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Summary  
 

End of December 2022, a young politician was assassinated in Lasanod. This was the 
most recent targeted killing in a long series of similar attacks, which had not been 
prevented or at least followed up and solved by the Somaliland authorities in town. In 
reaction, Lasanod residents started protesting against the prevailing insecurity in town. 
This escalated into violence when Somaliland troops controlling the place started shoot-
ing at protesters, killing some 15 persons, and injuring more (mainly youngsters). The 
Somaliland forces eventually retreated from Lasanod in early January 2023, leaving the 
place self-administered . A committee was formed to discuss the future of Lasanod and 
the other Dhulbahante-inhabited areas. Meanwhile, the Somaliland authorities are 
amassing military forces and equipment in the surroundings of Lasanod. In early Febru-
ary, it is unclear, what will happen. Yet, there is a possibility that the situation will esca-
late into major armed conflict resulting in massive human rights violations and political 
implications for the whole region. International actors and anyone interested in peace 
in the Horn of Africa has to urgently pay attention to this seemingly local conflict, in 
which much more is at stake. In the final consequence, what is happening in and around 
Lasanod today has decisive influence on the question of the future of Somalia and So-
maliland. The latter claims the colonial borders of the British protectorate which includes 
Lasanod. In their majority, the locals from the area for many years and now expressed 
reservations against the unilateral declaration of independence of Somaliland in 1991. 
If Somaliland loses Lasanod, its political claim must be readjusted. The question is: which 
solution to this problem can be found that does not include armed conflict and poten-
tially ethnic/clan-cleansing? 
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Background: Assassinations and 
Rumors 

On Monday, 26 December 2022, Ab-
difatah Abdullahi Abdi “Hadrawi”, a 
young party official of Somaliland’s larg-
est opposition party Wadaani, who hails 
from the Dhulbahante clan dominant in 
the area, was assassinated in Lasanod. 
There has been a long series of similar 
assassinations of mostly Dhulbahante 
intellectuals and officials, often those 
working for the Somaliland administra-
tion that had forcibly taken over the city 
end of 2007. The assassinations began in 
late 2009 and continued over many 
years.1 They were discontinued for 
some time, between 2012 and 2015. In 
some cases, culprits were captured. 
Yet, the assassinations started again in 
2018.2 Over the past two years, some 
seven people were killed. In total, at 
least 40 persons fell victim to these tar-
geted killings. Muse Bihi, President of 
Somaliland, recently claimed that 32 
suspects related to these cases were in 
custody.3 Yet, the public in Lasanod is 
of a different opinion. Many stressed 
that the Somaliland administration had 
not pursued these assassinations effec-
tively and the killers were not captured.  
 
Three rumors about the assassinations 
in Lasanod stand out: first, that the kill-
ings are part of intra-Dhulbahante 
feuds. Yet, this seems rather improba-
ble. Over the years, many feuds be-
tween Dhulbahante sub-clans hap-
pened, yet in those cases, everybody 
knew who was involved; even the killers 
were known.  Second, that Al Shabaab 
is behind these killings to create insecu-
rity in an already volatile place. This is a 
rumor, yet it is not implausible. In 2008, 
Al Shabaab attacked Somaliland with 
massive bombings in Hargeysa. The 
group rejects the independence of 

Somaliland. So far, it was their strategy 
(also in south-central Somalia) to in-
duce unrest in an already volatile place 
to increase their relevancy. What re-
mains puzzling is why Al Shabaab should 
be clandestinely killing people for so 
long (over 14 years); normally, they 
would create unrest and then take con-
trol quicker. The third rumor in town is 
that the administration in Hargeysa and 
its representatives in Lasanod are be-
hind the targeted killings. The logic be-
hind this, which is admittedly not 
straight-forward, is that Isaaq elites in 
Somaliland do not want the 
Dhulbahante to integrate. They want to 
keep power and government to them-
selves but need the Dhulbahante terri-
tory to underline their claim to inde-
pendent statehood. Moreover, some 
would add that the assassinations of 
prominent Dhulbahante are a form of 
late revenge of “Isaaq” against 
Dhulbahante, as the latter have histori-
cally supported the Somali Government 
against the Isaaq guerillas until 1991.4  
 
It must be noted that all of these are 
rumors. It is astonishing, that in a rela-
tively small town like Lasanod, where 
social control is high and strangers to 
the place are recognized quickly, the as-
sassinations could proceed over many 
years without any real clarity who was 
behind them (except in a few cases). 
Similarly, it is irritating that despite the 
strong presence of Somaliland’s secu-
rity forces in Lasanod since end of 2007, 
the most of those responsible for the 
killings could not be found and put to 
justice so that the local population 
would have felt secure again. Despite 
what President Bihi stated in early Janu-
ary 2023 (that currently 32 suspects 
were in custody related to the assassi-
nations) many people in Lasanod did 

not feel safe.  
 
 

The Reactions: Upheavals in the 
town 

The feeling of insecurity and the frustra-
tion of many town dwellers with some 
Somaliland officials (who were Isaaq by 
clan) including the governor of the Sool 
region, whose style many considered 
rude, motivated locals to stage demon-
strations in late December 2022. The 
frustration was already there. “The 
drop that broke the camel's back” was 
the assassination of Abdifatah 
“Hadraawi”. Demonstrations continued 
for several days. The situation became 
chaotic when youngsters were throw-
ing stones at Somaliland forces de-
ployed to control the town. On several 
occasions, the soldiers opened fire, kill-
ing 10-15 people and injuring many 
more (mostly young men and women).5  
On Wednesday, 3 January 2023, a local 
trader was shot by Somaliland forces 
patrolling the town; he was armed to 
guard his business and in the context of 
disarming him, he was killed. This pro-
voked considerable outrage among his 
close relatives, who took to arms and 
attacked the Somaliland army in town, 
which one day later, on 4 January, with-
drew to positions outside of Lasanod to 
prevent further upheaval and blood-
shed.6  
 
In reaction, many locals started cele-
brating their “freedom” from Somali-
land’s “occupation” in their territories 
and began waving the “blue flag” of So-
malia in town (and on social media) to 
demonstrate their support for a united 
Somalia against the secession that 
formed the Republic of Somaliland (uni-
laterally declared in 1991). This pro-
voked angry political reactions by 



 

 

Somaliland authorities, who reiterated 
that Lasanod is part of Somaliland. 

 
 

The Pretext  

What makes the local crisis potentially 
important beyond the context of Lasa-
nod or the Sool region is that for dec-
ades, Dhulbahante in the area around 
Buuhoodle (in Togdheer region) in 
much of Sool region and in parts of Sa-
naag region have stressed that they do 
not support Somaliland’s independence 
as a state. On the one hand, 
Dhulbahante clan leaders, together with 
elders from all other clans in the north-
west and with representatives of the 
Somali National Movement (SNM), met 
in Bur’o in May 1991 to discuss the 
peace and decide about the political fu-
ture of the region. Dhulbahante leaders 
finally also signed the agreement that 
contained the declaration of independ-
ence of Somaliland, in line with the 
boundaries of the former British Pro-
tectorate of Somaliland. This meant that 
Lasanod was included. On the other 
hand, many Dhulbahante early on dis-
tanced themselves from Somaliland as 
political project. In 1993 they set up 
their own clan administration in their 
areas. In 1998 they supported the es-
tablishment of Puntland, an autono-
mous regional state that challenges So-
maliland’s claims to the regions of Sool, 
Sanaag and the areas around Buuhodle. 
Puntland, which presents itself as ad-
ministration of all members of the Harti 
clan-collectice (to which Majeerteen, 
Dhulbahante, Warsangeli and some 
others belong) took control of Lasanod 
in 2003. The rule was accepted in Lasa-
nod – mainly for clan-political reasons. 
But Puntland did not establish stability 
in Lasanod; the place remained volatile.  
Eventually, Puntland forces vacated Las-
anod in the face of Somaliland forces 

advancing in cooperation with some 
Dhulbahante militias at the end of 2007. 
It was important that in advance, Ethio-
pia had been in contact with both, the 
governments in Hargeysa and in Ga-
rowe, indicating that this change of con-
trol over Lasanod was in its interest.7 
Subsequently, however, Dhulbahante, 
who in their majority perceived Somali-
land’s rule as “occupation”, set up their 
own counter-administrations and mili-
tias, which were first called Sool, Sanaag 
iyo Cayn (2009-2012) and then re-
named as Khaatumo State of Somalia 
(2012-2015).  
 
In the past years, particularly after 2015, 
the administration of Somaliland in 
Dhulbahante areas, including Lasanod, 
gained some acceptance. New govern-
ment infrastructure was built (this had 
started moderately already in 2010), 
with the Dhulbahante diaspora investing 
in the local economy, particularly in ed-
ucation and health care in the urban 
centers. Yet, all this did not convince 
the majority of the clan members to 
full-heartedly support the independ-
ence of Somaliland. The enthusiasm of 
Dhulbahante to engage in Somaliland 
politics was also hampered by the fact 
that since 2010, politics in Somaliland 
became increasingly clan based. Central 
positions in the political parties and the 
administrations went predominantly to 
Isaaq even beyond their demographic 
share, which is around two thirds of the 
overall population. The political narra-
tive in Somaliland’s centers (Hargeysa, 
Berbera, Bur’o) reflected this favorit-
ism, exclusively featuring the Isaaq his-
tory as the “history of the state”. This 
included the British colonial history cel-
ebrated by many Isaaq today, featuring 
prominently the anti-regime struggle in 
the 1980s plus the suffering of civilians 
at the hand of the Somali army until 
1991”. This, however, is partly 

diametrically opposed to how non-
Isaaq, especially Dhulbahante, prefer to 
narrate their political history.8  
 
 

The Current Situation 

After the demonstrations and shootings 
in Lasanod in early January, many fami-
lies left the city. They took refuge with 
relatives in the countryside or went as 
far as Garowe or Galkayo in Puntland. 
Still, a considerable civilian population 
(more male than female, more young-
sters than old people) remains in town. 
Many took up small arms and demon-
strated their willingness to defend their 
place against a potential attack by Soma-
liland forces. For a month now (as of 
early February), Lasanod is not con-
trolled by the Somaliland anymore. 
There are, however, Dhulbahante sol-
diers in town who officially work for So-
maliland, under the command of several 
local officers, the most senior of which 
is Mahad Ambashe (from the sub-clan 
Jama Siyad/Reer Warsame).  
 
In mid-January, several high-ranking 
Ministers of Somaliland, including the 
Interior Minister, Mohamed Kaahin 
(Isaaq/Habar Je’lo) and the commander 
in chief of the Somaliland army, Nuuh 
Tani (Isaaq/Habar Awal) came to Lasa-
nod to monitor the situation. They took 
a residence in Hamdi Hotel in the east 
part of the town, guarded by their own 
forces. Yet, they did not engage in visi-
ble talks with the majority of the popu-
lation or their (traditional) leaders. Im-
ages being broadcasted from Lasanod at 
that time featured the Somali flag, which 
soon was also hoisted in other places in 
Dhulbahante-land, including the small 
towns Hudun and Taleh. The situation 
in town remained calm.  
 
In the second half of January, all 13 of 
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the highest traditional leaders (Somali 
sing.: isim, pl. isimo) of Dhulbahante plus 
one of the Fiqishini9 clan have come to 
town. Except one, Garad Jama Garad Is-
mail (Jama Siyad), they had spent the 
past years since the 2007 capture of 
Lasanod by Somaliland troops outside 
of the town – either in the countryside 
close to their respective sub-clans or in 
Garowe, the capital of neighboring 
Puntland (some 140 kilometers east of 
Lasanod).  The clan leaders were wel-
comed by all inhabitants. Moreover, a 
committee of 33 senior inhabitants rep-
resenting the various branches of 
Dhulbahante and Fiqishini was estab-
lished to lead consultations. The clan 
leaders, elders, religious leaders, busi-
nesspeople, and intellectuals of Lasanod 
are involved in these consultations that 
officially began on Saturday, 28 January 
and are expected to lead to a decision 
about what the way forward shall be for 
Dhulbahante in the coming days. 
 
On 30 January, President Muse Bihi held 
a speech before government officials 
that was widely broadcasted in Somali 
media. He blamed “terrorists” for the 
unrest in Lasanod. 10 This was received 
with contempt by the traditional lead-
ers in Lasanod. They blame the Somali-
land administration for the insecurity in 
town. For them, the reference to ter-
rorists, which clearly is a hint at Al Sha-
baab, is a strategy to discredit the polit-
ical movement among Dhulbahante 
which expresses its allegiance to Soma-
lia (rejecting Somaliland’s secession). 
Meanwhile, Somaliland supporters in 
their public statements try to present 
what is currently happening in Lasanod 
(and some other places in Dhulbahante-
land) as irrelevant, as an expression of a 
minority-position or as an upheaval 
produced by foreign or terrorist ele-
ments. Yet, against the backdrop of the 
long history of the majority of 

Dhulbahante rejecting Somaliland’s in-
dependence, the “blue revolution” (i.e., 
waving the flag of Somalia), is more 
credible than Somalilanders wish to ac-
cept.  
 
Already in late December, Hassan 
Sheikh Mohamoud, President of Soma-
lia, voiced his concern about the killing 
of civilian demonstrators in Lasanod.11 
Yet, the Somali government in Moga-
dishu is not in a position to intervene. It 
is involved in battling Al Shabaab in cen-
tral Somalia and has no power to take a 
stance in the north, where Somaliland 
established its de factor rule long ago. 
The governments in Hargeysa and Mog-
adishu are supposed to hold talks on 
their future relations. These talks are 
currently on hold, not least because the 
concern of Hassan Sheikh Mohamoud 
with Al Shabaab. The Intergovernmen-
tal Authority on Development (IGAD) 
held a meeting in Mogadishu on 1 Feb-
ruary 2023, to discuss joint efforts to 
defeat Al Shabaab (and prevent its fight-
ers from infiltrating neighboring coun-
tries). In this context, news emerged 
that Ismail Omar Gelle, President of 
Djibouti, offered his services as media-
tor between the Dhulbahante leaders 
and the government of Somaliland. Yet, 
on 2 February, the spokesperson of the 
committee in charges of internal discus-
sions in Lasanod, Chief Aqil Abdirisaq 
Hassan Falaluug, rejected this mediation 
offer. He expressed the position of the 
committee and the clan leaders that ne-
gotiations could only begin after Soma-
liland forces withdrew from all 
Dhulbahante areas.12  

 
 

Different Forms of Govern-
ment: Traditional vs State 
Rule 

The complex situation in Lasanod also 

illustrates two different systems of po-
litical order in place. In the center, in 
mainly in the Isaaq-inhabited areas be-
tween Hargeysa, Berbera and Bur’o, the 
state administration had grown into an 
effective factor of ordering ordinary 
people’s lives. Police, judges at govern-
ment courts and other government of-
ficials are regulating the daily affairs of 
many citizens. The state is considered 
legitimate in these areas. Yet, in the 
Dhulbahante and Warasangeli inhabited 
lands in Sool, Sanaag and around 
Buuhoodle, the Somaliland state (or any 
other state, for that matter), has not 
taken root over the past thirty years 
(since the collapse of Somalia 1991). 
People there are used to self-govern-
ance, which is administered by local tra-
ditional authorities, clan leaders and 
sheikhs. The logic of political conduct is 
quite different between state and clan-
governance. In the Dulbahante lands, 
the elders and clan leaders enjoy more 
respect than ministers or military gen-
erals. 13 Hence, the difficulties of the So-
maliland ministers sent to Lasanod in 
mid-January to reach out to the people 
and to steer the political process in 
town with any degree of success. This 
means also, in the final consequence, 
that the government in Hargeysa and 
the leaders of the people in Lasanod are 
currently and will in the near future talk 
past each other. The logic of Hargeysa 
is: Lasanod is in our state-territory, we 
have to control it (since we are the 
Government). The logic of the people 
in Lasanod is we are a clan that mainly 
opposes Somaliland, we follow our el-
ders and isimo, the Somaliland admin-
istration should respect our wish to 
self-governance. It is hard to imagine a 
compromise at the moment.  
 
 

Threat of Large-Scale 



 

 

Violence 

The current situation, also because of 
the chance of all sides talking past each 
other, bears a high risk of further esca-
lation into large–scale violence. All sides 
have been amassing arms over the past 
weeks. The government in Hargeysa al-
ready had stationed considerable parts 
of its army including heavy armory and 
tanks in the area. In the past weeks, re-
ports and video-footage circulated in 
various media outlets that Somaliland is 
reinforcing its troops near Lasanod. 
While it is difficult to state how many 
soldiers exactly are positioned near 
Lasanod, it is safe to assume that they 
number several thousand. More tanks 
and technical (pick-up trucks with heavy 
machine guns mounted on top) have 
been brought to the area in recent days.  
Also, the other side, Dhulbahante as a 
clan, seek to increase their defensive 
power. It is hard to know how many 
and what type of weapons exactly are in 
the hands of clan members should So-
maliland attack. It is reported that 
through areas south of Lasanod, which 
are not controlled by Somaliland, a con-
siderable number of small arms, but also 
some technical and heavy machine guns, 
have been brought into town. Besides, 
Lasanod residents have never been dis-
armed by the Somaliland administra-
tion. Thus, small arms have already 
been around before the current crisis. 
In case, fighting between the Somaliland 
army and Dhulbahante organized as 
clan-militias would start, it is unpredict-
able, what would happen – except that 
there would likely be a high number of 
casualties, including, likely, civilians who 
are still in Lasanod. 
 
There is also a possibility that, should 
the fighting continue over days and 
should Dhulbahante loose many men, 
neighboring clans who are related to 

Dhulbahante, such as Warsangeli (in 
eastern Sanaag), Majeerteen (in Punt-
land) or others might try to assist 
Dhulbahante, which would lead to fur-
ther instability in the wider region and 
a higher number of casualties. It is un-
likely that Puntland will directly get in-
volved, since the government in Ga-
rowe is not prepared for a fully-fledged 
military confrontation with Somaliland 
forces.  A “wildcard” is the question, 
how much Ahmed Karash, Vice-Presi-
dent of Puntland and 
Dhulbahante/Naleye Ahmed, would en-
gage in case of escalating violence.  His 
sub-clan has positioned a considerable 
number of technical in the area east of 
Tukarak, an important control-post 
along the tarmac road half-way between 
Lasanod and Garowe. Certainly, large-
scale violence would destabilize the 
whole of northern Somalia. 
 
At the moment, there is a deadlock be-
tween many Dhulbahante, especially 
those in Lasanod, and the Somaliland 
administration. The committee in 
charge of internal negotiations among 
Dhulbahante (including the clan leaders 
and others) will soon publish its find-
ings, which most likely will be presented 
as “the will of the people”. The danger 
is that a “maximal demand” from a 
Dhulbahante point of view could be re-
questing Somali forces to vacate 
Dhulbahante-lands, which many locals 
in Lasanod consider as “occupied” by 
Somaliland. In reaction, the risk is that 
Somaliland refuses and thus, violence 
erupts is high. Muse Bihi is himself un-
der pressure. He faces stiff opposition 
from Wadaani, the opposition party 
that controls the House of Representa-
tives in the parliament. To stabilize his 
rule, he has to play the “Somaliland na-
tionalist" card making it very unlikely 
that Hargeysa would react positively to 
demands coming from community 

representatives in Lasanod to withdraw 
its army further to the west. 
 
 

Ways for Forward 

The most important question at the 
moment is, how further violence can be 
prevented. There are many civilians in 
Lasanod. A clash between Dhulbahante 
forces and the Somaliland army will al-
most certainly produce a high number 
of civilian casualties, including women 
and children who are still in Lasanod. 
Moreover, a military confrontation will 
likely lead to considerable destruction 
of property and will produce thousand 
if not tens of thousands of refugees 
from Lasanod and surroundings. Be-
sides, fighting will produce more refu-
gees which will produce a considerable 
humanitarian crisis in the middle of the 
drought season. In the mid-term, the 
escalation of violence will result in the 
lasting disruption of the relations be-
tween Dhulbahante and the govern-
ment in Hargeysa. It is hard to imagine 
how, after many more casualties, a rela-
tionship of trust and cooperation could 
be established between the two sides 
again. This would mean that Somaliland 
would have even more problems to sta-
bilize its rule in the eastern territories, 
where Dhulbahante but also 
Warsangeli reside, who are related to 
the common ancestor named Harti.14 If 
Hargeysa does not plan an “ethnic/clan-
cleansing” campaign, it must negotiate 
with those opposing its rule in the east.  
 
External actors, including representa-
tives of the United Nations (UN) and 
diplomats from countries cooperating 
closely in some regards with the gov-
ernments of Somaliland and Puntland 
should use their influence, particularly 
in Hargeysa, to demand a peaceful solu-
tion to the current crisis. In fact, it 
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would be very helpful if Somaliland 
forces could withdraw to some degree 
and leave Dhulbahante until tensions 
subside. This would then open new av-
enues to begin talks between the 
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