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Background

Clans form the foundation of Somali society – people identify first with their clans and then with their other characteristics. While clan ties and tensions have been exploited in recent years by warlords and selfish politicians, clans have numerous structures and practices that are actually quite democratic. These traditional values and practices can be expanded upon and updated to teach Somalis about modern concepts of the state, democracy and government. They can also be mechanisms for peace if framed correctly.

The most respected authorities in Somali society are clan elders. They can make peace or war. Elders interpret traditional Somali clan law – xeer – and act as arbiters of justice and resolvers of conflicts. Xeer is based on precedent, so it elders’ interpretations and applications of it are constantly evolving. This gives the elders great power to modernize and adapt the laws as they see necessary and communally beneficial.

Currently, clan elders select government officials to represent their clans. This selection does not typically involve consulting the clan members, nor are the candidates required to have any set of qualifications or plans for their tenure. A clan elder unilaterally decides, sometimes because of personal relation or for personal gain, who the clan will put forward to the Parliament (or other government body). The next round of MPs is scheduled to be selected to the Puntland legislature in late 2012. Of further detriment to that selection process, there are few channels of accountability whereby expectations are put upon the official and consequences exist (e.g., not getting reappointed) for doing a poor job. 
Program in Development
Through discussions with clan elders, SFS and IIDA propose to link the traditional mechanisms of xeer and the geedka to modern concepts of democracy. Xeer law, interpreted by the clan elders, would be linked to state laws interpreted by courts. Geedka is a meeting or process that traditionally takes place under a large tree where men of all ages discuss and debate on an equal footing and come to decisions on large or small issues of importance to the community. This can be likened to legislative and electoral processes as well as used to reinforce the tenet of equality among citizens. Furthermore, clan structures exist and make decisions based on the common good, as the Somali government should, with a larger community in mind. 
Giving democratic concepts a root in traditional Somali culture will help them to be better understood, internalized and disseminated. If the program is successful in bringing some of the clan elders into the process and in favor of democratic structures, that will go a long way toward making those structures a reality in Somalia since their opinions and decisions ultimately determine the country’s fate. They choose the Members of Parliament and major changes need their assent to gain any traction. 
In order to make Somali government institutions more inclusive, representative, legitimate and accountable, we propose working with traditional leaders to modernize their selection process for MPs and other government officials. SFS and IIDA will hold discussions with clan elders in Puntland and South-Central Somalia, respectively, to educate the elders on democratic concepts by framing them in terms of traditional concepts and practices (e.g., xeer and geedka). Through these discussions, we will work toward creating a common set of criteria that clan elders will consider in selecting government officials and encourage the elders to consult their communities on selection and other important community issues. The discussions will also focus on accountability and government officials’ responsibilities to their communities.

In Puntland, SFS also proposes bringing civil society into this model to support the dissemination of democratic concepts. It hold forums to build links between government and civil society as a method of further improving government accountability and effectiveness. By bridging the divide between government officials and civil society, SFS will help give citizens more of a voice in their government. 
