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What’s new? The Somali jihadist group Al-Shabaab made major 
advances in 2025, erasing the government’s gains from two years prior. 
The government has since regrouped to secure territory around 
Mogadishu. But swathes of central Somalia remain in the militants’ 
grip, leaving a stalemate in which neither side can keep the upper hand.  

Why does it matter? Al-Shabaab has updated its playbook, including 
efforts to improve relations with the population in the areas it controls, 
mitigating its reliance on coercion. These changes have helped entrench 
its writ. The government, meanwhile, is beset by mounting political 
infighting as foreign assistance dwindles.   

What should be done? Mogadishu should overhaul its military 
training program and involve federal member states more in plans for 
countering Al-Shabaab. It should also pursue measures to ease civilian 
hardship, like encouraging humanitarian organisations to deliver 
more aid in Al-Shabaab-held territory. A political solution still offers 
the best path out of the insurgency. 

I. Overview 

The Somali government’s war with Al-Shabaab, an al-Qaeda affiliate, 
is at an impasse. In 2022-2023, the government captured large parts 
of central Somalia from the Islamist insurgents, but Al-Shabaab took 
back most of this territory in 2025. The group’s advance has since 
stalled, as the government, with external backing, has pushed back in 
several areas, particularly around Mogadishu. Such fluctuations of for-
tune have been typical during this long-running war, which has ebbed 
and flowed with little prospect of battlefield resolution. To improve its 
lot, the government needs to bolster its military capabilities, especially 
as the African Union (AU) prepares to wind down its latest support 
mission. It can do so by improving training and retention of recruits, 
while at the same time investing in state-level forces that can help it 
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hold on to lands it has won back from Al-Shabaab. In parallel, it should 
explore non-military approaches, such as encouraging humanitarian 
assistance in Al-Shabaab-controlled areas, while also continuing to 
look for opportunities to convene political dialogue with the group.  

In August 2022, the government took advantage of an uprising by the 
Hawadle clan in the Hiraan region to launch a counteroffensive against 
Al-Shabaab in central Somalia. By deploying its own troops alongside 
the clan militias (known as macawisley), it swiftly pushed the mili-
tants out of swathes of Hiraan and neighbouring Middle Shabelle. 
But Mogadishu lacked a long-term strategy for consolidating these 
advances: it struggled to retain sufficient forces to hold the ground 
and to figure out a clear role for clan militias. Many of its recruits left 
the army after being trained. It also suffered from a lack of consistent 
political support, particularly from federal member states, which never 
got fully behind the campaign. By 2024, in any case, the government 
had shifted its gaze to politics, particularly plans for new elections. 
It was also preoccupied with foreign policy crises, including Ethiopia’s 
January 2024 agreement to recognise Somaliland in return for seaport 
access, which Mogadishu saw as an attack on its territorial integrity.  

With Mogadishu’s attention drifting, Al-Shabaab regrouped to launch 
a fresh offensive in February 2025. It replaced a number of leaders, 
reached non-aggression pacts with some of the macawisley militias it 
had fought in 2022-2023 and signalled to residents of central Somalia 
that they would face no retribution when it took over their areas once 
more. The tactical adjustments largely worked, and Al-Shabaab regained 
control of most of Middle Shabelle and Hiraan in the first half of 2025. 
A parallel offensive in Lower Shabelle, closer to Mogadishu, was less 
successful. A combination of Somali and AU forces, with air support from 
U.S. and other assistance from Türkiye, drove the group out of a string 
of towns along the Shabelle river it had occupied some months earlier.  

Al-Shabaab’s advances in 2025 redrew the map of territorial control 
to look roughly the same as it had in 2022, prior to the government’s 
counteroffensive. These losses fuelled concerns among Mogadishu’s 
foreign partners about the government’s ability to hold off the militants, 
despite the decades-long project to build-up the Somali state. Declining 
international funding for the AU mission, which continues to be the 
backbone of the country’s security architecture, is emblematic of their 
growing disillusionment. While Mogadishu retains enough local capacity 
and external support to hold the line against Al-Shabaab, its ability to 
break the stalemate appears less certain.  

If Somalia can get through what is shaping up to be another hotly con-
tested electoral cycle in 2026, the new administration will have a chance 
to refocus on tackling Al-Shabaab. To that end, the post-election 
government should put greater emphasis on strengthening the military, 
including by improving its training programs, and ensuring that it can 
equip and pay new recruits. Mogadishu should also deepen its efforts to 
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bring federal member states on board with plans to counter Al-Shabaab, 
healing the fissures that are preventing cooperation. But the battlefield 
stalemate is just today’s problem. Only a political solution can put an 
end to this war for good. The Somali government should lay the ground-
work now for eventual talks with Al-Shabaab, while also alleviating 
civilian hardship by encouraging humanitarian organisations to deliver 
more aid in Al-Shabaab-held territory.  

II. Mogadishu’s Fragile Gains 

In August 2022, just months after assuming office for the second 
time, President Hassan Sheikh Mohamud declared “all-out war” on 
Al-Shabaab.1 The returning president put taking on the insurgents at 
the top of his government’s agenda, expanding efforts to undermine 
the group’s financial networks, as well as countering its ideological 
outreach to the Somali public.2 These measures took place alongside 
a longstanding campaign by the Somali army, backed by the AU’s 
peace operation and a number of regional and international powers.3  

For several years, the government’s military approach had settled into 
a pattern of protecting cities under its control, rather than going after 
Al-Shabaab in the movement’s rural strongholds. In mid-2022, how-
ever, an uprising by the Hawadle clan against Al-Shabaab in the central 
region of Hiraan inspired the government to take a different tack.4 
Seeing an opportunity, Mogadishu started to support the clan militias 
referred to as macawisley.5 This strategy quickly bore fruit in central 
Somalia, and by early 2023 Al-Shabaab had left most of Hiraan and 

 
 
1 “Xasan Sheekh oo shacabka toos ula wadaagay qorshihiisa Al-Shabaab” [Hassan 
Sheikh shares his Al-Shabaab plan with the public], Caasimada Online, 23 August 
2022.  
2 “Somali government and people launch three-pronged war Against Al-Shabaab”, 
Somali National News Agency (SONNA), 3 February 2023. The government worked 
with banks and telecommunications companies to shut down suspicious accounts. 
It also engaged Muslim clerics to craft a common message denouncing Al-Shabaab.  
3 External assistance ranges from the AU mission and bilateral African deployments 
outside the AU mission, mainly by Ethiopia, Uganda and Kenya, to air support 
(mainly in the form of drones) from the U.S. and Türkiye, as well as military training 
at various times by the U.S., Türkiye, the United Arab Emirates, the European Union 
and Eritrea. 
4 In the early days of the Hawadle uprising in September 2022, Al-Shabaab killed 
women and children. These incidents shocked the Somali public, not least because 
women and children are considered beer mageydo (those who should not be harmed 
during conflict). While Al-Shabaab were likely seeking to use collective punishment 
to intimidate the Hawadle into stopping the uprising, the killings had the opposite 
effect – uniting the clan against the group. Crisis Group Africa Briefing N°187, Sus-
taining Gains in Somalia’s Offensive against Al-Shabaab, 21 March 2023.  
5 This decision was in keeping with the government’s plans for a two-layered strategy 
that would rely on part-time local forces to supplement the army. Crisis Group inter-
view, former high-ranking Somali security official, Mogadishu, June 2026.  
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Middle Shabelle regions in Hirshabelle state, along with sizeable parts 
of Galgaduud and Mudug regions in neighbouring Galmudug state. 
The group retained a pocket of territory in Galmudug, to which some 
of its fighters moved, while its bastions in southern Somalia, especially 
in the Middle Juba region, remained secure as the army largely did not 
venture there. But the government’s progress was otherwise rapid, and 
its confidence grew apace. A number of officials boasted that Al-Shabaab 
would lose all its Somali territory by the middle of 2024.6  

The government’s gains rested on shaky foundations, however, and 
its counteroffensive began to run out of steam by mid-2023. At first, 
the decision to support the Hawadle militias appeared wise, but the 
farther the campaign moved from Hiraan, the more difficult it became 
to sustain the macawisley model.7 The catalyst in Hiraan was pre-
existing Hawadle antipathy for Al-Shabaab. Elsewhere, the government 
had to work harder to rally clans to fight the insurgents. Macawisley 
mobilisation also quickly became associated with corruption and fraud. 
Opportunistic politicians and businesspeople convinced the govern-
ment to pay them to recruit militias among their clansfolk, but they 
often delivered only a fraction of the forces they had promised.8  

The government also had to hold the territory it reclaimed, which 
overstretched its army. Troops then became vulnerable to surprise 
Al-Shabaab attacks.9 A devastating assault on a military encampment 
in Cowsweyne in the Galgaduud region in August 2023 was a turning 
point, triggering a retreat from positions along the Middle Shabelle-
Galgaduud border.10 The army’s momentum never recovered.11 An 

 
 
6 “Exclusive: Somalia sends thousands of army recruits abroad for training”, Voice 
of America, 31 January 2023. At the time, many officials argued that the government 
would be able to push back the group much further using the macawisley approach. 
Crisis Group interviews, 2023.  
7 Crisis Group Briefing, Sustaining Gains in Somalia’s Offensive against Al-Shabaab, 
op. cit.  
8 Crisis Group interview, Middle Shabelle official involved in macawisley recruitment, 
September 2025.  
9 “Somalia’s al-Shabaab attacks base in town it had lost, kills seven”, Reuters, 
20 January 2023.  
10 Following their defeat in Cowsweyne, government troops retreated from nearby 
Wabxo, Budbud, Galcad, Massagaweyne and Ceel Dheere. A sally in December 2023 
recovered Ceel Dheere and Massagaweyne, but the other locations remained under 
Al-Shabaab control. “Somalia army retakes control of El-Dheere, Galgaduud region 
from Al-Shabaab”, Somaliland.com, 21 December 2023.  
11 According to a high-ranking Somali intelligence officer, the Cowsweyne attack 
was Al-Shabaab’s last bid to turn the tide in central Somalia. If it had failed, they 
were planning to withdraw to southern Somalia. Crisis Group interview, Somali 
intelligence official, August 2025. In March 2024, government forces also retreated 
from the towns of Caad, Amara, Shabellow, Bacadweyne and Xinlabi in Mudug region 
after clan militias stopped cooperating with Mogadishu due to complaints about 
political marginalisation and weak logistical support. The towns remain under 
Al-Shabaab control at the time of writing. Crisis Group interviews, Galmudug residents 
and soldiers, Dhusamareb, May 2024. 
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uneasy status quo set in – the government held on to a band of territory 
it had recovered in central Somalia, but it was unable to push further 
into Al-Shabaab’s domain.12 Mogadishu made several attempts to reboot 
the counteroffensive throughout 2023 and 2024 with little success.13 
As its campaign waned, the government also became disillusioned with 
the macawisley model it had previously championed.14 

Part of the challenge was that the government was in the midst of devel-
oping its armed forces at the same time as it launched an unplanned 
war. From 2022 to 2023, the government expanded the army by more 
than 20,000 troops, most of them men.15 The government sent most 
of the new recruits to Uganda, Ethiopia, Egypt and Eritrea for up to 
six months of training, a period widely seen as insufficient for the task 
at hand.16 Many were then immediately sent to the front.17 Some were 
given inadequate equipment, as Somali officials say partners had prom-
ised arms shipments they did not deliver.18 As a result, desertion became 
a major problem, with Somali military officials estimating that fewer 
than half of those trained in 2022-2023 remain in service.19 Corrup-
tion also blighted army development, with food, fuel and ammunition 

 
 
12 At the height of the government counteroffensive in early 2023, Al-Shabaab 
fighters in central Somalia were largely confined to an area surrounded by the towns 
of Galhareeri, Ceel Buur, Waxbo and Bud Bud in Galgaduud. Somali forces reached 
the latter two towns at various points in late 2022 and early 2023 but were unable 
to hold them. Crisis Group interviews, government officials and civilians from Wabxo 
and Bud Bud, Mogadishu, May 2024.  
13 In the most significant operation, Jubaland state forces captured the town of 
Buulo Xaaji, approximately 70km east of the state capital Kismayo, in June 2024.  
14 Crisis Group interviews, security officials and analysts, Mogadishu, September 
2025 and February 2026.  
15 The UN Security Council encouraged Somalia to train 22,825 new troops by 
December 2024 to offset reductions in AU personnel. See UNSC S/RES/2628, 
31 March 2022. Estimates vary of how many troops are active – a Somali government 
assessment in 2017 found that only 63 per cent of its 26,000 troops were in fighting 
shape. Harun Maruf, “Somalia: Up to 30 per cent of soldiers unarmed”, Voice of 
America, 19 December 2017.  
16 As part of a UAE-funded package, approximately 15,000 soldiers were trained 
in Ethiopia, Egypt and Uganda (the bulk of them in the last country). Eritrea also 
trained nearly 10,000 troops. Crisis Group interviews, security officials, 2025. 
A Somali army colonel questioned the quality of vetting, arguing that officers were 
rushing to fill spots rather than properly evaluating the recruits. Crisis Group inter-
view, August 2025. There was little coordination among the training programs, 
so the various cohorts struggled to work together. Crisis Group interviews, security 
officials, Mogadishu, August-September 2025. A lack of officer training was also 
a problem. Some army officers were promoted to leadership positions without due 
preparation. Crisis Group interview, Somali army commander, September 2025. 
17 A Somali official told Crisis Group that instead of putting inexperienced troops 
directly in to battle, “they [would] have been better deployed as holding forces”. 
Crisis Group interview, Mogadishu, August 2025. 
18 Crisis Group interviews, military officials, September 2025.  
19 Crisis Group interviews, Somali security analysts, 2025.  
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siphoned off before reaching the intended recipients.20 Fraud is also 
rife, with “ghost soldiers” – troops who are drawing salaries but are 
not active – continually appearing on the payroll.21  

Another problem was that the government lacked forces that could 
take over from the army after its successes. State-level Darwish para-
militaries and police filled some of the gaps, but in Hirshabelle and 
Galmudug too few were recruited to occupy all the areas recovered.22 
The government concentrated on training troops for combat, with 
little attention to developing forces that could hang onto territory, 
which would come under state-level command.23 The result was an 
over-reliance on the same soldiers involved in the campaign against 
Al-Shabaab to also hold ground, leading to lengthy deployments 
and fatigue.24  

Sustaining broad-based political support for the campaign, meanwhile, 
proved to be an uphill battle for the government. Clan competition 
hindered cooperation among macawisley units. The government 
attempted to carry out basic reconciliation between sub-clans, but 
these efforts did little to overcome deep-seated grievances.25 Somalia’s 
political class, particularly the leaders of federal member states, were 
sceptical of the government’s counteroffensive, especially when it 
came to engaging the macawisley. These men were concerned that 
they would be left to deal with emboldened clan militias in their states; 
others worried that Al-Shabaab’s removal would be a prelude to political 

 
 
20 An officer explained to Crisis Group that it is common for commanders to appro-
priate 30-40 per cent of supplies for resale. Such theft can become a big problem 
when certain commanders take up to 90 per cent, depriving their troops of essential 
items. Crisis Group interview, Mogadishu, September 2025.  
21 A defence official interviewed by Crisis Group claimed that of 44,000 soldiers on 
the payroll, fewer than 20,000 are active. Crisis Group interview, Mogadishu, Sep-
tember 2025. Some of these soldiers have died in battle and remain on the payroll 
so that their families can continue to receive benefits. Crisis Group interview, security 
official, Mogadishu, February 2026.  
22 Crisis Group interviews, security officials and advisers, 2025-2026. The integration 
of macawisley into formal chains of command was seen as a way to fill this gap, 
but it proceeded slowly.  
23 Most efforts to increase the size of Somalia’s security forces have focused on the 
army. Italy and the EU are conducting trainings to develop the federal Darwish. 
The Joint Police Program run by the UN Development Programme has supported 
the development of a few hundred police in each state. Crisis Group interview, security 
adviser, Mogadishu, January 2026.  
24 “Our weakness is not offence but holding”. Crisis Group interview, senior Somali 
government official, Mogadishu, February 2026.  
25 “Clan reconciliation was never prioritised”. Crisis Group interview, development 
official working on stabilisation programming in recovered areas, Mogadishu, Feb-
ruary 2026. In one particularly damaging episode in December 2024, Hawadle and 
Abgal sub-clans – the largest two suppliers of macawisley recruits – halted cooperation 
along the Middle Shabelle-Hiraan border, providing an opening for Al-Shabaab. 
Crisis Group interviews, government officials and residents, 2025. 
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changes resulting in their dismissal as well.26 They went along with 
Mogadishu, especially when the campaign’s momentum was greatest, 
but the cooperation was shallow.27  

On top of these challenges, the government failed to develop a compre-
hensive, long-term strategy.28 The 2022-2023 campaign originated as 
a local uprising that the government rushed to support and then extend 
elsewhere.29 Yet its approach was haphazard, never settling into coher-
ence.30 It jumped from one objective to another, often subordinating 
sustainable military goals to political considerations, including the need 
to keep demonstrating battlefield success.31 Oversight of the campaign 
was too centralised in the president’s office, and decision-making slowed 
when his attention was diverted by competing priorities.32 Friction 
within the security sector, particularly between the defence ministry 
and army high command, with both seeking to take control of the 
campaign, further inhibited the effort.33 

Lacking a concrete plan, the government soon became distracted. 
A showdown with Ethiopia in early 2024 over its proposal to recognise 
the breakaway region of Somaliland as an independent state occupied 
much of its bandwidth.34 Mogadishu then introduced controversial 

 
 
26 The state leaders feared that if the government had succeeded in defeating Al-
Shabaab, it would have won greater legitimacy and been able to remove them 
from power. Crisis Group interviews, government officials and political observers, 
2023-2024. 
27 Some member states complained that they were barely consulted about government 
operations, while officials in Mogadishu argued that member states were doing little 
to support them. Crisis Group interviews, member state and federal government 
officials, 2023.  
28 Crisis Group interview, former Somali security official, Mogadishu, February 2026.  
29 The new government ideally would have consolidated itself first, waiting to 
launch its counteroffensive until early 2023, rather than jumping straight into battle. 
Crisis Group interviews, government and security officials, 2023.  
30 Crisis Group interviews, military and intelligence officials, Mogadishu, August 2025.  
31 On several occasions, the high command cautioned politicians against seizing 
territory it knew would be difficult to hold or advised a tactical retreat to regroup – 
including from Cowsweyne ahead of Al-Shabaab’s August 2023 attack – but was 
overruled by a government focused on demonstrating continued momentum. Crisis 
Group interviews, former Somali security and intelligence officials, 2025-2026. 
In early 2025, ignoring advice from security officials, the government refused to 
allow a retreat from Adan Yabal in Middle Shabelle, fearing the public’s reaction. 
In April, Al-Shabaab took the town. Crisis Group interviews, security officials, 
Mogadishu, August-September 2025. 
32 Crisis Group interview, current and former Somali security officials, Mogadishu, 
August 2025 and February 2026.  
33 Ministry employees complain that the army does not want to submit to civilian 
oversight, while army officials argue they require a degree of autonomy. They say 
the government is wary of developing a powerful military that could challenge it. 
Crisis Group interviews, security officials and analysts, Mogadishu, August-
September 2025.  
34 Crisis Group Africa Briefing N°208, Electoral Showdown in Somalia: Averting 
Another Round of Turmoil, 24 September 2025. In January 2024, Ethiopia signed  
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changes to the provisional constitution in early 2024. Critics argued 
that the reforms undermined Somalia’s federal framework by concen-
trating power in Mogadishu and initiating sweeping changes to the 
electoral model that would benefit President Mohamud at the ballot 
box in 2026. The effect was to further sap national unity in the fight 
with Al-Shabaab. In late 2024, following a quarrel over regional elections, 
federal government and Jubaland state forces clashed in Lower Juba, 
turning their guns on each other rather than the Al-Shabaab militants 
based nearby.35 A similar election dispute between the federal gov-
ernment and Southwest state in April 2026 led to a brief conflict.36 

While the campaign against Al-Shabaab was the government’s top 
priority early in its term, competing political objectives took prece-
dence thereafter.37 The government proved unable to keep working 
on weakening Al-Shabaab and reforming Somalia’s domestic political 
arrangements simultaneously.  

III. Al-Shabaab Strikes Back  

Following the government’s macawisley counteroffensive, Al-Shabaab 
spent much of 2023 and 2024 in recovery mode, contemplating how 
to undermine the government in areas newly under its control. In Feb-
ruary 2025, the militants launched a surprise attack in Middle Shabelle, 
making quick gains and sweeping through the region by April. In July, 
they repeated the trick in neighbouring Hiraan. They faced stiff resistance 
at times, but waves of attacks eventually wore down macawisley and 
army units.38 A parallel effort in Lower Shabelle launched in March 

 
 
a memorandum of understanding with Somaliland by which Addis Ababa agreed to 
recognise Somaliland’s independence in return for a lease for a stretch of its coastline 
that Ethiopia could use for a naval base. See Crisis Group Commentary, “The Stakes 
in the Ethiopia-Somaliland Deal”, 6 March 2024.  
35 The government dispatched hundreds of soldiers to Lower Juba in late 2024 as 
political tensions with Jubaland spiked. The government explained the deployment 
away from the front in central Somalia as a move aimed at taking over from AU 
forces in the area, but Kismayo viewed it as a plot to oust Jubaland leader Ahmed 
Madobe. After Jubaland forces pre-emptively attacked the army on 11 December, 
hundreds of government soldiers fled across the border to Kenya. Mogadishu 
abandoned the initiative.  
36 Omar Mahmood, “Somali Government Topples State Leader as Electoral Dispute 
Escalates”, Crisis Group Analyst’s Notebook, 31 March 2026.  
37 In August 2023, after the counteroffensive’s momentum had begun to wane, 
President Mohamud decamped from Mogadishu to Dhusamareb, the capital of 
Galmudug state, in a largely unsuccessful effort to jump-start the campaign. 
Two months later, Mohamud suddenly returned to Mogadishu. “Somalia’s president 
moves out of Galmudug presidential palace in Dhusamareb”, Somali Guardian, 
24 October 2023.  
38 Al-Shabaab attacked Yasoman in Hiraan in February, but its fighters could not 
overcome clan and military resistance. They also failed to capture the town of Ceel 
Hareeri in southern Hiraan multiple times between May and June 2025. In both  
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2025 made gains along the Awdheegle-Afgoye transport corridor that 
leads toward Mogadishu. This advance, combined with opportunistic 
forays into Mogadishu’s suburbs by the group, fuelled fears among 
diplomats that Al-Shabaab might be close to capturing the capital – 
a stark contrast with the late 2023 comments from government officials 
predicting the group’s imminent extinction.39  

Rather than attempting to enter Mogadishu, Al-Shabaab appeared 
focused on reversing the government’s gains from its last two major cam-
paigns in 2019-2020 (under President Mohamed Abdullahi Mohamed 
“Farmajo”) and 2022-2023.40 As Al-Shabaab advanced, macawisley 
units grew fatigued, especially as the army struggled to hold positions 
and supplies from the government dried up.41 The Hawadle militias 
in Hiraan held out the longest, but they eventually deserted their posts 
as Al-Shabaab increased its pressure.42 The government mounted no 
significant defence in Middle Shabelle or Hiraan.43  

Al-Shabaab’s military success in 2025 is testament to its capacity to 
adapt. After the macawisley uprising and its losses in 2022-2023, 
the group reshuffled key leaders, giving rise to fresh ideas about how 
to respond to unprecedented challenges. The group replaced its Middle 
Shabelle governor early in the uprising in November 2022, bringing 
back Yusuf Sheikh Isse “Kabakutukade”, who is from the Abgal clan 
that inhabits much of the state. Leveraging his ties to sub-clans in the 
area, he worked to persuade some of them not to join the government’s 
campaign.44 The group also replaced the commanders of its jabhat 
(army) and amniyat (intelligence services) in the months before it 
went back on the offensive.45 Somali security officials credited the 
amniyat’s new head, Abdullahi Osman Mohamed (known as Engineer 
Ismail), with playing a central role in many of the tactical changes 
behind the group’s battlefield gains.46 

 
 
cases, though, the group kept up its pressure and eventually overran the worn-out 
defenders. Crisis Group interviews, security officials, 2025.  
39 Crisis Group interviews, diplomats, 2025. 
40 Crisis Group interview, Al-Shabaab defector, September 2025. 
41 Crisis Group interviews, Somali military officers, Mogadishu, August-September 
2025. 
42 The fall of Mahas was a notable blow, as the town had not been under Al-Shabaab’s 
control since 2014. It remains the only part of central Somalia Al-Shabaab took in 
2025 that it had not controlled prior to the government’s 2022-2023 offensive. 
In the face of Al-Shabaab’s advance, many Hawadle macawisley fled to the cities of 
Beledweyne and Bulo Burte. Crisis Group interviews, Hiraan residents and Al-Shabaab 
sympathiser, September 2025.  
43 Crisis Group interview, former Somali security official, September 2025.  
44 Kabakutukade replaced an Al-Shabaab commander from the Rahanweyne clan 
who had few ties in the region. Crisis Group interview, Somali intelligence official, 
November 2025. 
45 Crisis Group interview, Somali intelligence official, November 2025.  
46 Mohamed also headed Al-Shabaab’s media wing and explosives branch. Some 
considered him to be Al-Shabaab leader Abu Diriye’s right-hand man. The Somali  
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Al-Shabaab made several important adjustments to boost its military 
strength in 2023-2024. It went on a recruitment drive to bolster its 
ranks, exploiting commonly held perceptions among the Somali public 
that Ethiopia had acted aggressively toward Somalia in signing the 
Somaliland agreement.47 Al-Shabaab infiltrated parts of the Somali 
armed forces, gathering information about planned government manoeu-
vres and conducting insider attacks.48 The group reinforced its ability 
to withstand the government’s drone superiority by digging an exten-
sive network of tunnels in central Somalia and regularly seeking refuge 
in public buildings like mosques or schools, which the government 
generally chose not to target.49 Finally, the group developed relation-
ships in a bid to acquire fresh weaponry, including from the Houthi 
rebels in Yemen.50  

Al-Shabaab also systematically set out to undermine the government’s 
mobilisation of clans in Hiraan and Middle Shabelle. Deploying mem-
bers of local clans to engage with their kin, Al-Shabaab signalled to 
clan militias that had risen up against its rule in 2022-2023 that if they 
stopped working with the government, it would not attack them or 
engage in reprisals aimed at civilians.51 There were a handful of inci-

 
 
government reported that an airstrike, probably by the U.S., killed Engineer Ismail 
in Jilib on 10 December 2025, though Al-Shabaab has not confirmed his death. Crisis 
Group interview, Somali security official, January 2026. Abdullahi Salad, “Al Shabaab 
leader on US wanted list killed in Somalia”, Dawan Africa, 2 January 2026. 
47 The Somali intelligence services noted that the memorandum of understanding 
was a propaganda gold mine for Al-Shabaab. Crisis Group interviews, Somali 
intelligence official, December 2025. Al-Shabaab distributed videos featuring the 
graduation of new fighters in July 2023, January 2024 and June 2024. Crisis 
Group tracking of Al-Shabaab messaging.  
48 A handful of commanders were killed during insider attacks, including Colonel 
Nur Farey, commander of the 14 October Brigade, in April 2025. “Senior Somali 
commander Nur Farey killed by uniformed gunmen near Afgooye”, Garowe Online, 
5 April 2025. Al-Shabaab claimed another insider attack that killed Emirati military 
officers at a base in Mogadishu in February 2024. “Al-Shabaab claims attack on 
UAE military in Somalia”, Al Jazeera, 11 February 2024.  
49 The government has acquired Turkish drones, while it can also call in U.S. drone 
strikes upon request by Danab, the Somali special forces. Al-Shabaab also began 
more regularly moving under cloud cover, limiting the utility of the government’s 
drones. Crisis Group interview, security official, August 2025. 
50 Crisis Group interview, Al-Shabaab defector and Somali intelligence official, 
August 2025. According to a Somali intelligence official, Al-Shabaab asked the 
Houthis for kamikaze drones but has not yet received these weapons. Crisis Group 
interview, Somali intelligence official, December 2025. The Houthis nonetheless 
appear to have provided weapons and explosive training to Al-Shabaab militants. 
See UNSC S/2025/777, “Letter dated 28 November 2025 from the Chair of the 
Security Council Committee pursuant to resolution 2713 (2023) concerning Al-
Shabaab addressed to the President of the Security Council”, 28 November 2025. 
51 Crisis Group interview, Somali intelligence officer, January 2026. Al-Shabaab 
also allowed macawisley members to keep their weapons, rather than disarming 
them as per previous practice. Crisis Group interview, Somali security official, 
September 2025. 
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dents in which Al-Shabaab militants killed civilians, but their return 
to villages in central Somalia did not bring the mayhem that some had 
feared.52 In another example of a shift in approach, the group did not 
destroy government stabilisation projects in Middle Shabelle upon 
retaking control, as some had expected.53  

Overall, Al-Shabaab argued that the clans would be well advised to 
maintain relations with it because they cannot rely on the government. 
Government forces may briefly take control but will soon withdraw, 
leaving residents on their own, Al-Shabaab leaders said.54 At the same 
time, the group profited from the discontent of certain sub-clans with 
the Somali government to undermine military cooperation.55 Somali 
officials say the group also deliberately stoked conflict between clans 
to divert the militias’ attention from Al-Shabaab and direct it at their 
counterparts.56 

After Al-Shabaab’s advance in the first half of 2025, the picture at year’s 
end was mixed. While the insurgents had swept through inland areas 
of Middle Shabelle, the government retained control of coastal parts 
of Galgaduud and Mudug, where Al-Shabaab mounted less of a chal-
lenge.57 The government and its international partners also countered 
Al-Shabaab’s advance in Lower Shabelle, where any gain would pose 
a greater threat to Mogadishu.58 A joint counteroffensive starting in 
June 2025, combining Somali troops with Ugandan forces both within 
the AU mission and in a further bilateral deployment, alongside U.S. 
and Turkish air support, steadily reversed Al-Shabaab’s advance there.59  

 
 
52 Crisis Group interview, security analyst, Mogadishu, August 2025.  
53 Crisis Group interview, development worker, Mogadishu, February 2026. 
54 Crisis Group interview, Al-Shabaab defector and security official, September 2025. 
55 Some of the Abgal sub-clans in Middle Shabelle have grievances with Mohamud, 
even though he is from the Abgal. Their complaints relate to the distribution of 
government positions and patronage, with critics saying Mohamud has favoured 
his own sub-clan. Such perceptions give Al-Shabaab an opening to make alliances. 
Crisis Group interviews, government officials and Abgal clan members, 2025.  
56 This charge is difficult to substantiate. But officials insist that Al-Shabaab has 
disguised its own attacks to look like they are coming from one clan or another. 
They also say it has actively instigated inter-clan fighting by supplying weapons and 
financing. Many attribute the Hawadle-Abgal clash in December 2024 to Al-Shabaab 
meddling. Crisis Group interviews, government officials and residents, 2025.  
57 On 12 September 2025, a large-scale Al-Shabaab assault on Ceel Dheere failed to 
take the town. Many expect the group to try again. Crisis Group interviews, military 
and intelligence officers, Mogadishu, September 2025.  
58 These towns lie along a corridor leading into the capital. If Al-Shabaab were to 
seize the bridges that cross the Shabelle river, it would be better able to infiltrate 
the capital. Crisis Group interviews, security analysts, 2025.  
59 Between June-October 2025, joint Ugandan and Somali operations took back 
the towns of Sabid, Anoole, Barire and Awdheegle, which Al-Shabaab had captured 
earlier in the year. The offensive faced stiff resistance, resulting in high casualties 
on both sides. “Uganda confirms 7 UPDF soldiers killed during anti-Al-Shabaab 
offensive in Somalia”, Shabelle Media Network, 23 June 2025. This operation  
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IV. A Return to Stalemate  

Al-Shabaab’s offensive slowed in the second half of 2025, with the 
group appearing to prefer retaining the territory it had taken earlier in 
the year to attempting to make further gains. The government’s decision 
to concentrate operations closer to Mogadishu, strongly supported by 
the AU mission, Uganda, the U.S. and Türkiye, also helped halt the 
insurgents’ progress.60 As a result, the war has reverted to the stalemate 
it has been mired in for much of the past two decades.61  

These standoffs are rarely static, however. Frequently, one side gains 
a temporary advantage, causing a reaction from the other that prevents 
a decisive shift. In the early 2010s, for example, the government and 
the AU expelled Al-Shabaab from urban areas in south-central Somalia, 
including ports it had controlled – which many believed would deal 
a withering blow to the group’s finances. Yet Al-Shabaab countered 
by infiltrating cities, generating even more income through extortion 
payments.62 In its first years in office, the Mohamud administration 
sought to reduce this urban shadow presence – with some success – 
while simultaneously attacking the group’s rural strongholds using the 
macawisley.63 Al-Shabaab hit back by undermining the macawisley 
approach, in part by repairing its poor relations with some of the clans 
that had risen up against its rule.  

The government now appears to have developed a new approach focused 
on securing areas around Mogadishu where economic development 
projects are under way, though government officials deny that its mili-
tary operations are being designed with this end in mind.64 Drawing 
on U.S. assistance, it has also stepped up airstrikes and special forces 

 
 
pushed even further in 2026, to places where Al-Shabaab militants had long been 
hiding out, removing them from coastal areas between Dhanaane and Gendershe 
in January, and the towns of Mubarak and Darusalaam in March. “SNA takes full 
control of two areas in the Lower Shabelle region”, SONNA, 2 March 2026.  
60 These operations have been focused in Middle and Lower Shabelle. Some refer 
to this area as an “arc” that will secure Mogadishu and its surroundings. Crisis 
Group interviews, current and former Somali security officials; security analysts, 
Mogadishu, February 2026.  
61 Crisis Group Africa Briefing N°99, Somalia: Al-Shabaab – It Will Be a Long War, 
26 June 2014. 
62 Crisis Group Africa Report N°309, Considering Political Engagement with Al-
Shabaab in Somalia, 21 June 2022. 
63 Crisis Group Briefing, Sustaining Gains in Somalia’s Offensive against Al-Shabaab, 
op. cit.  
64 The government has approved Turkish projects in Mogadishu’s environs, including 
construction of a satellite launch facility in Middle Shabelle and rights to explore 
for oil in Lower Shabelle. Crisis Group interviews, security officials and analysts, 
Mogadishu, August 2025 and February 2026. 
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raids on Al-Shabaab leaders, killing a number of them.65 Al-Shabaab 
in turn is focused on holding on to the territory won back in 2025, 
with an emphasis on deterring uprisings against its rule. To this end, 
it has appointed more local men as administrators and recruited new 
clan elders to serve as intermediaries with the population.66 It has also 
cautiously scaled back practices in these areas that had proven unpopular, 
including forced recruitment, forced marriage and excessive taxation.67 
The group continues to impose strict rules on dress (particularly for 
women and girls), as well as bans on tobacco smoking, consumption 
of khat (a mild stimulant) and smartphone use.68  

Overall, Al-Shabaab seems to be slightly more responsive to public 
concerns than previously, continuing the approach that enabled it to 
advance in 2025.69 In Middle Shabelle, Al-Shabaab has had the most 
success, in part because some of the Abgal sub-clans appear to be 
more receptive to its revamped style of rule, whereas it has made less 
progress toward improving community relations in other areas, notably 
with Hawadle sub-clans in Hiraan.70 Outside central Somalia, Al-Shabaab 
is also displaying greater pragmatism. In Mogadishu, the group has 
moved away from indiscriminate attacks on businesses like hotels and 
restaurants, which caused a backlash due to numerous civilian casual-
ties, instead focusing its strikes on government installations to limit 
collateral damage.71 In Bay and Bakool regions, the group suddenly 

 
 
65 Some of the special forces raids have taken place deep in areas of Al-Shabaab 
control. “SNA eliminates 15 Al-Shabaab militants, captures 8 others in Jilib district”, 
SONNA, 4 January 2026. 
66 Al-Shabaab often appoints outsiders to avoid administrators being more loyal to 
their communities than to the group itself. This practice continues, but Al-Shabaab 
has named more local appointees since its return to central Somalia. Crisis Group 
interview, Somali intelligence official, August 2025.  
67 The group resumed taxation in Middle Shabelle, where it is stronger than in other 
places it reclaimed in 2025, using clan elders to collect zakat, a charitable obliga-
tion in Islam. But it has stopped short of imposing the wider range of taxes it used 
to demand in the area. Crisis Group interviews, civilians who have lived under 
Al-Shabaab rule, 2022-2025.  
68 Crisis Group interviews, Al-Shabaab sympathisers and civilians living in Middle 
Shabelle, August-September 2025.  
69 Crisis Group interview, security analyst, Mogadishu, February 2026. Crisis Group 
heard about an incident in Adan Yabal when an Al-Shabaab militant harassed a 
young woman. The woman complained to an elder, who brought up the issue with 
the group’s local leaders. The group transferred the militant, which residents say 
would previously have been unlikely. Crisis Group interview, woman civilian living 
in Adan Yabal, August 2025.  
70 In Hiraan, Hawadle sub-clans have clashed with Al-Shabaab off and on for years, 
as they often resisted the group’s demands. Crisis Group interview, Al-Shabaab 
defector, 2023. The fact that most people in these areas left during the fighting in 
2025, and have still not returned, has also limited Al-Shabaab’s attempts to establish 
a new relationship. 
71 Previously, the militants regularly attacked businesses in Mogadishu that acceded 
to government demands that they put up CCTV cameras to monitor for Al-Shabaab 
activity. By 2025, the group stopped these attacks, arguing that they hurt civilians  



New Chapter, Same Stalemate: Somalia’s War with Al-Shabaab 
Crisis Group Africa Briefing N°212, 30 June 2026 Page 14 

 
 
 
 
lifted a decade-long blockade in early 2025, apparently responding to 
entreaties from businesspeople, who argued that Al-Shabaab would 
benefit more from taxing goods than prohibiting trade.72 The decision 
also freed up fighters who had enforced the embargo.73   

Al-Shabaab’s approach to humanitarian relief has also continued to 
change, with the group more frequently allowing aid organisations into 
areas under its control.74 During the devastating drought throughout 
Somalia in 2021-2022, Al-Shabaab had largely blocked humanitarian 
organisations’ access to areas under its thumb, despite residents’ pleas 
for help.75 But in 2023, when parts of Somalia, especially along the Juba 
river, were hit by extensive flooding, the group sought humanitarian 
assistance for the affected people. Humanitarian organisations noted 
that requests from the group declined after the floods eased but began 
to increase again in 2025, and that discussions of terms of access were 
elevated to higher levels within the organisation.76 While Al-Shabaab 
continues to regulate humanitarian activities strictly, in January 2026, 
with another drought looming, it announced the formation of a com-
mittee to coordinate relief efforts.77  

Al-Shabaab’s adoption of more pragmatic stances, and its cautious 
re-engagement with communities under its control, is helping re-
establish and perhaps entrench the group’s position in central Somalia. 
The extent to which these changes represent a tactical shift or a more 
significant transformation in the group’s strategy remains to be seen.78 
Speculation is rife among Somali and foreign observers that Al-Shabaab 

 
 
who had little choice but to comply with government regulations. Crisis Group 
interview, Al-Shabaab defector, August 2025. Overall, Al-Shabaab attacks in Mog-
adishu have declined in recent years; Crisis Group tracking of Al-Shabaab attacks.  
72 Crisis Group interviews, businessmen involved in the discussions, September 
2025. Since the blockade was lifted, only businesses authorised by Al-Shabaab can 
move supplies along these routes. Crisis Group interviews, humanitarian workers 
and residents in Southwest state, August-September 2025. 
73 Crisis Group interviews, security analysts, humanitarian workers and residents 
in Southwest state, August-September 2025. 
74 “The ICRC Response to the El Nino Flooding in Somalia”, ICRC, March 2024 and 
Ashley Jackson, “Al-Shabaab, Food Insecurity, Humanitarian Access and Protection 
of Civilians in Somalia”, Centre on Armed Groups, April 2026. This pattern is most 
evident in areas where Al-Shabaab has good relationships with clans. Crisis Group 
interviews, humanitarian worker, February 2026.  
75 Crisis Group Africa Report N°316, Fighting Climate Change in Somalia’s Conflict 
Zones, 10 December 2024.  
76 Crisis Group interviews, humanitarian workers, 2025.  
77 Crisis Group tracking of Al-Shabaab messaging. Al-Shabaab taxes relief efforts by 
as much as 30 per cent, and vets all humanitarian personnel before they are allowed 
to enter affected areas. Crisis Group interviews, humanitarian workers operating 
in Al-Shabaab-controlled areas, 2025; NGO employee managing a program in an 
Al-Shabaab-held area, September 2025; and humanitarian worker, February 2026.  
78 Al-Shabaab has a history of softening its stance when its authority is weakest, 
returning to harsher governance as it grows more confident. Crisis Group Report, 
Considering Political Engagement with Al-Shabaab in Somalia, op. cit. 



New Chapter, Same Stalemate: Somalia’s War with Al-Shabaab 
Crisis Group Africa Briefing N°212, 30 June 2026 Page 15 

 
 
 
 
is undergoing a major political transformation.79 But that assessment 
may be premature. The group has yet to make meaningful governance 
changes, demonstrate the capacity to accommodate people with alter-
native views or develop a political wing that could engage the Somali 
government in dialogue.80  

Al-Shabaab’s new approach in areas under its control, coupled with 
the government’s focus on establishing a secure arc around Mogadishu, 
point to continued deadlock between the warring parties. There are 
good reasons to conclude that neither side is likely to establish a decisive 
advantage in the near term. Al-Shabaab lacks the firepower to mount 
a credible challenge to the Somali and international forces in and around 
Mogadishu. Moreover, despite the signs of a softer approach, its popu-
lar support remains low. The government, for its part, has struggled to 
establish armed forces that can consistently push the insurgents back, 
while its clan-based militia approach also proved flawed.  

Alongside these weaknesses, the government is frequently preoccupied 
with other priorities, including at present a hotly contested electoral 
cycle, which stymies the development of a concerted approach, involv-
ing the full spectrum of political forces and all levels of state authority 
in Somalia, to tackling the militants. Mogadishu is also facing the 
eventual withdrawal of the AU mission, which will hinder its attempts 
to carry out more offensive operations given its continued dependence 
on external assistance.81 By all accounts, its forces have fared better 
during the campaign in Lower Shabelle in 2025-2026, demonstrating 
greater capacity to seize ground from the militants.82 But sustaining 
operations while taking over all the mission’s nearly 50 bases remains 
a tall order.  

 
 
79 This topic sparked debate among diplomats in Mogadishu in early 2025, as Al-
Shabaab made advances in central Somalia. Many were comparing Al-Shabaab to 
other Islamist militant groups that have come to exercise state power, such as the 
Taliban in Afghanistan and Hei’at Tahrir al-Sham in Syria. Crisis Group interviews, 
diplomats, 2025. Al-Shabaab appears to pay close attention to the strategies of 
like-minded groups, but the lessons it has drawn are unclear. Crisis Group interview, 
civilian living under Al-Shabaab control, December 2025. The group’s communications 
arm has also reported on developments in these countries. Crisis Group tracking 
of Al-Shabaab messaging. 
80 An Al-Shabaab defector claimed in an interview with Crisis Group that the group’s 
leadership is concerned about how the prospect of engaging with the government 
would be perceived internally. Al-Shabaab’s younger cadres have been indoctrinated 
to think of the government as “infidels”. The defector noted that these young people 
might rebel if Al-Shabaab’s leadership decided to pursue negotiations, risking inter-
nal conflict. Crisis Group interview, August 2025.  
81 In late 2025, at the Somali government’s request, the deadline for the AU mission 
to withdraw was moved up from the end of 2029 to the end of 2027. Early the next 
year, the government signalled a return to the 2029 timeframe. Crisis Group interviews, 
Somali government and AU officials, June 2026. 
82 Crisis Group interviews, security officials and analysts, Mogadishu, June 2026.  
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In addition, doubts about the long-term viability of Somalia’s externally 
funded state-building project are growing. Mogadishu’s international 
partners, particularly Western countries, have been wrestling with a 
dilemma for years: they want to reduce their aid to Somalia, but they 
fear giving the jihadists an opportunity to make more far-reaching gains 
that might even see them re-establish control of Mogadishu.83 Non-
Western powers, like Türkiye, are widening their footprint, but, despite 
their well-established commitment to Somalia, they are unlikely to 
completely replace the security and development assistance provided 
by traditional partners.84 The future of international engagement will 
likely take the form of a more fragmented coalition, involving numerous 
bilateral partners as well as various interests in play. While Al-Shabaab 
may be kept at bay, the government may also have difficulty making 
further military gains.  

V. Beyond the Impasse  

The cycle of the past several years shows that despite the battlefield 
swings, the war between the Somali government and Al-Shabaab is 
fundamentally a stalemate. Getting out of it will not be simple. At various 
points, each side has surged, but neither has gained a decisive advantage. 
Al-Shabaab’s main weakness is its relationship with Somalia’s civilian 
population, which despite signs of improvement remains generally 
poor, due to its largely punitive, extractive approach to governance.85 
The government, for its part, is overly dependent on outside support 
that is dwindling, even as non-Western partners like Türkiye step up 
security assistance. It has yet to develop a security apparatus that can 
independently beat back Al-Shabaab and consistently hold ground. 
Nor has it built the wide political consensus that it will likely need to 
achieve those goals.  

Absent significant change, the government and Al-Shabaab are likely 
to remain locked in a struggle that traps Somalia in a pernicious cycle 
of conflict for the foreseeable future. Each side has enough firepower 
to fend off its adversary’s advances but not enough to defeat it. Barring 
a major inflection point, such as the precipitous withdrawal of AU 
forces or a sudden economic windfall from Turkish development projects, 

 
 
83 One example is the struggle to find continued funding for the AU mission. The EU 
has been the primary funder but has steadily reduced its contributions. For 2025, 
the EU allocated approximately $70 million for the mission, which has a budget 
of $196 million. The AU’s efforts to find other donors have generated just under 
$60 million. Crisis Group tracking.  
84 Crisis Group interviews, government officials, Riyadh, Brussels and London, 
February 2026. 
85 Judging by Crisis Group’s interviews with civilians who have lived under Al-
Shabaab control, the main complaints are the heavy tax burden and forcible recruit-
ment of children into the group. Crisis Group interviews, 2022-2026.  
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this general dynamic is likely to persist.86 To make progress toward 
ending the war with Al-Shabaab, the Somali government should take 
measures to strengthen its military capacity, while at the same time 
fostering greater national political unity and exploring opportunities 
for dialogue with the militants.  

A. Strengthening Somalia’s Military 

After more than a decade of external support, the military’s perfor-
mance has generally been disappointing. Without major improvement, 
Mogadishu will continue to rely on outside assistance to fight the war. 
The first step toward better results is for the government to carry out 
a thorough, impartial investigation of its failure to hold territories 
gained in 2022-2023. Based on an analysis of its own strengths and 
weaknesses, Mogadishu should then initiate far-reaching reform of 
the army and develop a new strategy for taking on Al-Shabaab. This 
strategy should incorporate key lessons such as the need to recapture 
territory more methodically to avoid the risk of overstretch. Mogadishu 
needs to give commanders full operational authority and insulate 
them, to the extent possible, from political considerations. Any strategy 
should have the objective of bringing Al-Shabaab to the negotiating 
table rather than the unrealistic goal of destroying the group.  

A new strategy will also need to grapple with the transition that is 
coming when the AU mission winds down. Central will be ensuring 
that the government has enough well-trained and well-equipped forces 
to plug at least some of the gaps the mission will leave behind. Ahead 
of any big new recruitment drive, the government needs to put in place 
plans to improve the training of new soldiers, provide them with better 
equipment and guarantee regular salary payments – all measures that 
will give them incentives to stay in the army longer. Training should 
be extended, and it should take place in Somalia, not abroad, so that 
recruits are taught a common doctrine and set of practices. The army 
should accelerate efforts to assume responsibility itself, rather than 
mostly relying on regional partners. Investing in developing a better 
qualified officer corps should also be a priority, to ensure that troops 
are adequately commanded. 

Money for expanding military capabilities will be tight. The Somali 
government can appeal to non-traditional donors such as Gulf countries 
to bridge the gap, but it will have to find ways of bolstering its finances 
to make any new recruitment sustainable. Options for boosting the 
budget include cracking down on corruption, imposing more taxation 

 
 
86 As noted in fn 64 above, the Somali government has high hopes that economic 
projects being undertaken by Türkiye, including drilling for oil offshore, could generate 
substantial revenue in the coming years. Abdiqani Abdullahi, “President Hassan 
Sheikh Mohamud commissions Çağrı Bey drilling vessel, launching Somalia’s energy 
independence era”, SONNA, 10 April 2026.  
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and reserving a large portion of potential profits from the Turkish-led 
natural resource exploration projects. In any event, the size of the mili-
tary will have to reflect Somali fiscal capacity. Stretching beyond it will 
cause problems either through desertion or an influx of trained fighters 
who lack regular pay.  

B. Improving Security Cooperation 

Military strategy and training reforms will only go so far. Somalia’s 
challenges are inherently political, and any increase in federal military 
capacity can easily be eroded by internal political divisions. The federal 
government rarely conducts joint operations with the states best 
equipped to root out militants, namely Puntland and Jubaland.87 Crisis 
Group has written extensively about the pervasive political division in 
Somalia’s federal model, which prevents a unified focus on pressing 
challenges like Al-Shabaab. Overcoming the prevailing disunity will 
necessitate a deeper political settlement on issues such as the distri-
bution of power within the federal system. A first step toward such a 
common vision is to address Somalia’s brewing electoral crisis, where 
a deal between the government and opposition over the poll’s format 
and timing is essential.88 

Even without resolving the core problems that have held back the 
Somali state, the government can do more to help national, state and 
local authorities stay focused on their common adversary, Al-Shabaab. 
Mogadishu could, for example, bring member states more into the 
planning for counter-insurgency operations within their boundaries, 
setting clear expectations for the different levels of government.89 It 
could also spend more on developing state-level forces, such as the police 
and Darwish. A federal commitment to redirect assistance Mogadishu 
receives to forces falling under state command could help allay the 
political deadlock, though realistically such a move is unlikely with 
regard to Puntland and Jubaland amid the current election-related 
standoff.90 In any case, such steps could mitigate member state unease 
with the notion of a strong national army under Mogadishu’s command 
being based in their jurisdiction indefinitely. Moreover, they would 
help address the perennial question about the lack of holding forces, 
reducing pressure on the army to occupy territory and fight Al-Shabaab 
at the same time.  
 
 
87 Joint operations involving Jubaland forces, the national army and special forces 
like the Danab do take place in Jubaland, in contrast to the situation in Puntland, 
which battles militants without Mogadishu’s involvement. 
88 Crisis Group Briefing, Electoral Showdown in Somalia: Averting Another 
Round of Turmoil, op. cit. 
89 For example, the government could create a standing security committee with 
representation from the member states that would regularly meet to decide how 
best to proceed with operations. 
90 Somalia’s National Security Strategy, approved by the government and member 
states in 2023, outlines the framework for units at the federal and state level. 
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C. Nurturing Change in Al-Shabaab 

Beyond the battlefield, Somalis who are caught up in the war continue 
to suffer tremendously. Easing their pain should be a top priority. The 
war with Al-Shabaab needs to end. Crisis Group has long argued that 
stopping the war will require negotiations followed by a political set-
tlement between the government and the group.91 It will take time, 
however, to reach that stage, as Al-Shabaab will first need to alter its 
approach in ways that go far beyond what the group has demonstrated 
to date. In this connection, the government should view the small, 
pragmatic changes Al-Shabaab has made in relation to governance as 
an opportunity rather than a threat. It could try to foster rather than 
stop these adaptations.  

One opportunity lies in the gradually widening space for humanitarian 
organisations to work in territory under Al-Shabaab’s control. The 
government should actively encourage this shift and limit actions that 
could have a chilling effect, such as penalising these organisations.92 
Working through intermediaries, for example businesses and clan 
leaders, and leveraging the public’s demands for outside support, 
humanitarian organisations can scale up assistance to those living in 
Al-Shabaab’s domain.93 This approach should be undertaken gingerly 
and, if it is successful, the government could signal willingness to allow 
it to become more widespread, even nudging aid groups to offer more 
development-style support. Such measures could be a non-political 
means of engaging communities across the war’s divide, slowly building 
trust while also promoting more pragmatic change within Al-Shabaab 
itself. This approach would not be without risk, however. Organisations 
must ensure that Al-Shabaab is fully aware of what they are doing and 
abide by the group’s regulations in order to avoid violent retribution.94  

These measures will hardly lead on their own to political negotiations, 
let alone an eventual settlement, but they can serve as part of a strategic 
shift by the government toward pushing for an endgame. They can help 
increase the Somali government’s capacity to hold ground it takes from 
Al-Shabaab while gradually encouraging political engagement between 
the government and the group. As Crisis Group has previously argued, 

 
 
91 Crisis Group Report, Considering Political Engagement with Al-Shabaab in 
Somalia, op. cit. 
92 The government should also avoid overzealous targeting of non-military Al-Shabaab 
leaders, in order to keep lines of communication open. The group tends to restrict 
access in response in the aftermath of such attacks.  
93 Thus far, most of Al-Shabaab’s requests to external humanitarian organisations 
have revolved around responding to climatic disasters. Despite reductions in funding, 
humanitarian organisations operating in Somalia in recent years have focused on 
extending access to “hard to reach” areas, under the principle of serving those with 
the greatest needs. “Inter-Agency Humanitarian Evaluation of the Response to the 
Humanitarian Crisis in Somalia”, Inter-agency Humanitarian Evaluation, March 2025.  
94 Crisis Group interview, humanitarian worker operating in Al-Shabaab-held areas, 
September 2025. 
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a negotiated settlement is the only realistic way to wind down the war. 
To this end, the government should prepare to embark on a dialogue 
track with Al-Shabaab combined with military pressure designed to 
bring the group to the table. While moving from engagement to a nego-
tiated solution is bound to be a long-term endeavour, starting sooner 
is the best way to avoid prolonging the conflict even more.95  

VI. Conclusion 

The Somali government and Al-Shabaab are locked in a battle for sur-
vival. The fortunes of both sides have waxed and waned over two decades 
as each adjusts to the other’s successes without landing a decisive blow. 
The country’s increasing political fragmentation, combined with a 
steady drop in foreign assistance, has fuelled fears that Al-Shabaab 
could overrun the national government in the future. For the time being, 
however, while Mogadishu faces several big challenges, it retains the 
military capability, in terms of personnel and resources, to hold the 
line, provided that external support does not abruptly disappear. Mean-
while, despite Al-Shabaab’s pragmatic shifts in its approach to ruling 
areas under its control, its unpopularity among those it governs remains 
a roadblock for its attempts to supplant the government.  

With neither side able to defeat the other, the war in Somalia is funda-
mentally at a stalemate with no end in sight. Advancing beyond this 
deadlock will not be easy, but the government can learn lessons from 
the past few years by laying the groundwork for improved military 
performance and eventual negotiations that could lead to a political 
deal with the insurgents. While this prospect may be difficult for 
many to stomach, it is the only realistic way to bring this exhausting 
war to a close.  

Mogadishu/Nairobi/Brussels, 30 June 2026 

 
 
95 Crisis Group Report, Considering Political Engagement with Al-Shabaab in 
Somalia, op. cit. 
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Appendix A: The Push and Pull with Al-Shabaab, 2022-2026 

Areas of control are approximate and changes depicted for illustrative purposes only.  
Front lines in Somalia shift frequently and are contested.  
Source: Natural Earth, June 2026. CRISIS GROUP 
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