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The civil war in Somalia has killed hundreds of thousands 
of people, created millions of refugees, destroyed the 
environment, and reduced a centuries-old civilization to ashes.

In response to chronic insecurity in Mogadishu civic activists 

and civil society groups have organized numerous initiatives to 

reduce civilian casualties and to protect people, including the 

neighbourhood watches described in this article. The aim has 

been to stop violence and create an environment conducive to 

political dialogue necessary to bring a resolution to Somalia’s crisis.

Erazing Mogadishu’s greenline
In 1992, after four months of vicious fighting for control of 

Mogadishu, a ceasefire was brokered between Ali Mahdi 

Mohamed and General Mohamed Farah Aideed. With neither 

side winning overall control of the capital, a ‘greenline’ 

was established between north and south of the city that 

demarcated their areas of control. 

The line split families and communities and created social 

barriers between people in the two enclaves. Two different 

Somali currencies were even introduced by the authorities, 

which circulated in the respective enclaves. Taxes were levied 

on traders at the greenline and foreign aid workers had to 

change vehicles between the north and south of the city. 

In the early 1990s a coalition of civil society organizations, the 

Peace and Human Rights Network (PHRN), the Coalition for 

Grassroots Women Organizations (COGWO) amongst others, 

felt strongly enough to take action. Through a combination 

of dialogue with the warlords and pressure from mass public 

action, from elders and religious leaders and the media, the 

greenline and other roadblocks were removed. 

Neighbourhood watches 
Neighbourhood watches (ciidamada madaniga) were the 

largest coordinated attempt by civil society organizations 

to provide protection for civilians in Mogadishu through a 

structured community policing system. 

In 2002 the authority of the Transitional National Government 

(TNG), challenged by the Ethiopian-backed Somali Restoration 

and Reconciliation Council (SRRC), was critically waning. 

Warlords were jostling for recognition to secure places for the 

next peace and reconciliation conference being planned in 

Kenya. Security in Mogadishu was deteriorating with a spree of 

kidnappings, killings, rapes and robberies. 

In response, civil society organizations came up with a 

structured plan to roll out a community based security system 

in Mogadishu, which became known as ‘neigbourhood 

watches’. The idea had first been proposed by an elder 

from Bulo Xuubey in Medina District of Mogadishu during 

a civil society gathering in October 2002. It was developed 

further in early 2003 as communities mobilized to address 

the increasing problem of kidnapping. Organizations at the 

forefront of the action included Civil Society in Action and 

Women Pioneers for Peace and Life (HINNA), and many 

other civil society networks in Mogadishu including both 

Center for Research and Development (CRD) and COGWO.

The plan divided Mogadishu into 80 neighbourhoods, based on 

the 1990 administrative structure of the city and the security 

situation of each neighbourhood. These were asked to recruit 

20 armed community police officers who were placed under 

the administration of a four-person security committee selected 

by the neighbourhood itself. 

Securing Mogadishu
neighbourhood watches

Mohamed Ahmed Jama



Somali peace processes   |   67

The resources to administer the neighbourhood watch scheme 

and pay the security forces were raised from respective 

neighbourhoods and administered by the security committee. 

This amounted to 20,000 Somali Shillings (US$1) a month 

contribution by each household. 

Civil society organizations played different roles to monitor 

the selection process and to train members of the security 

committee and community police officers on the rules of 

engagement and a code of conduct. A monitoring mechanism 

was also devised whereby the media provided live security 

coverage through the popular radio programme known as 

Hodi Hodi? (‘May I come in?’). The process proved successful 

and the scheme was established in all of Mogadishu’s 

neighbourhoods. 

For petty crimes the Mogadishu neighbourhood watches used 

public shame as the main tool for punishment and deterrence, 

with criminals locked in a cage publicly for 24 to 48 hours. 

In the absence of a conventional judicial system for other 

crimes such as murder, theft or the destruction of property, 

both Shari’a and Somali customary laws (xeer) were applied 

using public courts. The presence of armed community police 

forces and the threat of being interned in cages in public 

view deterred criminals. Security improved and crime rates 

diminished.

In parallel with the neighbourhood watches, local 

development NGOs supported a voluntary demobilization 

programme. Organizations such as COGWO, SAACID, 

Somali Olympic Committee (GOS), the Formal Private 

Education Centre (FPENS) and Safe supported a voluntary 

demobilization programme. This helped to reintegrate militias, 

criminals and unemployed youth who had been causing 

insecurity in the neighbourhoods into the community. It gave 

them new life skills through education programmes and 

income generating activities. Many militia and criminals were 

rehabilitated, but the programme later faced resistance from 

warlords who saw it as a threat to their military capacities by 

reducing their pool of recruits. 

The success of the initiative led to proposals to extend the 

scheme to other towns in south central Somalia. However, 

the formation of the Transitional Federal Government 

(TFG) in 2004 brought with it an expectation that the new 

administration would provide security for the citizens. As 

the TFG reopened police stations the system of caging 

prisoners was stopped. The government ostensibly took over 

responsibility for the disarmament of the militias and the 

general public. 

Civil society organizations tried to engage the government in a 

dialogue to maintain the neighbourhood watches. But, as many 

of the ministers in the TFG were warlords who were opposed 

to the scheme, the government refused and disbanded the 

forces. Nevertheless the structure of the ciidamada madanniga 
continues to exist in each neighbourhood. The public wants to 

see them redeployed again, although the government continues 

to oppose it.

Linking community-based security to political 
dialogue 
Somali civic actors have undertaken initiatives to bring peace 

to the country and protect the lives and property of ordinary 

people. These initiatives have saved the lives of many Somalis 

and created a platform for political dialogue.

One of the lessons learned from the neighbourhood watches 

in Mogadishu is that they cannot provide total security and 

safety for civilians without a justice system. A criminal can 

be arrested and temporarily detained, but without courts, 

prisons and rehabilitation programmes, this can only provide 

a temporary solution. 

However in the absence of a functioning government 

neighbourhood watches have provided an alternative and 

effective mechanism for delivering safety and security. They 

have done so because they have the trust and support of the 

public. Lasting peace in Somalia requires a process that links 

local approaches to security governance with political dialogue, 

where participation or representation in political dialogue is tied 

to one’s capacity to deliver security and stability in the areas 

one controls.
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Security and Stabilisation Plan in 2005 © CRD


