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Latest Developments





Over recent weeks, Muqdisho has witnessed some of the most significant political developments to take place since the departure of UNOSOM in March of this year. Following months of preparation and weeks of debate, a gathering of USC/SNA members has announced the replacement of General Mohamed Farah “Aydiid” as Chairman of the movement by his former ally and financier, Osman Hassan Ali “Aato.” By way of reply, a rival conference of  Aydiid supporters has voted  the General new President of the Somali Republic, at the head of a government comprising 5 vice-presidents and at least 60 ministers. 





 This tense stand-off  raises fears of renewed clashes in the Somali capital, and there would seem to be little room for a peaceful outcome. Both Aato and Aydiid have adopted firm positions from which it will be difficult for either to retreat. A confrontation of some kind would seem inevitable.








Background





Aydiid’s power has been on the wane since his confrontation with UNOSOM in 1993, from which he earned a reputation as Somalia’s most formidable warlord, but which alienated many of his supporters. In the two years that have elapsed since, his intransigence on the political scene has cost him even further support within his movement and his clan. His last remaining Hawiye allies, the Xawaadle�, deserted him in early 1994, and even within the Habar Gidir dissent has become increasingly vocal and organised. Most Habar Gidir are now preoccupied with  establishing some kind of normal life: something that will necessitate their making peace with their kinsmen in the Hawiye, and ultimately some kind of political accommodation both locally and nationally. Aydiid’s bellicose all-or-nothing political posture has led many of his followers to conclude that the man who once embodied the aspirations of his clan now represents no one’s interests but his own: in a choice between peace and the General, a growing number of Habar Gidir seem likely to opt for peace.





The most serious challenge to Aydiid’s authority emerged recently through the formation of a “peace committee” for Banaadir region, sponsored by a number of his rivals within the SNA,  together with several figures from Ali Mahdi’s faction of the USC.  Originally intended to establish joint management of  Muqdisho port and airport prior to the departure of UNOSOM, the talks quickly opened onto more wide-ranging plans for the establishment of a regional council for Banaadir - essentially Muqdisho and its environs - including a civil administration, security forces, and appointment of a governor acceptable to both the warring factions in the capital. The question of a judiciary , also addressed by the council, faltered over the issue of  Shari’a law, which has been applied in north Muqdisho and Madina, but has been strenuously opposed by some groups in the south of the city (including ‘Aato himself). The council unites the efforts of businessmen and community leaders from both sides of the city who either directly or indirectly participate in the committee’s activities. Although nominally supported by both Ali Mahdi and Aydiid, the council clearly represents a serious threat to both men, establishing a new, formal authority beyond the grasp of either leader. Since neither Mahdi nor Aydiid effectively controls any territory beyond the capital,  the residual authority left to the faction leaders following the establishment of the new administration would be largely symbolic, and - in terms of national leadership - hypothetical. 





Over much of the same period (and indeed for some two years previously), Aydiid has concentrated his efforts on building a coalition at the national level, with the ultimate goal of constituting  a national government with himself as President. His efforts floundered repeatedly, however, mainly over his unsteady relationship with Colonel Abdillahi Yusuf of the SSDF, a central figure in the proposed government, with whom he was unable to agree upon the site of executive power: whether it should lie with the President (Aydiid) or with the Prime Minister (presumably Abdillahi Yusuf). As Abdillahi turned increasingly cool to Aydiid’s plan, the General was forced to shelve his plans for a later date.





Osman Aato’s bid for the SNA leadership, however, would appear to have forced Aydiid’s hand. Rather than directly take issue with Aato’s nomination as SNA Chairman, Aydiid has elected to push the stakes several notches higher by dispensing with party politics and declaring himself national President. That his own nomination, like Aato’s, was brazenly “undemocratic” in that it excluded key elements of the USC party (e.g. most of the Hawiye clan), apparently does not offend Aydiid’s sense of legitimacy. The General’s audacious behaviour, however, cannot compensate for the insipid flavour of his cabinet, and the conspicuous absence of  leaders of real stature from his entourage. 





Aato and Ali Mahdi have both been quick to disparage Aydiid’s scheme and have issued a joint communiqué calling on the international community not to recognise the new “government.” So far, no foreign power seems anxious to do so.








Balance of Power





The confrontation has produced a tense stand-off in capital, although  both sides have so far been careful to avoid a military showdown. Whether or not they can continue to do so is foremost in everybody’s minds - not least among the residents of south Muqdisho. The outcome of a possible battle between the groups is by no means certain, but some elements in the calculus of their relative strengths can be roughly defined.





Aydiid’s power base is probably at its most feeble since he assumed the USC leadership in 1991. Certainly, the coterie of  followers he has gathered about him in his new cabinet contains some of Somalia’s least representative and least promising political leaders, mainly representing unpopular (or even unknown) splinter groups from within their clans or factions.  In military terms, there are few, if any, among the names on the list, who could mobilise significant military resources in support of Aydiid. His supporters include:





Mohamed Qanyare Afrah (appointed Minister of Interior):  Qanyare’s faction of the Murosade was routed during clashes in Madina by the Abgaal late last year.


Abdirahman Ahmed Ali “Tuur:” a former SNM chairman who has virtually no following among the Isaaq, and whose kinsmen in “Somaliland” (not necessarily his supporters) have been unable to make any headway in their struggle against the Egal administration, has accepted a Vice Presidency. Tuur’s ally General Jamaa’ Mohamed Qaalib (Jamaa’ “Yare”) has been appointed Minister of Foreign Affairs. 


Leaders of the United Somali Party (USP- Warsengeli and Dhulbahante), Somali Democratic Alliance (SDA - Gadabursi) and United Somali Front (USF - Isse): three factions nominally based in “Somaliland” although only the USP enjoys a constituency of any size there. Neither the SDA nor the USF has a significant following on the ground in “Somaliland” nor control any forces on Somali territory.


Mohamed Haji Aden: an official of the Somali Salvation Democratic Front (SSDF - Mijerteen), who has the endorsement of neither of the movement’s rival leaders, and is unlikely to be able to mobilise forces or resources independently (Colonel Abdillahi Yusuf has chosen not to support ‘Aydiid’s government).


Abdillahi Ahmed Xaashi of the Southern Somali National Movement (SSNM - Dir): heads a splinter faction of the small and militarily weak SSNM. The group’s former chairman, Abdi Warsame Isaaq, heads another group which now opposes Aydiid.


Dr Yusuf Ali Yusuf and Mohamed Nur Aliyow of the Somali Democratic Movement (SDM - Rahanweyne): since the establishment of an autonomous administration in Bay and Bakool, it is unclear whom these two leaders (of two discrete factions) would still represent or what kind of authority they might still command. In any event, their military contribution to the alliance would be too slight to tip the balance one way or the other.


Colonel Ahmed Omar Jees: an old Aydiid ally whose own fortunes have been in decline for some time, is perhaps the only leader able to muster a significant military force. He has been appointed Minister of Defence.





Aato does not seem to have collected a much more legitimate group, though his platform may win him greater acceptance than Aydiid. While he has certainly garnered support within the Habar Gidir, his congress was hardly representative of the old pan-Hawiye USC.  Among the 2,000 or so participants reported at his congress, members from the Xawaadle, Murosade, and other former USC allies are said to have been missing.  According to some reports, the 140 members of Aato’s central committee were appointed by Aato himself and a list of their names approved by the assembly without dissent  “Siyaad Barre style.”  Unlike the original USC Central Committee, members names have apparently  not been submitted to their clans for approval - probably the only real test of legitimacy in post-war Somalia.





Nevertheless, Aato has  found an ally in Ali Mahdi and seems likely to win the favour of several other groups at the national level. Enemies of Aydiid among the SSA (the loose, anti-Aydiid coalition nominally represented by Ali Mahdi) who relish the though of Aato finally succeeding where everyone else (including the US and UNOSOM) has failed in removing Aydiid.  But despite the superficial quality of his new organisation, Aato’s pragmatic new platform seems destined to fly higher than Aydiid’s thuggish, single-minded pursuit of personal aggrandisement: Aato’s supporters have called for restrictive limits to be placed on the powers of the new chairman, and for strict adherence to the terms of the movement’s constitution. In a joint meeting between the leadership councils of Aato’s SNA and Ali Mahdi’s SSA yesterday, the leaders denounced Aydiid’s proclamation, then declared their intent to call a national reconciliation conference of their own in the near future. They proposed first to send delegations to consult with other national political movements on the subject, and to meet with the warring parties in north-west Somalia (Somaliland). Without commenting on the motivations of the leaders involved, this kind of initiative marks a refreshing  contrast to Aydiid’s shotgun diplomacy, and might even help to find a way out of the country’s bitter political deadlock.








Prospects





Aydiid’s uncompromising position is no surprise, given his past intransigence in the political arena, and there is little prospect that his stance with soften. If anything, the General seems determined to push this latest confrontation to the point of open conflict: he has announced a government including over 60 ministers and says that he expects both to attend the upcoming OAU summit in Addis Ababa, as well as to claim Somalia’s seat at the United Nations.





The possibility of armed confrontation between the rival groups is very real and widely expected among observers from the Somali community.  It seems improbable that either of the two protagonists is going to reach an accommodation with one another, having already staked out their positions so firmly. It would be extremely difficult for either to back down without grave loss of face. A military confrontation, however, will be unpopular with the general public. Most Muqdisho residents are war-weary, and are afraid to lose what they have invested over the past few years. One observer close to the scene suggests that even the two men’s followers are unclear on why two former friends and allies,  from the same political faction and the  same sub-sub-clan should now be at each others’ throats. A number may well decide that such indeterminate objectives are not worth fighting for. Unfortunately, there are enough examples around in Somalia to indicate that whether or not a conflict makes any sense is largely immaterial as to whether or not it will take place (witness the pointless battle being fought in “Somaliland”). Good sense and battle fatigue are unlikely to prevail.





If  a military confrontation does occur, it is certain to be extremely violent (even if brief, as some observers predict), occurring in parts of Muqdisho where the Habar Gidir are intermingled without the demarcation of clear front-lines and safe areas (it is also conceivable, though not certain, that fighting would also spread to Habar Gidir clans in the central regions). Civilians would be forced to relocate from these areas en masse. Furthermore, fighting between Habar Gidir factions would greatly complicate access to hospital facilities in south Muqdisho: with Madina hospital closed, both Digfer and Banaadir would be in hotly contested areas in case of a conflict. Only two weeks ago, all three major hospitals were full to capacity with gunshot victims (mainly from acts of banditry). Serious clashes would not only test the hospitals’ severely limited operating capacity, but would also deny many people access to first aid and medical care in case of injury. 





Whether or not fighting occurs, the Muqdisho struggle remains in essence an intra-factional dispute within the USC and the Hawiye clan. National issues, despite Aydiid’s insistence to the contrary, are not immediately at stake (most Somalis will follow the progress of the dispute via the BBC, remaining otherwise unaffected). Only once the Muqdisho impasse and the divisions with the Hawiye have been resolved will it be possible to envision broader, more inclusive talks that could eventually reach the national level. That kind of step-by-step consultative process seems to be what Aato and his allies have in mind, but they are unlikely to get there while Aydiid still draws breath. Whatever the outcome of this stand-off , when the dust eventually settles, an opportunity may have been created for Somalis to break the stalemate that has paralysed their country for the last four-and-a-half years. 


























N.B. This report is compiled from a variety of sources, including wire services, news media, and reports from UN agencies in Nairobi.  The comments and observations in this report are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect those of the United Nations. 


�  Although the Xawaadle are not technically members of the Hawiye lineage, they have acted politically as members of the Hawiye clan over the past few years.








