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An Overview of the Political Situation in Somalia

1. Introduction

Somalia has been without a functioning central government, a formal economy, and an effective peace agreement, since January 1991 when the state collapsed. Once heralded as the only true nation-state
 in Africa, much of Somalia’s territory has since then been subject to violent internecine warfare.
 The country is still in partial anarchy, while droughts and famine have caused the death of thousands of people and the flight of millions of refugees. The Transitional Federal Government (TFG) which came into being via a negotiated process in 2004, has since failed to exert its authority over the entire territory of Somalia, it has been under pressure from various domestic opposition forces and also lacks internal coherence and cohesion thus further crippling its capacity to function effectively. The already unstable political situation in Somalia was complicated by the intervention of its neighbour, Ethiopia towards the end of 2006, in order to engage the Union of Islamic Courts (UIC). 

This week sees the descent of a United Nations Security Council (UNSC) delegation to Djibouti as a show of support for the UN led peace efforts for Somalia.
 The South African Permanent Representative to the UN, Amb D. Kumalo is the co-leader (together with the Ambassador of the United Kingdom to the UN) of this UN delegation, which it is also hoped that it would provide the UN with a comprehensive picture of the attitudes and positions of the parties regarding peace in Somalia. However, the talks were almost marred by what appeared to have been an assassination attempt on President Yusuf’s life when a mortar exploded near his plane immediately after he boarded it to attend the talks.
 

This short brief provides an overview of the current situation in Somalia in relation to: efforts to find peace among the different domestic parties; the work of the African Union, especially its peacekeeping mission, and the issues relating to internal stability.  The brief begins by providing a short background of conflict overview of Somalia. 

2. Conflict Overview

Somalia’s first civil war began in 1982 and ended in January 1991, when General Mohammed Siyad Barre’s government forces were defeated by the forces of the United Somali Congress (USC), Somali Patriotic Movement (SPM), Somali National Movement (SNM), and the Somali Salvation Democratic Front (SSDF). Then a conflict arose between these factions over state control, triggering a second civil war, which caused state collapse, disintegration of all national institutions, and displacement of millions of Somalis. A majority of the displaced crossed the borders to live as refugees in Kenya and Ethiopia. Somalia has since been without a central authority, and its national cohesion was further affected by the fact that the southern region was divided into territories controlled by warlords, the north western region seceded to form the Republic of Somaliland, which has not been internationally recognised, and the north eastern region declared semi-autonomy and renamed itself Puntland. 

There are different opinions or schools of thought regarding the causes of the conflict. There is on the one hand, the primordial school which traces the conflict to ancestral clan rivalries and informs most scholarly and popular analyses. Drawing from the anthropological segmentary lineage structure, these analyses present Somali’s social system as inherently resistant to state-building.
 Opposed to the primordial perspective is an instrumentalist view which asserts that the conflict stems from bad leadership and poor governance, and there is the construction perspective which argues that the cultural construction of racial stratification configured the patterns of violence, and the conflict is rooted in the political economy of class and regional dynamics.
 

These different approaches to the Somalia conflict partly explain the limited achievements of the peace-making interventions. The Djibouti (1991), Addis Ababa (1993), Cairo (1997), Djibouti (2000) and Eldoret/Nairobi 2002-2004 interventions were supported by the international community. Each produced a peace agreement and a new government. For example, the Inter-governmental Authority on Development (IGAD) supported the Eldoret/Nairobi process, which concluded in October 2004 with a Transitional Federal Charter (TFC). The TFC stipulated the formation of a Transitional Federal Assembly (TFA) and a Transitional Federal Government (TFG). However, a dispute arose between two factions, one led by TFG president, Colonel Abullahi Yusuf Ahmed, and the other one by the TFA Speaker, Sharif Hassan Sheikh Aden. The dispute revolved around interpretation of the Charter, deployment of international peacekeepers and location of the government. Ultimately, the dispute degenerated into a war that hampered the formation of a transitional authority, and the Nairobi peace agreement failed as the TFG could hardly exert its influence beyond the small town of Baidoa. 

Thereafter, the Union of Islamic Courts (UIC) emerged as a key actor. The UIC created a central authority in southern and central regions including the capital Mogadishu between June and December 2006. However, it faced hostility from regional states, particularly Ethiopia, and Western powers, especially the United States of America (USA), that accused it of being sympathetic to Al Qaeda. In December 2006, Ethiopia, with support from the USA, invaded Somalia, ousted the UIC and installed the TFG in Mogadishu in January 2007. A fierce insurgency erupted immediately against the TFG and the occupying Ethiopian forces. 

3. Update on the Current Political Climate

Somalia is facing several challenges which coalesce to create a complex conflict situation requiring multiple but well co-ordinated intervention strategies to deal with the situation. Some of the relevant latest political developments include: 

3.1 Developments within the TFG

Since its inception in 2004, the TFG has not been able to provide effective leadership in Somalia and among other things, has been severely affected by factionalism and internal divisions among its key parties. Among the recent political challenges that the TFG has faced included the resignation of its Prime Minister and the appointment of a new incumbent, Nur Hassan Hussein on 7 November 2007. On 22 November 2007, Prime Minister Hussein announced a cabinet comprising of 73 Members, including 31 Ministers, 31 Deputy Ministers and 11 state Ministers. However, the new Cabinet could not hold, and suffered from several resignations and critique that it was not properly constituted. Subsequently, on 6th January 2008, a new Cabinet was announced made up of 18 Ministers and 5 Deputy Ministers. In another new development, on 20th January 2008 the Government decided to re-locate from Baidoa to the capital Mogadishu for the first time since the TFG was formed.  The new Cabinet has also unveiled its plans to undertake work in following key priority areas, namely, reconciliation, peace and security, strengthening institutions, the constitution and electoral issues.
 

3.2 Peace Talks

The United Nations Political Office for Somalia (UNPOS) has been attempting to organise a dialogue among the key internal parties, represented by the TFG and the Alliance for the Re-Liberation of Somalia, in order to find solution to the present challenges. Under the aegis of UNPOS, the first round of talks took place from 10-15 May in Djibouti; however it appears that no tangible progress was achieved during this round, except a commitment to re-convene at the end of May, while the parties are yet to enter into direct negotiations. A declaration issued by the parties at the end of this round only made mention of the deteriorating humanitarian situation in the country and therefore a need for all parties to facilitate ‘unhindered humanitarian access and the delivery of assistance to the people with immediate effect’.
  The second round of talks resumed as scheduled on 31 May in Djibouti, aimed at finding common ground among the parties on issues such as national reconciliation. However, what is at issue, and indeed the main bone of contention is the withdrawal of Ethiopian forces from the Somali soil. 

3.3 The Involvement of Ethiopia 

The Government of Ethiopia intervened in Somalia towards the latter parts of 2006, in the wake of the emergence of the UIC in Somalia ostensibly to quell the threats to its own national security presented by the UIC, as well as to support and defend the TFG. Since then, Ethiopian forces have found themselves engaged in battles with different armed forces inside Somalia that are resistant to its intervention in Somalia. The Ethiopian intervention has been blamed for fuelling a challenging humanitarian situation as more people have been displaced as a result of violent clashes between the Ethiopian forces and armed forces inside Somalia.
 

Although calls for the Ethiopian troops to withdraw have been made, it is not clear when would a full withdrawal be made by Ethiopia given the fact that recently the Prime Minister Zenawi made it clear that his country’s forces are not about to withdraw from Somalia as this would create a vacuum leading to further instability.
  Therein lies the dilemma because the presence of the Ethiopia forces in Somalia results in on-going attacks and fighting with internal forces that are opposed to their intervention. Apart from putting a strain on an already complex conflict, the Ethiopian intervention in Somalia has coincided and placed the latter on the USA’s list of countries with terrorist links, and therefore may be a subject of continued military attacks. Nonetheless, if history is anything to go by, the Ethiopian presence in Somalia is unlikely to yield any positive results because of its over-reliance on military force and history has shown that the Somali people do not easily bow down to what they may perceive as foreign invasion. 

3.4 The Role of the AU 

The Peace and Security Council (PSC) of the AU authorised the deployment of the African Union Mission in Somalia (AMISOM) following the intervention by Ethiopia. In terms of the PSC Resolution, the authorised troop strength for AMISOM is 8 000 however, so far it has only managed a contingent of 2 613 troops comprising troops from Burundi and Uganda. On 19 January 2008, the PSC decided to extend the mandate of AMISOM for another six months. AMISOM is severely constrained, with financial, logistical and technical challenges limiting its effective role in Somalia.
  Thus far, AMISOM has received support from several international actors such as European Union (EU), China, the League of Arab Nations and the United Kingdom (UK) and there have been pledges for further assistance and support from actors such as the USA, Nigeria and the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO).

By default, the limited capacity of AMISOM and its failure thus far to fully deploy the required 8 000 troops in Somalia, contributes to Ethiopia’s view that it should not withdraw until there are guarantees that no vacuum would be created. As such, it becomes paramount that AMISOM is strengthened by among other things, ensuring full deployment of peacekeepers and provision of adequate and necessary resources to fulfil its mandate.  

There have been calls for UN involvement in Somalia in order to bolster AMISOM and take a direct part in ensuring that there is stability in Somalia. Thus far, the UN has interacted with the AU with regards to the situation in Somalia. It has sent fact-finding missions to among other things, assess the amount and nature of support that would be required for a peace support operation in Somalia.
  The strongest sign yet of the UN’s renewed interest in Somalia was shown when, on 15th May 2008 the UNSC voted unanimously on a resolution allowing for possible deployment of a UN peacekeeping force. By way of Resolution 1814 (2008) the UNSC among other things, expressed “its willingness to consider, at an appropriate time, a peacekeeping operation to take over from AMISOM, subject to progress in the political process and improvement in the security situation on the ground”.
 Therefore, until progress is made in the ‘political process and improvement in the security situation’, the UN efforts in Somalia will be limited to political work (e.g. Djibouti talks) and technical functions (e.g. headquarters support to AMISOM). 

3.5 Humanitarian and Security Situation 

The latest report (March 2008) on Somalia by the UN Secretary-General, paints a worrying picture regarding the current security situation in the country. Among other things, the report notes that:

· Owing to the limited capacity of the TFG to govern and enforce the law, criminal elements partake in a range of unlawful activities, from trafficking in human beings, weapons and drugs to unauthorised tax and levies collection and abduction, kidnapping and extortion
;

· In the north of the country, the border dispute between “Somaliland” and “Puntland” remains a key security concern, aggravated by kidnapping and acts of piracy. In the southern and central Somalia, the UIC and other armed opposition forces continue to conduct insurgency operations in Mogadishu, Kismayoo, Beledwenye and other areas their main targets being the Ethiopian Armed Forces and the forces of the TFG; and 

· There are indications of international terrorists having sought refugee and ‘safe haven’ in the Hiraam and Juba districts, which is considered the strong hold of the extremist elements within the UIC.
 

In terms of the humanitarian situation, the UN Secretary-General’s report reiterated the fact that the situation in the country remains dire. The report indicates for instance that, since October 2007 about 300 000 people have been displaced from their homes in the capital Mogadishu. Overall, the UN estimates that during 2007 alone, about 700 000 people were displaced from Mogadishu, in a complex humanitarian tragedy of people fleeing from ‘war zone’ in the capital to a ‘hunger zone’ in the Lower and Middle Shabelle regions, which suffer from crop failure and drought.

In another latest development, on Monday 2nd June, the UNSC adopted resolution 1816 authorising foreign countries to combat piracy and armed robbery at sea in the territorial waters of Somalia. The resolution was adopted following dozens of attacks and hijackings of ships operated mostly by various relief and humanitarian agencies, thus obstructing the delivery of much-needed aid. Through resolution 1816, the UNSC authorised relevant countries to use all necessary means to repress acts of piracy and armed robbery, but such actions should not deny or impair the right of innocent passage to the ships of any third state.

4. Challenges to Durable Peace 

Somalia has not been a single united entity for over 17 years and without a central authority all political, economic and social activities are fragmented. New structures of governance have emerged in some regions, but their emergence has been uneven and the most advanced among them are relatively weak. A range of civil society actors - elders, Islamic courts, business groups, women associations, local NGOs, et al play a variety of roles in defining community priorities and making resource allocation decisions. While parts of the southern region are in conflict, others in the north have established relative peace and recorded some social and economic recovery. However, many parts of the country are in transition, somewhere between conflict and recovery and such a situation presents several challenges for peace-building interventions. 

Firstly, state-building, that is, re-building of administrative structures, public institutions, governance framework or a legislative national government, is one of the most complex challenges. The absence of an overall peace agreement aggravates the challenge. Further, even if all groups reach a peace accord and agree on the formation of an inclusive national government, there are other key governance challenges. These include drafting of a national constitution that states clearly the structure of the national government (federal, confederate, etc.); demobilisation of all existing militia and the formation of a national army and civilian police force; rehabilitation and modernisation of the country’s physical infrastructure; and nation-building, that is, re-building the trust and confidence among the people.
 

Secondly, regions such as Somaliland and Puntland have built regional administrations and local authorities, and evolved regional identities. Merging these institutions and regional identities into a re-built Somali state will be a formidable challenge. Indeed, the participation of these regions in such a state will depend on the principles and structures underpinning that state. Thirdly, Somalia’s economy has been paralysed by civil war, destruction of physical infrastructure, lack of investment and rampant unemployment. Due to the lack of relevant statistical data, Somalia has dropped out of the UNDP Human Development Index (HDI) reporting. Nonetheless, the country is a Least Developed Country (LDC) and it remains an economy in which the short-term and uncontrolled interests of a few and pressure of the population struggling to extract a living from marginal lands and coastal waters have led to widespread poverty and environmental degradation. 

Fourthly, the clan political discourse still animates the politics of Somalia. Arguably, the clan analysis ignores fundamental determinants of the Somali conflict. However, the clan rivalry forms a core part of the oral tradition, and is well-preserved in oral poetry and genealogical memory. Thus, it is readily activated when the need arises. Clan segmentation therefore remains a critical factor in peace-building initiatives.
  

Fifth, militarism and warlordism, two key legacies of the highly militarised state that existed between 1960 and 1990, are rampant in Somalia. During the Cold War, the Horn of Africa’s strategic location attracted the attention of the superpowers. In the 1970s, Somalia received massive military aid from the Soviet Union to counter the US presence in Ethiopia. After the 1977-78 Somalia-Ethiopia war, the superpowers switched their support. Between 1980 and 1988, Somalia received US $163.5 million in military aid from the US through which it amassed one of the biggest militaries in Africa.
 The country had an average of 12 soldiers per 1000 people, far above the regional average of less than 4 per 1000 people. The state’s militarisation occurred alongside an economic slow down, which precipitated declining security. As the centre weakened, and the first civil war escalated, weapons became the spoils of the war, which civilians turned to as tools of survival. The militarised competition over resources amidst transforming social structures provided the foundation for the emergence of warlords. After the collapse of the state in 1991, the warlords employed the language and sentiment of the clan to rally allegiance along kinship ties, but built their authority on the power of the gun. These warlords have maintained their authority by preventing the emergence of a functioning state. They, therefore, participate in the peace process in order to hold political office and access external resources, but ending the conflict does not appear to be an original goal.
 

Lastly, different approaches by the regional and international actors have challenged peace-making processes. These approaches often work at cross purposes with each other and present internal actors with ample opportunities for manipulation. Ethiopia, Kenya and Djibouti have direct interests as the conflict impacts on them, just as unrest inside their borders affect Somalia. The security issue is particularly important because large Somali populations live inside these countries. Further, pan-Somali nationalism and its irredentist character has in the past occasioned two wars with Ethiopia and strained relations with Kenya. Meanwhile, Egypt, as the chair of the Arab League, has pursued parallel peace processes. Other Arab League member states, particularly Yemen and Saudi Arabia, have trade stakes in Somalia. As a former colonial power, Italy has also engaged in the peace processes in an effort to resuscitate its declining influence in the Horn of Africa sub-region, whilst the USA has been preoccupied by fear that Somalia could become a haven of international terrorists. Haunted by its defeat by Somali militias in Mogadishu in 1993, the USA has narrowly focused its intervention on counter-terrorism strategies and its intervention, which includes supporting the warlords and Ethiopian occupation.
 

5. Issues for Consideration 

In light of the briefing from the Department of Foreign Affairs on the situation in Somalia, several issues can be considered as part of the discussion by the Members of the Portfolio Committee, these include:

· A thorough understanding of South Africa’s position vi-a-vis the situation in Somalia, including the Government’s stance with regards to AMISOM. In 2007, media reports mentioned South Africa’s reluctance to contribute troops to AMISOM, however that the country remains committed to make other contributions towards peace in that country. 

· It may be important to have an understanding of the extent to which the South African decision not to provide peacekeepers to AMISOM remains and what other contributions the country is making specifically in the area of security in Somalia; 

· A better appreciation of South Africa’s role within the UNSC in relation to Somalia; 

· An informed perspective about the factors inhibiting the full deployment of AMISOM; and the AU’s position regarding the intervention by Ethiopia in Somalia;

· Whether a not there is a comprehensive AU strategy for Post-Conflict Reconstruction (PCR) in Somalia; if not, at what level are the long term humanitarian and durable stability initiatives in Somalia being co-ordinated. This issue is relevant to the extent that, other countries in Africa that are coming out of conflict or still grappling with challenges of stability have in the recent past, seen strategies and approaches being worked out around their post-conflict reconstruction. 

· It may also be of interests to understand the extent to which the existence of Somaliland affects the AU’s approach and response to the Somalia conflict. Related to this, it will be useful to know the Africa’s current position and attitude with regards to Somaliland’s quest for independence from Somalia.  

6. Conclusion

The second round of talks seemed to have started in earnest in Djibouti and it appears that they have given an impetus by the presence of a UNSC delegation. Nevertheless, the paradox that Somalia has become is reflected in the fact that the talks will be taking place against a backdrop of continued clashes between the various armed groups, the TFG and the Ethiopian forces. These on-going clashes are likely to impact negatively on the talks making the issue of the withdrawal of Ethiopian forces the main item for possible discussion. This would certainly derail the process and undermine another opportunity for the parties to take few steps towards resolving the conflict. It is in the face of such challenges however, that the UN and the AU ought to show their commitment to peaceful settlement of conflicts in Africa by remaining engaged on the situation in Somalia.

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Sources

· Mclure, J. 2008. Stuck in Somalia, Newsweek Online, 10 April.  Available at: http://www.newsweek.co,/id/131432. Accessed on: 2008/30/05 

· United Nations Security Council, Resolution 1814 (2008) on Somalia, 15 May 2008.

· BBC News Africa, Timeline: Ethiopia and Somalia, BBC News Online. Available at: http://newsvote.bbc.co.uk/mpapps.print/news/bbc.co.uk/2/hi/africa. Accessed on: 2008/06/01

· Lederer, E. 2008, UN Security Council Travelling to Djibouti, Associated Press.

· Mbugua, K, 2008. Peacebuilding Challenges in Somalia, Uppsala.

· International Crisis Group, Somalia: The Tough Part Is Ahead, Africa Briefing No 45, 26 January 2007. 

· International Crisis Group, Can The Somali Crisis Be Contained? Africa Report, No 116, 10 August 2006. 

· International crisis Group, Somaliland: Time for African Union Leadership, Africa Report, No 110, 23 May 2006. 

· Report of the UN Secretary General on the Situation in Somalia, March 2008, United Nations Documents.

� Generally, the term ‘nation-state’ derives from an understanding that a state is a political and geopolitical entity; and a nation is a cultural and/or ethnic entity. The term "nation state" implies that they (i.e. ‘nation’ and ‘state’) geographically coincide, and this distinguishes the nation state from the other types of state. Among others, it also implies that the citizens share a common language, culture, and values. 
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