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KEY TAKEAWAYS

Somaliland has been de facto inde-
pendent for 30 years. The U.S. should
recognize this and build a facts-based
policy that better serves its strategic
interests.

Recognizing Somaliland’s independence
would enable the U.S. to hedge against
further deterioration of its position in
Djibouti, which is under Chinese sway.

This would reward Somaliland for its
sincere commitment to democracy
and deliver the justice of honoring its
strong and consistent aspirations for
independence.

he autonomous territory of Somaliland sits

in one of Earth’s most strategically import-

ant areas. Yet the influence Beijing has built,
particularly in Djibouti, threatens the U.S’s ability to
defend its interests there. Recognizing Somaliland
would let the U.S. build a partnership with the ter-
ritory that would give Washington a hedge against
further deterioration of its position in Djibouti.
Hargeisa (the capital and largest city of Somaliland),
almost alone in Africa, has already demonstrated its
willingness to defy Beijing when it established what
is, after Eswatini, Taiwan’s most advanced diplomatic
relationship in Africa.

Recognizing Somaliland would also affirm American
support for democracy by rewarding the territory’s
tenacious, though still-developing, 30-year-old home-
grown democracy. It would as well allow Washington to
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provide the type of unfettered support for democracy-building activities in
Somaliland that it cannot currently provide because of constraints imposed
by the federal government based in Mogadishu. Somaliland is also an area
of relative calm that offers the U.S. an opportunity to work with an advanta-
geously positioned partner that carries few of the risks and constraints that
undermine Washington’s efforts elsewhere in the region.

A common objection to recognizing Somaliland’s statehood is that it
would set off a brushfire of secession in Africa. Yet Eritrean and South Suda-
nese independence did not. Somaliland is also unique in Africa because it
has successfully operated autonomously for 30 years, has a critical mass
of the attributes of statehood, was once independent, and wishes to revert
to that status within colonial-era borders, the standard the African Union
uses to determine statehood.! Recognition of its independence would dele-
gitimize other secessionist movements’ claims by establishing a difficult
standard for achieving sovereignty.

Independence would free Somaliland from the drag of association
with southern Somalia. It would also deliver the justice of honoring the
strongly and consistently held aspirations for independence of millions of
Somalilanders.

History

The region of Somalia today known as Somaliland achieved inde-
pendence from Britain on June 26, 1960, following 73 years as a British
protectorate. Five days later it formed the Somali Republic by joining with
southern Somalia when the latter gained its own independence from Italy.

Initial Merger. Despite the voluntary merger, tensions existed
between Somaliland and the rest of the country from the beginning. Of the
Somalilanders who voted—the leading political party there boycotted the
process—over 60 percent rejected a 1961 referendum ratifying the union
and a provisional constitution for the Somali Republic.? A failed coup in
Somaliland by a secessionist faction followed later that year; while a brief
calm settled on relations after a Somalilander became prime minister in
1967, it shattered two years later when the dictator Mohamed Siad Barre
came to power.?

Rebellion. Barre’s brutal rule eventually sparked a rebel movement in
Somaliland and in other parts of the country. During the subsequent civil
war, government-backed forces killed tens of thousands of Somalilanders
and forced half a million people to flee to Ethiopia. Hargeisa and other
important northern cities were virtually destroyed.*
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Barre fell in 1991, but the violence throughout southern Somalia con-
tinued. The rapaciousness of the warlords battling for control brought
famine to the country, prompting an international intervention that led
to the infamous Black Hawk Down battle, in which 19 U.S. servicemen were
killed. The Islamist terrorist groups the Islamic Courts Union, and then
its successor, al-Shabaab, eventually seized swathes of southern Somalia.
While an international military force has pushed al-Shabaab from many of
its strongholds, it remains potent in the south.

De Facto Independence. Somaliland charted a different course. Follow-
ing a conference of traditional leaders, in May 1991 the territory re-declared
independence and began operating as an autonomous state. A series of other
conferences followed in which the leadership created a system of govern-
ment mixing traditional and Western-style elements that remains largely
in place today. It held a de facto independence referendum in May 2001—in
which 97 percent of voters approved a constitution that again proclaimed
the region’s independence.®

The territory has held seven popular votes since re-declaring inde-
pendence, including three presidential elections that included in 2010
a defeated incumbent leaving office peacefully.® During the most recent
legislative elections held in May—elections largely financed by Somaliland
itself’—the two opposition parties combined to win most of the seats and
formed a coalition that gives them an absolute parliamentary majority.®
Each of the popular votes has suffered deficiencies, but none serious enough
to derail the territory’s democracy.’

Somaliland has not been entirely free of instability. The Somali National
Movement that led the territory in its initial independence fight (and then
against Barre) fractured in the early 1990s, sparking a nine-month civil war.
Clan and political violence, the causes of which often overlapped, period-
ically flared as well.

Safety and Union. Nonetheless, Somaliland today is far safer than
southern Somalia—and freer than most African countries.'’ The series of
conferences that produced Somaliland’s governance model succeeded by
the mid-1990s in ending much of the territory’s internal violence," and
al-Shabaab, despite its strength in southern Somalia, has little presence in
Somaliland. The most significant source of conflict currently affecting the
territory is along-simmering border dispute with the neighboring Puntland
region that occasionally sparks armed clashes.

When there is a government in Mogadishu, it repudiates Somaliland’s
independence, but lacks the authority to stop it. While Mogadishu consid-
ers Somaliland a federal member state and allots it seats in the national
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parliament, Hargeisa makes it illegal for any of its citizens to participate.'?
Southern Somalia lacks now—and for the far foreseeable future—the capac-
ity to force Somaliland back into union.

Itis also implausible that Somaliland will ever voluntarily rejoin south-
ern Somalia. For 30 years it has stayed committed to independence, and the
scars from the atrocities southern forces inflicted on it remain.

Recognition Benefits for the U.S.

Recognizing Somaliland would be a simple acknowledgement of the truth
that the territory is an independent state in all but a technical sense—and
would allow Washington to create a more effective reality-based policy for
the region. The benefits to the U.S. would be significant, starting with allowing
Washington to diversify away from Djibouti, a country on which it is overly
reliant and that is increasingly under Chinese influence.

The region in which Djibouti and Somaliland lie is among Earth’s most
strategically important. In recognition of that fact, the U.S. placed its only
permanent military base in Africa in Djibouti.” Yet despite the U.S. presence,
few other countries in the world are so under Chinese sway as Djibouti.

Beijing recently built in Djibouti its only overseas military base, a hardened
encampment whose quay can support a Chinese aircraft carrier.* Beijing’s
lavish financing of Djiboutian infrastructure has made Djibouti at high risk
of debt distress,”” and China is by far Djibouti’s largest trading partner.'* The
Chinese government financed—and Chinese companies built—sensitive Dji-
boutian buildings such as the foreign ministry headquarters and the People’s
Palace.”” State-controlled China Merchants Port Holdings manages three of
Djibouti Port’s terminals.!’® It and four other Chinese companies are involved
in various ways in the ownership, construction, and operation of what will be
Africa’s largest free trade zone, the Djibouti International Free Trade Zone."”
Beijing’s unparalleled influence in the country has already impeded American
operations?*—and positions China to shut down U.S. activity in the case of a
confrontation between the two countries.?

The U.S. must compete in Djibouti, but a strong American presence in
an independent Somaliland would be a hedge against the U.S. position con-
tinuing to deteriorate in Djibouti. Somaliland has more than 500 miles of
coast on the Gulf of Aden that abuts the Indian Ocean and is directly across
the water from conflict-torn Yemen, where Iranian-backed militias and an
al-Qaeda affiliate operate.? Its nearest point is about 70 miles from the heart
of the Bab el-Mandeb Strait—through which around 9 percent of the world’s
maritime-borne petroleum and much of Europe-Asia sea trade transits.*
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Somaliland’s Strategic Location

Somaliland is about 70 miles from the heart
of the Bab el-Mandeb Strait, a chokepoint for
Asia-Europe maritime trade and for global
petroleum supplies.
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This strait is also part of the quickest route for the Mediterranean-based
U.S. 6th Fleet and the Indian Ocean-based 5th Fleet to rendezvous during
a conflict or other crisis. Somaliland is in the East Africa region that has
the continent’s second-most populous country, Ethiopia, which, along
with neighboring Kenya, was among Africa’s most vibrant economies in
pre-pandemic times. Djibouti and Mombasa in Kenya are the only two large,
modern ports serving the region, which gives Somaliland’s Berbera port an
opportunity to emerge as an economic hub.*

Beyond shoring up its position that Beijing is undercutting in an import-
antregion, recognizing Somaliland would help the U.S. in other ways as well.
Hargeisa and Taipei established close informal relations in 2020, and subse-
quently exchanged representatives. An independent Somaliland would give
Taiwan another country willing to have such ties with it, thereby boosting
aterritory that the U.S. also supports. By serving as a maritime gateway for
East Africa not under Chinese influence, Somaliland could also complicate
the continuity of the Belt and Road infrastructure that Beijing is building
in the region.?

At a time when illiberal governance is advancing in parts of Africa,
American recognition of Somaliland would be a way to help a prominent
experiment in democracy address its shortcomings, something Washington
cannot currently do fully because of constraints imposed by Mogadishu.
Problems with Somaliland’s democracy have included deadly—though
limited—post-election clashes and elite power struggles that have twice
necessitated years-long extensions of the president’s term. Although the
territory’s most recent vote was hailed as free and fair, it was 16 years
overdue because of wrangling among Somaliland’s political parties.?® The
government also arrested five opposition candidates prior to the election.?”

Despite those challenges, Somaliland is peaceful. It has largely quelled
al-Shabaab, and its border dispute with Puntland, while concerning, is
localized and the occasional clashes are small-scale. The territory’s stability
distinguishes it in a tumultuous region. A civil war rages in Ethiopia, Sudan
is undertaking a hopeful but difficult and uncertain political transition,
Eritrea is an authoritarian pariah, South Sudan could return to civil war
at any moment, and a contentious election looms in Kenya, which has had
violent polls in the past. Amid all this instability, Washington should be
seeking out areas of calm, with Somaliland being the obvious option. The
danger there that U.S. efforts will be wiped away by war or unrest is lower
than in arguably any country in the region.

Formalizing Somaliland independence might also focus the Mogadishu
elites’ minds on the task of governing. Power struggles within southern
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Somalia’s political class have plunged the country into one crisis after another.
The ongoing electoral process in the south is a dramatic regression from the
previous (also deeply flawed) electoral process,?® in large part because of the
elites’ inability to mediate their disputes. The specter of other federal states
seeking greater autonomy could jolt Mogadishu’s elites from their absorption
with political battles.

There is, as well, a strain within Somali nationalism that seeks to reunite
the predominantly ethnic Somali regions of northeast Kenya, Djibouti, and
eastern Ethiopia with Somalia. Itis along-running source of tension in the
region, and an independent Somaliland might undermine this destructive
irredentism by making its realization even more unlikely than it already is.

Finally, it would be an act of justice to recognize Somaliland. Millions of
Somalilanders have repeatedly affirmed that they wish to live in their own
independent state, and their government has consistently demonstrated
its independence.? The fact that the world generally views Somaliland as
indistinguishable from the far more unstable and undemocratic southern
Somalia denies Somaliland the benefits of the engagement it would attract
on its own merits. U.S. recognition of Somaliland would partially rectify
this injustice by sending a strong signal that the territory is distinct from
the rest of Somalia, thereby encouraging investment and trade from the
U.S. and others.

The Risks of Recognition

Recognizing Somaliland would bring some objections and risks of which
Washington should be aware.

Competitor Countermoves. Beijing might try to isolate the new coun-
try. As previously noted, American recognition of Hargeisa would provide
indirect diplomatic support to Taiwan. The Chinese government could
lean on countries with which it has significant influence, such as Ethiopia,
Kenya, and the United Arab Emirates, to pressure Somaliland to dial down
its relationship with Taiwan.

Even if Beijing took this tack, however, it should not change the U.S’’s
calculation. A pressure campaign by the Chinese government would only
drive Somaliland closer to Washington. The U.S. should also have a plan for
economic and diplomatic exchange with Hargeisa before formal recognition,
thereby helping the new country weather possible pressure.

The greater danger is that the Chinese government would try to degrade
Somaliland’s relationship with Taiwan and the U.S. by wooing its leadership
with lavish aid packages or personal inducements, as it has done with many
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other African governments.** Somaliland resisted such blandishments pre-
viously® because Hargeisa likely calculated that spurning Beijing would
win American favor.

This problem complicates all of the U.S.’s relationships with African
countries, and Washington would have to meet it the same way it must meet
it elsewhere: by making the benefits of a strong partnership compelling
enough that Hargeisa would wish to maintain it no matter what Beijing
does. Being the first to recognize Somaliland would also give the U.S. a head
start on building enduring ties that would withstand a Chinese challenge.

It could be difficult for Hargeisa to demur if Beijing offered to not use its
veto at the U.N. Security Council to block U.N. recognition of Somaliland
independence in exchange for Somaliland spurning Taiwan. Ultimately, it
would be up to Taipei to make the case to Hargeisa for why its diplomatic
opening should continue, while the U.S.’s priority is its own interests in
Somaliland.

Russia could try to use Somaliland independence to validate its claims
that regions in Europe—such as South Ossetia and Abkhazia in Georgia
and the so-called Luhansk People’s Republic and the Donetsk People’s
Republic in Ukraine—deserve independence. These regions, however, are
not analogous to Somaliland because none of them have as many of the pre-
requisites of statehood as Somaliland has. They were also illegally invaded
and occupied by a foreign country—Russia—that continues to dominate
them, whereas the Somaliland government is the final authority within its
borders.

A Rupture with Mogadishu. One virtually certain consequence of
Washington recognizing Somaliland is that it would damage relations
with southern Somalia that would view it as dismembering the country.
Yet Somaliland, in practice, is already separate from the rest of Somalia and
has, for 30 years, repudiated Mogadishu’s sovereignty claims. Somaliland
has taken the decision to carve itself off from the rest of the country, and
American recognition of its independence would simply be acknowledging
that reality.

While a break with Mogadishu would be unfortunate, it would not badly
harm U.S. strategic interests because Washington derives little benefit from
its current relationship with the federal government. Its political elites’
power struggles obstruct the battle against al-Shabaab,** and the rampant
corruption siphons off American aid money and fuels further violent
conflict.*® Despite massive military, diplomatic, and financial support, Mog-
adishu has made scant progress rectifying the many thorny issues facing the
country.®* As mentioned earlier, American recognition of Somaliland may
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bring a unity and seriousness of purpose to the federal government facing
the prospect of other attempted defections by its federal member states.

Somalia’s anger over American recognition could give China an advan-
tage in the strategically situated country. However, Somalia badly needs
American security assistance and humanitarian aid, which would dampen
an overreaction from Mogadishu and likely facilitate an eventual rapproche-
ment. And while Beijing could replace any American aid Mogadishu rejects,
it could not and would not provide the kinetic counterterrorism support
that the U.S. does, and which is important to keeping al-Shabaab at bay. Bei-
jing has made some recent investments in Somalia and publicly proclaims
its interest in strong diplomatic relations, but Somalia for the foreseeable
future is unlikely to achieve enough stability to be the type of partner with
which Beijing can build strong ties. There are also other countries with far
more influence in Somalia than China,* which, even if they are friendly
with Beijing, would limit the gains the Chinese government would make if
the U.S. was evicted from Somalia.

Another problematic country for the U.S., Turkey, might also benefit from
a Washington-Mogadishu rupture by replacing some of the withdrawn
American counterterrorism assistance. Ankara already trains Somali forces
and provides military materiel, and it has some experience and the willing-
ness to engage in kinetic operations, such as in Libya. Yet while Turkey is
a challenge for the U.S., it is not a strategic competitor like China or even
Russia. Ankara also already enjoys a strong position in Somalia and may be
unwilling to undertake significant extra effort and expense for marginal gain.

Consternation from African Countries. U.S. recognition would
likely disturb some African states who fear that Somaliland’s example
would encourage secessionist movements within their own borders.
However, the most recent examples of African countries receiving inde-
pendence—Eritrea in 1991 and South Sudan in 2011—did not ignite a
secessionist brushfire throughout Africa. Somaliland’s claim (as the Afri-
can Union’s own fact-finding mission recognized in 2005)¢ is also unique
because there is no other territory in Africa that was once independent
before voluntarily joining a union it now wants to leave—and which has
successfully operated for 30 years as a de facto sovereign state.?” That
means that recognizing Somaliland would raise the standard for recog-
nition of secessionist movements in Africa.

Somaliland Failure. It is possible that Somaliland could fail, as did the
world’s newest country, South Sudan, and reflect poorly on Washington.
However, this is a remote possibility, as the territory has proven for three
decades its ability to competently govern itself and has developed a habit
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of democracy and the institutions that help protect it. The territory, in fact,
possesses a track record far superior to South Sudan’s at independence.

A greater risk is that recognition leads to a surge in development assis-
tance that triggers elite competition and disrupts Somaliland’s tradition of
independence and self-reliance that likely accounts for much of its success.
The plan that the U.S. should have in place before recognition must account
for this danger by ensuring that any American aid is limited, targeted, and
accounted for. The focus of the U.S.’s post-recognition strategy should be
on providing diplomatic support and motivating and facilitating mutually
beneficial trade and private investment.

Lesser But Real Risks. There is also the slight danger of reputational
harm to the U.S. if no other country follows its lead in recognizing Somalil-
and’s independence.®® It is true that it will be difficult for Somaliland to
gain a U.N. seat, as that would require a positive recommendation from the
Security Council on which China permanently sits, and then approval by the
General Assembly.*® Yet Washington leading the way would probably give
the diplomatic cover some states require before proceeding with unilateral
recognition.* Even if no other country recognized Somaliland, it would not
lessen the advantages the U.S. would receive. It could even make Somaliland
hew more closely to Washington as its staunchest international partner.

There are other concerns about which Washington must be vigilant,
including the possibility that Somaliland and Puntland’s slow-boil border
conflict could escalate, although that risk would exist with or without Amer-
ican recognition of Somaliland’s independence. Hargeisa has also at times
cracked down on press freedom, and the territory is dominated by the Isaaq
clan, while members of minority clans do not hold a single seat in the House
of Representatives.* These problems are serious, but Washington can best
help Hargeisa solve them through the vigorous sort of engagement that can
only come by recognizing Somaliland.

Getting It Right

The U.S. should strengthen its position in the critical East Africa region
by recognizing Somaliland. The executive and legislative branches will have
the largest roles to play. To wit:

¢ Relevant congressional committees should hold hearings on
recognizing Somaliland. This would raise the profile of the issue and
give Congress the opportunity to study the benefits of recognition and
how to avoid possible pitfalls.
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¢ A bipartisan congressional delegation should travel to Somalil-
and. This would demonstrate support for the territory, help Congress
better understand its opportunities and problems, and assist Congress
in determining how to render aid most effectively.

¢ Congress should pass a resolution expressing the sense of
Congress that Washington should recognize Somaliland as a sov-
ereign country. Doing so would put a powerful, co-equal branch of
government on the record as supporting Somaliland’s independence
and give the executive another reason for recognizing Somaliland.

e Before recognition, the U.S. should create a plan for locking in
a beneficial relationship with Somaliland. This should include a
commission of public- and private-sector representatives with rele-
vant expertise who will create specific, actionable recommendations
for incentivizing U.S. companies to invest in Somaliland; helping
Hargeisa improve its business environment; mobilizing the backing
of the Somaliland diaspora in the U.S.; and diplomatically supporting
the new country. The recommendations should include whether and
what types of U.S. aid would be effective in Somaliland, the appropriate
amount of that aid, and how it should be delivered.

e The U.S. should determine what other countries, particularly in
Africa, will follow an American lead on recognizing Somaliland. The
U.S. should coordinate the timing of its recognition of Somaliland with these
countries so they can prepare to follow in quick succession. Their doing so
would create momentum for even more states to recognize Somaliland by
signaling that it is safe and beneficial to have relations with Hargeisa.

e Before recognition, the U.S. should secure specific commitments
from Somaliland to improve press freedom, refrain from politically
motivated arrests, and ensure equal opportunities for minority clan
members to gain political representation. Washington and Hargeisa
should jointly create a plan for bilateral cooperation on helping
Somaliland fulfill these commitments.

¢ The U.S. should recognize Somaliland as an independent coun-
try. In the U.S. system, this authority rests with the executive branch,
which would need to make the decision and then take appropriate
implementing steps, such as nominating an ambassador.
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¢ Congress should back an executive branch decision to recognize
Somaliland. This could be done by authorizing multi-year assistance
for the activities necessary to implement relations between Washing-
ton and Hargeisa by, for example, funding a fully staffed embassy.

e The U.S. should offer to mediate the Somaliland-Puntland
border dispute. This would mobilize an international effort to help
resolve the issue. Washington should include partners like the United
Arab Emirates, which is influential in both Somaliland and Puntland.

Conclusion

Recognizing the fact of Somaliland’s independence would bring sig-
nificant benefits to the U.S. with few and manageable downsides. As the
U.S.-China competition grows more intense, recognizing Somaliland would
be a proactive way for the U.S. to defend its interests in Africa, a continent
that provides significant aid to Beijing’s international agenda, often to
Washington’s detriment.*?

Recognition would also boost the U.S.’s democracy agenda by rewarding a
government and its people who have lived a sincere commitment to democ-
racy for three decades and enable Washington to offer unfettered support to
help them further develop representative government. Recognition would
also give the U.S. arelatively stable partner that carries little risk American
efforts there will be undone by an explosion of unrest. Finally, it would be
just to reward the millions of Somalilanders who, in their wish to have true
and total independence against heavy odds, built a de facto country that is
largely democratic—and at peace.

Joshua Meservey is Senior Policy Analyst for Africa and the Middle East in the Douglas
and Sarah Allison Center for Foreign Policy, of the Kathryn and Shelby Cullom Davis
Institute for National Security and Foreign Policy, at The Heritage Foundation.
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