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Introduction 
 
Humanitarian access negotiation remains a significant operational and policy concern 
throughout the humanitarian sector. Indeed, in recent years, humanitarian agencies 
have devoted greater attention to enhancing individual aid workers’ capacities to 
negotiate access in increasingly complex environments while promoting efforts to 
develop or refine organizational access strategies. 1  These initiatives demonstrate 
progress in the domain of international emergency response, especially considering 
that access obstructions have bedeviled organizations since the emergence of the 
humanitarian sector.2  
 
New challenges confronting humanitarian operations have further complicated the 
vast array of perpetual access challenges the aid sector faces. For example, when 
humanitarian aid extends beyond emergency assistance and aligns more closely to 
protection and human rights priorities, which host governments might perceive as 
unwelcome or even threatening,3 or when humanitarian operations become linked 
with larger political or military aims—such as stabilization, or peacekeeping efforts in 
the context of integrated missions—humanitarian access may be hindered, and 
indeed, humanitarian agencies may be violently targeted by armed actors. 4 
Furthermore, the rise of protracted conflicts—and consequently, the long-term 
presence of international humanitarian actors in these contexts—has led to the 
emergence of a new “paradigm” that challenges traditional approaches of 
humanitarian action.5 As Dorothea Hilhorst has explained, the original paradigm was 
“classical humanitarianism,” rooted in international actors taking the lead in 
providing assistance in accordance with humanitarian principles (humanity, 
impartiality, neutrality, and independence) under the implicit assumption that a crisis 
constitutes a “state of exception” in which the government temporarily cannot or will 
not attend to the population’s humanitarian needs. In contrast, a paradigm of 
                                                
1 See generally Rob Grace, “The Humanitarian as Negotiator: Developing Capacity across the Sector,” 
Working Paper, Advanced Training Program on Humanitarian Action, Harvard Humanitarian 
Initiative, September 2017, https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3043968. 
2 For an early example, see Caroline Moorehead, Dunant’s Dream: War, Switzerland, and the History of 
the Red Cross, Harper Collins Publishers, London, 1998, pp. 40-42, which discusses humanitarian 
access difficulties during the Second Schleswig War in 1864. 
3 For one example where this tension plays a prominent role, see generally Michel-Olivier Lacharité, 
“Yemen: A Low Profile,” in Claire Magone, Michael Neuman, and Fabrice Weissman (eds), 
Humanitarian Negotiations Revealed: The MSF Experience, Hurst & Company, London, 2011. 
4 See generally Samir Elhawary, “Mirror, Mirror on the Wall: Stabilizers, Humanitarians, and Clashes 
of Perception,” in Caroline Abu Saba (ed), In the Eyes of Others: How People in Crises Perceive 
Humanitarian Aid, Center for International Cooperation, Humanitarian Outcomes, and Médecins Sans 
Frontières, 2012, https://www.msf.org/sites/msf.org/files/msf-in-the-eyes-of-others.pdf. 
5 See generally Dorothea Hilhorst, “Classical Humanitarianism and Resilience Humanitarianism: 
Making Sense of Two Brands of Humanitarian Action,” Journal of International Humanitarian Action 
3(15), 2018. 
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“resilience humanitarianism” has emerged, in particular, over the course of the past 
decade. Under this paradigm—which appears to guide humanitarian action in some 
settings, in particular, in response to natural disasters—local actors and institutions 
assume a more central role and international efforts focus on complementing and 
building upon local resilience and capacity. In this model, a state of crisis constitutes 
not a state of exception, but rather, a new normal. As Hilhorst notes, although these 
two paradigms “are often loosely used and intermingled in practice,” they constitute 
two parallel, competing logics of the role of international humanitarian response.6 
 
Without continuous engagement of local actors and institutions, there is a risk that the 
discourse and practice of humanitarian access negotiation will become stuck within 
the “classical humanitarianism” paradigm. Indeed, the dominant discourse on 
humanitarian access obstruction has focused on externally imposed obstructions, with 
scarce attention paid to how the strategic logic of humanitarian action fits within the 
larger emergency response ecosystem. For example, a 2010 document published by 
the United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) 
enumerates emblematic access obstacles thusly:  
 

• Bureaucratic restrictions on personnel and humanitarian supplies. 
• Impediments related to climate, terrain or lack of infrastructure. 
• The diversion of aid, and interference in the delivery of relief and 

implementation of activities. 
• Active fighting and military operations. 
• Attacks on humanitarian personnel, goods and facilities.7 

 
As the above list indicates, the focus is on barriers to implementing humanitarian 
programming that are largely external to the organization. To some extent, this 
perspective does recognize internal and inter-organizational dynamics. For example, 
there has been focus directed toward intra-organizational coordination, processes of 
setting organizational “red lines,” and relations between headquarters and field staff 
in terms of fulfilling commitments made during negotiation processes.8 Regarding 
inter-organizational relations, there has also been increased attention on cultivating a 
willingness and commitment to jointly address complex access challenges, adopt 
common operating guidelines in particular contexts, forge better linkages between 
funding and coordinated programming, and garner the support of donors in these 

                                                
6 Ibid, at 1. 
7 “OCHA on Message: Humanitarian Access,” Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, 
April 2010, http://www.unocha.org/sites/dms/Documents/OOM_HumAccess_English.pdf. 
8 For example, see generally Julia Steets, Claudia Meier, Adele Harmer, Abby Stoddard, and Janika 
Spannagel, “Evaluation of WFP Policies on Humanitarian Principles and Access in Humanitarian 
Contexts,” Evaluation Report, World Food Programme, May 2018, 
https://docs.wfp.org/api/documents/WFP-
0000072044/download/?_ga=2.190272681.385238868.1539795559-1843686597.1539795559. 
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processes. Indeed, lack of adequate inter-organizational coordination has had a 
significant impact on perceptions of humanitarian actors in the field, the security of 
staff, access to beneficiaries, and the effectiveness of programs, with repercussions 
that can reverberate to other contexts. However, this focus on internal and inter-
organizational dynamics has been largely limited to how these elements relate to 
grappling with external actors and obstacles.  
 
When considering what drives, and how to surmount, humanitarian access 
obstructions, it is important to interrogate the fundamental aims of humanitarian 
action, as well as how humanitarian organizations work toward realizing their 
objectives. Without a critical examination of these dynamics, continued efforts in 
access negotiation capacity building and organizational self-examination will be 
incomplete, feeding into a narrative that humanitarian organizations are simply 
victims of externally imposed access obstruction. But one cannot decouple access 
obstruction from the policy dimensions of humanitarian programming. Indeed, the 
access challenges that humanitarian actors face can actually be driven or exacerbated 
by operational decisions made at the strategic or policy level. In this sense, access 
obstacles are not merely external, but rather, can be self-inflicted, arising from the very 
manner by which humanitarian organizations determine and pursue their 
programmatic objectives. 
 
To analyze these dynamics, this paper focuses on Somalia, an emblematic 
environment in which there is a convergence of a deep and complex protracted 
conflict, urgent and long-term humanitarian needs, and an insecure and politicized 
environment where attacks directed at humanitarian actors are prevalent. In this 
context, there is also a definitive and consequential operational chasm between 
international humanitarian actors and the populations they aim to serve. 
 
This study is based on over 40 interviews conducted in Somalia, as well as remotely, 
with senior staff, both local and international, of local and international non-
governmental organizations and United Nations agencies active in different areas of 
Somalia, including Mogadishu, Afgooye, Baïdoa, Kismayo, and Galkayo. In-country 
interviews were conducted in April, June, and September 2018. Remote interviews 
were conducted between May 2016 to September 2017. Interviewees discussed their 
experiences working in various areas in the humanitarian field, such as health, 
support for internally displaced persons (IDPs), and education.  
 
This paper is divided into five parts. Part I provides an overview of the ongoing 
conflict in Somalia. Part II discusses externally imposed access obstacles in this 
context. Part III complements this analysis with an examination of the self-inflicted 
dimensions of humanitarian access obstruction in Somalia. Part IV, to illustrate the 
importance of acknowledging and grappling with self-inflicted obstacles, examines 
the case of Somalia through the lens of the typology of grand strategies of 
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humanitarianism introduced by Michael Barnett and Jack Snyder. 9  Part V offers 
concluding remarks.  
 

I. Background on the Ongoing Armed Conflict in Somalia 
 
A state of protracted internal armed conflict has endured in Somalia since the 
downfall of the regime of Siad Barre in 1991. This multi-faceted conflict entails an 
ongoing conflict with Harakat Al-Shabaab Al-Mujahideen (also known as Al-
Shabaab), inter-clan tensions, and tensions between federal authorities and those at 
the state and local levels. International actors have been present and engaged in 
supporting the political “modernization” of the Somali state. The most recent 
significant developments in this regard were the elections of 2016-2017, widely hailed 
as a flawed but significant step forward for the country. To quote one expert’s 
reflections on the overall status of Somalia state- and nation-building in the post-
election environment: “The operation was a mess, but the patient survived.” 10 
Nevertheless, the armed conflict endures, chronic poverty in the country persists,11 
and climate-related environmental degradation continues to exacerbate tensions.12 
The rest of this section will elaborate on these issues, offering context for the 
humanitarian access issues that the rest of this paper will examine.  
 

A. Political “Modernization” 
 
The project of promoting the political “modernization” of Somalia has entailed 
international donors pursuing both top-down and bottom-up modes of cultivating 
political buy-in among a wide range of actors, including elites and civil society, for the 
process. However, it appears that a lack of strategic coordination among donor actors, 
as well as donor timelines, has led to a reduced international focus on grassroots 
efforts directed toward addressing the underlying causes of conflict.13  
                                                
9 See generally Michael Barnett and Jack Snyder, “The Grand Strategies of Humanitarianism,” in 
Michael Barnett and Thomas G. Weiss (eds), Humanitarianism in Question: Politics, Power, Ethics, 
Cornell University Press, Ithaca, 2008. 
10 Ken Menkhaus, “Elections in the Hardest Places: The Case of Somalia,” Journal of Democracy 28(4), 
October 2017, p. 142. 
11 “Somali Poverty Profile 2017: Finding from Wave 1 of the Somali High Frequency Survey,” The 
World Bank, June 2017, 
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/325991506114032755/pdf/AUS19442-REVISED-PUBLIC-
Somali-Poverty-Profile-Update-4-27-November-2017.pdf. 
12 For example, see generally Giovanna Kuele and Ana Cristina Miola, “Somalia: The Role of Climate 
Change in Recurring Violence,” Igrapé Institute, November 6, 2017, 
https://igarape.org.br/en/somalia/; and Christina Goldbaum, “Somalia’s Climate Change Refugees,” 
IRIN, February 21, 2018, https://www.irinnews.org/feature/2018/02/21/somalia-s-climate-change-
refugees. 
13 See generally Sarah Hearn and Thomas Zimmerman, “A Window of Opportunity for Somalia: Will 
External Actors’ Peacebuilding Frameworks Help or Hinder the Effort?” Project Brief, Center for 
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One can describe the mode of governance pursued for Somalia as “federal indirect 
consociational democracy.” 14  Consociational democracy—a notion popularized by 
political scientist, Arend Lijphart, in the 1970s as a form of democracy appropriate for 
countries where politically salient identity characteristics are prevalent—entails 
“government by a grand coalition of the political leaders of all significant segments of 
the plural society.” 15  The notion of consociational democracy is that, by 
institutionalizing political cooperation across politically salient identity lines, as 
Lijphart explains, “the centrifugal tendencies inherent in a plural society are 
counteracted by the cooperative attitudes and behavior of the leaders of the different 
segments of the population.”16 However, a key critique of consociational democracy 
is that this form of governance will only be successful if the underlying causes of 
societal conflict are first understood and addressed.17 Indeed, as one report notes, 
institutionalizing politics along identity-based divides can intensify political 
cleavages, leaving the state weak and under-developed, based on “little more than the 
relationships forged between powerful elites” who “can mobilise violence easily 
through patron-client relationships,” and where there exist “short timeframes before 
bargains are re-negotiated, often through violence.”18  
 
Furthermore, as the same report states, the “tribal structures, identities, and fault-
lines” in Somalia “continue to influence the social relations, norms, customs and 
legitimacy that govern elites.” 19  Where the prospect of state-building among the 
political elite signifies a threat to their interests, political elites can and have 
circumnavigated formal state structures, aiming to intentionally keep state 
institutions weak. 20  According to another report, some analysts perceive that 
Somalia’s “narrow model of electioneering only benefits an elite political class” and 
risks “widen[ing] the already existing rift between clans and sub-clans,” thus 
potentially “stym[ying] the creation of an all-inclusive system that would unite 
Somalis based on nationhood.”21 Furthermore, analysts have described the context as 
                                                
International Cooperation, New York University, May 2014, 
https://cic.nyu.edu/sites/default/files/somalia_pb_may2014.pdf. 
14 Menkhaus, p. 137. 
15 Arend Lijphart, Democracy in Plural Societies: A Comparative Exploration, Yale University Press, 1977, 
p. 25. 
16 Ibid, at 1. 
17 For example, see Donald L. Horowitz, Ethnic Groups in Conflict, University of California Press, Los 
Angeles, 1985, pp.  563-652. 
18 Christine Cheng, Jonathan Goodhand, and Patrick Meehan, “Synthesis Paper: Securing and 
Sustaining Elite Bargains that Reduce Violent Conflict,” Elite Bargains and Political Deals Project, 
Stabilisation Unit, United Kingdom Government, April 2018, p. 21. 
19 Ibid, at 18. 
20 Ibid, at 22. 
21 Abdi Latif Dahir, “Democracy is Thriving in Somalia, Even with Less than 1% of People Voting in 
the Upcoming Election,” Quartz Africa, September 23, 2016, https://qz.com/africa/758624/somalias-
fragile-democracy-is-finally-starting-to-thrive. 
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one in which “externally-driven donor aid allocations and disbursement timelines risk 
undercutting Somali decision-making and consensus-building on peacebuilding.”22 
 
The 2016-2017 elections were plagued by corruption,23 but nevertheless, the process 
led to, in the words of one expert, “at least temporary public enthusiasm about and 
support for the new government, earning it a degree of legitimacy that the outgoing 
administration had lacked.”24 Still, this optimism and enthusiasm remains tentative. 
Interviews with local Somali actors revealed a prevalent perception in the country that 
the state being constructed is fragile, constituting a bubble with the potential to 
rapidly explode. As the findings of these interviews indicate, the primary fear among 
Somalis is the risk of the country backsliding toward a situation resembling 1991, 
when inter-clan divisions fueled violent conflict and the dissolution of any sort of 
centralized political order. Moreover, various studies have noted that many Somalis 
view a strong central state with suspicion and perceive even federalism to be an 
undesirable externally imposed solution.25 Nevertheless, interviewees also noted the 
emergence of a political culture, in terms of debates, and in particular, interest among 
Somalis in political discourse on social media. Despite this development, dialogue 
tends to illustrate an underlying level of mistrust between interlocutors. The notion 
that “every single Somali thinks he is a victim in this context” is prevalent throughout 
the country.26 
 
The Somali diaspora also plays a crucial role in the country in various respects. In 
2016, the diaspora injected approximately $1.4 billion via remittances into the Somali 

                                                
22 Hearn and Zimmerman, pp. 1-2. Also see generally Warsan Cismaan Saalax and Abdulaziz Ali 
Ibrahim ‘Xildhiban,’ “Somali Peace Agreements: Fuelling Factionalism,” Conciliation Resources, 2010, 
https://www.c-r.org/downloads/Accord%2021_9Somali%20peace%20agreements_2010_ENG.pdf. 
23 See Jeffrey Gettleman, “Fueled by Bribes, Somalia’s Election Seen as Milestone of Corruption,” The 
New York Times, February 7, 2017, https://www.nytimes.com/2017/02/07/world/africa/somalia-
election-corruption.html. 
24 Menkhaus, p. 134. See also Ahmed Soliman, “Is Democracy Emerging in Somalia?” Chatham 
House, The Royal Institute of International Affairs, 
https://www.chathamhouse.org/expert/comment/democracy-emerging-somalia. 
25 See Hearn and Zimmerman, pp. 13-14; Ali Ghedi, “Why We Reject Imposition of Western 
Democracy on Somalia,” Pambazuka News, September 7, 2015, 
https://www.pambazuka.org/governance/why-we-reject-imposition-western-democracy-somalia; and 
Mohamed Iman Abdulle, “Federalism for Somalia: The Best Hope for Rebuilding the Nation,” High-
quality Research Support Programme, Observatory of Conflict and Violence Prevention, University of 
Bristol, and Transparency Solutions, August 2017, p. 17, 
http://ocvp.org/HQRS2/Mohamed%20Iman%20Abdulle.pdf. 
26 For previous research that captures this same sentiment, see Rahma Abdulkadir and Caroline 
Ackley, “The Role of Shari’a-Based Restorative Justice in the Transition from Armed Conflict to 
Peacebuilding: Do Somalis Hold the View That the Restorative Justice Aspects within Qisas Offer a 
Solution?” Northeast African Studies 14(2), Fall 2014, p. 112. 
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economy.27 Additionally, more than one third of current members of parliament, as 
well as the majority of presidential candidates in the recent presidential election 
(including the winner and current president, Mohamed Abdullahi Mohamed, 
nicknamed “Farmajo”), and the current prime minister, Hassan Ali Khayre, all hold 
foreign passports.28 In light of these realities, there is concern among Somalis about 
the commitment of these dual passport holders toward Somalia in the long term.  
 

B. The Multi-Faceted Conflict Endures 
 
Despite the steps forward in terms of state- and nation-building in Somalia, the armed 
conflict endures. The clan-based political configuration of Somalia has contributed to 
political conflicts along clan, sub-clan, and even family lines across the country. 
Moreover, a major thread in this conflict consists of the clash between the Federal 
Government of Somalia (FGS) and Al-Shabaab, a non-state armed group committed 
to establishing an Islamist state in Somalia. 29  Al-Shabaab, which once held large 
swaths of territory in the country, has transitioned into, as one analyst describes, a 
“semi-territorial organization” able to exert control over, and commit violence against, 
populations residing in territory the group does not control directly.30 In October 2017, 
Al-Shabaab was responsible for one of Somalia’s worst terrorist attacks: a truck bomb 
in Mogadishu that killed over 300 people and wounded hundreds more.31 In 2018, Al-

                                                
27 “Aid Flows in Somalia: Analysis of Aid Flow Data,” The World Bank, April 2017, p. 1, 
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Aid%20Flows%20Booklet%20-%202017.pdf. 
28 Abdi Latif Dahir, “Two-thirds of Somalia’s Presidential Candidates Hold Foreign Passports,” 
Quartz Africa, February 7, 2017, https://qz.com/africa/903697/majority-of-somalias-presidential-
candidates-and-one-third-of-lawmakers-hold-foreign-passports. 
29 See generally Abdi O. Shuriye, “Al-Shabaab’s Leadership Hierarchy and Its Ideology,” Academic 
Research International 2(1), January 2012; and Stig Jarle Hansen, Al-Shabaab in Somalia: The History and 
Ideology of a Militant Islamist Group, Oxford University Press, New York, 2013. 
30 See Stig Jarle Hansen, “Has Shabaab Been Weakened for Good? The Answer is ‘Yes’ and ‘No,’” The 
Conversation, October 17, 2016, https://theconversation.com/has-shabaab-been-weakened-for-good-
the-answer-is-yes-and-no-67067. 
31 Jason Burke, “Mogadishu Truck Bomb: 500 Casualties in Somalia’s Worst Terrorist Attack,” The 
Guardian, October 16, 2017, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/oct/15/truck-bomb-mogadishu-
kills-people-somalia. 
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Shabaab’s string of attacks against civilian and military targets has continued,32 and 
the group has also achieved gains in terms of territorial control.33 
 
Other dimensions of the conflict include tensions between Somalia’s federal states. 
Notably, in 2018, a long-running territorial dispute escalated between Somaliland 
(which unilaterally declared independence from Somalia in 1991) and Puntland 
(which proclaimed autonomy in 1998). 34  Overall, though, the greatest threat to 
civilians in the country stems from Al-Shabaab, which was, as noted in a United 
Nations Assistance Mission in Somalia report, responsible for the vast majority of 
civilian casualties for the period of time that the report examined (January-October 
2017).35 
 
A great deal of international attention—namely, from Western countries, including 
the United States, which has a growing military presence in the country—has focused 
on the potential international terrorist threats emanating from Somalia.36 However, 
policies that focus on countering Al-Shabaab as an Al-Qaeda affiliate risk overlooking 
the domestic sources of the Somali group’s resilience and strength, its ability to 
provide security and dispute resolution, and its capacity to exploit the grievances of 
disenfranchised clans. 37  As one analyst asserts, “Al-Shabaab should be seen as a 
consequence, not a cause of the violent conflict and organized crime which predated 

                                                
32 For example, see Jason Burke and Abdalle Ahmed Mumin, “Al-Shabaab Attack Kills Dozens of 
Ugandan Soldiers in Somalia,” The Guardian, April 1, 2018, 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/apr/01/al-shabaab-attack-kills-ugandan-soldiers-in-
somalia; Abdi Sheikh and Feisal Omar, “Al Shabaab Fighters Attack Somalia Police HQ after Twin 
Bombings,” Reuters, July 7, 2018, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-somalia-security/al-shabaab-
fighters-attack-somalia-police-hq-after-twin-bombings-idUSKBN1JX08P; and Feisal Omar and Abdi 
Sheikh, “Somalia’s al Shabaab Says It Storms Military Base, Kills 27 Troops,” Reuters, July 23, 2018, 
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-somalia-attacks/somalias-al-shabaab-says-it-storms-southern-
military-base-kills-27-troops-idUSKBN1KD0DI. 
33 For example, see Abdiqani Hassan and Feisal Omar, “Al Shabaab Captures Strategic Town in 
Somalia’s Puntland,” Reuters, July 20, 2018, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-somalia-security/al-
shabaab-captures-strategic-town-in-somalias-puntland-idUSKBN1KA1OH.  
34 “Averting War in Northern Somalia,” Africa Briefing No. 141, International Crisis Group, June 27, 
2018, https://d2071andvip0wj.cloudfront.net/b141-averting-war-in-northern-somalia.pdf. 
35 “Protection of Civilians: Building the Foundation for Peace, Security and Human Rights in 
Somalia,” United Nations Assistance Mission in Somalia and the Office of the High Commissioner for 
Human Rights, December 2017, p. 9, 
https://unsom.unmissions.org/sites/default/files/protection_of_civilians_report_20171210_2.pdf. 
36 See Wesley Morgan, “U.S. Military Builds up in Land of ‘Black Hawk Down’ Disaster,” Politico, 
November 19, 2017, https://www.politico.com/story/2017/11/19/troops-somalia-military-buildup-
247668.  
37 See generally Ashley Elliot and Georg-Sebastian Holzer, “The Invention of ‘Terrorism’ in Somalia: 
Paradigms and Policy in US,” South African Journal of International Affairs 16(2), August 2009. 
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long before the emergence of the movement in the early 2000s.”38 Furthermore, there 
is a widespread sense among some in Somalia that “[i]nsecurity under Al-Shabaab is 
far better than security under the federal government,” and indeed, that Al-Shabaab 
has been more successful, for territory that the group controls, than the central 
government in “applying the Weberian notion of the monopoly of legitimate force.”39 
 
There are also other important regional and international dimensions to the conflict. 
A key actor in the context is the African Union Mission in Somalia (AMISOM), first 
mandated by the African Union in 2006. Many perceive that AMISOM has played a 
critical role in enabling the FGS, in terms of local reconciliation and dialogue. The ratio 
of AMISOM to Somali troops illustrates the extent of Somalia’s security dependency 
on AMISOM. There are an estimated 22,000 AMISOM troops in the country,40 whereas 
the official total of the Somali National Army is approximately 26,000, although this 
figure includes many individuals not actually able to engage in combat, including, as 
one news report notes, “ghost soldiers, pensioners and the dead, whose families may 
be receiving their payments.”41 
 
AMISOM’s ability to create stability and to enable intra-Somali dialogue has been 
undermined by suspicion and mistrust of foreign forces. AMISOM’s decentralized 
command structure, with forces from each participating country carving out zones of 
operation and forging alliances with disparate Somali partners, may have deepened 
the fragmentation of the Somali policy and society. 42  Furthermore, AMISOM has 
suffered from inadequate personnel, equipment, and intelligence gathering and 
processing capacities.43 
 
Geopolitical dynamics can also threaten Somalia’s fragile internal political climate. For 
example, during the 2017 Gulf Crisis that stemmed from tensions between United 
Arab Emirates and Qatar, President “Farmajo” declared that Somalia would remain 
                                                
38 Mohamed Haji Ingiriis, “Building Peace from the Margins in Somalia: The Case for Political 
Settlement with Al-Shabaab,” Contemporary Security Policy 39(4), 2018, p. 7 (emphasis in original). 
39 Ibid, at 2-3. For more on Max Weber's notion of the state as an entity “successful in seeking to 
monopolize the legitimate use of physical force as a means of domination within a territory,” see 
generally Max Weber, Politics as a Vocation (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1965). 
40 Amanda Sperber, "Somalia Is a Country Without an Army," Foreign Policy, August 7, 2018, 
https://foreignpolicy.com/2018/08/07/somalia-is-a-country-without-an-army-al-shabab-terrorism-
horn-africa-amisom/. 
41 Katharine Houreld, "U.S. suspends aid to Somalia's battered military over graft," Reuters, December 
14, 2017, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-somalia-military-exclusive/exclusive-u-s-suspends-aid-
to-somalias-battered-military-over-graft-idUSKBN1E81XF. 
42 See generally Paul D. Williams, Fighting for Peace in Somalia: A History and Analysis of the African 
Union Mission (AMISOM), 2007-2017, Oxford University Press, 2018. 
43 See generally William Oluoch Ligawa, “Challenges Influencing Peace Building Strategies in 
Somalia: A Study of AU Mission in Somalia (AMISOM),” Open Access Library Journal, October 2017, 
http://file.scirp.org/pdf/OALibJ_2017101814561320.pdf. 
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neutral in the dispute, but intra-Somali tensions simmered over how to navigate the 
crisis.44 As a country dependent on a wide portfolio of donor states, some of which are 
geopolitical rivals with one another (namely, Saudi Arabia and Turkey), Somalia is 
likely to remain vulnerable in instances when international tensions between donor 
states rise.  
 
The international community, nourished by the establishment of a new central 
authority, have engaged in extensive analysis on the dynamics of the conflict and the 
role of Al-Shabaab, in particular. A persistent component of these efforts has been the 
international community’s insistence that, ultimately, a resolution of conflict depends 
on the willingness of Somalis, especially those in power, to choose dialogue over 
violence and to develop their own strategies to address the drivers of violence. 
However, lack of inclusion of the broader population in negotiations, power-sharing, 
and access to human rights and resources in Somalia has been an unresolved driver 
of the conflict since the civil war erupted.  
 
In the current environment, the absence of the rule of law, state enforcement 
mechanisms, and the abundance of weapons in civilian hands has meant that minor 
quarrels can (and do) escalate into violent confrontations among these groups, which 
can then draw in their respective communities. As interviewees noted, the process of 
forming federal member states, rather than promoting grassroots reconciliation 
between the various sets of clans engaged in localized conflicts throughout south-
central Somalia, has intensified and, in some cases, revived conflict over regional 
boundaries, land use, and political representation. In this sense, the project of 
Somalia’s political “modernization” (as the previous sub-section discussed) and the 
country’s enduring conflict (as this sub-section has addressed) are inherently linked, 
but not in the way that many in the international community would hope. Indeed, it 
appears that the mode of political “modernization” pursued in Somalia has played a 
role in fueling the very tensions these efforts have sought to quell.  
 

C. Ongoing Humanitarian Activities 
 
International humanitarian engagement in Somalia dates back to before the downfall 
of the Barre regime in 1991.45 Even before 1991, as one scholar noted in the 1970s, 
Somalia was “one of the largest recipients of foreign aid,” but aid efforts were stymied 
by a wide array of issues, including “unproductive and wasteful utilisation of aid 
proceeds” and “motives of self-interest on the part of donor countries.”46 
                                                
44 “Somalia and the Gulf Crisis” Africa Report No. 260, International Crisis Group, June 5, 2018, 
https://d2071andvip0wj.cloudfront.net/260-somalia-and-the-gulf-crisis_0.pdf. 
45 For example, the ICRC has been present in Somalia since 1982. 
46 Ozay Mehmet, “Effectiveness of Foreign Aid—The Case of Somalia,” The Journal of Modern African 
Studies 9(1), May 1970, pp. 3, 41, and 47. 
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Over the past couple decades, large-scale aid efforts have continued as a part of 
international efforts to address the recurrent crises that Somalia has faced, including 
famines in 1992 and 2011, as well as the threat of famine in 2017, a risk that persists to 
the present.47 As a result of the ongoing armed conflict, as well as erratic climatic 
patterns—including prolonged drought followed by heavy rainfall, which has 
resulted in widespread flash floods—Somalia is plagued by immense, persistent 
needs, including not only the need for emergency aid but also needs related to 
protection and development. Across the country, 5.4 million people (out of a total 
population of 12.3 million) are in need of humanitarian assistance, including 2.6 
million IDPs.48  The United Nations Humanitarian Response Plan (HRP) for 2018 
identifies a funding requirement of $1.5 billion to address the crisis.49 Points of focus 
for these international efforts are emergency food assistance; health; water, sanitation, 
and hygiene; education; shelter; protection; and resilience.50 It is also important to 
emphasize the role that climate change plays in this context. Indeed, desertification, 
as well as the aforementioned climatic shocks (e.g., drought, heavy rainfall, and flash 
floods), have fueled high levels of displacement, playing a central role in rising 
tensions and competition over increasingly scarce food and water resources.51 
 
However, various obstacles perpetually hinder efforts to address these needs. Some 
of these challenges are external in nature, emanating from field-based obstacles to 
implementing humanitarian programming. Other issues are internal, pointing toward 
dysfunction in terms of what international humanitarian organizations (IHOs) are 
actually seeking to implement, and how organizations are pursuing their 
programmatic ends. The rest of this paper examines these two sets of issues.   
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
47 See generally “Instruments of Pain (III): Conflict and Famine in Somalia,” Africa Briefing No. 125, 
International Crisis Group, May 9, 2017, https://d2071andvip0wj.cloudfront.net/b125-instruments-of-
pain-iii.pdf. 
48 “Humanitarian Response Plan—Revised: July-December 2018,” United Nations Office for the 
Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, July 2018, p. 5, 
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Somalia%20Revised%20HRP%20July%202018-
FINAL.pdf. 
49 “Humanitarian Response Plan,” p. 5. 
50 See generally ibid. 
51 Giovanna Kuele and Cristina Miola, "Climate Change is Feeding Armed Conflict in Somalia," 
Institute for Security Studies, April 6, 2018, https://issafrica.org/iss-today/climate-change-is-feeding-
armed-conflict-in-somalia. 
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II. Externally Imposed Dimensions of Humanitarian Access Obstruction 
 
When examining externally driven access obstacles emerging from the field of 
operation in Somalia, one can discern at least four significant access constraints.52 They 
are:  
 

• Constraints imposed by the government and/or local authorities or that result 
from a lack of governmental capacity;  

• Al-Shabaab’s rejectionist posture toward IHOs;  
• Difficulties of dealing with “gatekeepers,” a term that, in Somalia, refers to 

private actors able to control humanitarian access for their own private ends; 
and 

• The insecure nature of the environment.  
 
This section will examine these four issues, each of which constitutes an important 
aspect of the humanitarian access landscape in Somalia.  
 

A. Government Constraints 
 
Humanitarian actors in Somalia face access constraints stemming from all 
governmental levels, including the FGS and federal state authorities, as well as local 
and traditional authorities. Interviewees reported access obstacles—in terms of 
reaching beneficiaries, as well as beneficiaries’ ability to access humanitarian 
services—arising from “different layers of authorities.” These layers include 
government interference in humanitarian programming; clan and sub-clan conflicts 
and disputes over resources; bureaucratic systems of regional administrations, which 
sometimes has delayed or blocked service delivery; and threats of arrest from local 
authorities. In this context, humanitarians face a combination of constraints that 
appear to derive from official government policy at various levels and those that stem 
from, as an International Crisis Group report states, “rogue security elements,” for 
example: those that have “erect[ed] checkpoints on major routes to serve as ‘toll 
stations’ as a means of extracting money.”53 
 
Another important issue relevant to engagements between humanitarian actors and 
the government is the destruction, in December 2017, of 23 IDP camps by Somali 

                                                
52 For an examination of access obstruction obstacles in Somalia that, in terms of scope, covers many 
of these same issues, see Report, Security Council Committee Pursuant to Resolutions 751 (1992) 
and 1907 (2009) Concerning Somalia and Eritrea, November 2, 2017, pp. 38-42, 
https://www.securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/%7B65BFCF9B-6D27-4E9C-8CD3-
CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/s_2017_924.pdf; and “Somalia Humanitarian Access Survey: Summary of 
Findings,” Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, September 2018. 
53 “Instruments of Pain,” p. 6. 
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security forces. 54  Peter de Clercq, the Humanitarian Coordinator for Somalia, 
expressed public concern about this incident in a statement describing the detrimental 
humanitarian effects of these activities. He stated: 
 

I am deeply saddened to learn of evictions, without prior notice, of internally 
displaced persons, in Banadir region. Some of these displaced people have 
walked long distances from different parts of the country fleeing drought and 
conflict. On 29 and 30 December, over 23 IDP settlements, housing over 4,000 
IDP households, were destroyed. Personal property and livelihoods have also 
been lost as people were not given time to collect their belongings before the 
destruction started. Families, including children, women and the elderly are 
now living in the open.55 

 
Humanitarian actors have engaged in advocacy in order to pry open access constraints 
imposed by authorities. These efforts, directed, in 2017, toward FGS and certain 
federal authorities (in particular, in Galmudug, South West State, and Hirshabelle) led 
to, according to OCHA, “milestone commitments… to ensure access routes are 
opened.”56 IHOs have also sought to improve inter-organizational engagement on 
grappling with access obstacles. An “Access Taskforce” that IHOs established in 2015 
has facilitated IHOs’ efforts to negotiate access while grappling with different layers 
of governmental authorities.57 Although, there is also the issue that aid, after it is 
distributed, might not remain in the hands of the intended beneficiaries. Aid workers 
have found, after distributing food and medical aid to IDPs just outside of Mogadishu, 
that the supplies made their way to merchants who have been selling the supplies in 
local markets.58 
 
It is also important to highlight that access constraints stem not only from deliberate 
obstructive activities but also from a lack of infrastructure—for example in terms of 
roads or airstrips—in the country.59 Infrastructural limitations played a particularly 

                                                
54 Moulid Hujale, “‘People Were Screaming’: Troops Destroy $200,000 Aid Camps in Somalia,” The 
Guardian, January 15, 2018, https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2018/jan/15/troops-
destroy-aid-camps-somalia-4000-people-homeless. 
55 “Somalia: Deep Concern Over Reports of the Unannounced Destruction of IDP Settlements,” Office 
for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, January 2, 2018, http://www.unocha.org/story/somalia-
deep-concern-over-reports-unannounced-destruction-idp-settlements. 
56 “Humanitarian Needs Overview 2018: Somalia,” Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian 
Affairs, November 2017, p. 14, 
https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/sites/www.humanitarianresponse.info/files/documents/files/
20172911_somalia_humanitarian_needs_overview_2018.pdf. 
57 “Instruments of Pain,” p. 8. 
58 Sara Jerving, “The ‘Gatekeepers’ to Providing Aid in Somalia,” Devex, August 23, 2017, 
https://www.devex.com/news/the-gatekeepers-to-providing-aid-in-somalia-90754.  
59 “Humanitarian Response Plan,” p. 20. 
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salient role in hindering humanitarian efforts to respond to humanitarian needs after 
heavy rainfall in April and May 2018, when flooding rendered certain areas 
inaccessible.60 Interviewees reported access challenges stemming not only from poor 
infrastructure and transportation but also from an overall environment of weak 
enforcement of law and order in the country.  
 

B. Al-Shabaab’s Rejectionist Posture 
 
Humanitarian actors also face access obstacles and challenges arising from actors 
associated with Al-Shabaab. Interviewees reported that access challenges in Somalia 
have included Al-Shabaab regulations and preconditions, as well as kidnappings of 
aid workers. An International Crisis Group report published in 2017 highlighted Al-
Shabaab’s role in hindering access to Somalis affected by the drought “by blocking 
international organizations, the Somalia Federal Government and local NGOs from 
delivering aid, even though territories under Al-Shabaab’s control in south-central 
Somalia are among the most severely affected.”61 The report described one incident in 
which “Al-Shabaab detained a group of people transporting relief food on donkey 
carts, burned the food and issued an edict warning against accepting handouts from 
‘crusaders and apostates’ (a reference to foreigners and the Somali government).”62 
The control of humanitarian aid is evidently part of Al-Shabaab’s strategy of 
consolidating and expanding its territorial control, and indeed, as one analysis notes, 
a “soft-power approach” geared toward “establish[ing] Al-Shabaab as a provider of 
basic services and build[ing] public confidence in the group’s viability as a source of 
governance.”63  
 
The main challenge for humanitarian organizations in terms of engaging Al-Shabaab 
in dialogue seems to be the absence of a clear organizational structure. Indeed, as 
interviewees described, Al-Shabaab’s strategy appears to be to remain “invisible,” 
maintaining a “ghost presence” while retaining control over populations and the 
environment. In light of this dynamic, humanitarian actors have struggled with 
determining how to identify the best Al-Shabaab interlocutor and have found, in their 
negotiations, that they might not have been engaging with an actor that wields actual 
decision-making power.  
 
There is also the difficulty of navigating perceptions of humanitarian actors’ neutrality 
in this context. On the one hand, as an interviewee reported, negotiating with Al-
Shabaab, even on issues purely related to implementing humanitarian relief 
                                                
60 Ibid. 
61 “Instruments of Pain,” p. 4. 
62 Ibid. 
63 Jordan Indermuehle, “Al Shabaab’s Humanitarian Response,” Critical Threats, April 24, 2017, 
https://www.criticalthreats.org/analysis/al-shabaabs-humanitarian-response#_ftn4. 
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programs, could trigger an inquiry into the extent of the organization’s affiliation with 
the group.64 On the other hand, reports indicate that, in 2017, with Somalia facing 
severe drought and the risk of famine, Al-Shabaab forbade populations under their 
territory to have any contact with humanitarian organizations, evidently, at least in 
part, due to concerns that aid agencies are affiliated with the FGS.65 
 

C. Grappling with “Gatekeepers” 
 
In addition to access constraints that arise from the government and Al-Shabaab, 
difficulties also stem from “gatekeepers,” who are private individuals who control 
and grant access to IDPs in exchange for payment.66 One can consider gatekeepers to 
be, as one article states, “self-appointed middlemen who serve as negotiators between 
IDPs and the humanitarian sector,” or more specifically: 
 

[L]andowners, district officials or businessmen who control access to land used by 
IDPs, creating makeshift camps that they manage, in exchange for some kind of 
payment, whether it be cash or a portion of the aid received by IDPs. They dilute 
aid flows, determining who receives it, and can restrict access of entry and 
departure to the camps. Sometimes, they provide services such as security, latrines 
and water trucks.67 

 
Interviewees reported experiences with gatekeepers who required monetary payment 
or who otherwise indirectly manipulated IDPs. Some gatekeepers have also engaged 
in transferring populations with the intention of skewing needs assessments in ways 
that will personally benefit the gatekeepers. For example, as one article notes, some 
gatekeepers have “sen[t] trucks into drought-stricken areas to collect desperate people 
and transport them to their property in urban areas, where they then appeal to the 
humanitarian sector for aid.” 68  Humanitarian actors—in particular, the United 
Nations Office of the High Commissioner for Refugees and the International 
Organization for Migration—have engaged in efforts to “train” these gatekeepers on 
humanitarian principles and establish a feedback and complaint mechanism so that 
humanitarian actors can establish a direct line of communication with IDPs, as 
                                                
64 The next section, which addresses the self-inflicted dimensions of humanitarian access obstruction, 
examines this issue in greater detail. 
65 Jason Burke, “Al-Shabaab Militants Ban Starving Somalis From Accessing Aid,” The Guardian, July 
27, 2017, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/jul/27/al-shabaab-militants-ban-starving-somalis-
from-accessing-aid. 
66 See Jerving; “Instruments of Pain,” p. 3; and Mark Yarnell and Alice Thomas, “On the Edge of 
Disaster: Somalis Forced to Flee Drought and Near Famine Conditions,” Field Report, Refugees 
International, August 2017, pp. 8-9, 
https://www.interaction.org/sites/default/files/2017%2BFinal%2BSomalia%2BReport.pdf. 
67 Jerving. 
68 Ibid. 
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opposed to having communications filtered through gatekeepers as middlemen. 
Nevertheless, gatekeepers, as well as the resulting access hindrances, endure as a 
persistent feature of humanitarian organizations’ engagements with IDPs in 
Somalia.69 
 

D. The Insecure Nature of the Environment 
 
Another defining feature of the humanitarian context in Somalia is the volatility and 
insecurity as a result of the ongoing conflict. This element was widely reported by 
interviewees as a challenge in reaching beneficiaries, as well as for beneficiaries 
accessing humanitarian services. 70  The 2018 Humanitarian Needs Overview on 
Somalia offers an indication of the severity of this issue: 
 

The first ten months of 2017 witnessed rising violence against humanitarians, 
particularly those with operations in southern and central Somalia. During this 
period over 130 violent incidences impacted humanitarian organizations and 
accounted for the death of 15, injury of 31, physical assault of three, arrest and 
temporary detention of 17 and abduction of 30, and attempted abduction of 
nine. In accordance with the trends recorded in previous years, frontline 
responders continue to be the most affected.71 

 
Security incidents that occurred in 2017 included an improvised explosive device 
attack that led to the death and injury of humanitarian workers;72 a landmine attack 
that appeared to target, among others, humanitarian actors;73 the aforementioned car 
bomb attack in Mogadishu that analysts have described as the worst terrorist attack 

                                                
69 See generally Erik Bryld, Christine Kamau, Søren Knudsen Møller, and Mohamed A. Mohamoud, 
“Engaging the Gatekeepers: Using Informal Governance Resources in Mogadishu,” Tana 
Copenhagen and Implementation and Analysis in Action of Accountability Programme, 2017, 
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Engaging%20the%20Gatekeepers.pdf. 
70 See, for example, “Humanitarian Access in Situations of Armed Conflict: Practitioners’ Manual,” 
Version 2, Conflict Dynamics International, December 2014, p. 11, 
https://www.eda.admin.ch/dam/eda/en/documents/aussenpolitik/voelkerrecht/Human-access-in-sit-
of-armed-conflict-manual_EN.pdf, which notes that there is a widely accepted dual notion of 
humanitarian access that refers to “access by humanitarian actors to people in need of assistance and 
protection AND access by those in need to the goods and services essential for their survival and 
health, in a manner consistent with core humanitarian principles” (emphasis in original). 
71 “Humanitarian Response Plan,” p. 14. 
72 “ICRC Mourns Loss of Staff Killed in Bomb Attack in Mogadishu,” International Committee for the 
Red Cross, March 29, 2018, https://www.icrc.org/en/document/icrc-mourns-loss-staff-member-killed-
bomb-attack-mogadishu. 
73 “Somalia: Landmine Explosion Targets Humanitarian, Government Officials,” Garowe Online, April 
19, 2017, https://www.garoweonline.com/en/news/somalia/somalia-landmine-explosion-targets-
humanitarian-government-officials.  
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the country has seen in decades;74 and an attack on a Mogadishu hotel.75 The insecure 
nature of the environment has persisted in 2018, and indeed, one interviewee 
described insecurity as “a determinant factor that might halt [the ability of] 
beneficiaries to access our services.” 
 

III. Self-Inflicted Dimensions of Humanitarian Access Obstruction 
 
Whereas the previous section examined externally driven humanitarian access 
challenges that arise when implementing humanitarian programs, this section 
examines access challenges from a different angle. Complementing the elements just 
discussed, which constitute just one portion of the overall humanitarian access 
obstruction puzzle, this section shifts toward the self-inflicted dimensions of 
humanitarian access obstruction. According to this angle, access challenges not only 
emerge from recalcitrant external actors (e.g., governmental actors, Al-Shabaab, and 
“gatekeepers”) or environmental difficulties (e.g., active conflict and lack of adequate 
transportation infrastructure) but also can be propagated and/or exacerbated by the 
policies that humanitarian organizations adopt.  
 
This section examines four particular issues in this regard. The first is a 
“bunkerization” spiral, meaning that the measures that humanitarian organizations 
have adopted to bolster their own security have created a divide between 
international humanitarian workers and local actors, leading to negative local 
perceptions toward international humanitarian action. The second is the 
incongruency between needs and programming. The third is the discounting of local 
actors’ agency, meaning that, in the view of many local humanitarian actors, IHOs 
have insufficiently capitalized on existing ideas and capacities of local actors. The 
fourth is programmatic partiality, in particular, arising from the interests of donors, 
as well as the limitations imposed on IHOs by counterterrorism laws.  
 

A. The “Bunkerization” Spiral 
 
Local actors interviewed for this paper described humanitarian aid in Somalia as 
being in the hands of a security apparatus that requires a huge investment. The 
perception is that international humanitarian actors have been excessively risk averse 
and that the purpose of the United Nations compound in Mogadishu, for example, is 
to keep aid agencies safer than civilians, constituting a waste of money that could be 

                                                
74 Hussein Mohamed, Eric Schmitt, and Mohamed Ibrahim, “Mogadishu Truck Bombings Are 
Deadliest Attack in Decades,” The New York Times, October 15, 2017, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/10/15/world/africa/somalia-bombing-mogadishu.html.  
75 “At Least 23 Dead in Bombing and Gun Attack at Mogadishu Hotel,” The Guardian, October 29, 
2017, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/oct/28/mogadishu-people-dead-car-bomb-outside-
somalia-hotel. 
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better managed by locals directly. Aid actors have become less connected directly to 
the local population, and as an interviewee noted, indirectly fund warlords, at least in 
part, who run private security companies. In general, the distinction between 
humanitarians and military/political actors also remains blurred.76 
 
In response to security threats, humanitarian actors have adopted various risk 
management strategies, pursuing “bunkerization,” meaning hard protection to fortify 
themselves against potential security threats that might manifest. However, a strategy 
of acceptance, since it has not been pursued, means that IHOs have not achieved 
acceptance from local actors, leaving negative public perceptions of humanitarian 
action to fester. Additionally, humanitarian programming itself falls victim to a 
“bunkerization” spiral, as insufficient local engagement leads to a lack of 
responsiveness to local needs. The next sub-section examines this fissure between 
programming and needs in greater detail.  
 

B. Incongruency between Needs and Programming 
 
The interviews revealed a widespread dissatisfaction with international humanitarian 
programming in Somalia. Interviewees described international aid as late, inadequate, 
and generally run according to very low programmatic standards. There is also a 
sense that international aid efforts have insufficiently addressed the country’s broader 
development needs, and that in the absence of doing so, Somalia will be left 
perpetually vulnerable to poverty and dependent on external assistance. Indeed, 
IHOs have acknowledged the fact that investing in resilience—in terms of households 
and infrastructure, for example—is key to mitigating the impact of climatic shocks, 
and hence, reducing Somalia’s need to depend on external emergency assistance.77 
There is a vision to devote international resources and efforts to resilience and 

                                                
76 See generally Karin von Hippel, “Blurring of Mandates in Somalia,” in Larry Minear and Hazel 
Smith (eds), Humanitarian Diplomacy: Practitioners and Their Craft, United Nations University Press, 
New York, 2007; “Humanitarian Aid Must not be Co-opted into Stabilisation Campaign,” Médecins 
Sans Frontières, February 28, 2013, https://www.msf.org/somalia-humanitarian-aid-must-not-be-co-
opted-stabilisation-campaign; “UN Security Council Undermines Humanitarian Aid In Somalia,” 
InterAction, March 11, 2013, https://www.interaction.org/document/un-security-council-undermines-
humanitarian-aid-somalia; and “Consequences of the Structurally Integrated UN Mission in Somalia 
on Principled Humanitarian Action and Access to Population in Need,” ACF Case Study, Action 
Against Hunger, August 2015, 
https://www.actionagainsthunger.org.uk/sites/default/files/case_study_impact_of_un_integration_in_
somalia_acf_082015_copy.pdf. 
77 “Humanitarian Bulletin: Somalia,” Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, 5-31 July, 
2018, p. 1, 
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Humanitarian%20bulletin%2031%20July%2020
18.pdf. 
 



 Electronic copy available at: https://ssrn.com/abstract=3284256 

 

 19 

recovery efforts in order to render Somalia “famine-proof,” but IHOs have thus far 
shied away from the investments necessary to turn this vision into a reality.78 
 
The programmatic components that interviewees most prominently criticized relate 
to protection,79 even in spite of international efforts to engage on these issues.80 In 
particular, interviewees discussed issues related to the protection of women and 
children. The rest of this sub-section will offer a brief discussion of the key elements 
that interviewees raised in relation to these topics.   
 
Turning first to women’s health and human rights, interviewees highlighted a 
particularly salient programmatic gap. For example, 98% of women between the ages 
of 15 and 49 are subjected to female genital cutting, the majority of which undergo 
infibulation, the most severe form of the practice.81 Additionally, child marriage and 
sexual violence remain prevalent in the country.82 Two surveys of women’s rights 

                                                
78 Ibid. 
79 For an overview of particular humanitarian protection issues in Somalia, see generally Alexander 
Tyler, “Protection and Livelihoods in Somalia,” Humanitarian Practice Network, October 2008, 
https://odihpn.org/magazine/protection-and-livelihoods-in-somalia; Laura Hammond and Hannah 
Vaughan-Lee, “Humanitarian Space in Somalia: A Scarce Commodity,” HPG Working Paper, 
Humanitarian Policy Group, April 2012, pp. 3-4, https://www.odi.org/sites/odi.org.uk/files/odi-
assets/publications-opinion-files/7646.pdf; Cindy Horst and Anab Ibrahim Nur, “Governing Mobility 
through Humanitarianism in Somalia: Compromising Protection for the Sake of Return,” Development 
and Change 47(3), 2016, https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1111/dech.12233; and “Drought and 
Protection Concerns in IDP Sites: Somalia,” Joint Partner Assessment, REACH, April 2018, 
https://www.odi.org/sites/odi.org.uk/files/odi-assets/publications-opinion-files/7646.pdf. 
80 For example, see “How I Work to End Violence Against Women in Somalia,” Medium, December 2, 
2016, https://medium.com/@UNDP/how-i-work-to-end-violence-against-women-in-somalia-
a7cdd277437c; “Centrality of Protection Strategy: 2018-2019,” Somalia Humanitarian Country Team, 
December 6, 2017, 
http://www.globalprotectioncluster.org/_assets/files/field_protection_clusters/Somalia/somalia-hct-
centrality-of-protection-strategy-2018-2019_final_15012018.pdf; and “AMISOM shines the spotlight 
on Sexual and Gender-based Violence in Somalia,” AMISOM News, African Union Mission in 
Somalia, June 24, 2018, http://amisom-au.org/2018/06/amisom-shines-the-spotlight-on-sexual-and-
gender-based-violence-in-somalia. 
81 Hawa Aden Mohamed, “Breaking the Silence in the World Capital of Female Genital Mutilation,” 
CNN, July 5, 2017, https://www.cnn.com/2017/07/05/africa/somalia-fight-to-end-fgm/index.html. 
82 See generally “The Complexity of Sexual and Gender-based Violence: Insights from Mogadishu and 
South Central Somalia,” International Committee for the Development of Peoples, October 2015, 
https://www.international-
alert.org/sites/default/files/Somalia_ComplexitySexualViolence_EN_2015.pdf; “Female Genital 
Mutilation in Sudan and Somalia,” Country of Origin Information Centre, December 2008, 
https://landinfo.no/asset/764/1/764_1.pdf; “Somaliland’s Drought Threatens Progress in Protecting 
Females from Sexual Violence,” Save the Children, 2018, 
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Somaliland%20Child%20Marriage%20and%20S
exual%20Offences%20Bill%20Press%20Release%20for%20FINAL.pdf; “Country Policy and 
Information Note Somalia: Women Fearing Gender-based Violence,” Home Office, United Kingdom 
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experts conducted by Thomas Reuters Foundation in 2011 and 2018 found Somalia to 
be among the top five worst countries to be a woman.83  For the past five years, 
authorities have been reluctant to put in place a draft sexual offence bill, although 
there was forward motion in May 2018 when the Cabinet of the FGS unanimously 
expressed support for the bill.84 Nevertheless, the bill faces a tortuous route toward 
passage and effective implementation. Moreover, interviewees expressed concern that 
women have been systematically excluded from efforts to construct a path to peace, 
except for inclusion that appears merely tokenistic, ensuring that the continuum of 
violence will never be fully broken.85  
 
Turning to child protection, immunization of children under five years old in the 
country remains a major concern, and according to Somali medical doctors 
interviewed for this research, the World Health Organization has been insufficiently 
proactive in addressing this critical issue. The range of child protection issues in 
Somalia is extensive, including, as the United Nations Monitoring and Reporting 
Mechanism on Children and Armed Conflict has documented, incidents of killing and 
maiming, recruitment and use of child soldiers, attacks on schools and hospitals, rape 
and other forms of sexual violence, abduction, and the denial of humanitarian 
assistance.86 
 
Despite the fact, as noted earlier in this paper, that protection is one of the 
international humanitarian sector’s primary strategic objectives in Somalia, there is a 
                                                
Government, April 2018, https://www.justice.gov/eoir/page/file/1051701/download; and “Somalia 
GBV Sub-cluster Bulletin: April-June 2018,” GBV Sub-cluster Somalia, 2018, 
https://somalia.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/pub-pdf/GBV%20Bulletin%20Apr%20-
%20Jun%202018%20Final-1.pdf. 
83 “Factbox: Which are the World’s 10 Most Dangerous Countries for Women?” Reuters, June 25, 2018, 
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-women-dangerous-poll-factbox/factbox-which-are-the-worlds-10-
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Mohamed, “Somali Women and Peacebuilding,” Accord Insight, 2013, pp. 46-49, https://www.c-
r.org/downloads/AccordInsight_WomenBuildingPeace_1.pdf; and Joyce Gichuru, “Participation of 
Women in Peace Building in Somalia: A Case Study of Mogadishu,” Occasional Paper Series 5, No. 6, 
International Peace Support Training Center, 2014, 
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Vol. 44(6), 2018. 
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great deal of concern that humanitarian actors have not pushed far enough in these 
policy areas. This disparity between needs and effective programming fuels the 
disconnect between local and international humanitarian actors that flows from the 
“bunkerization” spiral. 
 

C. Discounting Local Actors’ Agency 
 
There is also a perception in Somalia, as interviewees attested, that the ideology of 
humanitarian organizations is too paternalistic toward Somalis. Interviewees 
articulated the sense that international humanitarian actors lack trust in Somali 
organizations to manage humanitarian action and to develop and effectively 
implement impartial programs. The overall sentiment of Somali interviewees is that 
the legacy of humanitarian aid over the last 27 years has transformed the country into 
a more dependent, more corrupt, and more violent country. Highlighting the general 
sense of local cynicism toward international humanitarian actors, one Somali farmer 
told a journalist, “They call it humanitarian aid but we call it dead aid; meaning it’s 
intended to kill… They brag about helping us and take credit for things that are not 
even beneficial.”87 Interviewees discussed the concern that the creation of camps and 
settlements push people toward aid dependence, whereas Somalis desire more 
training and education, wanting to “gain skills more than to be fed for the rest of their 
lives.” There is also a sense that IHOs have privileged reactive programming in 
response to acute needs, insufficiently planning for projected needs, for example, on 
the basis of predicting weather patterns based on past droughts. The perception is that 
the absence of such programmatic foresight fuels a narrative of perpetually acute 
crisis, feeding into local dependency on international actors.  
 
Experiencing the deployment of international aid for medical and humanitarian 
emergencies and long-term development programs for almost three decades, Somalis 
have a realistic perspective of the limitations of international support. As already 
mentioned, there have been international efforts directed toward cultivating local 
resilience. These activities include the launch in January 2018 of Resilience and 
Recovery Framework, 88  as well as resilience efforts stretching back for years. 89 
                                                
87 Jamal Osman, “How Turkey is Winning Hearts and Minds in Somalia,” New Internationalist, April 1, 
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89 For discussion of past efforts, see, for example, “Capacity Building for Somalia,” International 
Organization for Migration, August 2011, 
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Nevertheless, as the Head of OCHA in Somalia has written, there is still the need for 
a “paradigm shift” that is “supported with adequate funding and approached with 
long-term goals in mind.”90 There remain recurrent barriers to Somali humanitarian 
organizations accessing international donor funds,91 as well as a sense that Somalis 
have been cut out of programmatic decision-making at the strategic level. As one 
Somali doctor mentioned in an interview conducted for this research paper, “If we are 
not on the table during strategy planning, we will be on the menu.” 
 
To counteract some of these negative impacts of international humanitarian action, 
local populations, particularly those working in public services and rural activities, 
have developed mechanisms to locally predict and manage the acute impacts of crisis. 
These approaches are aimed at ensuring that Somalis can be on the frontline for their 
own decision-making. The sense among interviewees is that, in the current 
environment, scaling up Somali initiatives actually requires the reduction of 
international presence and projects in order to break the dependence on external 
actors, allowing for Somalis’ own critical thinking and decision-making for their 
future. Otherwise, the concern is that, due to the lack of long-term strategic thinking 
and planning, aid will continue to foster dependency, strangling local innovation and 
the development of local skills. As revealed by the research interviews, one IDP 
representative in Afgooye expressed: “Aid is the biggest challenge Somalis have.” 
 

D. Programmatic Partiality 
 
Compounding the issues this section addressed are the ways in which dependence on 
donors and accountability within counter-terrorism regulatory frameworks can bias 
IHOs’ programmatic priorities.92  This issue fits within the broader notion, as one 
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Building an Urgent Priority in Somalia,” Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, July 17, 
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Meeting Report, Rift Valley Institute, September 2017; and Nisar Majid, Khalif Abdirahman, Lydia 
Poole and Barnaby Willitts-King, “Funding to Local Humanitarian Actors: Somalia Case Study,” HPG 
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stem from programmatic limitations. 
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scholar examined, that the structure of the humanitarian system is one in which IHOs 
are incentivized not necessarily to serve populations affected by crises, but rather, to 
“sell” projects to their donors.93 At a global scale, there is a sense that Somalia has to 
“compete” with other humanitarian crises for funding. 94  In Somalia, specifically, 
many humanitarian actors perceive, as one study found, that donors’ “mixed security 
and political agendas” have been “compromising a needs based approach.”95 
 
These issues become exacerbated when engaging with groups, such as Al-Shabaab, 
designated as terrorists by national and/or international entities.96 As noted in the 2018 
Humanitarian Response Plan for Somalia, “Counterterrorism measures also continue 
to impact some organizations’ perception of risks in areas under the control/influence 
of listed entities and has continued to deprive some people in need of assistance.”97 
Humanitarian actors have spoken of the “chilling effect” of counterterrorism laws and 
policies on humanitarian activities in Al-Shabaab-controlled territories.98 In the words 
of one humanitarian actor working in Somalia:  
 

US and UK terrorism financing laws are a significant discouragement to 
operating in Al-Shabaab areas. At the very least, you could end up wasting a 
huge amount of time explaining yourself; at worst, if substantial amounts of 
aid were appropriated by Al-Shabaab—as has happened to people in the past—
you could end up in court with your organization shut down…99  

 
Connected to this issue is the fact that Al-Shabaab has demanded that humanitarian 
actors pay a “tax” for operating in Al-Shabaab-controlled areas, raising the risk that, 
by complying with this demand, humanitarian actors could make themselves legally 
vulnerable to the charge of offering material support to a terrorist group.100  This 
element raises an overarching issue that some humanitarian actors, even if aspiring to 
act in accordance with humanitarian principles, have instead been shying away from 
                                                
93 See generally Monika Krause, The Good Project: Humanitarian Relief NGOs and The Fragmentation of 
Reason, University of Chicago Press, London, 2014. 
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avoid-famine-in-somalia-idUSKBN1GH2W1. 
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content/uploads/2012/01/HRI2011_Focus_on_somalia.pdf. 
96 For a historical overview of this issue in relation to Somalia, with a focus on the 2011 famine, see 
generally “Countering Terror in Humanitarian Crises: The Challenges of Delivering Aid to Somalia,” 
Program on Humanitarian Policy and Conflict Research, Harvard University, 2012, 
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Somalia%206-30-12%20final.pdf. 
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Somalia,” The Guardian, April 26, 2017, https://www.theguardian.com/global-
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99 Ibid. 
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seeking to operate in Al-Shabaab held territories, despite great needs, instead 
prioritizing activities in territories controlled by other actors. Hence, the “chilling 
effect” of counterterrorism legislation that dissuades engagement with Al-Shabaab 
can fuel perceptions about humanitarian organizations’ preferential political 
alignments.  
 

IV. Why the Self-Inflicted Dimensions of Humanitarian Access Obstruction 
Matter 

 
To illustrate the importance of the self-inflicted dimensions of humanitarian access 
obstruction, this section examines the case of Somalia through the typology of grand 
strategies of humanitarianism that Michael Barnett and Jack Snyder outline in their 
chapter in the 2008 book, Humanitarianism in Question. Barnett and Snyder articulate 
four “kinds” of humanitarianism that vary along two axes. The first axis is the extent 
to which humanitarian action aims to be political (i.e., “to alter the governance 
arrangements that are hypothesized to be the cause of suffering”) or apolitical (i.e., 
shying away from such aims).101 The second axis is the extent to which the aims of 
humanitarianism are “modest” (i.e., “work[ing] largely within the parameters of the 
existing circumstances) versus “ambitious” (“try[ing] to change the incentives for and 
constraints on local actors in significant ways”).102These considerations lead Barnett 
and Snyder toward a fourfold typology of humanitarian grand strategy. The different 
grand strategies they detail are: 
 

• “Do no harm,” 
• “Bed for the night,” 
• “Back a decent winner,” and 
• “Comprehensive peacebuilding.” 

 
IHOs operating in Somalia face a clear divide between how they see themselves, how 
local humanitarian actors see them, and what local actors would like to see. The rest 
of this section will use Barnett and Snyder’s typology to illuminate these divides, as 
well as why considerations of externally imposed access obstacles, when considered 
in isolation, are insufficient to grapple with the complexities of this environment.  
 

A. How IHOs See Themselves: “Do No Harm” 
 
A “do no harm” strategy, according to Barnett and Snyder, is apolitical but ambitious, 
meaning that there is a focus on impartial, neutral, independent humanitarian action 
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while trying to “minimiz[e] the negative side effects.” 103  Such a strategy entails 
“try[ing] to reduce incentives for the exploitation of aid by the parties to violent 
conflict” and “anticipat[ing] and try[ing] to prevent the unintended consequences of 
aid.”104 Key considerations inherent in this strategy are: 
 

[H]ow to bargain more cleverly with warlords, which local intermediaries to 
deal with, how to keep camps from falling into the hands of fighters that 
perpetrate atrocities, when to rely on military protection from one of the sides 
or from hired security forces, when and how to flood the market with aid, and 
how to create local environments where aid can work even if the overall 
problem is not resolved.105 

 
In short, a “do no harm” strategy constitutes the predominate vision of how to 
surmount externally imposed humanitarian access obstacles. The notion is that, by 
acting in a principled manner, cultivating negotiation capacity among aid workers in 
the field, communicating effectively with external actors, and acting in accordance 
with an acceptance-based approach, IHOs can alter local actors’ perceptions, and in 
doing so, pry open otherwise inaccessible humanitarian space for implementing their 
programs. Based on the interviews conducted, this vision appears to be how many 
IHOs see themselves operating in this context. But as the rest of this section will make 
clear, putting energy into surmounting implementation obstacles, albeit an important 
component of humanitarian action, will not address obstacles that have emerged from 
the dynamics of the strategic or policy level.  
 

B. How Somali Humanitarian Actors See IHOs: “Bed for the Night” 
 
A “bed for the night” strategy, like one of “do no harm,” is rooted in humanitarian 
principles.106 However, unlike “do no harm,” a “bed for the night” approach is less 
ambitious, meaning that there is less self-reflection about the potential negative 
consequences of aid and less of an emphasis on seeking to alter local actors’ incentives 
by persuading them of the value of humanitarian action. The drawback of this 
approach is that, as Barnett and Snyder write, this strategy “delivers aid first and asks 
questions later (if ever),” and hence, “might be so focused on the highly visible short 
term that it can cause more harm than good to the populations that it seeks to serve.”107 
Humanitarian actors adopting this approach would not sufficiently take into account 
the fact that “[a]id, moreover, can increase distortions of the local economy, displace 
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or discourage local economic activity, create a short-term hothouse aid economy, 
produce new kinds of dependencies, and reinforce existing political and economic 
inequalities.”108 
 
As the research interviews indicate, this is how many local humanitarian actors in 
Somalia view IHOs. There is a widespread sense that international humanitarian 
action has had an adverse effect on the country, in particular, by fostering a 
dependency that has led local innovation and skills development to stagnate. Even 
worse, interviewees indicated that humanitarian programming is, in many ways, not 
calibrated with local needs. The “bunkerization” of international humanitarian actors 
has fueled the perception that international humanitarian action is more self-serving 
for IHOs than geared toward addressing the local population’s needs. These issues 
are unlikely to be adequately addressed only by refining the ways that humanitarian 
programs are implemented. Indeed, it is not a matter of negotiating more effectively, 
developing more acute organizational access strategies, or devising “joint operating 
procedures” or “negotiation ground rules,” as IHOs have collectively sought to do in 
Somalia to facilitate inter-organizational coordination in terms of grappling with 
access challenges.109 Rather, these issues appear to stem from decisions made at the 
strategic level regarding what humanitarian action in Somalia can and should be. 
 

C. How Somalis Excluded from the Political Process See IHOs: “Back a Decent 
Winner” 

 
A “back a decent winner” strategy aims “to promote those [actors] who are willing to 
favor an enlightened stability but does not attempt to radically transform political, 
economic, and cultural structures.”110 This approach is political in the sense that it 
entails choosing a side in an ongoing political and/or violent conflict but modest in 
the sense that it does not entail seeking to alter the conflict dynamics. In this approach, 
“international actors are willing to negotiate with and make deals with those who 
once held or who currently hold power,” including “patrons of traditional patronage 
networks” or “defensive-minded regional leaders and authoritarian state leaders who 
want to defeat ruthless resource-dealing rebels” in order “to maintain a stable social 
order.”111 However, a key controversy inherent in this approach is: “How indecent can 
the winner be and still be considered a ‘decent’ outcome?”112 As Barnett and Snyder 
note, the risk is that the “threshold for a decent winner” will be set too low, making 
this approach yield undesirable outcomes. 
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The interviews indicate that this is how many actors excluded from the Somali 
political process see IHOs: as entities aligned with a problematic political 
“modernization” project. The “decent” winner in this case is the FGS, deemed 
insufficiently inclusive and created through a process that has actually fueled and 
resuscitated tensions within Somali society.  
 
This also appears to be how Al-Shabaab sees IHOs: as linked with the FGS. Indeed, 
Al-Shabaab has claimed that purported linkages between IHOs and the FGS justify 
obstructing IHO access to Al-Shabaab-controlled territories. Various elements that the 
previous section discussed—for example, the (partly donor-induced) blurring of 
humanitarian and stabilization objectives and the reticence of some IHOs to engage 
with Al-Shabaab due to donor compliance or legal issues stemming from counter-
terrorism legal frameworks—feed into this perception. This is not to say that these 
issues bear the sole responsibility for the forceful posture Al-Shabaab has adopted 
against IHOs. The main point of emphasis is that elements at the strategic level, which 
point toward the self-inflicted dimensions of humanitarian access obstruction, can 
compound and exacerbate difficulties that arise from external actors in the field. 
 

D. What Somali Humanitarian Actors Would Like to See: “Comprehensive 
Peacebuilding” 

 
A “comprehensive peacebuilding” strategy is rooted in the notion, as Barnett and 
Snyder write, that “relief and other forms of assistance to those in life-threatening 
circumstances must be treated as part of a broader strategy for removing the root 
causes of conflict.”113 This notion lives at the heart of the “resilience humanitarianism” 
paradigm that, as mentioned in the introduction of this paper, stands poised to 
compete for primacy with the “classical humanitarianism” paradigm, which is rooted 
in humanitarian principles and is more aligned with “do no harm” or “bed for the 
night” approaches. Indeed, at the heart of the “resilience paradigm” is the idea “that 
people, communities and societies (can) have the capacity to adapt to or spring back 
from tragic life events and disasters. Disaster, rather than being a total and 
immobilizing disruption, can become an event in which people seek continuity by 
using their resources to adapt.”114 
 
As the interviews indicate, this is how many local humanitarian actors see themselves 
and how they would like to see international humanitarian actors engaging in 
Somalia. As the previous section discussed, local humanitarian actors feel neither 
included nor empowered by international humanitarian action. Quite the opposite, 
many local actors perceive that international aid, in the manner it has been designed 
and delivered, has inflicted some degree of harm on the country. But it does not 
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appear possible that engagement oriented toward grappling with external obstacles—
for example, through a “do no harm” approach, as discussed above—will convince 
local humanitarian actors that a full embrace of “comprehensive peacebuilding” or 
the “resilience paradigm” has occurred. Instead, it would require a genuine 
transformation at the policy level to reorient the international aid community toward 
an entirely different grand strategy.  
 

Figure 1: Somalia and Grand Strategies of Humanitarianism115 
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V. Concluding Remarks 
 
The two dimensions of humanitarian access obstruction that this paper has 
examined—externally imposed and self-inflicted—both highlight important sets of 
dynamics that are crucial for effective humanitarian programming. As this paper 
notes, many humanitarian organizations have embraced the necessity of building 
their own capacity to surmount externally imposed obstacles, for example, by 
cultivating negotiation skills among personnel or by evaluating organizational access 
strategies. However, as humanitarian organizations continue to devote resources 
toward these much-needed activities, it will be important to complement these efforts 
with intensive examination of strategic and programmatic dynamics as well.  
 
The case of Somalia illustrates this necessity in stark terms. Indeed, in this context, one 
can discern a definitive contrast between the two dimensions that this paper has 
discussed. On the one hand, an externally oriented perspective directs attention 
toward access obstacles emanating from governmental actors, Al-Shabaab, access 
“gatekeepers,” and the insecure nature of the environment without examining the 
potentially problematic aspects of IHOs’ programming. On the other hand, the 
dismissive and cynical attitude that many local humanitarian actors have of IHOs’ 
aims and activities indicates the severity of the inadequacies at the strategic and 
programmatic level. Indeed, there is a sense that IHOs’ activities have been 
programmatically limited, insufficiently addressing the broader array of protection 
and development needs that the country’s population faces. Furthermore, 
inadequacies or dysfunction at the strategic level can filter down to the 
implementation level, fueling access obstacles that arise in the field. The door is now 
open to organizational self-reflection about how access obstacles can best be 
surmounted. As a part of these self-reflective processes, it will also be important to 
examine the value and methods of humanitarian programming itself.  
 


