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A. Introduction  
 
The people of Afghanistan have endured nearly three decades of conflict and deprivation 
and despite the current international statebuilding effort insecurity and conflict remain a 
growing reality for many.  Conflict took a horrific toll on human life and destroyed much 
of the country’s social and economic infrastructure.  Generations of children grew up in 
conditions of violence and insecurity and communities were left to fend for themselves.   


A recurring theme in Afghan history is the relationship between the center and periphery, 
the rural and urban, and the modern and traditional.  At the level of villages and rural 
settlements where 80% of the Afghan populace resides, religious leaders and local 
councils of tribal elders (jirgas and shuras ) have historically performed governance 
functions in the face of the absence, ineffectiveness,  or domination of central 
government.  Successive regimes – the communists, Soviets, mujahedeen, Taliban, and 
even the current administration - have systematically sought to co-opt local governance 
structures, at times replacing or even killing traditional leaders to consolidate their hold 
on power.   


Afghan communities are recognized for their strong inclination toward self-sufficiency 
and independence.  Recognizing the reality of strong tribal and clan loyalties and 
rivalries, many Afghans and scholars argue that a decentralized model of governance 
based on consensus, regionalism and a signficant degree of local autonomy is the only 
way to keep the Afghan nation together.  However, under significant external influence, 
Afghanistan adopted a centralized constitutional model in 2004 seemingly ignoring 
lessons of its history. 


In 2003/2004, the government launched a wide-ranging community-driven development 
and reconstruction program that is helping to establish the beginnings of local democratic 
governance.  The National Solidarity Program (NSP) is the government’s flagship rural 
poverty reduction program and a central component of its state-building strategy.  Widely 
recognized as a success on its own terms, the NSP was designed to enhance the capacity 
and legitimacy of the state to advance rural reconstruction and development while 
recognizing and respecting the autonomy of local communities. The program establishes 
democratically elected community councils which are given capacity building assistance 
and block grants for priority local projects that are selected by the community through 
participatory community-wide meetings and planning which is facilitated by NGOs. The 
World Bank describes the project as “the government’s most tangible intervention in 
rural areas” while one evaluation argues that the program “…has the potential to become 
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a beacon of good practice among community-driven development programs” in post-
conflict environments.1  


As of the end of January 2009, 21,767 democratically-elected Community Development 
Councils (CDCs) are active across three quarters of the 28,000 communities nationwide.  
They exist in 359 (of 398) districts in all 34 provinces.  To date a total of 24,989 projects 
have been completed by communities themselves, out of a total of 46,815 projects 
approved by the government.  The program is estimated to have benefited approximately 
13m Afghans.2  


During a resurgent conflict where the state has had to indefinitely postpone the district 
council elections called for in the constitution, the NSP has successfully established 
democratic community governance institutions at the sub-district level where none had 
existed in the past.  It is reported that in many cases, these CDCs have successfully 
marginalized commanders and warlords while meeting the acceptance of communities 
and traditional instutitions.  They have also slowly advanced women’s participation in 
development and governance – more the former than the latter - in the face of significant 
cultural obstacles. While the councils provide “governance for development”3 and not the 
administrative functions typically associated with local government (e.g. collecting taxes, 
registering births and deaths, etc.) they have also played roles in such areas as dispute 
resolution and community representation with government and other development actors.  
In the context of a complex environment of non-formal institutions, practices, and actors 
they have largely managed to coexist and maintain legitimacy in the eyes of the 
communities and the state.  By the sheer scale of the program, the NSP has undoubtedly 
contributed to local stability, community reconstruction, inclusive governance, and 
participatory development.   


Notwithstanding its clear accomplishments and promise, the NSP is not immune from the 
contradictions of “statebuilding amidst war” and the “securitization of development”   as 
well as declining public faith in the governmen, and the inadequacies of the international 
aid system.    


In the face of rising insurgency, the government has not been able to establish CDCs in 
many highly insecure areas mostly because they are inaccessible even to NGOs.  In many 
once secure areas in the south and east, councils and communities are threatened and 
attacked for collaborating with the government.  In this context, the community 
acceptance and protection strategies employed by even the most deft and skilled NGOs 
are stretched to their limits.   


Communities themselves are increasingly caught between the state and the insurgency.  
When confronted by insurgents, many CDCs emphasize their identity as community 


                                                 
1 Sultan Barakat, Mid-Term Evaluation Report of the National Solidarity Programme (Nsp), Afghanistan 
(York, UK: University of York May 2006). 
2 Figures drawn from: 
http://www.nspafghanistan.org/reports_and_publications/monthly_reports/NSP_Programme_Report-
Jan_2009.pdf 
3 Hamish Nixon, The Changing Face of Local Governance:  Community Development Councils in 
Afghanistan (Kabul: Afghanistan Research and Evaluation Unit, 2008). 
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institutions but there have nevertheless been several instances of CDC members who 
have been threatened or killed for their collaboration with the state.  Communities on the 
front lines are also the target of military “hearts and minds” efforts where civil-military 
Provincial Reconstruction Teams seek local cooperation in exchange for reconstruction 
assistance, again exposing the community to insurgent reprisals,4  Additionally, a new 
donor-backed government effort through the Independent Directorate of Local 
Governance to extend the state’s presence into insecure areas by appointing (loyal) 
district councils backed by local militias threaten to muddy local waters even further.  


In a more mundane realm, the NSP has also been hampered by long delays in and 
shortfalls of donor funding, causing in turn delayed disbursement of grants to approved 
community projects and increasing tensions with the facilitating NGOs.  Also, 
notwithstanding the declared intent that the CDCs would link with other agencies of the 
government, inter-ministerial rivalries early on hampered effective cooperation and the 
potential leveraging of additional resources for the community.  And finally, the question 
of the long-term status of the CDCs as community governance institutions remains an 
open question despite considerable advocacy on the part of CDC members and 
communities themselves to see this position secured.    


Nevertheless, most assessments of the NSP itself have given it high marks against its 
stated aims, especially considering the difficult contemporary environment and historical 
legacy. By extension, one could reasonably argue that the NSP has made a not 
insignificant contribution to peace in Afghanistan, or at least helped blunt the receptivity 
to the insurgency.  That said, no studies have explicitly attempted to analyze or measure 
the cumulative impacts of the tens of thousands of communities and their elected councils 
on local security, conflict resolution, social cohesion, and the spread and influence of the 
insurgency. It is not the intent of this paper to do so, but relevant observations from 
existing studies are highlighted and placed in the context of an analysis of the role of past 
and present statebuilding efforts in conflict in Afghanistan. 


This study represents an initial review of a growing body of literature, mostly in the form 
of external evaluations of the NSP by academics, think tanks and independent 
researchers, that has been produced in the relatively short period of the program’s 
existence.  It is also informed by Future Generations experience as a Faciltating Partner 
of the NSP since 2007 and grows out of ongoing disussions with NSP officials on a 
possible research agenda.  The study begins by looking at the state making efforts of 
Afghan rulers since late 19th centruy and three decades of conflict in Afghanistan, with a 
particular focus on the complex challenges of peacebuilding and statebuilding in the 
midst of a growing insurgency today.  This is followed by a description of the NSP 
according to its stated objectives and operational guidelines. The next section summarizes 
the analysis to date of the program’s accomplishments against its aims of governance and 
statebuilding, community empowerment, and gender equity.  In addition, some 
observations are made about the program’s impact on communities and civil society 
organizations in the midst of growing insurgency. 


                                                 
4 Afghan hearts, afghan minds 
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Description, Nature and Course of the Conflict 
 
Early Statebuilding in Afghanistan 


Centralised state power and state control over the Afghan people and territory was 
developed substantially during the reign of Amir Abdu al-Rahman Khan, from 1880 until 
1901. Known as the ‘Iron Amir’, he single-handedly contributed more to piecing the 
country together than any ruler before or since. In his two decades of iron-fisted 
command, he built a strong, centralised state with a preponderance of coercive resources 
– all thanks to large subsidies from the British. The chaos following years of internal 
conflict and the havoc wreaked upon the country after the second Anglo-Afghan war 
(1878-1880) are said to have motivated the Amir to pacify the country and to strengthen 
its defences against foreign invasion. In addition, having failed to bring Afghanistan 
under their direct rule, the British sought to stabilise their northwest frontier, and to keep 
Russia at bay, by supporting a ruler dependent on them for resources.  


The Amir was the first central ruler to seriously attempt to break the power of the tribes 
and local strongmen of Afghanistan. He put down many rebellions using a combination 
of government regular forces and tribal lashkars (tribal levies), the latter whipped into 
action by the rhetoric of jihad. Political opposition was defeated on the battlefield and, 
alternately, bribed and co-opted, fragmented or exiled; tribal and religious traditions were 
likewise co-opted to gain legitimacy.  


Despite all his efforts, however, the Iron Amir failed to destroy tribal power. Maintaining 
a large standing army necessitated the expansion of bureaucracy to extract wealth by 
taxing trade and agriculture. To feed, clothe and pay his army, he also relied on external 
support, mainly from Britain. However, these resources were not sufficient for the 
efficient running of government, nor to support expanding state structures. The agrarian 
economy of Afghanistan suffered severely from the over-taxation, while the Amir’s 
policy of isolation and overall economic policies condemned the country to 
impoverishment.  In the end, the Amir left to his successors a consolidated if terrorised 
state. Those successors, meanwhile, continued his policies, gradually liberalising them as 
they went along.  


 
Instability, Invasion and Descent into Conflict 


The genesis of the Afghanistan state and economy provided an unstable brew it evolved 
into the modern era in the closing decades of the twentieth century. Growing 
vulnerability in terms of dependence on foreign aid and expertise, hostile foreign policies 
toward neighbors especially the newly-born Pakistan, massive spending on development 
and security projects, radicalisation of the educated elites (a by-product of the 
modernization of the 1950s and 1960s), and the ill-fated liberalisation of the ‘New 
Democracy’ era (1964-1973) – all of these combined to produce massive pressure on the 
Afghan state and society. Balancing these contradictory demands proved a handful for 
the royal governments, and subsequently dogged President Mohammed Daud Khan’s 
regime of 1973-78. An ‘autocratic nationalist’, Daud’s response to the growing political 
unrest was extreme violence, unleashing the state’s modern coercive means against his 
opponents.  
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Daud’s oppressive regime was brought down by his one-time communist allies, when 
they succeeded in carrying out the Saur Revolution of 1978. The communists, eager to 
transform a conservative and backword society and accelerate the pace of change and 
development, embarked upon a radical, vertical reform programme, which ended up 
provoking countrywide armed resistance. Because the project was an elite project, the 
masses were uninvolved, and the idea was in direct conflict with the existing power 
structures, mostly religious and tribal, and values embodied in them. Internal feuding 
between the Parcham and Khalq factions of the communist party – known as the People’s 
Democratic Party of Afghanistan – and the inability of the government to effectively deal 
with the local revolts, eventually invited the Soviet invasion of December 1979. President 
Daud’s overthrow by a pro-Soviet communist clique, followed by the Soviet invasion, 
plunged the country into three decades of turmoil that continues to this day. 


The fact is, the royal governments and President Daud’s republic continued to privilege 
the country’s largest ethnic group, i.e. the Pashtuns, at all levels of state policy. In fact, 
the nationalism that was adopted as state policy was no more than crude Pashtun 
chauvinism, and successive regimes in Kabul thus failed to develop a coherent national 
ideology. Official nationalism espoused the cause of ‘freeing’ the Pashtun tribes of 
Pakistan and eventually uniting them with Afghanistan. No surprise, then, that 
Afghanistan’s other communities showed little enthusiasm for the state’s irredentist 
project. As in the past, any future moves to try and consolidate a cross-border Pashtun 
homeland will not only further deteriorate relations with Pakistan, but has the potential to 
spark ethnic and sectarian tensions inside Afghanistan.  


The war against the occupying Soviet forces lasted from 1978-1988. The war during this 
period destroyed much of the countryside and displaced millions into neighbouring Iran 
and Pakistan and beyond. The withdrawal of Soviet forces in 1989 was followed by 
another period of intense conflict between the Afghan communist governemnt and 
mujahideen factions. The Soviets supported government of Dr Najibullah, who offically 
espoused the concept of ‘national reconcilaition’ and invited mujahideen factions to talks. 
This policy went in tandem with ‘buying off’ key mujahideen factional commanders to 
switch sides and joint the governemnt. However, the national reconiliation program of the 
government did not succeeed because the Pakistan- and Iran-based factional mujahideen 
leaders, encouraged by their foreign allies, continued to fight to rid the country of the 
communist government by force.  


Meanwhile, efforts were made to unite the mujahideen factions and to form a government 
of national unity. With pressure and bribes from neighbouring powers, a government in 
exile was formed in Peshawar, Pakistan, and the military strategy of defeating the 
communist government was continued. Despite large scale battles in the east in Khost 
and Nangarhar, the mujahideen factions, helped by their Paskistani sponsors and Arab 
Jihadists, could not defeat the Najibullah  government. Under severe economic and 
military pressure after Gorbachev began to pursue his perestroika policy, Dr. 
Najibullah’s government agreed to a UN sponsored transition plan. The plan however 
failed because of indequate support from the international community and internal 
rivalries between various competing forces within government and lack of support from 
mujahideen factions abroad. Eventually, Dr. Najibullah was forced to relinquish power 
according to the UN plan and was scheduled to leave the country. However, he was 
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prevented from leaving and forced to take shelter in a UN compound in Kabul, and on the 
night of capture of Kabul by Taliban four years later, was dragged from the UN 
compound and brutally murderd.  


In the end, different power holders within the government formed alliances with their 
ethnically oriented mujahideen and one-time rivals and began the conquest of Kabul. 
Following intense battles, the race for state capture was won by the Panjshiri-dominated 
Northern Alliance represented by Professor Burhanuddin Rabbani and Ahmad Shah 
Massod in alliance with the Uzbek militias of Rashid Dustum. A respected religious 
leader, Hazrat Subghatullah Mujaddidi, was appointed as interim president following a 
revolving power sharing agreement, agreed in Pakistan. He was replaced a few months 
later by Professor Burhanuddin Rabbani, who refused to relinquish power when his term 
ended.  This inginited a brutal civil war with fighting concentrated among the Pashtun-
dominated Hizb-i-Islami of Gulbuddin Hekmatyar and the Iran-supported Shia groups of 
ethnic Hazaras. During this period, Kabul, which had escaped destruction during the 
soviet occupation, was severely damaged. The countryside fell to small and large 
commanders in alliance with the government in Kabul. By the late 1990s, Afghanistan 
had endured almost three decades of violent conflict that cost the lives, of one million 
people, created over five million refugees destroyed its infrastructure.   


Factional fighting, the abuse of power, corruption, depredation, theft, murder, 
kidnapping, and sexual violence totally discredited these factions and prepared the scene 
for the emergence of the Taliban who in 1994 began the conquest of the country and in 
1996 captured the Kabul and delcared Afghanistan an Islamic Emirate. The conquest of 
the lands to the north by Taliban and their Arab allies continued.  Just before the US 
invasion, the Taliban had succeeded in capturing more than 90 per cent of the country. 
The US invasion in late 2001 in response to the events of September 11, ended the 
Taliban regime and brought about the current political order.  


 
September 11 and the Post-Taliban Order 


The events of 11 September 2001 and the overthrow of the Taliban gave Afghanistan a 
chance to start afresh.  The initial engagement with Afghanistan was ‘tactical’ and 
‘limited’ in its goals (removing the Taliban and depriving Al Qaeda of a support base), 
the need to rebuild the state and reconstruct the country was soon realized. Having come 
in, the West could not so easily walk out once its limited objectives had been met. In fact 
the ‘war on terror’ failed to produce a quick and decisive victory. In the immediate 
aftermath of initial victory over Al Qaeda and the Taliban, the question of what was to be 
rebuilt and reconstructed and how was not seriously and objectively debated. The initial 
prescription was to quickly bring together remaining Afghan military and political forces 
to form a broad-based and multi-ethnic government.  


The Bonn Agreement of December 2001, followed quickly by the Tokyo donor 
conference in January 2002, set the broad outlines for the peace-making and 
reconstruction process.  Bonn brought together various anti-Taliban factions from within 
and outside the country to agree on a power-sharing interim administration led by Hamid 
Karzai and a political transition process leading to elected government under a new 
constitution.  However, the Bonn Agreement was vague on the exact form of the state to 
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be rebuilt. This was left to be hammered out by the Emergency Loya Jirga (grand 
council) of June 2002. The country’s constitution, adopted in January 2004 by a 
subsequent Constitutional Loya Jirga, decided the final form of the state. A centralized 
presidential form of government with a bi-cameral parliament was adopted after weeks of 
debate.  Federalism and decentralization of power were rejected in favour of centralism.  


The Bonn process therefore, paved the way for an uncertain political transition and 
returned representative government to Afghanistan after almost three decades of war and 
chaos.  The agreement required the disarming and demobilisation of the various armed 
groups that had fought against the Soviet forces, among themselves during the civil war, 
and against the Taliban.  In the place of these irregular armies, a national army and police 
force were created, something that continues with mixed results (and could be 
undermined by new efforts to arm militias).  Women’s rights were enshrined in the 
constitution and national law, and an attempt was made to disarm and demobilsie 
militias, but the overall progress is unclear.  Over four million refugees were repatriated 
from Pakistan and Iran but most of them have not been integrated into the urban economy 
while the agriculture sector has been negelected. Significant increases in school 
enrollment and health care coverage have been achieved but the quality of education and 
health services still needs vast imporvement.  A national road infrastructure has been 
rebuilt, and modest economic growth (non-poppy) has occurred, mostly in the telecom 
sector. 


Afghanistan faces daunting challenges from a renewed Taliban insurgency funded largely 
by individuals and networks in Gulf countries and Pakistan and a crisis of governance 
stemming from widespread corruption and inability to deliver services.  This situation has 
its roots in several flaws in the Bonn era statebuilding process: (a) absence of an inclusive 
national reconciliation process on which to base state-building, (b) adoption of a 
centralized governance model in the face of a tradition of decentralized power and 
authority, (c) inattention to the regional dynamics of the conflict, and (d) chronic 
underinvestment in establishing security. 


- Absence of national reconciliation 


Some argue that Afghanistan’s transition framework was more inclusive and locally-
owned (compared primarily with Iraq),5 however Rubin and Hamidzada note that 
participation was among a “diverse, yet unrepresentative” set of anti-Taliban groups.6 
While at the time few in the international community could see any scope for engaging 
the Taliban in the Bonn process, it quickly became evident during the transition even to 
senior UN officials such as Lakdhar Brahimi that some type of engagement with a group 
with a strong local base in Pushtun areas was warranted.7  While shortly after the Bonn 
Agreement, President Karzai offered conditional amnesty to the Taliban (which was 
rejected) he has more recently renewed efforts at finding a negotiated settlement and 


                                                 
5 Katia Papagianni, "Transitional Politics in Afghanistan and Iraq: Inclusion, Consultation, and Public 
Participation," Development in Practice 15, no. 6 (2005). 
6 Barnett R. Rubin and Humayun Hamidzada, "From Bonn to London: Governance Challenges and the 
Future of Statebuilding in Afghanistan," International Peacekeeping 14, no. 1 (2007): p. 8. 
7 Richard J. Ponzio, "Transforming Political Authority:  UN Democratic Peacebuilding in Afghanistan," 
Global Governance 13 (2007): Footnote 57, p. 275. 
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reconciliation with Afghan Taliban elements, to the discomfort of some in the 
international community.8 


- Adoption of centralized governance model 


Some have questioned the choice of the centralized constitutional model adopted at the 
Constitutional Loya Jirga given strong regional tendencies and tradition of decentralized 
powers.  Barnett Rubin calls this a central paradox of modern Afghanistan where, "…a 
country that needs decentralized governance to provide services to its scattered and 
ethnically diverse population has one of the world's most centralized governments."9  
This, coupled with the early lack of security in many parts of the country and the strategy 
of accommodation in which warlords and commanders were brought into the transition 
process and electoral process (despite legal provisions to the contrary) and government 
administrative positions (from provincial and district chiefs to police commanders), has 
resulted in a precarious governance system that suffers from endemic corruption, 
penetration by criminal and narco-trafficking networks, and low levels of democratic 
participation at the local level.  


- Inattention to regional dynamics 


Another shortcoming of Bonn was its neglect of the ‘regional dimension’ of the 
Afghanistan crisis. By failing to acknowledge the role of regional factors in the crisis, the 
processes of state formation and failure in Afghanistan are entirely divorced from state 
building strategies of neighboring countries for Afghanistan is clearly part of a ‘regional 
conflict complex.’  The significance of this is that strategies adopted by states play 
themselves out beyond national borders. Nation and state building in one country, for 
instance Pakistan, may derive benefits from violence, economic interest and state disarray 
in another, for example Afghanistan.  Rubin has consistently argued that the 25 year 
conflict that gripped the country was “much more than a local or national power struggle 
and must be seen in its regional context”.  Several networks, including some states, link 
the conflict in Afghanistan to other conflicts in the region. Similarly, a robust region-
wide political economy involving smuggling of weapons, transit goods and narcotics is 
both benefiting and perpetuating regional conflicts. In this respect certain types of 
commerce and conflict are deeply intertwined. 


- Chronic underinvestment in security 


In contrast to recent international peacebuilding operations in Kosovo and East Timor in 
which the UN took over transitional sovereignty and executive administration following 
cessation of hostilities, the Bonn Agreement embodied a more “risky” approach of 
“democratic peacebuilding” during a low-intensity conflict.10  The “light footprint” 
model it embodied, which some claimed would allow for more local ownership of the 
political process, was driven to a large extent by the U.S. government’s early stated 
aversion to nation-building, its emphasis on counterterrorism operations against al Qaeda 
and Taliban remnants, and the aim not to become bogged down in what it envisaged as 


                                                 
8 Aunohita Mojumdar, "Karzai Offers Peace Talks with Taliban," Financial Times, January 29, 2007. 
9 Barnett R. Rubin, "Saving Afghanistan," Foreign Affairs 86, no. 1 (2007): p. 62. 
10 Ponzio. 
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the first stop on a wider “war on terror.”11  This resulted in significant underinvestment in 
the reconstruction process and inadequate efforts to secure and stabilize the entire 
territory.  In an oft-quoted analysis, Dobbins and colleagues point out that the United 
States and its allies invested much less in the reconstruction of Afghanistan on a per 
capita basis ($57) during the first two critical years of intervention compared to 
peacebuilding operations in Bosnia ($679), East Timor ($233), and Iraq ($206).12  In 
terms of troop strength, Afghanistan fared poorly against its comparators.  Bhatia 
estimated one soldier per 1,115 persons in Afghanistan compared to one per 66 in Bosnia, 
111 in East Timor, 161 in Iraq and 375 in Haiti.13  


 
The Taliban Resurgent 


The emphasis by the U.S. on counterterrorism operations in 2002 and 2003 and the “light 
footprint” approach to territorial security which limited a small ISAF contingent to Kabul 
effectively created a security vacuum that the Taliban has been able to exploit.  This was 
compounded by the disillusionment of communities at the slow pace of reconstruction 
and government corruption, and fueled financially from both allies in Pakistan and the 
cultivation of poppy in Afghanistan. Sporadic Taliban attacks and intimidation  continued 
from 2002 and 2004, but rose significantly in 2005 in a sign that it had reconstituted its 
fighting strength in the lawless borderlands in Pakistan to the east and south. Its influence 
has quickly spread through the southeastern and south central provinces of Afghanistan.  
In September 2007, the International Committee of the Red Cross warned, “nearly half of 
the country is now affected by the Taliban insurgency.”14  


The Taliban has a strong presence in the Pushtun tribal belt of Pakistan, with the 
leadership said to be based in Quetta in Baluchistan.  According to the UN, unemployed, 
indoctrinated young men from among Afghan refugee camps in Pakistan make up the 
mid-level tier of the movement, while the foot soldiers in the southern provinces of 
Afghanistan are locals who took up arms due to tribal grievances toward the government, 
economic necessity, or corruption.  Recent reports suggest the insurgency is increasingly 
manned with hard-line foreign fighters who take a far more rigid stance than their Afghan 
comrades toward treatment of local communities and negotiation with the government.  
While some Western officials assert that the influx of foreigners to fill the ranks of the 
Taliban’s mid-level command structure is a sign of recent military successes; 
nevertheless, the varied make-up of the Taliban makes it less than a monolithic force, a 
situation that will complicate efforts to defeat or negotiate with it. 15 


                                                 
11 Christopher Freeman, "Introduction: Security, Governance and Statebuilding in Afghanistan," 
International Peacekeeping 14, no. 1 (2007). 
12 James Dobbins and others, The Un's Role in Nation-Building: From the Congo to Iraq (Santa Monica, 
CA: RAND, 2005), p. xxviii. 
13 Michael Bhatia, Kevin Lanigan, and Philip Wilkinson, Minimal Investments, Minimal Results: The 
Failure of Security Policy in Afghanistan (Kabul: Afghanistan Research and Evaluation Unit, June 2004), 
p. 10. 
14 SwissPeace, Afghanistan: Trends in Conflict and Cooperation (Berne: SwissPeace, August/September 
2007). 
15 David Rohde.  “Foreign Fighters of Harsher Bent Bolster Taliban,” The New York Times, October 30, 
2007. 
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By late 2008 the Afghan government and its international allies accepted that the 
prevailing military and political strategies to that point had not produced the desired 
results. The escalating violence had produced an ongoing reassessment of the situation, 
and a new consensus began to emerge that a military solution to the problem was not 
impossible. Instead, the realisation had dawned that a political solution is necessary to 
end the conflict, an important element of which is outreach and reconciliation with armed 
groups opposing the government.  


So far the government has not engaged in strategic level discussions with insurgents. Its 
efforts have been clandestine in nature and tactical in purpose which are meant to stablize 
local conflicts. The offer of entry into the political arena, in return for respecting the 
constitution and laying down arms, is a familiar exit strategy from civil wars around the 
world. In principle, power-balancing and power-sharing are key factors in the quest for 
reconciliation and peace. Yet this is qualitatively different from the concept of 
reconciliation that asks individuals to give up fighting and integrate in the post-2001 
political order, as some Taliban and several Hezb-e-Islami fighters have already done. 
Many of them ran successfully for Parliament, and some have been rewarded with high 
administrative positions. In this scheme, however, the terms of integration are laid down 
by the government, and the official expression captures its one-sided nature: these 
individuals are said to have ‘reconciled’ with the government.16  


 
The Role of Ethnicity, Nationalism, and Statebuilding in the Afghan Conflict 


It has been argued that the social and cultural diversity of Afghanistan per se is not the 
reason for the country’s continued instability. Indeed, there is evidence to refute those 
that attempt to explain the failure of Afghan governments to build a strong, centralised 
and unified modern state in terms of the geophysical problems, ethno-linguistic and 
religious-sectarian differences, and tribal organization existing in the country. This view 
safely externalises the problem of state-building by blaming what is alleged to be the 
inherent conflictive, fragmentary character of Afghan society, independent of the policies 
and practices of state-building agents. It is true that the geophysical characteristics of 
Afghanistan and the socio-cultural heterogeneity of Afghan society have played some 
part in affecting the processes of state building. But more importantly, it has been the 
specific policies and practices of the central governments toward the various peoples of 
Afghanistan that have transformed existing socio-cultural pluralism into fragmentation 
and opposition to centralised power along ethnic, religious, sectarian, regional and tribal 
lines. Such policies and practices have thereby produced a cumulatively negative impact 
on state-building efforts in the country. 


The fact is that successive regimes in Kabul have misused and misdirected the existing 
demographic diversity as part of state policy. Being traditionally weak, the central 
governments manipulated various groups in order to fragment and weaken society, often 
playing one community against another. This policy of weakening society and 
discriminating against the country’s minorities as a basis for consolidating a predominant 
state helps to explain Afghanistan’s decidedly long and non-linear state-building 


                                                 
16 Astri Suhrke and others, Conciliatory Approaches to the Insurgency in Afghanistan: An Overview 
(Bergen: CMI, PRIO, 2009). 
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trajectory. From 1880 until 1978, the Barakzai (a branch of the Durrani Pashtun) 
dominated rule in Afghanistan. This is a period that has been referred to as ‘internal 
colonialism’, which took place in tandem with neo-colonial domination of Afghanistan 
first by Britain and later by the USSR. Contrary to some suggestions, internal colonialism 
was not only directed against non-Pashtun minority groups. In fact, in the form of 
military pressure and coercion, such an approach was used against the unruly Pashtun 
tribes, as well. 


Even before the 1978 coup and the long years of conflict that ensued, the national or 
patriotic idea was weak and underdeveloped. In this regard, one is forced to speak less of 
some hypothetical all-embracing Afghan nationalism, than of rival ideas of the nation 
held by the country’s different ethnic groups. Nationalism as such lacked broad appeal, 
except for the small and unrepresentative educated elite, mainly in Kabul. During the war 
against the Soviet forces and the factional fighting that followed their withdrawal, ethnic, 
tribal and sectarian divisions worsened, leading to further fragmentation. It could be 
argued that during this period, Afghans were neither one people nor one political 
community. 


Afghan nationalism remained an elite concept, and its development was deeply 
intertwined with the Mohammadzai family as amirs and kings of Afghanistan, with their 
Pashtun origins. In fact, evidence suggests an intimate link between modernization, 
nationalism and the institution of monarchy in Afghanistan; the masses were largely un-
involved.  The lack of mass support for state-driven nationalism and the difficulty of non-
Pashtun groups to identify with it subsequently ensured that it did not evolve into a 
national consciousness. Although Afghanistan has made some progress since the 1950s, 
much of this has been restricted to Kabul and its small circle of educated elites. Even this 
group was deeply divided along ethnic lines, with the Pashtun elites often claiming to 
represent the entire population, and the non-Pashtun bitterly resenting their virtual 
monopoly of power, which has markedly changed during the last three decades, allowing 
non-Pashtun military and political groups to control power today.    


The only time a sense of national feeling developed countrywide was in times of foreign 
invasion, as seen against the British colonial forces in the 19th and the Russian 
occupation forces in the 20th centuries. This took the form of national resistance, a duty 
to safeguard the independence of the homeland against foreign invasion. A second factor 
also developed as a result of the harsh experience of civil war and exile, what has been 
described as ‘territorial national identity’, which promoted a sense of national belonging. 
This was the factor largely responsible for the emergence of the minimum national 
consensus on maintaining Afghanistan’s territorial integrity. This was an interesting 
phenomenon, considering the deterioration of ethnic relations over the years of conflict. 
Despite the fact that the political and jihadi parties used ethnic references in their war 
propaganda, the Afghan population failed to let go of the nationalist idea throughout the 
decades of conflict. 


The initial support given to the Taliban can partially be explained by the significance that 
the majority of the Afghan people attached to the national territory. The declared aim of 
the Taliban – to re-unite the country and disarm rival military actors – won it 
considerable sympathy and support. The Taliban utilised brutal measures for re-
unification, but their rule made it clear that spatial integrity was one thing and national 
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social integration quite another, particularly in the absence of a common ideology. 
Indeed, the Taliban’s capture of the entire country held the possibility of destroying the 
fragile balance of power between ethnic groups, and held the threat of undermining the 
very unity of Afghanistan as a multi-ethnic state.  


Indeed, Taliban rule did deeply divide the Pashtun and non-Pashtun populations, who 
saw in the new rulers a repeat of the 19th-century Pashtun-driven internal colonialism, 
marked by massive violence and countless atrocities. Even today there are disagreements 
as to whether the Taliban pursued its military conquest of the whole of Afghanistan 
exclusively on the basis of Pashtun nationalism (reinstating the Pashtun monopoly of 
power), or as a conquest in the name of Islam. What is certain is that Taliban attempts to 
reconstitute a strong, highly centralised state driven by a harsh medievalist ideology 
failed in the face of resistance from the country’s other politico-military power-holders, 
including Pashtun communities opposed to them. The long years of conflict had two main 
consequences for Afghanistan. One was the unravelling of the political structure, the 
national framework and the interactive relationship between central authority and 
peripheral forces. The second was the fragmentation of power and the emergence of 
various local and regional power-holders and warlords. What happened in the end was 
that while the Taliban rule tore the national fabric, there were enough reasons for 
Afghanistan’s various communities to want to remain within one country than apart, that 
the tattered fabric managed to hold.   


 


B. The National Solidarity Program 


The aforementioned factors – the country’s daunting geophysical characteristics and 
socio-cultural heterogeneity, the legacy of state policies of repression and ethno-tribal 
manipulation, and the general exclusion of the masses in the statebuilding and 
development process – helped to inform the design of one of the government’s major 
“post-conflict” reconstruction programs: the National Solidarity Program (NSP).17  
Designed by the Afghan Minister of Finance18 during the transitional administration with 
the help of experts from the World Bank and NGOs with experience from the 
Afghanistan conflict, the program takes an unprecedentedly inclusive approach to 
involving grassroots communities in reconstruction, development and governance.  This 
section describes the NSP and the manner in which it has been implemented. 


Since 2003, the National Solidarity Program has emerged as the Islamic Republic of 
Afghanistan’s flagship rural poverty reduction program and a central component of the 
government’s state-building strategy.  It is known as “the largest people’s project in the 
history of Afghanistan.”  The program was designed to enhance the capacity and 
legitimacy of the state to advance rural reconstruction and development while 
recognizing and respecting the autonomy of local communities. The program establishes 
democratically elected community councils which are given block grants for projects in 
locally generated community development plans. At its inception, the government’s aim 


                                                 
17 Other factors such as the strong international concerns over the status of women in Afghan culture and 
international “best practice” in community development and empowerment were undoubtedly significant 
factors as well. 
18 Interestingly, the minister had a background in social anthropology. 
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was to extend the reach of the program to all of the estimated 20,000 villages in the 
country over a four year period. 


According to the founding documents of the NSP, it is based upon several Afghan 
traditions and principles; namely, 


• “Ashar” – voluntary community labor to improve community infrastructure;  


• “Jirga” – councils comprised of respected members of the community; and  


• Islamic values of unity, equity and justice.  


The NSP is managed by the Ministry of Rural Rehabilitation and Development (MRRD), 
and was introduced in 2002 as part of the Emergency Community Empowerment and 
Public Works Program.  It is supported by multilateral and bilateral donors as well as the 
Afghanistan Reconstruction Trust Fund.  The program utilizes partnerships with 
international and national NGOs and communities themselves.  The first phase of the 
program (NSP I) took place from 2004-2006 and a second phase (NSP II) is underway 
from 2007-2009 with an additional extension phase expected to follow. 


The NSP embodies a ‘community-driven development’ approach intended to empower 
communities with decision making authority and control over resources.  The CDD 
paradigm has evolved from international experience with community empowerment and 
is distinct from what is commonly referred to as ‘community-based development’ which 
involves consultation and information sharing with communities and usually limits 
community choice while most decision-making remains with the state, donor or 
sponsoring NGO.19  The NSP is organized around two objectives: (a) to lay the 
foundations for stronger community-level governance, and (b) to support community-
managed sub-projects that improve the access of rural communities to social and 
productive infrastructure and services. These aims of enhancing local governance and 
local development are supported by an implementation strategy that consists of four core 
elements:  


(a) Facilitation of inclusive community institutions (Community Development 
Councils – CDCs) through democratic elections which are registered with 
the state.  These CDCs lead the process of reaching consensus on local 
development priorities and corresponding sub-projects, developing 
eligible sub-proposals that comply with NSP appraisal criteria, and 
implementing approved sub-projects;  


(b) A system of direct Block Grant transfers20 to community bank accounts to 
support rehabilitation and development activities (sub-projects) planned 
and implemented by the elected CDCs;  


(c) A series of capacity building activities to enhance the competence of 
members of CDCs (both men and women) in terms of financial 
management, procurement, technical skills, and transparency; and  


                                                 
19 The World Bank, Community-Driven Development in the Context of Conflict-Affected Countries: 
Challenges and Opportunities (Washington, D.C.: The World Bank, 2006). 
20 The block grants are calculated at approximately $200 per family with a cap of $60,000 per community. 
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(d) Activities linking local institutions to government administration and aid 
agencies with available services and resources. 


The NSP brings together several key partners for implementation:  rural communities and 
their elected CDCs, Facilitating Partners (FPs), the program management units at central, 
regional, and provincial levels, the MRRD, and an inter-ministerial steering committee.21   


The Facilitating Partners (FPs) play a key role in the program, constituting the link 
between provincial level officials of the NSP and communities.  The FPs currently 
consist of 27 international and national NGOs and one UN agency (UN Habitat) which 
are contracted by the NSP to provide “support and guidance” to communities in fulfilling 
program activities and community development plans.  Among the key functions of the 
FPs in the project cycle are: 


• Work with local leaders to mobilize the entire community to inform them of the 
program;  


• Organize CDC elections according to the program’s guidelines;  


• Assist CDCs to hold inclusive consultations to produce Community Development 
Plans (CDPs) and sub-project proposals;  


• Help communities procure goods and services in the market; 


• Provide technical assistance; 


• Provide training to communities in book-keeping, procurement, and other skills; 
and 


• Conduct monitoring and reporting. 


An official Operational Manual provides FPs with specific guidance, procedures and 
targets on everything from gender policy, to elections, to how to handle refugees, 
internally displaced persons, and kuchies (nomadic populations) while leaving them 
latitude on methods for facilitating participation and community development planning 
according to their own expertise and experience. 


The foundation of the NSP is the community. Decades of civil conflict, massive 
dislocation of population and the inability of authorities to conduct a population census 
make the categorization of rural life at the sub-district or ‘village’ level a matter of 
educated guesswork.  There is also considerable divergence between state and local 
perceptions of community and village which are often subjective and subject over time to 
shifting clan and tribal relations.22  The Central Statistics Office estimates that there are 
just over 40,000 rural settlements in the country which the NSP has grouped into 28,500 
“communities” for the purpose of electing CDCs.  A community consists of a rural 
settlement of at least 25 families23 and up to a maximum of 300 families.  FPs are 


                                                 
21 This structure reflects NSP-II.   
22 Katja Mielke and Conrad Schetter, ""Where Is the Village?" Local Perceptions and Development 
Approaches in Kunduz Province," Asien 104 (2007). 
23 According to the Operational Manual – Version IV (p. 5): “A family is defined as consisting of a 
husband, his wife (or wives), and unmarried children; or a single head-of-household (male or female) and 
his/her unmarried children.” 
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responsible for identifying communities according to government lists such as the list of 
registered villages from the 1970s or the list prepared for the 2002 Loya Jirga which can 
be cross-checked with local community records.  In those cases where social realities 
deviate significantly from what is documented, the FP consults with local authorities to 
define communities according to prevailing settlement patterns.24  Community lists are 
submitted (with GPS coordinates and family/population size) to the provincial office of 
the MRRD for approval. 


The project cycle at the community level begins when an FP visits a community and with 
the assistance of community leaders organizes a community-wide meeting to present the 
program.  It is at these meetings that the objectives, principles, and methods of the NSP 
are presented to the community, including the program’s commitment to gender equity.  
A community is given the opportunity to confirm their interest in participating in the NSP 
at the meeting.  If interested, the FP will help the community to complete a “community 
profile” that identifies demographic and socio-economic indicators of the community.   


Elections for CDC are organized with the assistance of the FP according to well-defined 
guidelines.  Voter eligibility is the same for national elections and standard features of 
democratic practice such as “one person, one vote” and the secrecy of the ballot are 
respected.  In addition, both men and women are eligible to be candidates for the CDC.  
Predefined candidate lists and campaigning are not prohibited in order to reduce 
opportunities for intimidation. Individuals who would not accept an appointment to a 
CDC if elected are given the opportunity to declare so prior to voting.  At least 60% of 
eligible voters must vote in order for the election to be considered valid. This threshold 
was increased from 40% during NSP-I when the government set the bar lower to ensure 
that “valid” elections would be able to take place in communities that would not permit 
women to vote.25 


Elections are organized around “clusters” of approximately 20 families each, depending 
on the size of the community.  Each cluster will elect one male and one female 
representative to the CDC for a three-year term that is renewable once.  CDCs can range 
in size from 10 to 30 members and should be equally divided between men and women.  
(It should be noted that the rules for NSP-I permitted the election of separate male and 
female CDCs and also called for one candidate per cluster.  The revised rules are much 
stronger in terms of gender representation and the result of learning experience during the 
course of NSP implementation.) Elections are organized by a community election 
commission with the assistance of the FP and supervised by district authorities from 
MRRD.    


Once elected, the CDC will select its chairperson, vice-chairperson, treasurer and 
secretary.  CDC members do not receive a salary or stipend for their service.  Project 
management committees are also elected in community-wide meetings with the 
responsibility to withdraw funds and procure goods and services on behalf of the 


                                                 
24 Islamic Republic of Afghanistan, "National Solidarity Programme Operational Manual," ed. Ministry of 
Rural Reconstruction and Development (2007), p. 5. 
25 Inger Boesen, From Subjects to Citizens:  Local Participation in the National Solidarity Programme 
(Nsp) (Kabul: Afghanistan Research and Evaluation Unit, 2004), p. 8. 
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community and to register a bank account in the community’s name.  Communities can 
also establish sectoral or topical committees to perform specific functions.   


The question of gender equity is taken seriously by the NSP in light of the constraints to 
women’s participation in public life conditioned by purdah. Explicit rules and procedures 
are in place on women’s participation in elections, decision-making, project selection, 
access to information, and control of assets (See Table 1).  During NSP-I communities 
were permitted to elect separate men’s and women’s CDCs if local norms were 
particularly hostile to integrated CDCs.  This, combined with the NSP rule requiring that 
one priority sub-project selected by women would receive funding, was intended to 
ensure women were not marginalized.  However, because this practice often appeared to 
sanction an effectively lower status for the women’s CDC, the ‘separate but equal’ 
arrangement was eliminated in NSP-II.  There is now only one CDC per community, but 
separate men’s and women’s sub-committees are permitted where an integrated CDC is 
not possible.  Male and female subcommittees can be formed for separate deliberations, 
each with their own four principal officers. An executive coordination committee is then 
formed comprised of two officers from each of the subcommittees where decisions are 
taken and endorsed by the whole.  In highly orthodox communities where women are not 
permitted to vote, a “women’s working groups” can be formed.   


Once councils are established the FPs will facilitate production of Community 
Development Plans (CDPs) and the communities will identify priority sub-project 
proposals.  The FPs are given latitude on the methods they will use with communities to 
ensure stakeholder inclusion and participatory planning.  The NSP does require that 
separate women’s meetings take place under conditions which allow them to freely 
express their views and register their priorities for sub-project proposals. Consistent with 
the idea that the CDC exists for a broader purpose than the NSP, communities are 
encouraged to include sub-project proposals in their CDP even if they will not be funded 
by the Block Grant so that they can be pursued by the community itself on the basis of 
local resources or can be presented to other government departments, donors or NGOs for 
support.   


Once the community has produced its CDP, the FPs will help them to produce one or 
more sub-project proposals to target for block grant funding and the stipulation of a 
community contribution of at least 10%.  The NSP permits sub-projects for socio-
economic infrastructure (e.g. water supply, sanitation, irrigation, transport infrastructure, 
schools/hospitals, power supply) or human capital development (e.g. general 
education/literacy/health and productive skills training).  Most of the projects do not 
carry restrictions beyond technical appraisal criteria and plans for operations and 
maintenance which the FP is responsible to assure. There are a few notable exceptions to 
this rule such as the requirement of relevant line ministry approval of school/hospital 
projects. The NSP maintains a “negative list” of activities that are not eligible for funding 
(e.g. those involving child labor, arms purchases, contested land, political campaign, 
mosque repair, etc.).  A community-wide meeting is held to endorse priority project 
proposals which the FP will then submit for approval to the provincial management unit 
of the NSP.  If approved, block grants will be disbursed to community bank accounts (not 
to district government offices) and project activities will begin.  Communities whose 
projects are rejected due to appraisal criteria not met or incomplete applications will 
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usually have the opportunity to revise and resubmit. During the implementation of 
projects, CDCs will establish a project management committee to supervise works and 
activities to ensure that criteria are met. 


To ensure transparency, the CDC is required to post a notice board accessible to both 
men and women where project information, budgets, and actual expenditures are made 
available.  Additional community-wide meetings are held during project execution to 
ensure that the community is aware of project developments against timetables 
established during the planning phase.  Such reporting is done in a way that the 
information is effectively communicated to women and illiterate community members.  
Full files and record books are to be maintained by the CDCs for inspection by 
community members, FPs, and NSP/MRRD officials.  Provisions for reporting, 
monitoring and evaluation are also explicitly spelled out for CDCs and FPs through the 
end of the project cycle. 


A noteworthy ad hoc development over the course of the NSP’s existence was the 
advocacy and linking role taken on by Facilitating Partners.  The FPs established a 
Facilitating Partners Representative Group as a sort of union for FPs to coordinate their 
positions and contribute to policy and programmatic changes in the NSP over the course 
of its evolution.  In addition, on different occasions and issues the group played a role in 
helping the CDCs to advocate a collective position to the government, especially on the 
crucial issue of formalizing the role of the CDC within the constitution, which pushed the 
government to adopt a by-law defining the CDCs as a legitimate organ of local 
democratic governance and a locus for state involvement with the community.  This push 
from the CDCs was an outgrowth of a series of inter-community visits of CDC officials 
from different districts that were sponsored by FPs.  These activities eventually got the 
attention of government authorities which sponsored a “national consultation” of CDCs 
in Kabul. 


 
C. Experience with and Impact of the NSP 


The original target of the NSP was to cover 20,000 villages over a four year period from 
the program’s inception in mid-2003 with a first year target of establishing 5,000 village 
CDCs.  The total number of villages to be included was later revised upward to 28,000. 
As of the end of January 2009, the NSP had mobilized 22,091 communities (out of an 
estimated 28,000 communities nationwide) resulting in the democratic election and 
subsequent registration of 21,767 Community Development Councils in 359 (of 398) 
districts in all 34 provinces. To date a total of 24,989 sub-projects have been completed 
with block grant funds disbursed directly into community bank accounts, out of a total of 
46,815 projects approved.  The program is estimated to have benefited approximately 
13m Afghans.26  The achievements of scale alone in the prevailing difficult context make 
it one of the most successful programs implemented by the government or the 
international community. 


                                                 
26 Figures drawn from: 
http://www.nspafghanistan.org/reports_and_publications/monthly_reports/NSP_Programme_Report-
Jan_2009.pdf 
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Nevertheless, the program has not been without challenges.  As it expanded, shortfalls in 
donor funding opened a gap between the number of communities which had elected 
CDCs and those that had actually received funding for projects.  Delays in disbursing 
block grants to communities were particularly severe in 2006-2007, just as the insurgency 
was growing fierce, and often fueled suspicion on the part of communities that the FPs 
had absconded with funds.  The funding  delay was in part the result of administrative 
bottlenecks but a greater concern was the shortfall of donor funding for the NSP.27  The 
increased levels of insecurity forced FPs to suspend work in districts that had beome 
unsafe for staff travel.  In addition, as the government has placed priority on expanding 
coverage of the NSP nationwide – often driven by strong and vocal demand from 
communities that have seen their neighbors benefit from the program – the question of 
the re-election of CDCs following expiration of their three-year mandate and the 
provision of ongoing support have taken a back seat and seen uneven treatment. 


Several evaluations and assessments of the NSP have been undertaken by independent 
analysts, think tanks, and NGOs or commissioned by the NSP and its financial 
supporters.  Most of the studies focus on the impact of the NSP at the community level in 
areas such as governance, statebuilding and women’s participation.  Some of the key 
findings from these studies are highlighted here. 


Most analyses recognize that in the context of rural Afghanistan the NSP is a radical 
experiment.  Its requirement of gender equity in governance and participation is at odds 
traditional cultural norms and practices.  The requirement of democratic elections is a 
direct challenge to many local powerholders, whether they be local militia commanders 
or community elders.  Additionally, rural Afghans’ historical experience with attempts at 
state penetration of the countryside were not felicitous and they harbored a deep 
suspicion of the new government, especially in Pushtun areas that felt marginalized from 
the Bonn process.  There was a distinct possibility that the program could have been 
rejected by communities from the start, but this has not been the case: 


"So far, the CDCs have overwhelmingly been accepted by the local population. 
These “new shuras” carry the promise of new modes of decision making and a 
strong orientation towards community-based needs. Moreover, their official status 
facilitating the interaction with government structures and aid agencies is 
appreciated...This seems to herald a departure from rural attitudes to government 
in earlier times, when the interventions by the Muhammadzai and Communist 
state were mostly seen as hostile acts best to be avoided. Nowadays there is a 
growing acceptance of and demand for government presence as an alternative and 
counterweight to the authority forcefully exercised by local commanders."28 


Boesen notes that the NSP has been "...a catalyst for learning about democratic 
processes” and that people have “embraced the concepts of democratic elections and 
representation, based on the principles of secret voting and the prohibition of 


                                                 
27 ActionAid International, Gaps in Aid Accountability: A Study of the National Solidarity Programme 
Finances (Kabul: ActionAid International, 2007), p. 4, 31-38. 
28 Christine Noelle-Karimi, Village Institutions in the Perception of National and International Actors in 
Afghanistan (Bonn: University of Bonn - Center for Development Research, 2006), p. 2. 
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electioneering or candidacy, with enthusiasm" and that the NSP appeared to hold the 
potential to "...enable communities to establish more legitimate leadership that can 
interact with government authorities in a range of different tasks."29 


While this general impression is widespread in the literature, it does not obscure the fact 
that CDC elections are not immune to the influence of traditional leaders and power 
holders.   This appears to vary by regional circumstance and to be influenced by the 
capacity and resources that were brought to bear by different FPs. For example, Care 
International estimated that the presence of local elites elected to CDCs in their districts 
was as high as 50-70% whereas for UN-Habitat in Herat the figure of commanders, 
mullahs and landlords was 5.2%.30 The International Rescue Committee’s CDC profiles 
for Khost showed 3% commanders, 1% religious scholars and less than 1% traditional 
leaders.  Its figures in Logar were 1%, 5%, and less than 1%, respectively.31  The 
presence of traditional elites in the CDCs does not equate with a compromise of core 
principles, a judgment that would depend on other factors.  Evidence, both survey and 
anecdotal, abounds both of attempts by elites to influence election outcomes as well as 
communities rejecting local powerholders who expected to control the structures and 
resources available to the community through the NSP.  Another study, in a sample of 
districts representing a range of cultural and geographic areas, found that “…where 
previous governance structures were focused on one power-holder…CDCs have 
reoriented the sources of local authority through their collective and elected nature.”32 


In their overall impact on statebuilding objectives at the sub-national level, Nixon 
summarizes thus:   


"The creation of the CDCs under the NSP have introduced a dramatic change in 
the development resources available to many communities in the country, and 
where these resources have been converted to successful sub-projects, the 
acceptance and legitimacy of the programme, and by extension the government, 
has been expanded.  However, the relationship of CDCs as a newly introduced 
institution within the local governance system as a whole is complex and 
varied."33 


He found that the acceptance by communities of the CDC was conditioned by their 
previous experience with the state and NGOs and the quality of assistance provided by 
Facilitating Partners.  Every aspect of the NSP, from elections to community planning to 
incorporation of women and more has been handled in differing ways, usually responding 
to local circumstances and negotiations between the Facilitating Partners and 
communities on how to accommodate local norms and concerns.  Many CDCs in his 
survey reported taking on functions outside the program, such as dispute resolution, 
community labor and social protection, but this was “not universal” and “often carrried 


                                                 
29 Boesen, p. 61. 
30 Ibid., p. 48. 
31 Kimberly A. Maynard, The Role of Culture, Islam and Tradition in Community Driven Reconstruction: A 
Study of the International Rescue Committee's Approach to Afghanistan's National Solidarity Program 
(International Rescue Committee, 2007), p. 15. 
32 Nixon, p. 8. 
33 Ibid. 
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out in combination with customary structures and individuals, forming a hybrid form of 
authority.”34 


Women’s participation is perhaps the most difficult issue in the NSP.  Many studies point 
to the severe challenges of engendering full participation of women in culturally 
conservative Afghanistan, but find progress nonetheless.  As Boesen notes: 


"The participation of women in democratic participation would need to occur in a 
dialogue with traditional local norms and values. ..However, just as culture 
constantly changes and evolves in the course of agency and social practice, it is 
possible that Afghan values and norms with regard to gender relations could also 
evolve in the context of NSP and community cooperation.  There are signs that 
participation in the NSP has initiated such a process of changing attitudes toward 
women's participation."35  


Interviews with FPs during the early phase of the NSP indicated that many communities 
were not willing to comply with the rules for women’s participation in elections although 
often other ways of bringing about women’s particpation were found.36  Nixon found 
significant variations in voting arrangements as well as CDC types across the 30 districts 
in his study.  In this group, 14 cases followed prescribed voting procedures while in eight 
men were only permitted to vote for men and women for women.  CDCs conformed to 
four types: standard mixed, segregated elected male and female councils, segregated 
elected male and appointed female councils, and male-only councils.  Often, appointment 
of female councils was in response to restrictive gender norms that did not allow women 
to vote or stand as candiates, or perhaps where electors only elected men.37   


FPs consulted in Boesen’s study all agreed that the issue of women’s participation was 
something that needed to gradually evolve as trust between community and FP was built, 
rather than be enforced.38  Several studies noted that where progress was reported, even 
in very conservative areas, a key factor was the quality of facilitation provided by the FP 
was high (See Boesen, Kakar, ACTED, Maynard).  FPs that employed female social 
organizers and hired from within the program area fared better than those that did not 
although it is widely acknowledged that there is a severe shortage of women who could 
serve this function. 


Another aspect of growing salience to the success of the NSP is the security situation.  
Boesen pointed out as early as the spring of 2004 that a “steadily deteriorating” security 
environment was hampering the effectivenss of the NSP in some areas she studied:   


“The government has not been able to do away with the abuses of local 
commanders denying villagers access to basic conditions necessary for their 
development and for making the use of block grants provided under the NSP (e.g. 
monopolizing irrigation water), with the intimidation of villagers in some areas by 
regime opponents resulting in fear of participating in the NSP, or with overall 


                                                 
34 Ibid., p. 8, 35. 
35 Boesen, p. 62. 
36 Palwasha Kakar, Fine-Tuning the Nsp: Discussions of Problems and Solutions with Facilitating Partners 
(Kabul: Afghanistan Research and Evaluation Unit, 2005), p. 23-24. 
37 Nixon, p. 23-25. 
38 Boesen, p. 48. 
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security that would permit FPs to operate more effectively than is the case at the 
present.”39 


 
As 2006-2007 wore on, the NSP reported more incidents of FPs suspending operations in 
areas affected by the insurgency.  As of early 2009, 15 FPs had suspended work in 1,110 
communities across almost half the provinces nation-wide due to security concerns.  This 
represents 5% of the communities involved in the program.   


Some have included national programs like the NSP in criticisms of the way that the 
prevailing mode of international statebuilding and reconstruction, featuring an increasing 
integration of development, defense and diplomatic capabilities, has exposed Afghan 
NGOs and civil society to a shrinking humanitarian space and made them “legitimate” 
targets in the eyes of the insurgents.  The relationship between national programs like the 
NSP and the FPs are a case in point as the latter by their participation have become 
aligned with a contested central government.40 


The actual impact of the insurgency on community councils is ambiguous and not well 
researched.  As a general matter, communities in areas affected by the insurgency which 
are seen as collaborating with the government have been threatened.  “Collaborators” - 
from aid workers to local teachers - are routinely targeted and the numbers killed have 
increased steadily over the last several years. 


Interviews with Future Generations NSP staff in four districts of two insecure provinces  
(by no means a representative sample) present a nuanced picture of community strategies 
in the face of the insurgency.  Staff report that generally the CDCs are viewed by 
insurgents as community organizations collaborating with the government, but not organs 
of the government itself.  The distinction is important and affords communities some 
negotiating space in terms of protecting community infrastructure.  More often than not, 
it was reported that insurgents would threaten individuals with links to the government as 
opposed to the entire community council itself.41  This is probably an experience that is 
subject to regional variation.  Much more systematic research in this area is needed in 
order to better understand the how the principles behind the NSP such as community 
ownership and legitimacy interact with the specific dynamics of the insurgency. 


 
 


                                                 
39 Ibid., p. 59. 
40 Sippi Azarbaijani-Moghaddam and others, Afghan Hearts, Afghan Minds: Exploring Afghan Perceptions 
of Civlil-Military Relations (Kabul: British Agencies Afghanistan Group (BAAG)/European Network of 
NGOs in Afghanistan, 2008). 
41 Interview with FG NSP Managers, Ghazni and Nangarhar Provinces, 11/10/2008. 
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VI. Conclusion 


This survey represents a preliminary review of the literature surrounding one of the most 
well-regarded and extensive reconstruction, governance, and development programs 
currently underway in Afghanistan.  The NSP remains in many areas communities’ only 
contact with the state.  On the surface, its emphasis on democratic local governance, 
community participation, and significant local discretion over resources to meet 
community-determined priorities compares well with the historical legacy of state 
neglect, manipulation, and unwelcome intrusion in local affairs.   


Nevertheless, it does not exist in a vacuum and communities’ contact with the state 
encompasses far more than the NSP and this contact is taking place in an increasingly 
deteriorating security environment in which the government is felt compelled to respond 
to its loss of control over increasing areas of its territory.  As the Afghan government and 
US military escalate the current fight while searching for the elusive combination of 
domestic and regional political strategies to drain the fuel from the insurgency, the 
political and humanitarian space for community self-governance is very uncertain. 


Does the NSP represent an example of an effective approach for reconciling top-down 
statebuilding with bottom-up community building on a large scale?  As a national 
framework for partnership between the state, civil society actors, and communities it has 
some attractive features and a record of accomplishment in difficult circumstances. It is 
probably too early to say one way or another as both processes are complex, long-term 
ones.  On the one hand, the NSP reflects principles that are sensitive to several of the 
factors that undermined previous statebuilding efforts and were sources of conflict.  It has 
certainly not been rejected wholesale by communities or co-opted completely by local 
elites.  Yet, the current dynamics of insurgency are driven by other factors: an exclusive 
national political arrangement born of a flawed settlement, geopolitical strategies of 
regional actors, and an ideologically-driven jihadist movement.  Looked at for its 
contributions to immediate peacebuilding, it may be that the NSP is “fighting the 
previous war.” Time will certainly tell. 
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Table 1.  NSP Policies and Practices for Promoting Gender Equity42 
 
Principle  


 


NSP Policies and Practices 
 


Gender equity in 
NSP participation  


 


• Gain early agreement with community leaders about the ways in which women 
can participate in CDCs in a culturally acceptable manner.  


• Organize parallel meetings for men and women so that women do not need to mix 
publicly with men. Even if mixed meetings are acceptable, it may be better for 
women to hold separate meetings so they can feel free to participate and speak 
openly.  


• Maintain records of participants in events and meetings, disaggregated by gender 
(particularly those related to community development planning).  


 
 


Gender equity in 
CDC representation  


 


• Organize separate voting venues for men and women to encourage more women to 
vote  


• If there are culture constraints to holding mixed-gender meetings, have the 
communities elect a male and female representative from each cluster and organize 
male and female sub-committees.  Explain that male and female sub-committees 
have equal standing under the CDC. 


• Help communities identify methods for sharing information and coordinating joint 
decision-making between sub-committees.  At a minimum: 


• Officers of each sub-committee should serve on the CDC Executive Coordination 
Committee, which finalizes and approves (signs) all NSP forms; and 


• Minutes of all sub-committee/committee meetings should be shared between groups. 


 
Gender equity in 
access to NSP 
information  


 


• Ensure that programme information such as the “public notice board” is posted in 
a public place that is easily accessible to men and women.  If a mosque is chosen 
for posting information, another posting place accessible to women must also be 
chosen. 


 
 


Gender equity in 
access to NSP 
training  


 


• Ensure equitable delivery of training to male and female CDC members. At a 
minimum, all key officers of both sub-committees should be trained (Chairperson, 
Treasurer, and Secretary).  


 
 


Gender equity in 
decision making and 
control of project 
assets  


 


• Inform community leaders that at least one NSP-funded subproject should be 
prioritized by women and managed by the women’s CDC sub-committee or by a 
project committee nominated/approved by the women’s CDC sub-committee. 


• Ensure that all NSP forms are signed by at least 2 male and 2 female officers. 


 


                                                 
42 From NSP Operational Manual Version IV, November 2007, p. 9. 
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Engaging Citizens and Communities to Create Peace and Security: 
The Case of Burundi. 


Burundi  is  one  of  Africa’s  poorest  countries  where  over  80  per  cent  of  the 
population lives below the national poverty line.  It is also one of the continent’s 
most densely populated and land-constrained countries.  Systematic divide-and-rule 
strategies under colonial administration helped to dissolve the unity which existed 
under  Burundi’s  ancient  monarchy.   Hutu-Tutsi  power  struggles  following 
independence in 1962 degenerated into spasms of ethnic violence, a series of coups 
d’etat, authoritarian rule and the fracturing of the country’s politics and institutions, 
claiming the lives of over 200,000 Burundians.  A brief return to elected rule in 1993 
was followed by civil war, pitting the Tutsi-dominated military against Hutu rebel 
groups and claimed another 150,000 lives over the next decade.  Strong external 
involvement helped to broker a peace agreement followed by democratic elections 
in August 2005.  A fragile peace still holds, but the trauma of decades of conflict, 
endemic poverty, and contested institutions threatens further progress.  


The  last  15  years  have  seen  a  proliferation  of  nongovernmental  organizations 
dedicated  to  peacebuilding  and  the  rise  of  independent  media.   Traditional 
institutions of conflict management, namely the bashingantahe, have also played a 
role despite efforts by political elites to politicize, manipulate and marginalize it. 
The  role  these  actors  have  played  in  supporting  and  encouraging  the  peaceful 
resolution  of  conflict  and  the  search  for  reconciliation,  justice  and  social 
rehabilitation is well documented.  


This  study  will  build  on  recent  examinations  of  the  cumulative  impact  of 
peacebuilding efforts in Burundi, while focusing on the formal and informal social 
institutions  that  linked  local  communities  and  organizations  to  the  wider 
peacebuilding  process  and  actors.   Two  local  NGO's,  MIPAREC  and  ARPD 
spearheaded peace initiatives owned by ordinary citizens. It is believed that the two 
initiatives led to significant changes in people’s attitude and behaviour. Thanks to 
intensive capacity building in non violent conflict management, people overcame 
ethnic divisions. Moreover, trainees were empowered to become change agents at 
the  community  level.  Networking  with  local  and  international  NGOs  allowed 
”positive”  citizens  to  have  influence  in  both  preventing  further  violence  and 
resisting  political  manipulation.  Throughout  the  Burundian  peace  process,  local 
peace NGOs had a significant impact at both local and higher levels.


Research Partners:    Interpeace and the Centre d’Alerte et de Prévention des 
Conflits (CENAP)
This research is being conducted in collaboration with Interpeace and its 
local Burundian partner, CENAP.  CENAP is led by Charles Ndayiziga and 
Pierre-Claver Nsengiyumva is the lead researcher for the case study. The 
International Peacebuilding Alliance, Interpeace, works with local partners in 
divided societies to build lasting peace.  Its teams promote national dialogue 
by bringing together key actors across a broad cross section of society to 
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analyze their country’s problems, find home-grown solutions and to define a 
common vision for long-term development.  CENAP is a policy research and 
dialogue centre based in Burundi. CENAP was established in 2001 and has 
conducted research on the evolution of the conflict in Burundi, land 
redistribution and displaced populations, the role of the media during 
elections, post-election conflict transformation and security sector reform.
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Engaging Citizens and Communities to Create Peace and Security: 
The Case of Guyana. 


Guyana's 2006 general and regional elections were the first in recent history 
un-marred by post-election violence.    The polls  of  1992,  1997 and 2001 
were each followed by several months of heightened insecurity, injuries and 
deaths from public violence and ethnically motivated attacks on citizens, and 
loss of property to arson, provoking fears of a return to the ethnic rioting that 
killed  hundreds  in  the  1960s.    The  non-violent  response  to  the  2006 
outcome was generally unexpected and some believe it could herald more 
peaceful coexistence in a country long divided by ethnicity and politics.    
International  actors and the behavior of  the major political  parties played 
important  roles  in  this  historic  outcome,  but  the  rejection  of  violence  by 
ordinary Guyanese was critical.   


The  period  leading  up  to  the  elections  was  marked  by  deep  political 
polarization,  growing  criminal  violence, breakdown  of  law  and  order,  and 
increasing tensions and inter-communal violence between Guyanese of East 
Indian  and  African  descent.     The  government,  opposition  parties  and 
international  community  were  involved  in  several  high-level  attempts  to 
defuse  tensions.   In  addition,  several  peacebuilding  interventions  at  the 
grassroots and civil society levels were launched, many in the context of the 
newly-formed  Ethnic  Relations  Commission  and  the  UN  Social  Cohesion 
Program.   These  efforts  were  diverse,  extensive  and  sustained  for  three 
years leading up to the election and are believed to have had an important 
impact.


How did the various citizen-based peacebuilding initiatives before,  during, 
and after  the elections contribute  to the non-violent  electoral  outcome?    
What  were  the  dynamics  within  groups  and  communities  faced  with  the 
option of violent action?  How were government officials and political parties 
influenced by the peacebuilding initiatives?   Are Guyanese sustaining and 
consolidating  the  gains  of  the  2006 elections?   This  research is  intended 
to shed some light on these questions using key informant interviews and 
focus groups in several communities around the country. 


Researcher:  Roxanne Myers  
Roxanne Myers has been a lecturer at the University of Guyana since 2000. During 
her tenure she served as assistant dean in the Faculty of Social Sciences from 2002 
to  2003  and  forward  planner  for  the  University's  Democratization  and  Conflict  
Resolution community outreach project. She was the workshop facilitator for the  
National Democratic Institute for International Affairs "Increasing Women's Political  
Participation"  series  from  2001  to  2003  and  consulted  for  a  U.S.  Agency  for 
International Development-funded project by Management Services International to 
assess democracy and governance in Guyana in 2002 and 2007. Myers also served  
the  Guyana  Elections  Commission  as  the  project  coordinator  for  the  Media 
Monitoring Unit in 2001. She holds a master's degree in Gender and Peace Building 
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from the University for Peace, San Jose, Costa Rica, where she earned the Rector's 
Award for Excellence. From 2005 to 2006 she was a senior fellow at the United 
States  Institute  for  Peace,  Washington,  D.C.,  where  her  project  focused  on 
“Transforming Ethnopolitical Conflict in Guyana.” Recently she co-authored a post-
election  study  “From  Violent  to  Peaceful  Elections:  A  Preliminary  Look  at  
Peacebuilding  Initiatives  in  Guyana,”  after  Guyana’s  first  non-violent  election 
outcome in 2006. 
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Engaging Citizens and Communities to Create Peace and Security: 
The Case of Nepal. 


In April 2006, a large scale people’s movement, known as the Jana Andolan II, was 
initiated against the King Gyanendra’s direct rule, on the basis of a 12-point 
understanding reached between the Communist Party of Nepal-Maoists (CPN-M) and 
the Seven Party Alliance. The Jana Andolan II (or People’s Movement II) which lasted 
for 19 days, ended the direct rule by King Gyanendra, forced the king to return 
power to the reinstated parliament, and created a conducive environment for the 
signing of the Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) between the government and 
the rebel CPN-M in November 2006, ending the decade-long insurgency that had 
affected all parts of the country. The success of the Jana Andolan II has thus been 
hailed by many as being exemplary of the ways in which engaged citizenry and 
communities at the local level can have an impact on the resolution and 
transformation of violent conflict at the national level.


This project seeks to provide an understanding of how communities and citizen 
groups at multiple levels (local, regional and national) were mobilized across class, 
caste, ethnic and religious divides to effectively topple the royal regime and help 
bring an end to the 10-year conflict. More specifically, by using literature on social 
movements, peace-building and conflict transformation, the project will seek to 
explore the following broad questions/issues: the nature of the Jana Andolan II, the 
impact of the movement, and lessons learnt.


The methodology for  the case study will  involve literature  review,  a micro-level 
study and key informant interviews.  The literature review will cover relevant social 
science  theories  (social  movements,  peace-building and  conflict  transformation), 
the Nepali context (the Maoist conflict, role of the monarchy, socio-economic issues, 
past popular protests/movements) and media research (Nepali and English).  The 
micro-level study will be conducted in Chitwan district to study local level dynamics 
that  were  at  play  in  the  period  around  Jana  Andolan.  The  selection  of  Chitwan 
district as a research site is based on the fact that during Jana Andolan II, Chitwan 
was in the forefront in many ways—high levels of women’s participation, the coming 
together of various issued based community organizations, strong rural and urban 
linkages, and a vibrant local press which covered the movement extensively. Key-
informant  interviews  will  be  conducted  with  individuals  from  civil  society, 
government, political parties at the local as well as national level. 


Researchers:  Deepak Thapa and Bandita Sijapati of the Social Science Baha 
(www.soscbaha.org)


The Social Science Baha (SSB) fosters and facilitates the development of the study 
of the social sciences in Nepal.  Established in 2002 to support and enhance Nepal’s 
research community, SSB houses an extensive social science library, courses on 
contemporary social science issues, lectures and conferences, and produces 
research publications.  Deepak Thapa is the director of SSB and a one-time 
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journalist.  He edited Understanding the Maoist Movement of Nepal (Kathmandu: 
Martin Chautari, 2003) and, with Ms.Sijapati, co-authored A Kingdom Under Seige: 
Nepal’s Maoist Insurgency 1996-2004 (London: Zed Books, 2005).  Bandita Sijapati  
is a PhD candidate at the Maxwell School of Citizenship and Public Affairs at 
Syracuse University. Her research involves migration, transnationalism, citizenship, 
and civil conflicts. She has a master’s degree from Columbia University, New York, 
and a bachelor’s degree from Macalester College in Minnesota. She is co-editor of  
Women Making Peace: Strengthening Women's Role in Peace Process (Kathmandu, 
2002).
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A. Introduction 


 
The road towards peace in Somaliland, previously the northwest region of Somalia, has 
been long and arduous. The process of inter-clan reconciliation, which was initiated 
during the war of 1988-90, gained momentum after the fall of President Mohamed Siad 
Barre of Somalia and after Somaliland’s unilateral declaration of independence in 1991. 
This process, which was intensified and broadened into a wider peace process, civic 
reconstruction and democratization in 1992-3, was the midwife of the Somaliland nation. 
The origins of Somaliland, as it is today, must be sought in the common experience of 
war and repression during the 1980s, and in the painstaking efforts at peace-making in 
the early 1990s which became, and were seen, as a collective endeavor. 


Somaliland was a British Protectorate until June 1960 when it merged with the former 
Italian colony of Somalia. It seceded from Somalia on 18 May 1991, but is yet to be 
recognized as an independent state. It was the site of extensive rights abuses in the 1980s, 
during the rule of the late Siad Barre. A well-organized campaign of terror forced most of 
its people to become refugees, destroyed homes, towns and infrastructure and left the 
region an empty landscape encircled by landmines.  


But the euphoria of returning home, in January 1991, after the fall of Siad Barre’s 
government, was short-lived. The Somali National Movement (SNM), the armed 
movement which had organized and led the resistance to Barre’s government in the 
northwest, fractured and turned their guns on each other, and on the civilian population. 
A series of bloody internal conflicts, which began in January 1992, came as a major 
shock to a people who had only just begun to rebuild their lives and their homeland. Once 
again, they were forced to flee, and many became refugees across the border in Ethiopia.    


By September 1992, the future looked bleak. The destructive behavior of SNM fighters, 
yesterday’s liberators, the bickering among politicians, the inability—or unwillingness—
of the new administration to tackle the deteriorating security situation or to address the 
need for basic services, was a bitter disappointment. The bloodshed and chaos also 
undermined the aspirations towards statehood and international recognition. It was a 
moment of truth.  


Ordinary people turned to clan elders for answers and action. Using their traditional 
influence as arbiters of disputes within and between communities, and  capitalizing on 
their experiences, between 1988-90, of resolving conflicts within the SNM and of 
working with the SNM to reconcile the clans of Somaliland, the elders responded to  
people’s desire for an end to the violence. From 1992-1995, they stepped in to fill the 
political vacuum left by a weak and divided government and used their standing in their 
communities to end the fighting and reduce tensions through painstaking negotiations 
that began at the grassroots. Drawing upon the unity of purpose and tolerance of each 
other, which years of suffering in the 1980s had forged, and harnessing every possible 
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resource, they crafted a well-thought out strategy that made everyone feel involved and 
energized.  


In the harsh environment of a semi-nomadic society, basic economic survival depends on 
nurturing good relations with other communities. So they first helped families and 
communities resolve their differences, for example over land, water and grazing rights, 
which in turn allowed them to rein in militia groups. After stopping the bloodshed and 
securing the semblance of harmony at the local level, they began a series of regional 
meetings to prepare the ground for building national political consensus for a new and 
representative government. The result, which one observer described as a “pyramid of 
peace which connected the base to the apex” was a triumph of civic discourse and 
maturity.  


While the leadership, unity and perseverance of the elders were both the catalyst and the 
channel, the success is due entirely to the will of ordinary people; their determination to 
live a life free of strife dictated the political agenda. Focused on the disastrous UN 
intervention in Somalia, the world left Somaliland alone. The success was also partly 
related to the very absence of foreign interference; there was no external agenda, or 
foreign actors to please. And as Somalia became increasingly engulfed by violence, the 
secession helped to insulate Somaliland from the problems in Somalia and enabled its 
people to concentrate on peace and security. 


The fact that the campaign for peace and reconciliation was community driven is widely 
regarded as the key to its legitimacy, credibility and success. The search for peace as a 
matter of survival, and not in response to external intervention, and the spirit of self-
reliance, were determining factors. Other important contributing factors include the use 
of traditional conflict resolution mechanisms familiar to all the concerned parties and the 
profound trust placed in the elders as mediators, which enhanced the chances that their 
resolutions and sanctions would be accepted. The adoption of a slow and lengthy process, 
in which talks often lasted for months, was a deliberate tactic to defuse tensions and give 
the parties time to listen, to be heard, to unburden themselves and air their grievances, to 
work through their issues and to work together to reach an agreement. The long 
negotiations, during which the warring parties sit, eat and pray together, are meant to 
provide opportunities to discuss shared interests and common points of history, in order 
to build bridges and facilitate trust. The cultural shame, for both the individual and the 
clan, associated with a refusal to abide by the decisions of elders, combined with 
religious entreaties and the fear of a collective curse, were powerful incentives to work 
towards reconciliation.     


The use of local resources to finance the peace process was also significant as everyone 
became a stakeholder. Even though the dissolution of the SNM as an organized 
movement was part of the problem, the absence of other armed movements in 
competition with the SNM was an asset.  


Somaliland’s peace process in the 1990s was a multi-faceted and broad based process. 
Many players, from different backgrounds, made a significant contribution. The 
following chapters chart how this process unfolded.  
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B. Background, Nature and Course of the Conflict 
 
A Brief History of Somaliland 


Somaliland was a creation of the British Empire. After securing the sea route to India 
through the newly-opened Suez Canal in the mid-19th century, the British occupied Aden, 
and then occupied the Somali coast opposite, primarily in order to protect the shipping 
lanes from piracy. For decades, Somaliland was administered from Bombay, and until 
Independence, the civil service was dominated by Indians. 


A few years later, the colonial “scramble for Africa” ensued, and the British struck deals 
with the Italian, French and Ethiopian governments to establish the boundaries of what 
was called the Somaliland Protectorate. The Somali-inhabited territories were divided 
into five. The French occupied the enclave of Djibouti. The Italians, latecomers to the 
scramble for Africa, occupied the southern littoral. Emperor Menelik of Ethiopia 
meanwhile laid claim to the interior portion of land, commonly known as the Ogaden, 
after the most prominent clan in the area. Lastly, the British in Kenya occupied the 
southern part of Somali-inhabited territory. The territorial boundaries were wholly 
arbitrary. In particular, the Somaliland-Ethiopia frontier cut across the grazing lands of 
most of the Somaliland clans. The Second World War marked the opportunity for a new 
political dispensation. The British defeat of Italian forces in 1941 created a de facto 
British military protectorate over the entire region save Djibouti.  


The political ferment of the 1940s, combined with the relatively light hand of the military 
administration, meant that Somali nationalist organizations first began to flourish then. 
The most prominent of these was the Somali Youth League (SYL), founded in May 1943 
in southern Somalia, but with branches in all Somali-inhabited territories. In British 
Somaliland, however, the dominant political force was the Somaliland National League 
(SNL), established at the same time. From 1950, the leader of the SNL was Mohamed 
Egal. 


British Somaliland in the north became independent on 26 June 1960, and, in accordance 
with the timetable established a decade earlier, Italian Somaliland in the south followed 
six days later. In a wave of heady optimism, the north voted overwhelmingly to unite 
with the south, without any preconditions. In an outpouring of emotion, public pressure 
compelled the legislative body of Somaliland to agree to the merger without any 
preconditions. It was hoped that this would be the first step to unification with the Somali 
areas of Kenya, Ethiopia and Djibouti. Mogadishu in the south became the capital of the 
new unified Somalia.  


During the early 1960s, Somalia was often portrayed as a model of liberal democracy in 
Africa. Elections were held with little or no fraud or intimidation, though with vast 
expenditures on campaigning. Governments changed twice in the decade through 
peaceful, constitutional means. However, a coalition of southern interests quickly came to 
dominate national politics, and although northern politicians were brought in as alliance 
partners in every government, the north became politically marginalized. 


In 1962, junior Isaaq officers, from the largest clan in Somaliland, who objected to the 
transfer of all serious power to Mogadishu, attempted a coup to reverse the union. It 
failed. Thereafter, northern politicians sought more influence in Mogadishu. In 1967, 
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Mohamed Egal was appointed Prime Minister. He did not, however, reverse the political-
economic tide in favor of Mogadishu. 


Egal also failed to reverse the decay of democracy. The potential economic fruits of 
independence were quickly obscured by the rampant factionalization of Somali politics, 
which became an arena of lavish patronage and rampant clannism. After the 1969 
elections, all but one of the elected opposition MPs crossed the floor to join the ruling 
party, hoping for ministerial posts that would help them repay the costs incurred in 
campaigning. Most of the political process was consumed in negotiating over who was 
given what job, and who would join a coalition under what circumstances. This became 
particularly pronounced in Egal’s second government, when the number of cabinet posts 
was dramatically expanded to make room for defectors from other parties. 


Disaffection with democratic politics was so widespread that when General Mohamed 
Siad Barre seized power in October 1969, there was little popular resistance. It seemed as 
though some political dynamism would be injected into Somalia. The first few years 
seemed to bear this out: the authoritarian and often brutal style of politics was seen as an 
acceptable price to pay for rapid progress in education and social welfare. Siad Barre’s 
coup was also generally welcomed in the north-west, not least because it represented a 
break with the former tight control of power by the southern elites. 


The Ogaden War in 1977-8 was a turning point. The war, to “regain” the territories 
occupied by Ethiopia, was extremely popular throughout Somalia. Those in the north-
west would have gained immediately from a Somali victory, as they were most closely 
integrated with the Ethiopian Ogaden, politically, socially and economically. But the 
support of the former USSR led to an Ethiopian victory. Barely a month after the 
withdrawal from Ethiopia, predominantly Majerteen army officers mounted a coup. This 
failed, leading to a brutal campaign of suppression against the Majerteen in the north-
east.   


The defeat also led to the flight of over 500,000 refugees to Somalia. Most of the 
refugees were former supporters of the Western Somali Liberation Front (WSLF), the 
guerrilla movement that had spearheaded the fight against Ethiopia in the 1960s and mid-
1970s. Although the WSLF included members of all the thirteen main clans found in the 
territory, the majority were from the Ogaden clan. Bitter at what they saw as a betrayal, 
they presented a potential threat to Siad Barre. He bought their loyalty with promises of 
continued military struggle, and by offering them jobs, businesses, houses and land. Most 
refugees fled to the north-west, and the promises could be kept only at the expense of 
dispossessing the locals—most of whom were Isaaqs—who feared a demographic 
transformation in the northwest. 


The unsuccessful coup of 1978 simultaneously led to a decision, on the part of Siad 
Barre, to concentrate his political support among his own Marehan clan, plus two other 
Darood clans, the Ogaden and Dulbahante. This trio of Darood clans were the new center 
of power. The Isaaq were among those excluded. This deepening repression and 
dispossession led to discontent and insurrection in the north-west, and the birth of the 
Somali National Movement (SNM). 
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Background to a Conflict and a War: 1982-1991 


The Somali National Movement was the vehicle for Somaliland nationalism. There are 
many ironies in this: the SNM never formally espoused separation for the north-west and 
indeed its leadership was either opposed to it or they remained silent on the issue. After 
declaring  independence in 1991, the SNM disintegrated. Meanwhile, clans and political 
forces that had been outside the SNM and in some cases militarily opposed to it, became 
part of the polity of Somaliland, often enthusiastically so. This chapter details political 
change and social experience in north-west Somalia in the 1980s. 


 
- The Formation of the Somali National Movement 


By 1980, the Somali Salvation Democratic Front (SSDF), the largest of the Somali 
opposition movements at the time, dominated by Majerteen officers involved in the 1978 
coup attempt, had failed to seriously challenge the might of Siad Barre’s regime from its 
bases in the east of the Ogaden, despite the support of Ethiopia and Libya.  


In the early 1980s Isaaq clansmen in Ethiopia, some of whom were supporters of the 
SSDF, and a wide range of Isaaq intellectuals resident in Mogadishu, Qatar, Saudi Arabia 
and cities in Europe and America, independently began meeting to discuss the need for a 
separate opposition movement. The formation of the organization was formally declared 
in 1981 at a meeting held in London which produced the outline of a political 
programme. Meanwhile, on the ground in north-west Somalia, the first military officers 
to make up the armed wing of the SNM, had crossed the border into Ethiopia and 
presented themselves to the authorities, taking for their political policies the programme 
laid down at the London meeting.  


In 1982 three main SNM military bases were established inside Ethiopia, in the area just 
over the border with Somalia. Here, the growing number of northern Somali civilian 
recruits and defectors from the Somali army, drawn almost exclusively from the Isaaq 
clan, were shaped into a guerrilla force with which to launch cross-border raids against 
Siad Barre’s army. Military training provided with assistance from the Ethiopians, was 
supplemented with courses conducted by SNM political staff to produce a hard-core of 
disciplined fighters. 


Over the following years, the SNM made numerous clandestine military sorties into 
north-west Somalia. Although these attacks were never a direct threat to the 
government’s control of the area, the SNM’s activities and the boldness and 
determination of its small force were a constant irritation to the Mogadishu government.  


During this time, the organization functioned with limited military and financial support 
from outside. The Ethiopian government provided some money, training and a small 
supply of fuel, ammunition, and small-arms and some money. The SNM relied heavily on 
the use of captured weapons and ammunition taken from the Somali army, and for money 
it turned to its own people for help. Clansmen from inside Somalia and from the diaspora 
around the world subscribed to funding the SNM. This was one of the keys to its survival. 


 







 


6 


 


- Repression and Resistance in North-West Somalia 


The creation and growth of the SNM was closely linked to developments inside north-
west Somalia. From 1980 onwards, the government became increasingly repressive. The 
growing political tensions were exacerbated by what appeared to be a deliberate policy of 
underdevelopment. Already suffering from a massive brain-drain of educated people and 
businessmen to Mogadishu, the north-west was deprived of development opportunities, 
was crippled by unfair economic practices and administrative dependence on services in 
Mogadishu, and lacked the human and financial resources to improve public institutions. 
A key event was an initiative by a group of citizens in Hargeisa—doctors, teachers and 
businessmen—to form a self-help organization and rehabilitate the city’s main hospital. 
The group took the name Uffo, meaning “a breeze.” A sign that people had given up on 
the government, the creation of Uffo was to be a watershed in the political fortunes of the 
north-west.  


The authorities saw the initiative as a declaration of war, an attempt to provoke a 
confrontation between the government and the people. In December 1981, while a few 
escaped in time, most members of Uffo were arrested.  On 22 February 1982, they were 
brought to trial and sentenced to prison. The sentences triggered massive demonstrations 
in Hargeisa, the capital of the northwest, as well as other towns in the northwest. 
Spearheaded by schoolchildren, the judgment provided the spark for bloody 
confrontations between students, armed with stones, and the security forces. The children 
attacked soldiers, government offices and vehicles, anything that had any connection with 
the government. The government responded by deploying heavy weapons, imposing a 
curfew, arresting “trouble-makers” and closing the road from Djibouti, an economic 
lifeline for the region. The result was a further decline in living standards and more 
hardship. But the war of attrition continued. In subsequent years, commemoration of the 
anniversary, known as Dagahtuur, [‘The Stone-Throwing’] became the occasion for 
bloody clashes between students and the police, army and security services, leading to 
new arrests and detentions. The direct involvement of so many children inevitably drew 
parents into the conflict.         


The defiant show of resistance in the north-west was met with deepening repression. An 
extraordinarily wide range of security institutions had been set up, from the outset in the 
early 1970s, to implement Siad Barre’s dictat, including the all pervasive National 
Security Service, the Victory Pioneers, a paramilitary force, which maintained 
surveillance on all neighborhoods, encouraged people to spy on their families, neighbors, 
colleagues and classmates and which had the authority to arrest and detain people 
suspected of anti-government sentiment. 


The National Committee for the Eradication of Corrupt Practices was originally set up to 
audit government finances. But it rapidly grew into a political weapon used to threaten or 
cripple the business interests of potential opponents, or just commercial competitors of 
businesses owned by people in government. A new military police organization, known 
as HANGASH, was established after the 1978 coup attempt. It came to be feared even 
more than the NSS, and was at the centre of the repressive measures enforced in the 
north-west. 







 


7 


 


Surveillance was extended deep into the community. Neighborhoods were divided into 
units of forty houses known as tabelehs. A house that enjoyed the government’s political 
confidence was responsible for monitoring the movement of the other houses—their own 
comings and goings and their visitors. The tabeleh system, intended to keep track of the 
families whose men left to join the SNM, was intrusive in the extreme and created 
suspicion and mistrust. They had the power to enter homes at will, and to ask detailed 
questions about the whereabouts of occupants, the identity of visitors and the purpose of 
their visit. Children were a primary target for interrogations.  Women whose husbands, 
sons or fathers died were unable to mourn them in public, for fear of being branded as 
“enemies” to be watched over. 


Competing with each other, the various arms of the regime—the official women’s 
organization, the Party, the HANGASH, the NSS, as well as the tabeleh system, deprived 
people of their privacy. Compulsory attendance at numerous government rallies and 
meetings was a strategy to keep residents occupied and under surveillance. The multiple 
visits and questions about the failure to attend these public events heightened awareness 
about the extent to which people’s lives were monitored 


The level of cruelty inflicted was exceptional, and the people of Somaliland were seared 
by their experiences of these years.  


Whenever the SNM attacked, there were new waves of detentions and the curfew became 
longer. Following the assassination, in 1985, of the regional head of the NSS, the curfew 
came into effect at 4:00 p.m. The early curfew created particular difficulties for traders, 
as well as consumers. Food, charcoal and other essential goods were normally brought 
into the main towns from the surrounding countryside for sale the following day. 
However, the early curfew made it impossible to meet the deadline. Checkpoints were set 
up everywhere, making it hazardous to travel to other towns, and making normal 
economic activity more difficult. Under the pretext of searching for SNM fighters, 
soldiers raided homes in the middle of the night, using the opportunity to loot gold, 
money and other belongings. Zamzam Abdi Aden, then a civil servant in Hargeisa, 
summarized the cumulative impact of these policies and practices.     


The government knew that people hated the regime more and more. And people knew that 
the government had the power to make their life miserable. For example, in 1985 the 
government forbade people from building houses. The authorities came up with a lot of 
new and extraordinary regulations that baffled people. But what could people do? Who 
could they complain to? There was no television or international telephone lines. It just 
became a matter of the people and the government hunting each other.  


The consequences of the crackdown was a dramatic increase in support of the SNM. A 
substantial number of men—soldiers, students, traders and civil servants—joined the 
exodus to SNM bases in Ethiopia.  


 
- Crossing the Rubicon: The 1988 War 


In March 1988, events in Ethiopia led the SNM to a dramatic escalation of the war. 
President Mengistu suffered a disastrous military defeat in Eritrea. In order to shore up 
his northern front, he needed to redeploy forces stationed near the Somali border, and 
rushed to sign a peace treaty with Siad Barre, formally bringing the 1977-8 war to a 
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close, a full decade after regular hostilities had actually come to an end. Part of the 
agreement (never properly honored by either side) was that each country would withdraw 
support to opposition movements fighting the other. The Ethiopian army commander in 
Harrar was instructed to cease support for the SNM. 


This created a crisis for the SNM. Progress in the war had been laboriously slow and 
morale amongst forces at the front was low. They were short of ammunition and fuel. 
Some amongst the political leadership felt that the movement should withdraw its forces 
from the border area to camps hidden inside Ethiopia, regroup for some months and then 
emerge to resume the fight at a later date. The military officers on the ground disagreed 
strongly. They recognized the widespread disillusionment that a withdrawal would create 
amongst the forces and the impossibility of holding their men together for such an 
extended period away from the front. Against the wishes of some of their own leaders, 
and without the knowledge of the Ethiopians, the SNM forces embarked on a massive 
simultaneous attack on Hargeisa and another main town in the northwest, Burao.   


The attacks were launched in the closing days of May 1988. The SNM forces numbered 
around three thousand men in total, the majority trained, disciplined and battle hardened. 
Their determination, however, could not compensate for the inadequacy of their 
equipment and lack of ammunition. They calculated on the support of their clansmen 
once they entered the towns, and on capturing equipment during the fighting.  


Although the simultaneous assaults on Burao and Hargeisa failed to coincide as intended, 
the SNM initially achieved remarkable gains against the much larger and better-equipped 
government army. The sheer ferocity and resolve of the SNM’s fighters drove the army 
back to the garrisons within Burao and Hargeisa, leaving many of the suburbs in the 
hands of the SNM. The government army relied heavily on its vast arsenals of artillery, 
multiple rocket launchers, tanks and fighting vehicles mounted with heavy machine guns 
to blitz the areas in which the lightly armed SNM moved nimbly on foot. Aircraft flown 
by Zimbabwean mercenaries flew repeated sorties over the towns and surrounding areas. 
Hargeisa in particular was subjected to dawn-to-dusk bombing and rocket attacks by 
aircraft flown from the city’s airport. 


For many weeks the situation remained the same, with neither side making significant 
gains whilst the two towns were rapidly reduced to rubble by the army’s bombardment. 
Loss of life was enormous. Sealed from the outside world by strict security and 
censorship, the slaughter continued unchallenged. By August, the SNM’s ranks had been 
severely depleted. The majority of their original seasoned fighters and many of their best 
officers had been killed, replaced by enthusiastic but inexperienced civilians. Short of 
fuel and ammunition, the SNM began a retreat after three months.   


 
- Flight and Exile 


As the SNM retreated, it was preceded by an exodus of almost the entire urban civilian 
population of the north-west. The cities of Hargeisa and Burao were depopulated, and 
government policy thereafter was to render much of the rural areas uninhabitable, using 
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land mines.1 About 400,000 people fled to Ethiopia and many others went to the Arab 
countries and Europe.  


Meanwhile, back in the ruins of the towns abandoned in the fighting, the government 
army and its followers set about the systematic destruction and looting of any remaining 
assets which had survived the bombardment. Windows, doors, iron roofing sheets, 
timber, plumbing and wiring and fixtures as small as hinges and screws were removed to 
be sold overseas or in neighbouring countries. Anything of value which could not be 
taken was simply vandalized and the empty shells of buildings scattered with anti-
personnel mines to further discourage the owners from returning. 


 
- A Necessity of War: Emergence of Elders as a Political Institution  


The need for fighters, food, fuel, ammunition and transport, and the sudden and 
unplanned arrival of hundreds of thousands of refugees, who had deserted their homes in 
haste, presented the SNM with huge challenges. This, coupled with the cessation of 
military and financial support from Ethiopia, forced the SNM to turn to the elders 
amongst the refugee population, for help on many fronts. The only structure that the 
elders could use, and the only one they were familiar with, was the clan structure. Their 
involvement in resolving conflicts within the SNM itself, in mobilizing their communities 
and in assuming a more overtly political character laid the foundations for the role they 
would play in the 1990s.      
 
Instead of dealing with the elders in an informal or ad hoc manner, the SNM designed a 
formal structure for them which would come to be known as the Guurti, or the Council of 
Elders. Such a system had not previously existed in the political history of Somaliland.  


Mohamed Hashi Elmi, one of the founders of the SNM, spoke about their new 
responsibilities.     


At a meeting in Aderoush, we asked the elders to rally support for the SNM and to bring an 
end to various conflicts within the SNM. They were more knowledgeable about customary 
law and clan traditions than we were. They used this expertise to fundraise for the SNM, to 
recruit fighters and to provide us with food rations and livestock for meat. We created an 
executive body for the elders and a secretary to record decisions. They were a great asset 
when it came to conflict resolution.   


Haji Warabe, the head of the current Guurti, is one of the best known elders who has 
been at the center of peace-making in Somaliland for many years. From the very 
beginning, he said, he and his colleagues had a broad vision of their role.    


500 men, representing all the Isaaq clans of Somaliland, took part in the first Guurti 
meeting in Aderoush where we laid the ground work for the formation of the Guurti. It was 
there that we began our work on how to live peacefully alongside those clans which 
supported the regime. 


They lost no time, he added, in getting down to the job that was expected of them. 


                     
1 African Rights and Mines Advisory Group, Violent Deeds Live On. . . Landmines in Somalia and 
Somaliland, London, December 1993. 
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We immediately informed all the young strong men that they were required to take up arms 
and fight alongside the SNM movement. We gave instructions to all the refugees that they 
must donate a portion of their food rations to the SNM to feed the fighters.  


The SNM congress of 1989 in Baligubedley agreed that the Guurti would be formally 
recognized in the constitution of the SNM as a governing body.   


Sheikh Noor, who was active then and is now in the Guurti, paid tribute to the role of 
women in those early days and acknowledged the importance of their support to the 
Guurti.  


Women were active at every stage of the struggle for peace. Peace in Somaliland would not 
have been possible without them. When the Guurti was being established, women were the 
first to agree to the traditional rule and to give us their trust and backing. And when we 
were refugees, they were our strongest supporters. They gave us, and the SNM, far more of 
their food rations than we had asked for. 


In 1989-90, the Somali government was also facing serious and sustained armed 
opposition from movements in the south. In January 1991, Siad Barre and his 
government were forced out of the capital, Mogadishu, and eventually out of the country.  


 


Enemies’ Reconciliation and the Brothers’ War: Independence and After, 1991-92 


Victory came almost unexpectedly to the SNM after nine years of bitter struggle. 
Suddenly it was faced with an array of challenges that would have been monumental for 
the best-prepared and best-organized movement. Hargeisa was in ruins, with scarcely a 
house intact. Even the main streets were mined. Economic activity had come to a 
standstill, and the population was scattered. Politically, differences between the SNM and 
the movements in the south were deepening, and there was a huge gulf between the 
almost wholly Isaaq SNM and some of the other clans in the north-west, which had sided 
with Siad Barre. 


 
- Euphoria in a Destroyed Land 


Within days of its military victory, the SNM took far-reaching steps to reconcile with its 
former opponents, including those who had fought alongside the forces of Siad Barre. 
The rapidity and comprehensiveness of this reconciliation meant there were few 
significant military conflicts between Isaaq and non-Isaaq clans in Somaliland. It stands 
as one of the most notable achievements of the SNM in the early days following its 
victory. 


Reconciliation was helped by the military supremacy of the SNM. The SNM was 
unquestionably victorious, and no administration could be formed without recognizing 
that the leading positions should be taken by SNM members. In clan terms, the numerical 
predominance of the Isaaq and their control of the key towns, especially Hargeisa, and 
Berbera, the economic nerve centre of the region, had similar consequences. The delicate 
balance of power was within the Isaaq: this was yet to be a major problem. The unity of 
the north-west was also assisted by the virtually unanimous opposition to the self-
declared interim government of Ali Mahdi Mohamed, announced in Mogadishu on 27 
January 1991.  
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Between 15-27 February 1991, a meeting was held in Berbera between the SNM and 
representatives of the Sool, Sanaag and Awdal regions in north-west Somalia, where the 
pro-government clans lived, to discuss relations between all groups in the region. It was 
agreed that a “Provisional administration should be formed (in the territories previously 
known as British Somaliland) to restore economic and social order to the area and 
consolidate the unity and co-operation of the northern communities.” Furthermore it was 
proposed that the 1960 Act of Union should be reviewed and revised so that if and when 
the south became stable and had an administration of its own then the northern 
administration would consider negotiating with them on the subject of national unity.  


A further meeting was organized in Burao by the SNM and the elders for all the clans of 
Somaliland to discuss reconciliation, where it was confirmed that no revenge attacks or 
action would be taken against the clans which had opposed the SNM. This conference 
marked a positive step for it helped to minimize fear and enmity on a national scale.   


Meanwhile, political momentum was dictated by popular pressure. The political leaders 
had lost control over the pace and direction of events. On 18 May 1991, the chairman of 
the SNM, Abdirahman Tuur, was forced by overwhelming public pressure to declare the 
formation of the independent Republic of Somaliland during the meeting in Burao.   


 
- The SNM and the Government: Creating a Dangerous Vacuum 


The reality the returning refugees faced was very different from what they had expected. 
The new government made no efforts to reconstruct schools or hospitals, nor even to 
establish law and order. Economic revitalization was another key area for government 
activity. But little or nothing was done to address the nonexistence of banking or credit 
facilities, the lack of a communications system, and the absence of a functioning legal 
system. There were simply no governmental policies on the economic front. Djibouti 
reaped the benefits of Somaliland’s economic disarray, attracting the export trade from 
eastern Ethiopia and the import trade from overseas. Some businessmen took advantage 
of visiting relatives in refugee camps in Ethiopia to make business calls abroad. Others 
were forced to travel to Djibouti in order to make financial arrangements, obtain legal 
certificates or use the telephone and fax. 


The vacuum of governmental authority was exploited by political Islamists. Militant 
Islam benefited from the fact that during Siad Barre’s rule, religion became the most 
potent form of challenge to what was widely regarded as the regime’s godless ideology of 
scientific socialism. Others had drifted towards religious extremism in the camps. 


Meanwhile, the one force that could have begun to rebuild the country, the SNM itself, 
was allowed to disintegrate. The SNM never held a congress to authorize its non-
existence, a failing that was later to haunt Somaliland. Its component parts went their 
separate ways. Many of the veterans of pre-1988 days simply abandoned their units, 
believing they had accomplished their task and could take a well-earned rest. Those who 
had joined more recently, or even taken up arms after the fall of Siad Barre, reverted to 
other forms of military organization: as clan militias or predatory bandits, known as 
deydey. 
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- The Dream Turns Sour: Outbreak of Conflict in Burao and Berbera 


Through exhaustion and goodwill, peace reigned during 1991. But the political fissures 
inherited from the SNM, combined with the failings of the leadership, created a 
disastrous process of fragmentation and conflict. For most citizens of the new republic, it 
was simply inconceivable that former SNM Mujahidiin would turn their guns on each 
other, and on civilians. But less than a year after the mass return to Somaliland, this 
happened, in Burao. 


For about two months, tension had been rising between the Habr Yunis and Habr Jelo 
militias in Burao, both Isaaq clans. Various explanations have been put forward. Many 
civilians accuse the fighters, particularly the leaders of the different military factions, of 
settling old political and personal scores, with underlying tensions going back to enmities 
while in exile in Ethiopia. In late 1991, there was much rumor and misinformation on 
both sides, with each side accusing the other of planning to take control of the town.  


On 10 January 1992, the violence exploded.  There were demonstrations by civilians on 
the two sides, protesting against the prospect of war. Both militias fired into the civilians. 
Serious fighting began on 12 January, continuing up to the 14th. Tanks were used and 
there was intense artillery shelling. The outpatient department and the maternity wing of 
the hospital were completely destroyed. Many houses were hit and collapsed or partially 
destroyed. The hospital and the warehouse of the International Committee of the Red 
Cross were looted of food and drugs. Civilians fled in all directions, leaving the two 
factions to face each other. Some civilians returned to Ethiopia.  


The late Sheikh Ibrahim Sheikh Madar was head of the Guurti at the time. In an interview 
in July 1992 in Hargeisa, he underlined their efforts to contain the fighting in Burao.  


We went to Burao before the war started. We stayed for a month and four days. The 
government knew this, but nobody asked us anything. We went there again, in the midst of 
the fighting. On our second visit, we stopped the firing. We stayed for a month.  


Noor Dualeh Diriye, working as a journalist in Burao, spoke of the helplessness of 
civilians.  


Civilians wanted peace but they didn’t know which road to take. People started drifting 
back to Burao around March 1992. They saw the politicians and the opposition, who were 
arguing in Hargeisa, as only interested in power and blamed them for fuelling communal 
tensions. They asked why nothing was being done to back up the efforts of the elders. 


Saying “elders cannot manage the job by themselves”, he highlighted the constraints 
under which they were working.   


The politicians may undo their achievements through money, misuse of information and 
influence on the rest of the community. 


The fighting in Burao was a major shock to Somaliland, all the worse in its impact 
because hopes had been so high. The fighting that followed in Berbera, between the Habr 
Yunis and the Issa Muse clans, was even more disastrous for Berbera is the economic hub 
of Somaliland. The country depends upon livestock exports, almost all of which pass 
through the port. By April-May 1992, general insecurity and banditry was affecting much 
of rural Somaliland, especially in the vicinity of the conflict areas. 
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C. A Pyramid of Peace: Peace from Below, 1992-93 


The government took no action to prevent the Burao and Berbera wars, and seemed to be 
helpless as Somaliland threatened to slide towards wholesale civil war, as had happened 
in the south. Early on, however, clan elders began to take a grip on events. Their first 
interventions in both Burao and Berbera had come to nothing, but as it was clear that the 
government was incapable of solving the problem, the elders took on the task themselves. 
This began one of the most remarkable political processes, that in less than a year was to 
lead to a complete, non-violent change in government and the establishment of 
nationwide peace, with the beginnings of the creation of a structure to enforce it. 


 
A Formidable Combination: The Elders and Citizens Mobilize Each Other 


The role of the elders in Somaliland has received much praise but less understanding. 
Who are the elders and why did their efforts meet with success? The answer, according to 
Haji Warabe and to many other elders who were at the forefront, lies in a Somali proverb 
according to which “a wise man can fail in his leadership without the support of his 
people, but an ignorant man can become a successful leader with the support of his 
people.” The elders succeeded because they were responding to a call for action from 
their own communities and because the trust placed in them made those same 
communities their partners in the search for lasting peace.  


Zamzam Abdi Aden had returned from exile in the UK in May 1991 and was employed 
as a relief worker for the Somali Relief Agency (SOMRA) which became active in both 
Burao and Berbera. She was attacked and robbed on many occasions of the medical 
supplies meant for the sick and wounded. Women, she said, were prepared to go to 
extraordinary lengths, and to assume new and untested responsibilities, for the sake of 
peace.    


The movement to secure peace was born out of raw desperation, a deeply felt need to end 
the cycle of violence. People were living under extreme conditions. Morale was very low. 
Everyone felt lost, disoriented and helpless. No one was safe or immune from the violence. 
The motivation, and the determination, to create peace in Somaliland came from within. 
Women who were tired of fleeing the homes they had just re-built lobbied their husbands, 
fathers, sons and uncles, and urged them to find a solution to the chaos. Women talked 
together and agreed to seek remedies, to mobilize their men-folk and send them around the 
country as peace envoys. They made it clear that they would maintain homes and families, 
become the families’ sole breadwinners, whilst the men were away. Women went to work 
selling milk, meat or vegetables at the market. They did anything and everything to obtain 
an income and keep the men-folk on peace missions. In return, they asked respected clan 
elders to tackle the militias within their clans and force them to put down their weapons 
and work for peace.   


At the peace conferences, women furnished the venues and made refreshments and food 
available. When the men became antagonistic and tried to leave the conference, women 
surrounded the building and refused to let them leave until they had come up with concrete 
solutions and agreements. They boosted the morale of the proceedings with songs full of 
hope and aspirations, as well as poems about their desperation. 
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Everyone had a part to play in the peace movement, and there was a wide range of actors 
and contributors as Zamzam pointed out.   


The peace movement was not something developed by the elite in society; everyone was 
involved. NGOs, like SOMRA, provided medical equipments, tents etc. A committee of 
health care professionals and non professionals came together to rebuild the main hospital 
in Hargeisa and to provide health care. Clan elders organized themselves to influence the 
militias to put away their arms. They also rallied rural citizens to provide food from their 
farms and livestock to feed the participants at the various peace conferences. The militia 
that agreed to disarm received police training from the older experienced police officers. 
Women agreed to support the family whilst the men negotiated peace. They also cleaned 
up the towns of debris.   


Anab Arab found it hard to articulate her feelings about the unexpected turn of events. 


The men we had worked so hard to support in the SNM became our enemies and our 
persecutors. It was heartbreaking, and impossible to believe. Bands of armed militiamen 
began looting. It became unsafe for women to walk outside alone. A new struggle began for 
women; we joined hands because we had to, we needed to, stop the violence and encourage 
peace.    


Herself a poet, she recalled marching with other women to the main square in Hargeisa.  


We would sing, recite poems and walk through the city with boards demanding an end to 
the violence and appealing for peace. We also held prayer meetings and sang religious 
songs. These activities brought people together and empowered the women to be strong, 
stay steadfast to our purpose and not to get scared. Women from all the corners of Hargeisa 
asked us to come to their neighborhood and to help them mobilize the women who lived 
there. 


The elders who took up the challenge include Mohamed Abdi Aden, who currently serves 
as a member of the Guurti.  


The country achieved and maintained peace because of the network of influence 
established by the elders. If our traditional leaders had not taken the initiatives they did, 
and had not devised dynamic and intelligent solutions appropriate to our situation, we 
would not have the stability we have today. The Guurti realized they had to act fast and 
make tough decisions for the sake of lasting peace and reconciliation.  


He acknowledged the inter-dependence between the elders and the communities of which 
they were an integral part.  


The Guurti could not have done anything without the active participation of women and 
young people. Without their confidence in us as a Guurti, nothing could have been 
possible. Women played an invaluable role for they took on the entire responsibility for the 
family to enable the men to work for peace.  


His colleague, Sheikh Noor, described the Guurti as “the fire brigade of Somaliland”, 
tasked “by the people with resolving disputes, preventing violence and nurturing the 
conditions for long-term peace.”   


The trust people placed in us facilitated our work. Not only did women take care of all the 
practical arrangements, such as preparing the food and the venues for the peace 
conferences, but they provided critical moral support. 
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Peace Building 


Soon after the collapse of the state, adjacent clans started first cessation of hostilities and 
grass-roots conflict resolution conferences which resulted in confidence building. These 
conferences dealt with all sorts of issues, all that which could be settled, be it death, 
looting, grazing land/watering wells, confiscation, etc. These measures were instrumental 
in building trust, healing and paved the way for further meetings and conferences. These 
initiatives began in the eastern regions of Somaliland, then other regions at the center and 
west followed suit. 


- Gadabursi Elders’ Conference, April 1992 


In April 1992, leading members of the Gadurbursi clan, who had been allies of the Siad 
Barre government, convened a major conference to determine their clan’s position on the 
issue of an independent Somaliland. Intellectuals and elders of the clan from all over the 
world were summoned to attend. In the course of the seven day gathering, participants 
were asked to consider three fundamental issues. Firstly, did the Isaaq clan really believe 
in and want an independent Somaliland? To assist the meeting answer this question a 
number of members of the Isaaq clan were requested to come and give evidence. 
Secondly, did they themselves, the Gadabursi clan, desire an independent Somaliland? 
Lastly, what were the real causes of the clan war amongst the Isaaq which was happening 
in Berbera at the time? On the issue of the Berbera war, it was decided to send a mission 
to seek peace and investigate the dispute in more detail. By the end of the session, the 
clan had concluded unanimously that they would support a free and independent 
Republic of Somaliland and strive for peace and reconciliation in its borders. 


Having reached the decision, they bound themselves to abide by it. They took with them 
the great majority of the other members of the clan who were not present in person. This 
proved an effective way of ensuring clan solidarity, together with political and diplomatic 
effectiveness. It was with this commitment in mind that the Gadabursi people approached 
both the peace conference at Sheikh and later the meeting in Borama. 


 
- Sheikh, October 1992 


The extent to which the Guurti had begun to take up the role of administrators in 
Somaliland became manifest in the meeting they organized in Sheikh in October 1992 in 
the aftermath of the Berbera conflict. This began on 5 October 1992, when a preliminary 
peace agreement was signed in Hargeisa between the elders of the Issa Musa and Habr 
Yunis clans. Immediately afterwards, a peace conference was held at Sheikh, a small 
town between Burao and Berbera, and a formal end to the conflict in Berbera was sealed 
with a peace agreement between the two warring clans. The success of the meeting, and 
the spirit of forgiveness and reconciliation it generated, was greeted with enormous relief 
and emboldened the Guurti to plan for a comprehensive national peace conference in 
early 1993 in Borama, the main town in the Awdal region, home to the Gadabursi clan.  
The need for a national meeting arose not only from the necessity to re-examine the 
future of Somaliland, but also to reconcile the growing differences and problems in the 
country which had arisen from the disastrous period of turmoil Somaliland had recently 
experienced.  
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- The Pinnacle: The Borama Conference and Elections 


The epic Borama peace conference, which opened in February 1993 and lasted almost 
four months must be regarded as one of the single most significant achievements in the 
history of Somaliland. The citizens and elders of Somaliland, with virtually no outside 
assistance, organized and conducted a truly democratic national meeting. In many ways it 
was a merging of traditional democratic laws evolved from generations of pastoral life 
with the needs of a modern society which sought to establish a fair government and 
determine its own future. The meeting was all the more remarkable as it coincided with 
the massive and ill-fated foreign military intervention in (southern) Somalia. 


Each day’s proceedings were chaired on a rotational basis by a different member of the 
elders who comprised the Guurti. A secretariat was employed to assist the Guurti and to 
record in detail all that was said. The official participants were the 150 representatives 
who were drawn proportionally from all groups residing in Somaliland, but throughout 
the conference, other contributions were made by a variety of guests. The discussions 
were witnessed by observers and press from all over the country. Each day’s proceedings 
contained a great deal of public discussion over a range of issues pertinent to the future of 
Somaliland. In the afternoons and evenings, many of the most controversial problems 
were tackled and solved. 


The delegates chose Mohamed Ibrahim Egal, who had been prime minister of Somalia in 
the 1960s, as president, and Abdirahman Aw Ali, an SNM colonel, as vice president. The 
future stability of Somaliland and the success of the conference depended on a formal and 
public acceptance of the election result by the interim president, Abdirahman Tuur. The 
same dogged determination came into play. The meeting was adjourned and, day and 
night, delegation after delegation of elders, religious leaders and politicians from all 
clans, including many from his own clan, filed into Abdirahman’s house in an effort to 
reason with him to accept the election result. Many approaches were made and at last, 
after four days of continuous pressure, Abdirahman Tuur agreed to formally hand over 
the office of president.  


Borama resulted in a national charter, namely the establishment of an interim 
administration, the building of state structures and institutions, the creation of a bicameral 
parliament consisting of a lower house of parliament and the Council of Elders, as well as 
a peace charter focused on the implementation of peace agreements, a policy of 
forgiveness and reconciliation between the clans. 


Borama was the culmination, but not the end, of the peace process. Throughout 1993-
1995, there were peace conferences, as well as conflict, including serious armed clashes 
in Hargeisa. What the previous meetings, and Borama, in particular, provided was not 
only a constructive spirit and a confidence for resolving the most seemingly intractable 
problems, but a framework for debate and negotiation.         





