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Executive Summary

This report assesses the extent to which the African Union Mission in Somalia (AMISOM) 
has achieved its current strategic objectives and what impact, if any, the mission has had on 
broader political and security dynamics in Somalia. Now in its eleventh year of operations, 
AMISOM is part of a wider constellation of international actors trying to stabilise the 
country. This constellation exemplifies the opportunities and challenges of partnerships in 
contemporary peace operations. It also puts a premium on ensuring effective coordina-
tion between these actors, most notably the Somali authorities, the African Union (AU), 
United Nations (UN), European Union (EU) and some key bilateral partners, including 
the US and UK. AMISOM is, therefore, in the unenviable position of not being fully in 
control of its own destiny. Instead, it must rely on and find the right division of labour 
between these other actors.

This also has consequences for assessing AMISOM’s 
effectiveness because the mission has not played the 
leading role in responding to Somalia’s fundamental 
problem: a political crisis characterised by disagree-
ments over governance structures, a lack of recon-
ciliation, and numerous, often interrelated armed 
conflicts fought over a variety of issues. Nevertheless, 
looking back on the situation in Somalia in early 2007, AMISOM has clearly made considerable 
progress in a very difficult environment. Deployed to Mogadishu when al-Shabaab controlled 
most of the city and much of south-central Somalia, AMISOM has always been an under-re-
sourced mission. Despite suffering extremely high numbers of casualties, the AU force pushed 
the militants out of the capital city in August 2011 and expanded its operations. 

AMISOM has clearly made 
considerable progress in a 
very difficult environment. 
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Over the next few years, al-Shabaab forces were ejected from the major population centres 
across south-central Somalia. In doing so, the mission played a major role in protecting 
two transitional governments, two federal governments, and two national electoral pro-
cesses. AMISOM has therefore succeeded in creating political space for Somalia’s leaders 
to address their key internal problems related to governance and a lack of reconciliation. 
The mission also helped create the conditions for numerous international actors to return 
to Somalia, including the UN. Even some of AMISOM’s harshest critics concede that 

these positive developments would not have 
been possible without its efforts.

In this sense, AMISOM has made progress on 
its three current strategic objectives, namely, re-
ducing the threat posed by al-Shabaab and oth-
er armed opposition groups; providing security 
to enable Somalia’s political process and efforts 
at reconciliation; and handing over its security 

responsibilities to the Somali security forces. However, the mission continues to face diffi-
cult challenges and limitations which mean that, on its current trajectory, implementing an 
effective transition to Somali forces will neither be straightforward nor happen quickly.

First and foremost, while AMISOM could do more to degrade al-Shabaab’s forces, it 
cannot defeat the militants. This cannot be achieved by military means alone but requires 
Somalia’s federal and regional leaders to reconcile and implement a decisive strategy either 
to prioritise the defeat of al-Shabaab or to engage in a political dialogue that could produce 
a settlement to end the war. At present, concerns are evident across some civil society groups 
and international partners that AMISOM’s momentum and progress in this area has been 
stalled and that al-Shabaab has regained power and influence over the last few years.

Second, unfortunately, Somali elites have not 
taken full advantage of the political space that 
AMISOM has helped facilitate. Long delays in 
finalising the national constitution and the de-
tails of federal governance—both of which re-
main works-in-progress—have made it impossi-
ble to build an effective and genuinely “national” 
set of Somali security forces and institutions. 
Although the Somali Federal Government and 
regional administrations ostensibly agreed on a 
new national security architecture in April 2017 

and a Somali Transition Plan in early 2018, the detailed political and financial arrange-
ments required to make these structures work have not been finalised. As a result, key 
elements remain unimplemented. The Somali National Army (SNA) and police forces 
also continue to languish in a dire state, as demonstrated by the two operational readiness 

While AMISOM could do 
more to degrade  
al-Shabaab’s forces, it 
cannot defeat the militants.

Unfortunately, Somali 
elites have not taken full 
advantage of the political 
space that AMISOM has 
helped facilitate.
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assessments that were conducted during 2017. An ongoing operational readiness review 
of Somalia’s “regional forces” is scheduled to be completed by the end of 2018. AMISOM 
has therefore been forced to operate without ef-
fective local partners that could deliver stabili-
sation and a peace dividend in the settlements 
recovered from al-Shabaab. This challenge has 
recently been exacerbated by the unhelpful pol-
icies pursued by several Gulf states which have 
deepened divisions and increased conflict be-
tween the Federal Government and regional ad-
ministrations across Somalia.

Third, AMISOM remains an under-resourced mission with important gaps in its capa-
bilities. At the strategic level, since 2012, the mission has struggled to be more than the 
sum of its national parts. This is due to a lack of unified command and control between 
its force headquarters and the troop-contributing countries (TCCs) that control the mis-
sion’s sectors. At the more operational level, two particularly salient gaps are predicta-
ble and sustainable financial resources, which have left AMISOM contingents receiving 
considerably less reimbursement allowances than their counterparts in UN peacekeeping 
operations, and the failure to generate the mission’s aviation component of twelve military 
helicopters that were authorised by the UN Security Council in 2012. AMISOM’s three 
military helicopters were only deployed in December 2016 and have severe operational 
limitations. Although helicopters would not have defeated al-Shabaab, they would have 
offered a means to rapidly strike militant forces, provide air cover for friendly troops, escort 
convoys, enable rapid response to attacks, and 
potentially even airdrop forces. In light of such 
limitations and a general reluctance to undertake 
sustained offensive operations, our assessment is 
that AMISOM has now effectively culminated 
militarily, that is, it cannot achieve additional 
major results in its current configuration.

Taken together, these three challenges high-
light that AMISOM alone is unable to resolve 
Somalia’s fundamental problem: the coun-
try’s crisis of governance that has spawned al-
Shabaab and other forms of opposition to the 
government. This can only be solved by Somalis 
and those external actors who have the leading 
role in supporting Somalia’s political transition, which falls to the UN Assistance Mission 
in Somalia (UNSOM) and those states that can exercise most leverage over local leaders. 
This has left AMISOM suffering from a persistent gap between its activities on the mil-
itary track and broader political progress among Somalia’s federal and regional leaders.

AMISOM remains an 
under-resourced mission 
with important gaps in its 
capabilities.

AMISOM alone is unable 
to resolve Somalia’s 
fundamental problem: 
the country’s crisis of 
governance that has 
spawned al-Shabaab and 
other forms of opposition 
to the government.
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Going forward, AMISOM needs to reconfigure its presence and operations to support 
the Somali Transition Plan effectively. This will include a new Concept of Operations 
document developed in light of the AU’s internal assessment of AMISOM’s capabilities 
conducted jointly with the UN in August and September 2018. The restructuring of the 
mission’s force headquarters and the ongoing attempts to develop multinational sectors 
should also be geared to supporting the overall state-building agenda in Somalia, includ-
ing the Transition Plan. With the mission’s contributing countries showing signs of fa-
tigue and a reasonable desire to limit further casualties, priority tasks should focus on pro-
viding perimeter security at the major population centres (at a minimum, Mogadishu and 

the regional capitals), securing the main supply 
routes between these centres, and dealing with 
al-Shabaab defectors. 

In order to conduct effective offensive operations 
against al-Shabaab, AMISOM forces would 
need to move away from a static and defensive 
posture and become more agile, ideally with the 
ability to outpace the militants’ forces and strike 
them from depth. But there should also be con-
sistent cooperation and coordination with offen-

sive operations launched by the Somali Danab advanced infantry units, which operate with 
US support. In terms of defensive operations, AMISOM should focus on its two main 
vulnerabilities: major al-Shabaab attacks on some of its forward operating bases (FOBs) 
and convoys, and the more frequent challenge of countering improvised explosive devices 
(IEDs), which account for the majority of recent casualties. This would almost certainly 
mean reducing the number of AMISOM FOBs. Here, relations between AMISOM and 
the Somali security forces and the UN Support Office for Somalia (UNSOS) are par-
ticularly crucial. If AMISOM is tasked with playing a greater role in the stabilisation of 
settlements recently recovered from al-Shabaab beyond the regional capitals or priority 
areas for the Somali Transition Plan, then its civilian component should be enhanced in 
order to exploit the mission’s potential comparative advantage of deploying civilians in 
areas where UN personnel could not be deployed.

Whatever set of priorities is adopted by the AU and UN, it is crucial that AMISOM, 
the Somali authorities, and the mission’s international partners work in close, coordi-
nated partnership. To that end, the division of labour outlined in the five strands of the 
Comprehensive Approach to Security (CAS) is sensible. But their effective implementa-
tion will require firm and sustained political leadership as well as sufficient resources from 
the Somali authorities, the AU, UN, and the mission’s international partners. If these are 
not forthcoming, some of AMISOM’s gains over the last decade could be reversed.

Going forward, AMISOM 
needs to reconfigure its 
presence and operations 
to support the Somali 
Transition Plan effectively.



About EPON

Peace operations are among the most important international mechanisms for contempo-
rary conflict management. However, their effectiveness remains the subject of confusion 
and debate in both the policy and academic communities. Various international organ-
izations conducting peace operations, including the United Nations (UN), the African 
Union (AU), and the European Union (EU), have come under increasing pressure to jus-
tify their effectiveness and impact. Although various initiatives are underway to improve 
the ability to assess the performance of peace operations, there remains a distinct lack of 
independent, research-based information about the effectiveness of such operations.

To address this gap, the Norwegian Institute of International Affairs (NUPI), together 
with over 40 partners from across the globe, have established an international network to 
jointly undertake research into the effectiveness of peace operations. This network has de-
veloped a shared methodology to enable the members to undertake research on this topic. 
This will ensure coherence across cases and facilitate comparative research. The network 
will produce a series of reports that will be shared with stakeholders including the UN, 
AU, and EU, interested national government representatives, researchers, and the general 
public. Over time, this project will produce a substantial amount of mission-specific as-
sessments, which can be used to identify the key factors that influence the effectiveness of 
peace operations. This data will be made available via a dedicated web-based dataset that 
will be a publicly available repository of knowledge on this topic. 

In 2018, four pilot case studies were  undertaken – in the Democratic Republic of the 
Congo (MONUSCO), Mali (MINUSMA), Somalia (AMISOM) and South Sudan 
(UNMISS). The results of these initial research studies are being shared at international 
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seminars in Addis Ababa (African Union HQ), Brussels (European Union HQ) and in 
New York (United Nations HQ). The network partners have reviewed the pilot experienc-
es and refined their research methodology, and and the missions identified for the 2019 
studies are: the UN mission in the Central African Republic (MINUSCA), the joint AU-
UN hybrid mission in Darfur (UNAMID), the UN Verification Mission in Colombia 
and the EU and OSCE missions in Ukraine.

The network is coordinated by NUPI. Many of the partners fund their own participa-
tion. NUPI has also received funding from the Norwegian Research Council and the 
Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs to support the Network and its research, includ-
ing via the UN Peace Operations project (UNPOP) and the Training for Peace (TfP) 
programme. For more information, please contact:

Dr. Cedric de Coning 
NUPI Center for UN and Global Governance 
cdc@nupi.no, @CedricdeConing, +4794249168
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This report assesses the extent to which the African Union 

Mission in Somalia (AMISOM) has achieved its current strategic 

objectives and what impact, if any, the mission has had on 

broader political and security dynamics in Somalia. Now in 

its eleventh year of operations, AMISOM is part of a wider 

constellation of international actors trying to stabilise the 

country. This constellation exemplifies the opportunities and 

challenges of partnerships in contemporary peace operations. 

It also puts a premium on ensuring effective coordination 

between these actors, most notably the Somali authorities, 

the African Union (AU), United Nations (UN), European Union 

(EU) and some key bilateral partners, including the US and UK. 

AMISOM is, therefore, in the unenviable position of not being 

fully in control of its own destiny. Instead, it must rely on and 

find the right division of labour between these other actors.


