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Somalia: Introduction

Chart 1: Political map of Somalia
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Chart 1 is a political map of Somalia.

The Federal Republic of Somalia is located in the Horn of Africa and occupies a strategic position along the Gulf of Aden
and the western Indian Ocean. It shares borders with Djibouti to the northwest, Ethiopia to the west and Kenya to the
southwest. With a land area of approximately 637 655 km?, it is one of the larger countries in East Africa. Its coastline,
stretching more than 3 000 kilometres, is the longest on mainland Africa and shapes both maritime opportunity and
exposure to security risks along major shipping corridors.

Somalia gained independence in 1960 and was among the earliest post-colonial African states to hold competitive
multiparty elections and experience a peaceful transfer of power. This transition was interrupted by a military coup in
1969, which centralised authority under Siad Barre. The regime’s collapse in 1991 led to the fragmentation of the central
state and prolonged civil conflict. Since 2012, Somalia has operated under a Provisional Federal Constitution and an
internationally recognised Federal Government. The country is structured as a federal system comprising the Federal
Government of Somalia and several Federal Member States. However, the allocation of powers, fiscal arrangements and
completion of the constitutional review process remain politically contested.

Territorial fragmentation is a significant issue in Somalia’s governance. The brutal civil war and the collapse of the central
government led by Siad Barre resulted in the establishment of a self-declared independent breakaway state, Somaliland,
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in the northwest (capital: Hargeisa) in 1991. Somaliland functions autonomously but lacks international recognition.
Meanwhile, Somalia, with its capital in Mogadishu, continues to exist as the internationally recognised Federal Republic to
this day.

Tensions escalated in 2024 when Ethiopia signed a port access agreement with Somaliland, prompting diplomatic
pushback and regional mediation, and again in December 2025 when Israel announced recognition of Somaliland,
triggering condemnation from Somalia, regional states and the African Union.

Somalia’s political calendar has become more contentious. Presidential elections had originally been planned for 2026,
before the current government’s mandate expired in May. But progress towards the vote had already stalled amid deep
disagreements between the federal government, opposition actors, and key federal member states over the timing,
format and constitutional basis of the process. In that context, parliament’'s March 2026 approval of constitutional
changes extended the terms of the president and lawmakers from four to five years and pushed the election timetable
back by a year. The federal government has presented the move as part of a transition towards direct elections, but it has
deepened disagreements with opposition actors and key federal member states over the timing, format and
constitutional basis of the electoral process. Rather than resolving uncertainty, the amendments have heightened the risk
of a delayed or disputed political transition, contested mandates and renewed instability. This also raised renewed
concerns about the credibility of the process and the orderly transfer of authority.

Somalia’s physical geography has long influenced its economic and social organisation. Much of the country is arid or semi-
arid, characterised by low and highly variable rainfall. Beyond the northern highlands and the more fertile Juba and
Shabelle river corridors, extensive flat plateaus and dry savannah dominate the landscape. These environmental
conditions have historically favoured mobility as a strategy for managing climatic risk. Pastoralism and agropastoralism
remain central to livelihoods, while clan-based social structures continue to shape political representation, dispute
resolution and access to resources.

Somalis dominate Somalia's population, organised into clans tracing descent from common male ancestors, subclans and
larger families. The Sab (Rahanweyn and Digil) are southern farmers and agropastoralists. Daarood inhabit the northeast,
Ogaden and the Somalia-Kenya border. Hawiye live along the middle Shabelle and in the south-central areas. Isaaq

occupy central and western northern Somalia. Dir reside in the northwest with southern dispersions, while Tunni hold the
Marca-to-Kismaayo coast. Bagiuni, Swabhili fishing communities, live along the coastal strip and nearby islands near Kenya.

Key minorities include trade-oriented Arab communities, mainly of Yemeni origin, and Somali Bantu, concentrated along
the fertile Jubba and Shabelle river valleys, where they play a central role in irrigated agriculture. Many Somali Bantus
descend from populations brought to the region through the nineteenth-century slave trade and have historically faced
social marginalisation within Somalia’s clan-based hierarchy. A small Italian community also remains from the colonial
period.

Somali, a Cushitic Afro-Asiatic language, serves as the primary official language and is widely understood across the
country despite regional dialects. Arabic is the second official language, spoken mainly in northern regions and coastal
towns. English and Italian, reflecting colonial legacies, are also widely used, particularly in higher education, while Swabhili
is spoken in parts of southern Somalia.

Almost all Somalis follow the Shfi school within Sunni Islam. Key Muslim orders (arga), such as the Qdiryah, Amadyah and
aliiyah, exert significant influence.

Classified as a low-income country, Somalia remains among the most institutionally fragile states globally. A young and
rapidly expanding population places sustained strain on public services, infrastructure and employment creation. Poverty
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is both widespread and persistent, with one of the highest extreme poverty rates in Africa and only modest gains in per
capita income from a very low starting point. Much of the economy operates informally, limiting productivity, narrowing
the tax base and constraining the state’s capacity to finance essential services and long-term investment.

State capacity has improved in selected areas, particularly those monitored by the IMF and World Bank, but remains
uneven. Public financial management reforms enabled Somalia to reach the completion point of the Heavily Indebted
Poor Countries Initiative (HIPCI) in December 2023, securing approximately US$4.5 billion in debt relief and strengthening
macroeconomic credibility. However, fiscal gains have not translated uniformly into governance effectiveness. Revenue
collection remains concentrated in the capital, Mogadishu; institutional performance varies across federal member states;
and service delivery in sectors such as water, electricity, health and education is uneven and heavily reliant on private
providers and external partners.

Security remains the most immediate constraint on state consolidation. The federal government does not exercise full
territorial control, and al-Shabaab continues to influence or administer parts of the countryside, limiting the reach of state
institutions. External assistance has therefore been central to rebuilding the security sector. For example, AU and UN
missions, including the African Union Mission in Somalia (AMISOM) and its successor the African Union Transition Mission
in Somalia (ATMIS), have supported counter-terrorism operations and the gradual transfer of security responsibilities to
Somali forces. Regional and international partners, including Ethiopia, Turkey, the EU, the UK and the United States, have
also provided training, equipment and logistical support to Somali security forces. In August 2024, the AU Peace and
Security Council endorsed the establishment of a new AU-led and UN-authorised mission, the African Union Support and
Stabilization Mission in Somalia (AUSSOM), underscoring the continued role of international and regional assistance.
Establishing a unified command structure and sustainable national security architecture remains essential for long-term
stability.

Somalia is a member of the Intergovernmental Authority on Development (IGAD) and formally joined the East African
Community in December 2023. It acceded to the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) in 2023 and ratified the
agreement in 2025, reinforcing its stated commitment to deeper regional and continental economic integration after

decades of fragmentation.

Finally, data constraints remain significant. Decades of conflict weakened national statistical systems, resulting in
modelled population estimates, limited subnational economic data and uneven administrative reporting. These limitations
require cautious interpretation of trends and careful triangulation when assessing Somalia’s development trajectory.
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