
PAPER THREE: SOMALILAND MEDIA AND THE ROLE OF THE 

DIASPORA  

By: Zeinab Adan  

Abstract 

On May 18th, 1991 Somaliland reclaimed its independence from the Republic of Somalia 

following a civil war which lasted almost a decade. Since the reclamation of its independence, 

Somaliland has enjoyed unprecedented levels of freedom of press in the region. Although it has 

had its ups and downs during the successive administrations in Somaliland, overall the media has 

enjoyed more freedom than it ever had since independence in 1960. 

Freedom of expression, which encompasses the freedom of the press and the freedom to 

assemble, is enshrined in article 32 of the Somaliland constitution, which was approved by a 

referendum in 2001. As a result, Somaliland’s media experienced steady growth in its various 

sections, which include the print press, the internet, and broadcast media. This growth can 

mainly be attributed to the advancement of the information and communication technology 

(ICT), but also due to the unhindered growth of the private sector of the media outlets. 

This paper will attempt to analyse the reciprocal impact of the growing Somaliland media 

and the role of its Diaspora on each other. Privately owned media has played a vital role in 

creating space for the Diaspora to participate in the political, social, and economic development 

of Somaliland. On the other hand, the Somaliland Diaspora has been instrumental in the steady 

development trend of the Somaliland’s media.  Its contribution helped to bring about the current 

diversified media landscape which now includes a flourishing news websites sector, a variety of 

TV stations, and online radios, which are predominantly in the Somali language. The paper also 

makes the assumption that the media, both local and international, plays a vital role in forging 

the connectivity of the Diaspora to the home land.  A special group in the Diaspora, who is 

profound beneficiaries of this phenomenon is the senior population (elderly people), and this is a 

key indicator of their connectivity to Somaliland.  



It is also an indicator of the level of involvement of the Diaspora in the political, socio-

economic, and development process of Somaliland. Finally, the paper will attempt to highlight 

the positive and negative impact of the Diaspora media in operating outside Somaliland as global 

citizens’ initiative. 

Introduction 

Somaliland represents an oasis of freedom of expression in the Horn of Africa region. The 

relentless struggle to protect the freedom of press by the citizens of Somaliland in the early days 

of the 1990s resulted in the protection of this right in Article 32 of the Somaliland constitution 

Article 32: Freedom of the Press and other Media 

Paragraph 1: “Every citizen shall have the freedom, in accordance with the law, to express his 

opinions orally, visually, artistically or in writing or in any other way.” 

Paragraph 3:“The press and other media are part of the fundamental freedoms of expression 

and are independent.  All acts to subjugate them are prohibited, and a law shall determine 

their regulation.” 

Although the right to freedom of expression is well articulated and enshrined in the Somaliland 

constitution, the enforcement to protect it has always been inadequate. The result is that most of 

the Somaliland media outlets with the exception of the print media are founded and/ or financed 

predominantly by the Diaspora and hence based outside the country.   Both the supply and 

demand of the media outlets are steadily increasing and the forms of communication as well as 

their impact are also constantly expanding. 

The Media Outlets 

The current outlets include broadcasting media, print media, websites and blogs, and social 

networks. According to the Media Sustainability Index researched by IREX (2010),   the number 

of active print outlets, radio stations, and television stations are as follows: 

• Print: 8 daily newspapers; 7 weekly/semi-weekly newspapers; 3monthly magazines.  



• Radio Stations:  3; 1 local station, 2 international FM stations 

• Television Stations: 9;   4 local, 2 satellites, 1 cable and 2 International. 

• Additionally there are several online radios, (Radio Hadhwanaag, Radio Caynaba, and 

Waheen, among others) and well over 30 news and literature/arts websites/blogs. 

Impact of the Diaspora in Media Development 

The Somaliland Diaspora has a remarkable influence on the development of the media. Their 

extraordinary contributions stem largely from: 

1. Their advantage of having easy access to the communication technology, which enabled 

them to be pioneers in introducing cyber media to the Somaliland society 

2. Their exposure to free press in the western world and access to international sources  

3. Better resources and means to be able to finance the various media outlets  

4. Their freedom of any restrictions/ censorship to distribute information, and hence their 

ability to hold the governments accountable especially in the area of freedom of 

expression 

Cyber Media: Somaliland Forum 

In the early 1990s, like-minded young intellectuals started creating what was known then as 

listservs and known today as e-groups. The vanguard and most prominent one was the 

Somaliland Forum. This was an independent think tank that brought together young 

Somalilander intellectuals, initially from North America, and later expanded to Western Europe 

and all over the world. The membership of this forum that started as a listserv of 20 young 

patriots grew to be a powerhouse of over 400 members within a few years 

The Somaliland Forum with its patriotic mission and goals established the foundation of the 

bridge between the Diaspora and Somaliland. It became the source of information about 

Somaliland for these members and their households, as well as for the wider communities in the 



cities where these members resided.  It fostered close relationships with the administration and 

raised the awareness of the Diaspora community regarding the acute development needs in 

Somaliland. Later on, it started sponsoring development projects.  

In the early years of this millennium (2001/2002), Somaliland Forum played a commendable role 

in conflict resolution between the Egal administration and the Clan Leaders (Sultans). The non- 

partisanship and the heightened political consciousness coupled with their patriotic goals 

qualified them to play that profound role. This laid the foundation for the strong Somaliland civil 

society that exists today.   

The establishment of the forum was followed by creation of numerous websites and blogs by the 

Diaspora. The websites such as Hadhwanaagnews, Somaliland.org, Somalilandnet, Somaliland 

Future, Qaran, and many others were founded within a short time. Many other listservs and chat 

rooms based on interest groups such as regional, clan affiliated, or religious groups were also 

formed.  

By the new millennium, improved internet access enabled better communication between 

Somaliland and its Diaspora.  However, this access was initially limited to Hargeisa, and mainly 

for the international agencies.  The free market facilitated competition of many internet service 

providers and forced them to improve their service delivery. This improvement of internet 

service led also to the birth of the internet cafes. This became a major leap forward.  The 

prohibitive cost of the computers and the fairly expensive subscription fee for the internet 

services were no longer a barrier for the less well-off Somalilanders to surf the net. People 

started to take advantage of this opportunity, as it allows interactivity, dialogue, and grass roots 

participation in the discussions. Many websites and blogs include comments sections, where 

readers can openly join any discussions. This has remarkably enhanced the confidence of the 

citizens to participate in any dialogue. As explained by Karim (1998, pp 2) On-line technologies 

are also enabling individuals in diasporic groups to sustain inter-continental networks.  



The cyber media also supported major fundraising initiatives for development projects. 

Prominent examples are HargeisaUniversity, Amoud University, Burao University and Burao 

Hospital, which were all established with the support of fundraisings by the Diasporas.  

Additionally the satellite technology known as Direct Broadcasting Satellites (DBS) played a 

profound role in bringing the Diasporas elders closer to home. Social isolation of the Somali 

elders is overcome by the DSB.  The benefits of this marvel is not only enjoyed by the 

Somaliland Diaspora but also by many different ethnic groups around the world as described by 

Karim (1998 pp.9) “The arrival of Ku band satellites and digital compression technology has 

enabled a vast increase in the number of radio and television channels that can be beamed over 

large distances directly to residential sites equipped with pizza-sized (generally between 18-24 

inches) satellite dishes. ….. , this technology is providing remarkable opportunities for Diaspora 

communities.” 

Impact of the Media on the Diaspora. 

The reciprocal impact of the Somaliland forum on its members was that it empowered them by 

enhancing and sustaining their political and social awareness. It became a platform for debates, 

dialogue exchange of ideas, discussions of social economic and political issues. This has been 

reiterated by Karim (1998).  

“The ability to exchange messages with individuals on the other side of the planet and to have 

access to community information almost instantaneously changes the dynamics of Diaspora, 

allowing for qualitatively and quantitatively enhanced linkages.”  (pp. 12) 

The role of the media is no longer confined to communications but also includes community 

engagement, community development and civic education.  It promotes political debate and 

encourages the diversity of viewpoints on social, political, and economic issues.  Like their 

African Diaspora brothers, the Somalilanders started using social media sites such as Twitter and 

Facebook as tools for development.    



 “Twitter, Facebook and other forms of social media are bringing African voices and new, 

varied narratives to the forefront. And, what's even more remarkable is that these online 

platforms are not being used for simple pontification and acerbic commentary (although 

there's a fair bit of that as well). These tools are also being used to replace staid 

development paradigms, by organizing and developing African-driven institutions.” 

(Ruge, 2013) 

 

Furthermore it enhances the confidence of the young people to participate in these discussions 

and expands their communication horizons. More and more young people started participating in 

the international fora such as International Somalis Studies, where Somali/Somaliland issues 

were being discussed.  Furthermore they exerted remarkable influence by putting Somaliland 

cause on the agenda of the International Somali Studies Conference (ISSC). This conference 

which is held once every four years, gathers international and Somali scholars around the world. 

Traditionally it has always been held in Western Europe or North America.  However, in 2001, 

the Somaliland forum succeeded in bringing the ISSC to Somaliland and it was hosted by 

Hargeisa University. This has been a remarkably achievement in more than one ways. In one way 

it brought several international scholars to Somaliland and they have seen the peace and the 

stability which Somalilanders have accomplished in contrast to the mayhem in Somalia. In 

another way those scholars saw the signs of the atrocities committed by against the somaliland 

people. The scholars were shown the mass graves in Malka Durdura. In turn they exposed this 

carnage by documenting what they saw and heard and writing articles about it. As a result the 

United Nations Human Rights Commission started investigating it.  

On the other hand, the impact on the Somaliland Elders of the Diaspora is phenomenal. Online 

broadcasting media plays a pivotal role in connecting them to their homeland.  

Due to the high level of illiteracy among this group, elders are cut off from the printmedia as 

well as the websites. Hence, Radio is arguably the most powerful media vehicle for them. And   



online radios represent a critical ingredient in their connectivity to Somaliland, thus allowing 

otherwise isolated elders to break the cycle of isolation by keeping up with what is going on in 

their homeland. 

The Satellite TVs also play a remarkable role in civic education. During the last municipal 

elections, significant numbers of the Somaliland elders in Greater Toronto Area – Canada,  got 

themselves Satellites to get Somaliland TVs., so that they could follow the campaign by the 

various political organizations. The campaigns have shaped the opinion of many seniors thanks 

to these TVs 

Additional advantages provided by these media include: 

1. The web-based radios need to be turned on via computers. Most if not all of the elders 

depend on their grandchildren to turn their computers on for them .This became a catalyst 

for improved intergenerational relationship between the children and their grandparents. 

Furthermore it has a dual effect on both the grandparents and the grand children, namely 

it gives the elders an opportunity to keep up with the current affairs back home, on the 

other hand it provides the grand children with an opportunity to learn more about their 

culture,  history and strengthens their Somali language skills.  

2. Male elders congregate at the Somali businesses where the owners also use the Somali 

TVs or online radios, mainly BBC and VOA, as a marketing strategy to attract patrons, 

while female elders come together to the residents of those who have Satellite TVs at 

home. Coming together to watch the TVs or listen to the radios supported many elders 

who live alone to break their social isolation and encourages them to engage dialogue and 

participate in the discussions of the different issues related to the ongoing issues in their 

homeland.  

Impact of the Media on the Culture 



Somalis have long been described as oral society writing of their language relatively recen. 

Poetry, theatre and music plays crucial role in their culture. Diaspora elders are attached to this 

culture more than any other group.  The YouTube fills a significant role in satisfying for them 

that need. 

Conclusion 

Somaliland Diaspora and the media have symbiotic relationship and a reciprocal impact on each 

other, i.e. the Diaspora has played a key role in the development of Somaliland media as well as 

in the community development by using the media. And the media plays critical role in 

connecting the Diasporas communities to their homeland as well as engaging them in and 

educating about the current affairs on their homeland 
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