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Introduction 

 Since the 1648 Peace of Westphalia, the international order has been predicated on the 

central role of the nation-state. The contemporary Westphalian system generally defines the state 

as an entity with established geographic borders, a relatively stable population, a government 

that can control both these borders and this population, and is recognized by other states as 

sovereign. Since the end of the Second World War as civil struggles overtook international 

conflicts as the most common types of war, secessionist movements have proliferated, becoming 

the most pervasive, longest, and bloodiest form of warfare. Despite this reality, only about one 

third of secessionist movements ever result in full independence and statehood (Coggins). 

 The self-declared independent republic of Somaliland seceded from Somalia May 18, 

1991 following the collapse of the central government of Somalia. Despite widespread 

recognition that Somaliland has functioned successfully as a de facto state for over two decades, 

full and formal participation in the international order has been slow in coming for the former 

British protectorate. This paper seeks to examine the challenges facing Somaliland independence 

in the contemporary global political climate. First examining the historical evolution of an 

independent Somaliland in the context of international legal principles surrounding self-

determination, this paper will subsequently explore a similar case to Somaliland, the path of 

Kosovo to internationally recognized independence as a participant in the global political order. 

Finally, this paper will conclude by investigating what appears to be the greatest obstacle to 

formal Somaliland independence, recognition by the international community.  

International Legal Principles 

The protectorate of British Somaliland gained independence from colonial rulers June 26, 

1960 and became the State of Somaliland which it remained for five days. In that time, the State 

of Somaliland was granted formal recognition by thirty-five states, among them the five 



permanent members of the United Nations Security Council. On July 1, 1960, Italian Somaliland 

gained colonial independence, after ten years as UN Trusteeship Territory, which united with the 

State of Somaliland to form the Somali Republic.The merger of the Republic of Somalia was 

achieved through an internal treaty; ratification of the treaty, however, was marred by 

irregularities. Although authorities in Somaliland drafted a treaty, approved it through the 

northern legislature, and sent it to the southern capital of Mogadishu for approval, this treaty was 

never adopted. Instead, the southern legislature drafted the Act of Union, a distinct treaty which 

was ratified by the national legislature as retroactively binding for the entire Republic in 1961. 

This was succeeded by a national referendum on the proposed constitution which further 

entrenched the divergence between the two units, as the southern electorate voted in favour and 

the northern electorate voted against the constitution which was passed (Roethke; Somaliland 

and the US ‘Kosovo Syndrome’; Somaliland Time for African Union Leadership).  

 The international legal order addresses state secession indirectly through the principle of 

self-determination. Although scholars are in agreement that the right to self-determination 

ensures colonized peoples may form states independent of their colonial rulers, the principle is 

less clear with regard to secession from post-colonial states. The Declaration on the Granting of 

Independence to Colonial Countries and Peoples is predicated on the principle of self-

determination for the justification of decolonization. Uti possidetis, the use of colonial 

boundaries to form independent states, was a principle supported by the Organization of African 

Unity, known today as the African Union (AU), in 1964. The contemporary African Union 

continues to maintain the position that its member states respect the borders with which they 

achieved independence (Hassan and Al Rasheedy; Martin; Roethke). Although the State of 

Somaliland fulfils this requirement, the swift merger of the Somali Republic complicates the 

argument. 

 The completion of decolonization did not, however, eliminate the principle of self-

determination; remedial secession is a right supported by many scholars of international law. The 

legal justification for this concept is largely derived from United Nations General Assembly 

resolutions, among them the Declaration on Principles of International Law concerning Friendly 



Relations and Co-operation among States, adopted October 24, 1970 (United Nations). Remedial 

secession provides protection for peoples who are unable to realize the right to self-

determination within a state and peoples subject to extreme internal persecution such as gross 

violations of fundamental human rights. Whilst affirming the territorial integrity of states, the 

Declaration contains a safeguard provision which places conditions on this affirmation. The 1993 

United Nations World Conference on Human Rights reiterates the condition that a government 

must protect the principles of equal rights and self-determination for all peoples within the state 

without qualifications of any kind. Hence, the suggestion is that peoples unable to exercise these 

rights within the state may exercise them through secession (Martin; Roethke). 

 The notion of remedial secession may apply to the people of Somaliland in a number of 

ways. The inauspicious constitutional foundations of the Somali Republic suggest violations of 

the right to self-determination for the people of Somaliland. The basis of the union was a treaty 

ratified without the participation of the northern legislature and made retroactively binding for 

the entire republic, followed by a constitutional referendum rejected by this population and yet 

imposed upon it through the strength of the southern vote. The subsequent dictatorship of Major 

General Mohamed Siyad Barre, October 21, 1969 – January 21, 1991, impacted the second 

aspect of remedial secession, gross violations of fundamental human rights. The latter years of 

Barre’s dictatorship resulted in the formation of the Somali National Movement (SNM), one of a 

growing number of internal movements aimed at toppling the dictatorial regime. As the regime 

destabilized throughout the 1980s, the SNM expanded its armed incursions from Ethiopia in the 

Somaliland region. The central government responded with increasingly draconian measures to 

control the region, including rampant human rights violations culminating 1988 in indiscriminate 

raids and bombing campaigns killing 50,000 and displacing 750,000 more (Bryden; Somaliland 

and the US ‘Kosovo Syndrome’). As per the principle of remedial secession, the people of 

Somaliland unable to exercise self-determination within the existing state and facing extreme 

persecution sought these rights externally through secession, declaring the independent Republic 

of Somaliland May 18, 1991.  



 Somaliland may face a number of challenges in pursuing international legal principles in 

the case for its secession. First and foremost, rights to secession are not directly addressed in 

international law; rather secession is discussed and managed through the principles of territorial 

integrity and right to self-determination. As mentioned previously, Uti possidetis, the principle 

protecting colonial borders for the formation of new states, may be impacted by the brevity of 

the independent experience for the State of Somaliland using pre-existing colonial borders. 

Moreover, the case for remedial justice may be met with the reality that the Barre dictatorship 

was oppressive to multiple groups across the Somali Republic, ultimately resulting in the 

outbreak of civil war. Somalilanders, although unique in experiencing focussed full scale military 

action by the central government, were not unique in suffering oppression or even human rights 

violations from the dictatorial regime. Additionally, the people of Somaliland reverted to the 

colonial boundaries of the state following the collapse of the Barre government. While the people 

of Somaliland faced challenges to their right to self-determination from the foundation of the 

Somali Republic, it was not until the dictatorship of Major General Mohamed Siyad Barre that 

they were subject to gross violations of their fundamental human rights. As such, the declaration 

of an independent republic following the ousting of that administration may be perceived as 

distinct from a directly reactionary measure to the denial of basic rights.  

Case of Kosovo 

 The contemporary history of contested statehood in Kosovo is a close parallel to the case 

of Somaliland. Decades of oppression and subsequent clashes between the Kosovo Liberation 

Army (KLM) and government forces culminated in a campaign of ethnic cleansing February 

1998. Serbian paramilitary police targeted Kosovo Albanians, killing 10,500 and displacing 

850,000 more. The violence prompted international response, leading to 78 days of NATO 

strikes against military targets in the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (renamed Serbia and 

Montenegro in 2003, then Serbia in 2006) initiated on March 24, 1999. The resultant withdrawal 

of central government forces from Kosovo gave rise to the functioning of Kosovo as a de facto 

protectorate under the administration of UNMIK, the United Nations Mission in Kosovo, 

effectively inhibiting the central state authority’s capacity to govern the region. Following the 



adoption of a constitutional framework in 2001 and several rounds of failed negotiations, Kosovo 

made a unilateral declaration of independence February 17, 2008 (Martin; Papadimitriou and 

Petrov). 

 The similarities between the cases of Kosovo and Somaliland are numerous. In each case 

atrocities impacting hundreds of thousands of civilians were committed by the parent state as a 

result of internal movements for the right to self-determination. This led to a situation in which 

the parent state was no longer able to govern the region and a unilateral declaration of 

independence revealed a de facto state which satisfies Article 1 of the Montevideo Convention 

on the Rights and Duties of States (1933): “[t]he State as a person of international law should 

possess … a) a permanent population; b) a defined territory; c) government; and d) capacity to 

enter into relations with other states” (International Conference of American States in 

Montevideo). Political milestones were achieved in 2001 when Kosovo adopted a constitutional 

framework (Papadimitriou and Petrov) and Somaliland passed a constitutional referendum 

(Bryden).  

With parent states claiming sovereignty over the self-declared independent countries, both 

Kosovo and Somaliland fulfill the characteristics of contested statehood, demonstrating all three 

conditions according to Papadimitriou and Petrov (2012). 

1. “An internationally recognized state authority (as 

expressed by full membership of the UN) cannot 

maintain effective control over its respective territory (or 

parts of), either as a result of an ongoing conflict or its 

profound disconnection with the local population. 

2. The de facto governing authority of a contested territory 

has declared independence, but it does not command full 

diplomatic recognition by the international community 

as expressed by full membership of the UN. 

3. The capacity of an internationally recognized or a de 

facto government to exercise authority is severely 



compromised due to the weakness of its state apparatus, 

either because of poor resources or complications in the 

const i tu t ional ar rangement underpinning i t s 

operation” (749).  

 Arguably the most important similarity between Kosovo and Somaliland is the formal 

stance of representatives of independent supranational bodies to their claims of statehood. In 

March 2007, UN Special Envoy for Kosovo Martti Ahtisaari concluded in his Security Council 

report endorsed by Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon, that the only viable option for Kosovo was 

independence. Ahtisaari determined that independence was the only feasible way to ensure 

Kosovo political stability and economic viability, whereas continuing uncertainty was 

threatening democratic development and ethnic reconciliation. The UN Special Envoy described 

Kosovo as a unique case demanding a unique solution (UN Envoy on Kosovo’s Status says 

‘Independence is the Only Option’). Similarly, a 2005 African Union fact-finding mission in 

Somaliland concluded that the situation is a unique case which should not be equated with 

“opening a Pandora’sbox” (Somaliland Time for African Union Leadership-Executive Summary 

and Recommendations). The mission further found that Somaliland’s case is self-justified in 

African political history and “the AU should find a special method of dealing with this 

outstanding case at the earliest possible date” (Somaliland Time for African Union Leadership-

Executive Summary and Recommendations).The AU mission and the UN Envoy report 

recommend favourable consideration and outright support for independence respectively. Each 

was appointed by an authority made up of member states with diverging opinions on the matters. 

However, a formal decision by the International Court of Justice may have the greatest impact on 

these claims of statehood.  

 In October 2008, following Kosovo’s unilateral declaration of independence, Serbia filed 

a request through the United Nations General Assembly for an advisory opinion on the 

declaration from the International Court of Justice (Jubilant Kosovo, Chastened Serbia). On the 

22nd of July, 2010, the court delivered its decision with a vote of ten to four; Court of Justice 

president Hishashi Owada announced “international law contains no prohibition on declarations 



of independence” (Beaumont, ¶3). In the first case regarding a unilateral declaration of 

independence before the International Court of Justice, the Court ruled that Kosovo’s declaration 

did not violate international law (Beaumont; Jubilant Kosovo, Chastened Serbia). The 

implications of this decision are staggering; declaration of independence has been formally 

deemed a legal act. Nevertheless, the Kosovo experience of unilaterally declared independence 

contains at least one major factor distinguishing it from the case of Somaliland secession, the 

long-term central role of international forces.  

Failure to comply with United Nations Security Council Resolution 1199 to cease all 

security force action against the civilian population in Kosovo prompted the 1999 NATO 

military intervention in the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia. Following the 78-day bombing 

campaign, United Nations Security Council Resolution 1244 called for the establishment of 

significant autonomy and self-government in Kosovo, putting in place the administration of the 

UN Mission in Kosovo (Martin). The 2007 report by the UN Special Envoy in Kosovo was 

developed as a part of his mission to oversee the future status process for Kosovo and the 

comprehensive proposal outlined details such as the necessary transitional period, the required 

international civilian and military presence, a legislative structure, and a timeline for democratic 

turnover (UN Envoy on Kosovo’s Status says ‘Independence is the Only Option’). Kosovo’s 

unilateral declaration of independence came eleven months later and the UN General Assembly 

request for an advisory opinion from the International Court of Justice came eight months after 

that. Somaliland has never experienced this level of attention or intervention. Today Kosovo 

receives partial international recognition, dividing the UN Security Council and General 

Assembly, whilst garnering the support of the major Western powers.  

Stephen D. Krasner (2013) describes Somaliland as “a small and not very important 

place” (173); this is a concise way of framing one of Somaliland’s major challenges, lack of 

international support. In Kosovo on the other hand, international intervention through the EU, the 

UN, and NATO has stopped the parent state attack, established autonomous rule, and then 

buoyed unilateral secession on the grounds of maintaining peace and security in the region, 

namely Europe. In its path to secession Somaliland has faced the challenge of going it alone. 



Though this may have its strengths, the lack of international involvement in the process is likely 

reflected in the lack of international support for the result. International intervention creates 

international stakeholders, and a challenge for Somaliland has been that foreign interests appear 

to have the luxury of effectively ignoring the situation. The case for Somaliland recognition may 

be similar to that of Kosovo, but the path has been very different as Somaliland is not currently 

formally recognized by any member state of the United Nations.  

Somaliland Secession Geopolitics 

Despite the terms of international law and the norms of the international system, the 

single most important factor in distinguishing between successful and failed state secession is 

external acceptance. The Westphalian order demands mutual sovereign recognition among states 

of the international system (Coggins). Hence, the most important challenges to Somaliland 

independence are the impediments to its recognition. Unfortunately there is no obvious pattern 

for the external recognition of statehood (Coggins); in fact, Krasner (2013) describes recognition 

as ‘organized hypocrisy’.  While the norms and principles surrounding territorial integrity and 

state sovereignty are used as a guideline to coordinate the behaviour of states and defend or 

challenge individual policies, violations are not particularly exceptional. And although common 

wisdom in international relations is that states are self-interested, acting upon their own political 

motivations in questions of sovereignty, they do not exist in a vacuum. States rarely recognize 

unilaterally. States are interdependent and the strategic interactions amongst them must be 

considered (Coggins).  

Regardless of inconsistencies, state secession is a tough sell in the international 

community. As the subjects and beneficiaries of international law, home states have the distinct 

advantage. The principles of territorial integrity and state sovereignty continue to be highly 

regarded and statesmen are often loath to directly interfere in these domestic affairs outside of 

their own boundaries (Martin). As demonstrated by the UN Special Envoy to Kosovo’s emphasis 

on the uniqueness of the situation and the AU mission in Somaliland’s affirmation that support 

for Somaliland independence should not be equated with opening a Pandora’s box, there is 

significant concern about setting a precedent through recognition of state secession. The global 



political realities surrounding the case for separation are central, and while the backing of global 

powers the US and the EU is critical, the established premise for the international recognition of 

secessionist states is that they must first be recognized by regional bodies (Dilemma of the 

Horn). 

In the case of Somaliland, the dominant regional bodies to consider are the African Union 

and the League of Arab States (commonly referred to as the Arab League). The AU fact-finding 

mission in Somaliland came as a result of a 2005 application for membership by the then 

President of Somaliand Dahir Rayale Kahin. The mission produced a favourable report 

advocating a special status for Somaliland which is described as an outstanding case (Somaliland 

Time for African Union Leadership-Executive Summary and Recommendations), and several 

AU members including Sub-Saharan powers South Africa and Nigeria had indicated readiness to 

recognize the state (Dilemma of the Horn). Nevertheless, the Union continues to identify 

Somalia as a single unified republic (Somaliland Time for African Union Leadership-Executive 

Summary and Recommendations). The challenge in seeking support for secession from the 

African Union is that secessionist challenges on the continent abound. As preoccupied as the 

international community is with the fear of creating a precedent for state secession, particularly 

as a result of unilateral declarations of independence, African statesmen have reason to be the 

most reluctant. The AU has thus far been inclined to maintain the status quo. Additionally, Egypt 

a major African power has long been in vehement opposition to Somaliland independence.  

 Egypt has long been a proponent of a unified Somalia. Holding a strong position within 

both the African Union and the Arab League, Egypt has been using its influence to promote a 

unified Somali state for decades. At the time of independence in 1960, the Somali Republic 

merged under significant pressure from Egypt and Saudi Arabia, major Arab League influencers 

(Somaliland and the US ‘Kosovo Syndrome’). Since Somaliland’s declaration of independence 

in 1991, Egypt has remained a chief hurdle for the recognition of the self-declared republic; the 

Egyptian leadership has consistently worked against recognition of Somaliland sovereignty by 

the AU and the Arab League. There have been two major reasons cited by Horn of Africa 

political observers for Egypt’s strong opposition: Somaliland’s position as a key Red Sea littoral 



state and more specifically, its relations with Ethiopia. Egypt is cautious of Somaliland’s 

strategic geographic position in the Red Sea/Suez Canal lane of communication. Moreover, 

Somaliland has shown itself capable and willing to provide Ethiopia with Red Sea trade access. 

Egypt and Ethiopia are at odds over the use of the Nile waters. Ethiopia’s position as the source 

of the Blue Nile and an influencer among the riparian states makes it a threat to Egyptian Nile 

dependence. Somaliland’s inherent opposition to Egypt’s strategic interests pose a significant 

challenge to Somaliland’s pursuit of international recognition. The separatist state’s sovereignty 

contests Egypt’s desire to maintain Red Sea dominance and restrict Ethiopian influence. 

Additionally, Egypt’s position with Somalia is strongly backed by Saudi Arabia, an influencer 

particularly among the Gulf States. For members of the Arab League who aspire to Arab unity, 

the breakup of a unified Somali state is unpalatable (Dilemma of the Horn; Egypt Reconsiders its 

Nile Strategy; Howden; Noor; Somaliland's Resurgence a Key to CT War). Somaliland faces the 

challenge of powerful Egyptian opposition in both regional bodies, in addition to the other 

member states’ general aversion to secession.  

One of the strengths of the Somaliland case for independence has also produced a 

significant challenge, the precedent set by Kosovo. The similarities between the situation in 

Kosovo and Somaliland provide a basis for the claim that they should be treated similarly by the 

international community. With Kosovo recognized as independent by about half of the UN 

member states today, including the US and the vast majority of the EU (Krasner), Somaliland 

could benefit from similar consideration. In fact, according to reports in 2006, the United States 

and the European Union were becoming increasingly inclined to support Somaliland’s bid for 

independence. The main regional body had produced a favourable report and strong diplomatic 

links in Washington through Somaliland’s de facto ambassador were garnering interest in the 

nation’s status (Dilemma of the Horn). By 2009 however, this was no longer the case; 

Somaliland was now living in a post-Kosovo world. Following recognition of the unilaterally 

declared independence of Kosovo, the US and the EU had suffered an international backlash 

(Somaliland and the US ‘Kosovo Syndrome’). By August 2008 only 49 of the 192 member states 

of the United Nations had recognized Kosovo’s declaration of independence (Martin). States in 



opposition including China and Russia of the Security Council warned of the dangers of setting a 

precedent. Concern was growing internationally over the recognition of ‘new’ states and the US 

official thinking had moved to the rejection of separatist nations (Somaliland and the US 

‘Kosovo Syndrome’). In pursuing the support of global leaders the United States and the 

European Union, Somaliland is faced with the challenge of overcoming the consequences of the 

unforeseen response to US and EU support for the similar case of Kosovo. In addition to 

overcoming the challenges of appearing small, unimportant, and unsupported (at least formally) 

by regional bodies, the Somaliland leadership must convince American and European Union 

decision-makers that recognition is worth the potential to be faced with the international 

repercussions which they now know are likely.  

Conclusion 

 Few separatist states achieve full independence in the contemporary political system. The 

international legal order benefits the parent state in secessionist conflict through the emphasis on 

territorial integrity. Nevertheless, through the principle of right to self-determination, peoples 

have been able to achieve independence from colonial rulers and, based on the understanding of 

many scholars, continue to be able to seek this right externally when a government fails to 

provide it for all peoples within the state. Somaliland’s pursuit for independence shares many 

similarities with the experience of Kosovo which is recognized by over 100 UN member states 

today. Arguably the single greatest predictor of successful state secession, however, is external 

recognition of independence, for which the established ideal is that recognition first come from 

the regional bodies incorporating the state.  

 Recognition of Somaliland independence is impeded by a number of geopolitical 

challenges. Despite the general aversion to separatist states, Somaliland is challenged by specific 

deterrents to its recognition. Egypt is a powerful dissenter, successfully lobbying the African 

Union, the Arab League, and allies internationally for the promotion of a unified Somali state. 

Somaliland is faced with its inherent opposition to Egypt’s strategic priorities of Red Sea 

dominance and Ethiopian weakness. Additionally, the prevalence of secessionist challenges 



throughout Africa and the distaste for separation within the Arab League present Somaliland with 

a few more hurdles. The Kosovo experience, despite providing Somaliland with what appears to 

be a closely related precedent, stands apart because of the unparalleled level of involvement from 

the international community. Moreover, the negative backlash from disapproving states left 

strong supporters, the US and the EU hesitant to repeat history.   

 Somaliland is an outlier in the international system. A de facto democratic state with 

limited international support, it has remained stable in one of the world’s most unstable regions 

for over two decades. Its unconventional political history makes its pursuit of full participation in 

the international order a difficult one, particularly because the parent state has not acknowledged 

Somaliland’s right to secede. The country’s greatest challenge is rallying the formal endorsement 

of international allies. And, as the Somalia government in Mogadishu continues to grow in 

international prominence, this challenge may be greater yet.  

 Despite these challenges Somaliland has made immense strides as a nation. Over the past 

decade, Somalilanders have held internationally observed elections at almost every level of 

government. The young nation is widely recognized as a growing oasis of democracy in the 

turbulent horn of Africa region, maintaining peace and stability since the 1991 declaration of 

independence. Somaliland’s case for internationally recognized independence is further buoyed 

international legal principles relating to secession including Uti posseditis, as the self-declared 

Republic has maintained the colonial borders of the British protectorate of Somaliland, and the 

right to self-determination. Moreover, the 2010 decision of the International Court of Justice 

suggests the state’s right to declare independence is protected by international law. With a parent 

state that is one of the most pervasive instances of state failure in the international system and the 

open support of regional superpower Ethiopia, Somaliland’s external acceptance from 

recognized sovereign states is an increasing possibility.  
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