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From late 2012, the African Union Mission in Somalia (AMISOM) had adopted a largely
defensive posture, citing limited resources as the principal reason for this. However,
increasing numbers of Al-Shabaab attacks both inside and outside Somalia have forced
AMISOM and its partners to open a new phase in the war against the group. To that end,
in November 2013 the UN Security Council called for AMISOM to be enhanced in several
areas and in January 2014 the mission adopted a new Concept of Operations. These
developments facilitated a new wave of offensive operations conducted in tandem with
the Somali National Security Forces. Nevertheless, AMISOM still confronts some familiar
– and fundamental – challenges in its efforts to stabilise Somalia.

A

l-Shabaab’s attack on the
Westgate Mall in Nairobi
in September 2013 put the
international spotlight back on Somalia. It
provided further evidence of Al-Shabaab’s
military potency and raised questions
about the state of the international effort
to defeat it. Since late 2012, however, the
principal military instrument in that effort
– the African Union Mission in Somalia
(AMISOM) – had been largely hunkered
down in a defensive posture because
it lacked the resources to conduct
sustained offensive operations against
Al-Shabaab strongholds. In October 2013,
this led the UN secretary-general to the
conclusion that ‘the political progress
made over the last year and the military
gains against Al-Shabaab that have been
achieved in recent years are at a serious
risk of being reversed’.1 In order ‘to
attain the minimum security conditions
required to support peace consolidation
in Somalia’, Ban Ki-moon emphasised
the need for a resumption of the military
campaign against Al-Shabaab and a major
enhancement of the Somali National
Security Forces (SNSF).2

It was in light of these concerns
that AMISOM, its partners and the UN
Security Council debated how to open a
new phase in the war against Al-Shabaab
and stabilise Somalia. To that end, the
Security Council passed Resolution
2124 in November 2013 – extending
the mandate of the African Union (AU)
mission to 31 October 2014 and calling
for its enhancement in several areas –
while AMISOM adopted a new Concept
of Operations in January 2014.3 These
documents signal a new and important
phase in the war against Al-Shabaab
and, more importantly, in international
efforts to promote political reconciliation
throughout Somalia. Yet AMISOM still
confronts some familiar challenges.
Arguably, the most fundamental is the
fact that while Al-Shabaab remains
AMISOM’s principal military opponent,
the mission’s biggest political challenge is
to help facilitate ‘good governance’ across
Somalia, which will require a consensus
to be forged on how and when to create
a federal state for the country. Other
challenges faced by the mission include
the questions of how to foil Al-Shabaab’s
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asymmetric tactics; how to enhance the
Somali security forces; how to protect
civilians; how to stop misconduct by
AMISOM personnel; how to engage in
effective public diplomacy; and how to
integrate the new Ethiopian troops.

Why a New Phase of Operations
for AMISOM?

It had long been apparent that AMISOM’s
January 2012 Concept of Operations
was outdated, not least because of the
changed political terrain brought about
by working alongside the new federal
government (selected in September
2012) and increasing concerns about
security in AMISOM’s Sector 4 (centred
on the town of Belet Weyne but with
only 1,000 troops deployed there). The
process of revising the mission’s Concept
of Operations was officially started after
4 August 2013, when the heads of state
and government of AMISOM’s troopcontributing countries, and of Somalia
and Ethiopia called for a new Strategic
Concept for future AMISOM operations
that was more in line with the prevailing
circumstances.4 The plan was to develop
DOI: 10.1080/03071847.2014.912803
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AMISOM troops in Mogadishu, Somalia, April 2012. Image courtesy of Susan Schulman.

a new Concept of Operations that
would reconfigure AMISOM’s forces
so that they could conduct sustained
offensive operations against Al-Shabaab,
strengthen the multidimensional nature
of the mission, and bolster the SNSF as
a necessary part of the mission’s exit
strategy.
The need to renew AMISOM’s
offensive against Al-Shabaab was
particularly pressing in light of the
increased intensity of Al-Shabaab attacks
during 2013, both within Somalia and
beyond. In July 2013, the UN Monitoring
Group concluded that Al-Shabaab
retained ‘an approximately 5,000-strong
force’, which was ‘arguably intact in
terms of operational readiness, chain of
command, discipline and communication
capabilities’ and which, ‘by avoiding direct
military confrontation … had preserved
the core of its fighting force and
resources’.5 The Monitoring Group also
catalogued that between October 2012
and March 2013 the number of security
incidents attributed to Al-Shabaab within
south-central Somalia averaged 61.7
per month or nearly two per day.6 Most
of these incidents were ambushes on
AMISOM’s supply routes or improvisedexplosive-device (IED) and grenade
attacks and assassinations in urban
areas, notably Mogadishu.7 Perhaps the

most spectacular and internationally
visible attacks were those conducted
against the Mogadishu courthouse (14
April 2013) the UN compound (19 June
2013), the Turkish embassy (27 July
2013), and the presidential palace, Villa
Somalia (21 February 2014). However, it
was Al-Shabaab’s attack on the Westgate
Mall in Nairobi (21–24 September 2013)
that captured most international media
attention.
The intensification of Al-Shabaab’s
attacks from late 2012 had been
facilitated by AMISOM’s decision
to assume a defensive posture of
consolidation. This decision was
formalised on 10 April 2013, when
AMISOM’s
Military
Operations
Coordination Committee recommended
that the mission should not undertake
further expansion operations.8 This
was reiterated in June, when the AU
announced that the AMISOM mission
had reached ‘its operational limit’, since it
lacked ‘all the required force enablers’. As
a consequence, AMISOM would no longer
engage in ‘major advances to recover
more territory from Al Shabaab’.9 Instead,
AMISOM’s assets were used to protect
existing locations and supply routes. The
deteriorating security situation combined
with the federal government’s lack of
political capacity made it difficult for the

government to conduct the necessary
outreach throughout the country. In
sum, Somalia’s foreign minister Fauzia
Yusuf Haji Adan was not alone when
she concluded that AMISOM’s defensive
posture ‘provided Al-Shabaab with the
breathing room to regroup and take the
offensive.’10
However, the increase in the
number of attacks by Al-Shabaab was
not only down to AMISOM’s defensive
posture. The SNSF were also in no
condition to defeat Al-Shabaab; indeed,
they did not develop as rapidly as had
been expected during the course of
2013. As concluded by the chairperson
of the AU Commission, operations
against Al-Shabaab had been significantly
hampered by ‘the failure to achieve the
envisaged level of force generation for
the SNA [Somali National Army].’11 The
lack of progress towards building an
effective SNSF had both political and
technical dimensions. On the technical
side, the SNSF had not received adequate
logistical support, equipment, salaries,
medical care and so forth. In addition,
there were more fundamental political
obstacles related to the composition of
the senior officer corps and commandand-control structures, as well as issues
of corruption and clan- and militia-based
loyalties. In sum, it had proven extremely
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challenging to build a genuinely national
set of security forces while Somalis
disagreed on basic political questions
about the country’s governance
structures and while the loyalty of some
to the new federal government was in
question. In this sense, recent efforts
to create the Danab advanced infantry
company within the SNA – a cross-clan
unit whose members are selected on
merit from across the country – offer at
least a glimpse of what success might
look like at the rank-and-file level.
It was in this context that the
AU and UN established the Joint
African Union-United Nations Mission
on the benchmarks for a United
Nations
Peacekeeping
Operation
in Somalia (hereafter, the AU-UN
benchmarking mission).12 This review
was conducted between 26 August and
6 September 2013. Its assessment and
recommendations were the basis for
the UN secretary-general’s warning, in
October, about the risk of recent military
gains being reversed.13 This resulted
in the aforementioned UN Security
Council resolution in November and the
adoption of the new AMISOM Concept of
Operations in January 2014.

Renewing AMISOM’s Offensive

As noted, on 12 November 2013, the
UN Security Council unanimously
passed Resolution 2124.14 In addition to
extending AMISOM’s mandate until 31
October 2014, it called for enhancements
to the mission’s capabilities in several
areas. It also reconfigured the UN’s
presence in Somalia, with additional
tasks given to both the UN Assistance
Mission in Somalia (UNSOM) and the UN
Support Office for AMISOM (UNSOA).
Resolution 2124 came after the AU-UN
benchmarking mission recommended
that AMISOM should not be ‘re-hatted’
as a UN peacekeeping operation, but
should instead be enhanced so that
it could once again conduct offensive
operations against Al-Shabaab and
support the development of an effective
SNSF, capable of eventually taking the
lead in those operations.15 Not all of
these provisions were new, however.
Resolution 2124 reiterated many of the
same points included in earlier Security
Council resolutions on AMISOM –

perhaps most notably Resolution 2093 of
6 March 201316 – because they had not
been implemented.
In substantive terms, Resolution
2124 sought to enhance AMISOM in
three main areas. First, it increased
AMISOM’s strength from 17,731 to
22,126 uniformed personnel. The AU-UN
benchmarking mission recommended
that these extra personnel should
comprise three infantry battalions and
a range of support units, including
training teams, logistics, engineering
and signals units, port security teams,
and the long-delayed Civilian Casualty
Tracking, Analysis, and Response Cell
(CCTARC).17 The additional infantry
battalions were intended to provide a
surge capacity for between eighteen
and twenty-four months. The Security
Council also reiterated its call for
various force enablers and multipliers,
especially to AMISOM’s aviation
component, which, as outlined in
February 2012, was supposed to have
twelve military helicopters.18 This was
particularly important because, as the
UN secretary-general observed, ‘it is
not realistic for AMISOM to achieve the
desired effect of resuming the military
campaign [against Al-Shabaab] without
air assets’.19 Moreover, this came fifteen
months after Uganda had withdrawn its
contribution of six military helicopters
when, in August 2012, three of them
had crashed on the slopes of Mount
Kenya whilst en route to Somalia.20
Concomitant with these increases,
Resolution 2124 expanded the UNSOA
logistical support package for AMISOM
to encompass the additional personnel.
It also authorised UNSOA to provide
food and water, fuel, transport, tents
and in-theatre medical evacuation for
SNA troops engaged in joint operations
with AMISOM, forming part of AMISOM’s
overall Strategic Concept.21 Support to the
SNA, it established, would be funded by
a UN trust fund rather than by the UN’s
assessed peacekeeping budget (like most
of UNSOA’s activities), ‘in full compliance
with the United Nations Human Rights
and Due Diligence Policy (HRDDP)’.22 It is
therefore significant that Resolution 2124
also identified the provision of strategic
advice on security-sector reform as a key
focus for UNSOM.

A third set of enhancements
concerned the proposed changes to
AMISOM’s management structures.
Specifically, the UN Security Council
called for enhanced planning and
strategic-management
capabilities
appropriate for the new Concept of
Operations, as well as new systems to
address allegations of misconduct and
ensure that any AMISOM detainees,
including
disengaged
combatants,
are treated in strict compliance with
applicable obligations under international
humanitarian and human-rights law.
Overall, Resolution 2124 passed
with relative ease, marked by few
contentious
issues.
There
was,
however, one significant omission
from the recommendations of the
AU-UN benchmarking mission and one
considerable source of disagreement.
The omission related to the number
of additional personnel AMISOM would
receive. The AU-UN benchmarking review
included an option for an additional
6,235 uniformed personnel, which
would bring AMISOM troop numbers to
a total of 23,966. This figure included a
1,000-strong guard force made up of
AMISOM troops, as well as 840 police
officers.23 This figure of an additional
6,235 uniformed personnel was
subsequently called for by the AU Peace
and Security Council in its communiqué
of 10 October 2013.24 However, the UN
Security Council adopted a much lower
figure and also deferred to the UN
secretary-general on the details of a new
UN guard force to protect its personnel
and installations.25
The key disagreement evident
in Resolution 2124 was over how the
enhancements to AMISOM and the
assistance packages to the SNSF would be
financed. In light of the recommendations
provided by the AU-UN benchmarking
mission, on 10 October 2013, the
chairperson of the AU Commission
concluded that the subsequent ‘increased
support to AMISOM should be availed
through UN assessed contributions’, as
should all support to the SNSF.26 This was
primarily because the joint review team
concluded that using a trust fund that
relied on voluntary contributions would
negatively impact on the predictability
and sustainability of funding. Four days
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later, the UN secretary-general appeared
to agree. When recommending that
UNSOA should provide an enhanced
package of support to up to 10,000 SNA
soldiers working jointly with AMISOM,
Ban Ki-moon concluded that: ‘Resourcing
this package from United Nations
assessed contributions would send a
clear political message that the Security
Council is strongly behind Somali efforts
to end the insurgency in Somalia’.27
The UN Security Council, however,
subsequently ruled that funding for this
aspect of the enhanced UNSOA support
package would instead come via a UN
trust fund.28
This decision reportedly stemmed
from the concerns of some of the
permanent members of the UN Security
Council (notably the United States and
France) that such a provision might create
a precedent for other situations, as well
as concerns about accountability, given
the lack of UN Security Council control
over the Somali armed forces.29 While
this decision clearly contradicted the AU
chairperson (as well as the advice given
by the UN secretary-general), it also drew
criticism from Somalia’s representative
at the UN, Elmi Ahmed Duale, who
expressed his hope ‘that the Somali
army contingent fighting together with
AMISOM to defeat the last Al-Shabaab
strongholds will also be supported by
United Nations funds in a more consistent
and timely manner’, before going on to
suggest that the proposed UN trust fund
was not ideal and posed the questions
of whether and when it would, in fact,
materialise.30
As well as these two specific issues,
criticism was also aimed at the idea
that increasing AMISOM’s size was the
best way forward. For example, Roger
Carstens – a former US military officer
who also helped to train local and AU
security forces in Somalia and who is
himself a veteran adviser to the AMISOM
campaign – argued that while the AU
force needed assistance, ‘it need not be
costly and nor should it consist of adding
more AMISOM troops’.31 Instead, he
advocated moving troops of the Uganda
People’s Defence Force (UPDF), whom
he deemed better fighters, to the more
unstable areas. Consequently, Al-Shabaab
‘safe havens and IED cells, for example,

could be attacked and degraded by
relocating troops and equipment from
relatively stable Ugandan-controlled
areas of the country to less secure
Burundian-controlled areas’.32 Others,
notably Somali government and military
officials, also raised concerns that
continually enhancing AMISOM may
detract from the willingness of donors
to provide resources directly to the SNSF,
which would be more important in the
long term.33

AMISOM’s Ongoing Challenges

The enhanced AMISOM, as envisaged
by Resolution 2124, would undoubtedly
be a more effective military force,
assuming the relevant force enablers
were provided. However, the mission still
confronts a range of difficult challenges.

Degrading Al-Shabaab

AMISOM’s principal military challenge
remains degrading Al-Shabaab and
curtailing its ability to launch attacks
within Somalia and beyond. Although
Al-Shabaab no longer poses a strategic
conventional threat to the authorities in
Mogadishu, the movement has more than
enough fighters to carry out frequent
asymmetric attacks across the country
and wider region. It has also managed
to sustain itself financially through its
control of towns with sea access, such
as Harardhere and Barawe, and through
taxation of illegal exports and extortion.
Forcible recruitment has also continued.34
According to analyst Matt Bryden, a key
factor in Al-Shabaab’s resilience has been
its ability to exploit political and social
dissent among Somalia’s clans and the
recent animosity generated by differing
interpretations of Somalia’s provisional
constitution.35
Taking the fight to Al-Shabaab
once again will involve a combination
of AMISOM adopting a more offensive
posture – as it did during 2011 and 2012
– against Al-Shabaab’s key centres of
gravity, while also building up the SNSF
so that they can take the lead in more
regular, offensive kinetic operations.
These would aim to reduce Al-Shabaab’s
ability to move freely across much of
rural Somalia, as well as its ability to
infiltrate urban centres. This has often
been facilitated by the fact that, even

by late 2013, most of Somalia was still
governed or controlled by entities other
than the federal government, and whose
relationships with the government ‘range
from pragmatic to openly hostile’.36
The Kenyan contingent within
AMISOM reportedly started such
offensive operations on 31 October 2013
against Al-Shabaab safe havens in the
Middle Juba, Lower Juba and Bay regions
of Somalia. These apparently targeted
Al-Shabaab training camps and senior
commanders in the border area between
the three regions.37 Although the Kenyan
operations suggest that at least some
of AMISOM’s existing forces could be
reconfigured to adopt a more offensive
posture, these types of operations will be
difficult to sustain if AMISOM does not
acquire the military helicopters it was
supposed to have received years ago.
More recently, however, AMISOM
has been bolstered by over 4,000
additional Ethiopian troops, who
officially joined the mission in late
January 2014. This provided AMISOM
with a significantly enhanced offensive
capability – demonstrated by the fact
that Ethiopian troops soon began taking
ground, including the settlements of
Garbaharey (Gedo) and Rabdhuure
(Bakool). It also represented a significant
policy reversal for Addis Ababa, which
had previously conducted its military
operations in Somalia outside of AMISOM
(in Sector 3, comprising Bay and Bakool,
as well as Gedo, and in Sector 4, covering
Hiiraan and Galgaduud).
As such, it is clear that the Ethiopian
troops have the capacity to conduct
offensive operations against Al-Shabaab
forces before the rainy season begins
this year. The performance of Ethiopian
troops in the areas around Baidoa and
Belet Weyne has also met with some
more positive local assessments than
Ethiopia’s hugely controversial 2006–09
military campaign in the country, which
is thought by some to have fostered, or
even spawned, Al-Shabaab.38
On the other hand, Ethiopia’s
entry into AMISOM has stirred up a
considerable amount of controversy both
amongst Somalis and within some other
AMISOM troop-contributing countries.
For some Somalis, Ethiopia’s integration
into AMISOM is further evidence that
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the mission is simply a vehicle to pursue
Kenyan and Ethiopian interests within
Somalia. Such sentiments are likely
to increase the farther away from the
Ethiopian-Somali border these troops
deploy. Within the mission itself, there
have been arguments about whether
Ethiopia should be permitted to provide
the full complement of additional troops
authorised by Resolution 2124, or
whether that option should be offered
to some longer-standing contributing
countries. There is also suspicion that
Ethiopian soldiers will operate largely
autonomously from AMISOM’s central
command-and-control
mechanisms,
as the Kenyan forces did in Sector 2,
comprising Lower and Middle Juba.

Reducing Civilian Harm

Now that AMISOM has begun a more
offensive phase of operations, it will
be particularly important for it to
implement sound practices to prevent
civilian harm. This is important because
locals do not judge AMISOM purely
on how many Al-Shabaab fighters it
kills or captures, but on how well its
operations enhance public security and
the physical safety of ordinary citizens.39
After a long period of debate, in May
2013 AMISOM adopted a mission-wide
strategy for the protection of civilians,
which has probably further raised local
expectations in this regard. AMISOM
thus needs to recruit the personnel and
allocate the other resources required
to implement this strategy. This will
include more police officers, civiland political-affairs officers, and the
personnel to run the aforementioned
CCTARC, which is being funded in
the start-up phase by the British
government.40 While it will be difficult
to compile an accurate picture of the
sources of civilian harm across Somalia,
it will be even more difficult to respond to
them effectively, especially if AMISOM’s
priority is defeating Al-Shabaab through
offensive operations.

Building Effective Somali National
Security Forces

Like most threats facing Somalia, civilianprotection challenges will be more easily
dealt with once there is an effective set
of Somali security forces that do not prey

on local civilians. Indeed, building such
forces also holds the key to AMISOM’s
exit strategy. At present, this appears to
revolve around degrading Al-Shabaab
sufficiently to permit a UN peacekeeping
operation to take over from AMISOM
and to play a supporting role to the SNSF.
Without such capable forces, AMISOM
has no exit strategy. Thus far, however,
the record is distinctly mixed.
Although AMISOM is mandated to
support both the Somali National Police
Force and the SNA, it is the latter that
has received the most attention. As of
late 2013, the SNA comprised about
20,000 troops, including aligned but
non-integrated militias.41 The problem,
from AMISOM’s perspective, is that the
SNA remains unable to lead offensive
operations or to hold territories without
its support.42 Many gaps remain, including
with respect to the SNA’s equipment,
logistics, training facilities, stipends and
salaries, and command-and-control and
management structures.43 However,
debate continues about what kind of
army Somalia really needs, especially if
one looks beyond the period in which
its principal mission is that of defeating
Al-Shabaab. The key questions revolve
around how large an army is required
by, and is sustainable for, Somalia and
whether the current 20,000 soldiers
represent the correct answer to these
questions. For example, Roger Carstens
is one practitioner who has argued that,
in combination, Somalia’s large territory
and relatively low population density
mean that agility holds the key to military
success. An effective SNA should thus,
he argues, concentrate on ‘small unit
tactics, mobile strike teams, civil affairs,
and simplified logistics’, where ‘600-troop
battalions should be the focal point of the
army, not the bigger brigades of 3,000
troops or corps of 10,000 troops’.44
Another immediate headache is
how the SNA should relate to Somalia’s
multitude of militias. Many of these
are clan-based self-protection forces –
and such militias have been assembled
by almost every village across the land
– and while some have (temporarily)
aligned with the SNA, none has yet been
fully integrated. Carstens believes that
these militias should be integrated into
government service, despite some of

them being controlled by corrupt and
abusive leaders. In turn, he argues, such
militias would be more likely to toe the
federal-government line as its authority
increases and the power of the SNA
grows. In Carstens’ rather flamboyant
prose, the militias should be offered a
deal: ‘safeguard your own village, keep
the roads clear of IEDs and work with
the government where needed. Double
cross us, treat your people poorly, or
allow al-Shabab to gain traction and
we will crush you’.45 In the short term,
Carstens is clearly correct that there is no
other option than to work with Somalia’s
multitude of militias. In the longer
term, however, the question is whether
this might empower these groups and
make them more difficult to control and
eventually disband. Recent Somali history
does not provide much evidence to
suggest that these militias might disband,
particularly if their political leaders fail
to agree on what a federal system of
government will entail across Somalia’s
regions.
So far, indeed, building an effective
SNA has been complicated by the fact
that clan and some other personal
loyalties have often trumped apparent
loyalties to the federal government, and
the senior officer corps has been riddled
with tendencies towards corruption and
nepotism. It will remain exceedingly
difficult to build a set of genuinely
national security forces when there
is no widespread agreement on what
constitutes the Somali ‘nation’ or how it
should be governed.

Stopping Misconduct

As with other peace operations, AMISOM
must stop incidents of misconduct
from causing strategic damage to the
mission’s reputation and objectives. To
that end, AMISOM must deal effectively
with allegations of misconduct by
its personnel. Recently, two sets of
allegations have come to light. The first
involves corruption – specifically, claims
that some Ugandan officers stole food,
fuel and logistics supplies from the
mission, denied payment of allowances
to their fellow soldiers, and traded guns
and ammunition with local Somalis.46
In September and October 2013, the
Ugandan press reported that once such
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allegations reached Ugandan President
Yoweri Museveni, he recalled over two
dozen UPDF soldiers from AMISOM,
perhaps to face court martial if enough
evidence is brought to light.47 The recalled
soldiers include decorated Brigadier
Michael Ondoga, who has twice been
the Ugandan contingent commander in
AMISOM.
The second type of allegations
involved sexual abuse and rape
committed by AMISOM personnel (both
military and civilian). In mid-August 2013,
claims emerged of kidnapping and gang
rape by AMISOM and Somali troops.48
The head of AMISOM quickly asserted
that these claims had been ‘proved
unfounded following several internal and
external investigations’ and that AMISOM
had ‘adopted a zero-tolerance policy on
such issues’, including ‘early-warning
mechanisms and permanent investigation
structures’ as well as ‘awareness-raising
campaigns, both for AMISOM military
staff and Somali populations’.49 However,
other actors, including Human Rights
Watch, criticised the AMISOM and
government investigations into these
accusations as flawed and superficial,
and questioned AMISOM ’s commitment
to holding its personnel accountable for
misconduct.50 Perhaps in light of such
allegations, Resolution 2124 requests
the AU to advance efforts to implement
a system to address allegations of
misconduct, which includes clear
mechanisms for receiving and tracking
allegations.51

Better Public Diplomacy

Incidents of misconduct will also make
another of AMISOM’s challenges more
complicated: namely, enhancing its
public diplomacy. Despite its military
achievements, AMISOM has continued
to struggle with elements of Somali
public opinion. On the positive side,
polling of just over 1,000 adults carried
out during March and April 2013 in
Mogadishu for the AU-UN Information
Support Team suggested that 59 per
cent felt that AMISOM had been ‘very’
or ‘fairly’ effective in providing security
for the local community. In terms of what
respondents felt AMISOM should be
doing, the top two answers were training
the SNA (mentioned by 70 per cent of

respondents) and disarming militias
(cited by 43 per cent). On the other hand,
the same survey revealed that only 50
per cent viewed AMISOM as a ‘friendly
force’, compared to 30 per cent who
felt that it was not. Furthermore, more
than half of all respondents believed
that Kenya (61 per cent) and Uganda (54
per cent) – AMISOM’s most prominent
troop-contributing countries – were
involved in Somali affairs for their own
interests rather than for the interests of
Somalis (the answer in Burundi’s case
was 48 per cent, Djibouti 45 per cent,
and Sierra Leone 39 per cent).52 However,
similar polling conducted in October
and November 2013 saw a rise in the
proportion of respondents who viewed
AMISOM as a friendly force – an average
of 65 per cent of respondents across
Mogadishu, Belet Weyne, Kismaayo,
Baidoa and Merka.53
Another challenge in this area has
been the perceived opacity of AMISOM’s
long-term agenda in Somalia. This has led
some prominent Somali intellectuals to
become increasingly critical of AMISOM,
especially regarding its governance
agenda and the lack of a clear exit
strategy. To take just one illustrative
example, Faisal A Roble, former editorin-chief of the online Somali news
magazine WardheerNews, accused the
federal government of using ‘AMISOM to
impose some sort of Mogadishu-centred
administration on the two regional
states of Somaliland and Puntland and
… Jubaland’.54 He also pointed to the
apparent contradiction between AMISOM
acting to ‘steward Somalia to democracy’
while its ‘Godfather’ – Ugandan President
Museveni – ‘believes only in one party
democracy!’55 With respect to AMISOM’s
exit strategy, Roble posed a question that
has been discussed by many Somalis: that
of how long AMISOM is to stay in Somalia.
Roble’s concerns were that AMISOM had
not done enough to secure Mogadishu
nor to take the fight to Al-Shabaab.
The lack of clarity over AMISOM’s exit
plan, Roble suggested, ‘erodes national
confidence in the government’ and could
‘be used as a propaganda machine by
Al-Shabaab’.56 These sentiments give a
sense of the public-diplomacy challenges
that AMISOM will have to address as it
moves forward.

Supporting ‘Good Governance’

Ultimately, AMISOM’s most important
challenge is to promote legitimate
governance structures across its area of
operations. Although AMISOM has been
dominated by its military component,
the sustainability of its military successes
has always been closely linked to the
achievement of political results and the
delivery of services by the governing
authorities – or the lack thereof. In the
past, this has posed significant problems
as AMISOM became caught up in a
conflict regarding different visions of the
Somali state: essentially, a centralised
model versus a federal one.
During the first half of 2013,
AMISOM’s mandate to support the new
federal government came under severe
strain in the Jubaland region when the
Kenyan contingent in Sector 2 became
deeply embroiled in the conflict between
the federal government and the various
factions competing to become the
de facto authority in the area around
Kismaayo. The fight to control the
city in May 2013 was a symptom of a
deeper problem faced by the federal
government, which lacked the capacity
to enforce its decisions and to extend
its authority beyond Mogadishu when it
assumed office, but which nevertheless
felt compelled to respond to various
de facto regional authorities across the
country (such as those in Somaliland,
Puntland, Jubaland, Galmudug and
Hiraan, amongst others). The federal
government thus faced a choice: it
could either focus on Mogadishu and
its environs and leave the regions to
their own devices, and thus look weak,
or it could try to extend its authority
forcefully and potentially lose to these
regional entities, and look even weaker.
President Hassan Sheikh Mohamud’s
administration chose the second option;
first by initiating a process of dialogue,
and then by becoming more forceful,
especially in the south in relation to
the de facto authorities in Jubaland.
AMISOM became caught in the middle
of this political conflict and was divided
amongst itself. At one stage, the
Kenyan contingent in Sector 2 actively
obstructed the federal government’s
efforts in Kismaayo and allied with the
Ras Kamboni forces of Ahmed Madobe,
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himself a former ally of Al-Shabaab.
Although the federal government made
it clear at that stage that it would rather
not have Kenyan forces in Jubaland,
they remained in place.57 The federal
government also struck up an alliance
with a local leader, Barre Hiiraale, who
declared that his forces were co-located
with Al-Shabaab and planning joint
military operations against Madobe’s
forces.58 After considerable diplomatic
wrangling, an agreement was signed
on 27 August 2013 which solidified
Madobe’s position as leader of an Interim
Jubaland Administration (consisting of
the Gedo, Lower Juba and Middle Juba
regions) for up to two years.
For AMISOM, this episode raised
fundamental questions about the limits
of its central command-and-control
structures and its ability to function
as a coherent force rather than several
disconnected, national parts. This is
crucial: if AMISOM is perceived by
Somalis as a vehicle for neighbouring
states to legitimate their narrow national
agendas, this is likely to limit the mission’s
ability to achieve its objectives, to hobble
its attempts to wage an effective publicdiplomacy campaign, and to send hugely
unhelpful signals about the wider ability
of the AU to steer its peace operations
effectively. It also remains unclear how
far this episode poisoned relations
between the federal government and
Kenya and, as importantly, how closely
the federal government was willing to
work with Al-Shabaab forces to defeat
a mutual enemy. Finally, the events in
Jubaland illustrate how the distinction
between threats posed by Al-Shabaab
and those which stem from more deeply

rooted clan and sub-clan rivalries might
become increasingly difficult to establish.
More recently still, in late January
2014, the Ethiopian contingent of
AMISOM adopted the opposite stance
– reportedly acting on the federal
government’s wishes to shut down two
regional conferences in Baidoa convened
by various Digil and Mirifle clan leaders to
discuss the formation of an autonomous
regional state in southern Somalia.59
Known as ‘Southwestern state’, the
argument at these conferences revolved
around the establishment of either
a three-state (Bay, Bakool and Lower
Shabelle) or six-state version of this
‘Southwestern’ entity (encompassing
the aforementioned three regions
plus Gedo, Lower Juba and Middle
Juba, which together currently form
the Interim Jubaland Administration).
Once again, the episode highlighted the
deep disagreements over the nature
of the Somali polity – and AMISOM’s
controversial role within this.60

Conclusions

By mid-2013, it was evident that
some of AMISOM’s most significant
military and political gains were at
risk of reversal. Militarily, AMISOM’s
lack of force enablers and specialised
assets left it overstretched across a
huge theatre of operations with the
result that large swath of territory
were effectively ceded to the enemy.
Al-Shabaab capitalised on AMISOM’s
defensive posture to embark on a new
wave of asymmetric attacks in Somalia
and beyond. Politically, the federal
government’s decision to try to extend
its authority by confronting de facto

regional powers, especially in southern
Somalia, revealed major tensions with
AMISOM’s Kenyan (and later Ethiopian)
contingent and confirmed many local
suspicions that AMISOM was not more
than the sum of its national (and selfinterested) parts.
It was this context of risk that
stimulated the passage of UN Security
Council Resolution 2124 and the
development of a new Concept of
Operations for AMISOM in recent
months. This opens up a new chapter
in the international effort to stabilise
Somalia and defeat Al-Shabaab. AMISOM
has integrated more (Ethiopian) troops
into its structure but once again lacks
any guarantee that it will receive the
necessary force enablers. Nor can
AMISOM succeed without building an
effective set of Somali security forces.
Here the record is distinctly mixed:
despite improvements in relation to some
of the technical aspects of reforming
Somalia’s security sector, huge political
challenges remain, including addressing
how the new army and police force
should relate to the many other armed
factions and militias scattered across the
country. Only when these relationships
are stabilised will AMISOM be able to
withdraw. 
Paul D Williams is Associate Professor in
the Elliott School of International Affairs
at George Washington University. His
books include War and Conflict in Africa
(Polity, 2011) and Providing
Peacekeepers: The Politics, Challenges,
and Future of United Nations
Peacekeeping Contributions (Oxford
University Press, 2013).

Notes
1

UN Security Council (UNSC), ‘Letter
Dated 14 October 2013 from the
Secretary-General Addressed to
the President of the Security Council’,
S/2013/606, 14 October 2013,
p. 3.

2

Ibid., p. 2.

3

UNSC, ‘Resolution 2124 (2013):
Adopted by the Security Council at

its 7056th Meeting, on 12 November
2013’; AMISOM, Concept of Operations
(CONOPS), 23 January 2014.
4

‘Meeting of the Heads of State and
Government of the Troop Contributing
Countries of the African Union Mission
in Somalia (AMISOM), Ethiopia and
Somalia: Kampala, Uganda; 4th August
2013: Communiqué’, available at <http://
www.hiiraan.com/Pdf_Files/2013/

FINAL_COMMUNIQUE_OF_THE_
SUMMIT_OF_HEADS_OF_STATES.pdf>,
accessed 5 March 2014.
5

UNSC, ‘Report of the Monitoring Group
on Somalia and Eritrea Pursuant to
Security Council Resolution 2060 (2012):
Somalia’, S/2013/413, 13 July 2013, p. 7.
This assessment was later shared by the
UN secretary-general: see UNSC, ‘Report
of the Secretary-General on Somalia’,

© RUSI JOURNAL APRIL/MAY 2014

RUSI 159_2 TEXT .indd 58

29/04/2014 07:20:58

PAUL D WILLIAmS

S/2013/521, 3 September 2013,
para. 76.

Downloaded by [Paul Williams] at 06:12 12 May 2014

6

UNSC, ‘Report of the Monitoring Group
on Somalia and Eritrea Pursuant to
Security Council Resolution 2060 (2012)’,
p. 49. There are few signs that the rate
of attacks has subsided in subsequent
months. Author’s communication
with AU official, November 2013. See
also ‘Terrorism Threat in the Country’,
reportedly produced by the Kenyan
National Intelligence Service, September
2013, <http://publicintelligence.net/
kenya-shabaab-file/>, accessed 5 March
2014.

7

The total also included a small number
of abductions (six in total).

8

This assessment was shared by the UN
secretary-general’s technical assessment
mission to Somalia (17–29 March 2013).
See UNSC, ‘Letter Dated 19 April 2013
from the Secretary-General Addressed
to the President of the Security Council’,
S/2013/239, 19 April 2013, para. 9.

9

African Union (AU), ‘Report of the
Chairperson of the Commission on
the Situation in Somalia’, PSC/PR/2.
(CCCLXXIX), 13 June 2013. Quotations
from paras. 27, 72 and 16.

10 UNSC, ‘The Situation in Somalia’,
S/PV.7054, 30 October 2013, p. 6.
11 AU, ‘Report of the Chairperson of
the Commission on the Joint AU-UN
Benchmarking Exercise and the Review
of the African Union Mission in Somalia’,
PSC/PR/2.(CCCXCIX), 10 October 2013,
para. 13(iii).
12 The idea of a benchmarking mission
was first welcomed in the UN Security
Council’s presidential statement of
6 June 2013. See UNSC, ‘Statement by
the President of the Security Council’,
S/PRST/2013/7, 6 June 2013.
13 UNSC, ‘Letter Dated 14 October 2013
from the Secretary-General Addressed to
the President of the Security Council’,
p. 3.
14 The only publicly dissenting voice was
Russia, which suggested the resolution’s
call for the federal government of
Somalia to ensure ‘safe and unhindered
access for humanitarian organizations’
(para. 21) strayed beyond the remit of

the UN Security Council and into terrain
that should be restricted to the General
Assembly. This appears to be part of a
broader diplomatic move by the Russian
government to address this area in light
of events in Syria’s civil war. See UNSC,
‘The Situation in Somalia’, S/PV.7056,
12 November 2013, p. 2.
15 The analysis of the benchmarking
mission has not been published in
full. However, its recommendations
are summarised in AU, ‘Report of the
Chairperson of the Commission on the
Joint AU-UN Benchmarking Exercise and
the Review of the African Union Mission
in Somalia’ and UNSC, ‘Letter Dated
14 October 2013 from the SecretaryGeneral Addressed to the President of
the Security Council’. Other details are
based on the author’s conversations
with members of the review team. For a
detailed overview of AMISOM’s earlier
operations, see Bronwyn Bruton and
Paul D Williams, Counter-Insurgency
in Somalia: Lessons Learned from the
African Union Mission in Somalia,
2007–2013 (Tampa, FL: US Joint Special
Operations University, forthcoming
2014).
16 UNSC, ‘Resolution 2093 (2013): Adopted
by the Security Council at its 6929th
Meeting, on 6 March 2013’, S/RES/2093,
6 March 2013.
17 The CCTARC will track incidents of
civilian harm, investigate them, and
oversee compensation initiatives when
appropriate.
18 As provided for in UNSC Resolution
2036 (22 February 2012), para. 6. As of
early February 2014, AMISOM remained
without any military helicopters. It
did, however, sometimes have access
to UNSOA’s four utility and medicalevacuation helicopters.
19 UNSC, ‘Letter Dated 14 October 2013
from the Secretary-General Addressed to
the President of the Security Council’,
p. 6.
20 Uganda had signed a letter of assist
with the AU and UNSOA to deploy
three attack/tactical, two utility, and
one medical-evacuation helicopter to
AMISOM. They would provide air cover
for troops, escort convoys, fly rescue
and evacuation missions, and airdrop
forces.

21 It is not entirely clear what counts as
‘joint operations’ between AMISOM and
the SNSF.
22 UNSC, ‘Resolution 2124 (2013)’, para. 15.
23 AMISOM’s guard force was initially
authorised by the UN Security Council in
Resolution 2010 (30 September 2011),
para. 5. It was intended ‘to provide
security, escort and protection services
to personnel from the international
community’. See UNSC, ‘Resolution
2010 (2011): Adopted by the Security
Council at its 6626th Meeting, on 30
September 2011’. Various formulations
of the guard force have been discussed
subsequently, including in UN Security
Council Resolutions 2036 and 2124,
and the secretary-general’s letter to the
Security Council of 14 October 2013. See
UNSC, ‘Letter Dated 14 October 2013
from the Secretary-General Addressed to
the President of the Security Council’.
24 AU, ‘Communiqué of the Peace and
Security Council’, PSC/PR/COMM.
(CCCXCIX), 10 October 2013.
25 In his letter to the UN Security Council
of 20 December 2013, the UN secretarygeneral recommended that the guard
force ‘form part of UNSOM’. See UNSC,
‘Letter Dated 20 December from the
Secretary-General Addressed to the
President of the Security Council’,
S/2013/764, 24 December 2013. In
March 2014, Uganda offered to provide
approximately 410 troops operating
outside of AMISOM, to act as the guard
force. At the time of writing, it is unclear
whether these Ugandan troops will
become part of UNSOM.
26 AU, ‘Report of the Chairperson of
the Commission on the Joint AU-UN
Benchmarking Exercise and the Review
of the African Union Mission in Somalia’,
paras. 15(ii) and 16.
27 UNSC, ‘Letter Dated 14 October 2013
from the Secretary-General Addressed to
the President of the Security Council’,
p. 5.
28 It is worth noting that of the three
African states on the UN Security Council
when Resolution 2124 was passed, one
(Morocco) is not a member of the AU,
and neither Rwanda nor Togo were
members of the AU Peace and Security
Council.

59
RUSI 159_2 TEXT .indd 59

29/04/2014 07:20:58

STABILISINg SOmALIA

29 Whatsinblue.org, ‘Somalia Resolution
Authorising Increase in Troop Strength’,
11 November 2013.
30 UNSC, ‘The Situation in Somalia’,
S/PV.7056, p. 3.
31 Roger Carstens, ‘Analog War’, Foreign
Policy, 7 October 2013.
32 Ibid.

Downloaded by [Paul Williams] at 06:12 12 May 2014

33 Author’s interview with senior SNA
officials, Mogadishu, January 2013.
34 For a detailed discussion, see UNSC,
‘Report of the Monitoring Group on
Somalia and Eritrea Pursuant to Security
Council Resolution 2060 (2012)’,
S/2013/413, 12 July 2013.
35 Matt Bryden, ‘Somalia Redux? Assessing
the New Somali Federal Government’,
Center for Strategic and International
Studies, Washington, DC, August 2013,
p. 2.
36 Ibid., p. 1. It is also worth noting that
in April 2013, UN staff described
‘recovered’ towns as ‘islands, beyond
which movement is nearly impossible.’
This also meant that ‘for the local
population, cooperation with the Federal
Government of Somalia represented
“choosing sides in an ongoing war”’.
UNSC, ‘Letter Dated 19 April 2013 from
the Secretary-General Addressed to the
President of the Security Council’,
para. 7.
37 AMISOM, ‘AMISOM Resumes Military
Operations against Al Shabaab’, press
release, 31 October 2013.
38 See, for example, Laura Heaton,
‘Somalia: On Scene in Baidoa after
Ethiopia’s Rout of Al-Shabab’, Daily
Beast, 12 March 2012.
39 For a discussion of this, see Paul D
Williams, ‘The African Union Mission
in Somalia and Civilian Protection
Challenges’, Stability: International
Journal of Security and Development
(Vol. 2, No. 2, 2013), p. 39.
40 UN Security Council Resolution 2124
stresses the urgent need for AMISOM to
establish and use a CCTARC (para. 11).
The CCTARC was originally requested in
UN Security Council Resolution 2036 (22
February 2012).

41 To date, about half of these have
received some training from either
the EU or AMISOM troop-contributing
countries. An unknown number have
also received training from Ethiopia,
although, according to one source, while
some 17,000 were trained between 2004
and 2008, over 14,000 subsequently
defected. See UNSC, ‘Report of the
Monitoring Group on Somalia Pursuant to
Security Council Resolution 1811 (2008)’,
S/2008/769, 10 December 2008, p. 12.
42 Author’s communication with AU official,
October 2013.
43 In October 2013, Somalia’s foreign
minister acknowledged that Somalia’s
security forces needed significant
logistical support ‘immediately’ and
asked that it ‘should not be tied to the
timelines of troop increases and/or
development’. UNSC, ‘The Situation in
Somalia’, S/PV.7054, 30 October 2013,
p. 7. It is notable that Resolution 2124
also called for strengthening the SNSF
through a long list of reforms, including
‘mapping the structure of these forces,
establishing clear command and control
systems, implementing appropriate
procedures, codes of conduct and
training including to ensure the safe
storage, registration, maintenance
and distribution of military equipment
and finalizing and implementing a
national program for the treatment and
handling of disengaged combatants and
promoting respect for human rights,
including through implementing the
relevant Somali Government action
plans on children and armed conflict’
(para. 18).
44 Carstens, ‘Analog War’.
45 Ibid.
46 Similar allegations have been made
against AMISOM personnel since at
least 2008. See UNSC, ‘Report of the
Monitoring Group on Somalia Pursuant
to Security Council Resolution 1766
(2007)’, S/2008/274, 24 April 2008,
paras. 29 and 140–46.
47 See, for example, Chris Obore,
‘Our Bosses Sold Guns, Soldiers Tell
Museveni’, Daily Monitor (Uganda),
20 October 2013; Chris Obore, ‘UPDF
Good Fighters but Thieves, US Tells
Museveni’, Daily Monitor (Uganda),
29 September 2013.

48 Nicholas Kulish, ‘African Union and
Somalia to Investigate Rape Accusation’,
New York Times, 15 August 2013.
49 UNSC, ‘The Situation in Somalia’,
S/PV.7030, 12 September 2013, p. 7.
50 Human Rights Watch, ‘Somalia: Deeply
Flawed Rape Inquiry’, 11 November
2013.
51 UNSC, ‘Resolution 2124 (2013)’, para. 10.
52 Author’s communication with AU-UN
Information Support Team official,
October 2013.
53 Author’s communication with AU-UN
Information Support Team official,
February 2014.
54 Here it is important to note that a
major source of such contention
remains the ambiguous nature of
Somalia’s provisional constitution and
arguments over what a ‘federal’ system
of government should entail. AMISOM
is supposed to assist the federal
government within the framework of the
constitution.
55 Faisal A Roble’s remarks to the Institute
for Horn of Africa Studies and Affairs
conference, Minneapolis, MN, October
2013.
56 Faisal A Roble, ‘Challenges and
Opportunities and the Firing of Prime
Minister Saacid’, WaardheerNews, 11
November 2013.
57 Letter from the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs and International Cooperation,
Federal Republic of Somalia to the AU
Commissioner for Peace and Security, 30
June 2013. Copy in author’s possession.
58 Bryden, ‘Somalia Redux?’, p. 22.
59 Garoweonline, ‘Somalia: AMISOM Halts
Baidoa Regional Conference’, 30 January
2014.
60 For a good analysis, see Tres Thomas,
‘Analysis: Baidoa Becoming the Next
Crisis in Somalia’s Federalism Process’,
Somalia Newsroom, 11 February 2014.

© RUSI JOURNAL APRIL/MAY 2014

RUSI 159_2 TEXT .indd 60

29/04/2014 07:20:59

