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Somalia’s persistent instability is rooted in the interaction between political
fragmentation, weak state institutions and insecurity. Although Al-Shabaab
remains the country’s principal security threat, the insurgency cannot be addressed
independently of the political challenges confronting the Somali state.! Since the
establishment of the Federal Government of Somalia (FGS) in 2012, disagreements
over the distribution of constitutional authority, electoral arrangements, fiscal
resources and security responsibilities have continued to strain relations between

the Federal Government and Federal Member States (FMS).2

These tensions have become particularly acute in 2026. Somalia completed the review of its
Provisional Constitution in March 2026, but the process did not produce political consensus.
Constitutional amendments extended the terms of the Federal Parliament and Presidency from four
to five years and altered the electoral timetable.®> Opposition groups and several FMS have

challenged the process, arguing that the changes were adopted without sufficient political
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agreement. The dispute has consequently transformed constitutional and electoral reform into a

broader contest over political authority and the future of Somalia’s federal system.

The political dispute has also acquired a security dimension. Federal forces took control of Baidoa in
March following escalating tensions with the South West State administration. In August, renewed
fighting between federal forces and militias linked to the former South West leadership resulted in
dozens of deaths and civilian casualties. The clashes coincided with attacks by Al-Shabaab,
demonstrating how political confrontation among Somali actors can create opportunities for armed

groups to exploit instability.

Somalia’s Federal Political Order

The collapse of Somalia’s central government in 1991 resulted in prolonged political fragmentation,
armed conflict and the erosion of state institutions. Internationally supported transitional
arrangements subsequently sought to reconstruct national institutions, culminating in the
establishment of the Federal Government in 2012.% Federalism was adopted partly to accommodate
regional interests and prevent a return to the highly centralised political order associated with the
Siad Barre period. However, Somalia’s federal system has remained incomplete and contested.
Questions concerning the division of powers, fiscal resources, security responsibilities and the

relationship between Mogadishu and the FMS have remained unresolved.’

The difficulty is therefore not federalism itself but the absence of sufficiently clear and accepted
rules governing the federal arrangement. Where constitutional responsibilities remain ambiguous,
political disagreements can become disputes over institutional legitimacy and authority. The
completion of the constitutional review in March 2026 was consequently an important institutional
milestone, but it did not resolve these underlying tensions. Instead, disagreements over the
constitutional amendments and electoral timetable reinforced divisions between the Federal

Government, opposition groups and several FMS.®
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The electoral process has become the central political challenge. Somalia’s transition towards direct

Political and Security Landscape

elections has the potential to strengthen political participation and legitimacy. However,
disagreements over the electoral model, timing and institutional responsibilities have raised
concerns that elections could become a source of renewed conflict. The extension of the
presidential and parliamentary terms has further intensified these concerns. Relations between the
Federal Government and FMS have consequently deteriorated. Puntland has remained in conflict
with Mogadishu over constitutional and political issues, while tensions involving Jubaland and South

West State have demonstrated the wider fragility of federal-regional relations.

The developments in Baidoa are particularly significant. Federal forces seized control of the city in
March after escalating tensions with the South West administration. In August, opposition forces
launched attacks against government positions, leading to intense fighting before federal forces
regained control. At least four civilians were killed and 98 wounded. Al-Shabaab also launched
attacks around Baidoa during the fighting, highlighting the security consequences of political
fragmentation.” Meanwhile, Al-Shabaab remains resilient despite sustained counterinsurgency
efforts. Recent assessments indicate that the group has retained or expanded influence in parts of
southern Somalia and remains capable of conducting attacks against government and security

targets.®

The Governance-Security Nexus

Somalia’s political and security challenges form a self-reinforcing cycle. Political division weakens
cooperation between national and local authorities. Weak coordination reduces the effectiveness of
security operations and state administration. Insecurity then diverts resources towards military
requirements and limits the government’s ability to provide services. Governance gaps subsequently
create opportunities for Al-Shabaab to establish alternative systems of taxation, justice and order.
Political legitimacy is central to Somalia’s security. National institutions cannot effectively exercise
authority when major political actors question their legitimacy. Credible elections could strengthen
the political foundations of the state, while contested elections could deepen divisions and further
weaken institutional authority. The security sector is similarly affected. Counterinsurgency requires

coordination between federal and regional security institutions. When federal and regional actors
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become engaged in political disputes, security forces can be diverted from operations against Al-

Shabaab. The risk becomes particularly serious when military institutions are used to settle political

disagreements, as this can weaken their neutrality and legitimacy.

The recent fighting in Baidoa illustrates this dynamic. Political disagreements became militarised
while Al-Shabaab exploited the resulting instability. The episode demonstrates that internal political
confrontation can directly undermine the broader campaign against insurgency.’ The nexus also
extends to economic and fiscal capacity. Somalia has made progress in fiscal reform, but its economy
remains vulnerable to aid reductions, climate shocks and limited productive capacity. The World
Bank projects real GDP growth of 2.8 per cent in 2026 and 3.1 per cent in 2027, while warning that
declining external assistance and climate variability pose significant risks.'® Strengthening domestic
revenue mobilisation is therefore not simply an economic objective. Greater fiscal capacity would
allow the state to improve service delivery, strengthen institutions and reduce dependence on
external assistance. Conversely, insecurity continues to constrain economic activity and increase the

cost of governance.

Domestic and International Responses

Somalia has pursued constitutional, electoral, security-sector and fiscal reforms as part of its state-
building process, but their success depends on political consensus. The transition towards greater
Somali responsibility for national security is particularly significant. The African Union Support and
Stabilization Mission in Somalia (AUSSOM) replaced ATMIS as part of the broader transition towards
Somali-led security; however, continued Al-Shabaab activity demonstrates that Somali security

forces still require substantial institutional, operational and financial support.*!

International assistance can strengthen Somalia’s security and institutions through training,
financing and diplomatic support, but it cannot substitute for a domestic political settlement.
Disagreements between the Federal Government and FMS must ultimately be resolved through
Somali political processes. Security assistance should therefore support, rather than substitute for,

political and institutional consolidation.
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Somalia’s political instability and security challenges require a comprehensive approach that

Conclusion

addresses the interconnected nature of governance, political fragmentation and insecurity. An
inclusive political dialogue involving the Federal Government, Federal Member States and
opposition actors is essential to build consensus on the constitutional framework, electoral process
and division of powers. The transition towards direct elections should proceed through mutually
accepted rules and should not further intensify federal-regional tensions. At the same time, political
disputes must be prevented from becoming militarised, while stronger federal-regional security
coordination, intelligence-sharing and clearly defined security responsibilities are needed to sustain
pressure against Al-Shabaab. Military gains must also be followed by effective governance, including

functioning local administration, justice, security and basic services in recovered areas.

Fiscal and institutional reforms, particularly stronger domestic revenue mobilisation and service
delivery, are equally important for strengthening state legitimacy and reducing dependence on
external assistance. Ultimately, Somalia’s federal system can provide a framework for managing the
country’s political and regional diversity, but its sustainability depends on a political settlement over
the distribution of power and the rules of political competition. Constitutional, electoral and
security-sector reforms must therefore be pursued in a coordinated manner. Lasting stability will
depend not only on weakening Al-Shabaab militarily but also on Somalia’s ability to translate
security gains into legitimate political authority, effective governance and stronger institutions.
Breaking the cycle of political fragmentation, weak governance and insecurity will require sustained
political compromise, institutional strengthening and Somali ownership of the state-building

process.
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