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‘A STRING IS NEEDED TO 
GATHER SCATTERED BEADS’
SOMALI PROVERB

All patterns and colours used in this 
publication are inspired by Somali 
textiles
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INTRODUCTION
For much of the last ten years, democratisation has occupied an 
increasingly important place on the governance agenda in Somalia. 
While the 2004 Transitional Federal Charter did not explicitly state 
that the determination of Somalia’s leaders should take place via 
democratic elections, the notion of elections was implied in several of 
the Charter’s clauses. The focus on democratisation increased over 
time, with a “direct, secret, and free” election for the lower house of 
Parliament enshrined in Article 64 of the 2012 Provisional Constitution. 
Despite the inclusion of this clause and an increasing emphasis on 
democratisation, both the 2012 and 2016 processes for selecting 
members of parliament (MPs) were indirect: the former consisted of 
135 clan elders who were tapped to select the 275 MPs; the latter 
expanded the set of electors from 135 clan elders to 14,025 (51 per 
MP) delegates (elders and other community members), though these 
electoral delegates were themselves selected by 135 clan elders.1 

While there has been some progress since 2012, it has often consisted 
of ‘two steps forward, one step back’. For instance, while the 2016 
process utilised a larger selectorate (the set of electors), it was the  
first major failure to move decisively toward direct elections after  
public commitments had been made to do so. In addition, it further 
enshrined the 4.5 power-sharing formula and the pre-eminence of clan 
elders in the electoral process, contravening agreements made at the 
National Consultative Forum held to decide the electoral model that 
would be used. 

More recently, the 2020 process has slowly reduced in ambition 
from planned ‘one-person, one-vote’ (OPOV) elections back to a 
system of indirect selection, through a series of repeated crises and 
agreements. In August 2020, just months before the election was due, 
the Dhusamareb agreement established an expanded indirect model 
with 303 delegates per MP (83,325 delegates in total). One month 
later, an alternative agreement was made, with 101 delegates chosen 
to elect each MP (27,775 in total). In addition to again leaning on an 
indirect model built on a foundation of clan power-sharing, repeated 
delays and outbreaks of violence in Mogadishu have undermined faith 
in the process. While an expanded selectorate is a positive step, it is a 
comparatively small one and avoids reckoning with the more difficult 
issue of reforming the clan-based system of representation. 
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The repeated struggles to hold increasingly inclusive and democratic 
elections at the federal level has prompted interest by Somalia 
Stability Fund (SSF) and other actors in exploring whether bottom-
up, subnational democratisation—with a focus on the local and state 
levels—could offer a more holistic approach to advancing OPOV 
elections in the country. Under this approach, district council elections 
and Federal Member State (FMS) parliamentary elections would be 
advanced, with the goal of implementing an OPOV process at one or 
both levels. The main arguments in favour of such an approach are built 
around political and technical feasibility, with comparative democratic 
success in Somaliland and currently promising progress in Puntland 
toward OPOV district council elections supporting such a move.

Unfortunately, there is a great deal of uncertainty surrounding both 
the feasibility and consequences of subnational democratisation, 
especially if it were to precede or occur in parallel to democratisation 
of federal-level elections. Subnational democratisation is not a topic 
that has generated a wealth of research; in the few well-studied 
cases, subnational democratisation has tended to take place years or 
decades after democratisation of national elections. Thus, there is not 
a strong base of evidence regarding the simultaneous advancement 
of democratisation at multiple levels of government. This report is 
intended to provide evidence regarding the most pressing challenges 
of subnational democratisation, as well as the short and long- 
term consequences—positive and negative—that might accompany 
the process. Drawing on a wide range of evidence—academic literature, 
case studies of neighbouring polities, secondary data, and  
primary data collected with Somali stakeholders—this report will 
synthesise existing evidence and attempt to shed light on all the 
possible political and social consequences that would result from 
subnational democratisation.

Image credit: ©AMISOM 
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RESEARCH OBJECTIVES AND 
METHODOLOGY

RESEARCH OBJECTIVES

The goal of this report is to provide a comprehensive 
assessment of the consequences that would 
arise from subnational democratisation in 
Somalia. We assess these as wide-ranging and 
either negative (risks) or positive (benefits or 
‘opportunities’). Importantly, this research is focused 
in two specific ways that distinguish it from more 
conventional conflict risk analyses and studies of 
elections in Somalia. Firstly, unlike most conflict 
risk assessments, we explicitly consider a much 
longer time horizon; our interest is not strictly in 
the disputes that might emerge immediately after 
an election or the immediate benefits of holding 
elections. Instead, we are interested in both short-
term and long-term consequences, attempting to 
assess how subnational democratisation might 
produce disputes in the future or shape Somalia’s 
political culture. 

Secondly, this is not a study of specific elections or 
even of democratisation more generally. The goal 
of this project is not to analyse the consequences 
that might be obtained from elections in a specific 
Federal Member State or the consequences of 
subnational elections in isolation; rather, our goal 
is to understand the ways in which subnational 
democratisation might produce unique challenges, 
risks, and opportunities that are not already a feature 
of more conventional democratisation efforts. To 
this end, we spend considerable time analysing how 
piecemeal democratisation in different subnational 
units might affect electoral processes and whether 
democracy might spread through diffusion from one 
subnational unit to another. These are not questions 
that typically arise in election studies, because most 
election studies focus on cases of simultaneous 
elections—typically driven by the national level—
occurring at most or all levels of government. Even 
if elections are staggered, the process is typically 
unified. Our interest is explicitly in how a piecemeal 
approach will result in different risks and benefits 
than more conventional models of democratisation.2

In short, this research aims to explore what is unique 
about subnational democratisation, especially when 
it occurs in a staggered or piecemeal fashion, and 
when it does not necessarily coincide with national-
level or unified state-level democratisation. The list 
below establishes the parameters of our discussion 
of such challenges and consequences: 

• Challenges of Implementation

 - Garnering political support and elite buy-
in for subnational democratisation

• Challenges of Harmonisation and Potential 
Effects of a Lack of Harmonisation

 - Mismatched election cycles

 - Divergent voter registration rules and processes

 - Differences in establishment and 
use of electoral constituencies

 - Resolving disputes stemming from 
lack of harmonisation across states 
and levels of government

 - Lack of harmonisation, voter confusion, 
and electoral legitimacy

• Effects on Intergovernmental Relations

 - Potential for election interference

 - Centrifugal forces and demands 
for autonomy or secession

 - Promotion of democratisation and democratic 
diffusion across states and levels

• Effects on Politics and Representation 

 - Gender and social inclusion

 - Party formation, the nature of political 
parties, and party system structure

Finally, because introducing a subnational electoral 
approach would not occur in a vacuum, we also 
consider the risks associated with the status quo. 
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A new approach brings with it risks; however, 
continuation with the current approach also 
entails risks—OPOV elections at the federal level 
has stalled, and the current model of selecting 
representatives at the state level relies upon 
negotiation and is frequently affected by problems of 
corruption, poor governance, and conflict. Therefore, 
the final section of the report considers the 
drawbacks associated with the status quo, allowing 
for a franker discussion of the best path forward. 

The implementation of elections can produce far-
reaching and unexpected consequences—not just 
for policy and political outcomes, but for social 
norms and intergroup relations. As a result, there 
are potential effects of subnational democratisation 
that are not captured in our analysis as they cannot 
be reasonably predicted in their entirety. The set of 
topics above represents our best assessment of the 
outcomes that are most likely to occur and those 
that are most likely to matter.

METHODOLOGY

The scope of this study—with its varied populations 
or units of interest (e.g., voters, politicians, election 
officials and states more generally), multiple distinct 
research questions, wide geographic coverage, 
and broad temporal focus—made choices of 
methodological design particularly difficult. The 
study employed a mixed methods approach, with a 
lengthy literature review and qualitative interviews 
with key informants (KIIs) representing the only 
original data collection. 

Again, owing to the scope of the study, the 
methodological approach and analysis is somewhat 
eclectic. First, the literature review was expansive, 
as we describe below, seeking—for instance—to 
both support analysis of political behaviour and 
learn from cases of subnational democratisation 
in other contexts. Second, we employ secondary 
data wherever possible, occasionally relying on 
non-public sources and utilising our findings to 
provide insight into questions that such data 
were not designed to answer. At different times, 
we analyse election returns from Somaliland and 
Kenya’s Somali-dominated regions; public opinion 
data collected in Somalia by multiple actors; and 
parliamentary seat allocations, to name a few of the 
data types employed.

Third, we often fall back on theoretical analysis. By 
theoretical analysis, we mean the development of 
a step-by-step, logical argument which assesses 
actors’ preferences and the institutional rules 
applied to them to understand what specific 
outcomes are likely to emerge. These analyses are 
buttressed by facts or data wherever possible—
including primary data collected for this project—
but these are typically questions for which no set 
of clearly dispositive facts or clearly authoritative 
data is available; the reason being that many of the 
research questions simply cannot be addressed 
through primary data—i.e., data collected in 

Somalia cannot tell us how staggered election 
timing will influence political development, or 
whether subnational democratisation will produce 
a proliferation of new districts. Further, while their 
insights are extremely valuable, key informants 
cannot answer these questions authoritatively either, 
as doing so would require them to theorise about 
hypothetical scenarios in a less-structured manner 
than has been done here. 

The literature review covered the following areas:

• Literature on electoral institutions, party formation, 
election administration, and political behaviour

• Literature to identify cases in which 
subnational democratisation occurred 
prior to national-level democratisation

• Literature on federal systems and the reconciliation 
of democratic processes and election administration 
disputes across levels of government

• Literature on Somaliland’s experience of 
democratic governance since its second 
declaration of independence in 1991

• Legislation and constitutional documents 
pertaining to the Federal Government of Somalia 
(FGS) and the Federal Member States (FMSs)

• Previous studies of elections and politics in 
Somalia, including conflict risk assessments of 
elections and political economy analyses of the 
Federal Member States and particular locations

Primary data was collected in three forms: qualitative 
interviews, district profiles, and state profiles. 
District and state profiles focused on obtaining 
information regarding the current distribution of 
political power; the composition of the population; 
and informal or formal power-sharing agreements 
that underpin the current political settlement in the 
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area, among other topics. These profiles provide 
much of the underlying data used to assess how 
political power is likely to change in response to 
OPOV elections. District profiles were completed in 
Xudur, Baidoa, Kismayo, Afmadow, Kahda, Adaado, 
and Beletweyne. State profiles were completed for 
Galmudug, Hirshabelle, South West State,  
and Jubaland.

Qualitative interviews targeted respondents who 
are well-informed regarding state politics, electoral 
processes, and intergovernmental relations. 
Interviews were divided across the Federal Member 
States and the FGS. In each of the four south-central 
Federal Member States, we interviewed current or 
former government staff from the FMS Ministry of 
Interior, the State Election Implementation Team 
(SEIT), and whichever ministry is responsible for 
overseeing local governance.3 

Other FMS-level interviews were conducted with 
women’s representatives or NGO staff. 

In addition, a number of interviews were conducted 
in Somaliland and Puntland that focused not 
on future subnational democratisation, but on 
their experiences of democratic elections thus 
far; these interviews were designed to help us 
understand Somaliland and Puntland as cases 
of democratisation which can be tentatively 
extrapolated to other areas. Finally, interviews  
were conducted with international experts on 
election administration and democratisation. In total, 
the sample consists of 32 qualitative interviews.  
The table below describes the sample of 
interviewees, broken down by broad respondent 
“types” and location.4

TABLE 1: KEY INFORMANT INTERVIEWS, BY LOCATION

Location Respondent Type Number of 
Interviews

FMS-Level Interviews

Galmudug

State Election Implementation Team (SEIT) member
FMS Ministry of Interior staff
FMS Ministry of Local Governments (or equivalent) staff
Women’s or NGO representative

4

Jubaland

State Election Implementation Team (SEIT) member
FMS Ministry of Interior staff
FMS Ministry of Local Governments (or equivalent) staff
Women’s or NGO representative

4

South West State

State Election Implementation Team (SEIT) member
FMS Ministry of Interior staff
FMS Ministry of Local Governments (or equivalent) staff
Women’s or NGO representative

4

Hirshabelle

State Election Implementation Team (SEIT) member
FMS Ministry of Interior staff
FMS Ministry of Local Governments (or equivalent) staff
Women’s or NGO representative

4

Other Interviews

National-Level Interviews
National Independent Electoral Commission (NIEC) staff
Ministry of Constitutional Affairs staff
External (non-government) legal expert on constitutional issues

3

Puntland Interviews TPEC staff
NGO staff (i.e., PUNSAA, PDRC, or NAI) 2

Somaliland Interviews
Experts on politics and elections (e.g., leaders of election observation 
missions, electoral commission staff, and political observers)
Lawyers and constitutional experts

6

International Interviews

Democratisation experts (e.g., academic scholars of democratisation 
and technical experts on democratisation programming) 
Election administration experts (e.g., scholars studying challenges of 
election administration harmonisation in historical elections and IFES 
experts on election administration in relevant comparison cases)

5
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CAVEATS AND CONSIDERATIONS

The analysis of elections is a complex endeavour, 
made more complex in this case by the presence of 
interactions between multiple levels of government 
and the desire to consider outcomes over a longer 
time horizon. While considering the findings 
throughout this report, it is helpful to keep the 
following three caveats in mind.

First, our analysis always employs the classic 
ceteris paribus assumption that ‘all else is held 
equal’. In practice, it is rarely the case that all else is 
truly equal. For instance, when we discuss how the 
staggered timing of elections is likely to reduce the 
extent to which local elections become associated 
with national issues, this is true when we consider 
the impact of staggered election timing in isolation, 
but other factors may intervene and inextricably link 
local and national elections. Taken even further, the 
timing of elections could become a political issue in 
itself—for instance, if the federal government seeks 
to impose a single, shared election date – and could 
connect local and national issues even more than 
they would have been if elections were conducted 
on the same calendar in the first place. The example 
hopefully illuminates the potential complexities and 
makes clear why the ceteris paribus assumption is 
so critical. 

Second, on average, our discussions become more 
speculative as the time horizons lengthen. While 
we are comparatively confident in our predictions 
regarding the potential for conflict in response to 
shifts in political power, for instance, and in our 
assessment of how women’s representation will 
change during the first round of OPOV elections—
we are much less confident about even these same 
predictions when applied to later elections, as the 
political system matures.

Third, when we report findings, we only occasionally 
make strong claims regarding the magnitude of 
effects or changes we expect to observe. Most 
often, this occurs when we discuss at length a 
potential downstream effect of OPOV elections but 
view it as either quite unlikely or of minimal overall 
concern. In reality, considerable sections of our 
analysis could be labelled as “nitpicking”; when one 
considers the likely improvements in representation 
and accountability under democratic governance, 
the potential for disputes over voter registration 
rules seems relatively minor. Just because a topic is 
given a lot of space in our discussion does not mean 
it is of critical importance. 
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CHALLENGES OF 
IMPLEMENTATION

POLITICAL SUPPORT AND ELITE BUY-IN

Outside of the many technical challenges that arise 
in the conduct of OPOV elections and the potential 
consequences of harmonisation or lack thereof in 
electoral systems, there are certain to be political 
challenges to the implementation of OPOV elections 
at the state level. Democratisation requires support 
not only from citizens but also from political elites, 
who may oppose democratisation if it reduces their 
influence or their likelihood of winning political office. 
In this section, we briefly discuss the expected level 
of support from citizens and elites, before turning 
to a more detailed discussion of why subnational 
democratisation may generate greater elite 
opposition than other instances of democratisation.

Among citizens, there is fairly strong evidence 
of support for subnational democratisation. The 
Puntland Development and Research Center 
(PDRC) conducted a large-scale poll in early 2021 
and found overwhelming support for OPOV local 
government elections in Puntland (PDRC, 2021). In 
addition, non-public surveys of citizens in south-
central Somalia also found widespread support for 
moving away from a system of indirect elections and 
seat allocation based on the 4.5 rule. While these 
results are encouraging, we are also cautious with 
regards to their interpretation because of well-
known shortcomings in survey responses regarding 
democratic behaviour.5 At the same time, our key 

informants also supported the notion that Somali 
citizens broadly support democracy: in nearly every 
interview we conducted, respondents stated that 
regular citizens will support a shift to democratic 
elections. Combined with the broad support 
documented in public opinion data, it is clear that 
public support for democratisation is high.6

At the elite level, support for democracy is 
comparatively mixed. Some Somali elites—
especially clan elders—may oppose subnational 
democratisation because it would undermine their 
unique positions of influence over politics.7 

 In their current role, clan elders have outsized 
influence over politics and can also profit financially 
from their role in selecting state parliamentarians.8 

 Even if clan elders continue to wield influence 
by endorsing specific candidates and acting as 
vote brokers, in the manner of “big man politics” 
elsewhere on the continent (see, e.g., Koter, 2013), 
this would require cultivation of their own support 
bases among the public and a reduction in their 
influence. We expect opposition by elders to be 
especially pronounced in the context of subnational 
democratisation because they exercise particular 
influence in FMS parliamentary elections, where just 
1–5 clan elders are responsible for selecting each 
FMS parliamentarian.9
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Image credit: ©AMISOM 
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Image credit: ©AMISOM 
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ELITE SUPPORT FOR DEMOCRACY: 

SOMALILAND AND PUNTLAND

Somaliland’s 20-year history of electoral politics seems to 
demonstrate the potential for successful democratisation in Somalia. 
Elites in Somaliland, even after losing an election, uphold the 
legitimacy of the electoral process, as demonstrated by the multiple 
transfers of power in the executive branch and the recent completion 
of parliamentary elections without conflict or major disputes. Key 
informants in Somaliland also supported the idea that a consensus 
around democracy and the legitimacy of elections has emerged and 
is now entrenched.

At the same time, Somaliland demonstrates the limits of support 
for democracy, at least at its outset. First, prominent elites 
opposed democratisation prior to its implementation, including 
some politicians who have remained highly influential.11 Second, 
clan elders were not universally supportive of democracy and the 
reduction of their role, which was reflected in the institutionalisation 
of elders’ influence through Somaliland’s upper house of Parliament, 
the Guurti. The Guurti was a compromise that ensured elite influence 
over politics would remain in the face of democracy; notably, Guurti 
seats are now effectively passed down through heredity (Gatimu 
2014; Pegg and Walls 2018), entrenching a specific set of elites – no 
longer elders, in many cases – in positions of significant political 
power. It is also important to consider Somaliland’s international 
position, where non-recognition has often unified political 
opponents and motivated support for democracy even in the face of 
electoral loss (Walls and Kibble 2010; Pegg and Kolsto 2015). 

Puntland is much earlier in its experiment with democracy, having 
held early trial elections for three district councils in October 
2021. In general, support for democracy has held firm, though four 
political associations are now contesting the fairness of those 
results, claiming that there was evidence of vote-buying, misuse 
of government property for electoral purposes, and large-scale 
voting by non-residents, and impugning the performance of TPEC 
(Hiraan Online 2021). These claims have not received support from 
civil society or other actors, which viewed the elections as fair. 
However, they illustrate the tendency to question the legitimacy of 
the process after an electoral loss. An open question is whether 
more consequential elections – e.g., upcoming full local government 
elections or parliamentary elections – in Puntland would result 
in more strenuous denials of the election’s legitimacy or prompt 
greater opposition. 

These cases demonstrate that strong elite support for 
democratisation is possible – especially in the medium run – but  
that it may be contingent on compromises that maintain existing elite 
influence, external pressures and circumstances, and the  
stakes involved.  
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Politicians will similarly consider the practical 
consequences of democratisation for their own 
influence and likelihood of being elected. In general, 
we do not expect many politicians to oppose OPOV 
elections in principle. However, as  
with regular citizens, support can wane when 
democracy does not serve one’s self-interest, a 
fact which—despite their broad success in holding 
elections—is illustrated by the cases of Somaliland 
and Puntland (see box to the right). A number of 
our interviewees also highlighted the self-interest 
calculations that political elites would make; 
when asked to describe who would oppose OPOV 
elections in their state, they reported that many 
sitting politicians would stand to lose their positions 
and would therefore oppose the changes.10 Shifting 
the process by which political representatives 
are determined necessarily creates winners and 
losers, and we expect opposition to subnational 
democratisation from those politicians and elites 
who expect to lose power from FMS-level  
OPOV elections.11 

In practice, any opposition will not wait until 
the elections are to be held. Politicians will not 
simply bemoan elections after losing; they are 
well-informed, rational, and forward-looking, and 
can assess with some accuracy their likelihood 
of winning or losing an election under new rules. 
Politicians who do not like their odds in an OPOV 
contest will oppose the change.12 

Even incumbent politicians who believe they can 
win under an OPOV system may have incentives 
to oppose the new process due to the uncertainty 
it brings with it. It is important to remember that 
sitting politicians were elected under the status quo 
system. Although that system does not appear to 
produce an incumbency advantage, incumbents 
have some empirical evidence that they can win 
under the current system.13 This evidence comes 
from the simple fact that they have done it before.14 
The system served them well in the past and, for 
most of them, their relationship with the clan elders 
and other elites who control selection has not 
changed; as long as the system is not changed, their 
prospects for election remain steady.15 Even popular 
politicians face uncertainty under a new system 
because—while they may be successful—they have 
less empirical evidence on which to base  
their assessment. 

The uncertainty of an OPOV model is much greater 
than trying to estimate one’s support in the wider 
electorate. A politician will have to make a number 
of consequential choices (e.g., which political party 
to join) and clear multiple hurdles (e.g., nominating 
contests within the party and relative ranking on 
the party list) to be elected. What if a politician 
is selected to be the second from the top of his 
party’s slate of candidates, but chooses a party 
that performs poorly and wins only one seat? What 
if, as occurred in Somaliland’s recent elections, a 
politician’s clan has many candidates on different 
tickets, diluting his support base?16 In this system, 
a politician’s fate is linked to the performance and 
decisions of others. More of the process is outside 
their control when compared to the status quo 
selection method; the risk, in many cases, will not  
be worth it.17 

Beyond the uncertainty inherent in democratic 
politics, there are two sets of politicians who may 
oppose OPOV elections. The first are those with 
particularly strong links to their clan’s elites but 
with a weaker base of support within their clan or 
across clans. Politicians with the allegiance of their 
clansmen should do well under OPOV elections, 
especially if clan cohesion is high.18 But those 
with a weak support base but strong ties to clan 
elites would fare better under the current system, 
and may oppose OPOV elections as a result. The 
second group consists of incumbent politicians 
whose clans are overrepresented in the distribution 
of political offices. Politicians of this type received 
their seat, in part, because they are from a clan that 
received a more generous share of seats than their 
population might justify.19 The same logic applies to 
clans more broadly. Some clans would likely oppose 
OPOV elections because they fear they will lose 
some of their seats, especially if they are currently 
overrepresented.20 One interviewee described the 
logic for clans that may be overrepresented: 

“When you are living in Somalia, 
everyone tries their best to maintain 
whatever treasure they have. They might 
not even lose seats, but they would rather 
not take the chance.”

Key Informant Interview with FGS Staff  



17

The implicit and explicit power-sharing agreements 
often made during the formation of each Federal 
Member State complicate matters further. The 
agreements in question often involved trading rights 
to a specific position in the state government, the 
location of the capital city, or a particular allotment 
of seats in the legislature. The simplest example is 
South West State, where an agreement was struck 
which gave the presidency to the Mirifle-Leysan, 
while the state’s capital was awarded to the Digil-
dominated Lower Shabelle region in Barawe.21 
In this case, the trade of a particular position 
(the presidency) for the location of the capital is 
important because only the former will be affected 
by the introduction of OPOV elections. An OPOV 
election would change the composition of the state’s 
lower house; it is conceivable that a non-Leysan 
candidate could win such an election, producing 
a situation in which the Leysan have permanently 
traded off the location of the capital city in exchange 
for a benefit (the presidency) that they are no longer 
guaranteed.22 In other words, the Leysan would 
lose their control of the presidency without gaining 
any new benefit—an outcome that would easily be 
construed as unfair.

The arguments outlined above all relate to two key 
concepts: the self-interest of elites and politicians, 
and uncertainty regarding the outcome of elections. 
Our interviewees were generally hesitant to name 
specific individuals or clans who would oppose 
OPOV elections. However, they made many of the 
same arguments, asserting that clans or politicians 
that are overrepresented would oppose elections;  
as would incumbent politicians, who would prefer  
the status quo system that has worked for them  
in the past.23
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CHALLENGES OF 
HARMONISATION
In this section, we consider the potential impact of 
subnational democratisation on the harmonisation 
of electoral processes, both among the different 
Federal Member States and between the states and 
the FGS. Our goal in this section is to highlight the 
electoral procedures that are likely to differ across 
jurisdictions if subnational democratisation were to 
occur—especially if it precedes democratisation at 
the federal level or occurs in a staggered fashion—
and analyse the downstream consequences—
positive or negative—of these “mismatched” 
procedures. While many procedures may differ 
across jurisdictions, we focus on the timing of 
elections, voter registration rules, and the definition 
and utilisation of electoral constituencies.24

It is easy, given the topic of this section, to focus on 
the areas where there will be a lack of harmonisation 
and, to some extent, fixate on potentially negative 
outcomes that a lack of harmonisation might 
produce. This is not our intention; in fact, we believe 
that there are some beneficial aspects to varied 
procedures, especially in the context of electoral 
timing.25 Moreover, the discussion of harmonisation 
also ignores a key opportunity—in the context 
of subnational democratisation—to develop new 
electoral models on a ‘blank slate’. Given the well-
known persistence of political institutions, designing 
election rules and processes without being overly 
tied to past models could be extremely beneficial; 
especially if Somali leaders, civil society, academics, 
and citizens engage with and debate alternative 
electoral models and conceptions of Somali 
citizenship actively. 

MISMATCHED ELECTORAL CYCLES

Independent development of democratic elections 
at the state level makes it very likely that individual 
states and the FGS will hold elections at different 
times. It is important to note that this outcome is 
not strictly a function of democratisation in general, 
or of the sequencing of democratisation; indeed, 
under the status quo, each Federal Member State 
holds their parliamentary elections at different times 
and there is no coordination with FGS elections, 
as shown in the table below. The mismatched 
electoral calendar arises in part because the 2012 
Constitution appears to assign all decisions related 
to elections, including timing and frequency, to 
the Federal Member States themselves and does 
not specify a fixed date for federal elections. 
The staggered formation of Federal Member 
States has also, quite naturally, led to varied 
timing of FMS elections. Implementation of OPOV 
elections is unlikely to alter the status quo, unless 
democratisation occurs in all states at the  
same time.26 

TABLE 4: TIMING OF FMS AND FGS ELECTIONS, 
2018–2020

Jurisdiction Election Timing
South West State December 2018
Puntland January 2019
Jubaland August 2019
Galmudug February 2020
Hirshabelle November 2020
Federal Government Late 2020 (intended)

A staggered electoral calendar is not an inherently 
positive or negative outcome; it has both benefits 
and drawbacks, the weight of which depend on the 
socio-political environment and one’s priorities. 
Nor are staggered elections uncommon, especially 
in federal systems; indeed, as Fabre (2010) shows, 
concurrent state-federal elections are rare in 
federal systems in western Europe.27 Federal 
systems commonly have election timing that differs 
“vertically” (between levels, i.e., between state and 
federal levels) and/or “horizontally” (across states/
regions), and Somalia would be no exception here 
(Fabre, 2010). 
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BENEFITS OF A STAGGERED 
ELECTORAL CALENDAR
DE-LINKING STATE AND NATIONAL POLITICS

The most important benefit of a non-aligned election 
calendar is the potential de-linkage of state and 
national politics. Elections occurring at the same 
time inevitably affect one another; one of the most 
widely studied phenomena of this type is the coattail 
effect, in which a popular candidate increases voter 
turnout for their party, benefitting co-partisans in 
down-ballot races (Campbell and Sumners, 1990; 
Flemming, 1995; Hogan, 2005; Meredith, 2013; 
Rogers, 2016).28 Elections that occur at the same 
time can also affect one another through the 
cognitive linkage voters make between candidates 
and issues in different races; finding and processing 
information about each race is costly (e.g., Corvalan 
and Cox, 2018; Perry, 2021), therefore voters tend to 
use heuristics to guide their vote choice (Mondak, 
1993; Rahn, 1993; Schaffner and Streb, 2002). The 
simultaneity of elections makes it more likely that 
voters will use such heuristics, allowing national 
issues or party affiliations to affect their vote in local 
elections or vice versa.

A strong connection between local and national 
politics is not inherently problematic, though it does 
tend to produce a local political environment that is 
less conducive to practical problem-solving. Local 
politics often focuses on more tangible issues, 
such as fixing roads or building schools; which in 
many countries, are issues over which there is little 
partisan disagreement. In these countries, linking 
local politics to more divisive national issues risks 
injecting such division into local governance. In 
the Somali context, local politics are already highly 
divisive.29 As such, focusing local politics on local 
issues is likely a positive outcome; if local and 
national politics were to become more tightly linked, 
it would produce a situation in which macro-level 
clan divisions would increase in importance at local 
levels, which could lead to a potentially conflictual 
and broadly unhelpful outcome. Especially in cases 
where local political settlements are slightly fragile, 
tying them to extremely contentious national issues 
could be dangerous. 

FLEXIBILITY FOR THE ELECTORAL CALENDAR

The second benefit of staggered election timing is 
that it would allow states and election management 
bodies a degree of flexibility in organising their 
own elections. Depending on one’s viewpoint, this 
flexibility could be useful, if it allows states to delay 
elections until they are well-prepared; or abused, if 
it opens the door to delaying elections for political 
purposes. Certainly, a model which allows flexibility 
in the timing of elections seems to fit the current 
environment, in which elections are frequently 
delayed. Also, staggered elections would mean that 
delays in one state would not affect elections in 
other states or at the federal level.

DISTRIBUTION OF TECHNICAL SUPPORT

The third benefit of a staggered electoral calendar 
is that it may make holding elections more feasible. 
An FMS election held in isolation from other 
elections would allow international donors and 
technical experts to focus their resources and 
efforts to ensure the election runs smoothly, before 
transitioning to support elections in a different FMS 
later in the cycle. This argument applies equally to 
election bureaucrats, international experts, and 
election monitors; electoral commissioners who 
have recently completed an election in their home 
state can share lessons with those in other states 
more effectively if elections occur on different 
timelines. A related argument concerns the simple 
scope of a potential countrywide, multi-level election 
being held on a single day, which may be such a 
large undertaking that it deters trying—staggered 
elections are more tractable and more feasible. 
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ADVERSE IMPACTS OF 
STAGGERED CALENDAR
A staggered election calendar also has potential 
negative effects, however. These primarily centre on 
missed opportunities that would present themselves 
if election timing were aligned—incentives for 
collaboration around election administration and the 
ability to link local, state, and national issues during 
power-sharing negotiations—as well as the varied 
costs of constant electioneering that accompany 
multiple electoral dates.

CONTINUAL ELECTIONEERING

One drawback concerns the frequent, 
continual electioneering that may emerge from 
unsynchronised electoral calendars. Electoral 
campaigns are divisive, while periods of governing 
between elections tend to be less so.30 For instance, 
elections increase the salience of ethnic identities 
(Eifert et al., 2010) because politicians mobilise 
voters through ethnic appeals; and it has been 
shown that polarisation of citizens’ opinions in the 
US is greatest during election campaigns (Hernandez 
et al., 2021). Some countries—including Somaliland, 
from 2005–2020—place explicit time limits on 
the election season.31 The risk in this case is that 
a staggered election calendar—as occurred over 
the last several years in Somalia—might create an 
environment of continual politicking, in which there 
is nearly always an election happening somewhere, 
with clan identities being mobilised and disputes 
being amplified as a result. As the table earlier in this 
section showed, the timing of FMS presidential and 
FGS parliamentary elections over the last electoral 
cycle has resulted in a 2-year period of nearly 
continuous elections. 

DIMINISHED COLLABORATION

The second drawback of unaligned election dates 
is that they discourage collaboration of election 
administration between FMS governments and 
the FGS.32 As we discuss elsewhere in this report 
(see the following section, “Mismatched Voter 
Registration Rules, Procedures, and Systems”), 
there is resistance from both states and the 
FGS to implementing a shared, uniform voter 
registration system. Instead, parallel systems may 
be established, which would increase the cost 
burden of voter registration.33 If election dates were 
synchronised, there would be a natural argument for 
unifying voter registration under a single system, 
or creating a system in which FMS registries are 
integrated into a single system for use in FGS 

elections; both FMS and FGS election officials have 
a clear shared need—a valid list of voters eligible 
on a single day. In contrast, if election dates are not 
aligned, even a fully shared system would require 
repeated updates for different election dates; after 
all, one jurisdiction might need a list of eligible voters 
in February, while another needs a list of eligible 
voters in November—and these lists will differ, 
reducing the justification for a shared system. While 
there would still likely be fiscal savings from a shared 
system, a staggered electoral calendar reduces the 
savings slightly by forcing more frequent updates to 
the voter list.

RISKS OF POLITICAL INFLUENCE

The third drawback is more speculative: staggered 
election timing may enhance the ability of national 
political leaders to influence state or local-level 
elections. The staggered timing of FMS presidential 
elections from 2018 to 2020 almost certainly made 
it easier for the Farmajo administration to influence 
the results, as political capital and energy could be 
focused on a single election at one time.34  
The ability to influence any given FMS election 
would be reduced by holding all FMS elections 
simultaneously. Holding FMS and FGS elections 
concurrently would reduce this ability further, both 
because the FGS election would demand resources 
and focus, and because interference in FMS 
elections would become a political issue in the FGS 
election itself, potentially reducing the appeal of 
such influence efforts.

RAISED RISK OF ZERO-SUM POLITICS

Finally, an unaligned electoral calendar pushes 
individual elections toward a zero-sum nature.  
When an election occurs in isolation—even if it  
does not use majoritarian rules and is not, on its own, 
a zero-sum contest—it magnifies the importance 
of the election. A group that fails to win power in an 
FMS parliamentary election cannot console itself 
with the seats won in other simultaneous elections, 
and may view the election as a bigger threat to 
its interests than it would if multiple, overlapping 
contests occurred at the same time. In addition, 
electoral losers have less incentive to honour 
the results or uphold the integrity of the election, 
because attacking the election’s integrity does not 
undermine their own win in a related election held on 
the same day. In contrast, when multiple elections 
occur at the same time, groups that lose at one level 
may win power elsewhere, reducing their incentive to 
upend the results as doing so undermines their own 
election win. 
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If and when an election crisis breaks out, a staggered 
system may also reduce the scope for side deals, 
‘horse trading’, or power-sharing agreements to 
broker peace. Such deals are a common feature 
in Somali politics; e.g., when one party loses the 
presidency, they may be given power at a lower 
level or given representation within the president’s 
cabinet. Such agreements would, ideally, occur only 
in the early stages of democratisation, as most 
instances of brokered power-sharing agreements 
of this kind are anti-democratic. Even so, multiple 
simultaneous elections can facilitate agreements 
within political parties or party coalitions, which 

may contribute to a more stable party system. For 
example, a party or coalition that brings together 
two large clans may need to promise positions to 
one clan at a lower level in order to gain support for 
the other clan’s candidate in a higher-level election. 
By holding elections simultaneously, these types of 
negotiations become easier. Internal party politics 
aside, such deals may be necessary to resolve 
electoral disputes that could otherwise spiral 
into conflict; and reducing the scope for them to 
occur—while a positive outcome in the long run—is 
potentially dangerous in the short run.

MISMATCHED VOTER REGISTRATION RULES, 
PROCEDURES, AND SYSTEMS

Aside from election timing, voter registration 
procedures are the most likely area for divergence 
between different jurisdictions. Here, we describe 
why we think there will be a lack of harmonisation 
across states in terms of voter registration rules and 
systems, and briefly describe the consequences 
of these differences. Importantly, a feedback 
loop exists between harmonisation of rules and 
systems—a mismatch of rules increases the 
likelihood of parallel voter registries developing and 
vice versa. The arguments below may, therefore, feel 
somewhat circular, but this is because divergence or 
harmonisation in one area impacts the other. 

The first reason we expect states to develop 
different rules for voter eligibility is because there is 
already significant ambiguity in rules and definitions 
pertaining to voter eligibility across states. To use 
just one example, the South West State Constitution 
guarantees the right to vote to all citizens over the 
age of 18, but does not define who is considered 
a citizen of the state.35 More importantly, in cases 
where rules are not specified, there is no reason to 
expect consistency across jurisdictions, as there is 
no obligation—i.e., no constitutional mandate at the 
federal level—for harmonisation of eligibility rules.36

The second reason we expect divergence in rules 
is because states are likely to implement their own 
voter registration exercises. If elections occur on 
different timelines—as we believe they would, at 
least at first—voter registration exercises will need 
to be completed before each election.37 Consider a 
scenario in which Galmudug completes its election in 
the first year (Year 1) and the FGS holds its election 
in the third (Year 3). 

In this case, the FGS would have one of three 
choices: conduct its own registration exercise 
in Galmudug; request that Galmudug hold a new 
registration exercise; or utilise a voter roll for 
Galmudug that is two years out of date. An outdated 
voter roll is somewhat problematic in isolation, but 
if other states held their elections more recently, 
states would enter the FGS election with voter 
rolls of varied age.38 This poses a more significant 
problem, because it may be perceived as placing 
Galmudug (hypothetically) at a disadvantage, with a 
smaller number of voters due to an outdated voter 
roll, and may disenfranchise voters who meet the 
eligibility criteria but did not two years prior, when 
Galmudug’s registration exercise was completed.

In addition, it is not clear which government level 
holds authority for voter registration or eligibility 
rules. Given the prevailing climate of mistrust 
between some Federal Member States and the FGS, 
states may not trust a federal voter register for use 
in their own elections. A more extreme scenario 
would be one in which a state prohibits the FGS from 
conducting voter registration within its territory, 
even for a federal election. Our interviewees seemed 
to view the former scenario—that the states would 
object to delegating control over voter registration 
to the federal government—as extremely likely. Most 
of our respondents stated that they did not believe 
their state would use a federal voter roll and would 
instead construct and maintain their own.39 As one 
respondent in Galmudug put it: 
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“Jubaland could not use registration 
from the Federal Government. During 
elections, only the local state can register 
the voters and submit that to the FGS”.

– KII with Women’s Representative,  
Galmudug, Int. 101

The interviewees’ views echo the current situation 
in Puntland’s ongoing local government elections, 
as the Transitional Puntland Electoral Commission 
(TPEC) has managed the state’s voter registration 
process entirely.40 

We believe it is a certainty that Federal Member 
States which hold their own OPOV elections will 
construct their own voter rolls, though we are less 
certain about what will happen in the context of 
federal elections. Completion of their own voter 
registration exercises does not inevitably lead to 
divergence in the rules applied—but is likely to 
do so. Even if most electoral laws are harmonised 
across jurisdictions, separate registration exercises 
will lend themselves to variation in both the rules 
applied and the processes followed, because most 
rules and processes are determined not by the 
constitution but through legislation and bureaucratic 
discretion. Similarly, if states establish their voter 
rolls on the basis of different eligibility criteria—age, 
years in residency, etc.—and rules at the federal level 
differ, it will encourage the creation of parallel voter 
registries.41 Completing a voter registration exercise 
without firm, previously agreed eligibility rules 
and standards is likely to result in both divergent 
eligibility rules and separate, potentially incompatible 
voter registries. 

Clearly, there is potential for subnational 
democratisation—especially if it precedes federal 
democratisation—to produce a patchwork of voter 
registries. Likewise, there is potential for subnational 
democratisation to generate widely divergent 
eligibility rules for voting. However, it is also 
possible that subnational elections would produce 
state-specific registries that can eventually be 
incorporated into a single, integrated federal  
register for the purposes of holding federal  
elections and a uniform standard for residency  
and other eligibility criteria. 

The best system, in our view, is one in which the 
states and the FGS agree on shared eligibility criteria 
and the states maintain voter rolls that are used for 
both FMS and FGS elections, avoiding duplication 
of efforts and providing the benefits of local (state) 

knowledge when running voter registration drives 
(James, 2017).42 Critically, a degree of harmonisation 
of both voter registration rules and processes is 
needed at the outset, to ease deeper harmonisation 
and integration down the road.

CONSEQUENCES OF A LACK 
OF HARMONISATION IN 
ELECTORAL RULES
We first consider the consequences of mismatched 
rules and processes between Federal Member 
States. One of the most disconcerting outcomes of 
a mismatch between state-level jurisdictions would 
be the potential disenfranchisement of some voters. 
Variation in residency requirements is the most 
direct possible source of disenfranchisement. If one 
state requires current residency to vote and another 
requires multiple years of residency, individuals who 
have moved from the former to the latter would not 
be eligible to vote in either locale. Rule variation 
could disenfranchise voters incidentally (i.e., as an 
unintended by-product of the rules) or by design. 
For instance, it is plausible to imagine leaders in a 
region with many IDPs or recent migrant populations 
implementing a rule that would disenfranchise 
these voters—especially if they hail from a clan that 
constitutes a political threat.43 

In addition to voter disenfranchisement, gaps in 
voter registration rules and procedures could be 
exploited to the electoral advantage of particular 
candidates or clans, through the movement of 
voters in (or out) of a state. If voter registration and 
verification processes are not well-enforced—and, 
in particular, if states hold elections on different 
dates—motivated politicians could move their 
supporters across state lines to vote, potentially 
voting in two states. This would be especially 
true in the many areas where clans straddle state 
boundaries or along international borders with the 
ethnically Somali regions of Kenya and Ethiopia. 
Similar strategies have been employed in many 
contexts, including Somaliland, Kenya, and—
according to unverified claims by four of Puntland’s 
political associations—in Puntland’s trial elections.44 
Again, this method of voter fraud would be easiest 
to implement if elections were staggered (because 
moving voters from one location to another would 
not “steal” votes from fellow clansmen running in the 
other state) and if voter registration processes did 
not incorporate strong checks on residency or other 
eligibility criteria.
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Rule and process differences between the state 
and federal levels are also highly probable. As 
we mentioned previously, the state and federal 
governments may have different eligibility criteria. 
Because the states have clear constitutional 
authority to manage their own elections, these 
differences would only need to be smoothed out if 
a state employed rules that contravened the federal 
constitution; but the resulting variation in rules is 
liable to cause significant confusion among voters. 
Elsewhere (see section “Lack of Harmonisation and 
Voter Confusion”), we discuss the risk that confused 

voters will view the electoral process as illegitimate; 
here, we simply highlight the virtual certainty that 
confusing, contradictory procedures will depress 
voter turnout and engagement.45 Indeed, as one 
commentator in the US has noted: “One of the 
biggest impediments to voting is confusion” (PBS, 
2016). A system in which voters must register twice 
is inherently confusing. A system in which voters 
must register twice using different procedures, 
following different rules, or perhaps at different 
locations—will undoubtedly act as a barrier to voting.

LACK OF HARMONISATION IN ELECTORAL 
CONSTITUENCIES

In addition to differences related to voter 
registration, subnational democratisation could 
cause constitutional and political disputes over 
the creation of new districts. Federal Member 
States have the constitutional authority to create 
districts. But districts must be approved by the 
House of the People, the lower house of the FGS 
Parliament.46 If districts were to be employed as 
parliamentary constituencies in either federal or 
state-level elections whereby either one or multiple 
MPs are elected to serve designated districts, 
shared authority over district creation could spark a 
political and constitutional crisis. A Federal Member 
State wishing to create a new district—whether for 
the purposes of service provision or to provide a 
“homeland” and district government to a particular 
group—could be prevented from doing so by the 
federal government. 

In fact, there is ambiguity in the present electoral 
system over the role of districts, which subnational 
democratisation would lay bare. It is not clear 
at the moment whether districts are electoral 
constituencies vis-à-vis either FMS or FGS 
parliamentary elections;47 it is also unclear whether 
they would be electoral constituencies under a 
democratic dispensation. It is worth highlighting 
that Somali politicians and commentators often 
allude to elections happening within districts and 
representation being provided at the district level—
as in the August 2020 Dhusamareb agreement.48 
With regard to this agreement, the think tank Somali 
Public Agenda was quoted saying: “the number of 
electoral constituencies is also increased, which 
means the voting activities are devolved to a district 
level...every Federal Member State would designate 

at least 4 electoral constituencies (districts)  
where the elections will be held” (Abdullahi and 
Wasuge, 2020). 

If districts are to serve as electoral constituencies 
for state or federal level parliamentarians, the needs 
of the electoral system must be factored into their 
creation. For instance, if districts are allocated FGS 
parliamentary seats to ensure equal representation 
of each citizen (i.e., seats are allocated proportional 
to population, or all districts have equal population), 
a state creating a district has implications for FGS 
governance. Demarcation and a census would be 
necessary prior to creation, and constitutional 
questions regarding who is responsible for 
establishing federal electoral constituencies would 
require firm resolution.49 Conversely, if districts 
serve as FMS parliamentarian constituencies, the 
currently-mandated role of the FGS parliament in 
their approval may prove problematic, as it gives the 
FGS parliament oversight of a strictly state-level 
political question. 

The potential conflict that may arise as a result of the 
present ambiguity is significant, but depends heavily 
on decisions made regarding the electoral models 
at both the FMS and FGS levels. If districts are not to 
serve as electoral constituencies, this point is moot. 

The best solution is not clear, as any solution also 
impacts other aspects of governance, particularly 
at the district level. However, two recommendations 
are possible at this stage. Firstly, FMS and FGS 
parliamentary electoral constituencies could be 
decoupled from districts. It is feasible that under 
a proportional representation system elected 
politicians could serve on behalf of their entire 
state—or possibly even region as per the Somaliland 
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model. Such an approach reflects the current model 
whereby, within the 4.5 system, clan representation 
is not inherently linked to geographic representation.  
Districts could continue to serve as the lowest-
level government, and their creation can serve 
critical governance functions. Furthermore, it is also 
feasible for districts to hold elections to determine 
their district-level representatives. Rather, the 
issue would mean that state-level or federal-level 
parliamentarians are not necessarily representative 
of a district-level unit. A marginalised sub-clan can 
have a district carved out to allow for their self-
governance but —if districts are also parliamentary 
electoral constituencies— this process will upset 
the balance of FMS legislative representation and 
potentially require calculating and agreeing to a 
new allocation of seats across districts. If, however, 
districts do not serve as parliamentary electoral 
constituencies, their creation would have no  
direct impact on seat apportionment in state or 
federal legislatures. 

Secondly, and much more broadly, the states and 
FGS could avoid allocating seats to relatively small 
electoral constituencies on the basis of population. 
Regardless of whether these units are districts, 
regions, or similarly-sized non-governing electoral 
constituencies, doing so will require the frequent 
and contested collection of population data via a 
census, and highly-contested reapportionment 
exercises. At the same time, to preserve the goal of 
equal representation for all voters, this would require 
allocating seats at a higher level of aggregation than 
either districts or regions. To illustrate the dilemma, 
consider a scenario in which relatively small (i.e., 
district-sized) electoral constituencies are allocated 
seats in an FMS parliament:

• If every constituency is allocated an equal 
number of seats, voters in highly-populated 
constituencies will be underrepresented.

• If constituencies are allocated seats on the 
basis of population (either from a census or from 
existing population estimates), a new census 
or population estimate would be necessary, on 
occasion, to account for population movement 
and differential growth rates—a process 
which will be expensive and contentious.

Far from simple, any recommendation that deals with 
both problems raised above will come with its own 
drawbacks. The simplest approach would be for  
FMS legislatures to use a single state-wide 
constituency, whereby FMS parliamentary seats 
are not linked to a geographical or population 
area—consequently, population changes 
would have no effect on seat apportionment to 
electoral constituencies. Alternatively, region-
wide constituencies could be employed, with a 
fixed number of seats allocated to each region – a 
model that Somaliland currently deploys. The seat 
allocation across regions would need to be agreed at 
the outset; allocation could be based on estimated 
population, but would not change in response to 
population changes, in order to avoid the need for a 
census and re-apportionment. 

State- or region-wide constituencies would also 
produce the most proportional of outcomes, 
minimising vote wasting. But there are also 
significant drawbacks, especially because very large 
constituencies weaken the connection between 
politicians and their voters, and would likely prompt 
a focus on broader, state-level issues, as opposed 
to local concerns. It could be that the progress 
in implementing electoral democracy in the first 
instance may be worth the compromise in the 
linkage between politicians and voters—which could 
be strengthened and developed in the future as the 
electoral system evolves and matures, and Somalia 
becomes more stable and able to perform issues of 
census and constituency border demarcation. The 
determination of electoral constituencies is arguably 
the most vexing issue within the construction of an 
electoral system, because constituencies interact 
with the organisation of governance and determine 
which technical demands—such as a census—must 
be completed for elections to occur. At present, 
the discussion and selection of constituencies 
at both the state and federal level has appeared 
to be a secondary consideration; if subnational 
democratisation is to occur, greater attention  
needs to be paid early in the process to how 
electoral constituencies will be defined within any 
proposed electoral model.
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LACK OF HARMONISATION AND THE RESOLUTION OF 
DISPUTES

Elections are complex affairs, and multi-level federal 
systems only add complexity. There are doubtless 
many ways in which state and federal election 
procedures and rules could differ, especially if 
elections at the state level precede those at the 
federal level. Such differences would not be unique 
to Somalia—every mature democratic system 
has had disputes and controversies over election 
procedures that need to be resolved.

In reality, it is difficult to anticipate the specific areas 
where constitutional and administrative disputes 
may occur, because there is an overarching lack of 
certainty about how elections will be conducted at 
any level. Somalia’s current electoral law—passed 
in February 2020—is not the primary guide for 
the current elections, and future elections may 
or may not follow it either. None of the Federal 
Member States, aside from Puntland, have passed 
an electoral law. When FMS elections are due, the 
electoral commission, MPs, and clan elders compose 
the rules of the election: Xeer Hoosaadyo.50 The 
lack of certainty dramatically limits the scope of our 
analysis, because even the most general parameters 
of the future federal electoral system are unknown. 

The preceding sections have highlighted a number 
of areas where there is likely to be divergence 
between electoral procedures across jurisdictions. 
More than any specific divergence, however, we are 
concerned about the likelihood that inconsistencies, 
incompatibilities, and contradictions will exist 
between the electoral laws of different jurisdictions 
due to insufficient deliberation or due to the inherent 
complexity of elections. While beyond the scope of 
this report, there is ample evidence of the seemingly 
weak capacity of FMS legislatures and agencies.51 
Even well-resourced and highly capable legislatures 
and electoral bodies encounter new issues that 
must be resolved, and this will inevitably be true of 
Somalia as well. 

The question that this generates is whether the 
system—the judiciary, electoral commissions, and so 
forth—will be able to resolve constitutional disputes 
through proper constitutional means. Issues of 
harmonisation, like those highlighted above, are 
commonly resolved in federal systems through the 
judiciary. Unfortunately, the general absence or 

weak capacities of federal or state-level higher-level 
courts to adjudicate these issues make it difficult to 
assess how effectively these issues will be resolved. 

A full assessment of their capacity is beyond the 
scope of this report. However, in cases in which our 
key informants discussed the court system, they 
generally reported a lack of faith in FMS courts, while 
expressing somewhat more confidence in the higher 
FGS courts.52 For instance, the South West State 
Supreme Court is currently active, but is not viewed 
as a neutral arbiter of major disputes. Appointments 
to the court are, reportedly, made with clan power-
sharing in mind (i.e., “using the 4.5 system”), and this 
undermines confidence that the court would be fair 
in adjudicating contentious electoral and political 
disputes.53 This may help to explain why electoral 
disputes in South West State have, in the past, been 
referred to the FGS courts.54 

Those key informants that commented on FMS 
and FGS courts tended to view FGS courts 
more positively, overall.55 Higher federal courts 
are seen as having higher capacity and greater 
neutrality, though there remain concerns about 
political independence.56 At the same time, it is 
important to emphasise that these views were 
driven by reportedly greater legal knowledge and 
professionalism, and less overt clannism, among 
high-level federal judges. Whether state-level 
elites—even those who spoke positively about 
federal courts—would accept decisions affecting the 
distribution of political power if they were made by 
FGS courts is an open question. 

Perhaps more important than any concerns about 
actual legal capacity is the strongly embedded 
norm of using one-off political settlements in lieu of 
official or formal channels to resolve disputes. When 
disputes arise between a state and the FGS, they 
are typically resolved with a meeting between the 
principals of each side, who arrive at an agreement. 
Negotiated settlements can be useful for maintaining 
stability, but they are also transitory, personalised, 
and contingent on the political power of the players 
involved. They are transitory because they are 
inevitably convened in the face of a crisis that must 
be resolved, and such agreements are not designed 
for the long run.57 
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The propensity for negotiated political settlements 
exacerbates the problem in three ways. First, it 
precludes the development of a body of law and 
constitutional decisions, because it moves disputes 
outside the judiciary. As a result, future disputes 
cannot rely on established precedent, dissuading 
disputants from taking their case to court and further 
encouraging the use of negotiated settlements. 
Second, it actively introduces new contradictions 
and flaws into the system. When agreements 
are made for political expediency, they are often 
incoherent or contradict existing constitutional 
provisions or electoral laws in ways that are 
counterproductive.58 Third, and most importantly, 
moving disputes outside the judiciary prevents the 
courts from being able to demonstrate their capacity 
and neutrality. Faith in the judiciary is built over time 
through their fair handling of cases; if courts are 
never party to the resolution of disputes, citizens  
will never develop faith and confidence in the  
judicial system.

The most important way to ensure that disputes can 
be resolved successfully is to clearly and formally 
articulate as many of the rules of the election as 
possible long before an election is due. 

Elite commitment to the model is more likely to 
be gained if elections are not immediately on the 
horizon, as the impact of specific rules will not be 
as clear until elections approach. Going along with 
this, a robust process for resolving disputes should 
be established, with clear lines of authority: what 
is the court of first instance for electoral disputes? 
Where are appeals heard and what is the court of 
last instance, or final appeal? Elites must agree to 
the dispute-resolution mechanism alongside the 
electoral model. 

The goal of those documenting the electoral model 
in legislation or constitutional language should 
be to give sufficient clarity to the model to avoid 
any substantive disputes in the first one or two 
elections. If early disputes can be limited to relatively 
inconsequential issues, it will give the courts time to 
gain credibility and give democratic norms time to 
mature. If the first election results in disputes over 
fundamental questions, such as seat apportionment, 
it is more likely to require a negotiated, extra-
judicial settlement that will undermine both judicial 
credibility and democratic norms.  

LACK OF HARMONISATION AND VOTER CONFUSION

As the previous sections showed, a likely outgrowth 
of a piecemeal approach to democratisation 
in Somalia is that the states and the federal 
government may adopt different electoral systems, 
on different timelines, and with different processes 
for election administration. In addition to the myriad 
problems that could arise from lack of harmonisation 
of electoral constituencies, for instance, and the 
many benefits that could result from staggered 
electoral calendars—there is also the potential 
for varied, unharmonised systems across states 
and—especially—across levels of government, to 
confuse voters. In this section, we consider whether 
overlapping, divergent electoral systems might 
increase voter confusion, and what implications that 
would have for democratic legitimacy.

Firstly, as discussed in the previous sections, the 
current federal structure delegates authority over 
state and local elections to the Federal Member 
States. As in many other federal systems (see, 
e.g., Fabre, 2010), this means that states may 
utilise whatever electoral rules they prefer, within 
very minor bounds, including rules regarding the 
number of political parties allowed, the definition of 

constituencies, the eligibility rules for voting, and 
even the designation of polling stations.59 While the 
extent of harmonisation is difficult to predict, our 
interviewees’ responses make clear that there will 
not be complete harmonisation—at least in the  
short run.60 

The outcome of these potentially varied systems 
will be at least some degree of confusion among the 
electorate. Electoral rules can be complex and voters 
should not be expected to educate themselves 
fully—a long literature in political science documents 
the cognitive and opportunity costs of acquiring 
political information (see, e.g., Somin, 2008; Lopez de 
Leon and Lizzi, 2014). Voters tend to lack knowledge 
on many subjects relevant to elections, including 
electoral rules.61

Voter ignorance is likely to be worse in Somalia, 
where educational attainment is low and voters have 
little or no experience with democratic elections.62 
Concerns about voter confusion have been voiced 
repeatedly in the context of Somaliland’s elections, 
with civil society organisations insisting that sudden 
changes to the electoral system should be avoided 
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to prevent confusion and a loss of legitimacy (2015). 
In Puntland’s recent elections, there have also 
been concerns about the understanding of voters, 
despite efforts at civic education. These concerns 
have arisen in the context of a single election, at a 
single level (local government), which reinforces the 
argument that complex, overlapping-but-divergent 
electoral systems are almost certain to cause voters 
anxiety, uncertainty, and confusion.

With that being said, voter ignorance, per se, is not 
our concern here.63 Instead, there is the possibility 
that voters who are confused by the process will 
believe it to be illegitimate. Recent research has 
shown that low-information voters are more likely 
to suspect that fraud has occurred and less likely to 
trust election results (Karp, Nai, and Norris, 2018). 
We believe that this issue will be exacerbated when 
voters observe that different rules or processes 
apply to different elections. For instance, if the 
voter registration period is shorter and use different 
registration centres for FGS versus FMS elections, it 
is easy to imagine voters attributing this to an effort 
to disenfranchise them. It is equally easy to imagine 
political entrepreneurs whipping up these ideas for 
their own gain. 

The risk posed by voter confusion is perhaps  
best illustrated by a discussion the author had  
with a group of Somalilanders regarding the  
recent election: 

When reviewing the overall results of 
the parliamentary elections, one group 
member noted that the Isaaq-Habar 
Jeclo subclan held relatively few seats, 
including in Togdheer, where it is one 
of two dominant groups (alongside 
the Isaaq-Habar Yonis). The group 
member noted traditional Habar Jeclo 
domination in Togdheer. Another group 
member explained that Habar Jeclo 
candidates were well-represented on 
the lists of each of the three parties, but 
that they were spread thin, dividing 
the clan’s bloc of votes across too many 
candidates. In contrast, the Habar 
Yonis had fewer overall candidates on 
the three party lists, concentrating 
the group’s votes and pushing their 
candidates upward in the list order, 
given the use of an open-list system.  

Somaliland’s open-list PR system, combined with a 
focus on clan representation, requires voters to make 
complex trade-offs and incorporate expectations of 
other voters’ actions when casting their vote.  The 
inherent complexity results in a situation in which 
voters do not immediately understand why certain 
outcomes occurred, or that the electoral system 
was designed this way for a valid reason.64 While the 
group accepted this explanation, it is not difficult to 
imagine less sophisticated voters interpreting the 
perceived underrepresentation of Habar Jeclo as a 
defect of the electoral system or a fraud perpetrated 
against them. 

In short, our argument is that subnational 
democratisation—especially if it precedes national 
democratisation—will produce a piecemeal 
system, in which the same voter might experience 
different electoral systems, rules, and procedures in 
different elections. The piecemeal outcome would 
likely produce confusion and uncertainty among 
voters with limited experience with elections, and 
may undermine the legitimacy of those elections. 
It is important not to overstate the importance 
of this finding, however. Voter confusion can be 
eased through concerted outreach and education 
campaigns. Moreover, while we are confident there 
will be some degree of confusion, we cannot predict 
a priori the magnitude of confusion, nor the strength 
of the link between confusion and perceived 
illegitimacy. Arguably the clearest point that emerges 
from this discussion is that a combination of radically 
different electoral systems, lack of voter education, 
and poor coordination by electoral authorities in 
voter outreach could dampen voter turnout and 
undermine legitimacy—but that these outcomes are 
second-order concerns in the debate regarding the 
value of subnational democratisation.
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IMPACT ON INTER-FMS AND 
FMS–FGS RELATIONS

LIKELIHOOD OF ELECTION INTERFERENCE

One of the dominant stories of the last four years of 
Somali politics has been the willingness of the FGS 
administration to intervene in the elections of the 
Federal Member States. Since its inauguration, the 
Farmajo administration interfered rather openly in 
the presidential elections held in each of the Federal 
Member States, seeking the election of its own 
allies.65 The manner of interference has varied from 
state to state, ranging from allegations of financial 
support provided to specific candidates, to seeking 
to arrest prominent candidates. 

The diversity of approaches taken makes it difficult 
to assess whether subnational democratisation will 
increase or decrease the scope for interference 
by outside actors in state or local elections, but 
the most straightforward argument suggests that 
electoral interference should, generally, be made 
more difficult under OPOV elections. Our focus is 
on the ability of external influencers to buy votes 
or financially support a candidate so that they 
can buy votes—since this approach was used in 
the past and because it is the most direct method 
to influence the outcome. The ability to interfere 
effectively is reduced by the use of OPOV elections 
for at least two reasons. First, under the current 
selection model, the number of votes that need to 
be purchased is small, because the selectorate is 
small—just a few clan elders, in the case of FMS 
parliamentary elections.66 While the cost of a 
single vote may be high, the overall cost is not.67 In 
contrast, the resources needed to swing an OPOV 
election must be sufficient to influence hundreds  
or thousands of voters, depending on the size of  
the constituency.

Second, there is greater certainty when trying to 
influence the current selection process than in an 
OPOV election. As one of our interviewees pointed 
out, buying votes in an OPOV election is much 
more difficult than purchasing the votes of elites 
in a selection, because it is almost impossible to 
monitor the choice made by regular voters, who 
can—as Kenyans occasionally describe it—“eat the 
money, but vote your heart”.68 By comparison, when 
purchasing the support of one or a few clan elders 
responsible for your selection, their promise to vote 
for you is credible specifically because their vote will 
be public knowledge and easily monitored.69 These 
largely theoretical arguments were also supported, 
in part, by interviewees, who argued that the FGS 
administration would oppose the implementation of 
OPOV elections in the states for the express reason 
that it would reduce their ability “to control and 
manipulate the election”.70

Overall, we would expect attempts to intervene 
in local and state elections to continue under a 
democratic process. Politicians—whether part 
of the FGS administration or from a neighbouring 
state—whose interests are at risk will continue 
to try to influence the results in ways that benefit 
them. However, the effort required to influence 
a democratic election—and the comparative 
uncertainty that accompanies that effort—suggests 
that electoral interference is less likely, and less 
likely to be effective, when elections are democratic.
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DEMANDS FOR AUTONOMY OR SECESSION

Given Somalia’s history and current context—
in which Puntland enjoys autonomous status, 
Somaliland is a de facto self-governing state, and 
the Jubaland administration enjoys unilateral control 
over most of Lower Juba—one concern surrounds 
the impact of subnational democratisation on 
demands for further autonomy or even secession. 
This concern arises, in part, due to a perception 
that increasing autonomy or power of subnational 
units can—under certain circumstances—increase 
demands for further autonomy (e.g., Devas 
and Delay, 2006). In this section, we describe 
the precise processes by which subnational 
democratisation could—in theory—contribute to 
demands for autonomy or secession. In reality, 
these processes are relatively unlikely to occur 
in Somalia, because they are contingent on there 
being fairly broad pre-existing support for increased 
autonomy or secessionism, of which there is little 
evidence currently. Nonetheless, we unpack the 
potential mechanisms in detail because our goal 
in this section is to make clear what would be 
necessary and to highlight the fact that subnational 
democratisation is unlikely, on its own, to facilitate 
greater secessionism. 

Before turning to specific scenarios, it is important 
to draw conceptual distinctions between subnational 
democratisation, devolution of power, regional self-
rule, and new regional representation in politics.71 
These processes sound related and are often 
conflated. It is essential to distinguish between them 
as follows:

• Decentralisation or devolution: when regions 
or localities are given greater power over 
decision-making or government finances.

• Subnational representation, regional autonomy, 
or “home rule”: when a region is given power to 
govern itself (i.e., a form of decentralisation), often 
accompanied by the creation of new institutions 
of governance (e.g., a regional legislature).

• Subnational democratisation: when an 
existing regional government shifts from 
choosing leaders via non-democratic 
means to using democratic elections. 

In the cases of decentralisation and regional 
autonomy, the key change is in control over 
decision-making, which has shifted from the 
national government to a local government. These 
processes specify nothing about the mechanism by 
which the local government’s leaders are chosen. In 
subnational democratisation, on the other hand—
the only change is the method by which local or 
regional leaders are selected. The change is not 
accompanied by any shift in decision-making power 
from the national to the local government. 

This distinction is important because regional 
self-government can plausibly contribute to 
secessionism by giving groups a ‘taste’ of self-
government and through the creation of new 
representative institutions in which secessionists 
can gain power.72 In contrast, it is less clear how 
subnational democratisation—again, a change in 
how existing positions are elected—would shift 
politicians or their electorate in a way that would 
empower secessionists. Below, we discuss three 
possible mechanisms by which this could occur, and 
assess their likelihood in the context of Somalia.

Image credit: ©AMISOM 
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MECHANISM 1: A SHIFT IN THE OVERALL 
SELECTORATE 

Consider a hypothetical situation in which there is 
broad, but not universal, support for secessionism 
within the population. In this scenario, subnational 
leaders are selected through a non-democratic 
process dominated by a few elites, who have pro-
unionist views. The leaders selected reflect those 
views and tamp down or repress secessionist 
elements in the broader population. When the 
selection process for leaders changes and leaders 
must win the support of a broader array of regional 
voters (i.e., appeal to the median voter in their 
constituency), the leaders selected will reflect this 
shift in views and become more pro-secessionist. 
The election of more secessionist leaders could 
motivate greater demands for secession or help to 
form a pro-secession political movement. As noted, 
this scenario assumes the pre-existence of a large 
secessionist bloc of voters or sufficient support for 
secession that the median voter is more in favour of 
secession than a union. In the absence of evidence 
of such a bloc of voters, this scenario is unlikely to 
apply in present-day Somalia. 

MECHANISM 2: EMPOWERING A SECESSIONIST 
BLOC 

The situation in this example is identical to that of the 
previous mechanism. When the process of selecting 
a regional leader becomes democratic, it shifts the 
selectorate to which a regional leader must appeal. In 
this scenario, however, we assume the secessionist 
bloc is still firmly a minority within the region, and 
basic theory suggests secessionism should not 
win the day. But, depending on the geographic 
concentration of the secessionist bloc (i.e., all 
located within a few constituencies of a regional 
legislature) or the electoral rules (i.e., if a politician 
can win by appealing to a motivated plurality), the 
secessionist bloc could become more prominent or 
more valuable as voters. A secessionist minority with 
a few diehard representatives—or one whipped up 
by politicians seeking to win narrow victories through 
disparate mobilisation—could appear to have more 
support than it really does and could command 
more political power than it should under a strictly 
proportional system.

MECHANISM 3: INSTRUMENTAL MANUFACTURE 
OF SECESSIONIST SUPPORT

The context and shift in the process of selecting 
leaders in this mechanism mirrors that of the 
previous. We assume that there is a secessionist 
bloc of voters, but it is strictly a minority. In this 
mechanism, a politician can attempt to carve out a 
niche constituency among the secessionist bloc. 
Having established his bona fides as a secessionist 
but finding the secessionist bloc too small, the 
politician sets out to convince non-secessionist 
voters to shift their position to secessionism 
and support him.73 Alternatively, if the politician 
establishes his niche but finds the secessionist bloc 
is divided between himself and a politician that is 
only mildly secessionist, he first establishes himself 
as the “true regional” candidate and then sets out to 
move voters out of the secessionist-leaner or mildly 
secessionist camp into his own bloc, using rhetorical 
appeals and driving up secessionist sentiment. 
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DISCUSSION
Each of the three mechanisms described above 
require the existence of a secessionist bloc of 
voters in order for subnational democratisation 
to impact secessionism. To be clear, they do not 
require a majority to have secessionist views, but 
they do require a sizable bloc of such voters. In 
the absence of at least a sizable minority in favour 
of secessionism, there is no process by which 
subnational democratisation can create pressure 
for secession in the short or medium term.74 To the 
best of our knowledge, no public opinion data on 
preferences for autonomy or secession exist for 
Somalia. Our best assessment is that none of the 
Federal Member States have a sufficiently large 
bloc of voters who support secessionism for these 
scenarios to apply.75 The majority of Somalis we 
have interviewed express strong pro-union views 
when asked, even in interview contexts in which 
expressing secessionist views would be perfectly 
acceptable. The strength of Somali nationalism, 
built up over time, has generated wide support for 
continued union.76

One reason for the extensive analysis in this section 
is that it is impossible to predict whether support 
for secessionism might develop in the future, 
because support for secession depends heavily 
on the actions and composition of the FGS, the 

nature of clan relations, the fiscal health of individual 
states, security considerations, and many other 
factors which may change in the coming years. If 
secessionist sentiment increases in response to 
these varied factors, would subnational democracy 
contribute to its growth? Even here, our assessment 
is that subnational democratisation will not 
appreciably shift the likely outcome. In a world in 
which the FGS is used to further one clan’s interests 
or in which there is significant federal repression of 
one group or state, there would likely be demands 
for greater autonomy or secession. Subnational 
democracy could contribute to the growth of those 
demands, in line with the mechanisms described 
above. But subnational democracy would contribute 
only at the margin; non-democratic leaders of 
Puntland or Jubaland would pursue autonomy or 
secession just as actively as would democratic 
leaders if they believed it was necessary for their 
state’s economic or political survival. In the end, the 
process by which these leaders are selected could 
theoretically influence demands for secession, 
but it would do so only incrementally, in specific 
circumstances, and it would never be as critical 
as other factors in driving secessionist sentiment 
or demands. Relative to other considerations, 
subnational democratisation will not have an 
appreciable effect on demands for autonomy  
or secession.

Image credit: ©AMISOM 
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PROMOTION OF DEMOCRATISATION AND 
DEMOCRATIC DIFFUSION

In light of the struggle to implement democratic, 
OPOV elections in Somalia, one argument in favour 
of  shifting focus to the subnational level is that it 
could promote democratisation more broadly.77 
In addition to potentially presenting an easier 
path forward—if there is less political resistance 
to democratisation at the subnational level, for 
instance—success at the subnational level could 
generate momentum for holding elections in other 
states or localities, or even at the federal level. 

There are a number of processes by which 
successful elections in one location could prompt 
a push for democratisation in other areas. The 
success of early adopters could be demonstrative, 
showing other states that the process of holding 
elections is not as daunting as one might think and 
exhibiting a model of democratisation that works. 
This is most likely to occur if elections run smoothly 
for early adopters, and if they use a model—an 
electoral system, approach to voter registration, 
legislation—that works well and could be transferred 
to other states. Learning could also occur at a 
more subtle level, with late adopters benefitting 
from the mistakes made and the lessons learned 
by early adopters, clearing the path for their own 
democratisation efforts. Successful democratisation 
in one location could also shift public or elite 
opinion among neighbouring locations, causing 
them to demand OPOV elections. Finally, success by 
early adopters could result in greater international 
pressure on other states, with donor governments 
demanding democratisation and potentially 
shifting support to states and localities where 
democratisation has occurred.

These different mechanisms all fit, to varying 
degrees, within ideas of policy and regime 
“diffusion”, in which changes that occur in one 
location tend to be replicated in neighbouring states 
or countries. This idea has been applied extensively 
in political science, in two primary realms. The first is 
the idea of democratic diffusion, which is built on a 
well-documented empirical finding that neighbouring 
countries tend to become more democratic together 
(O’Loughlin, et al., 1998; Brinks and Coppedge, 
2006; Gleditsch, 2002; Gleditsch and Ward, 2006; 
Mainwaring and Perez-Linan, 2007). The second is 
the idea of policy diffusion, in which the same spatial 
correlation is seen in the adoption of public policies 
and norms. 

As with democratic diffusion, this pattern has been 
demonstrated robustly in a variety of contexts: 
the spread of norms across EU countries (e.g., 
Guiraudon, 2000); the spread of liberal economic 
policies between countries (Simmons and Elkins, 
2004); and the spread of specific tax policies, 
occupational licensing rules, and many other policy 
shifts across US states (Walker, 1969; Moule and 
Weller, 2011; Berry and Berry, 1990; Berry and Berry, 
1992; Jones-Correa, 2000).

While the literature on diffusion is built around strong 
observable regularities—that policies and regime 
type do move together among neighbours—there is 
very little agreement on what causes this outcome 
or even whether diffusion actually occurs at all. 
Typically, policy diffusion is explained as a function  
of neighbouring governments and politicians 
learning from one another (e.g., that a policy is 
popular or can be successfully implemented) or 
competing with one another (e.g., competing for 
business investment by reducing their tax rates). 
But some policy shifts could also reflect norms 
or attitudes that are shifting in multiple locations 
at once, without any diffusion across borders. 
Democratic diffusion is, in our view, on the shakiest 
evidentiary ground; but scholars generally argue that 
democratisation in a neighbouring country prompts 
learning by civil society and elites, new demands by 
the mass public, and greater international pressure 
that is harder to deflect.

In the sections below, we discuss the two most 
likely diffusion-related processes that could arise 
out of subnational democratisation and assess the 
potential for each to occur.
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PRESSURE FOR 
DEMOCRATISATION
The first beneficial impact subnational 
democratisation could have on other Federal 
Member States or on the FGS is through increasing 
the pressure for holding OPOV elections.  
This could occur in multiple ways, as described 
above: by prompting citizens to demand OPOV 
elections; through perceived competition between 
states or between states and the FGS; or through 
international pressure.

In some ways, Somaliland and Puntland both provide 
useful evidence regarding this possibility. Somaliland 
has used its successful implementation of elections 
to try to win support for international recognition 
of its independence, attempting to contrast itself 
with the non-democratic government in Somalia. 
The impact of these efforts on Somalia is not 
clear, but our interviewees in Somaliland believe 
that Somaliland’s example has helped to push 
democratisation in—at least—Puntland.78 We believe 
it is plausible that Puntland has been pushed toward 
democratisation by its tense relationships with 
both Somaliland and the FGS, where competition 
with Somaliland motivates an effort to buttress its 
legitimacy and win “hearts and minds” in Sool and 
Sanaag, and competition with the FGS prompts 
the administration in Garowe to want to prove 
itself better-governed than the FGS.79 Again, the 
extent of this pressure is impossible to discern with 
certainty; the key informants we queried about this 
topic, primarily Somalilanders, believe that their 
democratic development has pressured Somalia and 
Puntland to democratise, but this evidence would 
need to be interrogated further.80 

The relationship between Puntland and the FGS also 
led us to question whether Puntland’s ongoing local 
government elections might put pressure on the 
FGS or other Federal Member States to hold their 
own elections. This argument was debated without 
consensus among our interviewees: some believed 
that success in Puntland would put pressure on the 
FGS; others believed that there would be pressure, 
but it would primarily apply to the other Federal 
Member States; and at least one respondent 
argued that Puntland’s process was not relevant to 
democratisation elsewhere and would not increase 
pressure for OPOV elections.81 It is also possible that 

elections at Puntland’s local level will not increase 
pressure on the FGS or other states, but that 
successful parliamentary elections—and,  
by extension, the election of the president—in 
Puntland might.

In our view, the most likely scenario is one in 
which FMS leaders who successfully implement 
democratisation use this fact to their rhetorical 
advantage in disputes with the FGS, citing their 
superior legitimacy. This would be consistent 
with how past and current presidents of Puntland 
have used the state’s comparative peace and 
stability. However, we would not expect arguments 
of this kind to actually exert much influence over 
the behaviour or actions of FGS officials, nor of 
other Federal Member States. While ammunition 
in intergovernmental disputes is useful, it is not 
as important as remaining in office—and holding 
democratic elections places that at risk.82

In that case, the potential for “democratic 
diffusion” would fall primarily to the public, civil 
society, and international donors. We believe 
that the international community could wield 
some influence in promoting democratisation if 
donors were to factor democratic governance 
into decisions regarding where to allocate aid. If 
a neighbouring state benefits from donor-funded 
projects explicitly because its district councils were 
elected via democratic means, this may prompt FMS 
governments to act.83 

On the other hand, we would not expect agitation 
from the public or civil society to drive diffusion very 
much independently. In order for the democratic 
experience of one state to increase the odds of 
democratisation in a neighbouring state via the 
public or civil society, that democratic experience 
would need to change the views of the public or 
civil society, increase the resources available to 
civil society to agitate for democracy, or alter the 
strategies CSOs use to promote democracy. Already, 
the majority of citizens across states support 
holding democratic elections, and we would assume 
the same is true of civil society organisations. It 
is unlikely that the experience of a neighbouring 
state will change those views much—unless that 
experience goes poorly. 
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One state’s democratic experience may change 
the resources and strategies available to CSOs in 
neighbouring states. With regard to resources, this 
is most likely to occur if a neighbour’s democratic 
experience prompts increased investment in 
local CSOs promoting democratisation. One 
could imagine a scenario in which successful 
democratisation in Puntland brings increased 
international funding for CSOs engaged in 
governance reform in Galmudug. With regard to 
strategy, there is potential scope for CSOs to learn 
from CSOs in neighbouring states; though it is not 
entirely clear the degree to which CSO strategy—
versus resources—drives democratic outcomes. 

Overall, our view is that successful implementation 
of OPOV elections in one state may spur diffusion 
of democracy through a combination of civil society 
learning and increased support for democratisation 
from the international community, especially 
if international financial support is viewed as 
conditional on progress toward democracy and if 
a portion of international financial support goes 
towards supporting local civil society organisations.

BUREAUCRATIC LEARNING
Beyond the political pressure that subnational 
democratisation may place on late-adopting 
Federal Member States and the FGS, there is also 
significant potential for subnational elections to 
serve as “laboratories” in which election officials, 
civil society organisations, politicians, the media, 
and international actors can learn about how to hold 
elections successfully. Note that this constitutes a 
beneficial outcome of subnational elections even 
if it does not produce diffusion: if late-adopting 
states hold elections and are able to learn from their 
early-adopting counterparts to make the process 
smoother—even if this learning is not the impetus 
for holding elections—that should be considered 
a benefit of the subnational approach. If improved 
understanding of the technical aspects of election 
management, such as voter registration, border 
demarcation, and electoral system choice, reduces 
barriers to holding OPOV elections, we might  
also observe diffusion in line with the political 
science literature.

At present, there seems to be a degree of 
momentum for learning of this kind, at least 
among the bureaucrats and agencies that would 
be responsible for the technical leadership of 
elections. Several of our interviewees in Galmudug, 
Hirshabelle, South West State, and Jubaland brought 

up—unprompted—Puntland’s effort to hold OPOV 
elections, and used Puntland’s experience to provide 
examples or draw analogies when responding to 
our questions about how hypothetical elections in 
their own states might work.84 This suggests that 
elites in other states are paying attention to the 
Puntland electoral process and recognise that they 
can learn from it. While we did not ask interviewees 
whether they believed that learning across states 
would occur, their responses suggest it should be 
possible. The actions of the Puntland administration, 
especially TPEC, have helped in this regard, as they 
have actively publicised and been transparent about 
the process. 

With regard to learning across levels of government, 
there appears to be an appetite on the part of some 
FGS officials to learn from Puntland’s experience.85 
These officials indicated that TPEC has kept the 
FGS electoral commission (NIEC) staff up to date on 
its progress, though they were quick to emphasise 
that they were merely observers in the process. One 
interviewee described the likelihood of producing 
a report on Puntland’s experience—to ensure that 
FGS electoral staff learn from it.86 A sign of the 
interest in learning came from the same interviewee, 
who indicated that FGS officials should also look to 
Somaliland’s recent elections for lessons on election 
administration, and insisted that the FGS and other 
Federal Member States could learn a lot from 
Puntland’s experience—not just in holding elections, 
but in state building and governance.87

It is hard to predict the extent to which learning 
between states—and between the states and the 
federal government—will encourage the broader 
adoption of OPOV elections. Other processes in 
which Puntland and/or Somaliland have forged a 
path—such as the creation of district councils—have 
seen only halting progress in central and southern 
Somalia. But much of this has to do with the relative 
youth of the other Federal Member States compared 
to Puntland. Considered over the long run—and it is 
important to emphasise that such learning is most 
likely to occur over several years, if not longer—there 
is reason to believe that democratisation in one 
state will ease the burden other states would face in 
following the same path—and potentially encourage 
them to do so.
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IMPACT ON POLITICS, 
REPRESENTATION, AND 
PARTY FORMATION

GENDER AND SOCIAL INCLUSION

Potentially the biggest impact of subnational 
democratisation will be the opening of political 
space within Federal Member States for the 
deeper inclusion and participation of women 
and marginalised groups. In this section, we first 
outline the current status of women’s political 
representation in Somalia; next, we address specific 
questions regarding the likely impact of OPOV 
elections at the FMS level on  
women’s representation.88

Somali women face significant, varied, and 
overlapping barriers to accessing political influence. 
At a constitutional level, women are excluded from 
participation in some governing institutions—
particularly Somaliland’s upper house of Parliament 
(the Guurti or House of Elders). Within the current 
models of selection for FMS legislators, women are 
largely denied influence, because the process is 
dominated by clan elders and high-level state elites, 
who are nearly always men.89 In both democratic and 

selection-based politics, women are disadvantaged 
by the importance of clan in the minds of the 
general public, because women are not viewed as 
able representatives of their clan.90 In addition, the 
economic marginalisation of women reinforces their 
political marginalisation, as campaigning requires 
resources; women are less able to access finance 
for their campaigns (Gaheir, Raage, and Daud, 2021). 
This is far from a comprehensive statement of 
women’s political exclusion from Somali politics; as 
we show below, women are poorly represented at 
every level and in every jurisdiction in Somalia.91

The table below reports the share of female 
representatives in the legislatures for each 
Federal Member State and both houses of the 
FGS Parliament. As the table shows, women are 
systematically underrepresented in each of those 
legislative bodies. Our goal in this section is to 
assess how democratisation at the FMS level might 
affect women’s ability to win political office. 

TABLE 1: FEMALE REPRESENTATION IN FMS AND FGS LEGISLATIVE BODIES

Female Legislators Total Legislators Female Share of 
Seats

Galmudug Legislature 7 89 7.9%
Hirshabelle Legislature 6 97 6.2%
Jubaland Legislature 9 75 12.0%
Puntland Legislature 1 66 1.5%
South West State Legislature 15 95 15.8%
FGS Lower House (2016) 67 275 24.4%
FGS Upper House (2016) 13 54 24.1%
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Specifically, we assess three research questions 
drawn from the literature on representation: first, will 
an expansion of the electorate allow more women 
to be elected? There are strong theoretical reasons 
to believe that it should; the simplest version of 
this idea is that women share political preferences 
in some form, and will be more likely than men to 
vote for female candidates, resulting in a higher 
share of women elected. Second, will an opening 
of lower-level offices to democratic competition 
allow women to win representation at lower levels? 
Women in patriarchal societies may perform better 
when running for lower-level elected office, because 
voters may perceive the stakes of local elections 
to be lower; women running for lower offices need 
to appeal to a smaller constituency to win election; 
and women may be more likely to have built up name 
recognition and personal connections at a local 
level that will allow them to overcome gender bias 
in voting. Third, will women who win lower offices be 
able to leverage their experience, name recognition, 

and constituency connections to help them compete 
more effectively for higher office later? In the 
sections below, we answer these questions in light of 
past election results.

DEMOCRATISATION AND 
WOMEN’S REPRESENTATION 
We start at the highest level of generality, asking 
whether women are more likely to win political office 
under OPOV elections. Here, the best evidence 
comes from Somaliland, with its comparatively 
long history of democratic politics. Somaliland’s 
experience does not bode well for female inclusion; 
as shown in the table below, women are nearly 
entirely absent from Somaliland political office. 
Perhaps even more disconcerting is the regressive 
trend the table documents, with fewer (0) female MPs 
elected in 2021 than in 2005, and fewer female local 
councillors elected in 2021 than in 2012. Currently, 
just 1.4% of local councillors are women; they 
hold no seats in either the lower or upper house of 
Somaliland’s Parliament. 

TABLE 2: SOMALILAND LOWER HOUSE AND LOCAL COUNCIL ELECTION RESULTS, 2005–2021

Position Women Elected, 2012 
(Total Positions)

Percent Women, 2012 Women Elected, 2021 
(Total Positions)

Percent Women, 2021

Local Council Member 10 (323) 3.1% 3 (220) 1.4%
Women Elected, 2005 
(Total Positions)

Percent Women, 2005 Women Elected, 2021 
(Total Positions)

Percent Women, 2021

Member of Parliament 
(Lower House) 1 (82) 1.2% 0 (82) 0%

A number of barriers appear to prevent Somaliland’s 
women from obtaining political office. The primary 
issue for female candidates is not a lack of female 
voters. According to some reports, women made up 
more than half of registered voters in 2017. Instead, 
women face financial barriers; despite having 
registration fees waived for female candidates 
(International Crisis Group, 2021, p. 5), they still 
need vast sums of money to move their voters to 
registration centres and polling stations. They also 
face significant gatekeeping from clan elders and 
other men, who exercise influence over the set of 
candidates that parties put forward (Gaheir, Raage, 
and Daud, 2021) and, according to some accounts, 
took over the candidate selection process almost 
entirely in the latest election (APD, 2021). It is 
difficult to disentangle the effect of gatekeeping—
among other barriers to female candidacy—which 
discourages women leaders to run. Whatever the 
cause, Somaliland faces a crisis of female candidacy, 
with just 15 female candidates vying for 220 local 
council seats, out of 552 total candidates (ibid.).

Beyond financial barriers and gatekeeping, though, 
Somalilander women do not win votes—even from 
other women. Party gatekeeping can explain, at 
least in part, a dearth of female candidates; but 
Somaliland employed an open-list system in 2021 
explicitly to prevent parties from pushing female 
and minority candidates to the bottom of their party 
lists. In this system, voters select a candidate, and 
their choice is counted as a vote for the candidate’s 
party—and for the specific candidate chosen. Thus, 
a female candidate who wins enough votes to be 
in the top five of her party list will win a seat if her 
party receives enough total votes to win at least five 
seats. In fact, party gatekeeping could actually help 
those few female candidates who are able to get 
past the gatekeepers, as it means fewer women are 
running. If gender affects vote choice, women who 
successfully make it to the election stage might have 
an advantage, insofar as there are fewer women with 
which they will split “the female vote”.92 
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Unfortunately, a narrower set of female candidates 
has not produced success for those few who make 
it past the gatekeepers. This is a direct function 
of a fairly simple problem: women do not win 
votes in line with their share of the population. Put 
differently, women do not vote in large numbers for 
other women.93 The examples below illustrate this 
empirically, with the full electoral results provided  
in Annex 1:

• In Togdheer, a single female candidate ran 
for Parliament, out of 45 candidates. Of 
137,155 votes cast, she received 1092. Of 45 
candidates, she finished 43rd; the average 
male candidate received 3,092 votes. 

• In Las Canood, a single female candidate ran 
for district council, out of 39 candidates. Of 
31,353 votes cast, she received 695. Of 39 
candidates, she finished 18th; the average 
male candidate received 806 votes.

These examples highlight the fact that female 
candidates do not win a significant share of votes—
even when they are the only female candidates 
running in a particular race. This is not an argument 
about whether female candidates perform better 
than the average male candidate, or even whether 
they should outperform their male counterparts.  
Our purpose is to highlight the extent to which 
female candidates do not win votes, even from 
female voters. 

Consider the case of Las Canood and let us 
assume—in a manner that is conservative for 
the argument—that voters have strong party 
attachments. Therefore, women are unwilling 
to cross party lines to vote for the sole female 
candidate in a race. In that case, there are 12,842 
Kulmiye voters (see full table in Annex 1). Let us also 
assume conservatively that just 40% of Kulmiye 
voters are women, meaning there are 5,137 female 
Kulmiye voters. Of those female Kulmiye voters, 
a maximum of 695 (13.5% ) voted for the female 
candidate—on their party’s ticket.94 

To reiterate, the point of this discussion is to show 
that female candidates are disadvantaged beyond 
party gatekeeping and financial marginalisation. 
They are also disadvantaged by the fact that their 
identity as a female candidate does not attract a 
sizable bump in support; if it did, we would expect 
female candidates to outperform the average male 
candidate in their races—but this did not occur. 
Expanding the set of cases analysed only confirms 

this point: Saxil’s parliamentary race saw the best 
performance by female candidates, on average, 
with five female candidates, two of whom were 
runners-up for seats. In this race, the five female 
candidates averaged 1,918 votes each, while 
the male candidates averaged 2,241 votes. The 
average female candidate did not outperform the 
average male candidate in any of the six region’s 
parliamentary races.95

In sharp contrast to Somaliland’s experience, 
Puntland’s local government elections have resulted 
in much stronger representation for women, 
achieved without the use of a standard quota 
system. In the three districts in which elections have 
been held, women won 23 out of 87 (26.4%) available 
seats—a stronger performance than in any other 
election or selection process in Somalia in the last 
ten years. The best explanation for this outcome 
seems to be the rules Puntland adopted to facilitate 
women’s representation. 

The first rule was the closed-list model of 
proportional representation, which gives political 
associations control over the internal ranking of 
their candidates. The benefit of this system is that 
women—and other candidates—are not penalised 
if they do not personally attract large numbers 
of votes. By removing the influence of personal 
popularity or appeal, the closed list model dampens 
the influence that bias among the general public may 
have on women’s electoral chances. 

The second rule built crucially upon the closed-list 
system. TPEC mandated that political associations 
could not place their female candidates at the 
bottom of their party lists, which would have 
prevented most women from being elected. 
Instead, associations had to ensure that for every 
three candidates at least one was a woman, thus 
ensuring women candidates were spread throughout 
the list, making it much more likely that women 
would gain seats in the local councils. Again, this 
stands in contrast to the Somaliland case, in which 
voters’ preferences resulted in the few available 
female candidates being passed over for seats. It 
is important to caveat our endorsement of TPEC’s 
approach, because it constitutes an extra-legal 
rule imposed on political associations.96 Although 
it was an effective solution to a difficult problem, it 
is not formalised in the electoral law and its use is 
contingent on the whims of future iterations of TPEC, 
rather than being a fully settled piece of the  
electoral model. 
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Overall, the evidence from Somaliland, Puntland, 
and Kenya suggests that women are unlikely to 
automatically win seats under democratic rules in 
the short term, and in the absence of widespread 
changes in political and social attitudes toward 
women. At the same time, careful choice of electoral 
rules can produce strong female representation, 
even without the use of quotas. 

WOMEN’S REPRESENTATION 
IN LOWER-LEVEL ELECTIONS
In light of the mixed evidence regarding women’s 
likelihood of winning elections, one manner in which 
subnational democratisation could improve women’s 
representation is by opening up lower-level offices 
to female candidates. If women perform better when 
running for lower-level offices, it would provide both 
better representation in local politics and an avenue 
for women to gain experience, make connections, 
create a loyal constituency, and eventually run for 
higher office. 

Unfortunately, women’s performance in Somali 
elections does not appear to be a function of the 
“level” of office, but of the specific rules in place to 
encourage women’s representation; a comparison 
between FGS and FMS legislative bodies shows 
that higher-level, more consequential roles actually 
have greater female representation. However, this is 
almost certainly a function of the quota established 
for women’s representation in the FGS parliament 
which—although it was not met—likely pushed 
selection towards the greater inclusion of women.97 
In Somaliland, where no quotas exist, female 
candidates have had virtually no success in winning 
parliamentary seats, and little more in winning seats 
on local councils. Across both cases, women do 
not achieve greater representation in more local or 
lower-level offices.

As with the discussion in the previous section, 
Puntland’s recent local government elections 
provide a counterpoint to this discussion, but only a 
minor one. When one compares the 26.4% of seats 
women won in these three districts to the share of 
female candidates in Puntland’s parliament—just 
1.5%—it suggests that local government elections 
may be more fertile grounds for female candidates. 
However, as discussed previously, the performance 
of female candidates in Puntland’s local government 
elections are almost certainly a function of the rules 
that governed the election. The fact that Puntland’s 
specific rules facilitated women’s representation is 
not a negative outcome, but it cannot be taken as 
evidence of women’s better performance at local 

levels, because comparable rules have not been 
employed in higher-level elections in Puntland  
(or elsewhere).98 

Overall, there is very little evidence that women 
perform better in lower-level elections in Somalia. 
Somaliland provides the strongest evidence on this 
question, which suggest that lower-level elections 
are not better for female candidates. This finding 
is generally consistent with the broader literature, 
which shows that, on average, women are better-
represented within local and meso-level legislative 
institutions, but only modestly so (Rule, 1990; 
Vengroff, Nyiri, and Fugiero, 2003; Eder, Rittberger, 
and Kroeber, 2016). 

A related question concerns whether women who 
hold lower-level offices are able to use the toehold 
gained in politics to successfully compete for higher 
positions. A standard example, applied to the Somali 
case, would be a prominent local woman who wins 
a district council seat. By building a constituency of 
supporters in her role as a district councillor, while 
gaining experience and contacts, she becomes a 
stronger contender for a parliamentary seat in the 
future.99 Occasionally referred to as “pipeline theory”, 
this finding has stronger empirical support in the 
literature than does the differential ability of women 
to win local office. For instance, holding local office 
is a major factor determining Irish women’s success 
in running for the Irish Assembly, or Dáil Éireann 
(Buckley et al., 2015). Other studies have found 
similar patterns—that local office helps women to 
win higher office (e.g., Fox and Lawless, 2004; Palmer 
and Simon, 2003; Prihatini, 2019).100 

Our analysis of the impact that subnational 
democratisation is likely to have on women’s 
representation has been fairly wide-ranging. On 
one hand, we are generally pessimistic about 
the likelihood that women will automatically 
increase their representation under a democratic 
dispensation—that is, in the absence of other 
interventions. Women currently have a minimal 
degree of representation in FMS legislatures and 
there is little reason to expect their representation 
to increase under OPOV elections, unless electoral 
rules are designed to facilitate female candidacy 
and representation. Puntland’s local government 
elections provide one example of such rules, while 
the quotas used at the FGS level provide another. 
Other options no doubt exist. Regardless of the 
option chosen, some form of rules favouring 
women’s representation will be necessary if the 
states are to avoid the current dispiriting situation 
found in Somaliland.
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LOCAL PARTY FORMATION AND PARTY SYSTEM 
STRUCTURE

An area in which subnational democratisation is likely 
to have a particularly large effect is in the formation 
of political parties and the eventual structure of 
the party system. Political parties in Somalia are 
in their infancy, with political associations having 
formed in Puntland in the run-up to local elections 
and a wide range of fairly weak parties formed at 
the national level. Party formation is an area where 
the sequencing of democratisation could be very 
important, as parties formed initially to contest local 
elections will have a different nature than those 
primarily formed to contest national elections.

The most straightforward comparison is to first 
consider how parties are likely to form under a 
system of federal elections. If the goal is to contest 
for federal (parliamentary and, by extension, 
presidential) power, we would expect parties to 
form around approximate regional blocs. One such 
regional bloc could be a Puntland–Jubaland alliance, 
which would bring together groups with close clan 
ties and a shared aversion to centralisation of power 
under the FGS administration. This combination of 
identity links and policy affinity would be a strong 
basis for a national party.101 A second regional bloc 
might form in Hirshabelle and Galmudug, though the 
internal divisions present in Galmudug may be too 
deep to overcome. Both sides may bid for votes from 
South West State. 

We do not mean to imply that this is the only set of 
parties that could form. However, if parties seek to 
contest national elections, they will need to make 
cross-region alliances. Depending on the rules for 
broad regional representation, parties may have to 
make inroads in other states, but regional bases 
are still likely to prevail. Given this, groups are likely 
to join together in patterns that are consistent with 
their members’ interests and views; as Lupu (2014) 
shows, parties weaken their core support when 
they ally or join with other parties or blocs whose 
interests and views appear diametrically opposed to 
their core supporters. As a result, alliances or parties 
are unlikely to form across deep clan divides—such 
as those between most Hawiye and Darood—or 
across the most prominent policy divides, such as 
that over federalism. 

If subnational elections were to happen prior to FGS 
elections, party formation would—at least initially—
look very different. 

We do not know what rules states might impose 
on parties, such as rules demanding a minimum 
level of representation across a state’s districts or 
regions. Currently, both Puntland and Somaliland 
impose geographic representation requirements on 
parties before they can be recognised as permanent 
‘national’ parties; both Somaliland and Puntland also 
limit the number of ‘national’ parties to three. These 
rules naturally affect the structure of  
party competition.

However, leaving aside the precise rules, let us 
assume that parties form to contest FMS elections 
around essentially clannist lines, such that a state 
has two or more parties that represent sub-clans 
of the major clan(s) in the state. For instance, South 
West State might see the formation of a Digil party 
and a Mirifle party, or a Dir–Digil alliance and multiple 
parties formed around Mirifle sub-clans (e.g., Leysan, 
Hariin, or Hadamo). Given this starting point, the 
introduction of federal elections will force one of 
two outcomes: first, these clannist local parties—
which may have contentious relations within a given 
FMS—may unite to form a state-level bloc, while also 
seeking out partners outside the state to widen their 
appeal. Second, the clannist local parties may refuse 
to unite, instead seeking out alliances and unification 
with parties from outside the state and who—in most 
cases—hail from other clans. 

Interestingly, the former outcome is essentially what 
we would expect to occur if federal elections were 
held first: a state-level or regional bloc that forms 
and seeks to align itself with at least one other large 
bloc to contest federal elections. In a state-first 
scenario, local parties form first, but unite to contest 
for federal power. The latter outcome differs, in that 
local parties do not unite and instead make their own 
cross-region (and likely cross-clan) appeals to form 
broader national parties. By conventional logic, this 
is a superior outcome, because it would likely be 
associated with national parties that are less directly 
tied to specific clans.102 

Importantly, we are not arguing that local parties will 
necessarily form along clan lines. Our point is that, 
regardless of the base around which local parties 
form, they will either need to coalesce into a larger 
unit to contest federal elections, or seek alliances 
with parties from outside their state to do the same, 
or some combination of both strategies. 
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If local parties primarily focus on making cross-
border alliances—which tend to be, by definition, 
cross-clan as well—this opens the possibility that 
parties will take on less clannist identities and build 
their party brands around policy or ideology. 

In addition, parties often maintain aspects of their 
founding ideology or perspective, even as they 
grow and adapt to changing circumstances.103 If 
parties first form to contest state elections, they 
may be more focused on local issues—especially 
service provision and local security concerns—
even if they later unite to contest federal elections 
(Falco-Gimeno, 2020). In contrast, parties formed 
initially in response to federal elections are less 
likely to prioritise local issues. While the institutional 
structure of political competition will slowly push 
parties away from their nature at the time of their 
founding (towards whatever allows them to win 
elections under the rules of the game), their initial 
natures are also persistent and may influence party 
behaviour for years or decades afterward. 

Our analysis may appear overly optimistic regarding 
the likely nature of Somali political parties. In reality, 
regardless of how parties form and how they align 
and unite themselves to contest federal elections, 
we expect parties to generally remain tied to clan 
identities. When cross-regional parties form, they are 
likely to do so as a confederation of local parties; 

if each local party is associated with a particular sub-
clan or sub-sub-clan, national parties will become 
an amalgamation of narrower sub-clan parties.104 
This is not necessarily a negative outcome, and it 
is consistent with the conduct of politics in many 
divided societies with weak parties, where even 
cross-group party formation is primarily a function 
of ‘big men’ allying and bringing together their 
respective voter bases (see, e.g., Koter, 2013). 

But while our analysis cannot reveal whether parties 
will be predominantly oriented around identity or 
policy differences, it can reveal two tangible benefits 
of subnational democratisation for party structure. 
The first is that parties formed locally, who later 
compete in federal elections, will be more likely to 
cross clan boundaries when making alliances with 
parties outside their state. The most contentious 
clan divides are unlikely to be crossed, but alliances 
across clan–family lines are more likely if parties 
are first formed at a local level. The second is more 
certain: that parties which develop initially at a local 
level will place a greater emphasis on local issues, 
which are likely to be less contentious and more 
focused on issues that affect voters’ everyday lives. 
While this focus may be diminished over time by the 
need to compete in federal elections, connection 
to specific voters and an emphasis on tangible 
local issues would be a positive outgrowth of 
democratisation in which subnational elections  
came first.
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RISKS OF THE STATUS QUO
Thus far, we have focused on the positive 
and negative consequences of subnational 
democratisation, without reference to the 
current situation. In essence, we have considered 
subnational democratisation in isolation, without 
comparing it to the alternative - the status quo - in 
which democratisation efforts are focused primarily 
on the federal level. The risks and challenges we 
have outlined represent the risks of moving away 
from the status quo but we have not analysed the 
risks of maintaining the status quo. This section 
considers those risks and challenges: first, in terms 
of the risk the status quo presents to the eventual 
realisation of OPOV elections; second, in terms of 
the risk the status quo presents with respect to FMS 
governance and stability; and, third, in terms of the 
technical and harmonisation challenges that remain 
relevant under the status quo.

RISK TO THE REALISATION OF  
OPOV ELECTIONS:

Without a shift in focus or strategy, there is a good 
chance that Somalia’s slow and stalled transition 
toward electoral democracy will remain so for the 
foreseeable future. Whether the ongoing FGS (s)
election actually comes to fruition, the delays, 
conflict, and backsliding that have been part of the 
process suggest that democratisation at the federal 
level is no closer now than in 2016. In fact, whatever 
progress may be made towards wider inclusion—in 
the form of a larger number of delegates—in this 
round of elections, misses the point: the hardest 
decisions related to holding an election have still 
not been settled or even actively debated. The 
disputes plaguing the current round have not moved 
Somalia toward a resolution of these issues, and the 
debates that are necessary—over issues like long-
term parliamentary representation and the nature 
of Somali citizenship—will be more contentious and 
have longer-lasting consequences than those that 
derailed the planned 2020 polls. 

If efforts continue to focus primarily on the federal 
level, stalled federal democratisation will mean 
that democratisation is stalled nearly everywhere. 

Failing to push forward with OPOV elections at the 
state level, while the federal process flounders, 
unnecessarily delays the development of democracy 
and citizens’ enjoyment of its benefits. In addition, 
a heavy focus on the federal level appears to place 
a low value on democratic governance at the state 
level. From some perspectives, this focus could 
appear to contradict or even undermine Somalia’s 
federalism, because a federal model should value 
state-level governance highly. Indeed, if citizens 
are to believe that local and state governance is of 
particular importance in a federal model, they should 
see how the appointment of local and state leaders 
is critical to achieving this.

Emphasis on the federal level also runs the risk of 
donor and citizen fatigue. On the part of donors, 
there is little reason to expect them to continue to 
support democratisation in the face of repeated 
failures. Nor is there reason to expect donors—after 
seeing repeated failures at the federal level—to shift 
their support seamlessly to the state or local level. 
Donors have limited resources and limited patience, 
and we would expect a continually stalled federal 
process to sap support for democratisation at other 
levels. In this sense, waiting to begin supporting 
subnational democratisation more actively risks 
wasting donor resources and patience and losing the 
opportunity to promote democracy at the state  
level altogether.

More pessimistically, citizens may also experience 
fatigue of this kind and lose patience with the idea 
that OPOV elections will come to Somalia. Imagine a 
citizen who has witnessed multiple rounds of FGS (s)
elections gone awry, who is then informed that their 
state government will begin implementing OPOV 
elections. Citizens may tire of the constant debate, 
build-up, and disappointment around democracy, 
and either stop supporting it or stop actively 
agitating for it.
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FMS POLITICAL INCLUSIVITY AND STABILITY:

The political risk is not limited to the potential 
for successful democratisation in the long run, 
because the status quo encapsulates a broader 
set of outcomes than a democratisation effort 
that is focused on the national level. Rather, it 
includes a model of selection at the state level that 
is not just non-democratic—it is also unstable, 
conflict-prone, and produces poor governance 
outcomes. This system risks undermining support 
for FMS governments and the federal project more 
generally because of discontent over how states 
are governed. Even more worrying is the fact that 
state political processes are not clearly moving 
towards greater stability as time goes on. The argued 
benefit of the clan-based power-sharing system 
and the accompanying selection model is that it 
provides stability and prevents conflict in newly 
emerging states. But the hoped-for stability has 
been elusive, with new political settlements being 
required during each selection and, occasionally, 
even between them. Beyond the potential for conflict 
and undermining of support for the federal system, 
Federal Member States cannot be seen as well-
governed, meaning that a continuation of the current 
system relegates citizens to poor governance at 
the state level for longer than is necessary. Even 
if federal-level democratisation were to succeed, 
maintaining the FMS political model has costs and 
risks attached to it. 

TECHNICAL CHALLENGES WITHIN THE  
STATUS QUO:

From a technical standpoint, although we have 
spent a significant portion of this report discussing 
issues of harmonisation, we must emphasise that a 
federally-focused process of democratisation also 
risks mismatched electoral rules, voter eligibility 
criteria, and other forms of disharmony. Even if the 
federal and state governments implement OPOV 
elections simultaneously and in coordination, the 
Provisional Federal Constitution delegates decisions 
about FMS elections to the states themselves. Some 
degree of divergence across states—and between 
the states and the FGS—is inevitable in most federal 
systems, and Somalia is no exception.

Certainly, federal-first democratisation is likely to 
yield greater harmonisation, in part because states 
may mimic aspects of any federal electoral model 
that emerges. Alternatively, states may diverge 
from this and develop their own systems (e.g., voter 
registration systems) that are compatible with the 
established federal election infrastructure. This is 
not inherently a desirable outcome: it may mean that 
states will be pushed towards electoral models and 
rules that are not well-suited to their circumstances, 
thanks to a need to fit their systems with the federal 
model, or due to a natural inclination to draw lessons 
from the federal model. More broadly, a process of 
democratisation that is spearheaded by elections 
(as well as negotiations and compromises) at the 
federal level may privilege the needs of the federal 
government. If this results in the adoption, by states, 
of suboptimal systems for their own use, this would 
be a significant loss. 
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SUMMARY OF 
FINDINGS
The development of democracy and implementation 
of OPOV elections are complex processes, likely 
to generate a wide range of effects on social and 
political outcomes. The nature of democratisation—
the level at which it occurs and sequencing of 
its development across levels—will also shape 
those outcomes. In the research for this report, 
we investigated a broad spectrum of possible 
consequences that could arise from subnational 
democratisation and the implementation of OPOV 
elections within Somalia’s Federal Member States. 

Our analysis did not actively consider the possibility 
of conflict arising out of subnational elections, 
nor did we consider the technical feasibility of 
those elections. Instead, our focus was on the way 
subnational democratisation would shape Somalia’s 
eventual election infrastructure and how it would 
influence FMS–FGS and inter-FMS relations. These 
are narrower questions, and more speculative, 
because they concern long-run processes and  
they start from a point of uncertainty—specifically 
the precise model subnational democratisation 
would follow.

Much of our analysis was dedicated to harmonisation 
of the electoral system and electoral rules between 
levels of government and the difficulties that lack 
of harmonisation might bring. In these discussions, 
we argued that subnational democratisation would 
lead to mismatched electoral calendars; divergent 
voter eligibility rules; and separate voter registration 
procedures and voter registries. These are not 
strictly negative outcomes however, as divergence 
in some cases can produce benefits, such as the de-
linkage of local and national politics that staggered 
election timing should cause. More importantly, we 
must remember that harmonisation under any model 
of democratisation in Somalia is likely to come 
slowly, because the provisional federal constitution 
reserves control of FMS elections for the states, and 
there is no reason to expect them to follow identical 
paths when implementing their own elections.

Image credit: ©AMISOM 
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With regard to relations between Federal Member 
States and the FGS, our findings are almost 
exclusively positive. Subnational democratisation 
should reduce the ability of external actors—
including the FGS—to interfere in state elections, 
and democratisation at the state level should 
promote the adoption of elections elsewhere in 
Somalia, even if this latter effect is fairly small. 
While we believe there is a plausible path by which 
subnational democratisation could spur demands for 
further autonomy or even secession, the likelihood 
of this outcome seems low, and pales in comparison 
to the benefits that the process could bring. If 
demands for secession increase, it is likely a function 
of macro-level trends in Somali politics that would 
drive secessionist demands with or without the 
implementation of subnational elections.

It is important to remember that the alternative 
to introducing subnational democratisation as 
an addition to existing federal democratisation 
efforts is the continued focus on democratisation 
at the federal level alone—an approach that has 
not yielded tangible progress since 2016. A single-
minded focus on federal elections risks ‘putting all 
the eggs in one basket’, insofar as a failure to make 
progress delays state-level democratisation as 
well. It also risks trying the patience of both voters 
and donors and runs counter to the core ideas of 
federalism, which should emphasise the importance 
of state and local governance. 

There are certainly valid reasons to be concerned 
about the prospect of holding elections in Somalia’s 
Federal Member States, just as there are barriers 
and risks associated with holding federal elections. 
Elections are potentially conflictual and inherently 
uncertain, while highly controlled, clan-based 
selection processes tend to preserve the status quo 
in a way that dampens—but does not eliminate—the 
threat of violence. However, from the perspective 
of developing an effective electoral model and 
encouraging broader democratisation, shifting 
course to simultaneously support both federal and 
subnational democratisation would be a positive 
step forward; certainly, there are risks associated 
with this course, but those risks come alongside 
the higher likelihood of democratisation and all the 
benefits that would entail. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS

CONSIDER ALTERNATIVES 
TO STANDARD MODELS 
AND CHOICES OF 
CONSTITUENCIES
The starkest recommendation that has emerged 
over the course of the research is that the choice of 
electoral model—including the fine-grained details, 
such as constituency size and rules regarding the 
number of parties—will have significant implications 
for both the political and technical challenges of 
subnational democratisation. In our view, it would be 
a mistake to adopt off-the-shelf solutions without 
careful consideration, open debate, and buy-in 
from all political stakeholders. More importantly, 
stakeholders should ‘think outside the box’ with 
regard to the electoral system and rules, because 
standard recommendations are often ill-suited to the 
Somali context, with its lack of a population census 
and often undefined internal borders. 

To illustrate the value of broad thinking, consider 
an electoral model that we feel has significant 
benefits: a proportional representation system with a 
single state-wide constituency where all state-level 
parliamentarians represent the citizens of that state. 
This system—in particular, the single constituency—
is used in other contexts, but is not the typical 
approach. Most proportional representation systems 
utilise multiple geographically-defined electoral 
constituencies. However, a single constituency 
has several useful features which overlap with 
many of the arguments made in this report.105 
First, a proportional representation system is 
valuable for the well-known reason that it balances 
group interests in a highly heterogeneous and 
divided society; a single constituency maximises 
proportionality and reduces vote-wasting. Second, 
because the demarcation of internal borders is both 
time-consuming and potentially conflict-inducing, a 
state-wide constituency is useful because it avoids 
the need to define the borders of sub-state political 
constituencies, such as districts, for the purposes of 
state-level parliamentary elections. 

Third, where many electoral systems require a 
census to allocate seats across constituencies, this 
is not necessary in a single state-wide constituency. 

No population count is necessary, because all seats 
are determined within the single constituency.106 
Relatedly, such a system avoids the need for 
occasional redistricting, which would be necessary if 
seats were allocated to electoral constituencies and 
those constituencies were designed to represent 
a specific proportion of the population. Thanks to 
the fact that seat apportionment is not a function of 
population in different districts or constituencies, 
arguably the most contentious issue in implementing 
OPOV elections—the allocation of representation—
is removed from the negotiating table. The vote 
count determines representation for each clan, 
rather than negotiation over the placement, size, and 
composition of electoral constituencies. 

Fourth, a single state-wide constituency reduces 
contention over the voting rights of ‘internal IDPS’—
those IDPs who have not crossed state borders. An 
IDP who has moved from Lower Shabelle to Bay still 
resides within the same constituency and can have 
their vote counted without special accommodation 
or the need to gain voting rights in their new home. 
Nomads are similarly easier to accommodate under 
a state-wide constituency.107 Fifth, a state-wide 
constituency reduces the appeal of ‘redistricting 
by violence’, in which voters are driven from their 
homes to reshape the electorate (see, e.g., Kasara, 
2014). Sixth, the system would de-link parliamentary 
political and administrative units, slightly reducing 
the appeal of district proliferation. Demand for new 
districts will still exist—in part because district 
administrations are a source of revenue and jobs—
but FMS elections will not contribute further to these 
demands. In addition, by de-linking FMS politics 
from districts, the proliferation of administrative 
districts will not affect or complicate formulas 
for representation that would be needed if FMS 
parliamentary seats were allocated by district.108 

Of course, this model is not without its faults. A 
single state-wide constituency would weaken the 
connection between politicians/parties and deeply 
local constituencies, because many politicians and 
parties would feel the need to appeal to a state-wide 
electorate.109 A state-wide constituency could also 
prove confusing, especially if other states or the FGS 
adopt a more conventional model.
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All electoral systems must accommodate multiple 
conflicting needs. In the Somali context, this includes 
the need for inclusivity and avoiding ‘winner-take-all’ 
politics; alongside practical considerations, such as 
avoiding unnecessary complexity that will tax the 
capacity of governments and electoral commissions. 
While we believe there are valid reasons to consider 
the state-wide constituency, the more important 
point is that electoral models should be openly and 
actively debated—including their minute details. 
Careful design and choices could be the difference 
between an election that is politically or technically 
untenable and one that can be implemented with 
less risk of conflict and greater ease. 

THE PERFECT AS THE ENEMY 
OF THE GOOD
In an ideal world, states would complete a full 
population census, border demarcation, and voter 
registration exercise prior to implementing OPOV 
elections; there is an insidious misperception, 
however, that these processes are required before a 
valid election can be held. Since 2013, well-informed 
individuals have used Puntland’s lack of a population 
census as one argument against the validity of its 
local government elections, despite the fact that a 
population census is not necessary for the election 
of district councils (Peterson, 2020). As noted above, 
the need for a census and border demarcation  
can be eliminated through careful choice of an 
electoral system. 

Similarly, a large voter registration exercise is not 
strictly necessary from a technical perspective; 
many jurisdictions outside Somalia have moved 
towards same-day registration, which reduces the 
fiscal burden of elections and also reduces the 
burden on citizens of voting.110 Same-day voter 
registration may not be appropriate for Somalia 
where a valid, trusted voter register is important 
for maintaining political buy-in and perceptions of 
legitimacy (see, e.g., Somalia Stability Fund, 2021). 
Same-day voter registration may make committing 
voter fraud easier, an issue which could outweigh 
the fiscal benefits of a more streamlined system. Our 
purpose is not to recommend the abandonment of 
voter registration as a process; rather, we seek to 
highlight the fact that conventional notions regarding 
which technical steps are strictly necessary are 
often misguided, based on perceptions of what 
elections ‘look like’ imported from other contexts. 
Early in the process, stakeholders should think 
critically about what a perfect model might look 

like, and then ask which components are strictly 
necessary—politically and technically. Furthermore, 
once an electoral model has been established and 
elections held, it is feasible for the systems and 
processes to evolve with time as the country’s 
political and economic stability improves. Thus, it 
may be more valuable in implementing an imperfect 
but technically viable mechanism that has broad 
political support in the first instance with a view to 
strengthening and improving over time—as is the 
case with any maturing democracy. 

EMBRACE LOCAL  
ELECTIONS FIRST
The emerging ‘standard model’ in Somali democratic 
politics is to hold district council elections first, 
and use these elections to determine the formation 
and recognition of political parties. Leaving aside 
the wisdom of other aspects of this system (see 
Peterson, 2020), there are good reasons to focus 
on local elections prior to FMS legislative elections. 
Many of the more difficult technical challenges—
especially the need for a census—are not necessary 
for district council elections. And, while district 
council formation has not been easy, gaining buy-in 
within individual districts is likely to be easier than 
at the state level, with a wider range of actors and 
interests in play. Our analysis has focused exclusively 
on a version of subnational democratisation with 
state-level legislative elections at its core; but local 
elections are almost certainly more feasible to 
implement, and may actually have larger impacts in 
terms of improvements in governance. 
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BUILD WITH FUTURE 
HARMONISATION IN MIND
If subnational democratisation is not driven by top-
down pressures, it will inevitably result in electoral 
systems, institutions, rules, and processes that vary 
across states. While this will make harmonisation 
more difficult, it comes with benefits that have 
been highlighted throughout this report, such 
as the de-linking of local elections from national 
issues when electoral calendars are staggered. 
Because harmonisation should be a long-term goal, 
however, effort should be made at the outset to ease 
harmonisation later. 

Occasionally, key decisions will shape later 
harmonisation efforts. One such decision concerns 
the design and implementation of voter registries, 
which should ideally be constructed by individual 
Federal Member States, given their local knowledge 
and capacity. If states and the FGS can enumerate 
the information they will require for their own voter 
eligibility decisions, states can collect the necessary 
data during their exercises and ensure the ability of 
a future FGS electoral body to aggregate state-level 
registries into a comprehensive federal voter list 
when necessary.

TARGET LIKELY STICKING 
POINTS STRATEGICALLY
A population census that reveals clan composition 
of, for example, a specific district can induce 
conflict. As noted above, an electoral model using 
a state-wide parliamentary constituency is a simple 
method to remove this potential ‘sticking point’ in the 
development of subnational democracy. 

Another likely sticking point in harmonisation of 
election infrastructure is in the use of FMS voter 
registries by the FGS. The FGS is unlikely to use 
FMS registries if FMS voter lists are viewed as 
untrustworthy and if registration numbers shape 
federal-level representation. For instance, if the 
number of registered voters (or population counts) 
affected seat allocation in the FGS Parliament, states 
would have an incentive to inflate their numbers to 
gain more seats. A simple solution to this problem 
already exists, in that seat allocations to the FGS 
parliament are currently fixed. If seat allotments do 
not change in response to population or registration 
numbers, this should encourage FGS use of FMS-
created voter registers.

SEEK PRE-AGREEMENT ON 
KEY ISSUES
Early in the process of subnational democratisation, 
certain key issues should be agreed to by the states 
involved and the FGS. There are limitations to pre-
agreement on issues like electoral models because 
states may desire flexibility as they consider the path 
to OPOV elections that best fits their own contexts. 
However, agreement on what constitutes a ‘citizen’ 
of a state and the extent of residency needed to be 
eligible to vote should be resolved in advance. Doing 
so will make later harmonisation of voter registration 
systems easier and will guard against exclusion of 
IDPs and other migrants. It will also make electoral 
fraud through the importation of voters across state 
or international borders more difficult. The ideal 
path forward would involve finalising and ratifying 
the federal constitution; if this were to occur, those 
engaged in democratisation efforts should ensure 
that critical aspects of voting rights and authority—
such as a clear definition of ‘citizen’ at the federal 
and state levels—are resolved in the final document. 
Here, again, international actors and civil society 
should focus on the issues that must be resolved 
for elections to go forward; a desire to resolve all 
open questions during constitutional debates will 
overwhelm and potentially paralyse the process.

If basic tenets of the electoral system, such as the 
use of proportional representation, can be agreed 
to by all states and the FGS, it would also ease voter 
confusion. Again, not all aspects of the electoral 
system need to be harmonised—especially from the 
start—but implementing systems that employ similar 
vote-counting methodologies would make it easier 
for voters to become familiar with the  
election model. 
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CONSIDER THE RHETORICAL 
IMPLICATIONS OF 
DECISIONS
Electoral systems can be very simple or incredibly 
complex; the process of subnational democratisation 
will inevitably involve debates around the proper 
electoral system. From the perspective of seeking 
to promote democratisation, there are advantages 
to arguing for a simple, easy-to-understand 
system, and a system that is most likely to achieve 
proportionality in representation. Voters tend to 
understand proportionality and it is easy to argue in 
favour of a simple system that prioritises this.  
A single-constituency proportional representation 
system meets this standard.

LEARNING, 
COLLABORATION, AND 
DIFFUSION
Bureaucratic learning is likely to be extremely 
important, both in ensuring effective, free and fair 
elections are held and in promoting the diffusion 
of democracy across states. Cross-state technical 
assistance and workshops to share lessons learned 
will help newly established electoral commissions to 
resolve any technical dilemmas they will inevitably 
face. Similar efforts should be made to promote 
cross-state learning for civil society organisations. 
Puntland’s civil society offers a model of frank 
engagement in the state’s local government 
elections, and civil society organisations in other 
states would benefit from their experience; the  
same is true for domestic election monitors and 
think tanks. 

At the same time, the set of parties engaging with 
the process needs to be expanded. Somalia has an 
active but limited set of public policy institutions, 
think tanks, and universities with researchers who 
engage in public debates. These groups—as well as 
those outside Somalia—should be encouraged to 
weigh in on the process and critical decision points. 
Institutional design, especially electoral design, 
is an active subfield within political science and 
economics, and there is no reason that academic 
experts could not be tapped to provide extensive 
analysis of the various electoral systems. 

INVEST IN KEY 
INSTITUTIONS
Strategic investments—if they are possible—should 
be made in FMS electoral commissions and FMS or 
FGS constitutional courts. A permanent electoral 
commission—even one with a very small staff during 
the bulk of its tenure—will improve the chances of 
holding elections. It will also increase institutional 
continuity, the build-up of institutional knowledge, 
and enable greater learning across states. 

The courts that will handle election disputes—
whether they are FMS Supreme Courts or a separate 
constitutional court—need to be fully constituted 
and supported with extensive capacity building. 
Currently, they are not trusted to resolve disputes. 
However, even more important than capacity 
building, these courts need to be given actual 
authority to resolve disputes; the present model, in 
which disputes are resolved through ad hoc political 
settlements, will continue to undermine the standing 
of the judiciary. Courts need to resolve disputes if 
they are to gain legitimacy. 
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ANNEX 1: SOMALILAND 
ELECTION RESULTS
The tables below document the full election results, by candidate, for the Togdheer parliamentary election of 
2021 (Table 3) and the Las Canood district council election of 2021 (Table 4). Note that candidate names are 
not listed for the sake of clarity; candidates are listed in the order they appeared on official election results. 
Female candidate vote totals are marked in purple.

TABLE 3: TOGDHEER PARLIAMENTARY ELECTION RESULTS, 2021 (FEMALE CANDIDATE  
MARKED IN PURPLE)

Rank on Party List UCID Kulmiye Waddani

1 4703 4280 7383

2 3735 4017 6187

3 3245 3774 6013

4 3057 3635 5776

5 2842 3190 5430

6 2413 2921 4441

7 2393 2779 4120

8 2187 2651 4095

9 2067 2525 3472

10 1950 2402 3327

11 1872 2355 3238

12 1755 2325 3052

13 1681 2008 1503

14 1608 1505 1092

15 1368 595 106

Total 36,876 40,962 59,235
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TABLE 4: LAS CANOOD LOCAL COUNCIL ELECTION RESULTS, 2021 (FEMALE CANDIDATE MARKED 
IN PURPLE)

Rank on Party List UCID Kulmiye Waddani

1 1264 1822 1623

2 1153 1742 1315

3 656 1562 1095

4 633 1388 1085

5 594 961 982

6 532 935 941

7 491 883 710

8 441 695 696

9 419 635 682

10 284 617 617

11 283 600 486

12 278 547 326

13 235 455 274

Total 7,263 12,842 10,832
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ENDNOTES
1  On the 2016 electoral model, see the preliminary report 
of the Domestic Election Observer Mission (Saferworld, et al., 
2017), reporting by the United Nations Assistance Mission in 
Somalia (UNSOM, 2016), and the Inter-Parliamentary Union 
(n.d.).

2  We also do not actively consider the feasibility of 
establishing OPOV elections at the subnational level, 
though this is an important question to consider, given 
the comparatively weak capacity of FMS governments and 
institutions. Our focus, however, is on the likely downstream 
impacts of subnational democratisation in the Somali context, 
rather than in whether it is currently feasible.

3  None of the four states has an electoral commission, 
per se. Rather, a State Election Implementation Team is 
created immediately before a state-level election is due, 
an organisation which is disbanded after the election 
is completed. Because the processes they oversee are 
simpler—consisting of a comparatively exclusive selection 
process—these teams are active for less time and have less 
capacity than the electoral commissions needed in Puntland 
or Somaliland. Some states, such as South West State, had an 
active SEIT at the time of fieldwork; where an active SEIT was 
not available, we interviewed individuals who worked for the 
SEIT previously.  

4  We successfully recruited each of the types of 
respondents initially targeted in the inception phase. The 
one exception was a member of the Transitional Puntland 
Electoral Commission (TPEC) staff. We intended to conduct 
two interviews in Puntland: one with a member of TPEC and 
one with one of Puntland’s active civil society organisations 
(e.g., PUNSAA, PDRC, NAI, etc.). Unfortunately, at the time of 
fieldwork, TPEC staff were heavily engaged with the conduct of 
trial local government elections in three districts and were not 
able to speak with us. Instead, we replaced the interview with 
a TPEC commissioner with an interview with a high-ranking 
leader of one of Puntland’s emergent political associations. 

5  Survey responses are subject to social desirability bias, 
which can inflate reports of socially desirable attitudes 
and behaviours and deflate reports of socially-stigmatised 
behaviours, including voter turnout, vote-buying and vote-
selling, and support for particular political candidates 
(Holbrook and Krosnick, 2010; Gonzalez-Ocantos et. Al, 2012; 
Brownback and Novotny, 2018). In addition, as Kiewet de 
Jonge (2016) shows, support for democracy can be overstated 
because respondents tend to focus on abstract versions of 
democracy, rather than how democracy is implemented in 
practice. Abstraction is problematic because respondents 
do not adequately factor in the costs and consequences of 
democratic politics, which include the potential that their 
candidate or party may lose. In practice, voters’ attitudes 
toward democracy can shift when confronted with an 
electoral loss—as extensive literature documents (Anderson 
and LoTempio, 2002; Blais and Gelineau, 2007; Enders and 
Thornton, 2021; Gartner, et al., 2020). It is important to note 
that this issue is not specific to Somalia or Somalis’ support 
for democracy; rather, it is a broader argument that nearly 
universal support for democracy should not be assumed on 
the basis of public opinion studies that do not grapple with the 
methodological challenges laid out above.

6  KII with Electoral Expert, Mogadishu, Int. 502; KII with 
Government Rep., Galmudug, Int. 102; KII with Women’s Rep., 
Galmudug, Int. 101; KII with Government Rep., Galmudug, Int. 
103; KII with Government Rep., Hirshabelle, Int. 203; KII with 
Government Rep., Hirshabelle, Int. 202; KII with Women’s Rep., 
Hirshabelle, Int. 201; KII with Government Rep., South West 
State, Int. 403; KII with Government Rep., South West State, Int. 
404; KII with Women’s Rep., South West State, Int. 401; KII with 
Government Rep., Jubaland, Int. 302; KII with Women’s Rep., 
Jubaland, Int. 301.

7  KII with Legal Expert, Mogadishu, Int. 503; KII with Electoral 
Expert, Mogadishu, Int. 502.

8  This viewpoint is consistent with emerging evidence 
regarding the role of clan elders in dispute resolution and 
justice provision in Somalia. This viewpoint suggests that 
clan elders seek to maintain their role in these disputes for 
two instrumental reasons. First, the desire to remain relevant 
culturally; and second, the financial benefits that accrue to 
them as part of the dispute resolution process.

9  This contrasts with the FGS model, in which clan elders still 
exercise significant influence, but cannot unilaterally determine 
which candidate is chosen, due to the role of electors or 
delegates.

10  KII with Electoral Expert, Mogadishu, Int. 502; KII with 
Government Rep., Galmudug, Int. 102; KII with Government 
Rep., Hirshabelle, Int. 202; KII with Government Rep., 
Hirshabelle, Int. 203; KII with Government Rep., Hirshabelle, Int. 
204.

11  KII with Elections Expert, Somaliland, Int. 601; KII with 
Elections Expert, Somaliland, Int. 602.

12  This is also consistent with the evidence from 
Somaliland’s democratisation process, as discussed in the box 
on the previous page. 

13  A review of the 2020 parliamentary selection results 
for Hirshabelle and Galmudug showed that a majority of 
incumbents from the prior legislative session were not 
selected in the 2020 round. While there may be a greater 
incumbency advantage in other states—especially those that 
did not face an electoral crisis as deep and divisive as that 
in Galmudug—it is also clear that the current system is not 
particularly predictable even for incumbents.

14  KII with Democratisation Expert, Int. 805; KII with 
Women’s Rep., Galmudug, Int. 101; KII with Government Rep., 
South West State, Int. 404.

15  This point is especially pertinent in the context of 
FMS-level elections, where the size of the selectorate is 
much smaller than that in FGS parliamentary elections. 
The uncertainty gap between a system with a very small 
selectorate—possibly just one or a few clan elders—and a 
system using a full electorate is comparatively huge. 

16  In the Somaliland case, the Isaaq-Habar Jeclo had many 
more candidates for parliamentary representation in Togdheer 
than their traditional rivals in the area, the Isaaq-Habar Yonis, 
which produced a divided vote and ‘vote-wasting’ that cost 
Habar Jeclo seats. 

17  KII with Government Rep., Hirshabelle, Int. 204. 

18  KII with Democratisation Expert, Int. 805.

19  KII with Electoral Expert, Mogadishu, Int. 502; KII with 
Government Rep., Galmudug, Int. 102; KII with Government 
Rep., Hirshabelle, Int. 202; KII with Government Rep., 
Hirshabelle, Int. 203.

20  KII with Constitutional Expert, Mogadishu, Int. 501; KII 
with Government Rep., Hirshabelle, Int. 204. 

21  The agreement was actually more complex, involving, for 
instance, trade-offs between Mirifle sub-clans over control of 
the district of Baidoa. In addition, it is worth noting that the 
state capital has not, in any meaningful sense, moved from 
Baidoa to Barawe at present. But for our purpose, a simplified 
version is useful. 

22  While there are reasonable arguments against the 
prospect of this specific scenario, the broader point is that 
the potential loss of something that was implicitly guaranteed 
in the past, without being given new concessions, might 
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prevent some politicians and factions from supporting 
democratisation, at least in the absence of a broader 
renegotiation of the terms established during state formation.

23  KII with Electoral Expert, Mogadishu, Int. 502; KII with 
Government Rep., Galmudug, Int. 102; KII with Government 
Rep., Hirshabelle, Int. 202; KII with Government Rep., 
Hirshabelle, Int. 203; KII with Government Rep., South West 
State, Int. 403; KII with Women’s Rep., South West State, 
Int. 401; KII with Women’s Rep., Jubaland, Int. 301; KII with 
Democratisation Expert, Int. 805; KII with Women’s Rep., 
Galmudug, Int. 101; KII with Government Rep., South West 
State, Int. 404.

24  By electoral constituencies, we mean the districts or 
other geographic units that define the electorate whose votes 
count toward a single legislator’s election (e.g., congressional 
districts in the US context). 

25  We also view a voter register created by states and 
integrated eventually into a single federal system as a positive 
outcome, as we would expect Federal Member States to be 
more effective and efficient in completing their own voter 
registration exercises. 

26  This would almost certainly require a top-down model of 
democratisation. If democratisation is built from the bottom 
up, different states will encounter different challenges and 
will arrive at the point of being capable of holding elections at 
different times.

27  In the US, some states have slowly adopted the federal 
election calendar, but others hold elections in years or even 
months that differ from the federal calendar.

28  Note that coattail effects can include negative coattails 
(in which an unpopular candidate drives turnout among 
opposition party members) or reverse coattails (in which lower-
level elections actually impact elections occurring at a higher 
level, such as a competitive state election increasing turnout in 
a way that affects a federal election result). 

29  While local politics in Somalia is likely to focus on similar 
issues—local infrastructure development, local service 
provision—these issues are more divisive in Somalia than in 
many western countries, due to the limited resources of local 
governments; the geographic segmentation of the population 
by clan; and a history of clan-biased resource distribution—the 
combination of which makes the allocation of public goods a 
controversial topic. 

30  See, e.g., the evidence that elections increase the 
salience of ethnic identity, as politicians exploit social divisions 
for electoral gain (Eifert et al., 2010). 

31  See the 2005 Somaliland House of Representatives Law, 
Art. 22, which limits the campaign season to 30 days. To the 
best of our knowledge, Somaliland’s new General National 
Elections and Voter Registration Law (No 19/2020) no longer 
specifies a time limit.

32  They also discourage collaboration between FMS 
governments, but collaboration of this kind has fewer obvious 
benefits, at least in terms of cost efficiency.  

33  The precise cost of parallel systems would require a 
comprehensive cost analysis. However, it is clear that parallel 
systems—in which voters must register separately for FMS and 
FGS elections—would increase costs. 

34  The best overview of FGS influence in FMS elections is 
provided by the Heritage Institute of Policy Studies in their 
2020 “State of Somalia” report.

35  See Articles 9.5.c and 10.1. 

36  Our key informants also outlined widely varied rules that 
they expected to be enshrined by their respective states; 
given that the key informants were primarily staff of relevant 
FMS ministries, this suggests that there is no cross-state 
consensus on eligibility standards. 

37  This is not strictly true, as voter rolls can be updated 
continuously between elections, as is done in many western 
democracies. However, the current trend in Somalia’s 
neighbouring countries is to conduct periodic voter 
registration exercises prior to each election or, in the case of 
Somaliland, before each electoral cycle. 

38  This would also occur if some states have not held OPOV 
elections at all, and the FGS election will be the first OPOV 
election and necessitate an initial voter registration exercise. 
In that case, some states would have a fresh voter roll, while 
other states would be using an outdated registry.

39  KII with Government Rep., Hirshabelle, Int. 202; KII with 
Government Rep., Hirshabelle, Int. 203; KII with Government 
Rep., Jubaland, Int. 302; KII with Government Rep., South West 
State, Int. 403.

40  See also our discussion in earlier research on this topic 
(Peterson, 2020).

41  This is especially true if these varied requirements were 
not known and actively factored into the information collected 
from each voter. For instance, if one state imposes a 5-year 
residency rule and the FGS imposes a 2-year residency rule, 
the state’s voter registration data may not indicate whether 
voters have lived in the state for more or less than two years. 
It is possible that the registration process would assess only 
whether potential voters met the 5-year threshold, without 
more precisely specifying the duration of residency. In such a 
case, it would not be possible to use the state’s voter data to 
construct an FGS voter list that applies a different residency 
standard. In that case, the FGS may need to conduct its own 
voter registration exercise.

42  This is similar to the process the US employs, but with 
far fewer independent units administering elections. There 
are over 3,000 such counties in the US system and each is 
responsible for voter registration, the results of which feed into 
state-level voter registration databases. 

43  Lower Juba, for instance, has a large population of 
Rahanweyn-Mirifle IDPs, primarily drawn from Middle Juba 
and Bay. The Rahanweyn hold several Jubaland seats in the 
FGS Parliament and a large population of Mirifle IDPs around 
Kismayo could increase their political power—likely at the 
expense of the current Darood-Ogaden hegemony—under a 
democratic system.  

44  In Somaliland, there is a long history of moving voters 
from one region to another, as the hiring of buses and 
associated costs are openly understood to be the primary 
expense incurred by campaigns (KII with Elections Expert, 
Somaliland, Int. 601). Similar movement of voters is somewhat 
common in Kenya (e.g., in Marsabit, where there were well-
known efforts to move voters into Saku Constituency to 
contest a heated parliamentary seat).  

45  KII with Democratisation Expert, Int. 803.

46  At present it is not clear whether this process is followed, 
or if Federal Member States create districts without federal 
oversight. 

47  Districts may continue to be political governance units 
with their own (s)elected district administrations. The question 
is whether the district becomes a parliamentary constituency 
for FMS or FGS elections, for example, should a state level 
parliamentarian represent a district, in which case there 
would be as many parliamentarians as there are districts. 
Alternatively, state-level parliamentarians may not be linked 
to district constituencies at all and any one from any part of 
the state could vote for a parliamentary candidate regardless 
of where they are from, in theory they may vote for a political 
party list in a proportional representation system. 
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48  In another instance, the selection of state legislators in 
at least some of the first electoral rounds (e.g., Galmudug’s 
2015 FMS parliamentary election) was reported according to 
district, with selected candidates explicitly linked in official 
reporting to specific districts, such as Hobyo, Balanbale, and 
so forth.

49  The equivalent dilemma exists in the United States, where 
state legislatures are responsible for drawing congressional 
district boundaries. In the US, state legislatures have ultimate 
authority in this regard, with no oversight from the federal 
legislature (Congress). The approach taken in Somalia could 
differ, but will require unequivocal resolution either prior to 
or in the early stages of democratisation, as new districts are 
created frequently.

50  More detail is known about Puntland, both because it 
has passed a law governing its district council elections and 
because some aspects of the electoral system are specified in 
its 2009 constitution (e.g., Articles 44, 46, and 47). 

51  We cannot comment authoritatively on the technical 
capacity of these bodies; however, it often seems that 
deliberation around constitutional and legal questions in 
Somali legislatures is minimal, with more attention given 
to the need to come to a political settlement to maintain 
stability. Our own review has revealed contradictions in 
existing constitutions and aspects of Puntland’s electoral 
law that seem to work at cross-purposes. A more informed 
analysis by the Max Planck Foundation, found a number of 
contradictions between the five state constitutions and the 
federal constitution. 

52  KII with Government Rep., South West State, Int. 402; KII 
with Government Rep., Hirshabelle, Int. 202. 

53  KII with Government Rep., South West State, Int. 402.

54  KII with Government Rep., South West State, Int. 402.

55  KII with Government Rep., South West State, Int. 402; KII 
with Government Rep., Hirshabelle, Int. 202. 

56  KII with Government Rep., South West State, Int. 402; KII 
with Legal Expert, Mogadishu, Int. 503.

57  One only needs to review the history of state formation 
in Galmudug or South West State to see that pacts made 
to resolve disputes over state formation quickly fall apart 
once the crisis or need dissipates. In Galmudug, agreements 
over the location of the capital in Dhusamareb and the FMS 
parliament in Adaado were not honored, sparking a crisis. In 
South West State, the agreement made to locate the state 
capital in Baraawe has not been honored and many believe 
the Rahanweyn-Mirifle will fight to keep the capital in Baidoa 
instead. 

58  Witness the August 2020 Dhusamareb agreement 
between President Farmajo, the governor of Benadir, and 
the presidents of Galmudug, South West, and Hirshabelle on 
the federal electoral model. This agreement, among other 
provisions, “devolved [voting activities] to a district level”’ by 
creating electoral constituencies within each FMS (Abdullahi 
and Wasuge, 2020). This expansion is illogical and counter to 
the likely eventual electoral model unless there is a long-term 
plan to employ smaller, sub-state and sub-region electoral 
constituencies in FGS elections. Since there is no current 
indication that this would occur, this resolution—rather than 
moving Somalia closer to its eventual electoral system—
merely muddied the waters to achieve a short-term solution.

59  KII with Electoral Expert, Mogadishu, Int. 502; KII 
with Constitutional Expert, Mogadishu, Int. 501; KII with 
Government Rep., Hirshabelle, Int. 203; KII with Government 
Rep., South West State, Int. 402; KII with Government Rep., 
South West State, Int. 403; KII with Government Rep., Jubaland, 
Int. 302.

60  Ibid.

61  Carpini and Keeter’s (1996) book remains the best 
reference on political knowledge, though it focuses exclusively 
on the US citizenry. 

62  Importantly, while present-day Somalis often have easier 
access to information than citizens of democratising countries 
in the early and mid-20th century had, panel data on political 
knowledge in the US over time has not shown that increased 
access to information has increased knowledge. 

63  Indeed, whether voter ‘ignorance’ is a problem is a hotly 
debated topic in political science, with analysts increasing 
recognising the importance of heuristics and the frequency 
with which even poorly-informed voters make ‘correct votes’ 
(i.e., votes that align with the stated policy preferences). Our 
purpose is not to judge the value of political knowledge, but to 
highlight the risk that voter confusion can cause for faith in the 
democratic process. 

64  While beyond the scope of this report, we must 
emphasise that a proportional representation system, in a 
society organised around clan, in which parties are actively 
prevented from organising themselves around clan, invites 
complexity, strategic voting, and will almost certainly yield 
outcomes that are not proportional to clans’ populations. We 
view the desire to avoid clan-based parties as admirable, but 
we are convinced that a proportional representation system 
and restriction on parties designed to prevent clan-based 
parties are two rules that work at cross-purposes—the former 
attempting to ensure proportionality for each clan and the 
latter preventing it by preventing clans from becoming the 
basis for voting. Instead, candidates are asked to vote for 
parties that cannot represent their clan, with the hope that 
their kinsman will be elected off a mixed-clan party list. 

65  For an overview of the FGS involvement in Puntland, 
Galmudug, Jubaland, and South West, see the 2019 State of 
Somalia report by the Heritage Institute (2020). For a much 
more detailed discussion of the Hirshabelle election and the 
FGS role in the state’s politics, see Volume 2 of the Somali 
Federalisation Monitor (NAI, 2020). 

66  KII with Democratisation Expert, Int. 803; KII with 
Democratisation Expert, Int. 805; KII with Elections Expert, 
Somaliland, Int. 605.

67  For instance, in the recent election for one of 
Hirshabelle’s seats in the Upper House of the Federal 
Parliament—one of eight such seats held by Hirshabelle—
candidates were reportedly offering between $1000 and 
$1,400 per vote. This is a notable sum, but because the 
selectorate is limited to just 97 Hirshabelle MPs (i.e., FMS-level 
MPs), the total cost to a candidate is still limited. 

68  KII with Democratisation Expert, Int. 804.

69  Ibid.

70  KII with Government Rep., Galmudug, Int. 102; KII with 
Government Rep., Hirshabelle, Int. 204; KII with Government 
Rep., South West State, Int. 404.

71  These terms are routinely conflated in common usage 
and are used in confusing ways in the literature. For instance, 
the International Institute for Democracy and Electoral 
Assistance (IDEA) uses the term “local democracy” to refer to 
“the decentralisation of power and responsibility to democratic 
institutions at village, municipal, city, town, district, county, 
and equivalent local levels” (IDEA 2017, p. 1). This is not 
synonymous with subnational democratisation, as we are 
considering it; it is instead the devolution of decision-making 
power to local levels, where those local governments happen 
to already be democratic.

72  Self-government can also illustrate the limited or 
reversible nature of self-rule or regional autonomy within 
the existing national system, generating demands for true, 
permanent autonomy in the form of secession. The creation of 
new representative institutions can contribute to secessionism 
if politicians from the region were previously limited to holding 



60

office that required that they appeal to a wider national 
audience. The need to win voter support outside the region 
might temper their secessionist views. When those same 
politicians run for a strictly regional office, their electorate 
has shifted (narrowed) and the median voter and electorate 
to whom they need to appeal is more pro-secession than was 
their previous electorate.

73  This is an inversion of the standard political science 
theory that politicians observe the electorate’s preferences 
and change their policy positions to maximise the set of votes 
that they win (or, more precisely, maximise the set of votes 
that they win, up to the level of votes required to win election, 
i.e., a plurality in plurality systems). In this model, politicians 
establish a niche and subsequently attempt to influence voter 
preferences until sufficient voters move into that niche to win 
election. 

74  In the long term, the third mechanism could still work, 
if politicians use local grievances and actively manufacture 
support for secession over years or decades.

75  An approximate ranking of likely support for greater 
autonomy is fairly straightforward, with Puntland and 
Jubaland being the states most likely to have a bloc of voters 
sympathetic to secession. Even in these cases, however, there 
is no evidence that the bloc is sufficiently large, at present, to 
activate the mechanisms discussed. 

76  Even Puntland, with its position of autonomy, states its 
commitment to the union in its constitution, where Article 
4 states “Puntland State is part of Somalia; it is her duty 
to contribute to the establishment and protect a Somali 
government based on the federal system.”

77  To be clear, the struggle to hold OPOV elections is not 
limited to the federal level: Puntland’s local government 
elections are proceeding well at the moment, but Puntland’s 
democratisation has occurred in fits and starts since at least 
2012, and we would expect state-level elections to pose 
greater challenges than those for district councils.  

78  KII with Constitutional Expert, Somaliland, Int. 603; 
KII with Constitutional Expert, Somaliland, Int. 604; KII with 
Elections Expert, Somaliland, Int. 601; KII with Democratisation 
Expert, Int. 805.

79  It is important not to overstate the importance of these 
pressures. In the areas of Sool and Sanaag, the main division 
between those who support Somaliland and those who 
support Puntland is not the quality of local governance, but 
their inclusion within the broader polities in question. As a 
result, the main strategy to win support in Sool and Sanaag 
has, traditionally, been to offer them a greater say in either 
Somaliland or Puntland politics (i.e., greater representation in 
national or state bodies) and other incentives (Hoehne, 2010).  

80  KII with Elections Expert, Somaliland, Int. 601; KII with 
Elections Expert, Somaliland, Int. 602; KII with Constitutional 
Expert, Somaliland, Int. 603; KII with Constitutional Expert, 
Somaliland, Int. 604; KII with Democratisation Expert, Int. 805.

81  KII with Government Rep., Galmudug, Int. 102; KII 
with Government Rep., South West State, Int. 402; KII with 
Government Rep., Hirshabelle, Int. 202; KII with Government 
Rep., Jubaland, Int. 302; KII with Civil Society Rep., Puntland, 
Int. 701.

82  Though, as we discuss in the context of support for 
subnational democratisation, this is not universally true. We 
would expect many incumbents, elected under the current 
selection process, to oppose democratisation because they 
have proven their ability to win under the current system. On 
the other hand, there may certainly be incumbent politicians 
who see OPOV elections as their best option for staying in 
power and use them instrumentally for that purpose.

83  We would not expect the same to be true for the 
FGS, unfortunately, as the FGS has greater leverage with 
international actors and has not—as a general rule, in recent 
years—given in to external pressure. 

84  KII with Government Rep., Galmudug, Int. 102; KII with 
Government Rep., Galmudug, Int. 103; KII with Government 
Rep., Hirshabelle, Int. 202; KII with Government Rep., South 
West State, Int. 402.

85  KII with Electoral Expert, Mogadishu, Int. 502; KII with 
Constitutional Expert, Mogadishu, Int. 501. 

86  KII with Electoral Expert, Mogadishu, Int. 502.

87  Ibid.

88  We focus on women’s representation, in part, because 
women are more clearly underrepresented under the status 
quo. The logic of inclusion beyond gender is similar, but we 
have less information on the population of other marginalised 
groups—such as the Somali Bantu—which means we cannot 
ascertain that they are currently underrepresented in 
descriptive terms. On the other hand, women make up just 
6.7% and 17% of MPs in the Galmudug and South West State 
parliaments respectively, while they constitute approximately 
half the population. Thus, it is clear that women are 
underrepresented descriptively.

89  Women are better represented in the selection process 
for FGS legislators, due to the expanded electoral college that 
selects each legislator, as noted above.

90  In the more extreme version of this, women may not even 
be considered full members of their clan.

91  Far more comprehensive analyses of gender in Somali 
political and cultural life are provided by EARF (2017), Gardner 
and Warsame (2004), and Koshin (2016).

92  This argument is not specific to gender—it applies to 
any relevant identity category that may appeal to voters. In 
informal discussions about the Somaliland elections, it is clear 
that clan composition of the different party tickets is thought 
about in this way, with clan leaders not wanting to overload 
party tickets with their members, as doing so may split the 
clan’s voting bloc.

93  While there are certainly other ways for members of 
marginalised groups to win election, it is made much more 
difficult if members of one’s own group do not vote along 
group lines. 

94  These assumptions are purposely conservative. In reality, 
if female voters were motivated to vote for a female candidate, 
we would not expect party labels to dissuade them, especially 
given the generally weak ideological differentiation between 
the parties. Moreover, we have assumed, for simplicity, that 
no male voters cast their vote for the female candidate, and 
assumed a relatively low proportion of women voters. A more 
straightforward approach would be to say that an absolute 
maximum of 4.5% of all women voters in Las Canood voted 
for the female candidate, while the average male candidate 
received 2.5% of all female votes. A female candidate 
received—again, conservatively—a small bump in female voter 
support, but not a particularly large one.

95  A broadly similar outcome in the three Somali-dominated 
counties of Kenya provides further evidence that female 
candidates face significant barriers under democratic politics. 
In Kenya, each county has a county assembly comprised of 
30 seats, with single-member constituencies and first-past-
the-post voting. Of the 90 seats up for election across the 
three counties in 2017, no women were elected to the county 
assembly. As in Somaliland, this result stems from both lack 
of female candidates ( just two women competed for the 30 
county assembly seats in Garissa County, for instance) as well 
as that of support for female candidates, from voters of either 
sex. 

96  To the best of our knowledge, TPEC does not have the 
explicit legal authority to place requirements on political 
associations’ candidate lists. 
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97  It is also possible that the greater international attention 
placed on federal elections may have motivated greater efforts 
to include women and meet—or come near to—the specified 
30% quota. It is not clear whether quotas at the state level 
would have the same impact—in the absence of international 
attention. 

98  To be specific, we cannot determine what would have 
occurred in the counterfactual scenario. If the same rules were 
applied to a parliamentary election in Somalia, it is possible 
that women would gain a comparable share of parliamentary 
seats. Because the Puntland local government elections 
combined two factors—lower-level office and its bespoke 
rules—we cannot distinguish the independent impact of these 
two factors.

99  Unfortunately, the available data from Somalia are too 
limited to assess this argument’s application in our context. 
Somaliland has had just two elections, with too few female 
politicians to assess the impact of holding office on their 
future career trajectories.  

100  Women’s representation can also have knock-on 
benefits beyond their own careers: as Brown et al. (2021) 
show, female candidates who win a seat in Indian legislatures 
produce an increase in female candidates in their wake. 

101  Even if we imagine parties that are formed around policy 
or ideology, the dominant policy cleavage in Somalia today 
is over federalism, which only reinforces the likelihood of a 
Puntland–Jubaland coalition.

102  We are agnostic regarding the value of this outcome. 
While we believe that clan-based politics are problematic and 
contribute to conflict in Somalia, we also accept that clan is 
currently the primary organising principle of both local and 
national politics, and we hesitate to argue that parties built 
around ideological or policy differences will necessarily serve 
Somalia better. 

103  One example comes from the US, where state-level 
Democratic party chapters often retain idiosyncratic policy 
orientations or even names, such as the Democratic–Farmer–
Labour Party: Minnesota’s Democratic Party chapter. 

104  This is generally consistent with the trend in Somaliland, 
despite attempts to limit the importance of clan identities in 
politics. Somaliland’s three-party system forces parties to 
make alliances across clan and sub-clan boundaries, but this 
has not changed the importance of clan identity in shaping 
vote choice (KII with Elections Expert, Somaliland, Int. 602; KII 
with Constitutional Expert, Somaliland, Int. 603). In Puntland, 
political associations are currently less clannist than those 
in Somaliland, but it is not clear whether this will last or how 
Puntland’s eventual political parties will evolve over time. 

105  Region-wide constituencies with pre-agreement on the 
allocation of seats across regions would have similar benefits 
and drawbacks.

106  Voter registration of some form will still be necessary, 
providing a quasi-count of the population, which can 
be contentious. However, because population does not 
determine the allocation of seats and political representation 
for constituencies, one reason for population counts to be 
contentious is removed. 

107  Under this model, voters would likely be able to vote in 
any polling station in the state, with double-voting prevented 
through extensive post-election cross-checking of records 
from different stations. 

108  If districts serve as constituencies for an FMS 
parliament, and each district is allocated a specific number of 
seats, in line with population numbers, district proliferation is 
complicated by the need to rebalance district population or 
seats to ensure equality of representation for all citizens.

109  This is not inherently true, as candidates could cultivate 
a core local following that would provide sufficient votes to win 
a seat in a PR system. But the statewide constituency would 
push candidates away from campaigns oriented around local 
issues, all else equal. 

110  Same-day registration is now available in 18 US 
states and Canada. Canada, India, and a number of European 
countries do not require voters to actively register, instead 
constructing voter lists from administrative data held by 
the government, though this option would obviously not 
be possible in the absence of rich administrative data or a 
population census. 
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