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Background and Context 

Being in the Horn of Africa, Somaliland is a country that emerged from the ashes of total 

demolition, instability, and annihilation of its state infrastructure. Somaliland has restored its 

independence and statehood to secede from the union with Somalia, which was established on 1st 

of July 1960. It is now functioning for over two decades as a separate state with an 

administration based upon a hybrid system of modern government and the Somali tradition and 

its religious heritage. The freedom, reconstruction, and state-building process of the restored 

nation-state of Somaliland was inclusively partaken by the country’s youth, men and women, old 

and young. The traditional and religious leaders were also taking the lead in its formative days.  

The purpose of this paper is to explore the role of the youth in the restoration of freedom, 

stabilization, reconstruction, and democratization in Somaliland—particularly in its recent 

history. If what Somaliland people had managed to do against the immense challenges inherited 

from the tyranny of Siyad Barre’s regime can be described as an African glittering example, the 

youth in Somaliland should also be hailed as the catalysts of all the stuff that went right.  The 

youth catalyzed the entire process of transforming Somaliland into a functional nation-state 

which is capable of at least responding to the basic needs of its citizens including the 

establishment of law and order and protection, as well as the provision of some of the basic 

public goods which citizens need to establish their lives in a post-conflict environment. 



The youth rebelled and took up the arms to fight against the tyranny of Siyad Barre in the 1980s 

in the rubric of SNM to liberate Somaliland. The youth, though, unfortunately after 

accomplishing that goal, were subsequently used for painful deeds, to shift from being freedom 

fighters to sadistic perpetrators and violators of human rights during the 1991- 1995 period when 

the SNM leaders, including the military found it difficult to maintain peace-and responsible 

governance in the liberated Somaliland. This resulted in generalized conflicts and deadly feuds 

among the SNM politicians. Clan clashes and armed conflicts became part of the people’s lives. 

The youth also became both victims and perpetrators of hostile acts in those days, and the truth is 

they were used by their leaders to engage in them.  

Somaliland in Perspective 

Since declaring its independence from Somalia, Somaliland has established government 

institutions, written its own laws, and held credible elections. A national plebiscite held in May 

2001, overwhelmingly approved the constitution, setting the stage for the establishment of 

democratic rule in Somaliland. The constitution declared Somaliland an independent republic, 

established a bi-cameral national assembly, an independent judicial system, and local level 

governments.  

Presidential elections were held in 2003 and parliamentary ones in 2005. A recent development 

indicating further institutionalization of the democratic practice of conducting periodic universal 

suffrage is the internationally acclaimed presidential election held on 26th June, 2010 which was 

hailed internationally because of the peaceful handover of power by the incumbent to the 

victorious opposition candidate, a rare feat in the African continent (Wall and Kibble: 2012). 

Despite establishment of the minimal democratic structures and systems i.e. written constitution 

and laws, existence of three political parties, relative separation of powers among the three arms 

of government, relatively free press, fair degree of freedom to information and association, and a 

nascent civil society; as well as accompanying actions such as holding (though irregularly) of 

periodic elections to ensure majority rule and change of leadership, still the democratic 



governance remains a nascent but budding phenomenon in Somaliland society, hence, generally 

a low but growing level of understanding of human and democratic/civil rights, especially among 

the youth and women.  

Social, economic, and political concerns of marginalized groups, are slowly gaining recognition 

through increasing participation of the groups in centers and processes of decision-making, 

though Systemic barriers are still real and a concern to the realization of a just and democratic 

Somaliland society. 

In this paper, ‘youth’ is considered to be between the ages of 15 to 35 years. This age category 

constitutes the largest majority of Somaliland’s population. As a fast-growing population, 

Somaliland people are mostly youthful.  According to the Youth Baseline Survey Report “65% to 

70% of the population is below the age of 30 years”(SONYO Umbrella, 2010).  

If there are currently weaknesses or capacity gaps from which the youth are suffering and are 

consequently deemed not to be qualified to take leadership roles of this country, the elderly 

leadership have to take responsibility for not appreciating the youthful power and energy and to 

prepare them to take the reign of this country.  In my point of view, it is not the age per se, which 

determines the capability and effectiveness for one to assume national-level responsibilities, on 

the contrary, it lies more with the commitment, vision, and leadership aptitude of the individual.  

Hence, this paper votes for the idea of youth being at the front in the political and socio-

economic mainstream leadership of Somaliland as an effective means by which the fundamental 

change and social transformation needed in this society can be attained. 

Exclusion of the Youth from Decision-Making 



In Somaliland, the age of youthfulness and adolescence might be longer than the normal range 

that is globally considered as standard range . The reason is that policy-makers who often draft 1

laws and policies pertinent to the young community resort to reasoning related to the historical 

background of Somaliland. Because the society had undergone severe and tough times, the 

majority of the people spent their youthful age without having the opportunities to learn, work 

and improve. To avoid neglecting this segment of the society who is victim to what this country 

had undergone, policymakers prefer to extend the age of youthfulness to the age of 35 or 40 

years. There is an interesting perspective here. For instance, there is a clear lack of credible data 

on people’s birthdays since most of the people who are in their thirties were not born in 

conventional hospitals. Therefore, it may be difficult to identify one’s exact age, unless the 

individual shows responsibility and avoids falsifying his or her age. 

For the last two decades that Somaliland has been managing its governance, youth were 

excluded from the main leadership spheres in the country. For example, government employees 

number around 19,000 including public agencies . Most of these employees are adults, while 2

only 500 of these elderly staff have been recognized as retired. The national budget  of the 3

government indicates less than 1% of expenditure allocated for the youth population in 

Somaliland. The situation is worsened by the lack of effective policies and plans for youth 

inclusion and participation as well as the lack of resources for promoting the youth cause. Over 

20,000 youth graduated from the high schools while more than 3,000 have been graduating from 

the universities in the last three years. Another large number of youth graduated from the 

universities abroad and return to the country. From the policy perspective, youth’s voice is not 

heard in the processes of policies’ and laws’ formulation.  

 A key speech note made at the YSS Survey Report launching event by the former Chair of SONYO 1

Umbrella 

 Somaliland in Figures, 9th Edition, page 5 of the MONP&D publication in 2012.  2
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The above-described environment, which is not nurturing its young population may complicate 

the situation and result in frustrations and violence in the long run. One of the scenarios this 

particular situation may bring about is that the youth of Somaliland become a liability to the two 

decades achievements of maintaining peace and stability in the country. Hundreds of thousands 

and perhaps over a million youth staying in the country and whose good hopes are fading out 

cannot be guaranteed simply as agents of change and peace building while there is not either the 

will or pragmatic initiatives in place for promoting youth into the socio-economic and political 

mainstreams. Understanding of the negative ramifications of the exclusively elderly-dominated 

leaderships is critical and imperative for significant change in attitudes and policies. Youth as 

critical and energetic human resource should therefore be empowered to participate in the 

decision-making processes of Somaliland. Dr. Adna Adan—a famous politician—speaking at a 

conference in 2012 said: “if we do not utilize the potentiality of our youth today, it will be 

difficult for us to utilize them tomorrow when they are not capable even if the nation is waiting 

for them”. 

Towards a More Effective and Competitive Approach Based on inclusiveness and Merit  

As indicated above, most of the people working for the public sector are aging adults. While the 

public sector is the largest employer, it lacks sound management and energetic and competent 

manpower, both being essential factors of production. We often hear of presidential nominations 

comprising of people who are in their sixties. Questioning of why youth are not considered in 

leading and administering public sector institutions may take you to notice that clan affiliation 

coupled with other subjective preferences are the strongest requirements of holding a public 

office. This lack of sense of good governance breads the clan factor inflation, which further 

weakens sound governance in state institutions. The inflation of the clan factor also impedes 



youth voices to be heard and their agenda considered in the policy and decision-making 

processes of Somaliland.  

Altering our leadership mindset could be the strategy by which we can move towards more 

effective and competitive governance that is both inclusive and merit based, to accommodate all 

sectors of the society. Sound public policy and governance can be promoted through effective 

adherence to the democratic principles which Somaliland adopted and which are embodied in its 

constitution to overcome the structural and negative social policy trends which lead to the 

exclusion of some key sectors of the population from the mainstream and all encompassing 

national development processes. 

Conclusion and Recommendations 

The paper notes down the checkered role of the youth in the contemporary history of Somaliland 

while it is also indicating the youth exclusion and underutilization and is arguing that they should 

be considered as critical agents of change and should be empowered to realize their potentialities 

through socio-economic promotion and political inclusion. The paper is also recommending that 

it is urgent for Somaliland leaders, policymakers, and academia, as well as the civil society and 

activists to recognize the imperativeness of promoting youth for preparing them to take over the 

responsibilities of this nascent state. The paper further appreciates the salient role of youth in the 

past and present positive changes happening in Somaliland and rebukes the lack of attitudinal 

change from the elderly generation to harness the youth power and energy. 

Recommendations: 

o Strong political will from the state for youth promotion and inclusion is fundamental to 

producing strong and active youthful generation. 



o Meaningful implementation of the recently enacted National Youth Policy  can bring 4

effective empowerment programmes on board. 

o Provision of adequate portfolios to the youth in the government: in the executive, 

legislative and judicial bodies; also in other decision-making arenas such as in the 

political parties to promote strengthening youth’s leadership spirit and capacities. 

o Formulation and implementation of pragmatic employment strategies to tackle the serious 

problem of youth unemployment and adventurism especially manifested in the youth 

attraction to “tahreeb” and to growing gang culture in urban areas.  

o Addressing the multiple exclusion of the youth in the rural areas resulting from lack of 

access to education, to employment and therefore to decent living. 

o Promotion of active citizenship and sense of patriotism by addressing the attitudes and 

the behavior of the young generation of this country as key to sustainable development.       
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