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‘Recognition would establish Somaliland as one of the few genuinely democratic states in the 
region’ (ICG, 2003: 35). 

‘The lack of recognition ties the hands of the authorities and people of Somaliland as they cannot 
effectively and sustainably transact with the outside to pursue the reconstruction and 

development goals’ 

(Jhazbhay, 2006: 5). 

‘We are not Somalia, but we are held to blame for what happens in Somalia. We are still 
suffering this image problem.’  1

Mohammed Ibrahim Egal, Former President of Somaliland 

Introduction 

Somaliland, a small country inundated by the politics of the Horn, is a self-declared independent 

state that borders Djibouti, Ethiopia, and Somalia. As a former British protectorate it revoked its 

union (July 1st 1960) with ex-Italian Somalia after the 1988-91 civil war and reasserted  its 2

independence on May 18 1991 (Lewis, 2002: 282). Its legal status poses an enigma as it seeks 

independence while the international community continue to align themselves with the orthodox 

position, which is in support of the territorial integrity of Somalia. Many have grappled, both 

Somalilanders and external actors, with what (non) recognition could mean for Somaliland. 

Some of the key questions that are often debated include should Somaliland be recognised and 

‘Commerce Rises from Ashes in Somalia’ Ann M.Simmons Los Angeles Times, September 16 1998 Available at 1

<http://articles.latimes.com/1998/sep/16/news/mn-23172> [Accessed on August 10 2011]. 

The government of Somaliland argues that it is a legal anomaly whose recognition would set no precedent 2

relevant to the rest of Africa. It contends that Somaliland did exist as an independent country in 1960, albeit only 
for a few days, before voluntarily joining a union with Somalia. Since Somaliland currently exists within the old 
colonial boundaries of British Somaliland, its government argues that it is simply returning to its previous status as 
an independent state and that its existence does not threaten the inviolability of inherited colonial boundaries. 
Human Rights Watch, ‘Hostages to Peace’: Threats to Human Rights and Democracy in Somaliland (New York: 2009) 
p 52 and ICG, ‘Somaliland: Democratization and its Discontents’ (Nairobi/Brussels: 2003).
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what are the reasons for this claim? Has it developed the institutions to reflect and function as a 

modern state, and therefore justify recognition by the international community? 

Argument  

The aim of this paper is to shift discussion from an overemphasis on the question of recognition, 

albeit an important one, to questions such as; what has been achieved since 1991 when 

Somaliland reinstated its independence from Somalia? What sort of identity and values does 

Somaliland want to project to the wider world? What are the short term and long term 

weaknesses that can reverse its positive achievement? What can be built upon with its current 

legal status? How can leaders ensure the people continue to believe in their own existence 

despite the apparent refusal of the world to acknowledge them? How does Somaliland position 

itself as a real player in the international community and not as another African country with the 

begging bowl after the international community?  

These should be the type of questions being debated within the realms of policymakers, 

academics and civil society groups, and not just whether Somaliland deserves recognition or not. 

By focusing on such a question the international community is being romanticised as it is being 

upheld as an entity that is benevolent in its actions. Also, this has the tendency to imply that 

Somaliland cannot be its own problem solver and therefore puts at risk the symbolic ownership it 

enjoys today. The international community is an entity which consists of self-interested nations 

with their own national priorities and needs, and these are not always aligned with Somaliland’s 

pressing needs. This paper is simply an attempt to pluralize the dogmatic recognition or non-

recognition debate and propose an alternative perspective. It proposes that Somaliland’s lack of 

diplomatic recognition by the international community is actually beneficial to its foundational 

development. 



Hailed as one of Africa’s best kept secret (Jhazbhay, 2003) and forming one of the rare cases of 

effective secession in sub-Saharan Africa (Helling, 2010: 1), Somaliland’s case for legal 

recognition can be appreciated, especially against the backdrop of the governance crisis, which 

afflicts Africa. However, Somaliland has already inscribed an identity for itself because of the 

absence of external influences. Somalia is not only an archetypal example of a failed state 

(Luling, 1997: 287), it is a model of what too much foreign intervention and funds, dating back 

to the Cold war period can do to the political structures and economic growth of a country. The 

absence of an unwanted state, which has long been suspended over the Somali people (ibid: 

289), gives a renewed hope about the state which the people of Somaliland have fashioned for 

themselves.  

Although the core of the opening citations is valid, it glosses over the internal dynamics, which 

can sustain such an independence to stop Somaliland from crumbling into a legal sovereign shell 

that has no empirical substance. The instrumental need for recognition can be appreciated, as it 

remains a barrier to potential foreign direct investment (FDI) the country needs in crucial areas 

such as infrastructure and education. However, in its embryonic stages Somaliland is better off in 

its self-charted path to development, which is only supplemented by external assistance. Perhaps 

the needs of independence can be addressed by an increased engagement with Somaliland 

without full-blown recognition (ICG, 2003: 35). This can include recognition and inclusion in 

regional bodies such as the African Union (AU) and the Intergovernmental Authority for 

Development (IGAD), as well as other international bodies. Given the lingering pace of the 

international community on the issue of Somaliland’s legal destiny, the latter should not wait to 

be rescued, but instead embark on creative avenues to ensure its own development. 

Foreign Aid  

Lack of recognition presenting a blessing in disguise is further exemplified by the issue of 

foreign aid . Research on foreign aid effectiveness and economic growth has become somewhat 3

For the purpose of this paper, aid commonly known as Official Development Assistance (ODA) will be defined as 3

both concessional loans and grants transferred either via multilateral institutions i.e. World Bank or through direct 
government-to-government transfers also known as bilateral aid. See DambisaMoyo,Dead Aid Why Aid Is Not 
Working and How There Is another Way for Africa (Penguin Books, London 2009), for more on this.



a political football (Easterly, 2003: 23). What’s more, the responsibility of the West for Third 

World (i.e. most of Asia, Africa, and Latin America) ‘backwardness’ has remained a continual 

theme of the United Nations and its members, which in turn has been welcomed by the 

representatives of the Third World (Bauer, 1981: 61). This has helped bring forth an international 

norm in which financial and technical aid or debt relief has become a legal and moral obligation 

(Jackson, 1990: 111), leading Third World countries to advertise their poverty and demand the 

international community’s assistance (ibid).  

There has been a surge in the amount of aid flowing into sub-Saharan Africa and more is still 

called for. The Commission for Africa (2005) led by British Prime Minister Tony Blair called for 

an immediate $25 billion increase in aid to sub-Saharan Africa, with an added $25 billion to 

follow by 2015. This would constitute approximately a trebling of aid to the continent (Moss, 

Pettersson and Walle, 2006:2). Further, the UN’s Millennium Project (2005) has estimated that 

global ODA will need to rise even more than the previous estimates, reaching at least $195 

billion by 2015 from current levels of some $79 billion in 2004 (ibid). In addition, the Dark 

Continent is experiencing the rise of ‘glamour aid’, a cultural commodity spearheaded by global 

celebrities (Moyo, 2010: xix). But, despite all of this, the empirical evidence on the effectiveness 

of foreign aid is discouraging (Djankov, Montalvo and Reynal-Querol, 2006:1). Such policies 

and attitudes towards Africa, arguably, have had the implicit outcome of obscuring the 

appropriateness of aid toward its intended objectives.  

In the absence of aid conditionalities and prescriptions from institutions such as the International 

Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank (WB), Somaliland has chosen a system of free market 

economy, a system that seems to fully agree with the entrepreneurial character of its inhabitants. 

During its post-civil war period, peace was secured through a general and voluntary 

demilitarizing of society, minimum international assistance, and no foreign troops presence. An 

area that proved more difficult, but also gave more reason to be hopeful about the self-help 

attitude of Somaliland, was the reconstruction it undertook from the rubble without recognition.  4

In 1991, there were no educational institutions operating in Somaliland, reiterating the uneven 

Somaliland an African Success Story by Edna Aden Ismail, G8 Arena.4



development of the country and the Barre regime’s neglect of the north (Bradbury, 2008: 165 & 

169). Amoud University in the city of Borama is a good example of a convergence of resources 

between the Diaspora, the private and the public sector, and its success has inspired confidence 

in self-help projects elsewhere in the country (Ibid). Since 1995, the country prides itself on the 

inauguration of six new universities (Eubank, 2010: 7). 

Perhaps the most dramatic achievements have been in the business sector and service industries 

such as the airlines, hotels, restaurants, money transfer companies, and telecommunications. 

Somaliland enjoys some of the cheapest telephone services in Africa. In Hargeisa, the renowned 

hotels, Mansoor and Ambassador have both contributed to increased employment for the 

residents of their respective locations. These kinds of locally inspired and financed projects 

increase the sense of ownership and pride, as well as provide employment opportunities for 

many people. Furthermore, the coalition between society and government in areas of 

development encourages a strong social contract and is more likely to produce sustainable 

projects than NGO or donor driven projects.  

Somaliland’s international sceptics have never stopped to doubt that such a ‘sub-national’ entity 

could be organized to manage a local economy, engage in international trade, provide basic 

services, enforce law and order, and safeguard the protection of its civilians (Bradbury, 2008: 

137). This is a testament to the socio-political resilience of a political system based on a 

productive economy, rather than rent, and a testament to the capacity of the social fabric to 

recover in an environment of tension and conflict (De Waal, 2007: 4).  

P.T Bauer (1981) raises an interesting by-product of aid, which can be said to undermine the 

importance of self-help. He argues that aid pauperizes the recipients, as it tends to perpetuate 

ideas that are unfavourable to material development. For example, the inflow of aid lends 

support to the idea that one’s fortunes are dependent on the rich, governments, and foreigners 

leading them to ‘expect success without achievement’ (Ibid: 107). In the case of many African 

countries, incompetent governments have denied their people the social and economic conditions 

to develop themselves. The inflow of aid dilutes the African people’s struggle or self-help to 

develop their virtues, and it perverts the social contract between government and its citizen. One 



can argue that aid inflows deduct from the equation the African struggle to cultivate their own 

prosperity as a result of the pauperization impact highlighted by Bauer. Fortunately, it seems that 

Somaliland has inadvertently bypassed such traps through its lack of access to foreign aid.   

Role of the International Community 

It would be naïve to claim Somaliland has no need for the outside world. However, the absence 

of legal recognition does not have to become a real barrier to achieving prosperity and a viable 

nation-state. On the other hand, the deterministic nature of prevailing international norms (i.e. 

attitude to de facto states) essentially have the outcome of suppressing the existence of locally 

bred institutions which nurture local legitimacy and can in fact advantage international society 

through offshoot benefits.  There needs to be less of a narrow expectation of linear 5

developments and more room for a pluralistic world with varying political communities with 

different norms and practices. Discussion of governance in international policy agenda often lead 

to perspectives which view governance as a ‘catch all’ concept because there is too much 

emphasis on governance as denoting ‘what is done’ rather than seeing it as a process or, ‘how 

things are done’ (Court, 2006: 1). Governance can also encompass the relations between state 

and society therefore discussion of governance solicits a wider appreciation than just 

government. This brings emphasis to the view that governance is contextual and international 

donors would do well from bypassing their limited understanding or interpretations of 

governance in order to appreciate emerging polities.  

Somaliland is a case in point of a country that has adapted to prevailing international practises 

but has successfully amalgamated these with local influence. (Bradbury, 2008: 223). Somaliland 

is undertaking an organic state transformation, which blends tradition with the modern (Harris 

and Foresti: 2011). The country has drawn on centuries old kin-based system  to develop its own 6

tailored systems of governance. Traditional elements in Somaliland’s governance system, which 

 For an interesting discussion of de facto states and the positive benefits they can offer see Scott Pegg, ‘De Facto 5

States in the International System’ Institute of International Relations(The University of British Columbia1998).

I.M. Lewis’s, A Pastoral Democracy: A Study of Pastoralism and Politics among the Northern Somali of the Horn of 6

Africa(Lit Verlag, Germany, 1999) remains a key contributory text in understanding Somali kinship society and 
provides the most comprehensive account of Somali ethnography.



have offered legitimate foundations include the application of Shari’a Law and the Beel system. 

(Harris and Foresti, 2011: 7-8). The latter has facilitated law and order to be restored in 

Somaliland and government institutions reconstructed to a level where a new constitution could 

be erected (WSP, 2005: 81).  It is argued that these factors amongst others have facilitated the 

emergence of a legitimate state.  7

In the spirit of ‘assisting’ Somaliland’s democratisation process, the international community has 

played a key role through the financing of the elections. The National Electoral Commission is 

funded 79% (NEC). Given this substantial input, it is unsurprising that there has been a push 

towards constitutional reforms as well attempts to set election schedules. This type of donor 

involvement is not unique within the African context. The literature, which sees elections as a 

key element of democratisation tends to place emphasis on the elites or the external actors 

funding them, rather than the ordinary people’s actual influence in the process. When the norms 

of democracy are not embedded in the society it aims to flourish in, through lack of political 

awareness and education, elections will continue to be cosmetic and lack sustainability. Also, 

there is the issue of how central elections are to democratic transitions? In some skeptical 

literature, there is the suggestion of a façade of electoral processes to please donors. So, elections 

are used as a procedural tactic by the leadership, and this does not always produce beneficial 

outcomes for the ordinary citizens.  

The issue of (non) recognition poses a genuine paradox for any observer keen to see Somaliland 

flourish by its own capacity. As revealed by the quotes above, one can understand the validity of 

such arguments. However, the normative focus of the paper is the special circumstance in which 

lack of recognition has awarded Somaliland an opportunity to stylise its internal dynamics and 

also maintain a firm monopoly over the course of its destiny. The fact that Somaliland, 

previously British Somaliland Protectorate, existed as a separate entity to ex-Italia Somalia and 

enjoyed independence, albeit short-lived, indicates that the people of Somaliland are not short of 

nation-hood. Their separate history and the struggles of the civil war have done much to inscribe 

As defined by Pierre Englebert a legitimate state is when its structures have developed internally to its 7

own society and there is some level of historical continuity to its institutions (Lynne Rienner, London, 
2000) p.5. 



a certain political and social identity, which they hang on to despite the world’s refusal to 

acknowledge their existence. The arduous circumstance of war and destruction has forced people 

to come together and re-establish attachments to their homeland. Based on these observations, 

one does not foresee a situation in which Somaliland voluntarily or peacefully gives up its 

identity, again. However, while it may seem otherwise, non-recognition may be sowing the seeds 

that may help Somaliland to prove all its critical bystanders wrong, and prepare for a brighter 

empirical future. Good governance derives from a strong social contract and good leadership, 

which then, can produce good policies. If Somaliland perfects these endogenously, recognition 

will only be a legal attribute rather than being an essential element of its foundational 

development.  

Conclusion  
“Ama buur ahaw ama buur ku tirso” Somali Proverb 

(Either be a mountain or lean on one) 
Whilst there is a case for recognition, this paper is more focused on extracting what positive 

lessons can be learned to inform global public policy regarding good governance and 

development. My normative focus of concern is the citizenries of African states whose hostile 

conditions are often accredited to almost anything but the actions of national governments, 

particularly leadership failures, and more contentiously the aid system which sustains them. This 

brings me to the audacity of autonomy provided by unlikely elements  in Somaliland, where a de 8

facto government finds itself in an ambivalent position. The key players in Somaliland’s 

development are the citizens and the Diaspora making them self-interested stakeholders of the 

peace and progress in their country. This makes endogenous developments society-driven and 

not donor driven, as is often the case with the superficiality of democracy induced by aid 

conditionalities and debt relief across much of Africa. In this case, the government is forced to 

develop its empirical statehood because its financial and popular support derives primarily from 

its more natural base, citizens. It is important for the people of Somaliland to partake in the 

foundational construction of their country in order to have a bigger stake in their society and 

Somaliland gave up its short lived independence which was ‘granted’ by the international community for a Pan-8

Somali vision but after certain events, it finds itself looking to regain its de jure status in a process of negotiation 
between state and society in one hand, and state and international community on the other.



foreign aid poses the risk of diluting these interests. The positive environment this creates is 

conducive for the kind of empirical statehood which remains elusive across Africa to emerge. 

Furthermore, it elicits the sort of political will that is vital for good leadership, an indispensable 

component of good governance, and more importantly something that money (in this case 

foreign aid) cannot buy. In Somaliland, it can be said that the empirical horse of statehood, albeit 

unsophisticated, is before the cart or juridical recognition.  

The fact that Somaliland can have the audacity to be autonomous given its political and 

development circumstances says much about little granted titles such as ‘sovereign’,‘ 

democratic’, ‘developed’ etc. Instead Somaliland forces us to reconsider our deterministic 

outlooks about governance and development. It would be naive to assert that political 

communities can simply exist in their own bell jars without a need from the outside world, 

hence, why an indefinite non-recognition stance is not taken. With an increasing 

interconnectedness and interdependence in political and economic spheres, Somaliland can 

benefit from becoming integrated. But, it would be the ideal situation for Somaliland to penetrate 

the international political and economic realm with a strong robust foundation that can withstand 

the negative aspects of this integration. Somaliland has shown that it is capable of self-rule and 

self-management and in the ‘spirit’ of assisting another; the international community, through its 

engagements, should not serve to devalue Somaliland’s achievements but enhance them. This 

paper simply uses the latter as a case study to flesh out the positive achievements that have 

manifested without the archetypal measures established in the international system and 

characterize the donor-recipient relationship in Africa.  

As the Somali proverb above suggests, Somaliland may either carry on standing on its own feet 

and in this process perfect crucial internal dynamics, or place itself at risk of becoming yet 

another failed African tale. Of course, Somaliland faces many challenges akin to its regional 

neighbors such as dependency on external assistance, be it technical or financial. However, it has 

already achieved a lot to spearhead a renewed thinking on how the international community 

should engage with postcolonial states in Africa. On the part of the international community and 

regional actors, Somaliland’s existence should not be viewed as upsetting the globally accepted 



norms and standards, but rather be welcomed to contribute to the formation of new ideas about 

state-building and development trajectories. A constantly transforming world requires 

regenerative approaches. 
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