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Introduction 
In early 2026, two major developments 
confirmed Somalia’s growing strategic 
significance. These were Israel’s 
recognition of Somaliland - a breakaway 
region of Somalia - and  Turkey’s 
high-level endeavors in late January, 
solidifying Somalia’s status as a top-tier 
strategic partner. While these actions 
are publicly framed as milestones toward 
state-building or independence, they 
reveal a more concerning structural 
reality. These partnerships are 
fundamentally unequal and have required 
Somali leaders to trade significant 
aspects of national sovereignty for 
immediate political survival.

Over the past decade, middle powers 
have often claimed their involvement 
in Somalia promotes stability through 
security and infrastructure. A closer 
examination reveals a significant gap 
between perception and reality. Somali 
elites, at the center and the periphery, 
have ceded control over military 
command, revenue streams, and natural 
resources in exchange for the external 
backing that is necessary to survive 
domestic rivalries. Meantime, external 
patrons and domestic elites maintain a 
performative façade of equal statehood 
to legitimize relationships that are, in fact, 
extractive and deeply asymmetrical. The 
fiction of sovereignty serves everyone 
except the populations in whose name it 
is claimed: it provides legitimacy to the 
elites who negotiate it away, and legal 

cover to the patrons who acquire its 
substance.

The term middle power requires 
qualification in this context. Turkey, the 
UAE, and Israel do not operate in the 
Horn of Africa as conventional middle 
powers pursuing multilateral, rules-based 
diplomacy. They function as transactional 
actors occupying the space between 
great powers and local elites, a position 
that grants operational freedom without 
the scrutiny that US, Chinese, or Russian 
involvement would attract. This is not a 
one-directional imposition, though, as 
local elites actively court middle power 
involvement to gain an advantage over 
domestic rivals, while middle powers 
exploit the fragmentation that Somalia’s 
contested political settlement, shaped by 
clan-based power-sharing, weak federal 
institutions, and competing regional 
administrations produces. The result is 
a mutually reinforcing dynamic in which 
sovereignty is simultaneously claimed, 
traded, and leveraged by all parties.

By early 2026, the consequences of 
this dynamic are no longer containable. 
The Horn of Africa has been integrated 
into the security architectures of the 
Mediterranean and the broader Middle 
East, and the outbreak of the US-Israel 
war on Iran  in February 2026 accelerated 
a process already well advanced. 
The sovereign bargains that Somali 
elites struck to manage local rivalries 
have been overtaken by the strategic 
imperatives of their external patrons, 

https://www.gov.il/en/pages/event-somaliland261225
https://www.gov.il/en/pages/event-somaliland261225
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transforming Somalia from a participant 
in its own governance into a node of 
outsourced military utility embedded in a 
conflict it did not choose.

Through the Somali case, this essay 
examines how sovereign bargains create 
entanglements with external patrons, 
how middle power competition exploits 
and deepens internal fragmentation, 
and how the perception of sovereignty 
diverges sharply from its practice. 
Ultimately, Somalia’s sovereignty crisis 
is better understood not as something 
imposed from outside, but as something 
negotiated away from within. By 
parceling out sovereign functions 
contract by contract, Somali elites 
have created a state where the nation’s 
autonomy is mortgaged to the highest 
bidder.

Key Concepts

Sovereign Bargain: 
Building on Putzel and Di John’s 
concept of elite bargains (2012) and 
Krasner’s framework of organized 
hypocrisy (1999), this term describes 
the deliberate exchange of core state 
functions i.e military command, revenue 
control, diplomatic agency, natural 
resource management, by political 
elites for external patronage needed to 
survive domestic competition. Unlike 
neoliberal conditionality (IMF-mandated 
privatization, market liberalization), 
sovereign bargains involve the direct, 
bilateral transfer of state prerogatives to 
a specific patron rather than compliance 
with multilateral rules. The mechanism 
is covert, negotiated, and driven by elite 
survival calculations. 

Calibrated Ambiguity: 
Adapted from Marie de Vries’s analysis 
of Somaliland’s unresolved international 
status, this term is extended here to 
describe the broader maintenance of 
competing sovereignty claims by the 
Federal Government, federal member 
states, and external patrons as a 
functional operating condition rather than 
a governance failure. 

Organized Hypocrisy: 
The persistent gap between sovereignty’s 
formal norms and its actual practice. In 
Somalia, this manifests as a performative 
façade of sovereign equality that masks 
extractive, asymmetrical partnerships — 
maintained because it is useful to both 
patrons and elites. 

https://fmes-france.org/the-red-sea-power-game-israels-recognition-of-somaliland-and-the-contest-for-influence-in-the-horn-of-africa/
https://press.princeton.edu/books/paperback/9780691007113/sovereignty?srsltid=AfmBOoofCJgtg-QorIL_dQLbfYO3xevSW9VtIt3__bOIfdDyf9irkukT
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Turkey - Patron, 
Protector, or 
Protectorate?

The Somali - Turkish relationship has 
moved far beyond the “humanitarian 
diplomacy” sparked by the landmark 2011 
visit to Mogadishu by then Prime Minister 
Recep Tayyip Erdoğan. What began as 
a narrative of brotherhood spotlighting 
a forgotten crisis has aged into a 
comprehensive, increasingly unequal 
security and economic dependency. This 
transition from supporting Somalia to 
defending it directly became irreversible 
following the Ethiopia-Somaliland MOU 
in January 2024 and the subsequent 
signing of a 10-year Defense and 
Economic Pact. While the approximately 
15,000 troops trained at Türkiye-Somalia 
Military Training Base and Academy 
(TURKSOM) were initially intended to 
form the backbone of an independent 
force, the deployment of Turkish F-16s 
in January 2026 and reports of direct 
ground combat in Middle Shabelle, 
occurring in areas close to Turkish 
economic and security initiatives, signal 
a move from indirect partnership to overt 
combat participation.

The Turkish model in Somalia warrants 
special attention because it represents 
an integrated approach to middle power 
influence distinct from other actors in the 
region. Turkey’s engagement operates 
across four simultaneous registers; 

•	 military - training, equipping, and 

now directly fighting alongside Somali 
forces. 

•	 economic - port management, 
hydrocarbon extraction, fisheries 
licensing. 

•	 diplomatic - brokering Somalia’s most 
consequential negotiations. 

•	 ideological - presenting itself as 
a Muslim-majority alternative to 
Western donors.

This integration is what transforms a 
bilateral partnership into something 
approaching a functional protectorate 
as withdrawal from any single sector 
would destabilize the others, creating a 
structural lock-in that neither party can 
easily reverse. 

Somalia now faces a critical dilemma. 
Turkish military support is objectively 
essential for combating al-Shabaab, 
yet this necessity has institutionalized 
a structural dependency, one that is 

Turkish President Erdogan with his wife on a historic visit to 
Somalia.

Image by turkiyetosomalia.com

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00905992.2013.857299
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00905992.2013.857299
https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/landlocked-ethiopia-signs-pact-use-somalilands-red-sea-port-2024-01-01/
https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/landlocked-ethiopia-signs-pact-use-somalilands-red-sea-port-2024-01-01/
https://hornreview.org/2026/02/02/turkeys-somalia-policy-enters-a-kinetic-new-chapter/
https://hornreview.org/2026/02/02/turkeys-somalia-policy-enters-a-kinetic-new-chapter/
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made acute by the drawdown of African 
Union forces and their ongoing funding 
shortfalls. If Turkey were to withdraw, the 
Somali state’s already fragile capacity to 
secure its territory or sustain a credible 
monopoly of violence would be further 
eroded, exposing a sovereignty stretched 
across a patchwork of reducing AU 
forces, US airpower, and Turkish-backed 
coercive capacity.

Beyond the public narrative of defense, 
the sovereign bargains the federal 
government has entered illustrate a stark 
transfer of economic control in which 
security access has become the entry 
point for resource capture. A consistent 
pattern is evident across multiple sectors, 
hollowing out the state’s future revenue 
base. The government’s effective share 
of Mogadishu port revenues has fallen to 
an estimated 16% of actual throughput, 
despite a concession agreement 
nominally guaranteeing 55%, while the 
March 2024 hydrocarbon agreement, 
whose lopsided terms were leaked in 
2025, granted Turkey exclusive rights to 
three offshore blocks covering 16,000 
km² with 90% cost recovery and 5% 
royalties.

This extractive logic extended 
into maritime resources with the 
establishment of SOMTURK, a subsidiary 
of the Turkish military-linked OYAK. The 
firm was incorporated on 11 December 
2025 and secured exclusive fisheries 
licensing for Somalia’s entire EEZ just six 
days later, on December 17. By bypassing 

parliamentary oversight and finalizing 
these agreements with rapid-fire speed, 
the Somali government surrendered the 
very functions, taxation, and resource 
management that distinguish a resilient 
state from a dependent one.

Politically, Turkey’s role has shifted from 
facilitator to the arbiter of Somalia’s 
most consequential diplomatic disputes. 
This was most evident in the Ankara 
Declaration of December 2024, in 
which Turkey brokered negotiations 
between Somalia and Ethiopia over the 
Somaliland MOU dispute, positioning 
itself not merely as an ally but as a 
regional power broker with the authority 
to manage Somali foreign policy. Turkey’s 
mediation was not neutral arbitration in 
the multilateral tradition; rather, it was a 
patron leveraging security guarantees to 
claim diplomatic stewardship, collapsing 
the distinction between defending Somali 
sovereignty and directing it.

While the public rhetoric frames this as 
the actions of an “all-weather friend,” the 
domestic political logic tells a different 
story. The logic driving these sovereign 
bargains is critical to understanding 
why they persist. For the ruling elite in 
Mogadishu, Turkish patronage serves 
a dual function: externally, it provides 
military capability against al-Shabaab 
and diplomatic leverage against 
Ethiopia; internally, it provides resources 
channeled through security contracts, 
infrastructure projects, and revenue flows 
needed to buy political loyalty, neutralize 

https://nordicmonitor.com/2025/04/turkey-secures-exceptional-rights-in-somalia-oil-agreement-documents-show/
https://nordicmonitor.com/2025/04/turkey-secures-exceptional-rights-in-somalia-oil-agreement-documents-show/
https://nordicmonitor.com/2025/04/turkey-secures-exceptional-rights-in-somalia-oil-agreement-documents-show/
https://www.oyak.com.tr/en/news/another-international-investment-by-oyak-somturk
https://www.mfa.gov.tr/etiyopya-federal-demokratik-cumhuriyeti-ve-somali-federal-cumhuriyeti-nin-ankara-bildirisi.en.mfa
https://www.mfa.gov.tr/etiyopya-federal-demokratik-cumhuriyeti-ve-somali-federal-cumhuriyeti-nin-ankara-bildirisi.en.mfa
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/turkeysource/turkey-signed-two-major-deals-with-somalia-will-it-be-able-to-implement-them/
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opposition, and manage the patronage 
networks on which elite survival depends.

The political consequence is a narrowing 
of the elite’s legitimacy base. As 
sovereign functions are traded away, the 
government’s claim to represent national 
interests weakens, and its dependence 
on Turkish support — both for external 
security and for sustaining the patronage 
economy that holds its domestic 
coalition together deepens. Yet publicly, 
they maintain a partnership of equals 
to preserve legitimacy; an organized 
hypocrisy that allows the state to claim 
sovereignty even as it mortgages its 
political autonomy.

This systematic hollowing of the 
state has not gone uncontested. The 
domestic backlash reveals the depth 
of the “sovereignty for sale” crisis and 
its political ramifications. Critics have 
labeled these resource pacts as the 
“worst deal ever signed by a sovereign 
nation,” and public opposition manifested 
through parliamentary challenges, media 
campaigns, and diaspora activism. 
However, domestic resistance is severely 
constrained by a stark asymmetry of 
information. Lawmakers frequently 
find themselves acting as mere rubber 
stamps, ratifying complex, long-term 
agreements with little opportunity 
for meaningful debate. The Somali 
government’s response to any domestic 
opposition has been to constrict the 
space for dissent. In early 2026, twenty 
lawmakers were sanctioned and six more 

suspended for objecting to constitutional 
revisions. By March, the crackdown had 
moved beyond the chamber: opposition 
MPs were blocked from flights at 
Mogadishu airport, and a plane carrying 
thirty legislators to a regional consultation 
in Garowe was ordered to turn back 
mid-air. Press freedom violations rose 
fivefold in 2025, and activists critical of 
government policy have faced arbitrary 
detention. 

This raises the ultimate analytical 
question - at what point does a patron-
client relationship transition into a 
functional protectorate? When a state 
yields its military command, its primary 
revenue sources, and its diplomatic 
agency to a single benefactor, the line 
between support and control disappears. 

The implications for Somalia’s regional 
influence and independent foreign policy 
capacity are stark: Mogadishu can no 
longer pursue diplomatic relationships, 
regional alliances, or multilateral 
positions that conflict with Turkish 
strategic interests. For instance, the 
decision to pursue Turkish mediation 
over the Ethiopia-Somaliland dispute 
in 2024, rather than working through 
the AU or accepting Egyptian backing, 
subordinated Somalia’s diplomatic 
options to Ankara’s regional calculus. 
Sovereignty in this context is not a 
shield for the nation, but a performance 
maintained because it serves the 
immediate survival of the political elite 
and the strategic ambitions of the patron.

https://www.theafricareport.com/382210/why-somalias-oil-deal-with-turkiye-is-facing-growing-backlash/
https://www.theafricareport.com/382210/why-somalias-oil-deal-with-turkiye-is-facing-growing-backlash/
https://en.goobjoog.com/somali-parliament-leadership-imposes-tough-sanctions-on-20-members-over-disruption/
https://en.goobjoog.com/somali-parliament-leadership-imposes-tough-sanctions-on-20-members-over-disruption/
https://www.hiiraan.com/news4/2026/Feb/204378/somali_parliament_suspends_six_more_mps_after_disruption_deepening_constitutional_standoff.aspx
https://www.hiiraan.com/news4/2026/Feb/204378/somali_parliament_suspends_six_more_mps_after_disruption_deepening_constitutional_standoff.aspx
https://www.garoweonline.com/en/news/somalia/somalia-mps-blocked-from-travel-at-mogadishu-airport-amid-political-tensions
https://www.garoweonline.com/en/news/somalia/somalia-mps-blocked-from-travel-at-mogadishu-airport-amid-political-tensions
https://www.hiiraan.com/news4/2026/Mar/204555/somali_opposition_mps_accuse_federal_government_of_blocking_travel_to_garowe.aspx
https://www.hiiraan.com/news4/2026/Mar/204555/somali_opposition_mps_accuse_federal_government_of_blocking_travel_to_garowe.aspx
https://sjsyndicate.org/2026/03/10/state-of-press-freedom-report-somalia-and-somaliland-2025-violence-harassment-and-gendered-challenges/
https://sjsyndicate.org/2026/03/10/state-of-press-freedom-report-somalia-and-somaliland-2025-violence-harassment-and-gendered-challenges/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/afr52/0919/2026/en/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/afr52/0919/2026/en/
https://www.fdd.org/analysis/2024/12/13/turkey-brokers-agreement-between-ethiopia-and-somalia-denting-egypts-regional-standing/
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The UAE
A Peripheral Strategy

While Turkey engages directly with the 
federal government in Mogadishu, the 
United Arab Emirates (UAE) focuses its 
strategic weight on peripheral regions, 
specifically Somaliland and Puntland, 
where sub-state administrations exercise 
de facto authority over territory, vital 
ports, and local security forces. This 
approach is highly purposeful. When 
the central government is ideologically 
or politically inaccessible, Abu Dhabi 
builds systemic influence by cultivating 
sub-state actors. The UAE’s $47 billion 
investment pipeline across East Africa, 
which includes the $442 million Berbera 
port concession, reflects a view of 
sovereignty as inherently divisible; 
something to be negotiated with 
whichever entity effectively controls the 
ground, regardless of Mogadishu’s formal 
claims.

This strategy leverages and formalizes 
existing structural divisions within the 
Somali political settlement, effectively 
creating a “Berbera Axis” that operates 
independently of Mogadishu’s authority. 
In Somalia, the question of whether 
sub-state actors can legitimately claim 
sovereign authority is not merely a 
theoretical debate. Federal Member 
States (FMS) and Somaliland already 
exercise the empirical attributes of 
statehood: they maintain independent 
armed forces, collect localized revenue, 

issue travel documents, and negotiate 
international pacts. Historically, a 
paradigm of calibrated ambiguity 
accommodated this reality, allowing 
multiple actors to claim sovereign 
authority within overlapping jurisdictions 
without forcing a definitive constitutional 
resolution. For administrations in 
Hargeisa and Garowe, these external 
arrangements offer vital military 
training, economic investment, and a 
layer of international legitimacy that 
the federal government cannot or will 
not provide. Sovereignty here functions 
less as a unified national shield and 
more as a modular asset traded for 
local elite survival against Mogadishu’s 
centralization efforts.

The systemic fragility of this calibrated 
ambiguity became painfully clear 
in January 2026, when the federal 
government attempted to unilaterally 
annul all UAE agreements following 
Israel’s recognition of Somaliland in 
December 2025. While Mogadishu cited 
flagrant violations of international law, the 
decree ultimately exposed the stark limits 
of its actual power. The immediate, public 
rejection of Mogadishu’s cancellation by 
at least three Federal Member States, 
including Puntland and Jubaland, laid 
bare the operational collapse of the 
unitary Somali state. This episode 
demonstrated that while the federal 
government retains a nominal monopoly 
on formal sovereignty under international 
frameworks, it lacks the practical 
capacity to enforce that authority when 

https://fmes-france.org/the-red-sea-power-game-israels-recognition-of-somaliland-and-the-contest-for-influence-in-the-horn-of-africa/
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2026/1/12/somalia-cancels-all-agreements-with-uae-over-alleged-sovereignty-violations
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challenged by entrenched, localized elite 
bargains. 

Ultimately, the UAE and Turkey pursue 
parallel but opposing strategies that 
strip the Somali state of genuine 
authority. Turkey has institutionalized 
an integrated relationship at the center 
that increasingly resembles a functional 
protectorate designed to preserve a 
fragile status quo. Conversely, the UAE 
has carved out a competing corridor 
along the periphery that completely 
circumvents central oversight. Israel’s 
late-2025 recognition of Somaliland 
merely formalized a geopolitical reality 
already engineered by UAE’s port 
investments and security frameworks. 
Dubai Ports (DP) World’s Berbera 
concession, UAE-trained security forces, 
and intelligence-sharing arrangements 
provided the infrastructure upon which 
Israeli recognition could be strategically 
meaningful. The diplomatic act gave 
political form to an existing economic and 
military framework.

Whether at the center or the periphery, 
the “sovereign bargain” has allowed 
external actors to seamlessly integrate 
the Horn of Africa into their own security 
geometries. By early 2026, the calibrated 
ambiguity that once delicately managed 
these domestic tensions has definitively 
collapsed, converting a long-standing, 
controlled fragmentation into an 
irreversible fracture of the Somali state.

Israel’s recognition
Third-Country Coordination and 
the End of Ambiguity

Previously, the sovereign bargain relied 
on discreet, parallel arrangements; 
Turkey deepened its hold at the center 
while the UAE built critical infrastructure 
along the periphery, with neither middle 
power directly challenging the other’s 
sphere of influence. The defining feature 
of the current landscape, however, is 
how these middle powers coordinate—
sometimes overtly, and at other times 
through indirect, structural alignment—
to shape sovereign bargaining in ways 
that serve their interlocking strategic 
interests.

Israel’s formal recognition of Somaliland 
on December 26, 2025, transformed this 
quiet arrangement into a public, zero-
sum alignment. This diplomatic pivot 
was driven less by traditional bilateral 
gains and more by pressing operational 
necessity. With its Eilat port effectively 
paralyzed by Houthi maritime blockades 
in the Red Sea, Jerusalem prioritized 
a functional, secure partnership with 
Hargeisa over its increasingly stagnant 
relationship with Mogadishu to secure 
a southern backbone against Iranian 
proxies. Crucially, Israel’s recognition 
did not emerge in a vacuum; it built upon 
the formalized security and economic 
infrastructure already engineered 
by Emirati capital. The Berbera port 
concession, UAE-trained security 
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units, and existing intelligence-sharing 
networks provided the operational 
foundation that rendered Israeli 
recognition strategically viable. This 
intersection illustrates a core dynamic of 
contemporary middle-power behavior: 
an individual state’s geopolitical chess 
moves acquire structural significance 
primarily through the prior investments 
of its aligned partners, compounding the 
pressure on local sovereign bargaining 
in ways no single actor could achieve in 
isolation.

Consequently, Israel’s recognition 
acted as a structural solvent, abruptly 
ending the calibrated ambiguity that 
had previously allowed the Federal 
Government of Somalia and the UAE 
to coexist in productive friction. This 
operational breakdown became starkly 
visible on January 8, 2026, with the al-
Zubaidi incident. The extraction of the 
UAE-backed Yemeni separatist leader—
who reportedly traveled by sea from 

Aden to Berbera before being flown 
to Abu Dhabi via a brief, unauthorized 
transit through Mogadishu’s nominal 
airspace—signaled a complete disregard 
for federal authority. For the Federal 
Government, this event offered definitive 
proof that the Somaliland theater 
had transformed from a commercial 
venture into a fully functional, sovereign 
alternative.

Mogadishu’s subsequent attempt to 
unilaterally annul all UAE port and 
security agreements on January 12, 
2026, was intended to reassert central 
authority; instead, it exposed the 
unitary state as a functional fiction. 
When Puntland and Jubaland publicly 
rejected the federal decree, domestic 
fragmentation became an unassailable 
reality. Every political actor in the region 
was forced to choose an alignment, 
solidifying two competing, heavily 
militarized blocs:

•	 The Berbera Axis: Comprising the 
UAE, Israel, and Somaliland, focused 
on maritime security, choke-point 
control, and transactional sovereignty.

•	 The Mogadishu Axis: Comprising 
Turkey, Qatar, and the Federal 
Government of Somalia, defending 
formal territorial integrity with auxiliary 
diplomatic and security backing from 
Egypt and Saudi Arabia.

Mogadishu’s rhetoric regarding 
independent statehood stands in sharp 
contrast to its tactical realities. In 

Somaliland flags in Jerusalem during the visit of Somaliland 
President Abdirahman Mohamed Abdullahi to Israel.
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responding to the perceived sovereignty 
violation of Israel’s move, the Federal 
Government did not reclaim its autonomy; 
it accelerated its own sovereign 
bargain with Ankara.  When Turkish 
F-16s touched down at Aden Adde 
International Airport on 28 January 2026, 
synchronized with the launch of offshore 
energy exploration, it became clear that 
Mogadishu had merely renegotiated the 
terms of its dependency. 

Furthermore, the construction of the 
Turkish equatorial spaceport underscores 
that Ankara views Somalia as a vital, 
long-term launchpad for its global 
strategic ambitions. This arrangement 
has transformed the central Somali 
government into a kinetic partner whose 
territory, airspace, and maritime domain 
serve Turkish extra-regional objectives 
in exchange for the specialized military 
backing that sustains the domestic 
regime against both al-Shabaab and 
regional rivals. This dynamic establishes 
a level of external leverage that, in all but 
name, mirrors a protectorate.

Interestingly, Washington’s role in this 
systemic shift has remained notably 
peripheral. Even after Hargeisa offered 
the incoming Trump administration 
exclusive strategic and military 
access in February 2026, the United 
States maintained its legacy “One 
Somalia” stance—a diplomatic position 
increasingly at odds with the Israeli-led 
recognition of the periphery.

Ultimately, Israel’s late-2025 move 
did not create the crisis so much as it 
stripped the veil from the sovereign 
bargains already in play. The interlocking 
strategies of these middle powers—
manifested through the UAE’s 
infrastructure investments, Israel’s 
diplomatic recognition, and Turkey’s 
deep military integration—have created 
a cumulative effect that no single 
sovereign bargain, examined in isolation, 
can fully reveal. By mid-2026, the Somali 
state is no longer the primary subject of 
its own governance; it has become the 
geographic framework through which 
external powers stage the frontline 
signals of a wider regional conflagration.

Wider Storms: 
The Iran war and Red Sea 
militarization 

The outbreak of the US-Israel war on Iran 
on 28 February 2026 did not introduce 
a new dynamic in the Horn of Africa. 
Instead, it served as a decisive external 
shock to a political settlement already 
hollowed by years of fragmented elite 
bargains. As political scientists James 
Putzel and Jonathan Di John argue, 
stability in fragile states depends on a 
sustainable bargain among powerful 
groups—an arrangement that provides 
each faction with sufficient incentives to 
pursue its interests within the established 
system rather than disrupting it.

The onset of regional war has 
superseded that domestic logic entirely. 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/57a08aa5ed915d622c000835/Meeting-the-Challenges-of-Crisis-States.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/57a08aa5ed915d622c000835/Meeting-the-Challenges-of-Crisis-States.pdf
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The sovereign bargains Somali elites 
previously engineered to manage local 
rivals have been aggressively overtaken 
by the immediate strategic imperatives 
of external patrons. Consequently, 
the formal federal compact between 
Mogadishu and the Federal Member 
States (FMS), alongside the informal 
arrangements governing clan-based 
resource distribution, have been 
fundamentally warped by these new 
regional realities. 

 The maritime corridor from the Gulf 
of Aden to the Bab el-Mandeb has 
shifted from a commercial transit point 
to a combat zone, and the two-bloc 
architecture that crystallized after 
Israel’s recognition has reached its 
definitive form. The Mogadishu Axis 
and the Berbera Axis are no longer 
merely competing for influence; they 
are now managing military assets. 
Turkey’s TURKSOM base and F-16 
deployments, along with the UAE’s 
Berbera concessions, are no longer 
bilateral capacity-building initiatives; they 
are nodes for intelligence collection and 
escalation dominance in a regional war.

In this high-stakes environment, the 
erosion of restraint has produced a more 
exploitative phase of the sovereign 
bargain. During active conflict, the 
organised hypocrisy that sustained 
these arrangements, i.e., the persistent 
gap between sovereignty’s norms and 
its practice, has fundamentally shifted 
in character. While the fiction of Somali 

sovereignty remains a durable diplomatic 
necessity, its domestic political utility 
for Somali leaders has eroded. External 
patrons no longer need to delicately 
navigate the performance of Somali 
statehood to secure their interests; they 
hold the operational levers directly. 

This unprecedented stress test leaves 
the Somali political settlement vulnerable 
to a conflict of a magnitude for which 
local bargains were never designed. 
Historical precedents of frontline states 
during major systemic crises suggest 
that a wartime emergency of this 
scale permanently entrenches external 
control rather than offering a path back 
to autonomy. The structural lock-in 
becomes irreversible because the host 
state’s security apparatus and fiscal 
survival become entirely addicted to 
wartime logistics.

Even if the conflict concludes, any 
potential window for renegotiation will 
find Somali actors bargaining from a 
position of profound, compounding 
weakness. Having demonstrated their 
utility primarily as stationary military 
platforms rather than independent 
sovereign partners, they will possess little 
leverage to reclaim the authority they 
traded away.

Ultimately, this crisis exposes the true 
cost of the Somali elite’s exercise of 
agency. By intentionally sacrificing 
political autonomy to secure the external 
resources needed to overcome domestic 
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rivals, Somali leaders have exchanged a 
localized struggle for a global strategic 
vulnerability. The presence of UAE and 
Israeli-linked infrastructure along the 
periphery has rendered northern Somali 
territory a legitimate target for Iranian 
proxy retaliation, while Turkey’s kinetic 
presence at the center has effectively 
locked Mogadishu into Ankara’s forward 
war footing.

Somalia is now deeply embroiled in a 
war in which it lacks any semblance 
of operational control. Crucially, this 
state of dependency is not a tragedy of 
circumstance, but the logical, structural 
consequence of the bargains made to 
ensure immediate elite survival. The 
patrons who now command Somali 
territory are pursuing strategic objectives 
that entirely override the very domestic 
interests these bargains were originally 
struck to protect.

Conclusion
The Price of the Bargain

Somalia’s enduring crisis of sovereignty 
is not primarily a story of external 
aggression, but one of internal 
accommodation. Somali political elites 
at all levels have exchanged genuine 
sovereignty for the resources needed to 
survive ongoing domestic competition. 
Middle powers did not impose these 
conditions; they recognized, valued, and 
acquired them. Turkey secured influence 
at the center, while the UAE did so at 

the periphery. When Israel formalized 
what Emirati investment had already 
established, giving diplomatic recognition 
to a territorial reality strengthened by 
DP World concessions and security 
partnerships, it did not create a crisis; it 
exposed the unsustainable nature of the 
existing arrangement. This compounding 
effect of third-country foreign policy 
decisions, building upon the pre-existing 
security-economic infrastructure of 
sovereign bargaining, serves as the 
analytical thread connecting the entire 
Somali landscape.

Turkey’s relationship with Mogadishu and 
the UAE’s relationship with Somaliland are 
not polar opposites but structural mirrors. 
Both involve exchanging sovereign 
functions i.e.’ military command, revenue 
streams, and diplomatic agency, for 
external patronage. The variance lies 
purely in geographic execution. Turkey 
gained influence at the center through an 
agreement with the federal government, 
while the UAE engaged sub-state actors 
at the periphery, further fragmenting 
the political settlement claimed by 
Mogadishu. 

This dual track dynamic has produced 
calibrated ambiguity, in which 
sovereignty is simultaneously claimed, 
mortgaged, and used as leverage by 
all internal parties. This ambiguity was 
never a flaw but the system’s operating 
condition, maintained because it 
benefited every political actor involved 
except the populations in whose name 
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sovereignty was claimed.

Israel’s recognition ended that ambiguity 
by forcing a decision that the Somali 
system was designed to defer. The 
subsequent outbreak of the Iran war 
in February 2026 rapidly escalated the 
situation beyond what these localized 
elite agreements were ever equipped 
to manage. Somalia now finds itself 
trapped in the crossfire of a regional 
conflict it did not choose, its territory 
and airspace weaponized for extra-
regional strategic objectives entirely 
unrelated to its internal disputes. The 
external patrons who now command 
Somalia’s key operational functions are 
pursuing their own existential goals. 
The immediate political survival that 
Somali elites secured through sovereign 
concessions has ultimately sabotaged 
the very autonomy those concessions 
were intended to protect.

Ultimately, Putzel and Di John’s political 
settlements framework provides little 
reassurance for the Somali state’s 
trajectory. Stripped of the practical 
capacity to extract domestic taxes, 
control the monopoly on violence, or 
maintain territorial reach, the Somali 
state cannot renegotiate these lopsided 
terms from a position of strength. These 
bargains have become entirely self-
reinforcing; each sovereign concession 
deepens the structural dependency that 
makes the next concession inevitable.

Somalia’s experience with middle-

power engagement illustrates a dark 
dynamic that extends far beyond the 
Horn of Africa. Sovereignty is rarely just 
violated from the outside; it is gradually, 
deliberately traded away by domestic 
elites whose political time horizons end at 
the next immediate regime crisis. Stephen 
Krasner’s concept of organized hypocrisy 
endures in Somalia not because it is 
violently imposed by predatory external 
states, but because it remains useful 
to the patrons who need the fiction of 
sovereignty to legitimize their presence, 
and to the elites who need the fiction of 
partnership to legitimized their rule.

The existential question facing Somalia 
in mid-2026 is no longer whether 
to engage with or disengage from 
competing middle powers. That 
threshold has long been crossed. The 
true question is whether any viable 
pathway remains to renegotiate the 
terms of these engagements before the 
structural lock-in becomes completely 
irreversible. The answer is not obvious. 
But the first diagnostic step is to drop 
the performance of statehood and 
acknowledge what has actually been 
sold.


