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GLOSSARY 

WORD DESCRIPTION 

USA/US The United States of America 

IHL International Humanitarian Law 

NIAC Non-International Armed Conflict 

HVT High Value Target 

AMISOM African Union Mission in Somalia 

DOD US Department of Defense 

AFRICOM United States Africa Command 

NGO Non-Governmental Organization 

TFG Transitional Federal Government 

ICU Islamic Courts Union 

IED Improvised Explosive Device 

VBIED Vehicle-Borne Improvised Explosive Device 

UN United Nations 

AU African Union 

AP Additional Protocol  

ICRC International Committee of the Red Cross 

AUMF Authorization for Use of Military Force 

UAV Unmanned Aerial Vehicle 

AAH Area of Active Hostilities 

CLT Common Launch Tube 

SOCOM US Special Operations Command 

SIGINT Signals Intelligence 
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1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

®The noise of the plane was louder than before...The weeks before it used to come and 
leave, only that night it was not leaving. It was coming and coming and coming... when the 
mnhrd Zne `m `hqrsqhjd\ g`oodmdc dudqxsghmf bd`rdc£ H v`r rn eqhfgsdmdc- H bntkcm­s jddo
watch on the e`ql `s `kk- H vdms tmcdq sgd rgdksdq ne sgd sqdd `mc ghc£ These three young 
men were not expecting to be killed by a plane, and we did not expect the world to be 
rhkdms-¯  
Liban, a farmer from Darusalaam village, Lower Shabelle. 

 

Since April 2017, the United States of America (USA) has dramatically increased the number of air strikes ± 

from manned aircraft and unmanned drones ± it has launched in Somalia, tripling the annual rate of attacks 

and, in 2018, outpacing US strikes in Libya and Yemen combined. Despite this escalation, the US 

government claims that it has not killed any civilians in Somalia during this period. In this report, Amnesty 

International provides credible evidence to the contrary. The report investigates five incidents in Lower 

Shabelle, Somalia, in which 14 civilians were killed and eight injured. It provides credible evidence that US 

air strikes were responsible for four of these incidents and that the fifth was most plausibly caused by a US 

air strike. In the incidents presented in this report, civilians were killed and injured in attacks that may have 

violated international humanitarian law (IHL) and could, in some cases, constitute war crimes. The 

seriousness of the allegations underscores the need for the USA and Somalia to conduct urgent and 

transparent investigations. 

The conflict in Somalia between Somali government forces and Al-Shabaab, an armed group which controls 

significant territory in the country, is a non-international armed conflict (NIAC) under international law. 

Amnesty International considers the USA to be a party to this NIAC. Since at least 2016 it has claimed that 

its military operations are conducted at the request of the Government of Somalia, under the right of 

collective self-defense. However, when asked by Amnesty International, US Africa Command (AFRICOM) 

refused to confirm or deny whether the US is at war in Somalia. This refusal is consistent with testimony 

given by General Thomas D. Waldhauser, the commander of AFRICOM, to Congress in March 2018, when 

he was asked if the USA was at war in Somalia and responded+ ®H vntkcm&s bg`q`bsdqhyd sg`s vd­qd `s v`q- Hs­r

rodbhehb`kkx cdrhfmdc enq tr mns sn nvm sg`s-¯ 

In 2011, the USA launched its first drone strike in Somalia against Al-Shabaab, which controls large swathes 

of south-central Somalia, including of the Lower Shabelle region which surrounds the capital, Mogadishu. 

Between 2011 and March 2017, air strikes were infrequent. American airpower was originally used only to 

s`qfds ®ghfg u`ktd s`qfdsr¯ 'GUS+ h-d- jmnvm ¬sdqqnqhrsr&who the administration argued posed a threat to the 

USA) and were justified initially as part for the global war on Al-Qa­ida and associated forces, and then, 

beginning in 2016, to support operations by the African Union Mission in Somalia (AMISOM), a United 

Nations (UN) and African Union-authorized peace enforcement force based in the country. In March 2017, 
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President Donald Trump issued a directive cdrhfm`shmf o`qsr ne Rnl`kh` `m ®`qd` ne `bshud gnrshkhshdr¯ (AAH), 

after which the number of reported air strikes increased dramatically.  

The directive has not been made public, but reports indicate it weakened the protections afforded to civilians 

in Somalia, increasing the likelihood of their death or injury in US military operations. Previously, under the 

1/02 ¬Oqdrhcdmsh`k Onkhbx Fthc`mbd­ 'OOF(+ vghbg drs`akhrgdc sgd nodq`shmf oqnbdctqdr enq `bshnm ®`f`hmrs

sdqqnqhrs s`qfdsr ntsrhcd sgd Tmhsdc Rs`sdr `mc `qd`r ne `bshud gnrshkhshdr¯ `mc fnudqmdc `kk `hq rsqhjdr hm

Somalia until the AAH directive+ enq `m `hq rsqhjd sn ad `ooqnudc hm Rnl`kh`+ sgdqd mddcdc sn ad ®md`q

bdqs`hmsx¯ sg`s sgd s`qfds± ®̀ m hcdmshehdc GUS nq nsgdq k`vetk sdqqnqhrs s`qfds¯ ± was present and civilians 

would not be killed or injured. Now, the content of the directive supersedes the PPG and reportedly gives US 

forces the greatest latitude to carry out strikes as is allowable under the USA­r interpretation of IHL. As a 

result, those planning or deciding an attack are, according to the USA­r nvm rs`mc`qcr+ odqlhssdc sn s`qfdt 

`mxnmd vgn sgdx `qd ¬qd`rnm`akx bdqs`hm­ hr enql`kkx nq etmbshnm`kkx ` ldladq ne ` mnm-state armed group, 

regardless of whether he or she is directly participating in hostilities. Civilian fatalities and injuries are now 

permissible if they are lawful under IHL.   

Moreover, in a meeting with Amnesty International, retired Brigadier General Donald Bolduc, who served as 

Commander, Special Operations Command Africa, from April 2015 until June 2017, but did not oversee any 

of the five incidents detailed in this report, said that since the issuance of the AAH directive, individuals are 

now considered to be lawfully targetable based solely on four criteria: age, gender, location, and 

geographical proximity to Al-Shabaab. According to General Bolduc, all military-aged males observed with 

known Al-Shabaab members, inside specific areas ± areas in which the US military has deemed the 

population to be supporting or sympathetic to Al-Shabaab ± are now considered legitimate military targets. In 

qdokx sn ` qdptdrs enq `m neehbh`k qdronmrd nm Fdmdq`k­r Ankctb­r `rrdqshnm+AFRICOM stated that: ®AF 

Buldoc's [sic] purported articulation of targeting standards does not accurately reflect the targeting 

standards of AFRICOM or [Department of Defense]-H̄owever, if General Bolduc is accurate in how the 

policy is practically applied during operations, then US forces appear to be acting in violation of IHL, as well 

as sgd TR­rown laws and policies regarding who is lawfully targetable during conflicts.  

Despite this broadening of the strike mandate, a weakening of civilian protections, and a significant uptick in 

air strikes, the Department of Defense (DoD), in a June 2018 report to the US Congress, stated that its 

military operations ± including air strikes ± in Somalia in 2017 had resulted in zero civilians killed or injured. 

A series of AFRICOM press releases, and a response from a DoD spokesperson to a specific request from 

Amnesty International in March 2019 asserted the same about sgd TR@­r 2018 military operations. 

This report investigates US strikes carried out in the Lower Shabelle region of Somalia. According to The 

Bureau of Investigative Journalism, a media organization which tracks and compiles strike data, the US 

military conducted at least 25 air strikes in Lower Shabelle between April 2017 and December 2018.  

Security concerns and access restrictions prevented Amnesty International from conducting on-site 

hmudrshf`shnmr `mc rdudqdkx khlhsdc sgd nqf`mhy`shnm­r `ahkhsx sn eqddkx f`sgdq sdrshlnmh`k `mc ogxrhb`k

evidence. All interviews took place in-person or over encrypted voice calls placed from phones located 

outside Al-Shabaab-held territory.  

Despite the difficulties, Amnesty International interviewed 65 witnesses and survivors of five alleged US air 

strikes carried out during this period. Amnesty International interviewed a further 77 witnesses and survivors 

of other alleged US air strikes in Somalia which are not detailed in this report. In addition to this first-hand 

testimony, the report draws on several types of evidence, including analysis of satellite imagery and data, 

photographic material, interviews with government officials, medical personnel and other experts, and an 

open-source investigation including analysis of traditional and social media, academic articles, and reports 

from NGOs and international bodies.  

While Al-Shabaab controls the areas of Lower Shabelle where the attacks in this report took place, and 

members of Al-Shabaab were present in relatively large numbers in parts of Lower Shabelle that were 

attacked, in some cases the rural areas and villages attacked had no evident Al-Shabaab presence at the 

time of the attack.  
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The five incidents investigated in this report fall into two categories. The first category includes two incidents 

in which the US military appears to have targeted suspected Al-Shabaab members riding in vehicles, killing 

civilians near the targeted vehicle. On 16 October 2017, a US armed drone targeted a suspected Al-Shabaab 

vehicle travelling between the towns of Awdheegle and Barire. The first of two strikes missed the apparent 

target, killing two civilians, and injuring five civilians, including two children, who were residing in the Farah 

Waeys settlement next to the road at the time of the attack. The second strike destroyed the vehicle and 

killed the suspected Al-Shabaab fighters inside. On 6 December 2017, five civilians, including two children, 

were killed when a truck carrying suspected Al-Shabaab fighters exploded in the isolated hamlet of Illimey. 

The explosion injured a further two civilians, including an 18-month-old girl. All those in the vehicle were also 

killed. Based on the evidence presented in this report, Amnesty International believes that the explosion was 

most plausibly caused by a US air strike. In these two incidents, it appears that US forces had ample 

opportunity to avoid civilian deaths and injuries, by taking feasible precautions, as required by IHL, including 

by carrying out the attack before the vehicle entered, or drove by, the civilian areas.  

The second category includes three incidents in which civilians were killed apparently either after being 

mistakenly identified as Al-Shabaab fighters or another lawful military objective, or incidentally in a strike 

against a lawful military objective. The misidentification appears to have occurred either because the target 

was wrongly identified as a specific individual or individuals or because the target was wrongly targeted by a 

®rhfm`stqd rsqhjd¯ vgdqd sgd uhbshl­r hcdmshsx v`s unknown by US forces, but their actions, as viewed from 

the air, were perceived to fit a suspicious pattern of behaviour. On 12 November 2017, three civilian farmers 

were killed by a US air strike outside the village of Darusalaam as they camped out on the edge of a road. 

They had been irrigating their farm late into the night, a practice that is common at night in the region, where 

farmers rely on flood irrigation from the nearby Shabelle river. They were armed with nothing more than their 

farming tools. On 2 August 2018, a US drone strike killed three civilians, including two well-diggers and an 

employee from Hormuud Telecommunications Company, as they drove a vehicle in a rural area near 

Gobanle village. Also in the vehicle was a suspected Al-Shabaab member, who was also killed and whose 

presence may have led US forces to wrongly conclude that the civilians in the vehicle were also Al-Shabaab. 

In the most recent attack documented by Amnesty International, in the early hours of 9 December 2018, US 

forces conducted an air strike near the village of Baladul-Rahma. One civilian farmer was killed and another 

injured as they irrigated their farm. In these three instances, civilians who were not directly participating in 

hostilities either appear to have been misidentified and then targeted and killed or killed incidentally. These 

attacks either targeted civilians, or those who planned the attack failed to take adequate measures to verify 

that the objectives were not civilian in nature, or those who carried out the attack failed to cancel or suspend 

the attack when it became apparent that it was wrongly-directed or that the attack may be disproportionate. 

As a result, the attacks appear to violate the principle of distinction or proportionality. 

US military operations are shrouded in secrecy. Although AFRICOM proactively issues press releases on 

some air strikes, others are only publicly acknowledged after AFRICOM receives a request for information on 

specific strikes. If no one asks questions, strikes may remain undisclosed, meaning the actual number of 

strikes conducted in Somalia is likely higher than current numbers suggest. Furthermore, AFRIBNL­r

reports often leave out crucial details, including information about the location and the intended targets, 

l`jhmf hs cheehbtks sn `rrdrr ` rsqhjd­r bnlokh`mbd vhsg hmsdqm`shnm`k k`v- 

On 15 February 2019, Amnesty International requested an official response from the USA to allegations in 

this report. On 12 March 2019, AFRICOM confirmed that US forces had conducted air strikes corresponding 

to the dates and locations of four of the incidents in this report. With respect to the allegations of civilian 

c`rt`kshdr hm d`bg ne sgdrd hmbhcdmsr+ @EQHBNL rs`sdc sgdx ®cn mns `ood`q khjdkx a`rdc nm bnmsq`chbsnqx

hmsdkkhfdmbd sg`s b`mmns ad chrbknrdc adb`trd ne nodq`shnm`k rdbtqhsx khlhs`shnmr¯. In regard the incident in 

the hamlet of Illimey on 6 December 2017, AFRICOM stated that hs chc mns l`sbg ®@EQHBNL qdbnqcr hm

qdf`qcr sn shldr+ c`sdr+ `mc knb`shnmr ne kdsg`k rsqhjdr¯- 

@lmdrsx Hmsdqm`shnm`k­r qdrd`qbg onhmsr sn ` e`hktqd ax sgd TR `mc Rnl`kh fnudqmldmsr sn `cdpt`sdkx

investigate allegations of civilian casualties resulting from US operations in Somalia. A lack of transparency 

characterizes all aspects of US air strikes in Somalia, including the process employed by AFRICOM to assess 

the credibility of allegations of civilian casualties, and, when an allegation is deemed credible, how this is 
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then investigated. On 12 March 2019, AFRICOM provided Amnesty International with a description of its 

procedure for reviewing civilian casualty allegations. The description does not provide information about the 

practical application of the guidance however, including on how it was applied to the incidents in this report, 

and does not contain clear criteria for assessing credibility of allegations. Furthermore, the US and Somali 

governments do not have adequate accountability mechanisms in place in Somalia for reporting and 

responding to allegations of civilian casualties, including an accessible means for survivors and families of 

victims to self-report their losses.  

A failure to investigate adequately denies individuals and families the right to justice, accountability and 

reparation, including compensation and guarantees of non-repetition.  

In this context, Amnesty International is calling on the Government of the USA to: 

¶ Conduct thorough, transparent, independent and impartial investigations into all credible allegations 

of civilian casualties of air strikes and other military operations in Somalia, including those 

documented in this report. Where there is sufficient admissible evidence of crimes, bring suspected 

perpetrators to justice in fair trials without recourse to the death penalty;  

¶ Acknowledge civilian casualties caused by US attacks and offer compensation and explanation to 

survivors and families of civilians killed in US strikes regardless of whether the casualties were 

caused by a lawful attack; 

¶ Provide victims of violations of international humanitarian law by US forces, and their families with 

access to justice and to full reparation, including restitution, compensation, rehabilitation, satisfaction 

and guarantees of non-repetition from the US government. 

¶ Implement an effective mechanism to ensure a safe and accessible means for families and 

communities to self-report civilian casualties arising from US air strikes and other military operations; 

¶ Ensure the planning and execution of attacks fully respects international humanitarian law, including 

ax qduhdvhmf hsr bqhsdqh` enq rdkdbshmf s`qfdsr+ hsr cdehmhshnmr ne ®bnla`s`ms¯ `mc ®mnm-bnla`s`ms¯+

oq`bshbdr rtbg `r ®rhfm`stqd rsqhjdr+¯ `mc vgdsgdq `kk ed`rhakd oqdb`tshnmr sn rpare civilians are being 

taken. 

Amnesty International is also calling on the Government of Somalia to: 

¶ Conduct its own thorough, transparent, independent and impartial investigations into allegations of 

civilian casualties resulting from US air strikes; 

¶ Seek reparations from the US government for survivors and families of victims of US air strikes; 

¶ Implement an effective mechanism to ensure a safe and accessible means for families and 

communities to self-report civilian casualties arising from US air strikes and other military 

operations. 
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2. METHODOLOGY 

This report investigates five incidents in Lower Shabelle, Somalia, between April 2017 and December 2018 

where civilians allegedly were killed by US air strikes. The report draws on significant first-hand testimony 

from witnesses and survivors from each of the five strikes. The report also draws on several other types of 

evidence including analysis of satellite imagery and data, photographic material, interviews with medical 

personnel and other experts, and an open-source investigation including an analysis of traditional and social 

media, academic articles, and reports from NGOs and international bodies.   

The research for this report took place in an environment that was extraordinarily hostile to human rights 

research. Security concerns and access restrictions prevented Amnesty International from conducting on-

rhsd hmudrshf`shnmr `mc rdudqdkx khlhsdc sgd nqf`mhy`shnm­r `ahkhsx sn eqddkx f`sgdq sdrshlnmh`k `mc ogxrhb`k

evidence.  

The strikes all took place in areas controlled by Al-Shabaab. Al-Shabaab severely restricts national and 

international human rights investigators and journalists operating in areas under its control, and civilians 

living in its territory are forbidden from speaking freely with investigators and journalists. Moreover, the group 

monitors and restricts the movements of civilians, especially in and out of its territory. Al-Shabaab bans all 

smartphones that have the capability to take photographs, record audio, or access the internet in areas 

under their control.1 According to people from Al-Shabaab territory interviewed for this report, the penalty for 

violating these rules can be severe and even fatal, especially in cases where Al-Shabaab believes the 

individual to be spying.  

Given the lack of access and the serious risks facing civilians who attempt to share information, researchers 

investigating the impact of the conflict on the population in Al-Shabaab-controlled territory face numerous 

impediments. To overcome access restrictions and to minimize the risks to Amnesty International staff, 

interviewees and their communities, the research for this report was conducted from government-controlled 

areas in-person in Somalia and remotely, from outside of Somalia.  

In addition to the risks associated with Al-Shabaab, mobile communications within and from Al-Shabaab 

territories are reportedly monitored by the US and Somali governments.2 Information from these 

communications can be used to direct attacks inside Al-Shabaab territory. To reduce the likelihood of being 

monitored by Al-Shabaab or by the US and Somali governments, all interviews took place in-person or over 

encrypted voice calls from phones outside of Al-Shabaab territory.  

Many interviewees were afraid of reprisals from Al-Shabaab or the Somali government if they were identified 

as having spoken to Amnesty International. As a result, information that could identify interviewees, or 

members of their communities, as having spoken with Amnesty International has been removed from the 

report but remain on file with Amnesty International. This includes age, gender, occupation, and relationship 

to the victims and survivors. The names of all victims in the report are real. Pseudonyms have been used in 

                                                                                                                                                       

1 Amnesty International in-person and telephone interviews, dates and locations withheld for security reasons. 
2 Congressional Research Service, The September 2013 Terrorist Attack in Kenya: 
In Brief, 14 November 2013, https://fas.org/sgp/crs/row/R43245.pdf and; The Drive, The U.S. Army's Newest Spy Plane Is 
in Action in Africa and Latin America, 20 March 2017, http://www.thedrive.com/the-war-zone/8443/the-u-s-armys-newest-
spy-plane-is-in-action-in-africa-and-latin-america  

https://fas.org/sgp/crs/row/R43245.pdf
http://www.thedrive.com/the-war-zone/8443/the-u-s-armys-newest-spy-plane-is-in-action-in-africa-and-latin-america
http://www.thedrive.com/the-war-zone/8443/the-u-s-armys-newest-spy-plane-is-in-action-in-africa-and-latin-america
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all cases when quoting people who were interviewed. Specific dates and locations of interviews have also 

been withheld for security reasons.  

The investigation was carried out by four Amnesty International researchers, along with staff experts in 

remote sensing and photographic and video verification, `mc ldladqr ne @lmdrsx Hmsdqm`shnm`k­r Chfhs`k

Verification Corps.3 Amnesty International also hired individuals living in Somalia with extensive networks of 

contacts to locate survivors and witnesses and gather information about specific air strikes. For a strike to be 

included in the report, testimonial evidence had to be deemed sufficient and credible by Amnesty 

International researchers and needed to be corroborated by testimony from individuals identified by at least 

two independent entry points into the strike-affected population.  

In instances where significant testimonial information obtained from an individual could not be corroborated, 

the entire testimony was excluded from the report and did not form any part of the factual basis for any of 

the rdonqs­r bnmbktrhnmr- @lmdrsx Hmsdqm`shnm`k qdrd`qbgdqr `krn cdsdqlhmdc sg`s mtldqntr hmsdquhdvddr

knowingly and wilfully provided false information. Their testimonies, along with all other testimonies from 

interviewees brought from the same sources, even if the underlying information appeared reliable, were 

likewise excluded from the report. 

Between August 2018 and February 2019, Amnesty International interviewed 65 survivors and witnesses of 

the five incidents documented in this report. Amnesty International interviewed a further 77 survivors and 

witnesses of a further 15 alleged US air strikes in Somalia which are not detailed in this report. Amnesty 

International also interviewed staff from international organizations, members of the US military and US State 

Department, Somali government officials, journalists, humanitarian workers, and local human rights 

monitors.  

Amnesty International interviewed survivors and witnesses individually. Interviews generally lasted between 

30 minutes and two hours. Interviews with survivors and witnesses were conducted in Somali and Garre 

languages, often with interpretation from Somali or Garre languages to English.  

Potential interviewees were informed about the nature and purpose of the research, as well as how the 

information they provided would be used, before deciding to meet with Amnesty International researchers. 

This information was shared again by Amnesty International researchers before the start of each interview. 

Oral consent was obtained from each interviewee at the start of interviews. Interviewees were also given the 

option ± both before and at the end of the interview ± to choose not to have their names included in the 

report. No incentives or monetary compensation were provided to interviewees in exchange for their 

accounts. Individuals were told that they could end the interview at any time and that they could choose 

whether to answer any specific question. 

Some of the villages or hamlets referenced in this report do not appear on any publicly available map. The 

locations of these villages were determined by interviewing residents or former residents of the villages who 

described the geography of the village and the surrounding area in enough detail to allow Amnesty 

International to identify the village in high resolution satellite imagery.  

Odnokd­r `fdr hm sgd qdonqs `qd a`rdc nm hmenql`shnm oqnuhcdc ax sgd hmsdquhdvdd- Qdedqdmbdc `fdr `qd nesdm

approximations.  

On 11 July 2018, Amnesty International filed a Freedom of Information Act Request with US Africa 

Commanc `mc TR @hq Enqbdr hm Dtqnod % @hq Enqbdr @eqhb`+ `rjhmf enq ®`kk `esdq `bshnm qdonqsr+ cdaqhdehmfr+

lessons learned, strike logs, mission summaries, white papers, research reports, and other documents 

related to air strikes accomplished in Somalia betweem 0 I`m 06 `mc 0 Itk 07-¯ Nsgdq sg`m `m

                                                                                                                                                       

3 The Digital Verification Corps is a network of volunteers trained in discovering and verifying audio-visual content sourced 
from social media. Established in 2016 with volunteers based at three universities (University of California, Berkeley 
(USA), Pretoria (South Africa) and Essex (UK)), the network has grown to include Toronto (Canada), Cambridge (UK) and 
Hong Kong University. After the initial verification work by the trained volunteers, Amnesty International staff experts make 
sgd ehm`k cdsdqlhm`shnm ne vgdsgdq sgd chfhs`k bnmsdms hr rteehbhdmskx udqhehdc sn ad qdkhdc nm hm sgd nqf`mhy`shnm­r
investigations. 
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acknowledgement of receipt, Amnesty International had not, at time of printing, received a substantive reply 

to this request. 

On 15 February 2019, Amnesty International formally requested an official response, from AFRICOM, to the 

allegations in this report. On 12 March 2019, AFRICOM provided a formal response to some of Amnesty 

Hmsdqm`shnm`k­r ptdrshnmr- On 13 March 2018, a DoD spokesperson provided an email response to some of 

the questions that Amnesty International put to AFRICOM. Relevant portions of @lmdrsx Hmsdqm`shnm`k­r

qdptdrs `mc @EQHBNL­r response have been included in the report. 

On 7 March 2019, Amnesty International formally requested an official response, from the Government of 

Somalia, to the allegations in this report. At the time of printing, the government had not replied.  
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3.  BACKGROUND 

3.1 BACKGROUND ON SOMALIA 
A former Italian colony and British protectorate, the Federal Republic of Somalia was formed in 1960 and 

lies on the eastern horn of Africa, sharing borders with Kenya, Ethiopia and Djibouti. Somalia is currently 

composed of five Federal Member States: Jubaland,4 South West,5 Galmudug,6 Hirshabelle7 and Puntland.8 

Puntland, in north eastern Somalia, declared itself a semi-autonomous state in 1998, but recognizes its 

status as a constituent part of Somalia. Somaliland, an area in north-western Somalia, declared 

independence from Somalia in 1991; however, its independence has not been formally recognized by any 

country.9 

The Lower Shabelle region, the focus of this report, forms part of the South West state. It sits to the west, 

southwest and northwest of the capital, Mogadishu, and is home to around one million people,10 most of 

whom live in rural areas. The region is home to many nomadic and semi-nomadic people, as well as many 

who are sedentary. Much of the population lives on the banks of the Shabelle River, which serves as an 

important source of livelihood, providing water for livestock and the irrigation of farms. More than 100,000 

people are currently internally displaced in the region due to drought, flooding and conflict.11  

Lower Shabelle is the gateway to Mogadishu and is a very fertile region making it one of the most strategic 

regions in Somalia. Since the collapse of the Somali government in 1991, the region has been characterized 

by inter-clan conflict over land ownership and political power. Since 2012, AMISOM alongside Somali 

government forces have taken over key towns from Al-Shabaab which had controlled the region since 2008. 

Due to these shifting political dynamics and the introduction of the federal system in Somalia in 2012, 

powerful clan militias started fighting to control the region and its resources, their alliances shifting frequently 

between the government and Al-Shabaab depending on who controlled their territory and who they thought 

would advance their interests at a given time; Somali government forces, AMISOM and Al-Shabaab have 

therefore also all fought against clan militias which they had previously supported. Al-Shabaab fighters 

                                                                                                                                                       

4 This includes Gedo, Middle Juba and Lower Juba regions. 
5 This includes Lower Shabelle, Bay, and Bakool regions. 
6 This includes Galgadud and the southern part of Mudug regions. 
7 Hiraan and Middle Shabelle regions. 
8 The status of the Banadir regional administration within the federal system in which Mogadishu is located has not been 
cdsdqlhmdc xds- Rdd TM Rdbtqhsx Bntmbhk+ ®Qdonqs ne sgd Rdbqds`qx-Fdmdq`k nm Rnl`kh`+¯ R.1/06.640+ 4 Rdosdladq 1/06+
o`q`- 6- @mc ®Qdonqs ne sgd Rdbqds`qx-General on Snl`kh`+¯ R.1/07.300+ 1 L`x 1/07+ o`q` 7- 
9 The Economist, Why Somaliland is not a recognized state, 1 November 2015, https://www.economist.com/the-
economist-explains/2015/11/01/why-somaliland-is-not-a-recognised-state  
10 As of 2014. See: UN Population Fund, Population Estimation Survey 2014, October 2014, p.31, 
https://somalia.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/pub-pdf/Population-Estimation-Survey-of-Somalia-PESS-2013-2014.pdf  
11 As of July 2018. See: UN Office of the Coordinator of Humanitarian Assistance, 2018 Humanitarian Response Plan ± 
Revised, July ± December 2018, July 2018, 
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Somalia%20Revised%20HRP%20July%202018-FINAL.pdf  

https://www.economist.com/the-economist-explains/2015/11/01/why-somaliland-is-not-a-recognised-state
https://www.economist.com/the-economist-explains/2015/11/01/why-somaliland-is-not-a-recognised-state
https://somalia.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/pub-pdf/Population-Estimation-Survey-of-Somalia-PESS-2013-2014.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Somalia%20Revised%20HRP%20July%202018-FINAL.pdf
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Women, walking with what possessions they can carry, arrive in a steady trickle at an IDP camp erected next to an AMISOM military base 
near the town of Jowhar, Middle Shabelle, Somalia, on November 12. © AU UN IST PHOTO / TOBIN JONES 

currently control many villages in this region. The United States has been conducting military operations, 

including ground raids and air strikes, against Al-Shabab fighters in the region.12 

Decades of violence, coupled with drought, poor governance and difficulties accessing humanitarian aid has 

left Somalia suffering nmd ne sgd vnqkc­r vnqrs gtl`mhs`qh`m `mc gtl`m qhfgsr bqhrdr- Around a million 

people are estimated to have fled the country, as a result of drought, flooding and conflict13 and over 2.6 

million people in Somalia are currently internally displaced.14 According to the Protection and Return 

Monitoring Network - a UN High Commissioner for Refugees-led project implemented in partnership with the 

Norwegian Refugee Council which reports on displacements and protection risks and incidents underlying 

such movements - the number of civilians who fled their homes due to conflict and insecurity in Somalia 

increased to 320,000 in 2018, up 50 per cent from 2017. Lower Shabelle is the region that was most heavily 

impacted by displacement in 2017 and 2018.15 Many of those Amnesty International interviewed for this 

report had been displaced, sometimes multiple times, due to interclan violence, armed clashes between the 

government and Al-Shabaab, or by US air strikes and other military operations. Internally displaced persons 

(IDPs) are at heightened risk of exploitation and abuse, including sexual violence, and forced evictions.16 

Women and children in the IDP camps are particularly vulnerable to abuse. 

                                                                                                                                                       

12 For more information on the Lower Shabelle dynamics see: International Crisis Group: Somalia: Why is Al-Shabaab Still 
A Potent Threat?, 11 February 2016, https://www.crisisgroup.org/africa/horn-africa/somalia/somalia-why-al-shabaab-still-
potent-threat and, Human Rights Watch: Somalia: Al-Shabab Forces Burn Villages, 26 July 2017, 
https://www.hrw.org/news/2017/07/26/somalia-al-shabab-forces-burn-villages 
13 United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), Somalia Factsheet 2018, June 2018, 
http://reporting.unhcr.org/sites/default/files/UNHCR%20Somalia%20Fact%20Sheet%20-%20June%202018.pdf  
14 This is the estimation as per 2018. See: UNHCR, CCCM Cluster Somalia Overview, 31 March 2018, 
https://data2.unhcr.org/en/situations/cccm_somalia  
15 NRC, 320,000 Somalis fled conflict and insecurity in 2018, 28 February 2019, https:/www.nrc.no/somali-fled-2018-
press-release 
16 Danish Immigration Service, South and Central Somalia: Security situation, al-Shabab presence, and Target Groups, 
March 2017, p.10, https://www.nyidanmark.dk/NR/rdonlyres/57D4CD96-E97D-4003-A42A-
C119BE069792/0/South_and_Central_Somalia_Report_March_2017.pdf 

https://www.crisisgroup.org/africa/horn-africa/somalia/somalia-why-al-shabaab-still-potent-threat
https://www.crisisgroup.org/africa/horn-africa/somalia/somalia-why-al-shabaab-still-potent-threat
https://www.hrw.org/news/2017/07/26/somalia-al-shabab-forces-burn-villages
http://reporting.unhcr.org/sites/default/files/UNHCR%20Somalia%20Fact%20Sheet%20-%20June%202018.pdf
https://data2.unhcr.org/en/situations/cccm_somalia
https://www.nrc.no/somali-fled-2018-press-release
https://www.nrc.no/somali-fled-2018-press-release
https://www.nyidanmark.dk/NR/rdonlyres/57D4CD96-E97D-4003-A42A-C119BE069792/0/South_and_Central_Somalia_Report_March_2017.pdf
https://www.nyidanmark.dk/NR/rdonlyres/57D4CD96-E97D-4003-A42A-C119BE069792/0/South_and_Central_Somalia_Report_March_2017.pdf
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3.2 A HISTORY OF CONFLICT IN SOMALIA 

Following independence, Somalia enjoyed multiparty democracy for nearly 10 years. But in 1969 the then-

President Abdirashid Ali Sharmarke was assassinated and the government overthrown.17 Major General 

Mohamed Siad Barre assumed power in the coup and ruled Somalia for over 20 years.18 His presidency 

became increasingly repressive, characterized by widespread detention, torture and execution of 

government critics, and the extrajudicial execution of thousands of civilians, including on the basis of clan 

membership.19 

The bnkk`ord ne Rh`c A`qqd­r fnudqmldms hm 0880 g`rsdmdcthe breakdown of the Somali state plummeting 

the country into civil war and prolonged conflict.20 Heavy fighting engulfed Mogadishu and thousands of 

people were killed as rival warlords entfgs enq onvdq enkknvhmf Rh`c A`qqd­r cdlhrd.21 A drought in 1992, the 

effects of which were exacerbated by conflict, caused widespread famine which left millions of people on the 

verge of starvation and malnutrition.22 By the end of 1992 an estimated 300,000 people had died from the 

intersecting drought and conflict, and a further estimated two million had been forced to flee their homes.23  

Joint UN-US forces were deployed to Somalia in December 1992. Despite mediation attempts, no peace 

deal was reached, and violence continued throughout the 1990s.24  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

While peace has largely returned to Somalia's capital of Mogadishu, journalists working in the city continue to face huge risks in their effort to report  

the news. © AU-UN IST PHOTO / TOBIN JONES. 

                                                                                                                                                       

17 Harun Maruf and Dan Joseph, Inside Al-Shabaab: The Secret History of Al-P`dc`­r Lnrs Onvdqetk @kkx, Indiana 
University Press, 2018, p.9. 
18 Harun Maruf and Dan Joseph, Inside Al-Shabaab: The Secret History of Al-P`dc`­r Lnrs Onvdqetk @kkx, Indiana 
University Press, 2018, pp.9-17. 
19 Amnesty International, Somalia: Building human rights in the disintegrated state, (AI Index: AFR 52/03/95), November 
1995, p.5, https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/196000/afr520011992en.pdf  
20 Harun Maruf and Dan Joseph. Inside Al-Shabaab: The Secret History of Al-P`dc`­r Lnrs Onvdqetk @kkx, Indiana 
University Press, 2018, p.17.  
21 See Lidwein Kaptiejns, Clan Cleansing in Somalia: The Ruinous Legacy of 1991, University of Pennsylvania Press, 
2013.  
22 United Nations Department of Public Information, United Nations Operation in Somalia I, 1997, 
http://www.un.org/Depts/DPKO/Missions/unosomi.htm 
23 United Nations Department of Public Information, United Nations Operation in Somalia I, 1997, 
http://www.un.org/Depts/DPKO/Missions/unosomi.htm 
24 Mark Bradbury and Sally Healy, Endless War: a brief history of the Somalia conflict, Accord, Issue 21, pp.10-11: 
https://www.c-r.org/downloads/21_Somalia.pdf  

https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/196000/afr520011992en.pdf
http://www.un.org/Depts/DPKO/Missions/unosomi.htm
http://www.un.org/Depts/DPKO/Missions/unosomi.htm
https://www.c-r.org/downloads/21_Somalia.pdf
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In June 2006, the Islamic Courts Union (ICU) ± an alliance of Shari­̀ bntqsr enqldc sn ehfgs Rnl`kh`­r mdvkx

appointed Transitional Federal Government (TFG) ± gained control of Mogadishu and other parts of south-

central Somalia.25 Ethiopia, assessing a security threat, entered Somalia in early December 2006 at the 

request of the TFG26 and drove the ICU from Mogadishu. For several months following the Ethiopian 

intervention, intense fighting between the Ethiopian forces, the TFG and the various factions of the ICU 

continued. The ICU, undefeated, was dispersed throughout south and central Somalia, and continued 

attacks on Ethiopian forces. It was out of this intense resistance to the Ethiopian intervention that Al-Shabaab 

emerged.27 

3.3 AL-SHABAAB 

Al-Shabaab is an offshoot of the ICU and, since 2012, Al-P`­hc`­r `eehkh`sd hm D`rs @eqhb`.28 It was formed in 

early 2006 as a resistance group of approximately 400 fighters against Mogadishu warlords.29 Between 2006 

and 2008, thanks largely to popular support for its war against the Ethiopian military30 and a protracted 

period of poor governance and lawlessness throughout the country,31 its ranks increased to several thousand 

fighters.32 In February 2008, the US State Department designated Al-Shabaab a Foreign Terrorist 

Organization.33  

By mid-2008, Al-Shabaab had taken control of Mogadishu and the strategic southern port city of Kismayo, 

facilitating an increase in sgd fqnto­rrevenues, including from the export of charcoal.34 In 2012, they were 

ousted from all Somalh`­rmajor cities by AMISOM35 and other allied forces.36 Today Al-Shabaab still controls 

or contests large swathes of south-central Somalia, including strategic towns in Lower Shabelle. 37 The 

incidents detailed in this report all took place in Al-Shabaab-controlled territory in the Lower Shabelle region. 

At present, the group is estimated to include thousands of armed fighters, though precise figures are not 

known.38  

                                                                                                                                                       

25 See Stanford University, Mapping Militant Organizations ± Islamic Courts Union, March 2016, 
http://web.stanford.edu/group/mappingmilitants/cgi-bin/groups/view/107 and; Council on Foreign Relations, Al-Shabab, 31 
January 2019, https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/al-shabab 
26 Council on Foreign Relations, Al-Shabab, 31 January 2019, https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/al-shabab and; Centre for 
Strategic and International Studies, Al-Shabaab, July 2011, https://csis-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-
public/legacy_files/files/publication/110715_Wise_AlShabaab_AQAM%20Futures%20Case%20Study_WEB.pdf 
27 Centre for Strategic and International Studies, Al-Shabaab, July 2011, https://csis-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-
public/legacy_files/files/publication/110715_Wise_AlShabaab_AQAM%20Futures%20Case%20Study_WEB.pdf and; 
Council on Foreign Relations, Al-Shabab, 31 January 2019, https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/al-shabab 2 and; Tony Blair 
Institute for Global Change, What is Al-Shabaab? 19 October 2017, https://institute.global/insight/co-existence/what-al-
shabaab and; Human Rights Watch, Harsh War, Harsh Peace: Abuses by al-Shabab, the Transitional Federal 
Government, and AMISOM in Somalia, 2010, https://www.hrw.org/sites/default/files/reports/somalia0410webwcover_0.pdf 
and International Crisis Group, Al-Shabaab Five Years after Westgate: Still a Menace in East Africa, 21 September 2018, 
https://www.crisisgroup.org/africa/horn-africa/kenya/265-al-shabaab-five-years-after-westgate-still-menace-east-africa  
28 Al-Shabaab formally declared its allegiance to al-P`­hc` hm 1/01 sgntfg sgdx g`c shdr oqhnq sn sg`s- 
29 Centre for Strategic and International Studies, Al-Shabaab, July 2011, p.3, https://csis-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-
public/legacy_files/files/publication/110715_Wise_AlShabaab_AQAM%20Futures%20Case%20Study_WEB.pdf 
30 Harun Maruf and Dan Joseph. Inside Al-Shabaab: The Secret History of Al-P`dc`­r Lnrs Onvdqetk @kkx, Indiana 
University Press, 2018, pp. 27±45.  
31 Centre for Strategic and International Studies, Al-Shabaab, July 2011, https://csis-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-
public/legacy_files/files/publication/110715_Wise_AlShabaab_AQAM%20Futures%20Case%20Study_WEB.pdf  
32 Council on Foreign Relations, Al-Shabab, 31 January 2019, https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/al-shabab  
33 US State Department, Designation of Al-Shabaab as a Foreign Terrorist Organisation, 26 February 2008, 
https://www.state.gov/j/ct/rls/other/des/102446.htm  
34 Counter Extremism Project, Al-Shabab, https://www.counterextremism.com/threat/al-shabab  
35 AMISOM is a UN-mandated peace enforcement mission operated by the African Union in Somalia. See: http://amisom-
au.org/amisom-mandate/  
36 See Paul Williams, Fighting for Peace in Somalia: A History and Analysis of the African Union Mission (AMISOM), 2007 
± 2017, Oxford University Press, 2018, chapters 5 and 6.  
37 Critical Threats, Al Shabaab Area of Operations: October 2018, 5 October 2018, 
https://www.criticalthreats.org/analysis/Al-Shabaab-area-of-operations-october-2018  
38 European Asylum Support Office, EASO Country of Origin Information Report Somalia Security situation, December 
2017, p.30, https://www.easo.europa.eu/sites/default/files/publications/coi-somalia-dec2017lr.pdf  
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https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/al-shabab
https://csis-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/legacy_files/files/publication/110715_Wise_AlShabaab_AQAM%20Futures%20Case%20Study_WEB.pdf
https://csis-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/legacy_files/files/publication/110715_Wise_AlShabaab_AQAM%20Futures%20Case%20Study_WEB.pdf
https://csis-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/legacy_files/files/publication/110715_Wise_AlShabaab_AQAM%20Futures%20Case%20Study_WEB.pdf
https://csis-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/legacy_files/files/publication/110715_Wise_AlShabaab_AQAM%20Futures%20Case%20Study_WEB.pdf
https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/al-shabab
https://institute.global/insight/co-existence/what-al-shabaab
https://institute.global/insight/co-existence/what-al-shabaab
https://www.hrw.org/sites/default/files/reports/somalia0410webwcover_0.pdf
https://www.crisisgroup.org/africa/horn-africa/kenya/265-al-shabaab-five-years-after-westgate-still-menace-east-africa
https://csis-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/legacy_files/files/publication/110715_Wise_AlShabaab_AQAM%20Futures%20Case%20Study_WEB.pdf
https://csis-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/legacy_files/files/publication/110715_Wise_AlShabaab_AQAM%20Futures%20Case%20Study_WEB.pdf
https://csis-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/legacy_files/files/publication/110715_Wise_AlShabaab_AQAM%20Futures%20Case%20Study_WEB.pdf
https://csis-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/legacy_files/files/publication/110715_Wise_AlShabaab_AQAM%20Futures%20Case%20Study_WEB.pdf
https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/al-shabab
https://www.state.gov/j/ct/rls/other/des/102446.htm
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The group imposes a strict udqrhnm ne Rg`qh­` k`v hm `qd`r tmcdq hsr bnmsqnk.39 It rules the civilian population 

with violent repression and regularly commits serious human rights abuses and violations of international 

humanitarian law.40 The group has also been accused of using human shields and preventing humanitarian 

aid from entering its territory. Lower Shabelle and the villages that line the Shabelle River serve as a 

breadbasket for Al-Shabaab­r ehfgsdqr+ `r sgdx dwsq`bszakat '®taxes̄ ( from local farmers who largely belong 

to economically weak and politically marginalized clans.41 

Following air and ground attacks Al-Shabaab seeks retribution arresting local people whom they accuse of 

spying and helping to direct attacks to them. In 2014, Al-Shabaab executed ten people on charges of 

working with the USA or other foreign governments42 and in October 2018, Al-Shabaab executed five men 

they accused of spying. The group said three of the men spied for the United States and helped guide 

drones to carry out strikes in Somalia.43 

Al-Rg`a``a­r armed attacks in Somalia have regularly targeted civilians and civilian structures,44 including in 

indiscriminate attacks, and through the summary killing of individuals perceived to have links with the 

government, as well as journalists.45 The group forcefully recruits children as soldiers,46 and carries out rape 

and other forms of torture and other serious human rights abuses. 47 It also regularly targets government and 

AMISOM forces, relying on suicide bombs, improvised explosive devices (IEDs) and assassinations.48  

Since 2011, there has been an increase in Al-Rg`a``a­rattacks on locations frequented by civilians 

including hotels and restaurants in Mogadishu and other cities inside and outside of Somalia, attacks that 

have left thousands of civilians dead and wounded.49 On 28 February 2019, Al-Shabaab carried out a 

complex attack that lasted for 24 hours outside hotels and restaurants along Makka Al-Mukarama road, one 

of the busiest streets in Mogadishu, killing at least 25 people, including children, and injuring 131 more.50 

                                                                                                                                                       

39 Council on Foreign Relations, Al-Shabab, 31 January 2019, https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/al-shabab  
40 Human Rights Watch, Harsh War, Harsh Peace: Abuses by Al-Shabaab, the Transitional Federal Government and 
AMISOM in Somalia, 19 April 2010, https://www.hrw.org/report/2010/04/19/harsh-war-harsh-peace/abuses-al-shabaab-
transitional-federal-government-and-amisom 
41 These include the Garre, Begedi, Jareer Wayn, and Biimaal clans.  
42 Harun Maruf and Dan Joseph, Inside Al-Shabaab: The Secret History of Al-P`dc`­r Lnrs Onvdqetk @kkx, Indiana 
University Press, 2018, p.228. 
43 Reuters: Somalia's al Shabaab executes five men accused of spying, 10 October 2018, 
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-somalia-security/somalias-al-shabaab-executes-five-men-accused-of-spying-
idUSKCN1MK0GZ  and; BBC, Somalia's al-Shabab says it has killed British spy, 10 October 2018, 
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-45809289; In early 2019, there were media reports suggesting that Al-Shabab 
arrested students and teachers in Buale town for spying for the United States agencies, see Mareeg: Somali Islamists 
Detain School Children For Spying, 7 January 2019, https://mareeg.com/somali-islamists-detain-school-children-for-
spying-2 
44 Counter Extremism Project, Al-Shabab, https://www.counterextremism.com/threat/al-shabab 
45 OHCHR, Protection of Civilians: Building the Foundation for Peace, Security and Human Rights in Somalia, December 
2017, p.21, https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Countries/SO/ReportProtectionofCivilians.pdf 
46 See: Human Rights Watch, Somalia: Al-Shabab Demanding Children, 14 January 2018, 
https://www.hrw.org/news/2018/01/14/somalia-al-shabab-demanding-children and; Human Rights Watch, No Place for 
Children: Child Recruitment, Forced Marriage, and Attacks on Schools in Somalia, 20 February 2012, 
https://www.hrw.org/report/2012/02/20/no-place-children/child-recruitment-forced-marriage-and-attacks-schools-
somalia#2fe00   
47 Human Rights Watch, Harsh War, Harsh Peace: Abuses by Al-Shabaab, the Transitional Federal Government and 
AMISOM in Somalia, 19 April 2010, https://www.hrw.org/report/2010/04/19/harsh-war-harsh-peace/abuses-al-shabaab-
transitional-federal-government-and-amisom  
48 OHCHR, Protection of Civilians: Building the Foundation for Peace, Security and Human Rights in Somalia, December 
2017, p.18, https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Countries/SO/ReportProtectionofCivilians.pdf 
49 See Office of the Special Representative of the Secretary-General on Sexual Violence in Conflict, Somalia,  
https://www.un.org/sexualviolenceinconflict/countries/somalia/; Sig Jarle Hansen, Al-Shabaab in Somalia: The History and 
Ideology of a Militant Islamist Group, Oxford University Press, 2016; Harun Maruf and Dan Joseph, Inside Al-Shabaab: 
The Secret History of Al-P`dc`­r Lnrs Onvdqetk @kkx, Indiana University Press, 2018. 
50 VOA News: Body of Infant Recovered After Deadly Somalia Attack, 3 March 2019, https://www.voanews.com/a/body-of-
infant-recovered-3-days-after-deadly-somalia-attack/4811448.htm 
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https://www.hrw.org/report/2010/04/19/harsh-war-harsh-peace/abuses-al-shabaab-transitional-federal-government-and-amisom
https://www.hrw.org/report/2010/04/19/harsh-war-harsh-peace/abuses-al-shabaab-transitional-federal-government-and-amisom
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Countries/SO/ReportProtectionofCivilians.pdf
https://www.un.org/sexualviolenceinconflict/countries/somalia/
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In January 2016, Al-Shabaab attacked a popular rdrs`tq`ms hm Lnf`chrgt­r Khcn ad`bg+ hm vghbg nudq 1/

people were killed, and dozens injured, including women and children.51  

In the past few years, Al-Shabaab has also carried out several high-profile attacks in neighbouring Kenya, 

often justified by the group as a response to the Kenyan military offensive against it since 2011. On 21 

September 2013, Al-Shabaab attacked Westgate Mall, a popular upscale shopping centre in Jdmx`­r b`ohs`k+ 

Nairobi, killing at least 67 people and injuring many others.52 Similarly, on 2 April 2015, the group attacked 

Garissa University College, killing at least 147 people and injuring close to 100. On 15 January 2019 armed 

men stormed the DusitD2 hotel in Nairobi and killed at least 21 people. Al-Shabaab claimed responsibility 

for the attack.53  

Despite increased military operations by Somali and allied forces in recent years, including a significant 

uptick in air strikes by US forces since June 2017, Al-Rg`a``a­r `ahkhsx sn bnmctbs `ss`bjr g`r addm k`qfdkx

undiminished, according to the UN Panel of Experts on Somalia.54 On 14 October 2017 nearly 600 people55 

were killed and more than 300 injured when a vehicle-borne improvised explosive device (VBIED) detonated 

at the Zoobe junction in Mogadishu. Sghr v`r sgd vnqkc­r cd`ckhdrs sqtbj bomb ever and Rnl`kh`­r cd`ckhdrs

single attack to date. Although widely assumed to have been carried out by Al-Shabaab, the group has not 

claimed responsibility for it.56  

3.4 INTERNATIONAL RESPONSE (1992 ± 2019) 

In April 1992, in response to escalating violence following the downfall of Siad Barre, the UN Security 

Council established the United Nations Operation in Somalia (UNOSOM) and sent military observers to the 

country.57 Following a further deterioration in the situation, the US deployed 30,000 troopr enq ¬Nodq`shnm

Qdrsnqd Gnod­ hm Cdbdladq 0881+58 but they were withdrawn little more than a year later, after 18 US 

soldiers and hundreds of Somalis were killed in a fierce battle ± The Battle of Mogadishu -- in October 

1993.59 In 1995, UN peacekeeping forces also withdrew.60 

In early 2007, the UN Security Council authorized the African Union (AU) to lead a new peace enforcement 

mission, AMISOM.61 The mission­r oqhl`qx l`mc`sd v`r sn oqnsdbs sgd bntmsqx­r sgdm sq`mrhshnm`k

government, which had been formed in 2004. Uganda was the first nation to send forces into Somalia under 

                                                                                                                                                       

51 The Independent, Mogadishu attack: 20 killed as Al-Shabaab gunmen storm Somalia beachfront restaurant, 22 January 
2016, https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/africa/mogadishu-attack-gunmen-attack-lido-beach-restaurant-
a6826321.html  
52 The Guardian, Terror in Nairobi: the full story behind al-Rg`a``a­r l`kk `ss`bj, 4 October 2013, 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2013/oct/04/westgate-mall-attacks-kenya    
53 BBC, Kenya attack: 21 confirmed dead in DusitD2 hotel siege, 16 January 2019, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-
africa-46888682  
54 UN Panel of Experts on Somalia, UN Doc: S/2018/1002, Somalia report of the Monitoring Group on Somalia and Eritrea 
submitted in accordance with resolution 2385, 9 November 2018, http://undocs.org/S/2018/1002  
55 UN Panel of Experts on Somalia, UN Doc: S/2018/1002, Somalia report of the Monitoring Group on Somalia and Eritrea 
submitted in accordance with resolution 2385, 9 November 2018, http://undocs.org/S/2018/1002  See also: Human 
Rights Watch, Somalia bombing takes ghastly civilian toll, https://www.hrw.org/news/2017/10/15/somalia-bombing-takes-
ghastly-civilian-toll 
56 UN Panel of Experts on Somalia, UN Doc: S/2018/1002, Somalia report of the Monitoring Group on Somalia and Eritrea  
submitted in accordance with resolution 2385, 9 November 2018, http://undocs.org/S/2018/1002 
57 United Nations Peacekeeping, Somalia UNOSOM I ± Background, 
https://peacekeeping.un.org/mission/past/unosom1backgr2.html#three  
58 For a list of troop-contributing countries, see: United Nations Department of Public Information, United Nations 
Operation in Somalia I, 1997, http://www.un.org/Depts/DPKO/Missions/unosomi.htm  
59 Mark Bowden, Black Hawk Down: A Story of Modern War, Atlantic Monthly Press, 1999.  
60 BBC, Black Hawk Down: The Somali battle that changed US policy in Africa, 1 February 2017, 
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/magazine-38808175/black-hawk-down-the-somali-battle-that-changed-us-policy-in-africa  
61 AMISOM divides the country into sectors and assigns responsibility for each to individual countries. Sector 2, consisting 
of Lower and Middle Juba, is run by Kenya. Ethiopia is responsible for Sector 3, the Bay, Gedo, and Bakool regions. In the 
Lower Shabelle region and Mogadishu, Sector 1, Ugandan (and occasionally Burundian) soldiers take the lead in AMISOM 
operations, and coordinate with US forces, who returned its military to the country in 2002. See: http://amisom-
au.org/amisom-background/  

https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/africa/mogadishu-attack-gunmen-attack-lido-beach-restaurant-a6826321.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/africa/mogadishu-attack-gunmen-attack-lido-beach-restaurant-a6826321.html
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-46888682
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-46888682
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http://undocs.org/S/2018/1002
http://undocs.org/S/2018/1002
https://peacekeeping.un.org/mission/past/unosom1backgr2.html#three
http://www.un.org/Depts/DPKO/Missions/unosomi.htm
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/magazine-38808175/black-hawk-down-the-somali-battle-that-changed-us-policy-in-africa
http://amisom-au.org/amisom-background/
http://amisom-au.org/amisom-background/
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AMISOM, and has the enqbd­r largest contingent, with over 6,200 troops.62 Other forces come from Burundi, 

Ethiopia, Kenya, Djibouti, and Sierra Leone.63  

The international community has supported a number of efforts to install functioning governments in Somalia 

in the last decade.64 Al-Shabaab proved to be the biggest security challenge preventing the authorities from 

returning the country to stability. While AMISOM forces are still present in Somalia and unilateral and US-

supported Somali military actions against Al-Shabaab have increased in the past few years, Al-Shabaab still 

maintains control over large areas of south-central Somalia. 

In February 2017, the current president of the Federal Government of Somalia Mohamed Abdullahi 

Lng`ldc+ onotk`qkx jmnvm `r ®E`ql`in+¯ v`r dkdbsdc `mc rnnm `mmntmbdc ok`mr sn rsdo to lhkhs`qx

operations against Al-Shabaab, declaring the country to be in a state of war with the armed group.65 This 

came just days ̀ esdq qdonqsr dldqfdc ne Oqdrhcdms Sqtlo­rissuing of a directive designating parts of Somalia 

`m ®`qd` ne `bshud gnrshkhshdr¯- 

Military operations by Somali government, allied militia and foreign troops including AMISOM and the US 

military against Al-Shabaab, continue to have a devastating effect on civilians. All parties to the conflict have 

violated international human rights and humanitarian law.66 Civilians have been killed indiscriminately by 

Somali and allied forces during clashes with Al-Shabaab, as well as in the crossfire of interclan violence 

which continues across the country.67  

Women carry water as Ugandan soldiers patrol the road leading into Qoryooley, Lower Shabelle, 
Somalia, April 29, 2014. The AMISOM forces use foot soldiers to search for and prevent improvised 
explosive devices (IEDs) from being placed along the roads. © 

                                                                                                                                                       

62 AMISOM, Uganda ± UPDF, http://amisom-au.org/uganda-updf/  
63 International Peace Institute, The Surge to Stabilize: Lessons for the UN from the AU's Experience in Somalia, May 
2016, https://www.ipinst.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/IPI-Rpt-Surge-to-Stabilize.pdf  
64 This refers to the creation of the TFG in 2004, the federal government of Somalia that was created in 2012 and 
currdmskx gd`cdc ax oqdrhcdms Lng`ldc @actkk`gh Lng`ldc '¬E`ql`in­(- Sgd hmsdqm`shnm`k bnlltmhsx+ hmbktchmf sgd TM+
also supported the formation of the current federal states. The EU supports Somalia on a wide range of issues including 
security, development and humanitarian aid. See: European External Action Service, International community strengthens 
support for Somalia's plans for stability and development, 17 July 2018, 
https://eeas.europa.eu/delegations/somalia/48542/international-community-strengthens-support-somalias-plans-stability-
and-development_en 
65 BBC, Al-Shabab fighters offered amnesty as new Somali president declares war, 6 April 2017, 
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-39513909    
66 For a detailed description of the prolonged conflict in Somalia and violations of international human rights and 
humanitarian law by all parties, see Human Rights Watch, Harsh War, Harsh Peace: Abuses by Al-Shabaab, the 
Transitional Federal Government and AMISOM in Somalia, April 19 2010, https://www.hrw.org/report/2010/04/19/harsh-
war-harsh-peace/abuses-al-shabaab-transitional-federal-government-and-amisom 
67 First Post, Somalia violence: 50 killed, over 100 injured in inter-clan clashes over land disputes, 25 October 2018, 
https://www.firstpost.com/world/somalia-violence-50-killed-over-100-injured-in-inter-clan-clashes-over-land-disputes-govt-
urges-both-sides-to-pursue-dialogue-5442011.html 
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4. THE US MILITARY IN 
SOMALIA 

Hm Cdbdladq 0881+ sgd TR lhkhs`qx hmsdqudmdc hm Rnl`kh` enq sgd ehqrs shld `r o`qs ne ®Nodq`shnm Qdrsnqd

Gnod¯ 'rdd A`bjfqntmc rdbshnm `anud(- Hm October 1993, after the Battle of Mogadishu and infamous 

®Ak`bj G`vj Cnvm¯ hmbhcdms+ vghbg qdrtksdc hm sgd cd`sgr ne 07 TR rdquhbdldm+ sgd TR lhkhs`qx vhsgcqdv

from the country.68  

In 200269 or 2003,70 President George W. Bush, acting under the Authorization for Use of Military Force 

(AUMF) ± the legal authority granted to him by Congress in the aftermath of the 11 September 2001 attacks 

in the USA allowing him to use force against the perpetrators of the attacks ± sent US government forces 

back to Somalia.71 These covert operatives ± US Special Forces and Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) 

officers ± 72 were tasked with capturing or killing members of Al-P`­hc` hm D`rs @eqhb`+ hmbktchmf sgnrd

believed to be responsible for the 1998 bombings of US embassies in Kenya and Tanzania.73 Sgd BH@­r

strategy relied heavily on cooperation with local warlords who were financially and militarily supported in 

exchange for locating and capturing suspected Al-P`­hc` ldladqr-74 These covert operations went largely 

unnoticed until the ICU took control of Mogadishu (see Background section above).75 In January 2007, the 

Bush Administration carried out its first air strike against suspected Al-P`­hc` ehfgsdqr hm Rnl`kh`- Sgd rsqhjd

was conducted by an AC-130 gunship.76  

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                       

68 See Harun Maruf and Dan Joseph, Inside Al-Shabaab: The Secret History of Al-P`dc`­r Lnrs OnvdqetkAlly, Indiana 
University Press, 2018, p.29.  
69 See Harun Maruf and Dan Joseph, Inside Al-Shabaab: The Secret History of Al-P`dc`­r Lnrs Onvdqetk @kkx+ Indiana 
University Press, 2018, p.29. 
70 Wired, Empty Threat of Drones Saved the CIA in Somalia, 15 November 2011 https://www.wired.com/2011/11/us-
somalia-cia/  
71 Wired, Empty Threat of Drones Saved the CIA in Somalia, 15 November 2011 https://www.wired.com/2011/11/us-
somalia-cia/  
72 Wired, Empty Threat of Drones Saved the CIA in Somalia, 15 November 2011 https://www.wired.com/2011/11/us-
somalia-cia/  
73 See Harun Maruf and Dan Joseph, Inside Al-Shabaab: The Secret History of Al-P`dc`­r Lnrs Onvdqetk @kkx, Indiana 
University Press, 2018, p.30, and; Paul Williams, Fighting for Peace in Somalia: A History and Analysis of the African 
Union Mission (AMISOM), 2007²2017, Oxford university Press, 2018, p.30 
74 See Harun Maruf and Dan Joseph, Inside Al-Shabaab: The Secret History of Al-P`dc`­r Lnrs Onvdqetk @kkx+ Hmch`m`
University Press, 2018, chapter 2  
75 Reliefweb, US Funding Somali Warlords ± Intelligence Experts Say, 5 June 2006 https://reliefweb.int/report/somalia/us-
funding-somali-warlords-intelligence-experts-say; New York Times, Efforts by C.I.A. Fail in Somalia, Officials Charge, 8 
June 2006. https://www.nytimes.com/2006/06/08/world/africa/08intel.html 
76 CBS News, U.S. Strikes in Somalia Reportedly Kill 31, 8 January 2007 https://www.cbsnews.com/news/us-strikes-in-
somalia-reportedly-kill-31/  
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Creech Air Force Base, Nevada -- A Reaper drone aircraft comes in to land during a training program to bring more pilots online for an expanded use of drones in the 
skies over Iraq and Afghanistan, as well as for missions elsewhere around the world. © Rick Loomis/Los Angeles Times via Getty Images. 

According to The Bureau of Investigative Journalism, a media organization which tracks and compiles strike 

data, the US carried out nine air strikes in Somalia between 2001 and 2010.77 The first acknowledged drone 

attack was conducted in 2011.78 By then, the organizers of the 1998 embassy bombings had been killed, 

and there were few high-ranking foreign Al-P`­hc` nodq`shudr kdes hm sgd bntmsqx:79 however, there was Al-

Rg`a``a+ vghbg v`r adkhdudc sn g`ud khmjr vhsg @k P`­hc`+80 and tkshl`sdkx cdbk`qdc hs­r `kkdfh`mbd sn sgd

group in 2012.81 In October 2013, President Barack Obama also dispatched the first official deployment of 

US forces in the country since 1993, which consisted of advisors charged with supporting the Somali 

National Army (SNA).82 Between 2014 and 2016, as Al-Shabaab scored a number of battlefield successes, 

including by overrunning posts of AU soldiers,83 American airpower and special operations troops were 

increasingly used to support AMISOM and SNA forces on the ground.84 The US military reportedly 

conducted six air strikes between 2012 and 2014; 11 in 2015; and 14 in 2016.85  

                                                                                                                                                       

77 The Bureau of Investigative Journalism data is derived from open sources, predominantly from media reporting but also 
through direct email communication with AFRICOM.  
78  Greg Jaffe and Karen DeYoung, U.S. Drone Targets Two Leaders of Somali Group Allied With al-Qaeda, 29 June 2011, 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national/national-security/us-drones-target-two-leaders-of-somali-group-allied-with-al-
qaeda/2011/06/29/AGJFxZrH_story.html?utm_term=.b369e043dff9  
79 ABC News, Exclusive: US Launches Military Strike in Somalia Against all Qaeda Target, 14 September 2009, 
http://abcnews.go.com/Politics/us-forces-somalia-kill-saleh-ali-nabhan-commando/story?id=8569619 and; New York 
Times, Mastermind of 2 U.S. Embassy Bombings is Killed in Somalia, 11 June 2011, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2011/06/12/world/africa/12somalia.html?_r=1&hp  
80 Paul D. Williams, Fight for Peace in Somalia: A History and Analysis of the African Union Mission (AMISOM), 2007 ± 
2017, Oxford University Press, 2018, p. 44.  
81 Council on Foreign Relations, Al-Shabab, 31 January 2019, https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/al-shabab  
82 Harun Maruf and Dan Joseph, Inside Al-Shabaab: The Secret History of Al-P`dc`­r Lnrs Onvdqetk @kkx, Indiana 
University Press, 2018, p.274 
83 Washington Post, Three Things We Learned From K`rs Vddj­r @k-Shabaab Attack in Somalia, 19 January 2016. 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/monkey-cage/wp/2016/01/19/three-things-we-learned-from-last-weeks-al-
shabaab-attack-in-somalia/?utm_term=.afba5d7448bb  
84 New York Times, In Somalia, U.S. Escalates a Shadow War, 16 October 2016, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/10/16/world/africa/obama-somalia-secret-war.html; also cite Obama letter to the House of 
Representatives: https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-office/2016/06/13/letter-president-war-powers-
resolution  
85The Bureau of Investigative Journalism, Somalia, https://www.thebureauinvestigates.com/projects/drone-war/somalia  
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