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Letter from the Editor
April 17, 2019
When Hassan (pseudonym) arrived at the
U.S. border, he had traveled a much longer
path than other asylum seekers. As an
Afghan refugee, he had made his way
through the mountains of Afghanistan into
Iran, braved the treacherous border into
Turkey, then somehow made it to Latin
America before making it to the U.S. His
was a journey of desperation, a bid for
survival.
But Hassan is not unique. Today, the
number of refugees globally is at one of its
high points since the Refugee Convention
came into effect in 1951. Although the
political and diplomatic realities have
changed, the legal instruments remain the
same even as countries around the world
struggle to cope with the rising numbers of
refugees and other displaced persons.
The various refugee crises unfolding around
the world – whether in Turkey, Bangladesh,
Pakistan, Iran, Mali or Europe – are the
global human community’s shared
responsibility. Like international security
and global climate change, the refugee crises
are transnational issues that require our
collective efforts. (Is it a surprise that
international insecurity and climate change
are also producing refugees?)
Some of the problems are giving rise to
entirely new cross-border situations.
Whether it is Islamic State (IS) fighters and
their families returning home after the
collapse of the so-called Caliphate, or
European regulations surrounding data
protections affecting users worldwide,
piecemeal solutions by individual countries
can hardly address the challenges. If the

problems do not recognize borders, the legal
regimes bound by geography won’t address
them either.
That is why these collective issues require
our collective efforts. They require a
rethinking of global governance instruments
such as the Refugee Convention, the various
U.N. Security Council Resolutions about
returning IS fighters, or the European efforts
to deal with data privacy.
Last year’s Spring Edition tackled the
uncertainty in a policy environment where
the sands were shifting under our feet. The
global rise of right-wing populism,
disruptive technologies, and economic
upheaval create fear and uncertainty, but
they also offer an opportunity to rethink the
governing fundamentals.
This year’s theme was a challenge to policy
practitioners, academics and students to
rethink governance at the international as
well as local levels – after all, solutions to
most international problems have to be
reckoned with locally (think small Italian
towns tackling the Mediterranean refugee
crisis).
We present this year’s Spring Edition with
the hope to move the debate forward from a
description of issues to their resolution. We
think that the Spring Edition is a compelling
intellectual exercise in this direction, and we
remain grateful to authors who submitted
their work, our peer-reviewers, and our staff.
Ahmad Shuja Jamal
Editor-in-Chief
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Somalia in the age of the War on Terror: An analysis of
violent events and international intervention between 2007
and 2017
Christopher D. Zambakari and Richard Rivera
Christopher D. Zambakari, MBA, MIS, LP.D. is the CEO of The Zambakari Advisory.
Richard Rivera (MA), Statistician & Psychometrician, is an associate at The Zambakari Advisory.

Abstract
This study sought to investigate the geographic location and frequency distribution of three event
types – violent events, nonviolent events, and events characterized by riots and protests – and the
distribution of political and military events and death rates by region. We provided an
assessment of various international interventions in Somalia between 2007 and 2017. Our results
showed that violent events (N = 17,539, 86.9%) were by far the most common event type,
followed by nonviolent events (N = 1,372, 6.8%), with riots and protests accounting for just N =
1,278 or 6.3% of total events. We found that almost one half (48.7%) of the events involved
political or ethnic militias, and over 42.95% of events involved rebel forces, with slightly less
than this accounted for by the government (40.2% of events) and 29.4% of the events involved
civilians. The northern and central regions of Somalia registered the lowest number of events and
fatalities, with most violent events and fatalities occurring in the southern regions. There was a
burst of fatalities in 2010, and a steady increase in death rate from 2011 until 2017. External
intervention has not halted this violence; instead, intervention has led to internal division in
Somalia by subverting power dynamics, encouraging political polarization and radicalizing the
insurgency and distribution of power, while lacking the resources and political will to sustain the
preferred winning faction.
Acknowledgments
The authors would like to thank Michael Summerton, Dr. Margaret Camarena, Matthew Edwards, Kyle Anderson,
Jinzhou Zhang, Cleophus Thomas III, and consultants at The Zambakari Advisory, the anonymous reviewers and
members of the Editorial Team for The Georgetown Public Policy Review (GPPR) for their contributions and
readings of earlier drafts of the manuscript.

I. Introduction
The international community has been
concerned about violent events and the
impact of violence on the civilian population
in Somalia for several years. This study
investigates the geographical location and
distribution of three types of events: violent

events, nonviolent events, and events
characterized by riots and protests. The
distribution of fatalities in the general
population and death rates by administrative
region also are examined. An overview of
political developments in Somalia is
provided and the impact of various
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interventions in Somalia between 2007 and
2017 is assessed.
II. External interventions in Somalia
Political instability in Somalia has led to
several external military and security
interventions in the country, notably the
United Nations Operation in Somalia
(UNOSOM) (1993–1994), Ethiopia’s
military intervention in Somalia (2006–
2009), The African Union Mission in
Somalia (AMISOM) from 2007 to the
present, and unilateral interventions by the
United States as part of the War on Terror
after the September 11, 2001 attacks (Hesse,
2014; Hirsch, 2018; Malito, 2016;
Menkhaus, 2004). There have been
interventions by Kenya, Ethiopia, and later
Uganda (Hesse, 2014). The number of
troops deployed has varied over time but has
been significant. For instance, UNOSOM
had around 22,000 troops, while AMISOM
grew from its initial 7,200 in 2010 (Africa

Research Bulletin, 2010), to currently six
African countries deploying approximately
21,564 combat troops on the ground

(Uganda with 6,223 troops, Burundi 5,432,
Ethiopia 4,395, Kenya 3,664, Djibouti
1,000, and Sierra Leone with 850) (Hesse
2015). These numbers are likely to decrease
slightly in the near future, as a recent U.N.
resolution extended the AMISOM mandate
but trimmed the upper limit of troop
numbers to just over 20,500 (United Nations
Security Council, 2018). The fatalities
incurred by the peacekeepers have been
heavy on contributing countries with 3,000
soldiers killed as of 2015, which approaches
the 3,096 killed in all U.N. peacekeeping
missions from 1948 to 2013 (Hesse, 2014:
350).
These interventions have all had to contend
with a wide range of problems, including
lack of a central government (since 1991),
poverty and insecurity, the country emerging
as a breeding ground for militant groups,
and temporarily thriving piracy due to the
power vacuum created by instability, and the
ongoing war between clan-based fiefdoms.

This has been combined with the rise of
militant groups like Harakat al-Shabab al99

Mujahidin – commonly known as AlShabab, the militant wing of the Somali
Council of Islamic Courts. Since 2006, the
group has taken control of most of southern
Somalia and waged several campaigns of
destabilization in other parts of the country.
It was also responsible for carrying out
attacks in neighboring countries, including
in Djibouti, Ethiopia, Kenya, Tanzania, and
Uganda (Ingiriis, 2018; Vidino, Pantucci,
and Kohlmann, 2010).
In a report for Saferworld, Suri’s assessment
of external intervention in Somalia is mostly
negative. He noted three key failures: (1)
International actors have failed to underpin
their military assertiveness with a coherent
long-term peace strategy, (2) the military
focus of defeating Al-Shabab has not
succeeded; it has instead militarized society
and locked international actors into a
militarized approach to resolving the Somali
conflict, excluding alternative approaches by
key local stakeholders, and (3) the global
counterterrorism agenda has reinforced a
range of counterproductive outcomes,
worked against local initiatives, and
undermined efforts to build lasting peace
(Suri, 2016: iv). Suri notes that, for example,
the counterterrorism narrative has often
served to harm ordinary Somalis more than
it has diminished the capacity of Al-Shabab
and, worse yet, there has been evidence that
humanitarian assistance had been diverted to
strengthen armed actors (Ibid., v). He also
comments that there has been a lack of
functioning oversight structure in the
transitional government, a failure to
understand the importance of clan
membership in Somali society, and a focus
on imposing structures from outside instead
of building one from within.
A World Bank report noted that the root
causes of Somalia’s conflict over resources
and power were clannism and clan

cleavages. The report also stated that
traditional clan elders are “a primary source
of conflict mediation, clan-based customary
law serves as the basis for negotiated
settlements, and clan-based blood-payment
groups serve as a deterrent to armed
violence” (World Bank, 2005: 9). It
indicates that mixed relationships between
the business sector and violence are at times
a force for peace and stability, and at other
times perpetuate violence. However, the
report is silent on the negative role that an
externally imposed intervention has played
in the conflict and the mixed roles of
international nongovernmental organizations
(NGOs) and regional and international
actors in the Somali conflict. Instead, it
assumes that Somalia needs a centralized
state, without questioning the history of
centralized power in Somali society and
historicizing the failures to build a stable
government in the country.
The United Nations has been intermittently
involved in the ongoing conflict in Somalia
for several decades. The current U.N. role is
through the United Nations Assistance
Mission in Somalia (UNSOM), which is
intended in part to aid in the democratic
process and elections in Somalia as well as
in part to aid the peacekeeping mission
undertaken by AMISOM. It is noteworthy
that even AMISOM – led by regional
African states – has faced challenges
operating in Somalia, and not just due to AlShabab. In part this is due to the relationship
with the Transitional Federal Government
(TFG). At first, the government irked
family-based clans as a result of a
perception that the government had
infringed upon their territory in Mogadishu,
making the situation more precarious;
however, when AMISOM realized how the
government had strained its relations with
the clans, it restored power to the clans,
which made the fight against Al-Shabab
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easier within Mogadishu (Roitsch, 2014;
Escobar, 2011). It is clear that not only do
AMISOM and the TFG need to fight AlShabab forces, but they must also provide
support for civilians in need of aid, which
remains a difficult task due to the lack of
resources available to both AMISOM and
the TFG (Anderson, 2016).

within the country” (Hagmann, 2016: 6).
This is supported by Menkhaus’ research.
He writes that “in virtually every instance,
key actors took decisions that produced
unintended outcomes which harmed rather
than advanced their interests, and at a cost in
human lives and destruction of property that
continues to mount” (Menkhaus, 2007: 357).

The international counterterrorism campaign
has also had an impact within Somalia,
given the relationship between Al-Shabaab
and other Islamist extremist groups such as
al-Qaeda. However, it has not always been
clear whether Al-Shabab poses an imminent
international terrorist threat (as opposed to a
threat within Somalia), making it difficult to
determine a proper course of action by
external actors. Prior to 2009, the United
States set up the Alliance for the Restoration
of Peace and Counter-terrorism, in which
the United States allied with Somali
warlords to fight al-Qaeda (Ibrahim, 2010).
However, as the United States allied itself
with the Somali government, drone attacks
that kill civilians have unwittingly fueled
anger against the Somali government. This
has encouraged further rebellion and armed
resistance, leading to more conflict and
violence (Ibid; Malito, 2015; Suri, 2016).

Scholars have rightly pointed out the
shortfalls of the current American approach
to the War on Terror in other regions where
the United States has carried out military
operations. In the Horn of Africa, these have
included a combination of, and reliance on:
special operations without a coherent
political strategy, the lack of effective
diplomatic presence, little expertise on
Somali domestic and regional politics, and a
reliance on proxy countries for interventions
on behalf of the United States, notably on
Ethiopia, Kenya, and Uganda. The result has
been a quasi-reproduction of Cold War-era
proxy politics, with Ethiopia supporting the
TFG, Eritrea lending its support to the
Islamic Courts Union (ICU), also known as
the Union of Islamist Courts (UIC), and
Uganda and Kenya all taking part in military
operations inside Somalia (Menkhaus,
2003).

An assessment of the effectiveness of the
various U.S., U.N., and AU deployments to
Somalia is often rather dispiriting. The
results have not only been mostly failures,
but also materially expensive. Hagmann’s
study shows the impact of coercive
intervention in Somalia in the periods
between 1991–1995 and 2006–2016 in
south-central Somalia. There have been
recurrent negative relationships between
external intervention designed for stabilizing
the regions in Somalia and political
settlements. Moreover, “coercive external
state-building has encouraged violent
attempts to produce a political settlement

Malito (2016), in her study of the peace
initiative in Somalia and Somaliland
between 1991-1995, concludes that the
impact of externally imposed peace has
failed. Moreover, the U.N.-U.S. external
intervention has led to internal division in
Somalia by subverting the power dynamic,
encouraging political polarization, and
radicalizing the insurgency and distribution
of power while lacking the resources and
political will to sustain the preferred
“winning” faction (Malito, 2016: 1-24).
De Waal (2012) has observed that the
international community’s preoccupation
with uprooting terrorism and its insistence
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on establishing a western-style government
(such as the TFG) is based on false
assumptions: The belief that Somalia
necessarily needs a highly centralized state,
a preoccupation with suppressing the UIC
and destroying Al-Shabab, and a failure to
recognize the reality of the region and what
already works (Elliot and Holzer 2009;
Malito 2015). The central government
cannot exist without foreign backing (AU,
U.N., U.S.). This is supported by Suri, who
shows that the focus on building a liberal
state in Somalia has resulted in tensions and
conflict. This externally driven approach,
focused on reestablishing the national
government’s centralized authority, has
worsened instability and armed conflict,
because it assumes that Somalia requires and
desires a centralized authority and ignores
the voices of the Somali people in the
process (Suri, 2016: 35-37).
The last few decades have driven home a
bitter lesson: Somalia is a hostile
environment for an externally brokered and
externally imposed peace. The various
interventions have been based on the
international community’s preoccupation
with building a liberal nation-state,
uprooting terrorism, and establishing a
Western-style government in Mogadishu.
However, attempts to militarily impose law
and order and build a centralized or
Western-style state have failed. Some
scholars believe this failure has been due to
a preoccupation with suppressing Islamic
insurgents and preventing the insurgents
such as Al-Shabab from gaining a
stronghold in the Horn of Africa. The
frequent changes in territory between AUbacked government forces and Islamist
insurgents reflect both a failure to militarily
defeat the insurgents and the financial
challenges faced by the Somali AU-U.N.backed forces (Ibid.). The inability to defeat
Al-Shabab or sustain the cost of a perpetual

peacekeeping mission raise questions about
the viability of an international intervention
in Somalia.
Ibrahim (2010: 283-295) argues that the
very rise of Islamic insurgents such as AlShabab is partly a factor of the policy follies
of regional and international players in
Somalia. In addition, Somalia has been a
field where other countries can demonstrate
their own credentials. It has been argued that
the justification among key contributing
countries toward the AU peacekeeping
mission was likely driven less by an interest
in stabilizing Somalia than by attempts to
deflect from domestic issues for some
countries (such as Burundi); improve
regional leadership credentials, for example
by Ethiopia; and enhance participants’
international image and secure resources
from key donors like the European Union
and United States, as illustrated by Uganda
and Djibouti (Elliot and Holzer, 2009). In
many regions of Somalia undergoing
conflict, external interventions have
militarized local population groups, creating
strong incentives for a small number of the
Somali elites to remain involved in the
conflict (Suri, 2016: 37-39).
According to De Waal (2012), the
international community has failed to
appreciate the fact that Somalia’s informal
private sector is thriving and successful and
has a major role in curbing violence. It has
demonstrated remarkable adaptive capacity
and resilience, with, for example, remittance
transfers of US $700–800 million each year
handled by Somali remittance companies.
Elites have realized they can gain more from
commerce than an unstable marketplace
(Menkhaus, 2003; De Waal, 2012).
Somalia has suffered from another drawback
of internationally mediated peace processes
and an externally imposed peace, namely
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that external intervention has been
prioritized over Somali-led internal
processes, with only a narrow group of elites
being engaged. One important lesson that
the United States and those carrying out
military operations in Somalia have yet to
learn is the importance of the local context
in building sustainable peace (Richmond,
2013). More than anything else, local rule
matters greatly in matters of security and
prosperity. Nowhere is this difference more
pronounced than the differences between the
northwest region of Somalia, Somaliland,
and southern Somalia. One has developed
into a relatively peaceful and democratically
governed entity; the other has been ravaged
by violent events. One has a viable selfsustaining government and the other is
fragmented and controlled by competing
clan-based groups (Harsch, 2017).
III. Micro-level analysis of violent events
The paper attempts to answer five research
questions:
1. How frequently did different types of
violent events occur in Somalia from
2007 to 2017?
2. How frequently were different actor
types involved in violent events that
occurred in Somalia from 2007 to
2017?
3. (a) What were the frequency of
events in Somali regions from 2007
to 2017?
(b) What were the frequency of
violent events in Somali regions
from 2007 to 2017?
4. Where were violent events
concentrated in Somalia?

5. What were the annual event trends
and death rates across the 11-year
period?
One of the difficulties of studying violence
is collecting data on conflicts from within a
conflict environment. This challenge has
motivated different agencies to adopt a
variety of methods to collect conflict data,
which has allowed more researchers to study
violence using quantitative techniques. In
recent years, social science research and
conflict studies in particular have focused on
a variety of factors that have been linked to
the causes or effects of violence, or which
can be used to categorize a conflict itself,
including conflict outbreak, regime type,
ethnic diversity and population composition,
civil wars (Fearon and Laitin, 2003), and
military coups d’état (McGowan 2006).
More prominent in economic studies has
been the study of the relationship of natural
resources to conflict (Collier and Hoeffler,
1998). The use of quantitative techniques to
study violence has led to development of
matrices and indices to measure violence
(Institute for Economics and Peace, 2016;
Messner et al., 2014). Within these,
geographically, African conflicts are
increasingly represented in cross-national
conflict event datasets.
One major development in the study of
violent events has been the use of microlevel analysis. Frequently, micro-level data
includes greater details about events: precise
information about their location, georeference data, identification of the actors
involved, and estimates of the severity or
intensity of the violence.
Several factors have contributed to the
growth of these micro-level and wider
political event datasets. The first comprise
the advent of technology and availability of
information on the internet, as well as
103

decentralization of information and
reduction in the cost of gathering, coding,
and storing data. The creation of specialized
systems for automated coding, such as
machine-assisted systems, has also
facilitated the creation of event datasets.
There has been increased interest and
research focused on subnational variations
in violence, and the involvement of nonstate actors, making these some of the most
active research areas in conflict studies
(Ibid). This has all been accompanied by
greater investment in institutions such as the
Armed Conflict Location and Event Data
Project (ACLED), and the Uppsala Conflict
Data Program (UCDP), which collect and
disseminate data on conflicts (Schrodt,
2012).
The second characteristic of conflict event
data is that researchers rarely collect primary
data themselves. Instead, they use secondary
data collected by agencies like ACLED and
UCDP. Most of these violence datapoints
rely on media reporting (Weidmann, 2016).
News and media agencies seldom cover all
events, and consequently media-based
conflict event data suffer from selection
biases that affect their accuracy (Weidmann,
2015, 2014). Weidmann’s study of the
accuracy of media-based conflict event data
confirmed “the expectation that events with
a low number of observers tend to have
higher reporting inaccuracies” (Weidmann,
2015: 1129).
Another study confirmed the media’s
tendency to systematically underreport or
over-report certain types of events. Baum,
Zhukov, and Weidmann (2015) found that
reporting bias depends on how news
organizations navigate the political
environment. In democratic regimes, news
reporting reflected a preference toward
“traditional journalistic standards of
newsworthiness to maximize audience

attention and revenue” and a pro-challenger
bias (Ibid., 387). In non-democracies, the
bias was toward reporting with a clear proincumbency view, with underreported
protests and nonviolent collective action by
regime opponents, while largely ignoring
government atrocities (Ibid., 397). These
types of biases are not just limited to the
media, however, and they can also affect
development, government and
nongovernmental organizations that are
increasingly collecting conflict data around
the world.
Recent improvements in data collection
techniques and increases in the number of
agencies collecting localized or
disaggregated conflict events data have
helped track violent events as well as
nonviolent events (Demarest and Lange,r
2018). These agencies use publicly available
sources such as news media reports to
compile information on different types of
conflict events. The two leading large-scale
data-collection projects are the UCDP
Georeferenced Events Database (UCDP
GED) and Armed Conflict Location and
Event Data Project (ACLED). It is worth
noting these two sources have different
strengths and focuses.
An important difference among conflict
databases is what constitutes a conflict
event. This in turn shapes how collected data
is coded. UCDP restricts its domain to
events that result in at least one fatality
while ACLED includes fatal, non-fatal, and
nonviolent events (arrests, troop movements,
and demonstrations, for instance). One
comparative study notes that those interested
in nonviolent events only have ACLED to
choose from, given that UCDP does not
code such data (Eck, 2012: 126). Eck (2012)
argues that the limitation of ACLED is its
reliance on events (violent or nonviolent) as
a unit of analysis, whereas researchers
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“rarely theorize about events…rather the
production and targets of violence” (Ibid).
The UCDP GED also uses an “event” as its
selector, namely an instance of fatal
organized violence as a unit of analysis
(Williams, 2017). Eck claims that ACLED’s
lack of any assessment of the nature,
severity, or intensity of violence means that,
for instance, a case like the massacre at
Srebrenica is given the “same weight in the
database as a sniper attack in Sarajevo”
(Eck, 2012: 126). She criticizes ACLED for
not providing users with information
required to study theories of civil war,
including whether the actor is a military or
police force, or identifying an actor so that
the behavior of a warring party can be
analyzed. However, in this study, we were
able to collapse the various events into
clusters, e.g., violent and nonviolent events,
riots and protests based on the classification
that the ACLED offers. In other studies, we
were able to create other clusters such as
government forces, rebel forces, political
and ethnic militias, battles or violence
committed against civilians (De Waal, 2007;
Zambakari, Kang, and Sanders, 2018).
IV. Method
We analyzed data for Somalia from the
ACLED Project for 2007 through 2017,
including the number of events, the type of
events, and fatalities from such events. For
those years, the ACLED collected the “types
of violence,” agents, dates, and locations of
political violence and protest (Armed
Conflict Location and Event Data Project,
n.d.). These data are based on several
secondary sources, including local and
regional news sources, the Integrated
Regional Information Network (IRIN),
Relief Web, Factiva, and various
humanitarian agencies (Raleigh et al., 2010,
656).

An event was defined in the ACLED
codebook according to several different
components: location, actor type, event type,
event date, and several other variables
(Raleigh and Dowd, 2016). That is, an event
is an incident that occurs between
designated actors, at a specific named
location and on a specific day (date)
(Raleigh et al., 2010: 655). An event is
defined as an interaction involving at least
two actors (Ibid.). For example, an
interaction can consist of skirmish or battle
between Al-Shabab and Somali government
forces. A data entry for a specific event
includes the description of the event, the
number of fatalities, and several other
variables.
In the ACLED database, actors are defined
as a group, such as a government entity or a
rebel force, but actor types are not mutually
exclusive. Even though the ACLED is
useful because it provides data about actors
in Somalia, it has some limitations (Raleigh
and Dowd, 2016). First, due to the security
situation in Somalia, it is possible that some
events are unreported and hence unrecorded.
Secondly, no direct causal relationship can
be determined between the event and
location or date when it occurred because
the study was designed as a descriptive
study. Finally, because the ACLED
databases rely heavily on media sources, the
data used for the study may be biased,
resulting in greater measurement error.
Despite these limitations, ACLED offers a
comprehensive database that contains
incidents of political violence in Africa with
a specific focus on tracking the activities of
armed and unarmed actors. ACLED works
through local partnerships with Somalia’s
“Local Source Project” to maintain access to
a network of local Somali reporters who
release daily information on the status of
political (in)stability in the country.
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ACLED’s ability to work through partner
organizations on the ground improves the
quality of the data collected by the agency
and its access to the field where data are
collected. ACLED also covers a wider range
of events than other databases: it compiles
information from over 50 sources, more than
many of its competitors. Like the UCPD
database, ACLED also records one-sided
violence toward civilians by both
government or rebel actors as well as
conflicts between rebel groups.
The ACLED Project collects data on nine
different types of events that are political in
nature (see Table 1 for descriptions) (Ibid.).
For purposes of analysis, the nine categories
of events were collated into three event
types: violent events, riots and protests, and
nonviolent events. See Table 1 for further
details on the event types we investigated.
Table 1. Types of events in Somalia
Event Type
Nine Event Categories
Violent
Remote violence
Violence against civilians
Battles involving overtaking territory:
(a) no change in territory;
(b) government regains territory;
(c) non-state actor overtakes
territory

Riots and
Protests

Using the coding rules in the codebook,
multiple events that occur on the same day
may be coded as a single event, although
events that involve the same location on the
same day may also be coded separately. If,
for example, rebels launched missiles at a
government barracks and later that day the
government took over the rebel compound
that launched the attack, the first event
would be coded “remote violence” whereas
the second event would be labeled “battle –
government regains territory” (Ibid.).
Although an incident may have the same
date and location, it could have been coded
by ACLED as multiple events. In addition,
these similar events could have redundant or
repeated information, such as fatalities,
which consequently would inflate the
numbers. To mitigate this, events with the
Description
IEDs, long-range weapons (e.g., missiles), bombs
Looting, pillaging, burning down villages/home,
raping, killing
Battles between armed groups:
(a) when control of contested location does
not change
(b) when government or its affiliates regains
control of a location
(c) when non-state actors win control over
location

Protests/riots

A protest is a nonviolent event, with citizens airing
their grievances against the government; a riot is a
protest that has turned violent

Nonviolent transfer of territory

When land is acquired through nonviolent (possibly
diplomatic) means
An event when a headquarters or base of operations
is created by actors not affiliated with the state
An event where either rebels, militia, or government
groups take actions with a political strategy in mind

Nonviolent

Headquarters or base established
Strategic development

a.

Note. The information was derived from (Raleigh and Dowd 2016).
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same date and same latitudinal and
longitudinal coordinates were collapsed in
the same event for this study. Instead of
computing the sum of the fatalities, the
average was computed across multiple
events before they were collapsed.
Death rates were calculated for each
administrative region and annually for the
whole country: These death rates (per
100,000) were computed by dividing the
number of fatalities by 2014 population
estimates for whole country as well as
yearly estimates for each region (United
Nations Population Fund and Federal
Republic of Somalia, 2014). In this study,
we used the “Population Estimation Survey
2014 for the 18 pre-war regions of Somalia,”
the first comprehensive estimation of the
Somali population in over four decades
conducted by The United Nations
Population Fund (UNFPA) and The Federal
Republic of Somalia. The survey collected
information from 250,000 households in
urban, rural, and nomadic settings and
camps for the internally displaced people
(Ibid.). Our analyses of the ACLED data
focused on event type, number of events,
and fatalities. The analysis was conducted
on data for all 18 administrative regions
within Somalia. For yearly estimates, death
rates were computed by dividing the number
of fatalities by yearly population estimates.
This study sought to investigate violent
events, nonviolent events, and events
characterized by riots and protests in
Somalia between 2007 and 2017 by
analyzing ACLED data. We examined the
percent distribution of the types of events
and types of actors. We investigated the
geographic distribution of all events and
death rates by region, as well as geographic
locations of only violent events. In addition,
we longitudinally examined death rates
across an 11-year period (2007-2017).

V. Results
Descriptive statistics for the number of
political and military events as well as death
rates for the country’s administrative regions
across an 11-year period were examined.
We report the frequency and percent
distributions of types of event and actors.
Moreover, we report the geographic regions’
distributions first for all events and then for
only violent events. Finally, we report
annual fluctuations of political and military
events across the 11-year period.

Figure 1. Number and percent of actor types in
Somalia from January 2007 to December 2017.

Event and actor types. Analysis of ACLED
data indicated that violent events were the
most common type of event reported in the
database (N = 17,539, 86.87%). About 6.8%
of events were nonviolent (N = 1,372) and
6.3% of the events were riots and protests.
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Table 2 summarizes the number of political
and military events for each actor type.1 The
percent of actor types is displayed
graphically in Figure 1. The actors were
primarily political and government entities,
ethnic militia and rebel forces. Political or
ethnic militias were involved in 48.73% of
the events, rebels were participants in
42.95%, and government forces in 40.24%
of all events. About 29.36% of the events
involved civilians.
Regional distribution of all events. Table 3
contains the number of political and military
events, as well as the fatality rates per
100,000 people that were computed by
dividing the number of fatalities by
population estimates. There were estimated
33,649 fatalities for 20,189 events that
occurred in Somalia during the 11-year
period. The number of events that occurred
in each administrative region ranged
between 172 and 6,085. The death rate
ranged from three to 738 deaths per 100,000
people.

The number of political and military events
as well as death rate for each region is
displayed in the maps in Figure 2. Based on
the number of events reported in the
ACLED database, all the regions with more
than 1,000 political and military events were
located in the southern part of the country,
while all but one of the regions with less
than 500 events were located in Somalia’s
northern region.
There is a similar regional pattern for
fatalities. The death rate for the period 20072017 is higher in the southern regions than
the northern regions (see Panel B). The five
regions with death rates higher than 300 per
100,000 are all located in the southern
region of Somalia.
Regional distribution of violent events.
Nonviolent events, as well as riots and
protests, appeared to have occurred across
the entire country. Because these types of
events occurred at lower frequency, the

1

The type of actor is not mutually exclusive because
an event could consist of multiple actors.
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– had 5,716 violent events and 9,594 deaths,
2,798 events and 4,303 deaths, 1,316 events
and 2,643 deaths, and 1,254 events and 3599
deaths, respectively. Death rates are the
same for violent and all events (see Figure
3). The region with the highest death rate
was Jubbada Hoose (736 deaths per
100,000). Four additional regions, Banaadir,
Gedo, Hiiraan and Bakool, had death rates
greater than 400 per 100,000.
The ACLED database contained the location
of all the violent events that are recorded as
having occurred in Somalia, which made it
possible to plot the locations of the violent
incidences on a map. The results of this can
be seen in Figure 4. Clusters of violent
events appeared to have occurred in the
more densely populated areas of southern
Somalia.
number of events, deaths and death rates
were recomputed for violent events (see
Table 4).
The four regions with the highest number of
violent events and fatalities – Banaadir,
Shabeellaha Hoose Bay and Jubbada Hoose

Events across time. To compare annual
fluctuations in violence in Somalia, political
and military events were plotted by year
from 2007 to 2017 (see panel A of Figure 5).
The numbers of political and military events
did not change much from one year to
another, except for 2009 when there was a

Figure 2. Number of events and fatalities for each region of Somalia between 2007 and 2017. Data Source: Armed
Conflict Location and Event Data (N = 20,189 events). Regional boundaries and names do not imply endorsement
by the authors or GPPR.
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49% decrease. After 2011, however, there
was a two-year climb in the number of
events before dropping back in 2014 and
2015, and increasing again in 2016 and
again in 2017 (albeit at a lower rate of
increase than in 2011-2014).
Death rates from 2007 to 2017 had a pattern
of fluctuation from year to year (see Panel B
of Figure 5). Death rates remained at the
same level between 2007 and 2008,
decreased in 2009, and spiked substantially
in 2010. From 2009 to 2017, death rates
followed the same pattern of decreasing one
year and then increasing the following year,
with the rates steadily increasing annually
until 2017. It should be noted that although
the number of violent and military events

remained stable after 2013, the fatalities and
death rates kept increasing through 2017.
VI. Discussion
In summary, violent events were by far the
most common event types. Ethnic and
political militia forces were engaged in
almost one half of the events, whereas rebel
and government forces were each engaged
in at least 40% of all events. Moreover,
violent events were concentrated in the
southern regions of Somalia. There was a
surge of fatalities in 2010, and a steady
increase in death rate from 2011 until 2017.

Figure 3. Fatality rates per 100,000 for aggregated events (N=20,189) and violent events (N=17,539) for
administrative regions.
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Figure 4. Number and location of 17,539 violent events. Excludes riots/protests and
nonviolent events. Data Source: Armed Conflict Location and Event Data. Regional
boundaries and names do not imply endorsement by the authors or GPPR.

Event Types. Riots, protests, and nonviolent
events account for a low proportion (13%)
of political and military events. Violent
events (86.9%) were the most common
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types in the 11-year period. These consist of
remote violence (e.g., long-range missiles or
IEDs), violence against civilians (e.g.,
pillaging or rape), and battles involving
seizing territories.
Panel A

Panel B

Figure 5. Number of events and fatalities (Panel A)
and death rates (Panel B) are plotted as a function
of time from 2007 to 2017 (N = 20,189 events).

Actor Types. Ethnic and political militant
forces were engaged in almost half of the
events, whereas rebel and government forces
were each engaged in at least 40% of all
events. Given the political and military
nature of the events reported in the ACLED
database, it is not surprising that the

majority of actors were political, military,
government, or rebel entities.
Regional distribution of violence. There
were more political and military events, as
well as higher death rates, in southern
Somalia than in the northern regions. The
Banaadir Region in southeastern Somalia
had the highest number of events, is one of
the smallest and most densely populated
areas, and contains Mogadishu, Somalia’s
capital. Similarly, violent events were
concentrated in more populated areas of the
southern regions of Somalia and along the
Shebelle River, which divides the regions of
Hiraan, Middle Shabell and Lower Shabelle,
and is near the cities of Oddur or Xuddur
(south western Bakool region) and Baldoa
(capital of the southwestern Bay region).
These two towns experienced a combination
of the worst drought in 40 years, conflictinduced displacement of civilians, and were
battlegrounds between the TFG and the
various rebel groups between 2007 and
2017.
Annual fluctuations. Between 2007 and
2011, the numbers of all events did not
change much from one year to another,
except for 2009, when there was a sharp
decrease. After 2011, however, there was a
two-year climb in the number of events
before somewhat stabilizing from 2014 to
2017. Although the number of events had a
moderate increase from 2009 to 2010, there
was a sharp increase in death rates in the
same time period. Though the number of
events remained stable after 2013, death
rates kept increasing through 2017.
VII. Conclusion
Several events contributed to the level of
fatalities between 2007 and 2017. These
included military operations by U.N.-AU
forces to drive Al-Shabab out of Mogadishu
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in 2010, fighting between rival armed
groups like Hizbul Islam and Ahlu Sunna
Waljama’a outside the capital, Kenyan
military intervention in 2011, and the TFG
and its allies taking over the port city of
Kismayo in 2012 (Human Rights Watch
2010).

resources and capacity to manage a
transition. Furthermore, state legitimization
and capacity, building trust among political
adversaries, and ensuring the security of the
populace require knowledge of the local
context and sound judgment in order to offer
the best prospects for peace (Call 2008).

Al-Shabab has been determined to expel
foreign forces from Somalia. When Ethiopia
pulled its forces out in 2009 ahead of the
U.N.-backed agreement between the TFG
and the Alliance for the Re-liberation of
Somalia (ARS), the group turned to fighting
the TFG and AMISOM troops. In addition
to fighting at home, the group also managed
to carry out high-profile attacks in the
region: The double bombing of an Ethiopian
restaurant and a rugby club in Uganda
(2010), the attack on the Westgate mall in
Kenya (2013), the attack on Kenya’s Garissa
University College (2015), and a more
recent attack at a Nairobi luxury hotel
complex (2019). The attacks in Uganda and
later in Kenya were designed to force
Ugandan and Kenyan troops’ withdrawal
from Somalia (Sevenzo, Karimi, and SmithSpark 2019; Stanford University 2016).

Any effort to stabilize Somalia must closely
examine the heavy emphasis on the
reconstruction of a centralized state, the topdown technical exercise in institution
building, and a focus on an externallyimposed peace. Diplomacy and a broadbased political strategy must focus and
prioritize civil engagement with key Somali
stakeholders and not just military elites.
Other countries’ single-minded focus on
weakening Al-Shabab’s fighting capacity
must be balanced with a more pragmatic
approach to open dialogue with all key
stakeholders. Any dialogue must balance
what the Somali people want versus the
interests of Britain, the United States,
France, or regional powers, such as Kenya
and Ethiopia.

The general geographic distribution of
events is not a surprise, given the
comparative stability in Somaliland and
Puntland. However, the increasing levels of
violence and rising casualties in central and
southern Somalia raise serious questions
about the international strategy in Somalia
and the various military interventions by
regional countries.
The challenge in Somalia is how to stabilize
the country and form a government of
national unity with buy-in among the
warring factions. Political initiatives that
emphasize a workable balance through
inclusive processes are needed to make sure
any new government has sufficient

In lineage-based Somalia, where clans
define social relations, working with clan
and religious leaders can be another
effective approach to preventing violence
and providing a traditional method of
conflict management for clans. Clan identity
also serves as a functional mechanism for
the collective organization of economic
interests in the pursuit of state access and
control of political power (Ibid., 235).
Paradoxically, the only recent example of an
alternative to external intervention in
Somalia was the Islamic Courts movement
(in 2006) that organized the merchant class
(Ibid.). This effort was driven by the
interests of the Mogadishu business class.
Unfortunately, local Somali hostility toward
the Islamic Courts Union and internal
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challenges forced it to dissolve. However, it
offered an alternative model for stabilizing
Somalia by uniting different strata of the
business class around common interests
(Ibid., 236).

organizations (CSOs), and cross-clan
businesses in the private sector to work as
potential partners in efforts to promote peace
in Somalia.
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