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Somalia’s 2026 Mandate Test
Navigating Elections and Federal Tensions

1. Introduction

The constitutions of the Federal Member States (FMS) place the administration of
state and local elections under their jurisdiction.! In practice, Puntland and Jubaland
have independently managed their indirect elections, while the federal government
has generally overseen those of Southwest, Hirshabelle, and Galmudug.> In 2023, as
part of constitutional talks to complete the provisional charter, Somalia’s National
Consultative Council — with the exception of Puntland — decided to unify the federal
government and FMS election timelines. The stated rationale, set out in the NCC
communiqué, was to avoid the country holding near yearly elections. *

Following that decision, the federal government — with backing from some FMS —
amended the constitution and enacted the Electoral Law, Political Parties Law, and
Boundaries and Election Commission Law.* These changes transferred responsibility
for organizing local, regional, and national elections to Mogadishu and created a
national commission to implement the new laws.

This policy brief examines the federal government’s evolving role in FMS elections, the
competing interpretations of constitutional authority, and the political and logistical
obstacles to direct voting. It draws on key informant interviews with political figures,
civil society actors, researchers, and election experts, as well as document analysis of
Somalia’s federal and state constitutions and electoral laws.

2. Federal Member State
Formation

At the conclusion of the Mbagathi Peace Process in Kenya in 2004, Somali delegates
adopted the Transitional Federal Charter, formally establishing a federal system.” The
charter required the Transitional Federal Government to prepare a federal constitution
within two years. Though delayed, the Transitional Federal Government — together
with Puntland, Galmudug, and Ahlu-Sunnah Wal-Jamaah — eventually drafted

the Federal Provisional Constitution, approved by a constituent assembly in 2012.6
Somalia then entered its post-transitional phase.

1. See the constitutions of Puntland, Galmudug, Hirshabelle, Southwest and Jubaland.

2. The FGS facilitated the organization of an indirect election for the Northeast state in the third quarter of 2025.

3. See “War murtiyeed, Golaha wadatsiga Qaranka” Moifar.gov.so. 24-27 Maajo, 2023. Mugdisho, Soomaaliya. https://moifar.gov.so/wp-content/plugins/
embedpress/assets/pdf/web/viewer.html?file=https://moifar.gov.so/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/WAR-MURTIYEED-GOLAHA-WADATASHIGA-QARAN.
pdf.

4. See the four chapters of the constitution that the government changed, available at: https://www.voanews.com/a/somalia-s-parliament-approves-historic-
constitutional-amendments/7549916.html. Also see the government bills that were passed based on the changed constitution.

5. See “Transitional Federal Charter 2004.” ICRIC, July 16, 2023. https://icric.gov.so/docs/2004-axdiga-federaaliga-kmg-somali/.

6. See the Federal Provisional Constitution, available at: https://icric.gov.so/docs/dastuurka-2012/.
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From 2012 to 2016, Jubaland’ , Southwest®, Galmudug’, and Hirshabelle'’ were formed
through negotiations between Mogadishu and local actors. In 2025, the Northeast
state — emerging from areas previously controlled by Somaliland — was recognized as
a Federal Member State.! Somaliland itself seeks secession and has remained outside
the federal state formation process since its self-declared independence in 1991. The
status of Mogadishu remains unresolved, despite constitutional requirements for that
to be determined before the current transition ends.

The FMS differ widely in maturity and institutional capacity. Puntland, established
as an autonomous region in 1998 under Abdullahi Yusuf Ahmed'?, was envisioned
as a model guiding Somalia toward federalism."”* Two years later, Somali

delegates at the Arta Peace Process endorsed a decentralized state model, and the
subsequent Mbagathi conference codified federalism, declaring: “the Transitional
Federal government of the Somali Republic shall have a decentralized system of
administration based on federalism.”'* The charter also created a constitutional
commission to draft the federal constitution.” It took eight years to complete, with
Puntland and other regions helping to produce the 2012 Provisional Constitution,'®
which formally established Somalia as a federation with two levels of government."”

Chapter five of the Provisional Constitution sets the process for forming new FMS:
two or more pre-1991 administrative regions can voluntarily unite." Boundaries are
expected to align with the 18 regions of the former military regime."”” A Boundaries
and Federation Commission was established to arbitrate disputes.”® The Constitution
further requires all levels of government to respect “the principles of federalism” and
cooperate,” ensuring FMS representation in negotiations on matters that affect them.*
It reserves key sovereign powers — foreign affairs, defense, citizenship, immigration,
monetary policy — for the federal government, while leaving other competencies to
be negotiated after full state formation.*

7. See “Agreement Between the Federal Government of Somalia and Jubba Delegation.” Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, 20-27,August 2013.

8. See Hiiraan Online, “UN envoy welcomes agreement on new Interim South West Administration.” 2014, available at: https://hiiraan.com/news4/2014/
Jun/55328/ unfenvoyfwelc0mesfagreementfonfnewfinterimfsouthfwestfadministration.aspx

9. See “UN Envoy for Somalia welcomes inauguration of Galmudug Interim Administration President,” available at: https://unsom.unmissions.org/un-envoy-
somalia-welcomes-inauguration-galmudug-interim-administration-president-2

10. See “President Welcomes the Formation of HirShabelle Parliament.” Goobjoog.com, October 10, 2016.

11. See “SSC Grand Conference Declares Formation of the North Eastern State of Somalia and Adopts Regional Constitution.” Somali National News Agency,
July 30, 2025. https://sonna.so/en/ssc-grand-conference-declares-formation-of-the-north-eastern-state-of-somalia-and-adopts-regional-constitution/.

12. See “Puntland Profile” BBC News, July 11, 2011. https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-14114749.

13. See “Why Has the Puntland State of Somalia Been Unable to Conduct a ‘One Person One Vote’ Election for over 24 Years?” Peace Research Institute Oslo
(PRIO),” 9 Nov 2022. https://www.prio.org/comments/601.

14. See Article 11 of the Transitional Federal Charter, 2004, available at: https://icric.gov.so/docs/2004-axdiga-federaaliga-kmg-somali/

15. Ibid.

16. See the Chapter Five of the Federal Provisional Constitution, 2012, available at: https://icric.gov.so/docs/dastuurka-2012/

17. Ibid. Article 48 of the Federal Provisional Constitution, 2012.

18. See Article 49(6) of the Federal Provisional Constitution, 2012.

19. Ibid. See Article 49(5) of the Federal Provisional Constitution, 2012.

20. Ibid. See Article 111E of the Federal Provisional Constitution, 2012.

21. Ibid. See Article 50 of the Federal Provisional Constitution, 2012.

22. Ibid. See article 53(2) of the Federal Provisional Constitution, 2012.

23. Ibid. See article 54 of the Federal Provisional Constitution, 2012.

5 |Heritage Institute
|



Somalia’s 2026 Mandate Test
Navigating Elections and Federal Tensions

Implementation of the Provisional Constitution has been hampered by political
expediency, clan competition, and insecurity. The first post-transition administration
(2012-2016) merged regions pragmatically. Jubaland emerged amid armed
confrontation between Federal-backed militias and forces loyal to Ahmed Mohamed
Islam (Madobe); ** Ethiopia brokered a 2013 deal recognizing Jubaland, which now
comprises Gedo, Middle Jubba, and Lower Jubba.”” The Southwest state was formed
after disputes over how many regions to include ultimately Lower Shabelle, Bay, and
Bakool were merged under Mogadishu’s influence.*

Galmudug’s expansion was also contentious. Puntland objected while Mogadishu
supported its creation.” Both Puntland and a smaller, earlier Galmudug had existed
before 2012. Mogadishu next hurried the formation of Hirshabelle, merging Hiiraan
and Middle Shabelle despite local opposition.?® In 2025, Mogadishu finalized the
Northeast/SSC-Khatumo state from Sool and Sanaag, following local revolt against
Somaliland. Puntland opposed the inclusion of Sanaag.”

Somalia now has six recognized FMS — Jubaland, Southwest, Hirshabelle, Galmudug,
Puntland, and Northeast — though Banadir’s status is unresolved, and Somaliland
maintains its claim of independence.

3. Transitions in the FMS
(2012-Present]

Since the 2012 Provisional Constitution became law, FMS governance has evolved
unevenly.

Puntland has seen four transitions, operating on a five-year mandate, ending on
January 8 of each cycle. Clan elders appoint MPs who then elect the president and vice
president. Attempts to extend terms have failed, and leadership usually rotates among
three dominant sub-clans in a gentleman’s agreement known as Taraha. Between 2021
and 2024, Puntland successfully organized municipal elections through its own state
election commission.*

24. “Revitalizing Jubaland’s Political Settlement: Opportunities for Re-Establishing Dialogue.” Rift Valley Institute, 2023. https://riftvalley.net/publication/
revitalizing-jubalands-political-settlement-opportunities-for-re-establishing-dialogue/#:~:text=Competition %20for%20Kismayo%20especially%2C%20
as,t0%20drive%20competition%20between%20groups..

25. See “Agreement Between the Federal government of Somalia and Jubba Delegation.” Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, 20-27 August 2013.

26. See “Maamulka Cusub Ee Koonfur Galbeed” BBC News Somali, June 23, 2014. https://www.bbc.com/somali/war/2014/06/140623_somalial.

27. See ReliefWeb; “Puntland Cuts Ties With Somalia Over Formation of New State; 14 August 2014, available at: https://reliefweb.int/report/somalia/puntland-
cuts-ties-somalia-over-formation-new-state

28. See “Shirkii Jowhar ee Maamulka Hiiraan iyo Shabeellada Dhexe Yaa Meel Ku Sheega?.” Goobjoog, February 20, 2016. https://goobjoog.com/2016/02/20/
shirkii-jowhar-ee-maamulka-hiiraan-iyo-shabeellada-dhexe-yaa-meel-ku-sheega/

29. See “Puntland rejects new Northeast Somalia administration, calling it politically divisive”; 2 August 2025; https://www.hiiraan.com/news4/2025/
Aug/202428/puntland_rejects_new_northeast_somalia_administration_calling_it_politically_divisive.aspx

30. See VOA “Somalia Holds ‘Historic’ Regional Elections” 26 May 2023; https://www.voanews.com/a/somalia-holds-historic-regional-elections/7110115.html
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Galmudug, first created in 2006 but too small to meet the constitutional criteria,

was expanded by uniting administrations from Galguduud and Mudug — including
Ahlu-Sunnah Wal-Jamaah militias, from Dhusamareb, the original Galkacyo-

based Galmudug, and the Adado-based Himan and Heeb authorities. Although still
constitutionally imperfect, a political understanding with Puntland and Mogadishu
allowed its consolidation.” Since 2015, Galmudug has held three indirect transitions,
with clan elders selecting MPs who elect the executive. Its current administration’s
mandate expired two years ago.’

Jubaland emerged in 2013 with Kenyan support, as Nairobi viewed it as a security
buffer.”” Three transitions have occurred, with Ahmed Madobe retaining power
despite the outcry from the federal government and local power brokers. In August
2019, the then Federal Government of Somalia, led by President Mohamed Abdullahi
Farmaajo, rejected the re-election of Ahmed Madobe as President of Jubbaland,
characterizing the electoral process as undemocratic and unfair.**

Similarly, in November 2024, the Federal Government of Somalia once again
dismissed his re-election, describing it as illegitimate. In an effort to unseat him, the
federal authorities deployed troops to Ras Kamboni in Jubbaland, which led to armed
clashes with Jubbaland forces that ultimately resulted in the defeat of the federal
troops. Furthermore, the federal government attempted to establish an alternative
Gedo-based administration.”” At the time of this study, Villa Somalia was still trying
to subdue Jubaland, though President Hassan Sheikh Mohamud’s October 2025visit to
Kismayo signalled a tentative thaw.

Southwest state has experienced two transitions. Its founding president resigned under
federal and Ethiopian pressure.’® An indirect 2018 poll installed Abdiasis Hassan
Mohamed “Laftagareen,” whose term expired in 2022/23 but was repeatedly extended
by Mogadishu. On 14 May 2025, Laftagareen as well as Galmudug and Hirshabelle
leaders joined the FGS president-led party which also announced his re-election bid.
One commentator blasted this as the collapse of federalism in Somalia.”

Hirshabelle has undergone three unstable transitions since 2016. Elders select MPs
who elect the president and vice president. The state remains fragmented and many
senior officials reside in Mogadishu. Its mandate, along with those of Galmudug and
Southwest, was extended by the federal government.

31. See “Agreement Between the Federal government of Somalia and Puntland State of Somalia.” 2014. https://somalianewsroom.com/wp-content/
uploads/2014/10/141014-agreement-between-fgs-and-puntland-eng.pdf

32. See KEYDMEDIA “Galmudug president’s term of office extended by 1 year™ 13 September 2025; https://www.keydmedia.net/news/galmudug-presidents-
term-of-office-extended-by-1-year

33. See “Somalia: Kenya Says Created Jubaland to Secure Its Borders,” Garowe Online., March 27, 2018. https://garoweonline.com/en/world/africa/somalia-
kenya-says-created-jubaland-to-secure-its-borders.

34. See Aljazeera, “Somalia’s Jubaland region re-elects Ahmed Mohamed as president”

22 August 2019; https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2019/8/22/somalias-jubaland-region-re-elects-ahmed-mohamed-as-president

35. See Hiiran Online, “SNAs Ras Kamboni defeat deepens political divisions”; 13 December 2024; https://hiiraan.com/news4/2024/Dec/199341/sna_s_ras_
kamboni_defeat_deepens_political_divisions.aspx and aslo Hiiraan Online, “Ahmed Madobe re-elected as Jubaland President for a third term” 25 November
2024.

36. See “Influential Regional President Sharif Aden Resigns,” Cgtn.com, November 14, 2018. https://news.cgtn.com/
news/7a456a4e79494464776c6d636a4e6e62684a4856/share_p.html.

37. See Wardheer News; “The Collapse of Somalia’s Federalism: NCC Summit Becomes Launchpad for Ruling Party, Not Reform” 14 May 2025; https://
wardheernews.com/the-collapse-of-somalias-federalism-ncc-summit-becomes-launchpad-for-ruling-party-not-reform/
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Finally, the Northeast / SSC-Khatumo state held indirect polls in 2023, electing
Abdikhadir Ahmed Aw-Ali (Firdhiye) for two years. Mogadishu finalized the state’s
political dispensation with another indirect vote in August 2025, re-electing Firdhiye.*

Most FMS remain dependent on Mogadishu and continue to use indirect selection:
clan elders choose MPs, who elect the executive. The mandates of Southwest,
Hirshabelle, and Galmudug have expired but were extended federally. Jubaland’s latest
election was rejected by Mogadishu. Only Puntland and Northeast currently hold
recognized mandates.

Federal Year of Number of Election/ Mandate
Member State Establishment Transitions Selection Model
Since 2012
. Took place on time on
Puntland 1998 4 (Since 2012) | Elders select MPs - January 8, 2024.
MPs elect President & VP
Mandate expired.
Scheduled for
. Elders select clan reps - February 2024, but
Galmudug 2006 (expanded | 3 (Since 2015) Reps choose executive now extended to
November 2025
2015)
Outcome
contested.
Elders select MPs -
. MPs elect President Originally scheduled
Jubaland 2013 3 (Since 2013) for August 2023
but extended to
November 2024.
Mandate expired.
Supposed to happen
in December 2022
but extended to
March 2024 by
Southwest
parliament.
Elders select MPs -
Southwest 2014 2 (Since 2014) | MPs elect President
Again extended to
November 2024 by
NCC, and now
November 2025.
Mandate expired.
. . Elders select MPs - Scheduled for
Hirshabelle 2016 3 (Since 2016) MPs elect President & VP November 2024,
now extended to
November 2025.
Northeast 2023 (Expanded | 2 (interim and | Indirect election: Elders | Took place on time
(SSC/Khaatumo) | in 2025) expanded) select MPs X MPs elect in August 2025.
President

38. See SONNA “Abdulqadir Ahmed Aw Ali Firdhiye Elected President of North Eastern State”; 30 August 2025; https://sonna.so/en/abdulqadir-ahmed-aw-ali-
firdhiye-elected-president-of-north-eastern-state/
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4. Obstacles to Implementing
State Level Direct Elections

The federal government faces five major challenges in trying to organize direct, one-
person-one-vote elections across the FMS.

First — legal and constitutional disputes.

Election management is one of the most contested aspects of Somalia’s federalism.
Disagreements over who holds the legal mandate — the federal government or the
FMS — intensified after the 2024 Federal Electoral Law and the creation of the
Boundaries and Elections Commission. Mogadishu insists on centralizing election
administration, while several FMS constitutions explicitly reserve this power to the
states. This reflects deeper tensions over Somalia’s incomplete federal bargain.

Under the new (and contested) Federal Electoral Law, FMS presidents are to be
chosen by a first-past-the-post system, and state and district legislators through
closed-list proportional representation. The law also vests the new Boundaries and
Elections Commission with authority over these contests. Puntland rejects this. Its
own Election Commission has long managed both indirect state elections and direct
local polls. Jubaland has also refused Mogadishu’s model, running its own elections.
Mogadishu declared Jubaland’s process illegitimate, issued an arrest warrant for
Ahmed Madobe, and deployed troops to compel compliance. It failed militarily,
leaving Villa Somalia and Jubaland in a standoff.

Second — insecurity

Southwest, Hirshabelle, and Galmudug remain deeply affected by al-Shabaab. Though
the Southwest administration — backed by Federal troops and AMISOM/ATMIS
partners — holds most towns, in all states the terror group controls rural roads and
cuts key supply routes. Hirshabelle has lost historic districts such as Adan Yabal

and Mahas. Galmudug faces threats both from Al-Shabaab as well as clan militias.
Officials must travel by air between cities. Without secure environments and serious
disarmament, demobilization and reintegration, direct polls are unrealistic.
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Third — political instability and lack of elite consensus.

Opposition leaders in Southwest, Galmudug, and Hirshabelle have demanded timely
elections for two years but been blocked. Southwest barred opposition from Baidoa.
Galmudug’s opposition retains militias but not political space. Hirshabelle’s leadership
is largely absent in Mogadishu. Without negotiated political agreements, credible
direct voting is unlikely in any of these states.

Fourth — unresolved clan grievances

Southwest’s Digil community in Lower Shabelle complains of marginalization and
has occasionally called for its own state. In Hirshabelle, the Hawadle clan never fully
accepted the merger with Middle Shabelle. Former Hawadle presidents Ali Abdullahi
Ossoble and Mohamed Abdi Ware could not consolidate support. In 2023, Hawadle
elders met in Nairobi to demand major constitutional change, which was ignored

by Mogadishu. Galmudug’s 11 clans remain uneasy under perceived Habargidir
dominance.

Fifth — time and resource constraints

Even if other problems were solved, the national commission would need at least a
year and roughly $80 million to stage direct polls in Banadir and the three FMS under
federal sway. The current federal mandate ends May 15, 2026, and donors have so far
pledged only about $10 million toward elections. With seven months left, neither time
nor money exists for a meaningful one-person-one-vote election.

In summary, Somalia’s election dispute is not just technical but a struggle over
federalism itself. Centralizing power clashes with FMS autonomy; insecurity; political
stalemate; and clan fractures worsen the challenge. Without dialogue, reconciliation
and resources, elections will stay indirect and fraught.

9. The Way Forward

Somalia’s 2012 Provisional Constitution envisioned a symmetric federation — equal
powers and rights for all FMS. Yet practice has produced asymmetry: some states
(Puntland, Jubaland) act autonomously while others depend on Mogadishu. Recent
federal constitutional amendments and election laws deepened this divide. At heart,
Somalia must decide whether it wants a symmetric or asymmetric federalism.

10 | Heritage Institute
|



Somalia’s 2026 Mandate Test
Navigating Elections and Federal Tensions

6. Recommendations

o Organize Overdue State Elections. FMS leaders in Southwest, Hirshabelle, and
Galmudug should urgently convene indirect elections to prevent further mandate
erosion. The federal government should provide logistical and political support,
while guaranteeing neutrality to avoid manipulation.

o Harmonize Electoral Calendars. FGS and FMS political leaders should explore
a negotiated framework to harmonize election timelines across states. This would
reduce constant campaigning and political instability while fulfilling the NCC’s
original objective of reducing annual electoral disruptions.

o Recalibrate Federal-State Relations Through Dialogue. With limited time
remaining in its mandate, the FGS should initiate structured reconciliation with
Puntland and Jubaland. Likewise, FMS leaders must engage constructively within
the federal framework. Recognizing the diversity in state capacity and context,
all sides should commit to cooperative federalism as envisaged in the Provisional
Constitution.

« Clarify the Nature of the Federation. FGS and FMS executives, together with
their respective parliaments, should convene an inclusive national dialogue to
clarify Somalia’s federal model — whether it is symmetric or asymmetric. Civil
society and non-political actors should be included to ensure broad legitimacy and
avoid elite-driven outcomes.

o Prioritize Security and Resources Before Direct Elections. Before pursuing
direct one-person-one-vote elections in conflict-affected states, national
stakeholders and international partners must invest in basic security, electoral
infrastructure, and local administration. Attempting premature direct polls risks
deepening mistrust and delegitimizing electoral reform.

« Engage Donors on Realistic Electoral Support. FGS and FMS authorities should
align expectations with international partners regarding timelines and financing
for upcoming elections, prioritizing realistic sequencing over symbolic deadlines.
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