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Introduction

Somalia’s long-elusive goal of building a stable federal system and holding inclusive
elections faces yet another setback. At the heart of these recurring challenges lies an
unresolved and incomplete constitutional framework that consistently sparks political
friction. While this framework undoubtedly contributes to governance challenges, it
obscures a deeper and more persistent problem: a political culture that prioritizes term
extensions, electoral manipulation, and last-minute improvisation over institutional
development and democratic norms. These persistent disputes erode the legitimacy
and effective functioning of the federal system.

The Federal Government of Somalia’s (FGS) “national consultation” forum in June
2025, subsequent government-opposition talks held until last Sunday’ , and the
breakdowns in communication between the FGS and Federal Member States—
particularly Jubaland and Puntland — have, rather than fostering consensus and
understanding — exposed deeper fractures. Key Federal Member States (FMS),
opposition figures, and other stakeholders have questioned both the legitimacy and
intentions of the FGS’s actions and inactions on election and constitutional matters.?

This commentary examines how the failure to complete the 2012 Provisional
Constitution, coupled with contested amendments, has fuelled Somalia’s current
election-triggered crisis. It argues that a return to constitutionalism — grounded

in the principles of co-governance and consensus — must be the starting point for
overcoming the unfolding political and constitutional impasse. Genuine negotiation
that results in meaningful conciliation is essential to ensuring the country’s long-term
stability.

Provisional Constitution

The 2012 Provisional Constitution was intended to lay the foundation for a unified,
federal Somalia, yet it remains incomplete and contested. Despite the constitution’s
requirement for swift finalization, successive Federal Government of Somalia (FGS)
leaders, starting with President Hassan Sheikh Mohamud’s in 2012, have demonstrably
lacked the political will and commitment to consensus to complete the review process
or resolve core federal questions, allowing these ambiguities to fester and be exploited
for political advantage. These unresolved issues include:*

o The division of powers between the FGS and FMS.
« The distribution of natural resources and revenues.
o The official status and governance model of the national capital Mogadishu.

o The design of a credible, inclusive national electoral system.

1. “Mogadishu Political Talks Delayed amid Disagreements between Government, Opposition,” Hiiraan Online, 11 August, 2025. https://www.hiiraan.com/
news4/2025/Aug/202530/mogadishu_political_talks_delayed_amid_disagreements_between_government_opposition.aspx.

2. “Somalia’s Deepening Divide: Puntland and Jubaland Reject Federal Authority, Urge International Action.” Goobjoog, June 27, 2025. https://en.goobjoog.
com/somalias-deepening-divide-puntland-and-jubaland-reject-federal-authority-threaten-international-action/.

3. “On the Finalization of the Constitutional Review Process in Somalia,” ConstitutionNet, By Mohamed Osman Jawari, 29 September, 2023. https://
constitutionnet.org/news/finalization-constitutional-review-process-somalia.
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This uncertainty has turned every election cycle into a zero-sum contest for power,
characterized by term extensions, ad hoc deals, and at times armed confrontations

— as seen in 2021-2022* in Mogadishu, as well as in 2016 and 2012.° This is not an
anomaly but the latest iteration of a 25-year pattern. Each administration has entered
office with a mandate for reform, only to squander its early momentum, as the failure
to enact electoral laws in the first year of governance has become a defining feature of
Somali politics.

At the sub-national level, FMS leaders across the board have also extended
mandates or manipulated processes. Federal Member States (FMS) have contributed
significantly to the erosion of electoral integrity. In Jubbaland, President Ahmed
Islan Madoobe recrowned himself virtually uncontested, jailed rivals, closed
political space, and amended the constitution to allow indefinite presidential terms.°®
In Puntland, electoral delays and constitutional amendments facilitated multiple
extensions, sparking deadly violence in 2023.” Puntland’s President Said Abdullahi
Deni manipulated electoral processes, denied opposition participation, and sparked
deadly violence in 2023. These leaders now lack the moral authority to advocate for
free and fair elections at the federal level, having rigged their own local contests in
the most brazen fashion. In Jubaland, the FGS rejected the 2019% and 2023° electoral
processes, deepening mistrust that has periodically flared into armed confrontation
over the past three federal terms. Furthermore, a culture of political obstructionism
has taken root in some federal member states, where their default position appears to
be opposing federal government proposals, resulting in a polarized and fragmented
political landscape. The result is a persistent culture of “constitutional improvisation”
at all levels, leaving Somalia vulnerable to instability and poor governance.

Deterioration in FGS-FMS Relations

Over the past five weeks, relations between the FGS and the Jubaland and Puntland
administrations have sharply deteriorated, with clashes in Gedo," a high-profile arms
seizure in Puntland", and Puntland’s opposition to a decision to include the Sanaag
region as part of the newly-established Northeastern State.”? These developments
underscored how unresolved constitutional disputes can quickly translate into
dangerous political and security confrontations.

4. “Somalia Election Stalemate Triggers Violence.” Voice of America (VOA News), April 25, 2021. https://www.voanews.com/a/africa_somalia-election-
stalemate-triggers-violence/6205048.html.

5. Democracy Delayed and Diminished, Risks and possibilities for Somalia’s 2016 political transition.” Safeworld. https://www.saferworld-global.org/
downloads/pubdocs/democracy-delayed-and-diminished-somalia-2016---final.pdf

6. “Jubaland Parliament Abolishes Term Limits, Extends Presidential Terms” Mustagbal Media,” July 3, 2024. https://mustagbalmedia.net/en/jubaland-
parliament-abolishes-term-limits-extends-presidential-terms/.

7. “Lessons from the Missed Opportunity in Puntland’s Polls” International Crisis Group, March 12, 2024. https://www.crisisgroup.org/africa/horn-africa/
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8. “Battle for Jubbaland Escalates as Federal Government Declares New Jubbaland Parliament ‘Illegal,” Hiiraan Online, 19 August, 2019. https://hiiraan.com/
news4/2019/Aug/165219/battle_for_jubbaland_escalates_as_federal_government_declares_new_jubbaland_parliament_illegal.aspx.
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news4/2024/Nov/199070/federal_government_rejects_ahmed_madobe_s_re_election_as_jubbaland_president.aspx.

10. “SNA and Jubbaland Forces in Heavy Clashes in Gedo.” FTL Somalia, February 5, 2025. https://www.ftlsomalia.com/sna-and-jubbaland-forces-in-heavy-
clashes-in-gedo/.

11. “Vessel Seized by Puntland Was Carrying Weapons for Mogadishu Arms Dealers — Official,” July 23, 2025. https://hornobserver.com/articles/3417/Vessel-
Seized-by-Puntland-Was-Carrying-Weapons-for-Mogadishu- Arms-Dealers-Official.

12. “Puntland Rejects New Northeast Somalia Administration, Calling It Politically Divisive,” Hiiraan Online, 2 August, 2025. https://www.hiiraan.com/
news4/2025/Aug/202428/puntland_rejects_new_northeast_somalia_administration_calling_it_politically_divisive.aspx.
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Gedo Clashes

Repeated clashes between FGS and Jubaland forces in Beled-Hawo and Dolow have

left dozens of dead, including a senior Jubaland police commander.” Fighting escalated
from late July, when federal forces seized Beled-Hawo after days of combat.'* This was
condemned by Jubaland as an attack on regional authority and defended by Mogadishu
as necessary for security."”

Skirmishes resumed in early August, with both sides accusing each other of
provocation.' The standoft reflected unresolved disputes over control, security
responsibilities, and Somalia’s federal structure, leaving the situation tense and volatile.

Notably, the current administration’s approach in Gedo mirrors actions President
Mohamud strongly opposed when in opposition from 2021-2022, during which he
argued that the dispute required dialogue and that unilateral federal intervention
undermined local dignity and governance."’

Puntland and the FGS: Drifting Apart

On 18 July 2025, Puntland’s Maritime Police Force intercepted a vessel carrying
Turkish-marked armored vehicles, mine-resistant trucks, anti-aircraft guns, and
ammunition. Puntland claimed the vessel had been loitering in its territorial waters and
posed a security threat. The FGS accused Puntland of piracy, insisting the shipment was
legally authorized under a defense agreement with Turkey and bound for the Turkish-
operated Camp TURKSOM in Mogadishu. Following tense negotiations, including
direct engagement by Turkish diplomats, Puntland ultimately handed the vessel and
cargo to Turkish officials.”® The incident ignited sharp exchanges between the FGS and
Puntland over sovereignty and jurisdiction.”

Tensions escalated further on 30 July 2025, when delegates in Laas Caanood announced
the creation of the Northeastern State (Woqooyi Bari), incorporating Sanaag, which is
claimed by Puntland, into the new state.”

Backed by the FGS, the new administration was presented as part of Somalia’s federal
system, but Puntland denounced it as a destabilizing scheme, insisting these areas fall
under its jurisdiction.”!

13. “Senior Jubaland Police Commander Killed in Clashes with Federal Forces near Kenya Border,” Garowe Online, August 12, 2025. https://www.garoweonline.
com/en/news/somalia/senior-jubaland-police-commander-killed-in-clashes-with-federal-forces-near-kenya-border.

14. “Somali Federal Forces Seize Key Border Town from Jubaland.” | Caasimada Online, July 30, 2025. https://www.caasimada.net/somali-federal-forces-seize-
key-border-town-from-jubaland/.

15. “Jubbaland Government Strongly Condemns Deadly Mortar Attack on Beled Hawo Civilians in Gedo Region.” Radio kismayo, July 25, 2025. https://
radiokismayo.s0/2025/07/25/jubbaland-government-strongly-condemns-deadly-mortar-attack-on-beled-hawo-civilians-in-gedo-region/.

16. “Clashes Flare-up in Beled-Hawo as Federal and Jubbaland Forces Exchange Fire” Goobjoog, August 11, 2025. https://en.goobjoog.com/clashes-flare-up-in-
beled-hawo-as-federal-and-jubbaland-forces-exchange-fire/.

17. Hassan Sheikh Mohamud (@HassanSMohamud) on X (formerly Twitter), February 14, 2021. https://x.com/HassanSMohamud/
status/1361019004601708544.

18. “Somalia’s Puntland Releases Arms Cargo Ship to Turkey.” Turkish Minute, August 5, 2025. https://www.turkishminute.com/2025/08/05/somalias-puntland-
releases-arms-cargo-ship-to-turkey/.

19. “Tensions Escalate between Puntland and Federal Government after Seizure of Turkish-Owned Cargo.” Kaab TV, July 25, 2025. https://en.kaabtv.com/
tensions-escalate-between-puntland-and-federal-government-after-seizure-of-turkish-owned-cargo-ship/.

20. “Tensions and Talks in Lascaanood: SSC-Khatumo Leaders and Federal Officials Deliberate on Regional Government Formation.” Kaab TV, July 27, 2025.
https://en.kaabtv.com/tensions-and-talks-in-lascaanood-ssc-khatumo-leaders-and-federal-officials-deliberate-on-regional-government-formation/.

21. “Puntland Rejects New Northeast Somalia Administration, Calling It Politically Divisive,” Hiiraan Online, 2 August, 2025. https://www.hiiraan.com/
news4/2025/Aug/202428/puntland_rejects_new_northeast_somalia_administration_calling_it_politically_divisive.aspx.
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The move has triggered multilayered disputes — between SSC-Khatumo and
Puntland, between the FGS and Puntland, and within communities in the Sanaag
region, which straddle territories claimed by SSC-Khatumo, Puntland, and
Somaliland.”

Together, the territorial dispute and the arms seizure underscored a deteriorating
relationship between Puntland and the FGS — and between Puntland and the new
Woqooyi Bari state — blending constitutional disagreements with tangible security
flashpoints.

Constitutional Amendments and Electoral Disputes

On 30 March 2024, Somalia’s parliament approved contested constitutional
amendments introducing one-person-one-vote elections, direct presidential voting,
a three-party limit, and expanded presidential powers.” Opposition groups and
Puntland rejected the changes, with the latter withdrawing from the federal process,
and warned that implementing what they termed ‘unilateral constitutional changes’
could lead to the weakening or even disintegration of the federal order.*

The 23 November 2024 Election Law adopted by the FGS further centralized authority
by transferring FMS-run elections — among other powers — to the national electoral
commission, a move widely viewed as unconstitutional under the federal framework.

Civil society and international partners have repeatedly stated that the FGS cannot
change the constitution or design an electoral model unilaterally.

At the same time, the FMS have a history of managing indirect elections that were
neither transparent nor competitive, and a return to such manipulated processes is
equally untenable. Furthermore, it is evident that many leading opposition figures are
presidential contenders, and their current positions are shaped as much by electoral
calculus as by governance principles.

Other Challenges

The launch of President Mohamud’s Justice and Unity political party in May 2025
was seen by critics as an “incumbent vehicle for electoral entrenchment.”” It blurred
the line between state platforms — notably the NCC — and partisan politics,
undermining the council’s credibility as an intergovernmental forum. The perception
that the NCC has become an extension of the ruling party erodes trust in its ability to
broker national consensus.

22. “Somalia’s Govt Forms New State in Territory Claimed by Puntland and Somaliland” Somali Guardian, July 31, 2025. https://somaliguardian.com/news/
somalia-news/somalias-govt-forms-new-state-in-territory-claimed-by-puntland-and-somaliland/.

23. “Somalia’s Parliament Approves Historic Constitutional Amendments.” Voice of America (VOA News), March 30, 2024. https://www.voanews.com/a/
somalia-s-parliament-approves-historic-constitutional-amendments/7549916.html.

24. “Somalia Accused of “Threatening National Unity’ with New Constitution.” The Guardian, April 5, 2024. https://www.theguardian.com/global-
development/2024/apr/05/fears-violence-somalia-constitution.

25. “NCC Rebranded as Ruling Party as President Launches Bid for Reelection” The Somali Digest, May 14, 2025. https://thesomalidigest.com/ncc-rebranded-
as-ruling-party-as-president-launches-bid-for-reelection/.
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Moreover, Somalia’s faltering political dialogue is unfolding against worsening
security. Al-Shabaab has reversed gains made in 2022-23, retaking towns in
Hirshabelle and Galmudug. Federal-state disputes over security responsibilities —
rooted in constitutional ambiguities — have created openings for the group. Recent
setbacks, such as Al-Shabaab’s capture of Moqokori and Mahas in Hiiraan in July
2025, reflect the absence of a clear, constitutionally defined security framework,
effective coordination, and a unified national defense strategy.?®

On April 7, Somalia’s international partners including the African Union Support and
Stabilization Mission in Somalia (AUSSOM), EU, IGAD, Tiirkiye, Uganda, United
Kingdom, United States, and United Nations issued a joint statement that in part read:
“Quick, decisive action by Somali leaders, including on critical national political,
constitutional and electoral matters, would enable further support by partners.””’

Likewise, Somalia’s partners reportedly gave the FGS two months to reach consensus
or risk losing support. A Kampala summit floated the idea of a committee led

by Uganda’s president playing an oversight role in Somalia’s security progress.”
Geopolitical pressure is also mounting. Somaliland lobbyists have urged Washington
to recognize its independence. Asked about the matter in August, U.S. President
Donald Trump said, “We are looking into that right now.” These developments
underscore the urgency of internal cohesion.”

Compromise and Collaboration Needed

The gravity of Somalia’s political, security, socio-economic, and geopolitical challenges
leaves little room for intransigence among political actors. Yet compromise and
collaboration remain elusive. On 10 August, talks between President Mohamud

and federal opposition figures, led by former President Sharif Sheikh Ahmed,

ended without agreement on the next electoral model.* Strikingly, just one day after
this meeting, President Mohamud appeared at an electoral registration centre in
Mogadishu’s Warta-Nabada district—home to Villa Somalia— sending a pointed
message to the opposition.”’ President Mohamud’s current push for one-person, one-
vote elections in the final nine months of his term exemplifies this pattern [of delayed
action]. If the president were genuinely committed to electoral reform, he had three
years to pilot a credible municipal election in Mogadishu.

26. “Al-Shabaab Seizes Mahas in First Takeover of Somali Town in over a Decade,” Hiiraan Online, 28 July, 2025. https://www.hiiraan.com/news4/2025/
july/202362/al_shabaab_seizes_mahas_in_first_takeover_of_somali_town_in_over_a_decade.aspx.

27. UNTMIS (@UNTMIS_) On X (formerly Twitter), 7 April, 2025. https://x.com/UNTMIS_/status/1909238454673715361

28. “AUSSOM Ministerial Meeting Report.” April 2025. https://au.int/sites/default/files/documents/44692-doc-AUSSOM_Ministerial_Meeting_report.pdf

29. “Trump Says U.S. Is ‘Looking Into’ Somaliland Proposal Tied to Gaza Refugee Plan,” Hiiraan Online, 9 August, 2025. https://www.hiiraan.com/news4/2025/
Aug/202518/trump_says_u_s_is_looking_into_somaliland_proposal_tied_to_gaza_refugee_plan.aspx.

30. “Madaxweyne Xasan Sheekh Iyo Mucaaradka Oo Kulan Kale Ku Ballamay.” Horseed Media, August 10, 2025. https://horseedmedia.net/madaxweyne-xasan-
sheekh-iyo-mucaaradka-oo-kulan-kale-ku-ballamay/410804/.

31. “President Hassan Sheikh Registers as Voter in Warta-Nabadda District” Somali National News Agency, August 12, 2025. https://sonna.so/en/president-
hassan-sheikh-registers-as-voter-in-warta-nabadda-district/.
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Such a move would have demonstrated leadership and built public confidence.
Instead, the government delayed, and now seeks to implement a process that

lacks opposition support and public legitimacy. The move, widely interpreted as a
reaffirmation of his year-long retreat from consensus-building, signalled his intent
to proceed unilaterally with a one-person, one-vote election in that district, even if
unable to extend it across the capital, let alone entire country. His appearance at the
registration center, just after failed talks, sent a clear signal that consensus-building
has been abandoned in favor of unilateralism.

This commentary comes on the eve of what will be the fifth unproductive engagement
between the FGS and the opposition. Sources from both sides indicated that the

gap remains wide and that, unless there is a dramatic change during the 13 August
meeting, the parties may part ways, potentially triggering a new phase of political
confrontation.

The Heritage Institute for Policy Studies (HIPS) calls on all national actors and
stakeholders to opt for consensus and consensual politics. Somalia’s political actors
must abandon the culture of last-minute improvisation and embrace a new ethos of
planning, compromise, and institutional integrity. Federal leadership, the FMS, and
opposition leaders alike must accept that the next electoral model must be feasible,
implementable, and free from the manipulation that marred the 2022 and earlier
indirect elections. This approach must begin with a commitment to constitutionalism
— in both letter and spirit — and a willingness by all actors to work together. The
time for political brinkmanship has passed. Somalia’s future depends on a shared
commitment to democratic principles, inclusive governance, and the rule of law.

The Way Forward

Reverting to the 2012 Provisional Constitution — as the agreed foundation for
genuine, inclusive negotiations — offers the best chance for stability in Somalia.

A credible reset would require an inclusive, consensus-based national dialogue
bringing together federal leadership, FMS leaders, opposition figures, and civil society
to address the core contentious issues of constitutional review and electoral design.
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Recommendations

o The FGS must recognize its primary responsibility which is moving the country
away from the current impasse. It must accept that it cannot unilaterally amend
the constitution or impose an electoral model and must engage in genuine
consultation and compromise.

 DPolitical actors must commit to establishing and respecting a robust framework of
accountability. This framework should outline specific, pre-agreed consequences
for any leader or entity that unilaterally amends the constitution, extends their
term without broad-based consensus, or manipulates electoral processes for
narrow advantage.

 Somali civil society must play a more assertive role in holding all parties
accountable, safeguarding security gains, protecting the state-building process, and
preventing political brinkmanship from undermining hard-won achievements.

« DPolitical actors, including federal opposition and FMS leaders, must commit to
a fair, inclusive, implementable, and transparent electoral framework — not one
designed for narrow advantage, as has been the case in recent indirect elections.

« International partners should intensify their diplomatic efforts and, if necessary;,
take on a mediation role if Wednesday’s government-opposition meeting ends —
as feared — without consensus.
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