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Introduction 

In 2014, over two decades following the Somali Civil War, Somalia remains named one 

of the “most intractable crises” by the UN Department of Political Affairs and one of the most 

infamous failed states in the world. Somalia is known internationally for its highjacking “Captain 

Phillips” pirates, terrorist linkages, high level of starvation, and millions of displaced peoples.  

Each of these issues has evolved as a result of political chaos that began and has remained in 

Somalia since the early 1990s. This paper analyzes the involvement of international 

organizations in the enduring Somali crisis since the end of Siad Barre’s leadership in 1991. 

Through analysis of the Somali situation, this paper will propose that failures in resolving the 

long-lasting Somali crisis are due to (1) lack of organization and resources in early intervention 

operations; (2) the approach to the Somali crisis as a humanitarian issue rather than a political 

crisis; and (3) lack of consist involvement in Somalia by international organizations.  

As international organizations become more involved in peacekeeping operations, it is 

essential that lessons be learned from failed interventions such as those in Somalia. In the case of 

Somalia, improper action by international organizations has resulted in a state that is unable to 

contain issues within its borders, much less resolve the humanitarian and political crises within 

the state. Understanding why Somalia has remained in humanitarian crisis and political turmoil 

despite intervention from IGOs is important in developing effective operations for future 

peacekeeping initiatives. The initial actions taken to intervene in a country are key in 

determining the potential for peace – twenty-two years after the initiation of UNOSOM I to 

resolve the humanitarian crisis in Somalia, the Somali state remains broken as hundreds of 

thousands of refugees, in addition to thousands of others targeted by Somali terrorism continue 

to face the threat of death as a byproduct of the Somali Civil War. 
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Background 

The United Nations involvement in the Somali crisis began with the United Nations 

Operation in Somalia I (UNOSOM I), which began in April 1992. The purpose of UNOSOM I 

was to provide humanitarian aid to Somalia and to overlook the ceasefire in Mogadishu as 

competing groups vied for power. UNOSOM I’s mission quickly evolved to include US 

assistance through the Unified Task Force (UNITAF) to provide the security needed to 

successfully provide humanitarian aid in Somalia (UNITED NATIONS OPERATIONS IN 

SOMALIA I (UNOSOM I)” 2003).  UN involvement in Somalia began due to the end of Siad 

Barre’s presidency in 1991, which caused clan rivalry and violence in Somalia to proliferate 

(“UNITED NATIONS OPERATIONS IN SOMALIA I (UNOSOM I)” 2003). Conflict in 

Somalia almost immediately resulted in widespread displacement throughout the country and 

need for humanitarian assistance.   

In response to the death of 300,000 people in Somalia by November 1991, primarily due 

to starvation, disease, and violence, the United Nations in collaboration with the Committee of 

the Red Cross (ICRC) and other NGOs worked to provide humanitarian aid to Somalia 

throughout the crisis. Other actors involved included the Organization of African Unity (OAU), 

the League of Arab States (LAS), and the Organization of the Islamic Conference (OIC), which 

have become important in recent years in providing support in nation-building initiatives 

(“UNITED NATIONS OPERATIONS IN SOMALIA I (UNOSOM I)” 2003). 

While UNOSOM I was created primarily to provide humanitarian aid to Somalia, 

UNOSOM II was developed in response to attacks on peacekeepers and humanitarian aid 

workers. Recognizing that humanitarian aid would not be effectively provided due to the 

escalation of violence in Somalia, the UN operation in Somalia II (UNOSOM II) was developed 
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in 1993 for the “facilitation of humanitarian assistance and the restoration of law and order, and 

of national reconciliation in a free, democratic and sovereign Somalia” (“United Nations 

Operation in Somalia II (UNOSOM II)”). The approach of UNOSOM II represents a change in 

direction for the UN operation in Somalia in response to a failed humanitarian approach. 

Unfortunately, as evident by continued violence and displacement, along with mounting 

terrorism in Somalia, the transition from a humanitarian approach in UNOSOM I to an armed 

approach to restore order through UNOSOM II represents action that was “too little, too late” on 

the part of the United Nations.   

Although the United Nations, United States, and NGOs were the first actors to respond to 

the humanitarian crisis in Somalia, other groups have played important roles in the Somali crisis. 

Today, UN operations in Somalia have evolved into the United Nations Assistance Mission in 

Somalia (UNSOM), developed in 2013. This new initiative now involves Somali President 

Hassan Sheikh Mohamud and the Federal Government of Somalia (FGS) in efforts for nation 

building and reconciliation. The new initiatives of UNSOM depend on the support of the African 

Union through the African Union Mission in Somalia (AMISOM), as opposed to the US support 

that was provided in the early humanitarian intervention operations (“Political Affairs” 2014; 

Gleason-Roberts and Kugel 2013).  
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Unplanned and Ineffective Intervention in Somalia  

The lack of effective planning in the Somali interventions of the early 1990s resulted in 

the death of peacekeepers and aid workers, in addition to dozens of US military personnel, 

including eighteen U.S. Army Rangers who were killed on October 3rd and 4th in 1993 (Clarke 

and Herbst March/April 1996). The death of these Army Rangers in the failed American-led 

operation in Somalia set the stage for the US refusal to appropriately respond to the genocide in 

Rwanda in 1994. Had planning occurred to effectively respond to the Somali crisis, it is likely 

that the Somali crisis would not have endured and proliferated to become such an international 

issue, as is the case today. More importantly, an effective Somali operation would have likely 

encouraged international involvement in future crises.  

The lesson learned by the international community through the lack of planning in 

Somalia is expressed in the statement by Walter Clarke and Jeffry Herbst: “no massive 

intervention in a failed state – even one for humanitarian purposes – can assuredly short by plan, 

politically neutral in execution, or wisely parsimonious in providing “nation-building” 

development aid. Nations do not descend into anarchy overnight, so intervenors should expect 

neither the reconciliation of combatants nor the reconstruction of civil societies and national 

economies to be swift” (March/April 1996). Furthermore, Herbst and Clarke describe goods 

provided to failed states as the “currency of warlords” (March/April 1996). While aid workers 

attempted to provide assistance to those suffering in Somalia, their assistance indirectly fueled 

the growth of terrorist groups and warlords in Somalia.   

The humanitarian intervention in Somalia was also plagued by corruption, leading to a 

sense of illegitimacy and mistrust of the UN initiatives. In fact, it could be argued that rather than 

assisting those in Somalia, humanitarian efforts made the situation worse. As explained by Alex 
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J. Bellamy and Paul D. Williams, in some cases, peacekeepers were the perpetrators of violence 

rather than the victims as “Botched peace operations made matters worse in Somalia, while some 

individual peacekeepers physically abused their prisoners – including children. Corrupt and 

criminal peacekeepers have also endangered and abused the very people they were sent to 

protect” (2010). The failure of peacekeepers to protect the Somali people and the involvement of 

some peacekeepers in bringing additional harm hones in on the failed planning and training of 

aid worked in the Somali humanitarian operations.  

Former Peace Corp volunteer Ken Rutherford blames the failed humanitarian 

intervention on the fact that the intervention in Somalia was the first time in which the United 

Nations was forced to make a decision as to whether or not to intervene in Somalia without 

consent (2008). It is likely that a humanitarian approach, rather than an attempt for reconciliation 

in Somalia was chosen in order to avoid making the decision of weather or not the UN was able 

to take action to restore order in a country in which a political actor had not technically “invited” 

the United Nations to assist. Interestingly, had the United Nations decided to take action to 

restore security in Somalia without an invitation, it may have been more successful in addressing 

the issues that were preventing humanitarian aid from being effectively provided to those in 

need. 

Initial intervention in Somalia was aimed to provide humanitarian aid to starving and 

displaced Somali citizens as soon as possible. This plan failed to take into consideration that 

Somalia, a state in the midst of chaos, would not be readily able to accept aid, or capable of 

protecting those attempting to provide humanitarian assistance. Although the focus of UN 

operations in Somalia were expanded beyond humanitarian aid with the introduction of 

UNOSOM II, as one of the first intervention efforts of its kind by the United Nations, planning 
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based on historical approaches was limited in the launch of UNOSOM II: “Until Somalia the UN 

Secretariat had no previous experience in running a Chapter VII exercise with large numbers of 

troops operating under a fighting mandate. Somalia was a test of whether the UN could carry out 

a peace operation involving the use of force against an adversary determined to sabotage that 

operation. The original humanitarian mission was broadened for good reasons but without 

sufficient preparation or resources (Rutherford 2008, xvii).  

Starvation was not occurring simply because of drought, crop failure, or even economic 

decline. Millions were in danger of starvation or death at the hands of warlords in Somalia due to 

political failure. The statement made by Clark and Herbst leads into an essential point in 

developing effective peacekeeping operations: humanitarian assistance can only be delivered to 

failed states if the intervention is well-planned and able to assist with restoring long-term order.  
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A Humanitarian Approach to the Somali Crisis 

Even with proper planning in the execution of early operations in Somalia, it is likely that 

Somalia’s underlying problems would have continued despite the intervention efforts. The 

continuation of Somalia’s issues would leave Somalia a failed state dependent on foreign aid, 

just as it exists today. A bleak outcome of the humanitarian operations in Somalia was inevitable 

because the humanitarian approach failed to address the cause of starvation, displacement, and 

chaos in Somalia: political instability in a failed state. As explained by Jon Western and Joshua 

S. Goldstein, “although the Somalia mission did succeed in saving civilians, the intervention was 

less successful in coping with the political and strategic realities of Somali society and 

addressing the underlying sources of conflict” (2011). It was not until 1993, after aid intervention 

failed and dozens of interveners were killed that the mission of the UN Operation in Somalia 

became UNOSOM II, to include assistance in the rebuilding and development of the war-torn 

Somalia.  

The end of Siad Barre’s presidency in 1991 left Somalia without a leader to take power. 

Without leadership, the country’ social and political order disintegrated and civil war continued, 

causing massive death throughout the country (Diehl 1996). Among this disorder, warlords took 

hold of the failed state, creating a situation in which peacekeepers and aid workers attempting to 

provide humanitarian assistance were unable to do so due to the country’s lack of order and 

security. Understanding that Somalia was facing humanitarian crisis because of the nonexistence 

of formal leadership, action should have been taken by the UN and other actors early on to 

facilitate the establishment of new infrastructures, beginning with a new political figure to lead 

the nation. Devoid of this essential leadership, Somalia was left as a country doomed to become 

a “failed-state”. Paul F. Diehl has defined a failed state as a state “whose government has 
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effectively collapsed with no replacement to provide basic governmental services amid the 

general lack of civil order” (Diehl 1996); a fitting description of Somalia since the 1990s. 

Early action to first restore political order in Somalia with the assistance of the UN, US, 

and other organizations would have provided the foundation for “nation-building” and 

reconciliation in Somalia. UNOSOM II, focused on addressing the issue of reconciliation in 

Somalia has created a predicament in which the attempt to rebuild Somalia has come too late and 

at a time in which warlords have already established themselves as powerful actors in Somalia. 

However, the likely success of UNOSOM II also faces the similar lack of planning leading to the 

failures of UNOSOM I.  

The outcome of UNOSOM II in Somalia exists as an example for future peacekeeping 

initiatives launched by the United Nations The attempt of UNOSOM II to bring order to Somalia 

has been further discouraged by the fact that little international support exists for nation-building 

efforts following the failure of initial humanitarian operations in Somalia in UNOSOM I, which 

was characterized by the removal of both the US and UN from Somalia in the course of the 

operation.  
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Inconsistent Assistance in the Restoring Order in Somalia 

 Coinciding with the importance of planning an effective peacekeeping operation, those 

involved must continue their assistance in “nation-building” and reconciliation until the state is 

fully able to operate independent of foreign support. Although the United Nations is responsible 

for providing international peace and security, its ability to bring stability is only as effective as 

the entities that support UN initiatives. Somalia, a state in which extremist groups and warlords 

control entire regions, is far from being a state capable of operating on its own. Even the United 

States, once directly involved in the early intervention operations in Somalia, abandoned Somalia 

by 1993, handing responsibility back to the United Nations after the 1993 death of the Army 

Rangers (Clarke and Herbst March/April 1996). In response to the removal of US troops from 

Somalia, the United Nations followed suit in withdrawing, leaving Somalia to continue to suffer 

from Civil War and disorder to today’s date (Western and Goldstein Nov/Dec 2011).  

UNOSOM II, focused on “nation-building” had little international support and has 

ultimately failed in promoting stability and development in Somalia due to the lack of foreign 

support for the initiative. The United States withdrawal from Somalia allowed for warlords to 

take over the country, recognizing they would not be opposed (Clarke and Herbst March/April 

1996). With the introduction of the new UN Assistance Mission in Somalia (UNSOM), the 

African Union has become an essential actor in the Somali crisis (Gleason-Roberts and Kugel 

2013). Through the African Union Mission in Somalia (AMISOM), the African Union provides 

essential resources and forces to Somalia to work against the extremist group al-Shabaab.  

Although UNSOM now works alongside established Somali forces, the issue remains that 

warlords, in addition to al-Shabaab continue to hold control over the country, threatening the 
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future stability of the state. Once again, Somalia has been abandoned by the United Nations, who 

has handed over Somali initiatives to the African Union with the implementation of UNSOM.  

The reality that stability must come from Somali officials and infrastructures themselves, 

rather than international organizations cannot be overlooked. However, without a structure for 

stability, or a consistent source of support in developing as a nation in place, Somalia will 

continue to fail in restoring political control over the country. Political control by a single group 

is a necessary prerequisite for nation building and reconciliation and with groups such as al-

Shabaad maintaining control over much of the country, a single leadership cannot be established 

without support from the international community, particularly the African Union. Recognizing 

the African Union may follow the precedence set by proceeding actors in withdrawing from 

Somalia, Somalia may once again be left in a state of chaos, should the African Union decide to 

withdraw its support through AMISOM against al-Shabaab. Left with ever changing sources of 

support, Somalia is unlikely to restore order unless the African Union remains alongside Somali 

officials until al-Shabaab is eliminated and political stability is reestablished.   
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Conclusion 

 Due to the failure to properly address the crisis in Somalia, the state’s issues have become 

transnational and international dilemmas. Hundreds of thousands of refugees have gone across 

the Somali border to the neighboring countries of Yemen and Kenya in order to escape the 

disarray in Somalia (Perry 2008). The biggest international concern resulting from the Somali 

crisis has been the development of terrorist groups within the Somali borders.  According to Alex 

Perry, “it was a Somali-based al-Qaeda group that killed 224 people in the twin bombings of the 

U.S. embassies in Kenya and Tanzania in August 1998 (Perry 2008). Today, al-Shabaab (Arabic 

for Youth), an extremist group similar to the Taliban has gained control of the majority of 

southern parts of Somalia. Al-Shabaab has in recent years has been known for  

 Although Somalia represents a failed peacekeeping operation with enduring effects, the 

international community can learn much from the failed Somali operations. First and foremost, 

planning is needed prior to intervention in order to effectively respond to a crisis. Within this 

plan, the underlying issues, whether they are political, economic, or otherwise must be 

understood and addressed within the intervention. When addressing the underlying issues, actors 

must be committed to supporting nation building and reconciliation following the crisis in order 

to promote the stable development of the state to a point at which it can be independent of 

foreign involvement.  

As described by Westen and Goldstein, the Somali crisis has made evident that the 

international community “needs access to enough military power and diplomatic muscle to back 

up a credible commitment to protecting civilians and to prevail even if things go wrong along the 

way” (Nov/Dec 2011). Without unfaltering support for an intervention operation, even in the 
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midst of failure, a peacekeeping operation can result in a failed mission with enduring 

international and transnational consequences, as in the case of Somalia.  

 At a time in which peacekeeping operations are growing, it is essential that these 

operations be effective in actually bringing peace through stability. Somalia as a failed state can 

ultimately reach stability in the future, but the prospects for stability become much more difficult 

to obtain when a crisis has endured for an extended period of time. Stability must come from 

within the structures of the state itself and in the case of Somalia, a state unable to facilitate 

national building on its own, may require support from the international community. 

Humanitarian interventions will not bring peace in failed states and failed states are often not 

able to develop infrastructures on their own. Hope for UNSOM’s success in Somalia exists in 

consistent support in Somalia as it restores its infrastructures, undergoes successful national 

reconciliation, and eliminates the threat of al-Shabaab. Only then can the international and 

transnational issues stemming from the Somali Civil War be resolved in restoring international 

peace and security.   
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