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1. Introduction: 

The political history of Somaliland follows a recognizable trajectory from colonialism to 

independence to failed union to dictatorship to self-determination and democratic governance. 

After being a British protectorate since late 1880s, Somaliland became an independent country 

on June 26, 1960. The rest of present-day Somalia, then administered by Italy, became 

independent four days later. By 1st July, 1960, the two states decided to merge. But the northern 

population felt slighted almost from the start, since most of the power went to the South. The 

northern population rejected a referendum on a unitary constitution in July 1961 and, later that 

year, military officers in Hargeisa began an unsuccessful rebellion to reassert Somaliland's 

independence. The military took over the control of the Somali Republic state through a 

bloodless coup and sent to jail the ruling civilian elite, including the last democratically elected 

Prime Minister, Mohamed Ibrahim Egal, together with his ministers. In addition to that, the 

military regime has started repressive policies against northern clans, especially the Isaaq clan, 

and treated its members as second-class citizens.  

In response to the marginalization of the northern population, the Somali National Movement 

(SNM) emerged as an official organization representing northern clans, mainly the Isaaq clan, 

against the backdrop of General Barre’s continued atrocities, summary executions, targeted 

assassinations, arbitrary arrests, expulsions, freezing of commercial activities and above all, mass 

starvation of millions of nomads whose livestock and water points had been destroyed by the 

Government armed forces. SNM’s primary objective was to liberate the former Somaliland 

protectorate from domination of Barre’s dictatorial regime. In May 1988, SNM guerrilla fighters 

attacked major cities of Hargeisa and Burao. After that daring incursion by SNM, the dictatorial 

regime of Siyad Bare responded with utmost disproportional force to bombard civilian targets, 

systematically destroying cities and human habitats and organized executions of the captured as 

attested to by the mass graves dotting all major cities in Somaliland.  



The central purpose of writing this paper is to provide a primer on Somaliland’s history, union 

experience as well as Somaliland’s recovery of its sovereignty. At outset, the paper will briefly 

explain Somaliland’s past history. The paper will also highlight its experience in the 31 years of 

the union and how it has been marginalized. The paper will conclude how Somaliland recovered 

its independence. 

2. Historical background: 

The British created Somaliland protectorate in 1888 as a source of meat for its colony of Aden 

across the Gulf of Aden. Great Britain had signed an agreement with Somali clans inhabiting on 

the coast of what would become British Somaliland. The frontiers of British Somaliland were 

delineated by an 1888 Anglo-French treaty and by an 1894 Anglo-Italian protocol. Following 

this, Somaliland came to existence as a modern, Political-legal entity in 1888. The people of 

Somaliland are homogenous in language, religion (Islam) and customs: Social Pluralism 

manifests itself in clan rather than ethnic cleavages. The majority belongs to the Isaaq Clan-

family sub-divided in to several clans; on the eastern are two clans of the Darood clan-family, 

The Dhulbahante and Warsangelis; on the west two Dir clans, The Gadarbuursi and Issa (Adam, 

2008) 

Although the Somali Peninsula had been partitioned during the European “scramble for Africa” 

between 1888- 1908, the idea of Somali Political unity was on nobody’s lips until the early years 

of World War II. The British Civil affairs had had time to study the problems of administration 

on the ground and concluded that there was an obvious need for the Somali provinces to be 

administered by a central authority with a common policy. Britain’s foreign Secretary, Ernest 

Bevin, took up the notion publicly. He proposed that “British Somaliland, Italian Somaliland and 

the adjacent part of Ethiopia, if Ethiopia agreed, should be lumped together as a trust territory”. 

This was vehemently opposed by Haile Selassie of Ethiopia, the French, and the Italians 

(Somaliland Government Policy, 2001). The subsequent British Government of Harold 

Macmillan was not beholden to this idea and the Haud and Reserved Areas (later popularized as 

the Ogaden) was ceded to Haile Selassie’s imperial Ethiopia in recognition of his support for the 

Allies during World War II. 



From 1941 to 1950, Great Britain established local courts, planning Committees, and the 

protectorate Advisory Council to prepare British Somaliland for self-governance. During the late 

1950, leaders held constitutional meetings in Hargeisa, Burao, and Erigavo, the protectorate’s 

major population centers, to find a balance of power between regions and clans. At the same 

time, political parties began to emerge and coalesce geographically throughout the protectorate. 

Before the decade ended, Great Britain instituted universal suffrage and transferred the majority 

of its executive power to local authorities. In February 1960, British Somaliland held legislative 

Assembly election. On June 26, 1960, Great Britain granted Independence to the Protectorate, 

ending 80 years of colonial rule. More than 38 countries officially recognized Somaliland’s 

independence (Roble, 2008). 

Mohamed Ibrahim Egal (the Leader of the Independence) assumed power as Prime Minister of a 

government lead by his Somali National League (SNL) party. Five days later, on 1st July 1960 

the United Nations Trust Territory of Somalia, which was administered by Italy under a UN 

Mandate, was granted independence and the Somali Youth League (SYL), the independence 

party of the territory assumed power. Somaliland and Somalia united to form the Somali 

Republic on the same date with Egal and three other Somaliland ministers inducted into the new 

Cabinet in the government of the new Republic headed by Adan Abdulla Osman as president 

(Titular Head of State) and Abdurasheed Ali Sharmarke as Prime Minister (the actual Head of 

Government). 

3. Union Experience: 

When Somaliland was granted Independence on 26 June 1960, it threw itself into unity with their 

brothers in Somalia; unity without conditions, which turned out to be unity on unequal terms. 

The northerners conceded the presidency, the Prime Minister position and all key members of the 

cabinet. They accepted unequal representation in the parliament and the location of the capital 

city. It was as if Somalis from the British Protectorate were in Pan-Somali trance. They threw 

themselves headlong into unity at all cost, dispensing insults to anyone advising prudent 

negotiation for unity with equity (Bulhan, 2008). 



Right at the outset, the Somali sense of proportional balance was ignored. The South provided 

the capital city, the anthem, the flag, and the constitution. The inequity started from the 

beginning. According to Hassan Essa Jama, former SNM leader and first Vice President of 

Somaliland, It was not political merger but rather political take over. “The naivety of the political 

leaders of Somaliland in allowing the Southerners to occupy almost all the high offices of state 

inevitably resulted in a political takeover rather than a merger of equals. Soon, Somaliland was 

treated as an administered province and later as an occupied territory”. 

According to unpublished document from Mohamed Ibrahim Egal with regard to the pre-union 

situation, he tells that the people from Somaliland were very emotional in contrast to ex-UN 

Trust Territory “1960, the union between the legal state of Somalia and the legal state of 

Somaliland was driven by an irresistible blind impulse and by pure un-reasoning emotion”.  Egal 

further added that “both the impulsiveness and the emotion were exclusively and solely from 

Somaliland side”.  

As said by Ambassador Mohamed Osman Omer, who originates from South Somalia, in 

examining how the first friction between the two states started, ”The first friction between the 

two newly Independent territories started when Somaliland felt it had raw deal in the distribution 

of government seats allocated to it in the first united government in 1960, when the posts of the 

President and that of the Prime minister were both taken by the “South” while the Prime minister 

of Somaliland, Mohamed Haji Ibrahim Egal, was named Minister. Somaliland regarded this as a 

belittling and humiliating.” (Omer, 2012). 

Somaliland was given 33 seats in a new 123 seat Parliament and the Act of the Union and the 

new Constitution was to be ratified by popular vote through a referendum within two years. The 

new constitution was put to a vote in July 1961, and it was overwhelmingly ratified by majority 

vote in the ex-UN Trust Territory, but was rejected by a solid majority in the ex-British 

Protectorate. Therefore, the people of Somaliland, effectively rendering the Act of Union ultra 

vires, never ratified the Act of Union. This is further explained by Rajagopal an Carrol 

(1992:14) as follows: a) The Union of Somaliland and Somalia by law did not have any legal 

validity in the South b) the approval” in principle” of the Atto de Unione, which was different 



from the above text was legally in adequate; c) the declaration of independence by the 

provisional president was legally invalid since no Act of Union had been signed prior to his 

election, in accordance with the constitution. 

This inequality resulted in disappointment and mistrust from the Northerners (British 

Somaliland) and lead to the first military attempt coup in December 1961 in Sub- Saharan Africa. 

Sandhurst-trained lieutenants of the former (British) Somaliland scouts resented the raw deal the 

northerners were getting. Their purpose was to secede from the Somali Republic and reclaim 

Somaliland independent state, which would obtain the rights denied by the south. 

Within the first year of unity, the euphoria for nationalism waned. Several years later, it turned 

into despair. Ali Sugule’s song in1964 clearly illustrates the public disillusionment and despair. 

The song, which was called, Hidiyo, Hidii, sung with sadness by the talented singer, Shimbir: 

A surge of hope appeared which lured me 

I saw lightning and I woke up startled 

Yet I lost it all and I fell in despair. 

It is important to remember that Somaliland willingly and voluntarily surrendered its sovereignty 

in 1960 without preconditions in the cause of Greater Somalia. In the two wars with Ethiopia 

over the Haud & Reserved Area (Ogaden) in 1964 & 1977/78, the north suffered 

disproportionately in terms of casualties as well as in terms of property and infrastructure 

damage. The Ethiopian air force, and the majority of the property never bombed the south and 

assets (primarily vehicles and livestock) destroyed during these wars were northern-owned. In 

addition, during these wars, the public in the north was seized with a nationalistic fervor that 

overtook rational thought, young men volunteered to fight, older men donated whatever they 

could, and women pawned their jewelry for the war efforts.  

In contrast, during both wars, life went on pretty much as normal in the south and there were not 

the scenes of mass nationalist fervor that were witnessed in Hargeisa, Burao, Borama, and 

Berbera. It is fair to say that the popular passion for Greater Somalia was much hotter in the ex-

Protectorate than in the ex-Trust Territory. This could be explained, at least partly, by the 



experience that the south had of some limited, self-government for ten years prior to 

independence, whereas, the experience of self rule was new to the north. However, it could 

equally be that northerners are more nationalistic, or more easily roused by nationalist 

sentiments, than southerners (Egal, 2002). 

In the context of the union experience between Somaliland and Somalia, it is also important to 

note that during the 31 years of union development infrastructure constructed in the north was 

minuscule compared to the south. The only industrial projects built in the north during this time, 

was the cement factory in Berbera, which had to be sited there since the raw materials for the 

factory were easily available there. By comparison, all the development efforts were 

concentrated in the south, whether they comprised construction of roads, schools, hospitals or 

industrial projects, e.g. the cotton mills, the sugar refinery in Jowhar, and the oil refinery in 

Mogadishu. While this southern bias in government expenditure also prevailed during the 

civilian era, it was modest by comparison with the Siyad Barre’s era, when the bias became more 

marked and overt (Egal, 2002). 

4. Secession Context: 

After defeating Siyad Barre’s army in 1990, the SNM convened a conference in the town of 

Burao in 1991 at which all the northern clans were represented. At this meeting, the 

representatives of the northern clans decided to abrogate the non-ratified Act of Union of 1960 

and re-established Somaliland’s sovereignty.  

The then serving chairman of the SNM, Abdirahman Ahmed Ali (known as “Tuur”) was 

appointed by consensus to be interim president of Somaliland for a period of two years, with the 

SNM’s executive committee serving as his cabinet and the movement’s central committee acting 

as a temporary legislature (Pham, 2012). Their mandate was to govern for two years for the 

country and prepare for elections. Unfortunately, Abdirahaman’s government was not able to 

deliver the expected outcome due to the conflict with SNM leaders, which caused civil wars 

among Somaliland clans. They were Somaliland Elders who pioneered peace deals among 



Somaliland clans during Tawfiiq peace conference and Burco peace conference. It was at this 

stage, when Somaliland elders organized the Borama Conference. 

The national Guurti led by Sheekh Ibrahim Sheekh Yuusuf Sheekh Madar and numbering 150 

individuals from all the northern clans, were keen for the Borama conference to also include a 

cross- section of delegates from all the main Northern clans. In the end, 500 people attended. As 

veteran scholar on Somaliland studies John Drysdale, observes “the Borama conference debated 

a wide range of topics, agreeing on a security framework or ‘peace charter” and national 

constitutional structure. Although it is widely believed that the Borama conference was one of 

the most successful peace building/state building conferences, the government elected in the 

Borama conference was not able to successfully complete its mandate. There had been 

unfortunate civil conflict In Hargeisa and Burao. 

Hargeisa National conference was the most successful peace building conference because it had 

successfully ended the civil wars and constituted a stable government. As Mark Bradbury writes 

“Hargeisa Conference proved to be another watershed political event in Somaliland. Nearly five 

months of deliberations produced a formal cessation of hostilities. Oppositions grievances were 

partially addressed by increasing their share of seats in the two houses of parliament.” In the 

same conference, on 23rd February, 1997, Mohamed Ibrahim Egal and Dahir Rayale Kahin were 

elected as President and Vice president on a joint ticket for a five years term. 

In 1997, the Government of Somaliland headed by President Egal, put a new constitution before 

the people of Somaliland with the aim of establishing the country as a multi-party democracy 

with a Presidential executive system, a bicameral legislature, and an independent judiciary. 

Foreign observers were invited to observe the referendum in order to witness that it was free and 

fair, and to relay to the international community that its results represented the wishes of the 

people of Somaliland. This constitution clearly proclaimed the country’s independence and 

sovereignty over its affairs in Article 1 thereof, and it was overwhelmingly adopted by a ‘yes’ 

vote of 97% of the votes cast. 



Somaliland has successfully conducted four successful elections, which have been witnessed by 

the international community and been declared as free and fair elections. These elections 

contributed the political maturity of Somaliland’s people, as well as their model of democracy 

and state building. 

Although Somaliland has not attained International recognition from the International 

community, Somaliland has fully enjoyed the secession context and is now considered as one of 

the most successful states in the Horn Africa; a full functioning government with all traits of 

democratic governance is in place. 

5. Conclusion: 

One of the reasons that Somaliland united with Somalia was to bring together the five Somalis of 

”Greater Somalia” as one state, unfortunately that dream did not materialize. Northern Frontier 

District of Kenya (NFD) became part and parcel of Kenya, whatever the reasons might be; 

Djibouti became an Independent State, while the Haud and Reserve area was ceded to Ethiopia 

by the colonial treaties. During the 31 years of union, northerners (present Somalilanders) 

experienced and suffered from one of the worst human rights violations after the Second World 

War. More than 50,000 people were killed and 500,000 people were forced to flee from their 

towns.  

In the light of the above-mentioned human rights violations and a long struggle against a brutal 

military regime, the people of Somaliland were finally able to regain their lost independence on 

May 18, 1991. 

Since in 1991, the people of Somaliland have successfully managed a process of reconciliation 

and established a constitutionally based government and have successfully held regular elections. 

The vibrant and functioning democracy that the people of Somaliland have established in their 

country is a reflection of their political maturity and their deep commitment to liberty, 

representative government, and the pursuit of human advancement through peace and 

development.   
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