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Executive Summary

Following a series of clan uprisings against al-Shabaab in the central regions of the
country, in August 2022 the federal government of Somalia, working alongside clan
militias known collectively as the Macawiisley, launched an offensive against the
group. Much of this fighting has been concentrated in the central regions of the
country, particularly in the Federal Member States (FMS) of Hirshabelle and
Galmudug. Partnered with clan militia and supported by foreign actors, the
offensive has yielded some notable gains, including the recapture of key territories
from al-Shabaab in the areas of Hirshabelle and Galmudug. However, in recent
months, government and militia forces have faced significant setbacks, with al-
Shabaab proving capable of conducting attacks and projecting power into the areas
it has lost. More concerning is the absence of a clear strategy to hold and govern
the recently recovered territories. This has been a recurring issue and has resulted
in a situation where territories recently regained by government forces are then
quickly recaptured by al-Shabaab.

Yet, despite these challenges, the federal government has plans to extend its
offensive beyond the central territories and toward al-Shabaab’s southern
strongholds in the Federal Member States of South West State (SWS) and
Jubbaland. Coined Operation Black Lion, this next phase of the offensive is expected
to draw additional troops from Kenya, Ethiopia, and Djibouti to bolster Somali
forces. However, as the government attempts to consolidate its gains in the central
regions and moves forward with the planned second phase, two challenges lay
ahead that need to be addressed before Operation Black Lion can yield long-term
success. First are the combustible socio-political dynamics in SWS and Jubbaland
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that, without meaningful political settlement and reconciliation, will undermine the
offensive. Compared to central regions of the country, clan dynamics in SWS and
Jubbaland are significantly more complex and combustible, characterized by long-
standing grievances, rivalries, and tensions. Al-Shabaab benefits from these
dynamics, often manipulating local grievances and clan disputes to recruit, govern,
and conduct its operations. Without meaningful political settlement and
reconciliation, liberating territories in Jubbaland and SWS will almost certainly lead
to clashes between local communities, as well as between member state forces and
local clan militia over political control.

Second is the absence of a clear strategy for holding and governing territory in al-
Shabaab’s southern strongholds. More attention should be devoted to the role that
FMS and local forces can play in holding recovered territories and delivering longer-
term security. Such forces, knowledgeable of the local terrain, and that have kinship
and cultural ties within the locales they operate in, can leverage a comparative
advantage in delivering security to local communities and gaining local confidence.
However, without a clear strategy for engaging member state and local forces as
important components of a broader national security strategy, offensive efforts will
be disjointed, yield short-term tactical successes, and result in the sort of political
rivalries and fragmentation that al-Shabaab benefits from.

Acronyms:

ACLED: Armed Conflict Location & Event Data Project
ATMIS: The African Union Transition Mission in Somalia
FGS: Federal Government of Somalia

FMS: Federal Member State(s)

JISA: Jubbaland Intelligence and Security Agency

JSF: Jubbaland Security Force

NSA: National Security Model and Architecture
SFA: Security Force Assistance

SSR: Security Sector Reform

SWS: South West State

SWS-SPF: South West State Special Police Force
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Introduction

In August 2022, the President of the Federal Government of Somalia, Hassan Sheikh
Mohamud, declared a ‘total war’ on al-Shabaab and launched a new offensive
against the group.® In contrast to previous offensives led by international forces,
the current offensive is spearheaded by Somali government forces fighting
alongside local clans.? The offensive followed a rebellion by clan militias in the
central region (in the Federal Member States of Hirshabelle and Galmudug) of
Somalia against al-Shabaab. Known collectively as the Macawiisley, these clan
militias formed around 2018 in Middle Shabelle region of Hirshabelle in response
to al-Shabaab’s predation, excessive violence, and financial demands.? By late
summer 2022, the federal government capitalized on renewed frustration against
al-Shabaab amongst locals in the Hiraan region of Hirshabelle and deployed Somali
forces to fight the militants alongside the Macawiisley.* To date, the offensive has
reversed some of al-Shabaab’s territorial gains, with the government recovering
significant swathes of territory from the militants, including some key territories in
both Hirshabelle and Galmudug.®

Still, significant challenges remain. Al-Shabaab continues to mount a resistance in
parts of central Somalia, and even more troubling, there is no clear plan to hold and
govern the territories once retaken, with growing concerns about the government’s
ability to do so over the medium and long term.®

Despite these challenges, the federal government plans to extend its offensive to
al-Shabaab’s southern strongholds in the Federal Member States (FMS) of South
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West State (SWS) and Jubbaland.” Coined Operation Black Lion, this next phase of
the offensive is expected to draw 20 thousand to 30 thousand additional troops
from Kenya, Ethiopia, and Djibouti to bolster Somali forces.® However, as plans
move forward for the second phase, two challenges lay ahead that need to be
addressed before Operation Black Lion can yield long-term success. First are the
combustible socio-political dynamics in SWS and Jubbaland that al-Shabaab
continues to benefit from and that, without meaningful political settlement and
reconciliation, will undermine the offensive. Second is the absence of a clear
strategy for holding and governing territory in al-Shabaab’s southern strongholds,
as well as the absence of a national security strategy that prioritizes the
development of appropriate Federal Member State and local level forces as much
as it does federal forces.

This Insight is organized into three sections. The first provides an overview of the
current offensive, as well as the successes and challenges that lay ahead of
Operation Black Lion’s launch. The second discusses the challenging politics and
complex clan dynamics in al-Shabaab’s southern strongholds and the implications
these have for Black Lion. The third provides an assessment of the difficulties
around holding and building recovered and liberated territory in southern regions
and raises questions about the appropriate force posture and resource allocation
needed to govern these liberated locales.

Section One: Somalia’s Military Offensive Against al-Shabaab

At the end of March 2023, President Mohamud announced the launch of the
second phase of the military offensive into the southern regions of Somalia.®
However, due to increased pushback from al-Shabaab in central territories,
particularly in Hirshabelle, at the time of this writing (September 2023) government
forces have remained focused on securing their gains in Middle Shabelle and Hiraan
in the second phase rather than moving down toward SWS and Jubbaland.®
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As preparations for the highly anticipated second phase of the FGS offensive Black
Lion continue, there are crucial insights that can be drawn from the ongoing
offensive in the central region that can inform the way forward. At its current stage,
the government’s offensive in Hirshabelle and Galmudug has yielded the most
substantial territorial gains against al-Shabaab since the mid-2010s, marking a
significant “breakthrough in a war that has raged for more than fifteen years.”*!

A unique set of events provided the circumstances essential to the government’s
advance. In particular, al-Shabaab’s coercive and repressive tactics in central
Somalia antagonized local clans, particularly the Haber Gedir/Salebaan sub-clan
(Hawiye clan family), of which President Mohamud is a member.? In and around
the town of Baxdo in the Galmudug state, for the past several years al-Shabaab has
ordered young men belonging to the Salebaan to enroll as fighters.’> When the
community refused to comply, al-Shabaab launched a string of retaliations,
including confiscating livestock, abducting elders, and launching an assault against
the community in June 2022.% This move provoked a militia from the sub-clan to
organize a defense, inflicting heavy casualties among al-Shabaab militants.

Around the same period, in the Hiraan region of the Hirshabelle State, west of
Galmudug, historic grievances and tensions between the Hawadle sub-clans
(Hawiye clan family) and al-Shabaab reached an apex. Not only had the militant
group previously taken control of a road that linked Hiraan’s capital, Beledwayne,
to Galmudug, but al-Shabaab also blocked a road connecting Mogadishu to
Beledweyne, restricting the flow of crucial supplies to an area that was severely
affected by drought for years.’® Communities in the region grew even more
frustrated with al-Shabaab after the group killed a Hawadle elder in Beledwayne in
May 2022.%6 This move prompted the community to mobilize a pushback by militia
forces against the group. In response to the community pushback, al-Shabaab
doubled down on its repressive actions, which only generated more resentment
among the communities.’

Beyond Hirshabelle and Galmudug, al-Shabaab also conducted an August 2022
attack against the well-known Hayat Hotel in Mogadishu, killing more than 20




TSC INSIGHTS: OPERATION BLACK LION

people.’® The siege on the hotel took government forces 30 hours to quell.® These
events, growing frustration against al-Shabaab among local clans in central regions,
as well as a major attack in Mogadishu during a period when the president was
facing criticism over the government's response to the hotel siege, created an
opportunity for the government to deploy armed forces to Hiraan to fight alongside
the Hawadle clan militia forces in August 2022.

By October of that year, government forces supported by the militias (Macawiisley)
had recaptured much of al-Shabaab’s territory in Hiraan east of the Shabelle River.?°
Capitalizing on these early gains, government forces and local militia expanded the
offensive into Galmudug, with the government working with prominent community
members to encourage other local clans in the region to mobilize fighters.?! As was
the case in Hiiran, government forces led operations while clan militia participated
in joint operations and received logistical support.?? Foreign actors also provided
support to the government offensive. Notably, the United States provided military
assistance in the form of weapons and ammunition and conducted airstrikes in
support of Danab (lighting) forces, a special strike unit of the national army trained
by US forces.?® Turkiye also carried out drone strikes?* in the areas of Lower and
Middle Shabelle.?

To date, the government’s offensive, partnered with clan militia (Macawiisley) and
supported by foreign actors, has yielded some notable successes, including the
recapture of strategic territories from al-Shabaab. According to the Armed Conflict
Location & Event Data Project (ACLED), during this first phase of the offensive
Somali security forces recaptured over 215 locations previously controlled by al-
Shabaab mostly located in Hirshabelle and Galmudug.?® Notable examples include
the December 2022 government seizure of al-Shabaab’s regional center of
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operations at Adan Yabaal in Middle Shabelle.?” Shortly after, in January 2023,
government forces successfully recaptured the strategic towns of Ceel Dheere and
Xarardheere in Galgaduud,?® while in August 2023 they captured the towns of
Wabho and El Buur in Galgaduud, causing al-Shabaab’s physical presence in the
region to contract.®

Moreover, the government’s collaboration with local clan militias in central
regions has also helped to strengthen ties between the federal government and
local communities. Instead of having to mobilize local support on their own,
government forces can now work through the Macawiisley who have crucial links
to the local population.3® These connections through local clan militia have also
enabled the government to gain greater access to rural areas and fighters
intimately more knowledgeable about the terrain.3!

Notable Challenges

However, despite these successes, there are several notable challenges to the
government offensive that foreshadow its next phase. For one, despite losing key
territory, al-Shabaab remains capable of conducting attacks and projecting power
into the areas it has lost.?? In January 2023, the group deployed at least twelve
vehicle-borne improvised explosive devices in towns located in central Somalia.?3 In
one of these attacks in Galcad (Galmudug state), Danab forces experienced
significant losses, including the deputy commander of the unit, resulting in a
setback to the offensive in central Somalia in the subsequent weeks.3 Similarly, the
group has been able to hit the Macawiisley in smaller settlements in the Hiraan
region. In May 2023, al-Shabaab further attacked Somali forces in Massagaweyne
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village, Galguduud region (Galmudug state).3® The group also managed to regain
lost territory in Hirshabelle as the offensive expanded to Galmudug state.3” More
recently, in August 2023, government forces faced a significant setback after al-
Shabaab carried out a deadly attack on a recently captured village, Cowsweyne in
Galgaduud, causing government forces to retreat from towns and villages it had
captured in recent months.3® In September 2023, al-Shabaab conducted major
attacks in Hiiran, including a truck bomb attack in Beledwayne town that killed at
least 20 people, and a suicide bomb attack in Bulobarde town that followed only
days later, marking the highest number of suicide bombings (14) conducted by al-
Shabaab in a month since 2006.%°

Beyond al-Shabaab’s ability to conduct attacks in the territories it lost, there is a risk
that clan militia pose for security and stability in the region. In areas recovered from
al-Shabaab, local communities will inevitably seek to benefit from the vacuum
created, which could result in broader clan conflicts over governance and control
of liberated territory.*® Moreover, in his report on the offensive earlier this year,
Stig Jargle Hansen, noted that “members of some clans not involved in the current
offensive have already shown some suspicions and hesitancy, for example in the
southwest.”*! The challenge facing the government is not only how to continue to
mobilize local communities against al-Shabaab, but to do so in a way that avoids
stoking clan rivalries and fragmentation that ultimately undermines security, thus
benefiting al-Shabaab.*?

Lastly, a key challenge that lies ahead for the government offensive in central
Somalia as it turns its attention towards al-Shabaab’s southern stronghold is the
government’s strategy for “holding” and “building” recovered territory. The
offensive has thus far proved capable of clearing al-Shabaab from territory in
central Somalia, but it has yet to articulate a strategy that clarifies which forces will
be responsible for holding recovered areas and the role that the Macawiisley is
expected to play.*® The government’s lack of holding power is a recurring issue.
Several key cities, towns, and villages spread across central and southern Somalia
have exchanged hands between various armed groups including government and
partner forces, al-Shabaab, and community militias. For instance, the town of Adan
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Yabaal in Middle Shabelle, which government forces recently recaptured in
December 2022, has experienced multiple changes in control since 2016.% Wabho
is another critical territory located in Galgaduud that has experienced multiple
changes in control between Ethiopian troops and al-Shabaab since 2014.%> More
recently, government forces supported by the Ma’awisley successfully captured the
strategic Ruun-Nirgood district, a major al-Shabaab hub in Middle Shabelle, in
August 12, 2023, but only two weeks later al-Shabaab recaptured the territory.*®
These exchanges of control underscore a pattern of temporary victories and quick
losses.

Accordingly, the government’s inability to maintain a strong presence leaves locals
hesitant to collaborate with government forces due to fear of facing al-Shabaab
retribution once the government leaves. In rural areas of Hiraan and other regions,
some sub-clans have considered it necessary to reach agreements with al-Shabaab
for their safety.*” In December 2022, clan elders from the Haber Gedir/Salebaan
sub-clan in Xarardheere town in the Mudug region reached such an agreement with
al-Shabaab.*® Meanwhile, in April 2023, al-Shabaab maintained it had made a
similar agreement with the Hawadle Galible Hassan Agoon sub-clan and with seven
other sub-clans residing in the Bulo Burto district.*® These agreements impact the
government’s ability to continue drum up local support.

These challenges are compounded by reports that Kenya, Ethiopia, and Djibouti
may not participate in the planned military operations as part of the second phase
of the offensive. In August 2023, Somalia’s army commander, Major General
Ibrahim Sheikh Muhudin, said it did not appear to him as though troops from
Djibouti, Kenya, and Ethiopia would have “immediate, direct participation,” though
a Kenyan defense official indicated their position had not changed and that they
were still committed to the operation.>®

As the government turns its attention towards al-Shabaab’s southern strongholds,
these challenges, al-Shabaab’s resilience, clan rivalry and fragmentation, and the
government’s lack of a holding strategy, will inevitably become more pronounced.
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Key questions lie ahead as the government moves forward with Operation Black
Lion: 1) what is the government’s strategy around political settlement and
reconciliation among the diverse clan communities in southern states; 2) which
forces will act as holding and governing forces in recovered territory and what are
the broader plans for introducing longer-term security and governance
mechanisms in recovered locales?

Section Two: Operation Black Lion and The Challenging Politics and Clan Dynamics
in al-Shabaab’s Southern Strongholds

Replicating the government’s offensive in eastern Hiraan and parts of Galmudug is
difficult in SWS and Jubbaland. For one, the spontaneous and organic clan uprising
against al-Shabaab that emerged in the central regions is unlikely to occur across
al-Shabaab’s southern strongholds, and arguably has not even occurred throughout
all of the central region, either.>!

Compared to central regions, clan dynamics in southern member states are
significantly more complex and combustible due to the diversity of communities
and their long-standing grievances. Al-Shabaab benefits from these dynamics,
often manipulating local grievances and clan disputes to recruit, govern, and
conduct its operations. The federal government has made efforts to address the
need for reconciliation between communities in other regions, such as Middle
Shabelle, and has also coordinated with the FMS through a series of National
Consultative Councils to refocus efforts away from political rivalries and toward
countering al-Shabaab.>? However, more needs to be done to facilitate the
settlement of disputes and reconciliation in southern FMS if the offensive in SWS
and Jubbaland is to receive broad-based support and avoid fragmenting into the
clan rivalries that benefit al-Shabaab. This section briefly outlines al-Shabaab’s
clan strategy and influence in its strongholds in the south, followed by a discussion
of the clan dynamics in SWS and Jubbaland and the need for reconciliation.

Al-Shabaab’s Clan Engagement Strategy and Influence in the South

Clan engagement is an integral aspect of al-Shabaab’s military and political
strategy. The group professes to transcend clan rivalries, not favoring any clan
over others, and placing religion above anything else. Certainly, its pan-clan
identity is evident in its cross-clan membership that includes minority clans, as

10
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well as its multi-clan leadership.> Yet, in reality, clan dynamics are more
important for its members than the group often acknowledges, and play a role in
how it governs, recruits members, and conducts its military operations.>*

In an effort to further its local legitimacy, the group has made deliberate efforts to
engage clan elders. This includes the formation of a Council of Clan Elders in 2016
to gain the popular support of communities by extending respect and legitimacy
to clan elders within its organization.>® Clan elders have gone on to play key roles
in negotiations over humanitarian access, ceasefires with the government, and
the release of hostages and detainees, among other things.>® Elders have also
been involved in al-Shabaab’s governance structures, operating as recognized
local representatives with the authority to petition for infrastructure projects,
collect taxes, request aid for their communities, settle disputes, among other
activities.®” Al-Shabaab has also appointed governors and commanders from
certain local clans as a means to gain greater access to the clan’s territory.>® In
other cases, the group has appointed clan members who are non-residents to
govern areas it controls in an effort to undermine local clan dynamics.>®
Additionally, al-Shabaab has also provided support to certain clans as they battle
rival clans.®®

11



https://warontherocks.com/2021/10/now-is-the-time-to-engage-al-shabaab-religious-leaders-and-clan-elders-can-help/
https://warontherocks.com/2021/10/now-is-the-time-to-engage-al-shabaab-religious-leaders-and-clan-elders-can-help/
https://ctc.westpoint.edu/an-in-depth-look-at-al-shababs-internal-divisions/

TSC INSIGHTS: OPERATION BLACK LION

The group has also been successful at taking advantage of community grievances
with the state, especially among minority and disenfranchised clans.®* Some
communities have been motivated to support, tolerate, or collude with the group
as a result of their frustrations with the government’s abuses and corruption, as
well as the government’s failure to provide good governance and deliver social
services.®? Presenting itself as a capable alternative to the state, al-Shabaab’s
regional administrations,®® particularly those within its territorial control, can be
perceived to provide a harsh but stable environment that attracts some Somalis.
The group provides justice that is seen to be more efficient, transparent, and
enforceable than state alternatives, a dynamic that has played out in other
conflict-ridden states, including Afghanistan.®> Moreover, al-Shabaab provides
security, allowing businesses to function with greater predictability and stability.
The group also provides social services, including education and health care,
with reports suggesting that the tax revenue collected by the group in certain
regions, such as Adan Yabaal in Middle Shabelle, has been used to purchase
foodstuffs.®” Studies have also suggested that some communities believe that
though harsh, al-Shabaab’s taxes are relatively predictable and fair to an extent.®®

The territories in SWS and Jubbaland, which are considered al-Shabaab’s
strongholds, have a more mixed clan composition compared to territories in
central, such as Middle Shabelle, Hiiraan, and Galmudug.® A variety of clans,
spanning the Hawiye, Darod, Digil-Mirifle, and Dir, as well as minority
communities such as the Bantu,”® inhabit the southern FMS. For its part, al-
Shabaab has skillfully managed these complicated and often volatile dynamics.
Where longstanding grievances and tensions exist between clans and sub-clans,
al-Shabaab has made a strategy of aligning with marginalized communities.”* For
example, al-Shabaab is credited with halting violent attacks against the minority

12
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Bantu community living in Jilib district in the Middle Jubba region of Jubbaland.”?
The group also mediates conflict between different clans, and by engaging with all
clans and addressing grievances, the group has positioned itself as a stabilizing
force in these territories.

Al-Shabaab has also not shied away from using force and intimidation against
clans reluctant to accept its policies. Relying on violence and negotiations, al-
Shabaab has threatened forced displacement, killed community members,
kidnapped clan members, and confiscated livestock as a means of bringing
communities to the negotiating table.” In Lower Jubba, al-Shabaab killed
clansmen and livestock belonging to the Awramale sub-clan (Darod clan family) in
December 2016 because they refused to pay Zakat.”* Al-Shabaab has also had a
conflict with the Biyomaal in Lower Shabelle, impounding thousands of livestock
belonging to the clan between 2016-2018.7°

Accordingly, as Mubarak and Jackson report, “Al-Shabab is deeply entrenched in
local politics and customary governance within the areas it controls. Local elites
actively participate in the group’s governance project for personal and communal
gains, and clans compete for Al-Shabab’s favour and resources.””® This is
especially true in group’s southern strongholds. In areas like Jilib, where
communities have lived under al-Shabaab control for almost 15 years,”” al-
Shabaab has not only established deep roots within the community but has also
been able to enforce strict control over the population via its surveillance and
harsh enforcement of punishment. Consequently, within its southern strongholds,
a combination of combustible clan dynamics that benefit al-Shabaab, as well as
the group’s ability to elicit strict community compliance not possible elsewhere,
make it difficult for an organic and coordinated uprising by local communities to
occur as did in Hiiraan and Galmudug.

13
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Figure: Map of Somalia (Source: Combating Terrorism Center Sentinel, Brandon Mohr)

Note: Map displays the Federal Member States of Somalia (Jubbaland, South West State, Hirshabelle,
Galmudug, and Puntland) as well self-declared independent territory of Somaliland and the
administrative region surrounding the capital of Mogadishu.

Jubbaland — What About Political Settlement and Local Reconciliation?

In July 2022, the regional administration in Jubbaland announced that it was, in
collaboration with the federal government, launching its anti-al-Shabaab
offensive.”® In November of the same year, the Somali defense minister visited
Kismayo city in Jubbaland and met with the President of Jubbaland, Ahmed
“Madobe” Mohamed Islam, to observe Jubbaland’s military forces.” A month later,
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Kenya’s defense minister also visited Kismayo and met with the regional president
Madobe to discuss border security as well as the fight against al-Shabaab.

However, clashes between communities living in Jubbaland, and al-Shabaab’s
lasting presence in the region have historically undermined efforts to counter the
group. The clan composition across Jubbaland’s Gedo, Middle Jubba, and Lower
Jubba regions is incredibly diverse. Gedo, located at the southwest corner of
Somalia bordering Ethiopia and Kenya, is populated by the Marehan (Darod clan
family) which is the largest and most politically and militarily powerful community
in the region.®! Other communities include the Garre and Rahanweyn (both Digil-
Mirifle clan family) and Hawiye.®? Clashes between communities are endemic in this
region, with the Marehaan often clashing with Garre and Rahanweyn clans over
power and control of resources. Meanwhile, sub-clan divisions also exist among the
Marehaan, leading to frequent clashes.®® The region is also of strategic importance
to al-Shabaab due to its shared border with Kenya and Ethiopia. The group draws
recruits from this region, especially among the Marehaan which creates divisions
among the clan.?

Middle Jubba — located in the south of Somalia right between Gedo and Lower
Jubba — almost exclusively falls under al-Shabaab control, with the town of lJilib
functioning as the group’s regional headquarters. The Somali Bantu community is
the most populous ethnic community, while the Aulihan (Darood) and the
Mohamed Zubier/Ogaden (Darood) clans, residing in the west bank, wield the
strongest political and military influence in the region.® Other clans include the
Rahanweyn and several Hawiye sub-clans, while the east bank of the region is the
most ethnically diverse and complex.® Interclan conflict does occur in Middle
Jubba, but al-Shabaab reportedly operates as a stabilizing element, suppressing
clashes.?”

Lower Jubba — located in the southernmost region of Somalia, and its capital,
Kismayo — is the de facto seat for the Jubbaland administration. Communities that
inhabit the region include the Somali Bantu, Biyomaal (Dir), Tunni (Digil-Mirifle),
Mohamed Zubier/Ogaden (Darood), the Gaaljaal, the Harti (Darood), the Somali
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Bajuni ethnic group, among other Darood clans and small numbers of other clans.®
Kismayo has a complex community composition and is very diverse in its clan
makeup. The Mohamed Zubier/Ogaden clan has political, economic, and military
dominance in the capital.®® The Jubbaland state regional government maintains
control over Kismayo and territories in its immediate surrounding territories, as
well as several towns in Lower Jubba, while al-Shabaab controls most of the remote
areas.

Long-standing political disputes between the Jubbaland administration, led by
President Madobe from the Ogaden, based in Kismayo, and politicians and
government officials (predominantly Marehan) based in Gedo, have also
undermined efforts to counter al-Shabaab. The Marehan and Ogaden sub-clans
have been fighting over control of the strategic port city of Kismayo, and ultimately
political control over the region, since the 1990s.°® Tensions between Gedo
politicians and the Jubbaland authorities escalated in 2020 when the federal
government, then led by Mohamed Abdullahi Mohamed “Farmajo,” deployed
federal forces in Gedo.’> Backed by Marehaan pro-federal local militia, these
federal forces clashed with forces allied to Jubbaland authorities displacing over
50,000 people in the region of Gedo.*?

Though the recent federal administration of Somali President Mohamud has made
greater efforts than his predecessor to build more collaborative relations with
regional administrations like Jubbaland, tensions between Marehaan politicians in
Gedo and the regional authority of Jubbaland located in Kismayo persist. Amid
these ongoing tensions, politicians in Gedo, notably Senator Abdullahi Ismail
Fartang and Abdirashid Hassan Abdinur “Janan,” unilaterally announced in March
of 2023 their efforts to mobilize local clan militia in Bardhere district of Gedo to
participate in the offensive against al-Shabaab in Gedo and Middle Jubba.®
Jubbaland’s security minister, General Yusuf Dhumaal, rejected such plans to
recruit local militia in the fight against al-Shabaab.?> The concern among the
regional administration in Jubbaland is that arming local Marehaan militia in Gedo
would “tip the balance of power” in favor of the Marehan sub-clan.

As it stands now, the offensive in Jubbaland against al-Shabaab remains disjointed.
On the one hand, Jubbaland security forces have continued to conduct military
operations against al-Shabaab, at times in collaboration with federal forces,

16




TSC INSIGHTS: OPERATION BLACK LION

without support from local communities in areas of Lower Jubba. Earlier in the year,
Jubbaland authorities announced that federal and regional forces had captured an
al-Shabaab base in Jana Cabdalle, roughly 52 kilometers northwest of Kismayo.%
Later in July 2023, Jubbaland and federal forces managed to enter the al-Shabaab-
controlled town of Xagar (Hagar) in the Lower Jubba region.”” These are major steps
in the offensive as control of Jana Cabdalle base and the potential recapture of
Xagar would provide government forces with an advantageous position to attack
and push al-Shabaab out of Jilib, an al-Shabaab stronghold, and Buale, the official
capital of the Jubbaland state and also the regional capital of Middle Jubba®® that
has been under al-Shabaab control for over 15 years.*®

However, without coordinating with local clans in both Gedo and Middle Jubba,
guestions remain about whether Jubbaland government forces will be able to hold
such strategic locales if and when they manage to push al-Shabaab out. Without
any meaningful effort to address outstanding regional tensions between the local
communities in the region, liberating territories will almost certainly lead to clashes
between Jubbaland forces and clan militia in Middle Jubba and Gedo over political
control of the territories. As was the case with the clashes that occurred in 2020,
this political turmoil will only create avenues for al-Shabaab to benefit from and
exploit. Some sort of political settlement and reconciliation is needed for the region
before any meaningful discussion can be had about which forces will be involved in
holding the territory, and which actors will deliver public safety and governance
alternatives to what al-Shabaab has been providing thus far.

South West State — What About Political Settlement and Local Reconciliation?

Offensive operations against al-Shabaab in SWS have been difficult. Al-Shabaab
controls wide swathes of rural areas and is able to exert its influence in territories
not fully under its immediate control.1®° The African Union Transition Mission in
Somalia (ATMIS), Ethiopian forces, and state and federal forces maintain control of
main towns in the Bay region (e.g., Baidoa), Bakool region (e.g., Xudur) and Lower
Shabelle (e.g., Marka).'%* However, frequent attacks by al-Shabaab and the inability
of government forces to hold territory has meant that territory often exchanges
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hands between al-Shabaab and the government. The group not only controls main
supply routes in Bakool and across the FMS, but has also been the main, though not
sole, source of armed violence in the region, frequently hitting military bases and
territory under government control.'® Lower Shabelle is the most affected region
in terms of violent events and is characterized by the presence of multiple armed
groups including al-Shabaab, clan militia (Macawiisley), state and federal forces,
ATMIS, and US forces.

Beyond al-Shabaab’s influence in the region, offensive operations have also
struggled due to inter-clan tensions. Significant clan diversity exists across SWS’s
three main regions: Bakool, Bay, and Lower Shabelle. Bakool is in the southwest of
Somalia and borders Ethiopia. The region is mainly inhabited by the Rahanweyn
(Mirifle clan family), while the territory bordering Ethiopia is mainly composed of
the Jajele (Hawiye clan family) and the Aulihan (Darod clan family).03

Bay region is in the southwest of Somalia and hosts the de-facto capital of SWS,
Baidoa.!® The region is of strategic importance because its roads link Mogadishu,
Baidoa, the Gedo region in Jubbaland, as well as the Kenyan border.?%> The
Rahanweyn mainly inhabit the northern part of the region, while sub-clans of the
Digil occupy the southern areas.!% Baidoa is mainly inhabited by Mirifle sub-clans,
while some Hawiye communities also exist in smaller numbers in the region.’
Moreover, the region has internal displacement settlements located in and around
Baidoa bringing in a large number of displaced persons of clan identities not
indigenous to Baidoa.1%®

Lastly, Lower Shabelle is along the coast in south Somalia. In addition to its diverse
clan make-up, the region is of significant strategic value because it links Mogadishu,
Baidoa, and Kismayo in the south of Jubbaland. The region consists of indigenous
populations that have pre-colonial roots in the region. This includes communities
from the Digil, Hawiye, and smaller numbers of the Biyomaal (a sub-clan of the
Dir).2%° The region also includes historic migrants from all clans that gravitated to
the region in the colonial period and after independence.'°
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This clan diversity, the legacy of state collapse in 1991, and civil war have meant
that historical grievances between local communities in the region have endured in
the absence of political settlement. In Bakool, Bay, and Lower Shabelle, violent
inter-clan clashes have occurred over the use of farmland and natural resources,
land tenure, and business competition.!!! Rivalries between communities have
created opportunities for al-Shabaab to exploit for its own benefit — for instance,
the rivalry between communities from the Hawiye, Digil, and Dir (particularly the
Biyomaal) in Lower Shabelle.'!2 Recently, state elections have been a major source
of political violence, the most controversial occurring in December 2018, when the
federal government interfered with the regional elections in SWS,!3 then again in
December 2022 when state security forces attacked political opposition clan militia
following tensions over the extension of the regional president’s term.'* Tensions
also exist between the SWS administration and elites in Lower Shabelle.'®

A political agreement in February 2023 managed to cool tensions somewhat in the
aftermath of December 2022; however, concerns remain over the procedures and
management of the upcoming elections.'** Moreover, economic, political, and
security inequality that favor some groups and not others remain in Lower Shabelle,
resulting in clan-based cleavages that hinder efforts to mobilize clans against al-
Shabaab.” Meanwhile, distrust exists between the South West State President
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Abdiaziz Hassan Mohamed (Laftagareen)!® and the federal President Mohamud.
Laftagareen was allied with Mohamud’s opposition during the 2022 election for
Somalia’s presidency, while Mohamud’s local allies in SWS have been opposed to
Laftagareen’s extension of his presidential term.!'® These political rivalries
undermine efforts to mount a coordinated offensive against al-Shabaab in the
region.

For Operation Black Lion to have any long-term meaningful success in SWS,
inclusive, sustainable political settlement is needed. This will take time to achieve
and is unlikely to occur within the ambitious timeline the government has set for
the offensive.'?® Nevertheless, such a settlement should address political tensions
around the election, as well as longstanding grievances, particularly in Lower
Shabelle. As it stands now, without meaningful reconciliation and settlement,
offensive operations will continue to be hampered by inter-clan disputes that al-
Shabaab capitalizes on, tensions over territorial control over liberated territory, and
long-term concerns over competition for political control.

Section Three: Operation Black Lion — Who Holds? Who Builds?

On August 17, 2023, the President of Somalia, Hassan Mohamud, proclaimed that
his government would eliminate al-Shabaab or diminish its influence down to only
small pockets within 5 months.?! This bold statement highlights the resolve of the
federal government to move forward with its offensive in SWS and Jubbaland.

However, for the offensive to yield long-term success, the government needs a
clear strategy that addresses the role of FMS forces as well as local militia in not
only fighting al-Shabaab but also holding and governing recovered territories. As
Samira Gaid explains, “Without such a strategy, there is a high risk the current effort
will eventually falter. Arguably, it is only by creating community ownership of
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security in federal states with a significant al-Shabaab presence that lasting
progress can be made.”1??

A national security pact agreed to in 2017, adopted in London, provided for, albeit
vaguely, the development of a national security model and architecture (NSA) for
Somalia that involved the FMS.??3 The architecture envisaged two layers of security,
one at the federal level and another at the Federal Member State level. The federal
level strategy calls for the national army to be spread across different sectors of the
state and with some input from the FMS reporting to the Danab, as well as federal
police.’?* Meanwhile, the member states were to have their own state-level police
forces, with elements of the police known as Darwish!?> operating as a standby
force that could be activated during crises.'?® However, political tensions between
the previous federal administration led by Mohamed Abdullahi Mohamed
“Farmajo”, and the governments of the FMS undermined the further development
and implementation of the national security architecture. The current
administration of President Mohamud has made efforts to revamp the NSA, with
multiple iterations, and that process remains ongoing.!?’” The challenge that
remains now is the continued focus on developing the national army and less
attention paid to forces operating at the member state and local level.

This is a common challenge for security sector reform (SSR) and security force
assistance (SFA) efforts in conflict-affected African states more broadly.*?® SSR and
SFA have almost invariably been directed toward state capitals, with much of that
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assistance going towards the buildup of central military forces.?®* However, after
more than a decade of SFA/SSR efforts on the continent, there have been few
success stories®3® and publicized failures in other theaters such as Afghanistan and
Iraq.'3! Accordingly, critics have cautioned against state-centered approaches that
only engage the center as the sovereign state and prioritize national military reform
at the expense of (re)building regional and local governance and security
capabilities.’3? Recognizing that governance, public authority, and security tend to
be contested, with the central government rarely able to win the loyalty and
support of most of the population due to deep social-political cleavages, empirical
attention has in recent years moved beyond the center towards regions at the
periphery, further away from the capital and its influence and into areas of limited
statehood.*3 Evidence suggests that local forces (including police forces), that are
garrisoned where they are recruited, are representative of the communities they
serve, are easily accessible, are procedurally fair in their interactions with the
public; and/or are effective at securing the territory, enjoy public confidence,
cooperation (particularly information sharing) and compliance due to their kinship
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and cultural ties.3* Moreover, due to their knowledge of the terrain, these local
forces can have a comparative advantage over federal forces operating in their
immediate vicinity. Accordingly, appropriate local forces can play a consequential
role in the offensive against al-Shabaab, and in the long-term stability of territories
recovered from the group.

However, at this current juncture, the federal government lacks a strategy to
collectively leverage regional and local forces operating in Jubbaland and SWS to
hold territory and deliver security and justice in the long term. Across both FMS,
security forces are fragmented. In Jubbaland, the ruling administration led by
President Ahmed “Madobe” Mohamed Islam has three forces: the Jubbaland
Security Force (JSF), also known as Daarawiish (Darwish) that was originally part of
President Madobe’s Ras Kamboni militia; a regional police force; and an armed
intelligence force known as the Jubbaland Intelligence and Security Agency (JISA),
also formerly part of Ras Kamboni. These forces have enjoyed some demonstrable
successes. JISA is credited with securing Kismayo after al-Shabaab was pushed out
in 2013 and the regional administration consolidated its control over the city.'3> The
JSF has also been engaged in a stop-start offensive against al-Shabaab in Middle
Jubba and has successfully repulsed several al-Shabaab attacks in recent years.!3¢
The regional police for their part have provided a visible presence within Kismayo
that meets the public’s expectations.’®” In fact, various reports suggest that the
local populace in Kismayo sees the force as fair and effective.3®

However, these forces’ sphere of influence is limited to Kismayo city and territories
in its vicinity. Moreover, there is concern among local communities that these
forces are part of the Ogaden clan's dominance in the region.’3® Coupled with
political tensions between Jubbaland officials in Kismayo and those in Gedo, as well
as the latter mobilizing their own clan militia for the offensive against al-Shabaab,
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it is unclear which forces in the region will be used to hold and build recovered
territories in Middle Jubba and Gedo.

Similarly, South West State has its version of a rural clan guard, but on a larger scale,
known as the Daraawiish but later renamed the SWS-Special Police Force (SWS-
SPF). Initially intended to draw recruits from each of the nine districts that make up
Bay and Bokool, resource shortages, salary deductions, political tensions with the
federal government, and the tumultuous 2018 state election saw the force begin to
disintegrate.'® SWS President Abdiaziz Laftagareen, who took office in 2019, also
began to send many fighters to join units belonging to federal government forces
in Mogadishu and Lower Shabelle, where their effectiveness was minimal largely
due to a lack of stabilization activities, limited support, and al-Shabaab’s ability to
hit forward operating bases in semi-isolated regions of Lower Shabelle.'*! A smaller
number of SWS-SPF still remain in areas of Bay, however without a clear strategy
for mobilizing these forces to hold recovered territory it is unclear how much of an
impact they can have.

For the second phase of the offensive to be successful, territory needs to be held
sustainably. Forces like the JSF and SWS-SPF may be useful in supporting the
government’s offensive operations in the absence of a clan uprising. However, at a
minimum, for the offensive to be successful, there is a need for basic provision of
policing services in recovered territories. For this to be possible, appropriate local
forces need to be trained to perform policing duties. Relying solely on the SNA,
Danab forces, and ATMIS, who lack appropriate community ties, local terrain
knowledge, and a policing mandate, to hold territory is not enough, and arguably
makes them “sitting ducks” for al-Shabaab retaliatory attacks. Previous operations,
such as the joint SNA and AMISOM Operation Badbaado in Lower Shabelle (2019-
2020) suffered similar challenges due to the lack of a comprehensive strategy that
addressed the issue of appropriate holding forces. The operation managed to
establish a string of forward operating bases in semi-isolated villages that were ill-
supported, resulting in several SNA brigades “being badly battered in the
process.”1*2 Moreover, though FMS forces in SWS (SWS Special Police) and
Jubbaland (JSF) have the potential to counter al-Shabaab, these forces operate
more as paramilitary forces, lacking the policing mandate needed to promote the
rule of law and deliver day-to-day security to the public. Accordingly, even if these
forces are used to recover and hold territory, they are unequipped to deliver the
policing duties needed to legitimize the state in the eyes of communities that have
lived in al-Shabaab-governed areas for long periods.
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As the national security architecture is being re-negotiated, efforts should be made
to not only exploit the significant potential FMS forces like the JSF and SWS Special
Police have in degrading al-Shabaab, but also refocus efforts to build local police
forces within each FMS. Programs such as the Reestablishing Basic Policing
Programme (2014-2017) and later the Joint Police Programme (2019 to present)
exist and have resulted in the development of local police forces in cities like
Kismayo (Jubbaland) and Baidoa (SWS), and to a lesser extent Jowhar and
Beledwayne (Hirshabelle). Such programs have had meaningful impacts in their
locales, particularly Kismayo and Baidoa, meeting the milestones identified by
donors (e.g., the United Kingdom) and addressing the concerns raised by
community members.'** Such efforts should be prioritized and expanded moving
forward.

Conclusion

As the government continues to consolidate its gains in central Somalia and
executes its plans to move forward with Operation Black Lion, greater attention
needs to be paid to two key concerns. First are the political implications the
community dynamics in southern member states will have on the prospects of long-
term success in the offensive. Without meaningful political settlement and
reconciliation of the long-standing tensions between communities living in
Jubbaland and SWS, liberating territories will almost certainly lead to clashes
between local communities, as well as between member state forces and local clan
militia, over political control of the territories.

The second key concern is the lack of a clear strategy for holding and governing
liberated territories. As the national security architecture continues to be
revamped, more attention should be devoted to the role that FMS and local forces
can play in holding recovered territories and delivering longer-term security. Such
forces, knowledgeable of the local terrain, and that have kinship and cultural ties
within the locales they operate in, can leverage a comparative advantage in
delivering security to local communities and gaining local confidence. However,
without a clear strategy for engaging member state and local forces as important
components of a broader national security strategy, offensive efforts will be
disjointed, yield short-term tactical successes, and result in the sort of political
rivalries and fragmentation that al-Shabaab benefits from.

Addressing the need for political settlement or reconciliation and a national
strategy for holding and governing recovered territory highlights the importance of
identifying what success means for the current offensive. At this current juncture,
the federal government is measuring its success in terms of settlements liberated
and the number of al-Shabaab fighters eliminated. However, liberating territory

25




TSC INSIGHTS: OPERATION BLACK LION

does not automatically earn public confidence in the government offensive,
particularly due to fear of al-Shabaab reprisals and historic poor governance
alternatives provided by the state. Al-Shabaab on its part is fighting to establish
control over the population, clan by clan, without necessarily attempting to
establish control of more towns and settlements. Indeed, the group is able to
exercise authority in major urban centers, including Dhuusamareeb (Galmudug
state) and Mogadishu, without a visible presence in those territories. Accordingly,
addressing the local clan tensions that benefit al-Shabaab and establishing a clear
strategy to not only clear, but also effectively hold and govern territory more clearly
counters al-Shabaab’s population-focused efforts.
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