
Chapter 8: The House of Elders: Where Modernity Meets 
Tradition 

Mohamed Farah Hersi (Academy for Peace and Development) 

Introduction 

The pre-colonial political systems of most African countries were constituted by absolute, 
centralized, unified governments similar to those of their counterparts in the kingdoms and 
empires of Europe. Unlike other African countries, the Somali political system had no 
central authoritative power. The informal organization of traditional leadership—known in 
Somali as the ‘Guurti’—was the only body that had legitimate authority to resolve conflicts, 
maintain peace, declare war, collect resources, and adjudicate between the people. 
Following the civil war in Somalia, the Somali National Movement (SNM) incorporated the 
Guurti into the formal organizational structure of the political system. The Guurti played a 
vital role in resolving inter-clan conflicts in the post-Siyad Barre regime. 

At the Borame Conference, during which the first Somaliland National Charter was  
adopted, the Guurti was incorporated into the formal state structure as a legislative body. 
Taking on the title of the House of Elders, the body was selected through a clan-based 
representational system at the Hargeysa and Borame National Reconciliation Conferences 
held in 1993 and 1997, respectively. The House, being the oldest public institution since the 
reassertion of Somaliland independence in 1991, has played a vital role in peace- and state- 
building. The House represents Somaliland’s hybrid political structure in which the modern 
operates alongside the traditional. At the same time, unlike the country’s democratically 
elected presidency, parliament and locally representative bodies, the House has remained  
the only unelected (or selected) institution in Somaliland since its inception in 1991. 

Despite the fact that the Constitution contains clearly stipulated guidelines laying out the 
powers and functions of the Guurti members, the House’s appointment process remains a 
contentious and divisive issue. While certain provisions in the Constitution hold that 
members of the House are to be selected, other provisions state that the members of the 
House are to be elected. It remains unclear whether or how these seemingly incongruous 
processes—selection and election—could complement each other or whether a complete 
reformulation of the appointment process is in order. Responding to such currently 
unresolved contradictions, this paper will first examine the traditional importance and 
constitutional functions of the House of Elders. The paper will then go on to critically 
analyse the role of the Guurti in peace- and state-building, post-Barre reconciliation process 
and democratization. Additionally it will examine the challenges facing the electoral 
systems of the House of Elders and finally, will conclude with recommendations for 
resolving such shortcomings through the enactment of significant improvements to the 
system. 



Historical Importance of the House of Elders (Guurti) 

Prior to the colonial epoch, the Somali political system was highly decentralized with small, 
autonomous groups interrelating without a central unified authority to mediate between 
these segments of the social whole. There were no standardized rules and regulations among 
the Somali people and as result, miscellaneous traditional customs and norms evolved to 
resolve conflicts between disputing parties. Each clan had its own rules and the Sultaan or 
Chief (Aqil) acted as leader of the clan. The appointment process of the leader was different 
from one clan to the next. There was no consistent system of selection; however, there was a 
lineage-based system by which succession was used as means for the transfer of power from 
one leader to another. 

The Guurti came into existence out of necessity, during situations in which intra and inter- 
clan conflicts erupted. They were regarded as the elite intellectuals who garnered the 
deference of their respective communities. Their traditional mandate was limited to 
mediation between conflicting parties in order to ensure that peace was maintained. 
Throughout the political history of the Somali people, the role of the Guurti has been 
constantly changing and adapting to new circumstances. The modernization of the political 
culture of the Somali people and the emergence of the nation-state in the late nineteenth 
century substantially transformed the role of the Guurti from a traditional ad hoc committee 
into a formalized institution. The formalization of the Guurti traces its origin back to August 
1984, during which time the Somali National Movement (SNM) –an armed insurgent group 
which fought against the ruthless Siyad Barre regime– integrated the Guurti into the formal 
organizational structure of the political apparatus.
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The Guurti played a crucial role in the 

struggle against the Barre regime through the mobilization of resources, recruitment of 
armed groups, collection of weapons, and provision of moral support. In this situation, the 
Guurti was not a peace-maker, but a supporter of armed struggle. A traditional institution 
whose main roles were to maintain peace and resolve conflict had become a war mobalizer. 
It could be argued that this transformation was a result of the emergence of the nation-state 
and the changes it created in the Somaliland social structure as a whole. 

After the defeat of Barre’s regime in 1991, the Guurti played an instrumental role in peace- 
building, state-building, demobilisation of armed militias, and adoption of a multi-party 
system of governance. As it was the only political institution left intact after the devastating 
struggle against Barre, the Guurti became the centre of the state- and peace-building. 

Traditional Role of the Guurti 

Traditionally, resource-driven clan conflicts were mainly resolved through the Somali 
customary laws, unwritten verbal rules and regulations known as ‘xeer’. Xeer is a system of 
traditional law which all the respective clans agree to adhere to. Throughout the history of 
conflict in Somalia, xeer was the only existing instrument used to resolve conflict and 
restore peace and order. Elders who were regarded as respected individuals among their 
communities played a crucial role in enforcing the xeer. 
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The incorporation of the Guurti into the formal organizational structures of SNM became a 
sign of the successful harmonization of both systems. Internal organizational conflicts were 
resolved through the Somali customary rules enacted and enforced by the Guurti and, as 
result, traditional institutions became an important part of the organizational structure. The 
role of the Guurti in the peace- and state-building processes of the post-Barre political 
development of Somaliland can be divided into five phases during which numerous local 
and national conferences helped to stabilize Somaliland and allow for the reconstitution of 
institutions of governance and law and order:
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Each of these will be examined in the 

following parts of the paper. 

• SNM insurgency 
• Peace-building 
• State-building: establishment of security and government 
• Institution building 
• Democratization 

Somali National Movement Insurgency 

After nine years of civilian rule under Abdirashid Ali Sharmarke, the Democratic Republic 
of Somalia witnessed its first military rule following a coup led by General Mohamed Siyad 
Barre. Following a period of marginalization, oppression and human rights abuses 
perpetrated by the military regime, a political movement formed in the northern regions of 
Somalia (Somaliland) against its rule. The Somali National Movement, as the resistance 
movement came to be called, was formed in London on 6 April 1981, with the aim of 
organizing armed opposition to the Barre regime. One of the unique governance features of 
the SNM was the fact that it practiced a degree of internal democracy within the leadership 
of the organization. Over the course of insurgency, the SNM had five leaders; each was 
selected in accordance with the SNM constitution and involved a peaceful transition of 
power.
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Questions regarding organizational governance emerged during the course of the struggle. 
Some suggested that the modern governance structure of the organization should 
incorporate certain traditional elements, such as the Guurti. Others suggested that civil 
society organizations should be included in the system of governance. However, in the end 
it was agreed that the Guurti, comprised of the traditional leaders of clans, be integrated into 
the SNM governance system.
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The Guurti thus became part of the SNM and served a 

multitude of purposes, including: Resource mobilization (food, shelter, fuel, arms, 
ammunition), Internal conflict resolution and mobilization of new recruits. 
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an interview with Boobe Yusuf Duale, on 20/12/11 
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At the time of the incorporation of the Guurti into the governance structure of the resistance 
movement, the SNM Constitution did not clearly stipulate the functions and the powers of 
the Guurti. The formalization of the Guurti was only intended to preserve traditional 
institutions and be of use where needed. Yet, the importance of the Guurti ended up going 
way beyond this narrow mandate, as the Guurti ended up providing great assistance to the 
effective organizational functioning of the SNM by preventing and resolving internal 
organizational disputes. 

Building Peace 

After the collapse of the Barre regime in 1991, peacemaking clan conferences were held 
throughout Somaliland. This peacemaking was intended to mediate and reach a mutual 
understanding between supporters of the SNM and supporters of Barre’s regime. An 
agreement had been reached during the course of the struggle that if the SNM were to seize 
power it would not conduct clan driven revenge against the supporters of the ousted 
dictatorial administration. This created an enabling environment for the peace process in 
Somaliland and laid down the foundation for successive clan conferences which were 
intended to diffuse existing differences between the clans who supported Barre’s regime and 
the SNM. 

The Guurti led the reconciliation process as a result of their traditional mandate to resolve 
conflicts and preserve peace. The Guurti organized 39 clan reconciliation conferences 
during the period from 1990 to 1997,

53 
which fulfilled a variety of functions, including:
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• Restoration of peaceful relations between communities affected by the war 
• Establishment of a relatively stable security regime in which law and order has 
increasingly fallen within the ambit of the partially-decentralized government 
• Establishment of local and national institutions of governance 
• Creation of an environment conducive to economic growth and the beginnings of 
what might be considered a more broadly-defined process of development 

The peace-building process started in February 1991; the responsibility of peace-making fell 
upon the Guurti of the various clans. A meeting held in Berbera established a formal cease- 
fire and fixed a date for a conference of the Guurti to be held in Burco two months later, an 
event that was to be followed by an SNM Central Committee meeting.

55 
In the period in- 

between the conference and the meeting, the Guurti had to conduct consultations with their 
respective clan constituencies. During this period, the traditional peace-making skills of the 
Guurti were put to the test on a grand scale.

56
 

The Burco conference has fundamentally transformed Somaliland’s political history. Dozens 
of Sultaans, Garaads, Ugaas, and other traditional titled leaders participated, 
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representing the different clans of Somaliland including the Isaaq, Harti and Dir clans. The 
Guurti played only a mediating role, as it had no legislative mandate to approve the 
outcomes of the conference.

57 
The deliberations of the conference were therefore submitted 

for approval to the SNM Central Committee, which was the only decision-making body 
present within the country at the time. The following outcomes were presented by the 
Central Committee:
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• Reconciliation of the warring parties to the conflict 
• Declaration of the Somaliland Republic on 18 May 1991 
• A two-year transitional rule by the SNM and the incorporation of the non-Isaaq 
communities into the government structure during this period 
• Initiation of a separate reconciliation process for the Sanaag region 

These community-based, Guurti-led national reconciliation conferences paved the way for 
state-building efforts to begin. The Guurti had successfully managed to organize 
conferences and restore trust among the different clans. Their peace-making skills proved 
that locally-led, community-driven, bottom-up peace-building processes are more reliable 
and productive than internationally-driven, donor-sponsored, top-down ones. This is a 
valuable lesson to be learnt from Somaliland’s peace-building process. 

State-building 

Building peace is a necessary precondition for state-building. Only once conflicts are 
resolved and trust among warring parties is restored can the state-building process truly 
commence. The Guurti was successful in establishing these preconditions by resolving inter-
clan conflicts between the SNM and Siyad Barre supporters. Following the Burco 
conference where a two-year transitional government was elected, SNM internal tensions 
emerged over power-sharing arrangements.

59 
The Guurti did little to resolve tension within 

the SNM as they put their focus on the neutralization of potential violent conflict between 
the Isaaq (supporters of SNM) and their neighbours. This neglected internal SNM conflict 
became an obstacle to the state-building process. Violent armed clashes between competing 
factions within the SNM erupted in Burco, Berbera, and Hargeysa from 1992 to 1997. In 
October 1992, the Guurti stepped in, a cease-fire was reached in the town of Sheikh, and a 
grand conference was held in Borame from January to May 1993.
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On 18 May 1993, the mandate of the former interim government led by the SNM was about to 
end. There were two possibilities: one of which was to hold the SNM’s 7

th 
congressional 

meeting, thereby extending the SNM’s transitional authority; the other was to transfer power to 
an external body, such as the Guurti. This power vacuum helped the Guurti to become the first 
community-led legislative body with extensive powers and mandates. As a result, the Guurti 
became a hybrid political institution which combined traditional authority with modern 
functions, such as nomination of the president and interim legislative Houses. The delegation of 
the Borame conference also formulated a civilian led government. 
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The following are the main outcomes of the conference:
61

 

• The peaceful transfer of power from the SNM interim government to a community- 
based (beel) system 
• The election of a civilian president (Mohamed H. Ibrahim Egal) and a vice- 
president (Abdiraxman Aw Cali) 
• The adaptation of a National Charter and Peace Charter intended to provide the 
foundation for peace- and state-building 

The peaceful transfer of power from the SNM to a community-led governance structure has 
been a unique political experience in Africa’s history of de-colonization and pro-democracy 
movements. One reason behind this non-violent transfer of power was the role of the 
traditional leaders –the Guurti– in the anti-regime struggle and their subsequent 
incorporation within the organizational structures of the state. The other reasons include the 
internal fragmentation of the SNM, the lapse of the tenure of the SNM-led transitional 
government, and the Constitution of the SNM. The latter provided that if the SNM emerges 
victorious from its struggle against the Barre regime, a transitional government led by SNM 
will govern the country for two years and then transfer power to the community as the 
means for electing a civilian government. The election of a new multi-clan, community-led 
government was a sign of the peaceful withdrawal of the SNM leadership and the beginning 
of new clan-based (beel) system. It was a time when clan differences were settled and a 
unified, inclusive government was established. 

Reconstitution of Governance Institutions 

Post-colonial state formation in Africa has been greatly influenced by the administrative 
legacies of colonialism. State institutions, the demarcation of borders, and international 
recognition were established or granted by the outgoing colonial governments. However, the 
situation has been different where civil wars and internal pro-democratic movement exist. 
Most of these African countries have collapsed as result of brutal, dictatorial regimes, and 
this experience has had a fundamental impact on the way in which these countries could 
approach state building and the reestablishment of state institutions. In the case of 
Somaliland, post-conflict reconstruction revolved around a traditionally-led, community- 
based, bottom-up state-building approach. As result, Somaliland has been created through 
the reconciliation of clans and attainment of a mutual understanding on the need to have a 
central, unified authority. 

The Borame Grand Conference was arguably the most successful conference held in 
Somaliland, a civilian led government was elected and interim state institutions were 
established. The Guurti, as the successor of the SNM Central Committee and the only 
legitimate legislative body, formally laid down the general framework of the beel-based 
government with a mandate to establish and manage all required state institutions. Due to 
factional conflict along clan lines within the SNM during the Borame conference, a full- 
scale conflict erupted that engulfed the central regions of Hargeysa and Burco. Once again 
the Guurti organized a national reconciliation conference in Hargeysa in 1997 to end the 
internal conflict. Additionally, the conference coincided with the end of the two-year 
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mandate of the civilian government led by Mohamed H. Ibrahim Egal. The Guurti 
conducted an election where several candidates competed with the incumbent president. In 
the end, Egal won the majority of votes and was re-elected for another five years. 

The Constitutionalization of the Guurti 

The Guurti became an institutional body during the Borame conference, where the first 
civilian led administration was established. The National Charter of 1993 provided the 
legislative functions of the Guurti, which are similar to the functions underlined by the 2001 
Constitution. Article 62 of the Constitution highlights the main powers, duties, and 
legislative functions of the Guurti, outlined below: 

• The passing of legislation relating to religion, traditions (culture), and security 
• With the exception of financial legislation, the review of legislation approved by the 
House of Representatives. It may refer back, with written reasons of its views, to any 
such legislation of the House of Representatives only once within 30 (thirty) days 
beginning from the date when the relevant legislation was forwarded to the office of the 
Speaker of the House of Elders 
• Advice on the shortcomings of the administration of the Government and the 
presentation of such advice to the House of Representatives 
• Assistance to the Government in matters relating to religion, security, defence, 
traditions (culture), economy, and society, whilst consulting the traditional heads of the 
communities 
• The summoning of members of the Government and putting questions to them 
about the fulfilment of their duties. The House of Elders shall also have the power to put 
to the House of Representatives’ proposals for projects so that the House of 
Representatives can debate and reach resolutions thereof.

62
 

The institutionalization of the Guurti has transformed the traditional elders into a politically 
oriented institution with an extensive legislative mandate. The transformation of the Guurti 
politicized the traditional mandate of conflict resolution and the mainternance of peace 
between conflicting clans. Experience has shown that the incorporation of the Guurti into 
governance structures has politicised its mediation and peace-building efforts in regions 
affected by inter-clan conflicts. The adoption of the multiparty system has also seriously 
influenced the impartiality and the neutrality of the Guurti. On several occasions in which 
conflict has erupted in the country, the Guurti’s peace-making efforts have failed to resolve 
the conflicts and even escalated them by politicising the core issues of the conflict. The case 
of Ceel Bardaale, for example, has shown that the Guurti can easily be manipulated by party 
politics, something that in this case, resulted in a failure to diffuse the conflict between the 
Borame and Gabiley inhabitants. This pattern can also be detected in the case of the 
Kalshaale and Cerigabo conflicts, where the mediation offered by the Guurti was refused by 
the conflicting parties, alleging the Guurti impartial. For a long time it has been perceived 
that the Guurti is controlled by the government, and as such the legitimacy and neutrality of 
the Guurti has been in decline since then. 
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Traditionally the Guurti was an ad hoc meditation committee which only existed during 
conflicts. The institutionalization of the Guurti has negatively impacted the traditional 
credibility of Guurti, and its restoration to its traditional status will serve the interest of both 
the community and the modern system of governance. The author argues that the 
combination of modernity and tradition has negatively impacted on the traditional values 
and norms of the community. Therefore, separating tradition from modernity is the only 
feasible mechanism for developing an enabling environment where both systems can work 
hand in hand in the way they were originally intended. 

The Guurti and the Democratization Process 

Following the adoption of the Somaliland Constitution in 2001, the political system of 
Somaliland has dramatically changed from a country ruled for 20 years by a  ruthless 
dictator and devastated by civil wars to a country governed by multiparty democracy where 
fundamental political and socio-cultural rights are respected and promoted. The Guurti has 
played an important role in the making of the Constitution through the resolution of disputes 
between the House of the Representatives and the Executive over the interim provisions and 
final adoption of the draft national Constitution. 

In 2002 the first democratic local council elections of the post-Barre era were held, with 
more than 350 local councillors elected and three national political parties approved. 
Following the adoption of a multiparty system, the Guurti’s role has changed from a 
traditional conflict resolution body to a constitutional institution with a legislative mandate, 
a transformation that has mainly been caused by the changing political system of the 
country. The Guurti as the Upper House of the parliament now has various constitutional 
mandates in relation to the electoral process. 

First, the House of Elders has the mandate to approve and/or amend all bills passed by the 
Lower House. Due to the historically intimate relationship between the Executive and the 
Guurti, most bills passed by the Lower House deemed inimical to the interests of the 
government were blocked in the Upper House. This kind of relationship has been described 
by the general secretary of the Guurti who notes that ‘the Guurti was part of the ruling party 
for the fact that it was the Guurti who built the government’.

63 
The Guurti is alleged to have 

lost their impartiality, meaning that they no longer provide a politically neutral space where 
institutionally-based conflicts can be resolved. As author of the Somaliland-oriented 
political commentary Dhexal Reeb, Boobe Yusuf, explains ‘the Guurti were not neutral in 
regards to the formation of the government; it was their responsibility to lead the transitional 
period from a beel based system to a modern western style of governance’. 

Secondly, the Guurti has the mandate to extend the tenure of the office of the government, 
the Lower House, the local councillors, and the Guurti itself. This constitutional mandate 
has always been politicised despite the fact that the constitutional requirements of the 
extension have yet to be fulfilled. The Guurti, disregarding a strict compliance with the 
conditions for the extension of offices set forth in the Constitution, extended the tenure of 
the offices of the President three times, the local councillors two times, the Lower House 

 
63 

Duale Boobe, Dhaxal Reeb, 2004 



 113

one time, and the Guurti itself one time. Political analysts have observed that the Guurti’s 
extension of the terms of office of other bodies has been a challenge to the electoral process. 

The Electoral System of the Guurti 

Traditionally the Guurti was selected through pre-identified criteria based on the customs, 
values, and norms of the Somali people. Before colonization the Guurti served as an ad hoc 
committee whose duty was to intervene in situations where conflict threatened to erupt. It 
remained outside of the institutional framework of the colonial and post-colonial state 
governments until the SNM incorporated it into its organizational structures. It was from 
this point on that the Guurti became an institutional rather than ad-hoc committee. However, 
during this time the Guurti’s leadership selection process was not clearly defined by the 
Constitution, and as result, its members were appointed through the traditional selection 
process. 

Post-SNM state formation started at the Borame conference where a new community-based 
government was selected with the Guurti as the first selected legislative House. The 
selection process was conducted in a manner consistent with tradition. Despite the fact that 
most of the rest of the government, such as the Lower House and other public institutions, 
were elected popularly following the adoption of multiparty democracy in Somaliland, the 
Guurti remained and unelected body. 

The Constitution provides two types of appointment to governmental postings: election and 
selection. The delineation and when and where each of the alternatives is appropriate have 
not been addressed, and there is no specific law regulating whether the Guurti is to be 
selected or elected. It is therefore important to examine which of these two system is more 
appropriate under the current political structure of the country and the challenges ahead if 
either of them is chosen. 

Election-based System 

The choice of appointment systems is one of the most important institutional decisions for 
any emerging democracy.

64 
For Somaliland there has not been a clearly defined, undisputed 

electoral system for the Guurti, despite the fact that there are provisions in the Constitution 
which generally provide that the Guurti would be popularly elected in manner to be 
determined by law. This law for the election of Guurti has not yet been enacted and as such, 
the issue remains unresolved. Although certain segments of the Constitution state that the 
Guurti would be elected, other articles speak to the contrary. For instance, Article 58 (1) of 
the Constitution provides, “The members of the House of Elders shall be elected in a 
manner to be determined by law”. On the other hand, Article 62 of the Constitution states, 
“The inaugural meeting of the House of Elders shall take place within 30 (thirty) days of the 
date when their selection is completed. The meeting shall be opened by the Chairman of the 
Supreme Court who shall administer the oath of office, and shall then be chaired by the 
oldest member of the House (in age) until the election of the official Speaker of the House 
and his two Deputies”. 
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In addition, Article 68 (1) of the Constitution provides, “A person may lose his membership 
of the House of Elders: if one of the conditions under which he was selected is no longer 
valid, or he cannot fulfil his duties in accordance with the Rules of the House of Elders”. 

Articles 58 and 62 of the Constitution are contradictory and there is no comprehensive 
answer on whether election or selection is the process for which to appoint the 
representatives of the Guurti. This constitutional ambiguity will only come to the surface 
once a new law for the Guurti is presented to the House. What will follow will be a 
constitutional crisis which will hinder the process of the enactment and approval of the law. 
According to Article 6 of the Law for the Organization of the Judiciary, the Constitutional 
Court will have the mandate to issue the final ruling on the issue. However, it is very 
important to examine the advantages and the disadvantages of the election-based system in 
relation to the current political structure, as well as the possible effects this system could 
engender in regards to the political landscape of Somaliland. 

The election-based system has certain advantages. First, the popular election of the  
members of the Guurti could be a means of promoting and consolidating the democratic 
institutions by establishing accountability and transparency between the elected and the 
electorate. In addition, elections might enhance the effectiveness of the checks and balances 
between the various democratically-elected public institutions. Apart from that, the election- 
based system has tremendous disadvantages in regards to clan power-sharing and political 
balance among the clans. Major clans will have a distinct advantage under this system 
because their numbers will ensure they will win any majority vote. Minority clans will thus 
be crowded out of the political fold and generally lose out in the process. This has been the 
case with the Lower House, where most minority clans disappeared from government 
following the 2005 election. 

The adoption of the election-based system will therefore have a wide-ranging negative 
impact on the clan power-sharing formula and the legitimacy of such public institutions. 
Clans not represented within public institutions will not regard them as impartial and 
therefore, their interests will not get addressed. The cohesion and unity of the Somaliland 
people depends on the fair representation of its diverse inhabitant clans. Consequently, the 
election based system will not able to heal such deep rooted clan-based representation 
issues. 

The election of the Guurti as a traditional institution will make it a modern democratic 
institution. The question stemming from this issue is why the Guurti needs to be elected 
through popular vote when there is already a lower representative house where its members 
are elected popularly through a regional-based system. 

Selection-based System 

As illustrated above, a constitutional ambiguity exists over the appointment process of the 
Guurti. The competing constitutional articles mentioned do not come to a unified 
conclusion; rather they create a constitutional ambiguity over the matter. Nevertheless, it is 
extremely important, if a selection based system is adopted, to highlight the merits and 
demerits of the selection-based system. 
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Under the election-based system, certain members of society, specifically the minority clans 
who cannot command a large pool of voters, would no doubt lose out during the process. 
During the 2005 House of Representatives election, minority clans lost their membership as 
their small numbers proved a liability during the voting. In a Somali political context, 
inclusion of minority clans is a major factor in establishing the political legitimacy of an 
institution. On the contrary, the exclusion of some parts of the community from Somaliland 
institutions has revealed that the political legitimacy is challengeable. It is therefore very 
important to accommodate minority clans into institutions so that political legitimacy is 
attained. Adopting a selection-based system will improve the political legitimacy of the 
Guurti and, as a result, help reinforce a unified, well-functioning system of government. 
Only the adoption of this selection-based system will create representative, inclusive, and 
participatory institutions with the political legitimacy to represent their constituencies. 

On the other hand, the disadvantage of the selection-based system is that it weakens the 
consolidation of democracy and the transformation from a clan-based system to 
democratically-centred institution. In addition, a selection-based system would face serious 
technical complications, including the designing of the selection process and the creation of 
a credible and accepted body which would be mandated with selecting the representatives. 
Developing a very comprehensive framework through which selection would be regulated 
would be difficult in a context where clan disintegration has occurred and clan leadership is 
absent. There is a central unified authority making up each clan, and overcoming this 
authority would present a great challenge to the selection based system. For instance, if a 
clan is allotted seven members in the House, it would be difficult to nominate those 
members in a situation where there are more than five Sultaans and dozens of Aqils. 

The Guurti and Clan Power Sharing Formula 

During the Borame reconciliation conference, informal power-sharing mechanisms were 
developed. This system of power was agreed on to some extent by all participating clans 
attending the conference. Below is chart which highlights the clan distribution of the 
parliamentary seats during the 1997 election. 

Clan based seat distribution 

minorities: 1 other clans 
including 

Ciise: 8 

Isaaq 42 Gadabuursi: 13 Harti: 18 
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There have not been any significant concerns or complaints vocalized by any clan in regards 
to the equality of the distribution of seats in the House of Elders since 1997. If this widely- 
accepted power-sharing formula is disturbed through election, grievances will arise from 
within certain communities unhappy with the inequality of seat distribution. 

The Relevance of the Guurti in the Current Political System 

Whether the Guurti remains relevant in this current political context where a clan based 
system is theoretically no longer in applicable is a contentious issue. Some may argue that 
the Guurti is still needed because of its cultural attachment to the people, and others may 
argue to the contrary, saying that the Guurti has no relevance in this current political system. 
The answer depends on the institutional objectives and mandate given to the Guurti. For 
instance, if the Guurti is intended to be a traditional house with traditional functions, then 
there is a need to amend the Constitution to reduce the legislative powers currently imparted 
upon the Guurti. A return to a traditional role could allow the Guurti to regain its authority in 
strengthening peace and resolving conflicts by re-establishing the body’s neutrality. The 
Guurti should not in any way be affiliated with political associations, as this further 
compromises the impartiality and the neutrality of the Guurti. The author therefore argues 
that the Guurti, in its current form, has no relevance in Somaliland’s present-day political 
structure. 

Conclusion 

Historically, the Guurti had wide-ranging powers and functions that enabled it to engage 
with the society in a very constructive way. In the post-colonial epoch, these powers and 
functions have gone through fundamental transformations. The Guurti, which for a great 
deal of its existence functioned as an ad hoc committee selected during times of crisis, was 
institutionalized by the SNM during the struggle against the Barre regime. The 
institutionalization of the Guurti transformed the traditional mandates of the Guurti—such 
as maintaining peace and resolving conflicts—temporarily into those of a war mobilizer. In 
this sense the anti-regime Guurti had a different role from the Guurti of the past. 

Following the collapse of the central government of former the Somalia and the subsequent 
unilateral declaration of Somaliland independence in 1991, the Guurti once again became a 
conflict resolution body within the SNM framework. It managed to successfully diffuse 
potential conflict between the supporters of the SNM and Barre regimes. This peaceful 
agreement was the beginning of a new era for the people of Somaliland and the end to years 
of ruthless administration. The clan based conferences that were held in the different parts of 
Somaliland were organized by the Guurti. In fact, the Guurti was the only body with the 
legitimacy and trust of the people necessary to bring such diverse groups to the table, and 
without them, the SNM would not have had the capacity to bring different clans together 
using solely non-violent means. During the Borame Grand Conference which marked the 
establishment of formal governance institutions, the Guurti was the only existing legislative 
body able to formulate a blueprint for the government and approve the creation of the Lower 
House. 
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It is undeniable that the Guurti has been the main source of peace- and state-
building in Somaliland. However, what remains controversial is the future 
political dispensation of the Guurti. This paper has highlighted several 
options, in the end arguing that the separation of modernity and tradition 
would allow the country to preserve both. The Guurti as a traditional house 
has been transformed into a politically-oriented modern legislative body. 
This institutionalization has tremendously impacted the impartiality and 
neutrality with which the Guurti has conducted its core functions, namely, 
resolving conflict and promoting peace. The politicization of the Guurti has 
compromised the legitimacy, trust, and authority of the Guurti in society. It is 
therefore in the best interests of democratization and the development of 
state institutions to either dismantle the Guurti or to limit its powers to those 
that foster traditional, inclusive clan representation. Finally, this paper 
examined the pros and cons of competing appointment systems for the 
House of Elders. The lack of any comprehensive constitutional clarity over 
whether the Guurti is to be elected or selected poses a great challenge to the 
future of the house. However, it is important to note that both systems have 
disadvantages and advantages with regard to the matters of political power- 
sharing and constituency representation. 

Recommendations 

The paper concludes the following recommendations as means for 
overcoming the challenges that are currently facing the Guurti. 

• The Guurti must be a traditional body with traditional powers 
• The Constitution must be amended with regard to the nature of the Guurti 
• The appointment system for the House of Elders should be carefully 
examined, and a process should be agreed upon and codified in a way 
that preserves national unity and clan inclusiveness 
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