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Using an adaptive approach to making gatekeepers accountable
to internally displaced persons in Mogadishu, Somalia
Erik Bryld , Christine Kamau and M. A. Mohamoud

ABSTRACT
Since the mid-1990s, informal power structures in the form of self-
established gatekeepers have emerged within internal displacement
areas in Mogadishu, Somalia. Through action research, this article
explores the enhancement of accountability of these gatekeepers
against the formal governance system in Mogadishu. By aligning project
designs to the political economy and using a flexible approach, the
driving factors of these gatekeepers’ enhanced accountability can be
identified. In order to contest these informal power structures, a flexible
and adaptive project that constantly aligns with the local political
economy offers more opportunities in enhancing accountability in
difficult environments.
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The Mogadishu gatekeeper phenomenon

Although migration and displacement seem to have penetrated almost all corners of the world, some
regions continue to be disproportionally impacted, with the effects being exacerbated by poverty,
drought, and instability. UNHCR estimates there will be 18.1 million internally displaced persons
(IDPs) across the African continent in 2019. Durable solutions have become a central topic in the
global migration agenda, evidenced through a number of the Sustainable Development Goals, but
also in the recent signing of the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration in 2018
(Global Compact for Migration 2018). While these internationally recognised efforts have an impor-
tant political and economic role to play, addressing such deeply rooted and context-specific issues
also requires a flexibility and a willingness to engage local actors and informal structures involved
in the daily management and protection of IDPs.

In the vacuum generated by the Somali conflict over the last 20 years, informal power struc-
tures have emerged to address security and service delivery in areas where the government or
the international community has failed (Rubin et al. 2017). In Mogadishu, a business has been
created around accommodating the hundreds of thousands of IDPs coming into the city. This
business has been labelled by outsiders as the “gatekeeper” system. Somalia is host to an esti-
mated 2.6 million IDPs, of which around 600,000 reside in close to 500 settlements in the 17 dis-
tricts of Mogadishu (UNHCR 2016; Hajžmanová and Anzellini 2018). This means that over one
quarter of all IDPs in the East and Horn of Africa reside in Somalia (UNHCR 2019). None of these
settlements have formal status, and there are no government or UN-operated IDP “camps” that
IDPs are able to turn to for shelter, security and services. Instead, IDPs flock to informal settle-
ments, which are managed by local managers, commonly known as “gatekeepers”, or who have
been re-named as informal settlement managers (ISMs).1 This situation has remained unchanged
for over two decades.
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Common to all humanitarian efforts in and around Mogadishu has been a need to relate to ISMs,
of which there are estimated to be around 130–140, in the delivery of humanitarian assistance (each
ISM potentially managing one or more settlements).2

ISMs act as brokers between IDPs, local authorities and NGOs. On the one hand, they offer the IDPs
a plot of land in a settlement on which to live – and in some cases also basic services such as latrines
and access to water (through water trucking) – in exchange for payment in either cash or kind. On the
other hand, they regulate and restrict NGOs’ ability to provide humanitarian relief and the IDPs’
freedom of movement. They do this through the control that they exercise over access to and
from the settlements, often in concert with local clan leadership and local militia, and in some
cases by restricting IDP movement to other settlements, by retaining their food ration cards (Bryld
et al. 2015).

The ISMs’ ability to regulate aid flows is one of the means through which they legitimise and hold
on to their position. ISMs are quite ambiguous characters: though they provide IDPs with a level of
service and security that the Federal Government of Somalia and the international community still
has not been able to match, they do so in a non-transparent, and, in some cases, exploitive ways.
Consequently, ISMs are referred to by some Somalis as mukulel mathow (“black cats”), which, accord-
ing to Somali mythology, is something to be feared.

IDP settlements are often the scene of human rights abuses (Human Rights Watch 2013). This is
not solely a product of the gatekeeper system, but also of a collapsed state where the rule of law
has broken down, and where few perpetrators are ever held to account. As such, while not excusing
instances of abuse and violence that occur within this system, gatekeepers should not only be per-
ceived as being greedy or exploitative, as while this is true of some, it is not always the case. However,
the net effect of a less nuanced analysis of the system over the years has led to a global castigation of
all gatekeepers, without recognising that there are those within this system who are better perform-
ing in terms of offering services and protection to IDPs.

Since 2013, driven partly by the increase in eviction rates of IDPs from central Mogadishu to the
periphery, more than 11,000 IDPs have been evicted in the city on a monthly basis (Regional Durable
Solutions Secretariat 2018). A hierarchy has developed between the gatekeepers, reflecting their
status in the network of IDP settlements. Currently, the majority of settlements in the city are organ-
ised around a loose structure that comprises an “umbrella”, (typically consisting of between 5–8
settlements) with an appointed Umbrella leader; and at a higher level, a “Centre”, made up of a
number of umbrellas. Usually 3–10 umbrellas make up a centre (Figure 1) (Bryld et al. 2015).

Figure 1. The ISM umbrella camp management system.
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As such, an ISM can be a leader of a settlement, an Umbrella, or a Centre – and can in some cases
be both the leader of a settlement and an Umbrella or a Centre. Research has shown that ISMs typi-
cally come into being in four ways (Bryld et al. 2015):

(1) Inhabitants of Mogadishu who, on a speculative basis, search for and identify an empty plot of
land and through connections (with land owners and host community leaders) attract IDPs to
settle.

(2) Existing land owners who (as above) set up sites to attract IDPs and aid.
(3) Individuals who are appointed to run the daily affairs of a site by the local leaders/officials (most

often the District Commissioner) of the area where the site is located. These are often drawn from
the local community, but occasionally, in the older sites, they are also IDPs themselves (Bryld,
Kamau, and Sinigallia 2013, 13). This method was more prevalent before 2013.

(4) Most common is when IDPs that have resided inMogadishu for 10+ years and have the networks to
enable them to establish agreements with local landlords to set up and manage new IDP camps.

When asked about how they came to hold the position they do, almost 45% of ISMs responded that
they are self-appointed; a perception that the IDPs apparently share (40%) (Bryld et al. 2015). What
allows the ISMs to stay in this often self-appointed position is, above all, their ability to provide ser-
vices to the IDPs. These services can be divided into four clusters: land, security, conflict resolution,
and basic service delivery (Bryld, Kamau, and Sinigallia 2013)

In Mogadishu, land is a scarce resource and the situation around ownership is chaotic. IDPs are
often subject to the Government’s arbitrary evictions, as well as to evictions by land owners,
especially with the rise in diaspora Somalis returning and reclaiming properties.3 Security of
tenure, or the semblance of it – at least to the degree that the ISMs can provide this – is the
primary reason that IDPs turn to ISMs. Second, as IDPs are the most vulnerable group in the popu-
lation, the grave security situation in Mogadishu makes protection another big concern for IDPs.
The ISMs’ settlements are often fenced in, and the ISM is affiliated with local militia or informal secur-
ity providers, which serves a dual purpose: they provide security for the inhabitants of the settle-
ments, but at the same time, they back the ISM and make sure that all inhabitants abide by the
norms of the settlement (Bryld, Kamau, and Sinigallia 2013).

However, the ISM authority is not static in the settlements. The system is often described as “arbi-
trary” and “unregulated”, and the ISMs are perceived to treat the IDPs in an erratic and unaccountable
manner; some even going to the extent of abusing the IDPs’ human rights (Human Rights Watch
2013). However, research has shown that even though the system is not formalised or regulated
by official, bureaucratic norms, this does not mean that the ISMs operate completely arbitrarily. In-
depth studies from ten different settlements in Mogadishu show that the system is deeply permeated
by routines and work procedures, which build on broadly shared values and norms (Bryld et al. 2015).
While replication of state practices informs the daily management of the camps, processes of
decision-making and dispute settlement borrow from procedures and norms of traditional structures
in Somalia such as the Xeer system as well as Islamic law (Rubin et al. 2017). These processes should be
seen as a way of adapting to difficult conditions of disorder and lack of resources while ensuring
service delivery.

Included in the services provided by ISMs is the distribution of aid, conflict mediation between
inhabitants, arranging funerals, assisting in emergency situations such as illness or births, and in
some cases, facilitating crowd-funding of new facilities such as latrines, fencing, and so on (Bryld
et al. 2015). These services are paid for by the IDPs in either cash or kind and, as such, the ISMs
can be compared to commercial settlement managers, were it not for the fact that they fundamen-
tally lack any formalised accountability, transparency about payments received, and often also
respect for human rights.

The gatekeeper system also reflects an expression of the underlying power structures of Somali
society, in which the clan is the most salient source of identity, and where a democratically
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accountable state has not existed for decades (Sage 2005). This complex political economy surround-
ing ISMs explains why they have proven to be such a resilient power structure, and – despite being
shunned by NGOs, the international community, and state authorities – they remain unavoidable
power brokers in relation to protection and assistance of IDPs in Mogadishu.

While most NGOs deny engaging with ISMs in their service delivery process, this is next to imposs-
ible in the current set-up of most IDP settlements in Mogadishu, where access to these settlements
requires the ISM’s approval. For the IDPs, payment for access to land and security, in most cases, is
often given as a percentage of the aid delivered (usually around 10%) (Sage 2005). Despite this,
up until mid-2017, no coordinated efforts had been made to address the gatekeeper issue. Although
the ISM system cannot be alleviated in the present security, social and politico-economic context of
Mogadishu, steps can be taken to try to improve the transparency and accountability of the ISMs, as
described in a 2013 report on the gatekeeper issue (Bryld, Kamau, and Sinigallia 2013).

Through the Accountability in Informal Settlements (AIS) project funded by the DFID Implemen-
tation and Analysis in Action of Accountability Programme (IAAAP), an iterative process was pursued,
with implementation adjusted as lessons were learnt and new elements of the political economy
emerged. These lessons have, at times, challenged the project’s theory of change, and opened up
new avenues for addressing accountability.

This article seeks to answer the following the research questions: How can accountability and
transparency be enhanced in informal systems controlling access to shelter and services for vulner-
able groups in conflict contexts? How can project activities and objectives be designed to ensure
positive results in a fragile environment? How can trust and cooperation be supported between com-
munities and power-holders who have previously mistrusted each other?

We seek to illustrate that, based on a thorough and well-researched understanding of the local
context (political economy, social, ethnic), projects with built on targeted, participatory activities
involving all members of a community (formal and informal powerholders, vulnerable groups, com-
munity leaders, etc.) can yield positive results locally, which can then be scaled up. Working with the
existing systems to try to formalise them and make them more accountable is a more realistic goal
than trying to change the systems altogether, and there might be a strong demand for recognition
and formalisation from informal actors within these systems. Often, in fragile/conflict contexts, links
between authorities and communities have been broken down, and bridging that gap by making
stakeholders meet and acknowledge each other goes a long way.

Methodology

In accordance with the design and spirit of the IAAAP, the project was encouraged to apply an itera-
tive process adapting to the realities on the ground as the political economy became even better
documented, and evidence of actions emerged, which in turn, motivated a change in approach
and activities.

The iterative approach followed (Figure 2) was:

(1) The concept note. Based on the original study on gatekeepers in Mogadishu (Bryld, Kamau, and
Sinigallia 2013), a concept note outlining the main theory of change and approach, for a possible
improvement of ISM accountability was developed.

(2) The feasibility study. After having assessed the relevance of the concept note, a feasibility study
in 2015 assessed whether the note’s findings were still valid, and thus, that the project was feas-
ible (Bryld and Kamau 2015). The study was used to reassess the political economy and identify
possible IDP settlements to work in. It also supported the articulation of three specific work
streams: i) training and awareness raising of ISMs, ii) transparency activities, and iii) initiating a
formal approval process of ISMs.

(3) Implementation. After assessing the feasibility study, action research implementation occurred in
two phases for each work stream:
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(a) The pilot phase. The pilot phase was planned to test all three work streams. However, as will
become evident in the next section, the action research undertaken provided evidence that
meant that the design of the third work stream needed to be changed even before
implementation began. For all three streams, the pilot phase served to confirm and
provide recommendations for adjustments to the proposed approach.

(b) The roll-out phase. The roll-out phase was designed to reconfirm the findings of the pilot
phase and, thus, establish an understanding of whether the work streams are replicable
and can be institutionalised in a follow-up phase.

(4) Action research. Throughout implementation, different kinds of action research have been under-
taken to inform activities and test the theories of change. The insights from this research have
been used to regularly adjust implementation in order to maximise the potential for enhancing
accountabilities in IDP settlements. Action research undertaken has included:
(a) Open- and close-ended questionnaire surveys with IDPs and host communities in and

around the targeted settlements. Thirty IDPs were selected as respondents for baseline,
mid-term and end-line study exercises. To ensure a certain degree of openness, the respon-
dents were invited for interviews outside the IDP settlements to allow them to engage
without exposure to ISMs.

(b) Semi-structured interviews with ISMs, District Commissioners and NGO representatives: 24 in
total throughout the project cycle.

(c) Focus group discussions with IDPs and ISMs 16 in total in the project cycle
(d) Social mapping, carried out jointly with IDPs in three settlements
(e) Observations during six different training events utilising role-plays to gain further insights

into the social and power dynamics
(f) Multiple field monitoring visits

Figure 2. AIS project implementation process.
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It is important to note that during the project’s implementation, none of the ISMs or other individuals
targeted by the project was offered any payment or inducement for their participation, except for a
cup of tea during training or meetings. There was, therefore, no immediate financial incentive for par-
ticipating in the activities. This is especially important considering that such extensive participation in
the project, for training and in subsequent regular engagement with the project, tended to require
some transaction costs on their part in terms of time spent away from their regular activities. This
further demonstrates their keen interest in the project as an avenue through which they could pro-
gress further towards gaining greater recognition. Of equal importance, their continued engagement
demonstrated their real appreciation at being acknowledged for the role they play with regard to
providing some solution to the IDP dilemma in Mogadishu. As one ISM said during a training
session, “No one has shown an interest in us before”.

Making gatekeepers accountable – the original approach

AIS’s point of departure is the need for increased protection of IDPs by enhancing the accountability
of ISMs. Thus, the project works with the existing informal management structures of the ISM system,
building on the assumption that enhanced accountability will lead to improved protection of IDPs
and enhanced transparency in the delivery of aid to IDPs in Mogadishu. It was not expected that
the ISMs involved could be moved from being unaccountable to being fully accountable from one
day to the next; rather, the idea was to influence the ISMs gradually through small cumulative inter-
ventions that, over time, would enhance accountability. The initial planned intervention developed in
Bryld et al. (2015) focused on three work streams:

(1) Providing selected ISMs with training and mechanisms for effective settlement management,
protection and service delivery to IDPs.

(2) Enhancing the transparency of the ISMs’ IDP taxation (rent), service delivery, and protection levels
of the different settlements with the aim of promoting the most attractive settlements to IDPs
and aid agencies.

(3) Testing a more formalised approval process of ISMs with the local authorities and possibly inter-
national humanitarian agencies, and introducing a certification system for ISMs.

These interventions were based on the conclusions from the feasibility study funded by IAAAP, which
demonstrated that the ISMs were surprisingly interested in being trained, just as the Mogadishu
Mayor’s Office, the Benadir Regional Administration, was interested in being engaged in such a
project. The AIS project thus rests on the key assumption that the ISMs were motivated and
willing to actively engage with the pilot project.

The original reasoning behind the work streams was that if demand-based training of ISMs for
improved protection and service delivery is provided, they are supported in enhancing the trans-
parency and “marketing” of IDP-friendly settlement practices, and a certification system for ISMs
together with the local authorities and aid agencies is introduced, these ISMs will provide services
and protection to IDPs in a more transparent and accountable way. This is likely to make the settle-
ments concerned be more attractive to IDPs, motivate other IDPs to move to the settlements where
protection and services are improved, and allow aid agencies to provide assistance to IDPs in a
transparent manner, without having to cooperate with exploitative ISMs. This preference of IDPs
to be located in settlements where they have better protection and access to services will motivate
other informal settlement managers to follow suit and improve their own conduct, thereby improv-
ing both the management, service delivery and protection elements within the IDP settlements
(Bryld et al. 2015). In this way, the intervention addresses different levels of accountabilities
(Table 1).

Apart from the primary assumption of the programme – that ISMs were interested in participating
in the project – the envisaged wider effects were based on a number of secondary assumptions:

6 E. BRYLD ET AL.



(a) IDPs have the ability (and willingness) to move between settlements in Mogadishu to seek the
best opportunities (the best settlement).

(b) Local governments can see the benefit of participating in the exercise as it will increase oversight
of the settlements in their jurisdiction.

(c) Aid agencies (in particular NGOs) can see the benefit of participating in the exercise by working
with ISMs who promote protection, improving their ability to deliver in accordance with huma-
nitarian principles.

Implementing the project – adapting to evidence

To ensure that there existed a reasonable probability of achieving the intended outcomes, and to ensure
that evidence and learning were tracked as the project progressed, the decision was made to engage
with the “better” ISMs, that is, ISMs who were already considered by the NGOs as less exploitative and
easier to engage with. It was considered important to have full buy-in from the ISMs in the project,
who, it was assumed, would be more open to changing their behaviour for the benefit of the IDPs.

The first work stream focused on training and awareness raising of ISMs. During the training, the
ISMs exchanged knowledge and shared experiences; they discussed challenges in their particular
settlements. They received an introduction to the UN’s Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian
Affairs’ humanitarian principles, and they were asked to rank their own skills in different areas in order
to identify skills gaps. Throughout this process, the ISMs were asked to reflect on the needs of the
IDPs, keeping in mind how they could best assist them. They were also asked to perform a short,
improvised role play, which they set up themselves based on their own ideas about challenges in
their settlements – a task which they undertook with great enthusiasm. Afterwards, they were
asked to draw the most important lessons from the role play.

To test the ISMs’ understanding of transparency and to ensure that the training would result in
tangible actions on their part, they were asked to develop commitments for their own settlements
– concrete actions that they would implement to improve the situation in their settlements. The
ISMs developed five such commitments: prevent harming of IDPs, combat child marriage, challenge
female genital mutilation, reduce gender-based violence, and a commitment to engaging more
transparently with the IDPs in the management of the settlements.

In the second work stream, the five commitments were transferred to large signboards erected in
the settlements, both as text and drawings – the latter catering to Somalia’s high rates of illiteracy.
Visualising the commitments in this way was intended to provide a basis for the inhabitants of the
settlements to understand the commitments made by the ISM (thereby empowering them to hold
their ISM to account) as well as to advertise the commitments to other IDPs and motivate them to
join the “better performing and more accountable” settlement, and in this way, create a market
for accountability by the IDPs “voting with their feet”. The ISMs were then encouraged to take this
process further, resulting in several ISMs holding separate awareness-raising sessions on the

Table 1. Different levels of accountability.

Actors who need to enhance
their accountability Change in accountability expected (tested)

Actor to whom accountability
is enhanced

Informal settlement manager Enhanced adherence to IDP needs and protection IDPs
Informal settlement manager Enhanced adherence to local government regulations

and requirements
Local government

Local government Enhanced demonstration of ability to govern
jurisdiction

Somali citizens

Aid agencies Transparency in aid delivery and increased adherence
to humanitarian principles in aid delivery

IDPs

Aid agencies Aid delivered according to humanitarian
commitments

Somali citizens, tax payers, and other
concerned citizens (electorate)
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commitments, and in some cases inviting outsiders such as midwives and Imams along to convey the
anti-female genital mutilation message, for example.

The third work stream – the formalised approval process of the gatekeepers – aimed at creating a
fully transparent and scalable grading of the camps, which could also be advertised like the commit-
ments of the camps. This intervention follows the same market logic as the intervention about the
commitments, but, unlike the signboards, the creation of an official grading system is a broader oper-
ation that needs buy-in from both the Government, the Benadir Regional Administration and NGOs,
who would need to commit themselves to (officially) engage with the ISMs concerned, providing
them with de facto recognition. As will be seen below, this part of the intervention was the most
difficult and could not be fully implemented.

ISMs crave legitimacy and recognition

The first basic assumption of the project, as mentioned earlier, was that the ISMs are interested in
participating in training and affecting change. The pilot found that this assumption held true. The
ISMs proved to be surprisingly interested in the training, explaining that they had never had a
chance to participate in such training before. Through the research, it became evident that ISMs
have an urge for formal recognition, which is much higher than anticipated. ISMs spoke at length
about how their good efforts for the IDPs were not recognised by anyone. This research illustrated
how the ISMs consider themselves legitimate service providers, while lamenting the lack of recog-
nition of their efforts. Consequently, the training was considered to be an acknowledgement of
their function. Further, the fact that a District Commissioner was invited to attend a training
session and address the ISMs added to the perception of recognition. It was therefore found that
this recognition was perceived to be a key ingredient for the ISMs to stay in power. The IDPs recog-
nise and respect the ISM as long as the basic services are provided, and these services can only be
facilitated by the ISM if they have access to local governments and NGOs and can lobby for the inter-
est of the IDPs.

The discovery of recognition as a powerful driver of change compelled a shift in the project’s
theory of change by making the erection of the signboards into a public event at which the District
Commissioner was present, as well as local media. Thereby, the ISMs, at least in the settlements tar-
geted by the project, turned from “black cats” to recognised service providers endorsed by the local
authorities and community. This signalled the establishment of the first real element of formalised
ISM accountability, as the ISMs through this process agreed to having District Commissioners
provide inputs to the signboard content. Thus, for the first time, District Commissioners would
start having a say over how the ISMs operate.

The need to adapt to the realities on the ground continued throughout the implementation.
Through the action research, it quickly became evident that developing a formal approval process
of the ISMs was not realistic, at least not in the short to medium term. Within the Government,
there were strong supporters of the idea, but also strong forces working against it. Similarly, a
primary concern of the Benadir Regional Administration was the “illegal” settlements located on valu-
able Benadir Regional Administration/Government land in Mogadishu. A certification process would
encourage these settlements to become more permanent, as well as give legitimacy to what is con-
sidered to be a predatory system. The concern about IDP occupation of Benadir Regional Adminis-
tration land was assessed to be two-pronged: a concern about Benadir Regional Administration
access to government land in the medium- to long-term to accommodate the town’s and adminis-
tration’s growth, as well as a more immediate concerns related to the (public or individual) economic
opportunities of the land in Mogadishu (Rift Valley Institute 2017).

Furthermore, there are concerns that legitimisation would counter the Benadir Regional Adminis-
tration’s efforts towards returning IDPs to their places of origin and that there is “no space” for them
in Mogadishu. This reluctance to accept IDPs as Mogadishuites is, according to some interviewees,
also directly linked to the fear of the Hawiye clan that allowing the mostly Bantu IDPs to settle
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would interfere with the existing power balance. This illustrates the limited influence of IDPs in the
political sphere in Mogadishu (see Menkhaus 2017). While some IDPs occupy public land, they are all
Somali citizens that the Benadir Regional Administration and Federal Government of Somalia should
serve (as any other Somali citizens), and IDPs living on private land that is “rented” by ISMs are and
should be considered as legal residents of Mogadishu. The issue should be dealt with more from an
urban planning perspective as opposed to IDPs being perceived as a “blight” on the landscape of
Mogadishu.

The difficulties experienced in pursuing certification meant changes in the project course and a
revamping of the third work stream prior to the start of implementation, with other means of enhan-
cing accountabilities pursued. This led to the invention of Informal Settlement Monitoring Commit-
tees aimed at overseeing the implementation of the ISM commitments. Further, the committees
function as a forum through which the ISMs and the local authorities engage regularly with the
aim of building mutual accountabilities (Bryld et al. 2015).

IDPs rarely choose to move between settlements

The theory of change was further based on the assumption that a wider change outside of the tar-
geted settlements would happen as other IDPs move towards the better performing and more
accountable settlements. This assumption did not hold true. Action research found that the IDPs’
freedom of movement was not as significant as was initially thought. Moving between settlements
involved surprisingly high transaction costs for the IDPs, and hence, they only very rarely consider
moving. The IDPs in the targeted settlements – where the IDPs consider themselves free to leave
– said that they had heard about people moving settlements, but that this was usually due to
severe conflicts with other inhabitants, rather than for better services. In particular, forced evictions
were found to be the cause of most inter-settlement migration. Interviews and surveys with several
dozen settlement residents showed that most newly arriving IDPs had made their choice of settle-
ment prior to their arrival, based on either recommendations from friends or relatives in terms of
access to services or security, or the presence of these or other members of their extended
network in a given settlement, who promised to welcome them and offer them support with their
move. Afterwards, new residents may be disappointed or unsatisfied with their choice of settlement,
but this rarely spurs a move to a different one: finding shelter in a new settlement is uncertain and
costly, and being accepted into a new settlement without having connections is difficult. As such, the
market dynamic intended at driving the wider change seemed to be stuck. In other words, the key
assumption underlying the theory of change of the project could not be confirmed.

ISMs accept the district commissioner’s authority

The settlements already have so-called settlement committees, and therefore the concept of a com-
mittee was not alien to the IDPs or the ISMs. Unlike the settlement committees, however, the com-
mittees are not grounded in one single settlement, but instead, oversee developments in several
settlements engaged in the pilot project. The idea was to increase the engagement of local govern-
ment so that it has a greater stake in the system. The Informal Settlement Monitoring Committee is
chaired by a District Commissioner and includes representation from IDPs and Waah leadership
(lower-level local authority representatives), as well as ISMs.4 As such, the Informal Settlement Moni-
toring Committee is a gradual step towards improved accountability, allowing for testing account-
ability mechanisms between the different stakeholders in the power structure. As part of the
monitoring committee’s function, the members visit the targeted settlements bi-annually to assess
the progress made on a range of different parameters, the results of which are recorded in a moni-
toring sheet and posted within the settlement. By making the District Commissioners chairs of the
committees, their legitimacy as representatives of the local authority is acknowledged vis-à-vis the
ISMs, and at the same time, puts them in the lead of change in the IDP settlements. As such, the
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committee was designed as an important step towards establishing trust and mutual appreciation
between the local authorities and the ISMs, and thus, in the longer run, paves the way for the
formal certification of ISMs. In the meantime, the Informal Settlement Monitoring Committee rep-
resented a way of further transferring authority from the ISM to the District Commissioner and
thus formalising this new accountability link.

Results so far

The most important result for AIS is that through this adaptive process, accountability of the ISMs to
the local authorities has begun to be enhanced. At the start of the project, the ISMs were without
clear lines of accountability to any authority, except for the (important) financial linkages with land-
lords and within their own ISM umbrella organisation, which were however neither formalised nor
transparent.

This is now starting to change. By agreeing to engage in training and discuss and report on their
commitments to improved conditions for IDPs with the District Commissioners, the ISMs are de facto
opening up for outside scrutiny and approval of their actions. By agreeing to have the District Com-
missioner chair the Informal Settlement Monitoring Committees and holding the monitoring sessions
in the settlements with and in front of IDPs, the ISM is moving one step further towards transferring
accountability to the formal governance structure. In other words, by agreeing to engage in the Com-
mittees, the ISM is also agreeing to the fact that their actions will be held to account upwards to the
District Commissioner and downwards to the IDPs. This is a first step in a longer process, but it has
already been found that ISMs are so eager to engage with outside authorities that, to a certain extent,
they are willing to compromise their own independence. By motivating the two sides to discuss ISM
commitments, the ISMs have de facto agreed to formal authorities interfering with their work, and
thus a process of changing power dynamics has been initiated.

For the first time ever, the formal system is examining the behaviour of the ISMs. In this way, the
District Commissioners have illustrated the hierarchy of authority in the settlements, to which the
ISMs have then agreed. Indeed, ISMs are interested in getting recognition from the formal system,
which they hope will enable them to improve their contacts and ability to make deals, and thus
sustain their position and income base.

The Informal Settlement Management Committee meetings made it clear that the participating
IDPs were open and willing to express their views in the meetings, giving the ISMs a glimpse into
what it means to be publicly accountable and transparent in their operations. So far, the performance
of the ISMs is good, and what is reported is generally positive. It remains to be seen what will happen
once more grave issues are raised at a committee, which will be a key test for the committee as an
accountability tool in the next phase of the AIS.

The new interaction through the training, transparency process, and Informal Settlement Monitor-
ing Committees means that:

(1) The District Committees’ authority can now be extended to ISMs, and thus introduce some level
of accountability that did not exist in the past.

(2) The ISMs are willing to trade in power for legitimacy, confirming the adapted theory of change of
the AIS project.

(3) The opportunity now exists to add activities to move the accountability process further, and thus
continue to tie the ISMs into the “web of accountability”.

In addition to the higher-level initial results on accountability, a number of minor, yet important
results can also be identified at this stage. Most important of these is the ISMs’ and District Commis-
sioners’ self-imposed commitment to alleviate female genital mutilation, child marriage and gender-
based violence. While the latter has been touched upon during the ISM training, it has not been a key
message. However, from the training and during the discussions between District Commissioners and
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ISMs, both parties were eager to include these three sensitive topics in their commitments for
change. Specifically, they wanted to ensure that these practices are limited in the settlements. By
insisting on this, the ISMs (and District Commissioners) are now de facto also contributing to the
IAAAP objectives of improving women’s empowerment and gender equality.

Conclusion

Using a flexible and adaptive approach building on the political economy can be an effective
approach to enhance accountabilities in difficult environments. There is room for further enhancing
accountability and institutionalising results. It does not seem as though the ISM/ “gatekeeper” system
will be removed in the short-term. However, it is possible to influence it in order to improve the pro-
tection of the IDPs. The first phase of the AIS proved this, and the process continues through the use
of an adaptive approach.

The most important lesson so far, which is possible to be applied in other contexts, remains the
need to be able to adapt as projects progress. Projects that accept changes recognise learning from
failure and allow other projects, such as the AIS, to build on evidence to adapt continuously. As part of
this process, the following factors are key:

. Any intervention must be based on a thorough analysis and comprehensive understanding of the
specific political economy and cultural context – there is especially a need to take account of
potential spoilers and devise ways to manage them.

. Full buy-in from the formal power structures is a prerequisite for durable change, though it might
not be easy to obtain. The real challenge here is to convince both the formal and the informal
power structures that they can coexist and complement each other. Trust and bridge-building
between actors in the political economy are critical and time-consuming steps.

. Project design must be flexible and based on realistic expectations – inflated expectations and an
idealistic rather than pragmatic project design will not create durable change. This also requires
resources to investigate and research changes (and lack of change) throughout the implementation.

. All actors involved in the process, government, NGOs, and so on, must be risk-willing and ready to
challenge their own perceptions. Often, we find, these perceptions are the biggest obstacles to
positive change.

. Results need to be documented alongside the assumptions and realities on which they are based.

Notes

1. The term “gatekeepers” (or “black cats” in Somali) has negative connotations relating to the exploitative nature of
some of these in the past. However, not all gatekeepers are exploitative and we found the “gatekeepers” label
prevented a constructive dialogue on their role in the Mogadishu society; as a result, during this pilot phase
of the project, together with those gatekeepers that were a target for the project, we decided to re-name
them according to their function of ISM.

2. Project team estimate, Tana.
3. For decades, when there was no functional government in Mogadishu, many IDPs resided in government buildings

and on public land. With the setting up of the Federal Government of Somalia in 2012, a wave of reconstruction
started in the city and many IDPs were forcefully evicted from the buildings without being provided agreeable
alternative locations. These have in most cases found space in new IDP settlements established by gatekeepers.

4. The local government structure in Mogadishu is made up of a number of layers, with the Mayor being the most
senior, then District Commissioners, and the Waah leaders being more like ward leaders answerable to their Dis-
trict Commissioners. Each District is made up on a number of Waahs, so the Waah leader involved in the ISMC is
the one in whose location the IDP settlement falls.
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