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Executive Summary
Somalia is a failed state and no one entity or group enjoys complete
control of its territories. While the northern part of the country, including
Somaliland and Puntland, has seen relative peace in the hands of entities that
exercise effective control over these areas, the situation in southern and central
Somalia remains highly unstable.
Two sides and various actors are locked in a struggle for territorial
control in southern and central Somalia. On the one side is the Transitional
Federal Government (TFG) of Somalia and its foreign and local allies. On the
other is Al-Shabaab, which has been designated as a terrorist organization by the
United States government.
At the moment the TFG side is continuing to push Al-Shabaab out of
various key posts in southern and central Somalia, but whether it will hold on to
this momentum and the territorial gains remains to be seen.
I. Introduction
This report was prepared in response to an inquiry regarding the groups in Somalia that
enjoy effective control of territories within the country for purposes of taking responsibility for
the implementation of an international treaty to which Somalia is party.
Somalia is a failed state. It has not had an effective central government since the end of
President Siad Barre’s government in 1991. 1 Continued efforts over the next decade to end the
violence that ensued following the overthrow of Barre’s government culminated in the
establishment of the Transitional National Government in 2000 at a conference held in Djibouti,
Somalia’s northern neighbor. 2 This government was far from uniting Somalia and establishing
effective central government when its mandate ended in 2004. 3 Ensuing talks in Kenya resulted
in the establishment of the Transitional Federal Government of Somalia (TFG) later that year by
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way of establishing a Parliament, which then appointed a President. 4 After the TFG’s five-year
mandate expired in 2009, the Transitional Federal Parliament extended its mandate through
2011. 5 In 2011, the TFG unilaterally extended its mandate through 2012. 6 Just prior to this
report being finalized, on August 20, 2012, Somalia began the transition to a permanent
government with the swearing in of a new Parliament, whose members were selected by elders
representing the various clans. The selection of a new President by this Parliament is expected
soon. 7 As of the date of this report, the TFG does not control all of Somalia.
For the purpose of this inquiry, Somalia may be divided into three regions: Somaliland,
Puntland, and southern and central Somalia. While the first two regions have governments that
have shown effective control over an extended period of time and enjoy relative stability, the
third region remains highly unstable, with control of parts of the region changing hands
constantly between the Somalia Transitional Federal Government (TFG) (through its foreign and
local allies) and Al-Shabaab, an Islamist group on the U.S. government’s list of terrorist
organizations. While the scale of control of large parts of southern and central Somalia is
currently tipped in the TFG’s favor due to the assistance of foreign forces, including Kenya,
Ethiopia, and the African Union Mission in Somalia (AMISOM), as well as some clan-based
local groups opposed to Al-Shabaab’s brand of rule, this cannot by any means be characterized
as a permanent state of affairs. The TFG’s exercise of consistent control, particularly in southern
and central Somalia, will largely depend on various factors, including how long the foreign
forces currently in Somalia remain there; how quickly the new Somali government can recruit,
train, and maintain a professional army and law enforcement force; and the willingness and
ability of the TFG to work with the local governments/groups opposed to Al-Shabaab.
This report provides a brief summary of areas in Somalia and the entities and groups that
vie for or control them.
II. Northern Somalia
A. Somaliland
Somaliland is a territory in the northwestern part of Somalia that is seeking to secede. A
former British protectorate, Somaliland declared its independence on May 18, 1991, with
Hargeisa as its capital after Said Barre’s government was overthrown and chaos ensued in the
rest of the country 8 (see the general area in Map 2, below).
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While it does not enjoy the recognition of the international community as an independent
state, the territory has a “functional constitutional democracy.” 9 It has functioning government
institutions including a bicameral legislature, a three-tiered court system, and an executive
branch, as well as a police force and its own currency. 10 However, the fact that the territory
lacks the recognition of the international community as an independent nation, an important
element of statehood, prevents it from entering into treaty-based international obligations. It
nonetheless appears committed to honoring treaty obligations created by Somalia before 1991. 11
Although it has an unresolved territorial dispute with Puntland, an autonomous region in
the northeast, over the Sanaag and Sool border areas (see the general disputed area in Map 2,
below) and has been a victim of multiple terrorist attacks, Somaliland enjoys relative peace and
security. 12
B. Puntland
Puntland is a semiautonomous regional state in northeast Somalia. It consists of the
following seven regions:
East Region of Bari, Nugal, Sool, South Togdher (Buhodle District), Mudug except the
Districts of Hobyo and Haradhere and Sanag Region except the District of El-Afweyn
and Northeast of Erigavo District. 13

Puntland established itself as an autonomous region in 1998, but is not seeking
independence from Somalia. 14 Its Constitution specifically states that it is “an independent
integral part of Somalia and has the obligation to restore and maintain the unity of Somalia on
the basis of a Federal System.” 15
Like Somaliland, this region has enjoyed relative peace and security since its
establishment. The government has put in place basic political as well as administrative
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institutions and provides basic social services, including education and health services. 16 The
government structure consists of three branches: legislative, executive, and judicial. 17 Much like
the case with the newly created national Parliament, 18 the sixty-six members of its legislative
body, the House of Representatives, which was formed in 1998, are appointed by traditional
(clan) leaders. 19 This body has enacted over eighty-five laws and regulations in little over a
decade. 20
Puntland is not, however, completely immune from the security problems that have
plagued Somalia in the past two decades. The region has a serious piracy problem off of its
coast, 21 and like its neighbor to the west, Somaliland, it has been a victim of multiple terrorist
attacks. 22 As noted above, the region also has an unresolved territorial dispute with Somaliland
over which the two have engaged in occasional military skirmishes. 23
II. Southern and Central Somalia
Unlike the case with Somaliland and Puntland, which have demonstrated relative stability
over extended periods of time, control of southern and central Somalia is highly unpredictable
and changes constantly depending on which groups enjoy a military edge. There are two sides
and various players in the struggle for control of territories in this area. On one side is AlShabaab, an Islamist militant group that has been on the US list of foreign terrorist organizations
since February 2008. 24 On the other is the TFG with its foreign and local allies.
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A. Al-Shabaab
Al-Shabaab was initially part of the Islamic Courts Union (ICU), a group born out of
necessity after the collapse of the Somali government in 1991 to restore law and order that
gradually morphed into a military organization. 25 ICU controlled much of Southern Somalia
until Ethiopia invaded the country in July 2006 and defeated the group. 26 Al-Shabaab, which
until then had remained the youth/military wing of the ICU, then reconstituted itself as a militia
and began fighting for territorial control. 27
Al-Shabaab’s control of areas in southern and central Somalia changes constantly. For
instance, the presence of Ethiopian forces in Somalia from 2006 through 2009 greatly limited the
group’s ability to expand its territorial control. 28 The complete withdrawal of Ethiopian forces
from Somalia in 2009 allowed Al-Shabaab room to make territorial gains. 29 Al-Shabaab also
encountered resistance from local clan-based groups opposed to its rule, particularly in central
Somalia. For instance, in January 2009, Al-Shabaab’s attempt to seize Galgadud, a region in
central Somalia, failed when it was successfully repelled by local militias. 30 However, the local
groups’ reach was limited to parts of central Somalia and, with the Ethiopian forces out of the
picture, Al-Shabaab was able to take control of large parts of south-central Somalia, including
parts of Mogadishu, the capital, until early 2011, when, through the concerted efforts of various
foreign forces, it was pushed out of key areas it had previously controlled. 31
B. The TFG and Foreign Forces
Currently, there are several foreign forces in Somalia, including the African Union
Mission in Somalia (AMISOM), Ethiopian forces, and Kenyan forces. Created by the African
Union Peace and Security Council in January 2007, AMISOM was initially deployed in Somalia
on March 6, 2007. 32 It is mostly made up of Ugandan and Burundian contingents, but more
countries have pledged to send troops. 33 Although AMISOM’s deployment was initially for six
months, its mission has been extended by the African Union (AU) and the United Nations
Security Council. 34
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AMISOM has recently put more pressure on Al-Shabaab. The area of AMISOM’s
operation was initially limited to Mogadishu, 35 but AMISOM forces have now expanded their
operations outside of Mogadishu into the surrounding areas. 36 AMISOM forces are said to have
driven the Al-Shabaab forces to a position thirty kilometers (about 18.6 miles) outside of the
capital so far (see Maps 1 and 2). 37
Map 1 38

AMISOM will likely further expand its areas of operation beyond the capital and its
environs, according to its stated plan. That plan divides Somalia into four sectors with forces
from various participating African countries taking responsibility for securing each sector,
as follows:


Ugandan forces with the support of Burundi will secure two sectors, including
Shabelle and Baido



Kenyan and Sierra Leonean forces will command an area covering Juba House



Djibouti will have responsibility for securing an area including Hiraam 39
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In addition to AMISOM, Ethiopian and Kenyan forces have engaged Al-Shabaab since
late last year. Ethiopian forces invaded Somalia in 2006 and defeated the ICU, the parent
organization of Al-Shabaab, only to completely withdraw in 2009. 40 Ethiopia sent its troops
back into Somalia in late 2011. Since then Ethiopia has pushed Al-Shabaab out of various posts
including the group’s stronghold, Baidoa. Kenya sent its forces to Somalia in October 2011
intent on occupying Kismayo, Al-Shabaab’s stronghold, which it has yet to accomplish. 41
C. Local Groups/Administrations
In addition to the self-governing regions in the north (Somaliland and Puntland), several
local groups and administrations exercise control of parts of central Somalia. Among the most
notable areas are Galmudug and Himan iyo Heeb (Ziman and Xeeb) in central Somalia, which
have reportedly enjoyed relative stability since 2011. 42
Galmudug is a regional administration in central Somalia. It was formed out of a union
of two local administrative areas, Galguud and Mudug, in 2006. 43 This Union conforms to the
requirement for statehood in a Somalia Federation under the 2004 Nairobi Charter for Somalia. 44
The administration has been invited to participate in negotiations regarding the transition period
in Somalia, 45 a sign that it is seen by the TFG and the international community as a credible
entity.
Ahlu Sunna Wa Jama’a (ASWJ) enjoys a dominant influence in the region. ASWJ was
established in 1991 by people that subscribe to the Sufi traditional practice in order to push back
against reformist groups. 46 The group established itself as an armed militant group in 2008 and
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has since been fighting Al-Shabaab’s rule. 47 This is mainly because Al-Shabaab reportedly took
certain actions that the group found unpalatable, including


imprisoning senior ASWJ members,



seeking to force ASWJ members to join its ranks and abandon their core beliefs, and



banning ASWJ members from conducting their religious rituals. 48

By 2009, ASWJ had become the largest national military force allied with the TFG,
although the relationship is rocky at times. 49 While it does not see itself as a regional entity,
much like the territories in the north, it has respectable territorial control over various areas
including Hiraan, Galguud, and Mudug. 50
Another up and coming local administration in central Somalia is Ziman and Xeeb (also
spelled Himan and Heeb). This is a pro-TFG local provincial administration formed by Somali
diaspora and businessmen in 2008 who wanted to end the long period of lawlessness that
followed the end of the Bare regime in 1991 and restore peace in central Somalia. 51 The
administration is said to control three districts in Galgadud (Gadadud), including the Adado
district, and three districts in the neighboring Mudug region. 52 However, it does not have the
extent of visibility that Galmudug enjoys, including in terms of participation in national
dialogs. 53
D. Going Forward
It is difficult to say whether TFG’s control over the various areas in southern and central
Somalia that were previously controlled by Al-Shabaab will last. The TFG lacks the capacity to
free or maintain control of any territory in Somalia and Al-Shabaab remains a potent threat.
After its formation in 2004, the TFG operated from Kenya until June 2005. 54 The Parliament’s
first session in Somalia was in February 2006. 55 When the TFG moved into Somalia, it was
mainly restricted to a few districts in Mogadishu, as it lacked (and still does) an “army strong
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enough to re-capture territory from Al-Shabaab.” 56 Even with all the recent successes in the
fight against Al-Shabaab, the inauguration of the newly constituted Parliament was held in the
Mogadishu airport, one of the few secure locations in the capital. 57 This is because Al-Shabaab
has been engaging in guerrilla-type tactics to exert considerable fear, including suicide bombings
and assassinations of key figures. 58
The areas in the country that TFG is said to control were freed from the hands of AlShabaab and are currently secured by foreign forces or local groups opposed to Al-Shabaab’s
rule, as illustrated by Map 2, below. Most parts of Mogadishu and its environs were freed and
are currently secured by AMISOM forces. 59 As shown in Map 2, Al-Shabaab was pushed out of
large parts of central Somalia by pro-TFG, clan-based groups and the Ethiopian forces (see the
parts of central Somalia in yellow and red shades in Map 2). Kenyan forces secured areas in
south and southwestern Somalia, and Ethiopian forces and local militia supported by Ethiopia
were responsible for repelling Al-Shabaab forces from the south and southwestern parts of
Somalia, including Baidoa. An ongoing effort to reconstitute the old national army, recruit new
members, and train an effective defense force remains frustratingly slow. 60
One can conclude from the discussion above that taking any further territories from the
hands of Al-Shabaab and maintaining control of what has already been secured will, at least in
the near future, depend on the presence of foreign forces and the strength of local groups. The
ability of the Somali government to secure territories in southern and central Somalia will
depend on how quickly it can establish/train an effective professional army and law
enforcement capabilities.
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