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I. Stateless Somalia: 2006 – 2008, An Overview of Political Violence 

Violence in Somalia has increased dramatically since the beginning of 2006, where ACLED has 
recorded fewer than one hundred violent events. During 2006 the majority of violent conflict was 
highly localized, with the exception of gains made by the Islamic Courts Union (ICU) against the 
Alliance for the Restoration of Peace and Counter Terrorism (ARPCT). Business owners and armed 
fighters who were hostile to Islamist control of southern Somalia constituted the ARPCT, who are 
reported by the International Crisis Group to have received funding from the United States. After 
taking control of Mogadishu during the June, the ICU expanded into much of southern Somalia.   

 

 

 

The first spike in the number of violent events occurred in February and March 2007, immediately 
following an Ethiopian invasion that ousted the ruling ICU. By the end of 2007 the annual number 
of conflict events approximately quadroupled. The beginning of 2007 is marked the appearance of al 
shabab, the military wing of the ICU. Throughout 2007 the insurgency slowly solidified, posing a 
formidable resistance movement that prevented the fledging Transitional Federal Government 
(TFG) from maintaining control within the country. During 2007 our data also reveal the first 



activities of smaller, less well-known Islamist groups, such as the Mujahideen Youth Movement 
(MYM), who carried out at least 12 armed attacks during October and November.  

During 2008 close to 600 attacks occurred throughout the country, peaking in June, July and August. 
The most volatile year of this study, during 2008 internal rows lead to the TFG’s collapse, Ethiopian 
troops withdrew from the country, and Islamists regained control of many key cities including 
Baidoa, Merca, and Beledweyne. Disaggregating these conflict event data by location as well as 
conflict type reveals interesting patterns that vary across space and throughout time within Somalia. 
One example of such a pattern includes an increase in the occurrence of suicide bombings in 
Somalia over the three-year period, with two such cases in 2006, three in 2007, and a leap to six in 
2008, including sophisticated coordinated attacks.  

 

II. Conflict Patterns Across Space 

 

During 2006 it is evident that conflict occurred primarily in southern regions of the country and 
most heavily in Mogadishu and Baidoa. During this period the majority of political violence was 
associated with the expansion of Islamist control into regions beyond Mogadishu, where the courts 



originally established their authority during mid- to late-1990s. Violent events occurring in northern 
regions of Somalia are removed from these conflict processes. For instance, a Single event occurred 
in Hargeisa during 2006, but it was the result of a dispute between the Arab and Eidagale subclans 
over building construction. While both cases contain vital information for spatial conflict analysis, 
the flexibility of the data structure allows a researcher to select out such events for analysis separate 
from violence associated with the advancement of an organization vying for governmental control.  

Primary actors involved in conflict during this period include the ICU, the ARPCT, and the TFG. 
The beginning of Ethiopian support for the TFG is also apparent during December attacks where 
government forces captured the towns of Beledweyne and Buur Hakkaba. The exact conflict event 
counts for each location that experienced violence during the 2006 – 2008 period are appended to 
this report.  

 

In 2007 the number of locations at which conflict events occurred remained the same. However, the 
total number of conflict events approximately quadroupled. As was the case with violence in 2006, 
attacks occurring far from strategic southern towns are removed from insurgent violence against 
government officials, police, TFG troops and Ethiopian forces. In Garowe, a mediating elder was 
killed by unnamed attackers in June, while in Boosaaso an aid worker was kidnapped in October. 



Two other attacks targeting police and a government official in March bare resemblance to southern 
insurgent violence, but conflict in Boosaaso and other northern towns pales in comparison 
considering intensity. Mogadishu, for instance, experienced 331 attacks, while the closest locations 
Kismayo, Baidoa, and Beledweyne saw approximately one dozen each. During 2007 the number of 
IED attacks increased significantly from 2006, marking a small shift in general patterns of Somalia’s 
political violence. Also representing a change in armed conflict tactics, there were at least three 
suicide bombings during 2007. Two occurred in Mogadishu, and one in Baidoa, where there were 
also two suicide attacks during the previous year.  

Primary actors during 2007 include the TFG, Ethiopian troops, African Union peacekeepers and al 
shabab. Early in 2007 al shabab solidified as an organization in response to the Ethiopian occupation. 
The number of attacks associated with this group was highest in spring and fall months. During 
March 2007 the Battalions of Unity and Jihad carried out at least one attack. Also in March the first 
African Union peacekeepers arrived in Mogadishu, becoming the frequent target of attacks along 
with TFG forces and Ethiopian troops. In October and November the MYM insurgent organization 
also carried out at least 12 attacks.  

 



In 2008 the number of locations that experienced violence grew from 19 in both 2006 and 2007 to 
over 70. Violence appears to be more evenly dispersed throughout Somalia, including northern areas 
of what is today Somaliland and Puntland, which were more violent overall than in either 2006 or 
2007. The rise in violence during 2008 appears despite the fact that the TFG signed an agreement in 
June with moderate Islamists who had formed the Alliance for the Restoration of Somalia (ARS) in 
exile in Djibouti. In an unprecedented and unexpected round of violence in late October, both 
Hargeisa and Boosaaso suffered coordinated suicide car bombings that killed dozens. In Galcaio, the 
range of attacks throughout 2008 includes IED bombings, direct insurgent attacks, and targeted 
assassinations, despite the fact that the town saw no violence in either 2006 or 2007. Along the 
Ethiopian border between Beledweyne and Dhuusamareeb, the intensity of violence also picked up 
during 2008.  

After heavy fighting surrounding the city, Beledweyne, which the TFG and insurgents alternatively 
controlled during different periods of time since 2006, fell to Islamist forces during the second week 
of September 2008. Merca and the coastal area south of Mogadishu was a sight of heavy conflict 
during late 2008 as al shabab and strident Islamists pushed Ethiopian and TFG troops out of the 
region. As one stipulation of the agreement between the TFG and the ASR was Ethiopian forces 
must leave the country within 120 days, the summer months of 2008 introduced extremely volatile 
dynamics throughout the country.  

The surprising jump in the number of conflict-effected locations in 2008 is in part due to the 
movement of TFG/Ethiopian/AMISOM troops throughout the country. During 2007 the TFG 
forces remained primarily in fortified areas of Mogadishu. However, troop movement during 2008 
introduced a higher degree of vulnerability to insurgent attacks. In part, the large increase in attack 
locations is due to the growing strength of insurgent organizations, now capable of organizing and 
carrying out attacks in a larger number of locations. As of January 2009, Ethiopian troops have now 
left Somalia completely.  

 

III. Varying Violent Event Types 

To demonstrate the especially volatile character of conflict patterns in 2008, the following figure 
illustrates different types of violent events as a proportion of the total number of events at a given 
location. Towns and cities experiencing a large share of ‘rebel gain’ and ‘government gain’ conflict 
events have changed hands a number of times. While we have selected only one year for 
presentation, this type of analysis can easily be conducted with any time frame.  

Definitions of battle types can be problematic, and some categories require further research. For 
instance, ‘one-sided violence’ implies that one actor engages un-armed civilians in a violent event. In 
Somalia a very common example of ‘one-sided violence’ includes kidnapping, or the assassination of 
an unarmed public figure. However, cases where civilians bare the brunt of an attack but are not the 
target of said attack, such as an roadside IED attack triggered by an unintended target, can not be 



coded as ‘one-sided violence.’ In that case, the insurgent actor’s target was likely a TFG convoy, 
making it a battle between armed actors that had terrible consequences, but not ‘one-sided’.  

 

The inset map above clearly reveals insurgent gains surrounding Merca during 2008. Insurgent gains 
also are substantial proportion of violence occurring between Beledweyne and Dhuusamareeb, along 
the Ogaden region’s Ethiopian border. The fact that international agency worker kidnappings 
represent a high percentage of violent events in Merca is also reflected in presence of ‘one-sided 
violence’ in Merca. Reports of the Government gaining control of towns are rare. Those cases 
identified above fall primarily in western and northern regions of the country, and are primarily a 
result of Ethiopian gains as the troops retreated from Mogadish and Baidoa. The TFG itself made 
no gains alone during 2008, which is not a surprise given the strength of Somalia’s insurgency and 
the TFG’s serious internal rifts.  

 

IV. Conclusion  

The Somalia crisis is at its most volatile stage since the TFG first took control of Mogadishu in 
December of 2006. The number of Internally Displaced People (IDPs) in the countryhas increased 



steadily as insurgent/TFG violence grew throughout 2007 and 2008. Ethiopian forces represented a 
key target for Islamists, introducing a legacy of territorial contention that flared up most recently 
during the Ogaden wars of the late 1970s. However, Ethiopia’s withdrawal from Somalia will not be 
accompanied by a dramatic improvement in Somalia’s strife.  

First, violence will persist because even without the Ethiopian pairing, TFG troops and AMISOM 
peacekeepers remain an occupying force in the eyes of many. Secondly, hard line Islamists will not 
settle for the TFG/ARS agreement. Immediately after the agreement was reached the ardent Somali 
insurgency defied moderate leaders and launched a series of attacks that contributed to the largest 
spike in monthly conflict events since the occupation began (over 60 per month for four months in 
a row). Third, the TFG is nowhere close to representing a unified governing structure, and has thus 
failed to learn from the mistakes made during one dozen previous failed attempts. In December 
2008, Somalia’s parliament overturned President Abdulahi Yusef’s dismissal of Prime Minister Nur 
Hassan Hussein, leading to Yusef’s resignation. Fifth, many Somalis are now engaged in piracy as 
the means to an income. The International Maritime Bureau has cautioned against ships entering 
waters off the Somali coast, as the number of pirate attacks in the area has increased dramatically 
within the last year. Finally, the flow of destitute IDPs into Somalia’s makeshift refugee camps is 
appalling. With deaths on the rise from hunger and preventable diseases, there is little hope for a 
healthy, stable civilian population in the foreseeable future.   

Overall, conflict in Somalia will change form in the coming months and years rather than abate. 
Within a three-year period trends in Somalia’s violence have changed quickly enough that it would 
be naïve to expect stasis despite the slight decline in violence during late-2008.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Appendix 

Baidoa, 15
Bandiiradley, 2
Beledweyne, 3
Buhodle, 1
Buur Hakkaba, 3
Cabuud Waaq, 1
Daylaale, 1
Dhey Tubaako, 1
Dhoobleey, 1
Dinsor, 1
Galinsoor, 2
Hargeisa, 1
Iidoley, 2
Jowhar, 1
Kismayo, 2
Lafole, 1
Merca, 4

Mogadishu, 29
Salagle, 1
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Afgoye, 12
Baardheere, 2

Baidoa, 13
Baraawe, 1

Beledweyne, 11
Boosaaso, 3
Bu'aale, 1
Cadaado, 1
Ceel Jaalle, 1
Dinsor, 1
Garowe, 2
Garsaalki Shaafac, 1
Gedo, 1
Halgen, 2
Hiiraan, 1

Kismayo, 10
Merca, 1 Mogadishu, 331

Mudug, 1
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Afgoye, 16
Afmadoow, 1
Arabsiyo, 1
Awdheegle, 3
Baardheere, 2
Bagdad, 1

Baidoa, 67
Balanbal, 1
Balcad, 2
Balli Doogle, 2
Baraawe, 1
Bardere, 1

Beledweyne, 37
Berdale, 4

Boosaaso, 18
Bu'aale, 2
Bulo Berde, 1
Burao, 1
Buuhoodle, 1
Buulo Mareer, 1
Buulo Xaawiyow, 1
Buulobarde, 2

Buur Hakkaba, 6
Cabuud Waaq, 1
Cadaado, 3
Ceel Dheere, 2
Ceel Gaal, 1
Daynuunay, 2

Dhuusamarreeb, 6
Dinsor, 4

Dolo, 1
El Wak, 1
Erigavo, 1

Galcaio, 10
Garbahaarrey, 1
Garowe, 3
Gedo, 1

Guri Ceel, 9
Harardere, 1
Hargeisa, 5

Hobyo, 2
Jamame, 1
Janaale, 1
Jeerrow, 1
Jilib, 2
Jowhar, 6

Kismayo, 15
Lafole, 1
Las Anod, 1
Las Qoray, 1

Leego, 7
Luuq, 2
Maguurto, 1
Mahadday Weyne, 2
Manas, 1
Mataban, 3

Merca, 8
Mogadishu, 270

Mudug, 1
Ofidow, 1
Qalimow, 1
Qansaxdheere, 4

Qoryooley, 1
Shalaamboot, 1
Wajid, 3
Wanlaweyn, 7

Wardheer, 1
Xawaadleey, 1
Xinka Oommane, 1

Xuddur, 7
Yaaq Bari Weyne, 1
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