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Introduction

Somalia is on the brink of a historic democratic transformation with plans for one-person, one-vote elections at the
federal member state level in 2025, followed by presidential elections in 2026. These elections mark the first universal
suffrage in over 50 years, transitioning from a clan-based electoral system to a democratic framework. If successful, it
will be a culmination of a series of milestones since the formation of the first post-civil war government in 2000 and the
internationally recognised permanent government in 2013. During this period, Somalia adopted a clan-based system
with incremental steps in a bid to increase citizen participation. The 2016 and 2021 elections saw the introduction of
The Hybrid Enhanced Legitimacy which handed the direct election of MPs to delegates selected by clan elders. A total of
27,500 delegates participated in the election of MPs in 2021 up from 14,025 in 2016. This was a major step in the
transition towards direct citizen participation in elective politics. In 2023, Puntland, the oldest and most established
Federal Member State conducted state-wide district council elections based on a one-person, one-vote system demon-
strating the capability and potential for nationwide elections in Somalia.

In furtherance of this goal, the National Consultative Council (NCC) chaired by President Hassan Sheikh Mohamud
resolved in October 2024 to adopt a multiparty democratic electoral system for the upcoming elections at the federal
and state level. This was followed by the passage of three election-related laws by parliament. These are the Elections
Act, the Political Parties Act and the Independent Elections and Boundaries Commission (INEBC) Act. The leaders also
proposed that election dates at the state level be aligned to allow for standardised five-year term limits for the FMS
presidents. These sets of interventions aim to foster greater inclusivity and representation in political participation and
representation. However, the path is fraught with challenges, requiring collaborative efforts and robust strategies to

ensure its success.

Key Challenges

The challenges facing the operationalisation of universal suffrage in Somalia can be summed as operational, security
and political consensus. On the operational front, the newly formed INEBC has limited capacity to organize credible
elections and lacks the technical expertise, and insufficient resources. This could jeopardise public sensitisation,
deployment of personnel and the actual conduct of elections. Security-wise, extremist groups such as Al-Shabaab
and ISIS pose a major challenge and could deliberately disrupt elections especially in and around areas they control.
While these groups largely refrained from directly disrupting the past two cycles of elections, they selectively targeted
electoral officials and delegates killing scores over some time. Of note is that the government-led operations against
Al-Shabaab in the southern regions have largely been scaled-down as the group scales up its attacks. The robust
build-up of ISIS in Puntland, a region which has enjoyed stability for years poses another challenge to effectively
ensuring security of elections.

Political consensus is by far the foremost challenge to universal elections in Somalia. The current administration has
not been able to marshal sufficient political goodwill to run the course for successful conduct of democratic elections.
Jubaland and Puntland remain bitterly opposed to the Federal Government while the opposition, which comprises a
couple of former presidents and prime ministers and other influential figures have variously accused President Moha-
mud of unilateral decisions especially on issues of national significance. While the President is strongly in favour of
the One-Person, One-Vote model based on a First-Past-The-Post system, perhaps informed by among others his desire
to set a legacy, critics have called for more debate to explore other electoral models in light of Somalia’s history and
the unique socio-cultural dispensation which calls for a delicate balancing of state power and resources along clan

composition.



Independence House Discourses: Role of Media and Civil Society

To encourage further deliberations on these critical issues, Independence House organised and hosted a public forum to
explore the role of the media and civil society organisations in championing and promoting democratic and inclusive elec-
tions in Somalia. The forum, which brought together media professionals and representatives from civil society, elicited an
in-depth exposition on this subject.

Yusuf Hassan, a prominent journalist and the head of Independent Media Association highlighted the complexities of transi-
tioning to a one-person, one-vote system. He stated, “An inclusive election may sound simple, but in reality, it is a complex
process requiring significant effort.” He stressed the media’s role in fostering transparency and reducing tensions by providing
accurate and impartial reporting. Hassan also acknowledged the challenging environment for journalists. “Journalists and
reporters face their most challenging period globally during elections, and Somalia is no exception given the clan-based politi-
cal system and longstanding conflicts.” He urged media houses to focus on truth-telling and neutrality, emphasizing that
media content must avoid inciting division.

Hassan stressed the importance of public trust, noting that journalists must “learn how to report during tense electoral

periods and handle the announcement of results professionally and responsibly.”

Dr. Liban Hussien Isse, the deputy rector and a political science lecturer at Mogadishu University underlined the necessity of
independent and neutral media for credible elections, arguing that “Somalia needs independent media, as it is the key to
ensuring transparency in the electoral process.” He emphasized the media’s responsibility to educate the public on electoral
principles, asking critical questions such as, “What does an inclusive election mean? What is required for a credible election?”
According to Dr. Isse, empowering media professionals to report responsibly and impartially can help mitigate the risk of
conflict and ensure public confidence in the electoral process.

He also advocated for robust political agreements, noting: “Elections must be grounded in political agreements and legal

frameworks satisfactory to all stakeholders.”

Duniyo Mohamed Ali, a civil society activity focusing on women's education and civil political participation highlighted the
pivotal role of public education and the media in achieving successful elections. She stated, “General public awareness cam-
paigns are essential to educate citizens about the electoral process.” She advocated for an inclusive electoral commission
and a secure environment to encourage broad-based participation.

Ali also expressed concerns about the lingering influence of the 4.5 clan-based formula, saying: “The current political frame-
work still adheres to clan-based dynamics.” She called for a shift toward inclusivity and political consensus, stressing that
women and vulnerable groups require an election built on a “consensual agreement” to ensure societal stability. Ali concluded
by emphasizing the media’s bridging role, asserting: “The media plays a pivotal role as the bridge connecting citizens, govern-

ment, and politicians. Without a functioning media, free and fair elections would be impossible.”



Recommendations

To support Somalia’s democratic transition, Independence House and other

partners need to actively engage in the following spheres:

1 Media and Civil Society Capacity Building

o Train journalists on electoral processes, conflict-sensitive reporting, and ethical practices.

o Strengthen civil society organizations’ advocacy skills and understanding of electoral laws.
2. Public Awareness Campaigns

o Launch nationwide sensitization campaigns to educate citizens about voting procedures and
the democratic process.

o Create and disseminate multi-media content to sensitise the public on the overall transition to

multiparty democracy, their civil role and electoral procedures.

3. Facilitating Dialogue and Consensus
o Host forums for politicians, media, and civil society to discuss electoral challenges and solutions.
o Advocate for a political framework that supports inclusivity and addresses clan-based dynamics.
4. Monitoring and Oversight
o Collaborate with international partners to enhance INEBC’s capacity.
o Deploy civil society observers to monitor electoral activities and ensure transparency.
5. Promoting Peace and Stability
o Encourage media houses to prioritize peace-oriented content and avoid inflammatory reporting.

o Support the development of codes of conduct for all election stakeholders.

Independence House is a not-for-profit organization based in Somalia. Its core mandate is the protection
and promotion of civil and political rights, freedom of expression and advancement of democracy in Somalia
and the Horn of Africa. It also provides the platform for like- minded individuals and organizations to build

synergies towards the realization of our common goals.
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