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Background 

Somaliland reclaimed its independence by nullifying the union with Somalia in 1991, which 
coincided with the collapse of the Somali Republic. Since the declaration of the Republic 
Somaliland, both the government and the people have focused with conviction towards 
rehabilitation and state-building starting with local initiatives at the grassroots level. As a 
result of 20 years of reconstruction experience, the country has achieved considerable 
progress in all aspects of life. A government based on constitutional democracy was 
established, both private and public institutions were rebuilt, and the socio-economic 
indicators improved largely due to the contribution and collaboration among all the citizens 
of the country. 

The most remarkable of these achievements includes the introduction of a multi-party 
system in 2001. This democratisation process included the successful and peaceful holding 
of municipal elections (December 2002), the first presidential election (April 2003), 
parliamentary elections (September 2005), and the second presidential election (June 2010). 
Despite this marked progress and the government’s lobbying efforts to win support for its 
claim to be a sovereign state, Somaliland does not enjoy international recognition. 

While lack of formal recognition has denied the country much needed international 
investment, it has also has given the people of Somaliland the opportunity to craft a system 
of government rooted in their local culture and values, and appropriate for their needs. 
Therefore, the reconstruction of the last 20 years has largely been a locally driven effort. 

Through the process of state-building, many locally significant issues were mainstreamed in 
the process of development. Gender equality and women’s empowerment are some of the 
pressing issues which the Somaliland society has identified as a necessary priority. Although 
women were marginalised and denied participation in the first nation-wide reconciliation 
process of the early 1990s, they have subsequently strived to change public opinion and 
taken action to demand their rights to actively participate in the decision- making of the 
country. In order to achieve their goal, women’s coalitions and associations at all levels have 
been introduced and established by elite Somaliland women who have been involved in the 
process since the early 1990s. 

Gender equality and women’s empowerment have been largely supported by civil society 
groups. At first there was no government support though women constitute the majority of 
the Somaliland population. Instead, women were exploited as supporters and voters by the 
political leaders without any representation in the past Somaliland governments. However, 
women had been involved in the private and non-profit sectors, mainly through Small and 
Medium Enterprises (SME) and local NGOs. 

Women’s rights and empowerment work has always faced an uphill struggle due to the 
negative social practices in Somaliland society. The Somaliland patriarchal culture and clan 



system which still overlaps the nascent democratic systems to a large extent, limit the 
potential advantage that a solid and organized gender equity and diversity context can offer 
to achieve the rehabilitation and development process in a country recovering from 
devastation of years of conflict. 

Other major features of Somaliland society include the traditional elders who are both 
confused and infused with the different political systems (formal & traditional), and a poor 
public understanding of women’s capacity to engage and contribute to the development of 
the country. 

During the long years of Somaliland’s rehabilitation process, mobilized women’s 
organizations, leaders, and gender activists have engaged both political leaders and civil 
society in order to elucidate that the voice of women is crucial for the development of the 
country. Although they had faced barriers including denial at the outset, they continued their 
initiative through advocacy, lobby, and public awareness campaigns. This experience has 
strengthened the capacity and experience of the women’s associations and organizations, 
women political aspirants and activists, and finally led to women’s face-to-face discussions 
with the political leadership for their demand for inclusion in the decision-making of the 
country. 

Some of the strategies to tackle the constraints include initiatives designed to reduce the 
influence of the traditional system, brining it closer to a formal system which is more 
amenable to the practice of democratic social progress. 

It is widely accepted that women’s involvement in Somaliland’s democratisation process 
over the last ten years has been an important element in the social change and development 
of the country. 

This paper essentially addresses the progress made improving women’s rights and 
empowerment over the last twenty years in Somaliland. This does not mean that women 
have achieved the fulfillment of their rights or equality with men. Obviously, women will 
continue to struggle for their constitutional rights in the years ahead. 

In order to depict the level of development of gender equality and women’s empowerment 
in Somaliland, the following intervention areas will be assessed: 

• Women’s access to education 
• Women’s political participation 
• Women’s human and reproductive health rights 
• Women’s economic empowerment 
• Employment opportunities 
• The fight against harmful cultural practices 
• Freedom of Association 



Women’s Access to Education 

In 1991, women’s access to education at all levels was very low in Somaliland. Due to a 
vicious cycle of poverty and cultural rigidities, parents preferred to educate their boys rather 
than girls. Their belief system was favouring boys as a stratagem for the development of the 
family. Thus, there has been a trend of high dropout rates for school girls due to limited 
household incomes, early marriage, and other factors rooted in the above mentioned social 
values. 

According to the Ministry of Education records, both primary and secondary schools have 
increased female student enrolment from 9,641 in 1998/99 to 62,608 in 2009 for primary 
schools and from 51 to 5,646 for secondary schools (Somaliland MDG Report, 2010). There 
has been a remarkable improvement in education gender equality between the years 1995 to 
2009, where the Gender Parity Index (GPI) rose from 0.4 to 0.6 in primary education and 
2. to 0.4 in secondary schools (NDP, 2011). Presently girl’s school enrolment rates are 

increasing steadily not only because women are the majority of the population, but also 
because many parents have accepted girls’ education and provide girls equal opportunities 
with boys for their access to education. In higher learning institutions, female students are 
increasing in number and the popular prediction is that they will outnumber boys in the 
near future. 

A recent UNICEF report confirms the above mentioned encouraging news by revealing that 
girls constitute 31% of the secondary school students and 37% in primary schools (UNICEF, 
2006/7). Furthermore, the study shows that 15 out of 928 head teachers, 1 out 13 regional 
education officers, and 19 out of 109 education supervisors are women. This is quite a big 
improvement in the country’s education system in comparison with past years, where such 
figures remained insignificant. 

It is civil society organizations that have promoted and encouraged the education of girls/
women and this has contributed to better provision of schooling services for girls. The value 
of girls’ education is now better understood by the public and this has also contributed to 
equal access of boys and girls to education services. Furthermore, there is growing 
realization that girls with academic background have increased/improved household 
incomes, which also improves the aggregate economy of the country. 

Political Participation 

Following the 2010 Presidential elections, there has been remarkable progress as far as 
women in politics is concerned. The incumbent government and its political party has 
fulfilled part of its promise to women by nominating two cabinet ministers and other 
significant posts in the government structures, including a vice minister, directors general, 
directors, and heads of independent national commissions, such as the Human Rights 
Commission. This was an unprecedented development for women in the history of 
Somaliland. Although the issue of culture has been the main obstacle for women’s 
participation in the national decision-making processes, it is the knowledge of the public 
that has transformed the nature of their understanding and perception, leading to this 
progress in women’s political participation. 



It is worthwhile to mention here that this relative progress in respect for women’s political 
rights is what Nagaad and other women’s groups have been striving to achieve over the last 
14 years. 

All along the women’s political action course, Nagaad Network was lobbying for enactment 
of a women’s quota, whereby women are allocated specific percentage of seats in the 
parliamentary and local council elections. During the first year of new government, Nagaad 
submitted a concept to the current ruling party, advocating for the integration of the 
women’s quota policy in the national governance system and as a result of this initiative, the 
President nominated a national consultative committee to collect public opinion and advise 
him on how women and other minority groups can participate in the decision-making of the 
country. 

Due to long years of awareness raising, capacity building and significant advocacy work, 
there are currently a large number of women who have political will and are eager to 
participate in the coming parliamentarian and local council elections as candidates. This 
state of the matter was lacking in the past where women themselves failed to recognize their 
potential in relation to political development process. There are a good number of women 
political aspirants in all the entire regions of the country and most of them are ready to 
compete even if the quota policy is not approved. 

The establishment and enactment of the women’s quota shows much promise in the current 
political atmosphere and hopefully a specific number of the local government and 
parliamentary seats will be allocated to women. This is a major threshold for women’s 
political development in Somaliland and can be interpreted as a positive responsive since 
the political representation of women has become a public/national issue throughout the 
country. The announcement of the final decision for the quota slot is expected to be 
communicated shortly. 

Women’s Human and Reproductive Rights 

There is an international women’s rights mantra which says that women’s rights are human 
rights. Other than education, health, economic, political, and basic human rights, there is 
also women’s right to be safe from domestic violence, rape, and all forms of sexual 
violence. During the 1990s, women’s rights to maternal health were not in place and the 
country lost hundreds of mothers due to poor health services, yet women continued to be 
productive in these appalling conditions. 

There are still legal gaps in the rights of women who fall victim to various forms of gender- 
based violence (GBV) in Somaliland. In the past, there were no women lawyers 
representing women in the judiciary and legislative bodies of the national court system; but 
due to women’s academic access and improvement, there is a considerable number of 
women who have graduated with law degrees and they do stand by and support their women 
clients to reduce the mental anguish of GBV victims in the courts. The establishment of the 
Somaliland Women Lawyers Association in 2008 is in itself a significant indicator of the 
progress made by women in the last decade. 



The aims of the association include educating society and particularly women in Somaliland 
society about their legal rights. According to the association’s website, 24 new female 
lawyers graduated from the Faculty of Law at the University of Hargeysa in 2010 (SL 
Women Lawyers, 2010). 

Domestic violence, rape, and sexual abuse that were endemic in Somaliland in the past have 
also now been relatively contained through pro-active advocacy, lobbying, and aggressive 
public awareness-raising. Due to the lack of both public and household resources; however 
the necessary care for GBV victims has not made progress either in terms of health services 
or legal assistance. Victims are generally denied their rights (since most of the cases are 
solved outside the formal judiciary system) by the traditional system which does not favour 
the needs and rights of the women victims. There have been attempts to address this 
problem for the last twenty years; the Nagaad Network has recently established a Judiciary 
Monitoring System for GBV and a data facility tool which is designed to contribute to the 
elimination of all forms of violence against women. 

The Right to Own Property 

Due to outdated social norms, women’s rights to own property were not widely accepted 
historically in Somaliland. However, the experience of the civil conflict has prompted 
changes in the traditional gender roles in both family and society; by the time of 
Somaliland’s declaration of independence in 1991, women had become the bread winners 
for a significant percentage of households (Gardner and El Bushra, 2004). Women were 
forced to engage in small businesses and employment where ever possible in order to feed 
their families and secure their livelihoods. 

Though largely denied inheritance from their fathers and husbands, many women were able 
to build their own private capital and property through their businesses. This financial 
independence also facilitated some women’s ambition to be engaged in politics. Since 
political candidates can’t contest elections without financial resources, it bends to logic that 
women should have their own businesses and properties to be able to participate in politics. 

Over the last two decades women’s organizations like Nagaad have advocated for women’s 
economic empowerment and property rights. One of the main strategies was the 
establishment of micro-finance projects that provided loans and small grants, improving the 
financial capacity of women in most regions in the country and most significantly in the 
capital city. Support from CSOs, international NGOs (INGOs), and the UN have also played 
a prominent role in the enhancement of women’s economic rights in Somaliland. 

There is a clear link between financial capacity and the attainment of political power. 
Whoever has the means, has the prospect of being elected, otherwise public vote goes to 
clan based interest or business interests (Amina, 2001). This leads to the assumption that, if 
women’s economic rights are improved in Somaliland, then they will be able to demonstrate 
their potentialities in the country’s political structure. 



Employment Opportunities 

Just like women’s access to education and political participation, women’s access to gainful 
employment opportunities has also been limited. This is due to the traditional gender roles 
which assigned separate duties for the genders. Women are expected to stay at home  instead 
of earning incomes from either public or private employers. 

Women’s improved access to education in the last two decades has led to some progress in 
their employment opportunities. The number of women employed in both the public and 
private sectors has increased to some extent. The leading industries, such as the banking, 
hotel and telecommunications are hiring more women. 

The capacity-building and skills training opportunities that have been provided by both the 
international and local NGOs in the recent years have promoted women’s exposure to job 
skills and stimulated their prospective in the labour market. In addition, NGO sector job 
advertisements have encouraged women to apply, leading to employment for many women 
who are graduates of local universities. 

The Fight against Harmful Cultural Practices 

In the last fifteen years numerous studies on the root causes of violence against women have 
been published and widely shared in public forums, improving women’s awareness and 
public awareness about their women’s rights. Mobilization and consciousness-raising on 
women’s rights has also challenged the political status quo and brought women’s rights 
issues into the public domain. 

Many religious leaders have consented to preach against the practice of female genital 
mutilation (FGM), which is not against the Islamic religious teaching. More traditional 
leaders have also agreed to advocate for solving rape cases through the formal justice 
system rather than the more lenient traditional courts, which often deny women their rights. 

The majority of the people of Somaliland are presently familiar with the consequences of 
these primitive and severe practices as a result of a very long fight and eradication 
campaigns by Nagaad and women’s coalitions. Subsequently, the practice of FGM and  
other harmful traditional practices that were common in the past have now been reduced to 
some extent. 

The national democratisation process has also contributed to the public understanding of 
gender equality and women’s participation in the national development process, which are 
presently supported by the majority of the people, particularly the elite. 

The practice of democracy has nurtured the freedoms of association, press, citizen’s rights, 
and freedom of speech. This has meant that everybody without discrimination along gender, 
clan, and age bases has the right to speak and express his/her self. In parallel with the 
democratisation process, women’s coalitions, groups, and organizations have also 
dramatically increased over the last 15 years, a sign of democracy. 



Conclusion 

In Somaliland, women-led civil society organizations have achieved much 
over the past two decades. They have assisted in and rallied for national 
reconciliation and reconstruction, as well as, the most recent democratisation 
processes. They have raised public awareness about women’s rights and 
lobbied for the enactment of laws and policy that advance women’s position 
and condition in the Somaliland society. In the early years, they campaigned 
for the representation of women and civil society in national conferences, 
which is essential to any peace and reconciliation process. Somaliland 
women have made some progress on their participation in politics against all 
odds. But Somaliland women still face constraints in breaking through 
gender based inequalities as well as cultural and practical barriers to equal 
political participation. 

Since 1991, women have been striving to achieve and attain their basic rights 
to education, health, political participation, economic, social rights, and all 
other rights. The advocacy and influencing work done by Nagaad and other 
CSOs demonstrates that when women are mobilized and empowered they 
can work wonders. The capability of women and their organizations to affect 
change has been widely accepted in Somaliland. 

Thus gender equality and women’s empowerment have undergone a long 
struggle and course of action and will surely continue to make progress. The 
Somaliland government, people, and communities have shown growing 
understanding and acceptance of the importance of women in the national 
development processes and this has improved women’s access to education, 
employment opportunities, property ownership, and political participation. 
In the recent past, gender equity has developed into a national issue that has 
led to both legal and policy reforms. The democratic political system which 
Somaliland has adopted has also contributed to creating opportunities for 
women’s involvement in the decision-making machineries of the country. 

Finally, it is important to conclude that though Somaliland women have 
achieved significant progress in realizing some of their rights, they are still 
far behind in achieving gender equity and there is still plenty of work to be 
done towards that end. 
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