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1. ABSTRACT

3. BACKGROUND

Women’s participation in state decision-making processes and political roles is fundamental
in every nation across the globe. While many electoral processes fail to achieve gender balance
during elections, having equal representation in national seats and decision-making activities is
key to creating an equitable society, improved economic development, and effective governance
(Expert Group Meeting October 2005).

According to research studies, Somalia is a highly fragile nation ranked as one of the poorest
countries globally, with the majority of its people living on $1 per day (Abdi, Mberia & Muturi, 2016).
This can be attributed to human development practice and gross domestic product (GDP) being
relatively low on a global level (Abdi, Mberia & Muturi, 2016). Since 1990, Somalia has experienced
several challenges such as a prolonged war that resulted in the breakdown of state institutions; the
prevalence of anarchical powers; political fragmentation; displacement of people; and insecurities
(Affi, 2020). Over an extended period, women were considered inferior and were marginalised in
regard to fundamental human rights and equitable access to resources. This marginalisation dates
back to past decades, that is, the deterioration of traditions and a culture that presents women as
instruments of submission and oppression (Ali & Mohammed, 2015).

Women in Somalia account for 50.15%, most of the population (World Bank 2021). However, the
primary notion is that women are mainly suited for domestic activities, a view that has continued
to impact the political development in Somalia for many years. Against this fundamental
backdrop of female underrepresentation in political roles in Somalia, this situation review sets out
to ascertain and explain the role and contribution of women in electoral processes and existing
state practices and policies of women’s representation in politics. By identifying the gaps and
limitations the review suggests the best practical approaches that can fill the gaps and pave
the way for greater women’s involvement in Somalia’s political and election processes. This brief
identifies the underlying challenges and opportunities among women in Somalia’s political space,
while providing recommendations that will address the existing barriers in different sectors in the
country.
This situation review has relied on primary data drawn from discussions with aspiring women
candidates and members of parliament, together with ethnography and desk research to provide
accurate, detailed and updated information about women’s participation in Somalia’s politics.
The approach focuses on identifying the intended audience; defining the potential problem;
gathering supporting evidence, analysis and information; justification of the issue; and analysis of
the challenges, opportunities, lessons learnt and strategies to enhance women’s participation in
politics.

2. INTRODUCTION
During different election periods in Somalia, especially the recent electoral process in 2021–2022
and 2016–2017, there has been a decline in the participation of women in the elections as women
have lost many of the seats they used to hold. While many programmes and interventions were
implemented to promote and advocate for increased women’s representation in parliament and
decision-making processes, the representation of women in politics and the realisation of the 30%
quota of women has still not been attained.
Although the recent indirect electoral process was more complicated than the 2016–2017 elections,
the 2021–2022 elections were impacted by political stalemate, conflicts and a lack of coordination
among the top government offices. Key stakeholders, particularly in civil society, also put in great
effort to confront the barriers and advocate for the realisation of the 30% women quota. This
included lobbying for the nomination of the Goodwill Ambassadors, establishing women’s working
groups by SONSA and PUNSAA and other women’s organisations, contributing to the reduction of
women candidate’s registration fee, and engagement with political leaders. This situation review
aims to analyse the factors and political environment that had an effect on women’s political
participation in Somalia, including the significant challenges faced by women during the 2021–
2022 indirect elections, opportunities missed, and action-oriented recommendations on the
appropriate strategies to enhance women’s representation in future elections.
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Women’s participation in political roles has been relatively low in Somalia. Many sectors in Somali
society ascribe to traditional ideas of a woman’s role in community and family life, thus rarely
envisioning them in leadership and political positions, which are male-dominated sectors (Abdi,
Mberia & Muturi, 2016). Despite recent changes in the political arena and efforts to increase the
role of women in politics, there is still a long road ahead before this is achieved. The issue of gender
inequality in state representation reflects high levels of injustice, unfair distribution of political
roles, discrimination against women, and a lack of effective decision-making practices that make
the society both socially and economically imbalanced (ASAF Technical Consulting, 2021).
Further, the Ministry of Women and Human Rights, civil society organisations, development
partners, and women activists have recently recognised that the prevailing issue of gender
disparity is crucial in impacting states’ development (Dahir, 2019). In Somalia, women face
formidable obstacles and double hurdles in accessing power, thus restricting their access to state
processes, decision-making roles, and the capability to influence their lives (Dahir, 2019). Focusing
on women’s participation in state affairs and political roles is the primary way of ensuring that
women’s rights are developed and respected (Affi, 2020). Since the formation of electoral processes
and governmental practices, political participation stands as the primary indicator of dynamics
regarding women’s empowerment in Somali society. Also, various policies and programmes have
been established to promote the role of women in leadership and political decisions (Abdi, Mberia
& Muturi, 2016). These include the adoption of the National Gender Policy (NGP) by the Somali
federal government in 2016, the National Development Plan (NDP) 2017–2019, and the Joint
Program ME for Strengthening Women Capacities as change agents (JPSWC) and Human Rights
Development in 2018 (Dahir, 2019).
These policies and programmes to advance women’s empowerment and attain gender equality
in political representation in the country have had the support of the Somali government, as
well as UNICEF, UNDP, and UNSOM (ASAF Technical Consulting, 2021). In addition, civil society
implemented programmes aimed at enhancing the role of women in politics and ensuring
that the 30% women quota is achieved This includes the Peace Project implemented by EISA
in partnership with SONSA and PUNSAA with the financial support of the European Union (EU)
delegation. One of the key elements of the programme is capacity building for women candidates
in campaign management, communication skills, stakeholder engagement and fund-raising. The
programme also facilitates the establishment of women’s networks such as women’s working
groups, and facilitated political leaders’ meetings and public outreach activities to ensure that
women are not excluded. Despite all these efforts by international and national actors to boost
women’s political participation in leadership roles and decision-making, an exponential gap still
exists. As mentioned above, cultural influences coupled with capacity challenges and scarcity
of resources are the main obstacles to solving the limitations experienced by Somali women in
attaining more political representation and inclusion in the decision-making process (Dahir, 2019).
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4. SITUATION REVIEW
Current studies have insufficient statistical data on Somali women. However, the available research
and reviewed data indicates that women in Somalia rank far below their male counterparts in
achieving equal political opportunities and fundamental rights (ASAF Technical Consulting, 2021).
From research evidence, Gender Index and Social Institution in 2014 placed Somalia in the sixth
lowest rank globally, with high levels of discrimination against females, higher restrictions on
physical identity, and restrictions on assets and resources (Ali & Mohammed, 2015). Lacking access
to essential services such as health, education, productive resources, employment opportunities,
and livelihood options has kept many women disempowered, thus making them ineffective in
leadership and in contributing to state affairs.
Women in Somalia are generally under-represented in decision-making roles and public life. In
Puntland, reports indicate that out of 66 parliamentary members there is only one woman in a
political role, and one out of 82 MPs in the 2014 poll (Horst, 2017). In the past four years the SouthWest regional administration and Hirshabelle both elected 20% of women members to represent
their regional assemblies. In January 2017, no women were represented in the head of state affairs
(Dahir, 2019). However, the NIEC had one woman among the nine commissioners. The formation
of the eighth legislature had 39 women appointed out of a total of 275 members, with women
thus representing a total of 14% of MPs (Horst, 2017). In the ninth legislature following the 20120176 elections, there were 67 women from the lower house and 13 women in the upper house,
bringing women’s representation in MPs seats to 25% (Horst, 2017).
Nevertheless, despite the federal administration’s acknowledgment of women engaging in
democratic rule and demonstrating their skills as leaders and decision-makers during the decades
of conflict, women continue to be under-represented in politics. This, despite a nearly twofold
increase in their representation in Parliament from 2012 to 2016 (Abdi, Mberia & Muturi, 2016).
Because none of the current initiatives for reconciliation aimed at enhancing social cohesion take into
account the interests and concerns of women, women are generally isolated from peace activities.
This is evidenced in the report of the Beijing Joint Declaration (BPA) that acknowledges the low
contribution of women in democracy, a significant problem that, along with poor governance and
justice, results in impunity for offenders and minimal governmental ability to safeguard women
and girls (ASAF Technical Consulting, 2021).
In Somalia there is a proliferation of policies, practices, and norms that have discriminated against
women in politics, thus making it very challenging for women to participate. Further, women
lack moral support, access to political favours, and access to better campaign facilities; they face
financial hindrances and suffer from a poor public perception of their capabilities, thus hindering
them in political roles (Dahir, 2019). Many women lack access to proper identity documentation,
while others face high incidents of gender-based violence, thus precluding them from taking part
in registration, voting, and nomination processes. Social standards regarding gender roles further
constrain women’s engagement. These social standards limit women’s accessibility and networking
opportunities and strengthen inequality regarding gender-based conflict and restrictions on
women’s roles, thus increasing discrimination (Ali & Mohammed, 2015). Social standards further
hold women responsible for domestic work and childcare even when working outside the home.
These factors coupled with social norms constrain the participation of women in politics and
governance.

5. SUMMARY OF WOMEN’S PARTICIPATION IN POLITICS AND ELECTORAL
PROCESSES IN SOMALIA: SITUATION REVIEW
Research has established that the lack of gender equality is a common issue in different sectors
in Somalia and is due mainly to patriarchal traditions among communities that define acceptable
roles for both men and women (Dahir, 2019). The roles begin early in life, in family settings,
extending to the neighbourhood and to a broader community. There is a lack of enlightenment
and understanding of the challenges arising from a gender imbalance. Furthermore, organisations
that promote gender equality tend to focus on foreign interests (Horst, 2017). This justifies
discriminating against women in leadership roles and state decision-making processes in Somalia.
The selection process in 2016–2017 introduced a 30% quota for the representation of women in
parliamentary seats, requiring that 99 of the 329 members in both parliamentary houses should
be women. However, this quota was not achieved in the 2016–2017 election due to constraints
such as the support of religious figures, who considered the 30% quota policy a western imposition
in Somalia. After the 2016–2017 election, women’s roles and political participation remained
relatively low, perpetuating limited gender roles and inequalities (Horst, 2017).
Table 1 below summarises the difference in the total number of women representing different
states of Somalia in the 2016–2017 election and the 2021–2022 election processes.
Table 1: Women’s Seat Allocation for Somali Parliaments based on 30% quota representation
No

State

Number of
Seats

The quota of
30%

Number of
planned women’s
seats

2021/2022

2016/2017

1

Puntland

37

30%

11

6

7

2

Jubaland

43

30%

13

7

10

3

Southwest
state

69

30%

21

14

14

4

Galmudug

37

30%

11

9

9

5

Hirshabelle

38

30%

11

7

10
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Somaliland

46

30%

14

13

15

7

Banadiri

5

30%

1

1

2

82

57

67

Total

275

Source: Heritage Institute, 2022; CSOs ESR Report 2022

When comparing the total number of seats attained between 2016–17 and 2021–22, the underrepresentation is evident in that the number dropped by ten (Ministry of Women and Human
Rights Development, 2020).
The table demonstrates that 67 females out of 275 members accounted for 24.3 % representation
in the lower house, while the upper house had 13 females out of 54 members, representing 24%.
Also, previous data indicates that women’s seats rose from 155 of 275 or 14% in 2012 to 24% in 2017,
despite failing to achieve the quota target. In November 2021, the senate elections in Somalia’s
upper house bi-cameral legislature were completed (Dahir, 2019, Heritage Insttute,2022)). The
resulting membership did not achieve the required 30% threshold of women representation as
only 13 out of 54 were elected, highlighting gender disparity.
Notable differences can be seen between the 2016–2017 election and the 2021–2022 election,
although both were based on an indirect form of election due to a political agreement between
the FGS and federal member states. Regarding women’s representation, the 2016–2017 election
was a more open process as there was some enforcement among the CSOs, candidates and other
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stakeholders of having in place a mechanism that included CSOs, the federal government and
international community involvement. This was effected through mobilisation and advocacy and
a national conference on reaching the 30% quota. There was some support by CSOs, the donor
community and the FGS in the 2021–2022 elections to promote the inclusion of women in the
election process. However, overall, there was a lack of political will to implement the quota by
SIET and FIET as the 2021–2022 national elections were less transparent than those in 2016–2017.
In 2021–2022 there were several cases where only one candidate (male), was designated and he
successfully gained all or most of the votes. Some candidates used the fact that women were given
a discounted registration fee to contest as minimising the value that women could make in being
elected.
The decline in the percentage of women’s representation can be attributed to several factors,
including the delayed electoral process; political disagreements; clashes in Mogadishu between the
government soldiers and opposition backed militias; and the FGS disputes, notably the Gado case
from FIET reports (Somali Dispatch, 2021) Moreover, in the 2016–2017 elections, federal electoral
committees were largely responsible for the conduct of the election, and relative freedom from
the FMS and FGS leadership made it easy to influence them in implementing the 30% quota. The
recent 2021–2022 election was led by state-level committees but heads of the member states
largely influenced the selection of seats based on their personal interests by either selecting a man
or woman of their choice. However, it must be noted that for the first time in Somalia’s political
history, a woman MP, Ms. Sadia Yasin Samatar, was elected as the first deputy speaker of the House
of People.

6. SITUATION REVIEW OF THE KEY STAKEHOLDERS
Office of the prime minister in Somalia
The prime minister’s office was responsible for leading Somalia’s indirect 2020–2022 electoral
process. With the agreement of the national consultative council, the prime minister nominated
Goodwill Ambassadors (GwA) to advocate for ensuring women’s participation in the electoral
process, and particularly the 30% women’s quota. While this is a positive contribution, the
Goodwill Ambassadors lacked the political and technical support to enable them to fulfill their
mandate of promoting the implementation of the 30% representation of women in the elections.
There was also a lack of coordination between GwA, Women Ministries and civil society. The GwA
received no orientation and lacked visibility and publicity for their work, with inadequate media
communication and limited capacity. These missed opportunities for the additional support that
was needed, meant that the GwA were limited in fulfilling their advocacy role and stakeholder
engagement.
Ministry of Women and Human Rights Development in Somalia
The Ministry of Women and Human Rights Development in Somalia conducted capacitybuilding programmes on the advocacy of women’s political participation. The ministry also
convened consultation meetings for aspiring female candidates, while federal state presidents
and international partners and CSOs advocated for the realisation of the 30% quota for women.
The ministry also nominated focal points to oversee the implementation of the women’s indirect
quota agenda, as well as providing updates about the state-level interventions in advocating
for women. However, the quota system failed to realise its goal and special measures such as
quotas were not fully effective because the FIET and SIET were unsuccessful in implementing and
enforcing the quota rules. Only 54 of the 175 members (19.6%) of the Lower House are women.
In the Upper House, 14 of the 54 members are women (26%). Only one woman competed in
the presidential election and she received one vote. The only significant achievement in terms of
women’s representation resulting from these elections was the election of a woman as Deputy
Speaker of the Lower House. Women lacked the financial resources, access to patronage networks,
and support of political leadership to compete on a level playing field.
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Civil Society Organisations
The main instrument to ensure women’s participation in Somalia’s indirect 2021–2022 electoral
process was a 30% minimum quota placed on both houses of parliament. SONSA and PUNSAA as
well as other civil society organisations conducted a wide range of interventions aimed at promoting
women’s involvement in the electoral process, including public outreach activities, consultation
meetings, debates and talk shows. In addition, meetings with the political leaders, including elders
and the international community, were supported. Women’s working groups were established with
the support of EISA to advocate for meaningful participation in the elections and the realisation of
the 30% women quota. Civil society, with the support of the Ministry of Women and Human Rights
Development and the Goodwill Ambassadors, lobbied for the reduction of the registration fee for
women candidates. Capacity building for women candidates was conducted to enhance their
knowledge and give them the skills to compete as candidates, such as campaign management,
fund-raising, communication and stakeholder engagement, as part of EISA’s supporting role in
civil society in promoting the peaceful election and participation of women. Despite their good
intentions and commitment to supporting women, these initiatives were hindered by limited
financial support. A mechanism for the implementation of the 30% quota provision was not in
place and political decisions to promote its implementation were not observed nor implemented.

7. CHALLENGES LIMITING WOMEN’S PARTICIPATION IN
POLITICAL ROLES
Although women faced challenges and obstacles in running for government positions and
contesting the elections in Somalia, the significant challenges limiting women’s participation in
the political and elections processes are cultural barriers, access to funding, the lack of resources,
the political system, absence of coordinated local and international organisation programmes, as
well as of networks supporting women in politics.
Cultural Barriers
Cultural barriers are one of the major challenges regarding women’s political participation; in
particular, they lacked the support of clan leaders at the community level to allow seats for women.
Furthermore, federal member states were also not keen to include women in MP’s seats. Other
societal issues included the question of security, especially for female MPs who are subjected
to false information, and a misinterpretation of religion that discourages women from pursuing
political posts.
Financial incapacity and lack of resources
Women face many challenges in raising funds for their election campaigns, resulting in most women
shying away from participating in electoral processes. With elections being perceived as becoming
more commercialised, in order to succeed as a contestant, economic resources are needed to get
the support of the people, voters, and other politicians. Campaigns are costly, requiring financial
resources to mount an effective communication campaign, as well as to pay potential agents to
deploy on election day.
The political system
Women’s political participation is a fundamental prerequisite for gender equality and genuine
democracy. In the Somalia election of 2021–22 political challenges included the 4.5 system,
political agreements made by FGS/ FMS and clan leaders where women were not involved in the
consultation or decision-making process. Traditionally, in Somalia, politics is considered a male
affair and women tend to be excluded from the political sphere. The political culture in formal
political structures and within political parties is dominated by males. This hinders the participation
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of women in politics. Furthermore, discriminatory laws and institutions limit women’s options to
run for office.
The lack of encouraging and establishing networks among women in politics
The lack of supportive networks among women in politics is a major challenge affecting
the realisation of the women’s quota, as opportunities to contest the election space are more
challenging for women than for men at the federal and state level. In addition, lack of coordination
among actors supporting women’s political participation is a problem contributing to the minimal
expansion of women’s political reach, influence, and networks.

8. RECOMMENDATIONS
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The following recommendations can contribute to the more successful participation of
women in the political space going forward:
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Legal Frameworks (Constitution, Electoral and Political Parties Law) in Somalia. Federal Government of Somalia; Ministry
of Women and Human Rights Development.

•
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•

•
•
•
•
•
•
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The Federal Government should make optimal efforts to align all gender equality roles
and responsibilities in national gender policies that target women’s empowerment through
the national development plans and political agendas of the current government.
Ministry of women and CSOs should work with the international community and the
Ministry of Planning to ensure successful implementation, evaluation, and monitoring of
the Gender Action Plan (GAP II) policies and initiatives that promote women’s empowerment
in political roles. Additionally, the government of Somalia should support all efforts to
harmonise regional gender balance.
States should identify, collaborate and closely work with gender advocates nationwide in
order to advance the goal and work for women’s equality and equity in Somalia.
Respond constructively and more firmly to incidents of domestic violence.
Amend rules prohibiting rapists from being prosecuted.
Establish public sensitisation strategies that can improve the understanding of policymakers
on the roles and needs of both men and women to strengthen and transform the level of
gender equality among the citizens of Somalia (Horst, 2017).
Play an active role in aggregating, collecting, and making available information and data on
the empowerment of women and gender balance through an analysis of research
documents in Somalia.
The Government should utilise all available resources offered by the international sector
to track strategies that will address constraints hindering women from participating in
political life, altering the imbalance in gender powers, and allowing women to participate
in activism and social movements (Ali & Mohammed, 2015).
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