. 151 In 2007, angered by Eritrean support for
Somali Islamist and nationalist insurgents in Somalia, the US threatened to put Eritrea on
its list of state-sponsors of terrorism, although it has not yet done so. In May 2008 the US
designated Eritrea as “not co-operating fully” in the global ‘war on terror’. 152 The PFDJ’s
domestic political clampdown since 2001 has also alienated other Western governments,
including the UK.
In recent years Eritrea has sought to avoid international isolation by cultivating
alternative sources of support, not least China as its footprint on the African continent
has increased. Eritrea’s relationships with Libya and Iran have also become warmer.
Eritrea has cultivated good relations with a number of Gulf States, most notably Qatar.
Relations with Yemen have at times been chequered. In 1995 the two countries clashed
over one of three disputed islands, Greater Hanish Island, in the Red Sea. The dispute
was eventually referred to an international tribunal for independent adjudication after
French mediation. In 1998 it ruled in favour of Yemen. Eritrea accepted the verdict.

F.

The Ethiopia-Eritrea border war and its aftermath

Ethiopia’s border dispute with Eritrea is a running sore in relations between the two
countries. They went to war over the issue between 1998 and 2000. Over 100,000 were
killed. Each country accused the other of having started the war. The war was ended by
the 2000 Algiers peace agreements, under which both sides agreed to accept as final
and binding the decision of a UN-mandated boundary commission. A 25-km wide
Temporary Security Zone (TSZ) was established along the border which would be
monitored by a UN mission to the border area. In 2002 the boundary commission
reached a decision about how the border should be demarcated, in the process
awarding the village of Badme, which was the original source of the conflict, to Eritrea.
Although Ethiopia won on other issues, the decision over Badme, which at the war’s
conclusion remained in Ethiopian hands, met with considerable popular hostility in
Ethiopia. However, in 2004 the Ethiopian Government accepted the verdict on Badme in
principle. But it asked that a variety of practical issues, including security concerns,
regarding demarcation be resolved before it implemented the decision. According to
Ethiopia, these have still not been resolved.
Some Ethiopians have never accepted the fact or terms of Eritrea’s independence from
Ethiopia in 1993, as a result of which Ethiopia lost its direct access to the sea. Popular
dissatisfaction about Ethiopia’s alleged humiliation at the hands of Eritrea, having ‘won
the war but lost the peace’, undoubtedly boosted the performance of the opposition in
May 2005 elections, which plunged the country into political crisis. Given this context, it
is perhaps not surprising that the EPRDF preferred to find ways of avoiding
implementing the decision of the boundary commission.
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For its part, Eritrea became increasingly impatient at the delays in implementing the
decision of the boundary commission and accused Ethiopia of bad faith. It began to
suspect that it was destined never to gain the territory awarded by the boundary
commission. It retaliated by restricting the work of the UN Mission to Eritrea and Ethiopia
(UNMEE) and harassing aid agencies. It was particularly angered by UN Security
Council Resolution 1640 (2005) of 23 November 2005, which threatened Eritrea with
sanctions if it continued to restrict UNMEE but did not raise the possibility of sanctions
against Ethiopia for its failure to implement the ruling of the boundary commission.
Eritrea also increased its support to Ethiopia’s enemies in the region, for example in
Somalia and the Ogaden.
During 2005 and 2006, a dangerous and unstable impasse became entrenched. Since
then the international community has sought unsuccessfully to find ways of breaking it
that are acceptable to both sides. In late-2006, the boundary commission announced
that, in the absence of moves by the parties to implement its decision on the ground, it
would consider the line it had drawn as the border and disband. The date for its
dissolution was eventually set as 30 November 2007. As the boundary commission’s
deadline drew near, tensions escalated further. Eritrea moved troops into the TSZ,
prompting Ethiopia to move troops of its own up to the edge of the zone. 153 Ethiopia then
said that it would not implement the boundary commission’s decision until Eritrea
withdrew from the TSZ. In late September 2007 Ethiopia announced that it was
considering terminating the Algiers agreements. Eritrea called again for the UN Security
Council to enforce the decision of the boundary commission. Efforts to broker a lastminute breakthrough failed. There were exchanges of fire between the two parties.
Declaring the border demarcated based on its 2002 decision, the boundary commission
then disbanded. 154
In response to the restrictions placed upon it by Eritrea, the military component of
UNMEE was also scaled down during 2006 and 2007. By late 2007 Eritrea was blocking
diesel fuel deliveries to the mission, thereby threatening its viability. In February 2008
UNMEE withdrew all its remaining personnel. High-level diplomatic exchanges produced
no resolution of the issue, leading to a decision by the Security Council to terminate
UNMEE when its mandate came up for renewal on 31 July 2008. Options put forward by
the Secretary-General, including for the establishment of a small observer mission based
in Ethiopia or the appointment of a new Special Representative were rejected. 155 Critics
argue that the Security Council failed to support UNMEE when its authority was
challenged by both countries. Despite earlier threats to impose sanctions on Eritrea,
none have yet been introduced. Some go so far as to claim that the Security Council has
simply sought to wash its hands of the issue. 156 The ability of the US, as the dominant
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foreign player in the Horn of Africa, to mediate does appear to have been affected by its
growing proximity to Ethiopia. 157
There have been several points since 2005 at which a resumption of hostilities has
appeared likely. Following the announcement that UNMEE was withdrawing, both
Ethiopia and Eritrea stated that they did not expect a return to fighting. 158 This could be
triggered not just by design but by an incident that escalates rapidly out of control.
Ethiopia now has about 100,000 troops along the border. Eritrea has placed 4,000 inside
the TSZ and 120,000 along the border as a whole. Nonetheless, it is hard to see how
Eritrea would benefit from a resumption of hostilities. Its economic position is dire and
most commentators believe that Ethiopia enjoys potentially decisive military superiority.
Some suspect that Ethiopia may be tempted to sponsor a coup aimed at overthrowing
the Eritrean regime, possibly supported by Ethiopian force of arms. Ethiopia gives
support to Eritrean opponents of the PFTJ operating from the capital, Addis Ababa. 159
Ethiopia might calculate that its growing alliance with the US could insulate it from
international condemnation if it pursued such a course. One restraining factor may be its
continuing difficulties in Somalia and the Ogaden. However, the role of Eritrea in
fomenting these troubles could equally constitute an incentive to act. Much would
depend on the attitude of the US. Ethiopia’s Prime Minister, Meles Zenawi, has said that
Ethiopia has no plans to return to war with Eritrea unless it is attacked first. 160 That
leaves open the question of what might be deemed to constitute an ‘attack’: would it
have to be direct, or could it be via proxies?
However, according to Africa Confidential in August 2008:
Little is likely to change soon. Eritrea will keep its troops in the TSZ because it
says demarcation has taken place. Ethiopia will not accept that demarcation
because it is merely virtual, while physical marking of the border was a central
issue of the Algiers Agreements. Ethiopia would likely accept an attempt to
launch political dialogue if it addressed the disengagement of troops from the
border, Eritrea’s withdrawal from the TSZ, the normalisation of relations and an
end to support of each other’s armed opposition groups. Eritrea accepts none of
these conditions. Until the two sides start talking, no settlement of the border
issue is possible – and an exchange of fire is. 161

The Eritrea-Ethiopia Claims Commission, established under the Algiers Agreements, is
due to rule in early 2009 on the issue of reparations for damage caused during the 19982000 war. Few expect either side to honour whatever decisions it may reach. 162
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III

Overview: Understanding the root causes of conflict
in the Horn

In this part of the Paper, the main causal factors that have been invoked by
commentators and policy-makers to explain the root causes of conflict in the Horn of
Africa are briefly evaluated. A common thread that runs through them all is their varying
impact on the viability and legitimacy of the ‘failed’, ‘emergent’ or more established states
that make up the region.

A.

Clan

Conflict between and within clans has been the most common point of reference for
much of the Western media and policy-makers as they have sought to identify the root
causes of conflict in Somalia since 1991, conflict which has had major regional
ramifications. In essence, it is argued that clan conflicts have consumed the Somali state
and continue to obstruct efforts at reconstruction, leaving only chaos and anarchy.
However, understanding of Somali clan structures and how they operate politically has
often been lacking.
Here is a one general typology of how clan politics operates in Somalia:
A person, for example, gives political allegiance to his/her immediate family, then
to his immediate lineage, then to the clan of his lineage, then to a clan-family that
embraces several clans, including his own, and ultimately to the nation that itself
consists of a confederacy of clan-families. Each level of segmentation defines a
person’s rights and obligations as well as his/her standing in relation to others.
The segmentary law dictates, for example, that two lineages that are
genealogically equidistant from a common ancestor should stand in an
adversarial relationship to each other but should be drawn together as allies
against the members of a third lineage whose genealogical lines fall outside of
the common ancestor. 163

This was written in 1987. It should not be taken to mean that clan politics is static and
unchanging. Some have argued that during the 1980s and since the collapse of Somalia
clan politics has indeed become even more volatile and fragile. It has also been claimed
that clan affiliations have come to be increasingly deployed by at least some of Somalia’s
‘warlords’ in the context of perpetual struggles over economic and political resources. 164
For those who place emphasis on such struggles, the importance of clan politics in
promoting conflict in Somalia can sometimes be exaggerated. Indeed, there are those
who would go so far as to assert that the roots of current conflicts in Somalia might better
be understood through the concept of class – albeit class refracted through the language
and culture of clan. According to one observer, during the 1980s, as the Barre regime
gradually unravelled, there was massive land-grabbing and accumulation across
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Somalia, including in the capital Mogadishu, particularly by those factions of an emerging
mercantile class which had access to state power. Since 1991, as the context shifted to
unrestrained plunder and looting, these assets have continued to be fought over, leaving
an unresolved legacy that remains to this day. According to this view, one of the reasons
why it has proven so difficult to rebuild a state is that competing factions all view the
state as a vehicle for doing the same on a ‘winner take all’ basis. As a result:
The consistent pattern has been that any force or coalition of forces that came
close to assuming state power conjured up an equal and opposite array of forces
that succeeded in preventing this from happening. 165

So is the lesson of Somalia that clan and statehood are like oil and water? It is true that
there is not much of a ‘state tradition’ in Somalia. Siad Barre claimed that his intention
was to subordinate clan politics to ‘nation-building’. However, he eventually became
overly reliant upon repression and the narrow support of particular clans within the Darod
clan family – above all, his own clan, the Marehan. His attempts to ‘hold the ring’ also
collapsed because the resources available to him for patronage diminished as external
backers withdrew. Nonetheless, Somalia did have a state of sorts under Barre during the
22 years he ruled. Some argue that it might have had a state of sorts again under the
CSIC, strongly backed by business interests in Mogadishu, had its time in power lasted
longer; an argument perhaps with analogies to debates about the Taliban’s rule in
Afghanistan between 1996 and 2001. Nor does pervasive clan-based ‘warlordism’
necessarily rule out subsequent state formation. Historically, many states experienced
prolonged periods of warlordism before a more durable basis for the political
institutionalisation of power and authority became possible. 166
The experience of Somaliland and, to a lesser extent, Puntland, also suggest that clan
politics are not intrinsically incompatible with statehood, provided it is viewed
pragmatically and not through didactic ‘Western lenses’. An analyst has written of
Somaliland:
Somaliland thus established a loose political structure which its supporters said
offered a form of synthesis of national government on the one hand and local
leadership on the other, rather than the schizophrenic relations between
‘modernity’ and ‘tradition of the former parliamentary and socialist periods. A
government executive in Hargeisa was maintained, and although its authority was
relatively weak, it effectively shared power with guurti (Councils of Elders) at
‘national’, clan and in some cases sub-clan, level. 167

Those who espouse a more class-focused analysis argue that Somaliland “began as a
commercial agreement” backed by a dominant class (livestock traders) within a dominant
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clan family, the Isaaq. There were also relatively few unresolved property disputes in
Somaliland on which conflict could feed. 168
Not everybody is convinced that a minimalist approach to statehood will work. In the
case of Somaliland, sceptics wonder whether it can ever deliver anything more than
minimal security or minimal development for a finite period. 169 They may yet be proven
right. However, this does not mean that blueprints for a more formal and ambitious type
of statehood, however well intended, might not bring about even worse ‘unintended
consequences’. For some observers, this is precisely what has happened as a result of
the international community’s sponsorship of the TNG and, more recently, the TFG.
The above discussion underscores why a better informed and more nuanced debate
about the meaning and importance of clan politics in promoting conflict in the Somali
lands of the Horn matters so much. It has major implications for those seeking to achieve
peace, stability and security in Somalia. De Waal goes so far as to argue that attempts to
reconstruct the Somali state should only begin after outstanding property disputes have
been resolved, perhaps through the establishment of an independent arbitration
commission, adding:
Arguably, the future economic dispensation in Somalia – control of the monetary
authority, mechanisms for contracting, land tenure system – should be
established before any political settlement is agreed. This will take some of the
heat out of the current political competition. 170

This innovative re-conceptualisation of peace-making and peace-building in Somalia
does indeed fly in the face of current orthodoxy on state reconstruction, in which political
institution-building is given primacy. It also suggests that home-grown, ‘bottom up’
approaches of the kind seen in Somaliland might have a better prospect of success. But
it does not by itself resolve key political questions such as: Who decides the shape of the
economic settlement? How are decisions to be enforced, particularly in relation to those
who lose out but who, given the scarcity of available resources, cannot be fully or even
partially compensated? This suggests that an approach that combines orthodoxy and
innovation as part of a sequenced process might, over time, have some chance of
altering the character of clan politics in Somalia so that it ceases to be such a ‘zero-sum
game’. If this seems like a highly tentative prognosis, it is. The experience of the past 17
years in Somalia hardly encourages confident prediction.

B.

Ethnicity

Ethnicity is the category which much of the Western media and many policy-makers
instinctively reach for when seeking to understand politics in sub-Saharan Africa as a
whole. All too often it appears self-evident that it is the primary cause of conflict across
the sub-continent. There is no doubt that ethnicity has indeed often played an important
role. However, ethnicity must be understood in a historical and political context. Ethnic
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identities are not ‘primordial’. Indeed, many of them emerged and then hardened under
colonial rule. Ethnicity – like clan in the context of Somalia – is rarely a factor by itself. It
combines with other affiliations and interests.
In the post-colonial context, ethnic politics has promoted conflict in sub-Saharan Africa
when it has become the exclusive way by which ordinary people define themselves,
when elites have deliberately deployed it as a vehicle for violent political mobilisation and
when the political and economic resources being competed for have become
increasingly scarce and the ‘rules of the game’ have shifted towards ‘winner takes all’.
Ethnicity becomes particularly dangerous when linked to a political ideology of hatred.
Conflict can also be generated at times by intra-ethnic tensions within the ruling elite.
Although not all have materialised in practice, such variables potentially apply as much
to parts of the Horn of Africa as they do, say, to the African Great Lakes region.
In the Horn, ethnicity has played the strongest role as a driver of conflict in Ethiopia. 171
Given the importance of Ethiopia in the region, the consequences of such conflict for the
rest of the Horn have always been significant. Of course, the experience of Ethiopia is
unusual in that it did not undergo a prolonged period of European rule. However, since
the late-19th century, Ethiopia has been a multi-ethnic ‘empire’ ruled by regimes
dominated to a greater or lesser extent by one ‘indigenous’ ethnic group. Under Haile
Selasse, the Amhara were the dominant group. Many argue that since 1991 members of
the Tigrayan ethnic group have been the dominant force within the Government.
However, with a view to ending this tradition, over the last 17 years the Ethiopian polity
has been restructured by the ruling party, the Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary
Democratic Front, along ‘ethnic federal’ lines. The regions it created were new
constructions. The limits of success can clearly be seen in the Ogaden and elsewhere
(see above). But most impartial observers do not consider that the experiment has
simply been a sham. Debate continues to rage fiercely over how far ‘ethnic federalism’
has placed limits on the power of the Tigrayan elite, which still dominates the EPRDF,
and may be creating the conditions for a more genuinely inclusive political system. The
paper has already touched on this question, but it is of sufficient importance to be
explored in greater depth here.
One author has asserted that the EPRDF has been genuinely committed to the success
of ethnic federalism. Its track-record is nonetheless mixed, not least in Somali regional
state:
EPRDF lost Somalis ‘hearts and minds’ by dishonouring the region’s
constitutionally guaranteed autonomy, by meddling in its internal decisionmaking, and by the ruthless conduct of its security forces […] After taking power
EPRDF sought to accelerate development in the country’s marginalised lowland
areas belonging to the Somali, Afar, Gambella and Benishangul-Gumuz regional
states. Despite their limited financial absorption capacity, federal budget transfers
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to the so-called ‘backward regions’ steadily increased over the past decade. The
granting of self-government and investments in human capacity-building for the
first time in modern Ethiopian history enabled the emergence of an educated elite
within the periphery. Region 5 172 forcefully demonstrates that national identity
cannot be decreed or engineered by financial subsidies, political quotas or the
holding of elections. 173

Another analyst has asserted, with Somali regional state very much in mind, that inept
and weak local elites are partly responsible for the failure of ‘ethnic federalism’ to realise
its promise. 174
Finally, a commentator has claimed:
Given the ethnic federal arrangements, minority ethnic groups, even numerically
small ones, are less marginalised at the national political level than ever
previously before in modern Ethiopia’s history. However, a number of
occupational or clan minorities within ethnic groups continue to be marginalised,
despised and disadvantaged, their political representation subsumed within the
wider ethnic group. Such stigmatised groups (often craftsmen or hunters) exist
among many of Ethiopia’s ethnic groups, and a number have been encouraged
by ethnic federalism to petition for separate representation […] Ethnic federalism
has, in some instances, added a new dimension to pre-existing local conflicts
over land, water, government budgets and other resources, sometimes adding
legitimacy and motivation to an ‘ethnic rationale’ for the dispute. There are
confusing and contradictory processes at work: some inspired by ‘rightful’ or
‘exaggerated’ claims by local communities, others imposed from above; some
driven by political entrepreneurs for their own purposes, others perhaps seeking
to diffuse opposition. 175

It is, then, a complex picture. There are no guarantees that, in the medium- to long-term,
ethnic federalism will be a successful mechanism for conflict resolution within Ethiopia.
The Ethiopian state still lacks legitimacy among key ethnic groups. What is more, some
analysts believe that it is a high-risk strategy to try and combine state-building and
democratisation in African states with a history of ethnic division. It is true that
democratic transitions can sometimes produce disastrous ‘unintended consequences’.
Rwanda is an extreme case in point. There, the ruling Hutu minority saw political
liberalisation as a ‘threat’. Fearing its consequences, parts of the ruling elite resorted to
genocide to maintain Hutu power. Ethiopia is a very different case. However, the political
crisis in 2005 showed that democratisation could have a destabilising impact on a stillfragile political system in Ethiopia. Since then, the EPRDF has taken steps to re-secure
its power and authority across Ethiopia and has slowed the pace of democratisation –
some would say, to a standstill.
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C.

Environmental insecurity 176

There is a growing consensus that there is a correlation between environmental
insecurity and conflict. The Western media and policy-makers have often had cause to
make the link between the two in the context of the Horn of Africa over the past thirty
years, although some analysts assert that there has been a tendency to do so only
relatively late in the day, once a crisis has become extreme and visible – for example,
where there is famine. Over the past year, the Horn of Africa has been experiencing
severe food shortages again. 177
A 2004 report by the Partnership for African Environmental Sustainability (PAES), inter
alia, on Ethiopia provides a description of growing environmental insecurity that broadly
applies to the region as a whole:
Degradation of natural resources, particularly renewable resources, is
widespread as evident from loss of forest, soil and water resources. These
resources are increasingly scarce because of diminished supplies, increased
population-induced demands, and inequality in distribution. The economic returns
to these resources are low and falling as evident from diminishing productivity,
declining livelihood and impoverishment. Population mobility in response to
scarcity and impoverishment is common. 178

The report goes on to describe several types of “environment-induced conflicts”: conflict
between cultivators, conflict between pastoralists and conflict between cultivators and
pastoralists. Perhaps the most pervasive of these in the Horn is conflict between
pastoralists, particularly over access to scarce grazing land and water. It has been a
major problem in Somalia, in the border region between Ethiopia, Kenya and Uganda
called the Karamoja Cluster, and in Sudan. 179
Ethiopia, which has by far the largest population of the countries of the Horn, has a
particularly serious problem with chronic food insecurity amongst cultivators in the northeastern highlands. 180 These cultivators are seeking to grow food on plots that are small
and declining in size and productivity. “Land fragmentation” has increased in recent
decades. There is also increased landlessness. 181 Whenever there is drought, large
numbers can quickly become vulnerable to food insecurity. However, while there can be
conflict between cultivators and the state, which remains the owner of all land in
Ethiopia, it is less pervasive than that between pastoralists over access rights.
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The 2004 PAES report adds:
Conflicts are almost certain to arise where a weak state fails to deliver law and
order, provide transparent and accountable administration, implement unbiased
and fair policy, or effective mechanisms to address and resolve grievances and
disputes. 182

While it is certainly possible to point to progress and positive achievements in this regard
by those countries of the Horn which have a functioning state, it is fair to say that,
nonetheless, they all continue to fit this definition of ‘weakness’.
Furthermore, the impact of climate change in an area that already suffers from significant
environmental insecurities is likely to exacerbate any weaknesses. The latest
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) report on the expected impacts of
climate change, published in 2007, summarised the impact in Africa as follows:
•

Africa is one of the most vulnerable continents to climate change and climate
variability, a situation aggravated by the interaction of ‘multiple stresses’,
occurring at various levels, and low adaptive capacity.

•

Climate change will aggravate the water stress currently faced by some
countries, while some countries that currently do not experience water stress
will become at risk of water stress.

•

Climate variability and change could result in low-lying lands being inundated,
with resultant impacts on coastal settlements.

•

Human health, already compromised by a range of factors, could be further
negatively impacted by climate change and climate variability, e.g., malaria in
southern Africa and the East African highlands. 183

Climate change, and its associated unpredictability, is likely to aggravate existing
environmental problems in many areas. For example, there are likely impacts on existing
competition for limited resources and potential for increased migration that will further
stretch the limited resources and infrastructure of the governments of the region.
There has also been much debate about how direct the link between environmental
insecurity and conflict is. The 2004 PAES report on Ethiopia claims that the link is “never
direct”:
A wide range of factors including governance, socio-economic variables, culture,
level of technology and property rights influence how the environment affects
conflict. 184
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This is not to minimise its importance; all of the factors discussed in this part of the paper
as possible ‘root causes’ of conflict in practice tend to create “feedback effects”. 185 For
example, environmentally-induced migration, however caused, often alters the ethnic
composition of receiving countries, with potentially destabilising effects.
Furthermore, analysts have argued that many analyses of conflict tend to highlight
“ethnic and religious causes” which “may represent symptoms rather than underlying
root causes”. 186 There has been a vigorous debate in recent years over how far
ecological factors have been underplayed in analyses of the ongoing crisis in Darfur. 187
The current drought and famine in the Horn of Africa as a whole has reportedly “had an
immediate impact on the fluid relationships between pastoral groups”. 188
The impacts of climate change in the Horn of Africa seem likely to ensure that
environmental insecurity will become an ever more important variable in promoting
conflict. Addressing them adequately will, by extension, be crucial in preserving and
building peace. In this regard, the Horn of Africa is an interesting test case. A Christian
Aid report has speculated whether the pastoralists of the Horn of Africa are likely to be
the first people whose livelihood will be entirely destroyed by climate change. 189 A
Conflict and Early Warning Response Network (CEWARN) was established in 2003 by
IGAD. Since 2005 it has collaborated with IGAD’s Climate Prediction and Assessment
Centre (ICPAC), with the aim of ensuring that conflict prevention and disaster
management experts in both bodies develop a coherent, multi-dimensional approach to
early warning efforts. 190
Finally, there is another type of ‘environment-induced conflict’ to add to the list offered by
the 2004 PAES report. That is conflict between states. One of the most likely sources of
inter-state conflict in the Horn of Africa is water. However, it is most likely to involve a
clash between Egypt and Ethiopia. The headwaters of the River Nile are to be found in
Ethiopia. Egypt, whose economy is heavily dependent upon the waters of the Nile, has
always feared the consequences of Ethiopian control over the headwaters. At present,
Ethiopia does not make heavy use of the headwaters for its own purposes. Were that to
change, relations between the two countries could come rapidly under strain. 191 Both
countries, along with Sudan, Kenya, Tanzania, Uganda Burundi, Rwanda, Democratic
Republic of Congo and Eritrea, make up the ten member states of the Nile Basin
Initiative (NBI), an organisation comprising the riparian states of the River Nile. Its goal is
to develop the water resources of the Nile Basin in a sustainable and equitable way to
ensure prosperity, security, and peace for all its peoples. As part of the NBI, there is also
an Eastern Nile Subsidiary Action Programme. 192 The body is supported by the World

185

P. Meier, “Networking disaster and conflict early warning systems for environmental security”,
unpublished paper, 21 February 2007, p. 5. Available at:
http://conflict-reduction.org/meier/Networking%20Systems.pdf
186
Ibid
187
Ibid., pp. 3-4
188
Ibid., p. 5
189
Christian Aid, “Life on the edge of climate change: The plight of pastoralists in Northern Africa”, London,
2006. Available at: www.christian-aid.org.uk/indepth/0611climatechangte2/kenya_climatechange.pdf
190
Meier, “Networking disaster and conflict early warning systems for environmental security”, pp. 5-7
191
Mohammed, “Ethiopia’s strategic dilemma”, 20 February 2007, pp. 2-3
192
See: Nile Basin Initiative.

62

RESEARCH PAPER 08/86

Bank and other donors. Commentators believe that so far the NBI has made a positive
contribution to resolving issues between member states, but it has not yet faced a major
crisis. 193

D.

Islamic militancy and terrorism

The ‘failed state’ of Somalia has often been described by parts of the Western media and
policy-makers as a breeding ground for terrorist organisations, including al-Qaida. The
rise of the CSIC, which included ‘hardliners’ with alleged links to al-Qaida, increased
fears that parts of the Horn of Africa could become a heartland of militant Islam and that
what might initially have been a symptom of conflict could metamorphose into a ‘root
cause’.
However, many scholars are sceptical about such claims. Significantly, so too are some
analysts who are linked to the US Government. According to the Harmony
Project/Combating Terrorism Center at West Point, al-Qaida has not found a promising
base in Somalia and that, if anything, coastal Kenya has been more fertile territory for it.
In a recent report which drew on declassified internal al-Qaida documents, the Center
stated:
At one point, Al-Qaida operatives were so frustrated that they listed going after
clan leaders as the second priority for jihad after expelling Western forces. 194

One author has concluded:
In Somalia, al-Qaeda members faced the same challenges that plague western
interventions (extortion, betrayal, clan conflicts, xenophobia, a security vacuum
and logistical constraints). 195

As for the CSIC, some analysts claim that, for a moment, it did appear to offer a potential
way out of perpetual clan conflict in Somalia. One has stated:
Some detractors […] argued that the movement was simply a Hawiye front;
supporters […] argued vigorously that the Islamists transcended clannism. The
truth lies somewhere in between. 196

There were undoubtedly hardline elements within the CSIC’s ranks. Perhaps ironically,
they were the least ‘clannish’ parts of the CSIC, but also the least interested in
prioritising political stability over ideology. Although it managed to become a genuinely
‘big tent’, some observers have argued that those hardline elements did gain the
ascendancy in the months following the CSIC’s take-over of Mogadishu in June 2006,
pushing the movement into what could only be a disastrous confrontation with Ethiopia.
According to this view, instead of focusing on institutionalising its power, the CSIC
embarked upon a quixotic foreign policy that led to its downfall, reviving calls for a
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‘Greater Somalia’ and providing support to the OLF and ONLF in the insurgencies
against the Ethiopian state. The US Government lost patience with it after the CSIC
failed to respond to calls to detain several al-Qaida suspects based in Somalia. 197
One commentator has claimed that overall Islam is a “veil lightly worn” in Somalia. It is
important to note that the dominant tradition of Islam amongst Somalis has been the Sufi
tradition. This tradition tends to be relatively relaxed on doctrinal matters and has a
mystical orientation. There are three main Sufi brotherhoods in Somalia: the Qadiriya,
Ahmadiya and Salihiya. The Qadiriya is the most numerous and least inclined towards
puritanism. 198 Nonetheless, there have been moments of ‘home-grown’ radical reformism
in the past. The Salihiya brotherhood, which was an off-shoot of the Ahamdiya, has a
more fundamentalist orientation. It was the main force behind an armed jihad against
Ethiopia and the British and Italian colonial powers between 1900 and 1920 which
spread across what is modern day Somaliland, Puntland and Ethiopia’s Somali regional
state. This means that there is soil in which more militant, ‘foreign’ traditions can put
down roots, as with Wahhabism and al-Ittihad al-Islam in the 1990s. Even so, radical
reformism in Somalia has more often taken a peaceful form. 199
Western anxieties that Somalia is a breeding ground for international terrorism have also
fuelled concerns about its place in global criminal networks that might be helping to
sustain al-Qaida and its Somali allies. Following the attacks of 11 September 2001, the
US Government led the way in seeking to block informal flows of money through the
hawala system, on which many Somalis depended for banking and remittances. Critics
have argued that such measures have usually done more harm than good, cutting off
much-needed income flows and in the process alienating many Somalis. One observer
has noted that, since the freezing of the assets of the Somali business known as alBaraakat, which had been involved in money transfers and telecoms, no criminal action
has been brought against anybody who worked for it. 200 Overall, while Somali business
interests have certainly sponsored home-grown Islamists such as the CSIC, the
connections between them and al-Qaida, whether licit or illicit, appear weak.
Fears have been expressed that revenues generated by the export of the leaf known as
Khat, which when chewed has a psychoactive effect, could help to fund terrorist activities
in Somalia. Khat is hugely in demand in all the Somali lands and in the diaspora,
including Britain. For example, one observer has claimed that Somaliland, where Islamic
militancy has had some, albeit so far relatively limited, purchase, is in danger of turning
into a “narco-economy”. 201 Khat is now one of Somaliland’s chief export crops. Livestock,
its traditional main export, reportedly went into decline after Saudi Arabia, its biggest
customer, imposed an embargo on the grounds that Somaliland’s cattle were infected
with Rift Valley fever. Khat is now a key source of government revenue in Somaliland,
which could stand in the way of effective efforts to reduce production. However, as yet
there appears to be little hard evidence to suggest that funds gained from the export of
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Khat are being used to support international terrorism. 202 However, there are reports that
in recent months al-Shabaab has sought to impose bans on the use of and trade in Khat
as it has taken towns in central and southern Somalia. 203
Puntland is currently the base for most of the pirates operating from Somalia. The only
period in recent history when piracy virtually disappeared around the country was during
the brief rule of the CSIC. Since its downfall, the phenomenon has reappeared on a
rapidly growing scale. One report has discussed a “worst-case scenario” in which pirates
develop links with international terrorism. It states that “there is no firm evidence of this
happening.” 204 In recent weeks, there have been reports that some of the pirates may be
purchasing heavier weaponry from insurgent groups, although al-Shabaab has said that
it will take steps to combat piracy.
As we have seen, Islamic militancy has its adherents in parts of the Horn other than
Somalia, including Somali regional state in eastern Ethiopia and Eritrea. But Somalia
(along with Sudan, which we have not discussed in this paper) has been the main base
for Islamic militancy in the region and by far its most important site of activity.
Nonetheless, it seems clear that, even in Somalia, Islamic militancy has been up to now
more a symptom than a ‘root cause’ of conflict. One analyst has claimed:
[…] the global threat that an ungoverned Somalia poses seems somewhat
exaggerated. Criminal and terrorist networks have not flourished in the absence
of government. Indeed, the number of named individuals in Somalia suspected of
terrorist links is fewer than in several Western countries. 205

Others are still worried. In a speech in mid-November 2008, the director of the Central
Intelligence Agency argued that al-Qaida is taking advantage of the success of the
insurgency to “revitalise operations” in Somalia. 206

E.

External actors

Many different external actors have been cited by the Western media and policy-makers
as playing a role in promoting conflict in the Horn of Africa today. There is insufficient
space here to discuss every dimension of external involvement in the region. 207 This
section focuses on two interrelated issues: the recent record of Western powers and
their regional allies in Somalia; and the ways in which countries of the region continue to
seek to achieve their policy objectives through the sponsorship of proxy forces.
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The ineffectiveness and inappropriateness of outside interventions in the Horn of Africa
has long been the subject of criticism by commentators on the region. Recent actions are
no exception. For example, Jonathan Steele has condemned the “inconsistencies in
international policy-making” on Somalia since 2006. Writing in February 2008 he argued
that the issue had “dropped off the radar, abandoned …because it all seems so
difficult.” 208 Some might claim that the same has happened with regard to the EritreanEthiopian border dispute; having invested in the Algiers agreements and UNMEE, it has
been argued that the international community has failed to put sufficient pressure on
both countries to resolve their differences, so increasing the prospect of a return to
hostilities. This failure has been understood as a failure of both will and capacity. 209
Steele was particularly critical of the role of the US in Somalia. He claimed that,
obsessed with the ‘war on terror’, the US had colluded in the Ethiopian invasion of
Somalia in December 2006, without being challenged by other western governments –
with disastrous consequences on the ground. 210 Not everybody is entirely convinced by
conspiratorial arguments. Ken Menkhaus has claimed that
[…] while the US and Ethiopian militaries and intelligence agencies
unquestionably collaborated closely, Ethiopia’s offensive would likely have
occurred with or without US tacit approval. 211

Many have also been critical of the effectiveness of US military operations against alQaida operatives in Somalia, which – as elsewhere in the world – do appear to have had
mixed results. One European official, speaking in February 2008 after a further round of
US air strikes, claimed: “They haven’t got anybody. It has been an absolute disaster.” 212
The US disputes such negative views. In March 2008, Mike McConnell, the Director of
National Intelligence, claimed that al-Qaida has been denied a foothold in Somalia as a
result of the success of operations since December 2006. The successful attack on the
leader of al-Shabaab, Sheikh Aden Hashi Ayrow in May 2008 marked a change in
fortunes for US forces in the region. 213
US counter-terrorism co-operation with the TFG has also been criticised. It has been
claimed that this co-operation is in practice with particular security officials who exercise
a high degree of autonomy from the government, raising questions in some minds about
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how far the US approach on counter-terrorism is really contributing to wider peacebuilding and state-building agendas. 214
Ethiopia has also come in for much criticism from those who are sceptical about both the
motivations behind and the likely fate of its invasion of Somalia in 2006. If Somalis
generally mistrust foreign powers, they mistrust Ethiopia more than most. Memories of
the 1977-78 war in the Ogaden remain strong on both sides. However, some observers
deny that the EPRDF is in any way anti-Somali, pointing out that many of its leaders
today received assistance from the Barre regime during the struggle against the Derg. 215
Some have also argued that Ethiopia overestimated its ability to “work the clan
dynamics” in Somalia. 216 This is something that might plausibly be said of most of the
external actors involved. Certainly, commentators have questioned why the international
community, having backed the TNG, which had a pronounced Mogadishu and Hawiye
character, between 2000 and 2002, has allowed itself since 2004 to become closely
associated with a TFG which to some is largely the creature of certain lineages within the
Darod clan family.
Seeking to achieve their policy objectives through the sponsorship of proxy forces also
has a long history in the Horn of Africa. As Sally Healey has written:
Pursuing (regional) foreign policy through proxy forces in neighbouring countries
has been the ‘normal’ pattern of relations for decades […] The states of the
region all act as enablers and multipliers of conflict to the detriment of their
neighbours. This regional dynamic is sufficiently powerful to act as a cause of
conflict in its own right, especially where so many problems of governance
abound […] In this context foreign policy, especially foreign policy, becomes an
intimate part of the government’s strategy for internal stability. 217

The main examples of current proxy sponsorship, excluding any Sudan dimension, are:
Eritrea’s support for nationalist and Islamist insurgents in Somalia, and its assistance to
the ONLF and OLF in Ethiopia; and Ethiopia’s support for Eritrean opposition groups.
Sympathisers with Eritrea might argue that the TFG in Somalia should also be
considered an Ethiopian proxy. Healy concludes that the international community has not
given adequate weight
to the ways in which countries joined in conflict actively destabilise one another
and act as spoilers to derail peace processes. Understanding how security
threats are perceived and articulated in the Horn of Africa could provide better
insights into how the region actually works. The states of the Horn securitize
events in relation to past events and present perceptions that might seem
idiosyncratic if taken out of their context. But the context is vital for an
understanding of how and why conflict occurs. How could Eritrea construe a
shooting incident at Badme in May 1998 as an event that justified a full-blown
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military attack? […] The ways in which ‘amity and enmity’ are constructed among
the players has a rich history. Without grasping this, external players are liable to
be baffled by the conflicts that repeatedly erupt and fuel one another in the Horn.
Consequently, their interventions will be liable to miss the mark. 218

IV

Conclusion

To many observers, conflict appears to be inscribed in the very DNA of the Horn of
Africa. However, there are grounds for resisting fatalism. While Somalia remains
convulsed by violence and misery, Somaliland appears to suggest that the
institutionalisation of authority and establishment of accountability is not an impossible
dream, provided that certain Western assumptions about what it should involve and how
it can be constructed are put aside. 219 17 years into an experiment in ‘ethnic federalism’,
Ethiopia faces many problems, but the experiment is certainly not pre-ordained to fail – it
may yet successfully create a new and viable political and cultural reality. Eritrea’s role in
the region as a ‘spoiler’ may be problematic and its democratisation at home indefinitely
postponed, but its existence as a state is not seriously in doubt. Djibouti, although it is
preoccupied as ever with avoiding the destabilisation that always threatens in such a
tough neighbourhood, is domestically reasonably stable.
In the short- to medium-term, the keys to peace and security in the ‘core’ Horn of Africa
lie in: first, resolving the stalemate between Ethiopia and Eritrea over their common
border; and, second, in constructing a durable domestic political and economic
settlement in Somalia that is acceptable to the majority of Somalis and to external actors.
Also crucial will be the outcome in Sudan, which has not been discussed in this paper,
where an elusive quest for peace continues but is subject to powerful stresses and
strains.
Frustration over the unresolved border dispute is the main reason why Eritrea has taken
on the role of a regional ‘spoiler’. Yet the international community appears to have
washed its hands of the dispute for now. The elements for a final deal exist but none of
the stakeholders appear to have the will or desire to achieve it. For the ruling parties in
both Eritrea and Ethiopia, the current stalemate arguably has benefits as well as costs,
as it justifies a degree of coercive social mobilisation and limitations upon processes of
democratisation. In the meantime, the two countries are fighting a proxy war in Somalia.
Sally Healy goes so far as to claim: “The unresolved conflict between Ethiopia and
Eritrea is helping to destabilise the whole region.” 220
Somalia poses an incredibly complex challenge. If a durable political and economic
settlement is one where there is a relatively stable balance of power within society which
offers those actors committed to state-building and development the means and the
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opportunity to do so, including sufficient security and minimally effective and legitimate
public institutions, Somalia is about as far from this scenario as it is possible to be. 221 It
seems likely that any durable settlement in Somalia will have to be federal in character,
highly decentralised and constructed largely from below, as has been the case in
Somaliland. The emergence of the CSIC in 2006 held out some promise for the
stabilisation of Somalia but its foreign policy fatally de-legitimised it in the eyes of the US
and Ethiopia, prompting an Ethiopian invasion which removed one ‘security problem’
while arguably helping to manufacture new ones. Potentially significant political
negotiations and realignments are currently taking place within Somalia between Prime
Minister Nur Adde and parts of the armed opposition, but there are few signs as yet of a
durable and inclusive domestic settlement, which will have to involve, however carefully
packaged, going well ‘beyond’ the TFG and the prompt withdrawal of all Ethiopian
forces. Even then, such an outcome is likely to have many opponents.
One contentious decision which some observers believe could make a positive
difference would be for the international community to give full diplomatic recognition –
or, if that is politically impossible, something very close to it – to Somaliland. 222 Although
it is true that many Somalis are vociferously opposed to increased diplomatic recognition
for Somaliland, some have that argued it might have a positive ‘demonstration effect’,
providing an incentive to the warring clans of Somalia to reach a durable settlement.
Others are less sure, given that it appears impossible that any government in Somalia
could officially accept Somaliland as an independent sovereign state. However, various
forms of greater recognition short of full diplomatic recognition might in the longer-term
provoke new thinking. 223
How, more broadly, can the international community assist in ending conflict in the
region? Some analysts have claimed that it is vital that the international community
ceases to compartmentalise the various conflicts of the region and acknowledge that
they are intertwined. By this reasoning, the Horn should be viewed by outsiders as a
“Regional Security Complex”, as the African Great Lakes region arguably has come to
be, and regional ‘security architecture’ should be constructed. However, it is also
accepted that efforts to intervene on this basis will continue to be hampered by the fact
that IGAD, the international community’s main partner in the region, is heavily
compromised by internal rivalry, and therefore a very weak vehicle for managing,
reducing or ending conflict. 224
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Echoing current debates about the ‘Responsibility to Protect’, it has also been argued
that a more positive contribution on the part of Western countries might arise from an
approach which prioritises civilian protection over conflict resolution: 225
Accepting that they have little possibility to end conflict in the Horn, Western
countries should work to protect the people who are victims of violent conflict
without discriminating between the victims of the Darfur conflict and the victims of
the conflict in Mogadishu. They should also favour the governments and
administrations, whether state or non-state actors, that protect their people rather
than those that claim to protect Western interests. 226

However, many experts believe that external actors are far more often part of the
problem rather than the solution. One analyst has written that outside interventions “have
only been unquestionably helpful in the humanitarian field.” 227 If true, might it be best for
all concerned if the international community simply withdrew? However, even if it was
desirable, it is impossible to envisage this happening, given the continuing strategic
importance of the Horn of Africa. Resolution of the Ethiopia-Eritrea border dispute and
the achievement of a durable settlement in Somalia will surely require at least some
external underpinning, even if it is only in the form of humanitarian and development
assistance. As such, it may be more appropriate to work towards improving the quality
and impact of outside intervention in the Horn of Africa, rather than simply abandoning
the endeavour.
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Map of Somalia, Somaliland and Puntland

Source: International Crisis Group, “Somalia’s Islamists”, Africa Report No.
100, December 2005
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