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Abstract 

Since Somaliland declared its defacto independence from Somalia in 1991, it has made significant 

progresses towards democratization and consolidation of democratic institutions. What followed 

after demise of Barre’s authoritarian regime was proliferation of the independent media in 

Somaliland, beginning with mimeographed newsletters in the major towns. Among other things, 

it has constitutionally guaranteed democratic rights and freedoms to its citizens including a 

commitment to freedom of press to promote democratic society. In this regard, the government of 

Somaliland has taken decisive measures necessary for the dissemination of information and 

diverse opinions. Moreover, the government also introduced press and media law in 2004 in order 

create a healthy environment for the media so as to boost awareness and participation of public by 

feeding them reliable information. In this connection, it played an important role in building 

democratic governance and political stability in Somaliland by making government and public 

officials transparent and accountable to the public. By and large, it can be argued that it has a direct 

impact on democratization process and political stability.  

Recently, the government of Somaliland, however, has imposed legal and political sanctions on 

the media that would constrained its smooth operation and the functioning of democratic a society. 

It has been criticized for arbitrarily intimidating and detaining individual journalists and using 

different laws as a weapon to attack the press. Thus, Somaliland’s existing media actors are few, 

representing only a narrow section of public opinion and reaching an equally narrow audience. 

This in turn has challenged the process of democratization and political liberalization in 

Somaliland. Although the government has been issuing laws that have been governing operation 

of the press, it has suffered from inconsistent implementation.  

Therefore, this paper argues that there is a need for further legal, policy and institutional reforms 

in order consolidate democratization and free press to take root. This is because freedom of press 

plays a decisive role in creating a vibrant democratic society by informing the public of matters of 

public interest and serving as the watchdog of government.     
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1.  INTRODUCTION  

Somaliland is one of the few secure and democratic territories in the Horn of Africa.2 It is a self- 

proclaimed “independent” and “sovereign” state which has a recent history of state formation in 

Africa. Its establishment traced back to the demise of the dictatorial Siad Barre regime in Somalia 

in 1991. Following the collapse of the central government, the Somali National Movement (SNM) 

unilaterally declared the creation of the Republic of Somaliland on May 18, 1991 by making 

Hargeisa its administrative capital3 but its separation from the larger Somalia has never gained 

international recognition.  

The establishment of Somaliland, however, had not been without violence and civil war. There 

had been a prolonged civil war among the various clans groups in Somalia due to lack of consensus 

over the power sharing formula and the modalities of governance to be put in place to reinstall the 

central government.4  

However, the civil war in Somaliland was ended through national reconciliation conference 

between October 1996 and February 1997.5 Thus, Somaliland has followed a very different 

                                                                 
2 See Chatham House. (2009). Somaliland: Democracy Threatened, Constitutional Impasse as Presidential Elections 

are postponed. Briefing Note 
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Addis Ababa: EIIPD and HADAD. 
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historical trajectory from South- central Somalia and provided relative peace and stability to the 

Northern part of Somalia. 

In a situation of protracted civil war which lasted for two decades in Somalia, Somaliland has able 

to build a progressive democratic society which passed peaceful political transition through 

democratic elections. 6 In this regard, it had its first test of democracy in May 2001 when an 

internationally observed referendum confirmed its wishes to remain apart from Somalia and 

approved a new constitution.7 The constitution provided for an executive branch of government, 

consisting of a directly elected president and vice president and appointed ministers; a bicameral 

legislature, with an elected house of representatives and an upper chamber of elders, the guurti; 

and an independent judiciary.8  

Somaliland has announced its commitment to constitutional multi-party democracy by 

promulgating its first democratic constitution in 2001 which was approved by an overwhelming 

majority of the population in a national plebiscite, sought to minimize clannism and entrench 

consensus- based decision making by limiting the number of political parties into three.9  

The constitution of Somaliland also introduced legal provisions to protection to the press and 

operation freely and independently without government restrictions. As far as freedom of press is 

concerned, Article 32 sub article 1 and 3 of the constitution states that “Every citizen shall have 

the freedom, in accordance with the law, to express his opinion orally, visually, artistically, or in 

writing or in any other way. 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”.10 Somaliland has also conducted democratic and competitive elections 

which have gained international approval and recognition as free, faire and credible elections. This 
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made its democratic experience unique in the Horn region where post- election violence and 

political crisis is common and seems the rules of the game. By and large, Somaliland has travelled 

far a long path to democracy although there are quite a lot of political, legal and institutional 

constraints to its free press and democratization process.  

2. CONCEPTUALIZING PRESS FREEDOM  

The notion of press freedom has passed through various historical trajectories and thus, the concept 

has been never achieved a universal consensus both in theory and practices. In this regard, 

Copeland stated that “the notion of freedom of the press and speech has never attained a universal 

consensus that a pair is a right for all”.11 The other issue which has been one of the bones of 

contentions among scholars in defining freedom of press is that the extent to which medias are free 

from government restrictions in gathering and disseminating information to the public.12 Many 

scholars, however, associated the idea of freedom of press with fundamental human rights and 

freedom that foments the dissemination of ideas, opinions and information. Let us see some of the 

definitions of the concept of press freedom forwarded by various scholars for the sake of 

understanding its underpinning elements. It is commendable to recognize that their understanding 

of the concept has been drastically influenced by the socio-political context in which they 

generated their definitions.  

According to Weaver,13 freedom of press is the relative absence of government restrictions on the 

media; the relative absence of governmental and other restrictions on the media; the absence of 

restrictions on the media and also the presence of those conditions necessary for the dissemination 

of diverse opinions and ideas to a relatively large audience such as enforces right of access to news 

papers and radio stations. Although he emphasized on the absence of governmental restrictions in 
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13 See Wever, D.H.. (1977). ‘The Press and Government Restrictions: A Cross Cultural Study over Time’, Gazette, 

No. 23 p.152.  



defining press freedom, he failed to indicate the necessary conditions essential for the functioning 

of the media and restrictions outside of governmental institutions.  

Merrill14 had contested Weaver’s conception of press freedom and tried to equate “Press freedom” 

with ‘Press autonomy” which means freedom from outside control in the professional activities of 

the news media. 

Nixon came up with a broader elucidation of press freedom after conducting a cross- national study 

in 1960. He argued that a free press system is one in which private owners and independent 

journalists are free to supply news and opinions to the general public under the status of libel and 

decency which are applicable to everyone and not capable of arbitrary and discriminatory 

interpretation by the ruling power. 15 Nixon underlines the idea that the major criterion is the degree 

of control normally exercised by any official agency which has the power to interpret with the 

dissemination and discussion of opinions and information in the press.  

However, Nixon was criticized by Lowenstien for not specific in his definition. In Lowenstien 

understanding, a completely free press is one in which newspapers; periodicals, news agencies, 

books, radio and television have absolute independence and critical ability, except from minimal 

libel and obscenity laws.16  

Still other scholars like Atkey attempted to define press freedom arguing that  freedom of press is 

the absence of prior government censorship, and following publication no prosecution for free 

expression other than on widely accepted principle of the general law of jurisprudence, and the 

guarantee of non- interference with lawful circulation. Wei also stated that press freedom is the 

prohibition of government interference with the press in the form of censorship and similar 

previous restraints and the principle that any restrictions on the press freedom must be applied or 
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subject to review by the courts alone have the right to impose penalties.17 Some scholars have 

expanded the definition of freedom of press and related it with the fundamental human rights and 

freedoms. In this connection, Emerson emphasized that there is a link between press freedom and 

democracy [basic human rights and freedoms], and noted that “suppression of belief, opinion and 

expression is an affront to the dignity of man, a negotiation of man’s essential nature”.18  

International conventions and agreements such as the Universal Declaration of Human Right 

(UDHR) also recognized press freedom and expressions as fundamental human liberty. Article 19 

of the UDHR, for instance, states that “Everyone has the right to freedom of opinion and 

expression; this includes freedom to hold opinion without interference and to seek, receive and 

impart information and ideas through any media and regardless of frontiers”19 The African 

Commission on Human and Peoples’ Right under the Declaration of Principles on Freedom of 

Expression  also considered freedom of press and expression  as a cornerstone of democracy and 

a means of ensuring the respect of human rights and freedoms.  To mention, Part 1, Article 1 and 

2 of the Declaration noted that “Freedom of expression and information, including the right to 

seek, receive and impart information and ideas, either orally, in writing or in print, in the form of 

art, or through any other form of communication, including across frontiers, is fundamental and 

inalienable human rights and an indispensible component of democracy. Everyone shall have an 

equal opportunity to exercise the right to freedom of expression and to access information without 

discrimination”. 20 

In a nutshell, press freedom has been recognized as fundamental element of human right and a 

founding block of democratization process by the international community. Hence, various 
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International and Intercultural Communications, New York, Hastings House Publishers.  
18 See Emerson, T. I. (1963). ‘Towards a General Theory of the First Amendment’, Yale Law Journal, PP. 877-950. 

Emerson further goes to say that there is a strong relationship between freedom of press and democracy in that freedom 
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“derived their just powers from the consent of the governed”-it follows that governed must, in order to exercise their 
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judgment.  
19 See Universal Declaration of Human Rights. (1948). Besides the UDHR, the guarantee of freedom of expression 

and information is also recognized as a basic human rights and freedoms in the African charter of Human and Peoples’ 

Rights, the International Covent on Civil and Political rights, the European Convention on Human Rights, the 

American Convention on Human Rights and other international legal instruments.   
20 See African Commission on Human and Peoples’ Rights:  Declaration of Principles on Freedom of Expression in 

Africa, 2002.  



countries have included in their respective constitutions in recognition of its importance for human 

freedom and liberty. Freedom of the press, therefore, is essential not only for the protection of 

human rights but also to nurture democratic values which allows the participation of citizens in 

their own affairs.  

3. FREEDOM OF PRESS IN AFRICA  

Press freedom has been a major particular demand in the movement of democratization in Africa 

since the late 1960s. It was also imposed as political demand by Western donor countries as 

conditionality of their economic assistance. The greatest international pressure for freedom of 

media in Africa has come from the United Nations. In 1991, a UNESCO conference on the media 

pluralism and press freedom in Africa produced the Windhoek Declaration21 on Promoting an 

Independent and Pluralistic African Press.22This was adopted by African governments at a time 

when the movement for democratization was at its height. In majority of African countries who 

achieved a successful political transition from authoritarianism rule to democratic governance in 

the 1990s, the task of establishing a free and democratic press for human development and political 

liberalization was quite enormous. 23 Such huge tasks need the thinking of restructuring of the 

existing political, economic and social relations of citizens.  

It largely believed that effective political transition to democratic governance opens up the political 

space where state controlled media to be transferred to private ownership, diffuse access, and 

reduce official censorship and government control of information. The public thereby receives 

greater exposure to a wide array of opinions and ideas through which access to multiple radio and 

TV channels, as well as the diffusion of new technologies such as internet and mobile telephones.24 

Although progress has been achieved in the expansion of independent media and free press in 

Africa, significant challenges are still remain to be addressed. In most African countries, there is 
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a need for further policy, legal and institutional reforms entrench the commitment to free press and 

prevention government interference.  

4. FREE PRESS AND DEMOCRATIZATION: THE SOMALILAND CONTEXT 

Freedom of press lies at the heart of democracy. A long tradition of liberal theorists from Milton 

through Lock and Madison to John Stuart Mill have concluded that the presence of an unfettered 

and independent media within each nation is essential in the process of democratization. This is 

because it contributes towards the development of freedom of expression, thought and conscience; 

strengthen the responsiveness and accountability of government to all citizens, and provides a 

pluralist platform and channel of political expression for a multiplicity groups and interests.25 

Particularly, in a post- authoritarian state like Somaliland, free press plays a key role not only in 

building a democratic society but also in consolidating democratic institutions deep into the society 

as being a catalyst of the process. Its role in building democratic governance by nurturing key 

democratic values such as rule of law, accountability and transparency is no longer the issue of 

debate. Free press also plays a significant role in creating an environment where everyone is 

induced to mobilize his/her energies and resources to the fullest extent in the interest of the public.  

The dissemination of information through various Medias ranging from electronic to printing 

media can significantly shape people’s perception and the function of a democratic society. 

Thomas Hobbes and John Lock argued that the promotion of self government and press freedom 

serves as “paramount in making sure that those chosen by the body politic knew the will of the 

people to keep government on the proper course”. 26  In other words, it enables the people to know 

the policies of government and control from exercising power arbitrarily. Many observers agreed 

that a free press is not just valuable for democratic governance but the ultimate claim is that this 

process is also crucial for human development.   

Amartya Sen argued that political freedom is strongly connected to improved economic outcomes. 

He goes to say that free press enhances the voice of the poor and generate more informed choice 

about economic demands.27 Therefore, the existence of liberal media landscapes are considered as 

                                                                 
25 See Sen, Amartya. (1999). Development as Freedom, New York, Anchor Books.  
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27 See Sen, Amartya. (1999). Development as Freedom, New York, Anchor Books. 



a viable tool that buttress democratization and good governance directly and human development 

indirectly by encouraging  public participation in the generation of wisdom and wealth.  Access to 

information is essential to the functioning of a healthy democracy at least for two main reasons.28 

Firstly, it ensures that citizens make responsible, informed choices rather than acting out of 

ignorance or misinformation. Secondly, information serves as “Checking function” by ensuring 

that elected representatives uphold their promises of office and carry out their needs of those who 

elected them.  

Since Somaliland declared its defacto independence from Somalia in 1991 which was followed by 

democratization and liberalization of political institutions, independent media has emerged and 

grown considerably.29 This was because the government of Somaliland has taken decisive 

measures necessary for the dissemination of information and diverse opinions to the public. 

Besides, it introduced democratic reforms that facilitate the environment for the press to function 

without government intervention. Among other things, the constitution which was promulgated in 

2001 provides legal protection for the media. For instance, Article 32 (3) of the constitution states 

that “The press and other media are part of the fundamental freedom of expression and are 

independent. All acts to subjugate them are prohibited.” In addition, the government also put the 

press and media law in place in 2004 in order create a healthy environment for the media so as to 

boost awareness and participation of public by feeding them reliable information. 

Although the government allowed the proliferation of the media since 1991; the course of action 

and conduct aimed at denying the establishment and operationalisation privately owned Radio 

Stations despite formal assurances by constitution and press law.30  Journalists are operating in a 

very frustrating and difficult environment that undermines both professional journalism and press 

freedom.31 According to the Annual Press Freedom Report in 2012, the Somaliland government 

has been attacking the media and narrowing the space that deteriorated the capacity of the press 

by applying political, legal and institutional measures. For example, the broadcast media has 

shown less growth due to governments’ political constraints and licensing restrictions. It is obvious 
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29 See Media Sustainability Index. (2012). Somaliland at a Glance, pp. 324-331.  

30see  V. Hohno, Markus. (2008). “Newspapers in Hargeisa: Freedom of Speech in Post-Conflict Somaliland’,  Afrika 

Spectrum, No. 43, pp 91-113 
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that even the “one single state controlled station-Radio Hargeisa- operating officially under strict 

Government guidelines. State radio programs are often checked before they go live and if there 

are many negative things about the government they are removed”32 Somaliland state controlled 

media has been used as a means to consolidate political power and lunch propaganda project by 

the government in order to purchase international support and legitimacy as a democratic and 

progressive government.  

5. PROMISES  

It is widely believed that the existence of free press and media promotes not only the respect of 

human rights but also improved the structure and practice of democratic governance which 

contribute to political stability and development of any country. Free press supports democratic 

system of free elections, political freedom, minority rights, representative government and an 

independent judiciary. Freedom press means absence of internal and external constraints, it is 

assumed that free press can operate unfettered at least until they collide with individual rights. 

Therefore, democracy and free press coexist and support each other through a process of 

negotiation aimed at developing a consensus about the public interest.33 

The press in Somaliland has been playing a constructive role in creating political stability as being 

a dynamic force in the democratization process since the government constitutionally expressed 

its commitment to protect the free operation of the press. The constitution clearly mentions 

provisions which guarantee and protect the media from unnecessary and politically motivated 

internal and external intervention to enable the press to function freely and provide the public with 

a wide array of opinions. The other legal framework which has been playing an instrumental role 

for the proliferation of both electronic and printing media in Somaliland was the 2004 media and 

press law. Article 3 (a) and (b) of the press and media law states that “No restraints can be imposed 

on the Press. Any acts can be constructed as mounting to censorship are prohibited”. Though 

journalists have been expressing their concern about the interpretation and application of some 

concepts the law, its role in opening the space for the media is enormous.  
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Spectrum, No. 43, pp 91-113 
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The print media has been contributing to nation building, democratization, and political 

stabilization of the country in a very difficult situation where the government has been imposing 

political, legal and institutional restraints. The press has clearly provided a forum for controversial 

discussions between the government and opposition political parties. It contributed a lot in the 

consolidation of democratic governance by making the public to participate in local affairs. It 

should be recognized that the press has been serving the public as a major source of information 

and helped them make informed decisions during parliamentary and presidential elections. They 

reported very sensitive political debates to the public and thus contributed to critical reflection on 

the part of many citizens about their country and its positions in the wider region.34 Some media 

try to promote peace building and nation building being targeted by the any of the warring parties. 

In fact, some media have been working to polarize the society across clan lines by fueling clan 

based conflict.35 

 Generally, the media has a lot to play in the development and building of democratic society in 

Somaliland as long as the government is committed to respect the constitutional provisions and 

the press law. It has been contributing immensely in an effort to build democratic governance and 

political stability by making government and public officials transparent and accountable to the 

public. By and large, it can be argued that it has a direct impact on democratization process and 

political stability. Democratic society needs a free and vibrant media able to investigate freely and 

without fear, report, question, and denounce.   

6. CHALLENGES  

Withstanding its admirable achievements in liberalizing the political landscape to the press and 

other forces of democratization, a number of issues still remained challenging the media. Many 

observers argued that the media in Somaliland has been directly and/or indirectly controlled and 

manipulated to serve the interest of those in power. As a result, Diaspora owned web based media 

has been instigating violence and clan based conflicts which are destroying the growing democracy 

of the country.  
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The government Somaliland has been attacking freedom of press and expression using political 

and legal instruments. It has been criticized for intimidating, arresting, and detaining journalists 

for political reasons without legal procedures. It prohibited the press from accessing information 

from authorities against the constitution and the press law. Recently, the National Union of Somali 

Journalists (NUSOJ) reported that it is very difficult to get information from government 

authorities and ministers because they are not willing to give information to journalists whom they 

accuse of being critical or more independent. 36 It also mentioned that “some politicians in 

Somaliland were also reported of hiring thugs to attack and beat journalists” 37 for reporting 

government corruption. Somaliland’s long experience of dictatorship has engendered public 

resentment of government control and deep-seated mistrust of “official” information and 

propaganda. The liberation struggle has served to establish freedom of expression as a fundamental 

right, beyond the prerogative of government to permit or deny. Together, these experiences have 

left competing legacies of propaganda, dictatorial control, manipulation of information, and self-

censorship.38 

The report further states that “ January 2012, Somaliland police stormed the main headquarter of 

Horn Cable TV in the capital Haargeisa and arrested 21 journalists after journalists organized a 

peaceful demonstration in front of the Somaliland State House. The presidential guard attacked 

protesters, beating up and arresting journalists who were mostly working for Horn Cable TV. 

Police also hunted down other journalists who took part in the protest and arrested journalists and 

media practitioners at their homes.”39 This can clearly reveals that the government is demolishing 

the free press by violating the constitutional order and the press law. In this connection, the CPJ 

report indicated that “Somaliland authorities are ignoring their own legal system to censor, whether 

it is arbitrary detention of journalists or, in this case, an arbitrary suspension order”.40 Journalists 

are often arrested and accused of inciting violence for reporting clan land related disputes.41  
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Reconstruction, Hargeisa, Somaliland.  
39 See A Report by the National Union of Somali Journalists (NUSOJ). (2012). Annual Press Freedom Report 2012. 
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Apart from government restrictions, lack of journalist’s professional competence and objective 

reporting is the other challenge facing the press in Somaliland. They have been intimidated, 

arrested, tortured and detained partly because of their incompetent professional skills. Above all, 

there is a perception that Somaliland’s journalists often fail to provide balanced coverage of issues, 

with one-sided or opinion-based pieces are far more prevalent than objective reporting. 42They do 

not often engage in field reports to provide different perspectives to the public on issues or perform 

minimal-fact checking. This is to say that they often depend on biased sources which are one-sided 

and not based on concert information. Reports and news based in unreliable and single sources 

may trigger political tension and violent conflicts. Therefore, there is a need to invest in short and 

long term training and capacity building of journalists so as they will improve their professional 

skills. 

7. CONCLUSION  

Somaliland declared its defacto independence from Somalia in 1991 after liberating itself from the 

dictatorial regime of Said Barre. Since then it has made a significant progresses towards 

democratization and consolidation of democratic institutions. It introduced the first constitution in 

2001. It constitutionally guaranteed democratic rights and freedoms to its citizens including a 

commitment to freedom of press in its effort to build democratic society. Consequently, it resulted 

in the proliferation of the free and independent media. Moreover, the government introduced the 

press and media law in 2004 in order creates a healthy environment for the media so as to boost 

awareness and participation of public by feeding them reliable information. 

Contrary to these democratic developments, the government has been interfering arbitrarily with 

politically motivated decisions which obstructed the dissemination of information and opinions to 

the public. Journalists have also been intimidated, arrested and detained by the government 

officials without legal procedures. It has been taking measures which degrade the rights and 

freedom and the function of the press. The press in Somaliland is operating in a very hostile 

environment which hinders its constructive role in the development and democratization of the 

country. Therefore, Somaliland’s existing media actors are few, representing only a narrow section 

                                                                 
42 See BBC-World Service Trust, policy briefing. (2011). The Media of Somalia: A Force for Moderation: No.4 , P. 
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of public opinion and reaching an equally narrow audience. This in turn has challenged the process 

of democratization and political liberalization.  

Although the government issued laws that have been regulating the operation of the press, it has 

suffered from inconsistent implementation. Thus, laws and regulations should be implementation 

consistently to ensure the deepening of democratization processes and rule of law. There is also a 

need to achieve consensus on the interpretation and application of concepts related to the media 

and press law. In addition, an independent body should be established in order to regulate and 

license the broadcast sector, rather than leaving this important and sensitive matter up to a 

government ministry. Generally, the government of Somaliland should introduce more legal, 

policy and institutional reforms in order consolidate democratization and free press to take root. 

This is because freedom press plays a decisive role in creating a vibrant democratic society by 

informing the public of matters of public interest and serving as the watchdog of government.     
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