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In the study of state fai/ure, scholars and practitioners have mostly focused on 
macro-level indicators to determine which state isfailed and which is not. This 
focus overlooks cruciallocal and regional variation that has to be taken into 
account when designing interventions. In this article, we develop a new 
approach to examine state fai/ure on this microlevel. Using a unique data-set 
on Somalia, we identify micro-level indicators for state fai/ure. The analysis 
shows that micro-level data are crucial for detecting variation in state fai/ure. 

INTRODUCTION 

Today, the international community is confronted with several so-called failed 
states, which show littIe prospect of recovery. These particular states are 
characterised by the absence of a central authority that can provide security for its 
citizens or deli ver other essential public services. In addition, failed states are not 
able to support democratic elections or any other forms of collective decision 
making. In contrast, they often generate highly visible violations of human rights. I 
As a resuIt, these states pose grave dangers to regional and international stability. 
State weakness negatively impacts neighbouring countries' economies and security 
and it can provide safe havens for terrorist organisations and centres of criminal 
activity.2 To put it differently, the longer a failed state persists, the greater the 
potential challenges to its own population, neighbouring states and international 
peace. 

To counter this failure, many humanitarian assistance activities are not only 
designed to alleviate the immediate suffering of the civilian population, but also to 
contribute to an overall framework of statebuilding.J However, most of these 
activities have shown Iittle success in mitigating state failure. 4 Heathershaw and 
Lambach offer two important explanations for this lack of success in current post­
conftict approaches.5 First, most humanitarian assistance activities are based on a 
macro-Ievel vantage point, and thus designed from an 'outsider's perspective' . 
Second, most of these post-conftict interventions are rarely connected to the 
scholarly discourse on state failure and vice versa. <> 

In this article, we will contribute to bridging these two gaps by analysing 
Somalia as a failed state from a micro-Ievel perspective rather than from an 
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'outsider' macro-perspective. As such, we aim to bring the scholarly community 
doser to what practitioners are facing when working in the fjeld in Somalia. This 
country is often regarded as the case of a totally failed state. Since 1991, it has had 
no funetioning government, little security, endemie armed conftict, and high levels 
of unemployment and criminality. 7 However, a doser look at the country reveals an 
impressive but fragile level of local governance.8 Local communities are not passive 
in the face of state failure. Rather, they seek arrangements that help them to provide 
their population with core services that would have been otherwise provided by state 
authorities. In other words, local communities adapt in a variety of ways to minimise 
the risk and increase the predictability in their dangerous environments.9 The most 
visible manifestations of these functioning local communities are the formal self­
dedared administrations of Somaliland and Puntland. These two Northern regions 
have developed a central authority that provides their population with at least some 
public goods.'(1 I' 

Even though some studies have pointed towards these local differences within a 
failed state, the variation in the level of governance between regions has not yet been 
translated into the empirical state failure literature. '1 This is largely due to the lack of 
consistent and systematic data that identify certain state failure indicators on the 
local or even individual level. However, in this article, we present unique descriptive 
data from quantitative interviews with more than 8,000 Soma li combatants. These 
interviews were held in 2003 and provide us with the oppOltunity to examine state 
failure variation in all its facets. This opens a new opportunity to identify indicators 
that reftect the dynamic concept of state faiJure , which can be used to design more 
effective interventions. 

STATE FAILURE 

With the disintegration of the Soviet Union at the end of the Cold War, the fragility 
not only of the international system, but also of states themselves, became evident. 
In many states and entire regions, conflict broke out, large-scale human rights 
violations became readily visible and economic security was nowhere to be found. 
This led to a massive and very diverse body of literature on the so-called state 
failure. However, why particular states failed and more importantly what constitutes 
this failure is a matter of debate. 

A major strand of this debate surrounds the link between violent eonftict and state 
failure. ' 2 Some scholars employ proxies for the onset of civil war as indicators of state 
failure. ' 3 In addition, some of the best-known state failure indices also focus on this 
linkage. 14 This is for example, reflectecl by the name 01' the eoeling manual of The Fund 
for Peace 's Failed States Index, which is called 'Conjlict Assessment System Tool' .'5 
Also the Political Instability Task Force addresses this linkage in their first repOIt 
in which they state that they were actually not exdusively examining failed states, 
because there were too few cases to use the chosen statistical methods. ' 6 

Another strand of criticisim is directed against the apparent ethnocentric 
elements in the concept of state failure. Some scholars argue that state failure takes 
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the European Westphalia state as a model, wh ich cannot necessarily be applied to all 
cultures and forms of organising human communities.17 Using the concept of state 
failure to force these communities into Westphalian states would in this reading be 
'interventionist' and 'neocolonialistic' .'X 

At the same time, other scholars questionned the usefulness of the concept as its 
measurement remains unclear. In other words, they are more concerned about 
the empirical aspect rather than the political conceptual elements of state failure. 19 

For example, many empirical indicators of state fai lure are at the same time part 
of standard development indices. The most prominent examples are child 
mortality and gross domestic product (GDP). However, as Englehart states, those 
countries, which score worst on development indices, are not necessarily failed 
states and stark forms of underdevelopment cannot be equated with state failure. 20 

Acknowledging this problem of causality, i.e. whether state failure causes 
underdevelopment or conflict or vice versa, we consider these discussions crucial to 
foster our understanding of this dynamic concept. 2 1 We do, therefore, not agree with 
some scholars to reject state failure as a concept since it is used in so many different 
ways that it can no longer be viewed as a useful entity of analysis. 22 However, our 
understanding of state failure is more encompassing that just armed conflicts or 
underdevelopment. 2J 

We consider state failure more in line with Bates et al., who essentially argue that 
it is the deterioration of the ability of the central authority to provide public goods 
for its citizens. ~4 Astate constitutes an equilibrium situation, in which citizens grant 
the government the monopoly of violence in return for the protection of their wealth 
and the provision public services.15 However, when the state fails to deliver security 
to its population because it becomes increasingly authoritarian and predatory, 
citizens will withdraw their support and turn to violence to acquire the necessary 
goods from each other. ~6 Several other scholars have also highlighted the role of 
authoritarian regimes and predatory elites in state failure. 27 

The above discussion illustrates that the concept of failed states is highly 
problematic. Some might even call it a hollow concept. However, not only in 
academics but also in the policy-making community, the concept of failed states is 
frequently used. Indeed, today the terms 'weak', ' fragile', 'failing', 'disintegrating' , 
'fragmented' and 'collapsing states', as weil as 'quasi states', 'shadow states', 
'phantom states', 'private states' and 'Low Income Countries Under Stress' are all 
employed to describe states that fail to serve its citizens. 

However, if we define states as entities that are able to perform basic governmcnt 
functions such as providing public goods, they clearly vary in the range of activities 
they engage in as weil as in their capability to implement their agendas. 28 As a result, 
state failure has to be conceptualised as a continuum; astate is neither collapsed nor 
fully functioning. 2Y The level of failure varies not only between countries but also 
over time; states can slide back and forth on the continuum of state failure. The less 
able astate is to fulfil its roJe, the e10ser it is to state failure .J O Clapham has, 
therefore, described statehood as 'relative' .3 1 
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Acknowledging the variance of state failure over time and between countries is 
only one way to approach this relative concept. What is in general lacking in the 
current studies on state failure is the idea that this failure might also vary within a 
country at a given point in time. For example, state power might reach particular 
regions, while others are untouched. More importantly, alternative sources of 
authority might develop in those areas where the state is unable to perform its basic 
functions. The more these alternative authorities take over state functions, the less 
the repercussions of state failure will be feit within the region. These alternative 
authorities can consist of kinship networks as weil as religious and other 
organisations, such as armed groups. 

Although the existence of armed groups contributes to state failure, they 
sometimes behave like state authorities within the territories they hold. In some 
cases, they provide public goods and infrastructure, collect taxes and mediate 
confticts. 32 They might even have international representation, be involved in 
extensive legal and illegal international trade networks and sponsor 'diplomatic' 
relationships with sovereign states and other movements:'·l As such, they replace 
state authority by their own and have become an alternative source of authority 
which often enjoys a considerable amount of acceptance and legitimacy.J4 

The possibility of micro-level variation of state fail ure is in general overlooked 
by current research. This is due to the fact that most rankings and indices of state 
failure exclusively employ highly aggregated data like national economical or 
development measures such as the GDP, child mortality estimators or literacy rates. 
Rice and Patrick, for example, have produced their own index of state fragility using 
11 different macro-Ievel databases, ranging from the UNICEF's State ofthe World's 
Children data to the Political Instability Task Force's data:' 5 Also most other 
existing indices of state failure, like those described above, have mainly focused on 
macro-level indicators. 

SOMALIA: A FAllURE AMONG FAILED STATES? 

We use Somalia as a case study to emphasise the importance of using micro-level 
data to measure variation in state failure. In 2003, when our data were collected, 
Somalia was ranked as one of the four fully collapsed states by the Failed States 
Index. J6 It has now held this status for almost two decades. Several attempts by the 
international community, including two Uni ted Nations peacekeeping missions, 
failed to substantially improve the situation and move Somali to the other side of the 
state failure continuum. 

However, a window of opportunity to improve the Somali situation opened in 
2002 by the initiation of the so-called Somali National Reconciliation Conference 
(Eldoret Conjerence) . A ceasefire agreement was signed, but fighting between and 
within different militia factions persisted, bandits continued to plague the country 
and Somalia was allegedly harbouring international Islamic terrorist groups.J7 
In 2005, the World Bank estimated 70,000-80,000 active militia in Somalia. IX 

A number that is probably also correct for 2003. 
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While armed violence remained widespread after the ceasefire, the nature of the 
confrontations changcd in comparison to the early 1 990s. Thc fighting during and 
after the fall of Siad Barre's regime was mainly between clans, which were seeking 
to establish control over what they perceived to be their respective territories. w 

In conlraSl, armed conllict in 2003 was not as widcsprcad. Rather, il was limitcd 
to specific localities, cJaiming fewer easualties and followillg vague po]itieal 
agendas.40 Somalia in 2003 elearly remained a fully collapsed state. However, some 
areas in the North enjoyed relative peaee while others such as the Mogadishu region 
in the South witnessed major armed violence.4

' 

Warlords throughout the country were able to collect taxes and tolls from the 
local population in the areas under contro!. However, most of them were not 
eommitted to providing any publie goods and services in return.4~ Only few local 
authoritics werc able to fulfil some 'statc-like' functiolls such as upholding law and 
order and providing a minimum of public goods and services. Apart from these local 
authorities, the rather peaceful situation in the Northern part of Somalia led to the 
development of autonomous administrations in Somaliland and Puntland.4J 

Although Somaliland still remains unrecognised by the international community, 
it had and continues to have a reasonable functioning government and bureaucracy 
wh ich was to some degree able to collect taxes and provide social services with the 
help of civil and religious organisations."" However, the government was struggling 
for their monopoly of power since peace was largely upheld by local politicians and 
elders. Moreover, the government was not always supported throughout Somaliland, 
Especially, the Eastern part of Somaliland showed resentment. As a result, although 
relativcly pcaccful in comparisoll to the rest of Somalia, violent conflict still 
occurred in Somaliland in 2003. 

Similar to Somaliland, Puntland, another Northern region of Somalia, established 
its own government with some success. However, unlike Somaliland, Puntland has 
repeatedly stated its willingness to join Somalia once it would re-establish a 
functioning government.45 Puntland and Somaliland were involved in an ongoing 
border dispute in 2003 as both regions claimed the Sool and Sanaag territories. 
Towards the end of the year, this eonflict resulted in armed clashes between the 
special forces of Puntland with the local militia . .J6 Moreover, Puntland is struggling 
with the continuation of illegal arms tlowing into its region [Tom Ethiopia.47 

However, besides these problems, Puntland was relatively peaceful and functioning 
as an autonomous region throughout 2003 in comparison to the rest of Somalia. 

The situation further South of Somalia looked different. In Kismayo, the Juba 
Valley Alliance militia provided some regional authority throughout 2003. They 
claimed to have set up a functioning local administration in wh ich they allegedly had 
control over the police, court and prison services.48 However, many observers 
considered this militia an occupying force, whose main interest was to control the 
Kismayo port rather than to provide the population with a fully functioning 
administration that would provide public goods and services.49 Nevertheless, the 
Kismayo region was enjoying some peace because one rather than many militias 
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dominated it. However, fighting periodically f1ared up and claimed many civilian 
lives. 

In Hiran, a region in mid-Somalia, there was a considerably higher level of 
armed conllict as there was no single dominating militia. Several clan and sub-clan 
militias continued to fight each other.50 Local Sharia courts, supporting their own 
militias, added to the violence rather than providing any political stability. 
Additionally, banditry was widesprcad and reflected thc state and lawlcssness of the 
region. 5 1 

. 

The Southern region of Bay, too, was recognised by widespread lawlessness. 
Although the militia group Rahanweyn Resistance Army (RRA) had set up some 
reasonable functioning regional administration in 2002, disagreement within this 
militia led to its complete disintegration into several factions . .\2 These factions were 
not only fighting each other, but also deliberately tat·geting civilians, relaying 
landmines and involved in outright banditryY As a consequence, the RRA factions 
were by no means interested and able to provide the region with a stable and 
successful administration. 54 

Mogadishu, the capital of Somalia, was and remains the most insecure region of 
Somalia. In this region, public goods and services have been absent for the longest 
period of time. International aid organisations have consistently tried to compensate 
for this lack. Yet, as Mogadishu's sea and airport remained closed in 2003, 
humanitarian interventions were extremely difficult, dangerous and costly.55 At the 
same time, the city hosted an estimated 150,000 internally displaced persons many 
of whom had been there for over a decade. 56 Banditry and violent crime reflected 
Mogadishu 's lawlessness even when inter-militia fighting calmed down. The 
Transitional Government appointed at the Eldoret Conference to re-establish 
Somalia as astate, never even came close to controlling the capital. 

Although we agree with Menkhaus' statement that: 'Somalia is a failure among 
failed states', the picture of Somalia in 2003 showed that particular regions 
displayed less features of state collapse than others. 57 This is mainly due to the fact 
that certain regions were more peaceful and under control by an accepted local 
authority. Following this logic, we consider Somaliland as the area, which is least 
collapsed on a local level, followed by Puntland. In Kismayo and Hiran, state-like 
structures are much weaker; and finally , Bay and Mogadishu are considered to be the 
most failed regions. However, although this variation in state failure is shown in our 
description of Somalia, so far it lacks empirical support. 

FROM MACRO- TO MICRO -LEVEL INDICATORS 

Before we can start showing this micro-Ievel variation in state failure with empirical 
data, we have to identify indicators that measures the concept of state failure on the 
ground. In this identification process, we attempt to bridge the gap between 
the academic community who treats state failure as a macro-Ievel concept and the 
practioners who are working in the field and see micro-level variations across 
regions. In doing so, we focus on the role of combatants and armed groups because 
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they have to be engaged in any initiative to build up the state of Somalia, and the 
ability of local authorities to provide public goods and services. 

When astate fails and armed conflict and violent crime take pI ace, we expect to 
find the presence of armed groups in that country. As described in the case of Somalia, 
the number of such groups plays a crucial role in the stability of the region.58 In 
addition, we presume that in contrast to soldiers serving a stable state, the members of 
armed groups within a failed state are likely to possess extensi ve combat experience.59 

The more severe a region is failed, the more combat experience individual fighters 
will have. Moreover, we expect to find very low percentage offemale fighters in those 
areas that are full y collapsed beeause of the regular combat acti vities and the ad hoc 
nature ofthe structure of such groups. For Somalia, it is also known that the widow of a 
deccased fighter traditionally inherits the former fighter's position. While currently 
fighting militia groups will not be capablc of fulfilling this social responsibility 
of caring for dcpendants offormer fighters, we expect groups in more stable regions to 
take over this duty.60 

Not only do we expect variation in state failure to retlect clifferences in the 
number of armed groups, combat experienee and variation in the female-male 
balance, but we also expect variation in state failure to be depicted by differences 
in the motivation of combatants. A regular soldier that joins the national army in a 
stable eountry might join in order to have secure employment or for more idealistic 
reasons, like the wish to support the state or defend democracy. However, we 
assume that Somali combatants will have a variety of different motives to join 
armed groups.61 These include the expectation to make a living or the desire 
to uphold law and order as weil as the wish to take revenge or simply to defend 
oneself. 

Until now, we have focused on those micro-Ievel state failure indicators that 
rcflect the linkage between armed conflict and state failure . However, we also have 
argued that an essential element of state failure is the absence of a central authority 
that provides public goods and services. Most macro-Ievel aggregated state failure 
indices, like those discussed above, try to measure this by looking at economic 
factors, such as having a low GDP and little recorded international trade. 62 On the 
microlevel, we expect to observe f"lourishing grey and black markets, provicling both 
daily necessities as weil as illegal goods. Often these markets are awash with small 
arms and narcotic drugs . The macro-level Iinkage between clrugs, contlict and state 
failure has been extensively studied.63 Therefore, we also expect to see elevated 
levels of drug consumption in the failed Somali regions. 

Besides the existence of grey and black markets, we presume that failed states 
like Somalia are also unable to provide public goods like education and health 
care. That is to say, in regions, which we consider more failed, we expect lower 
levels of education and personal health.('" Additionally, we expect that the more 
regions are failed, the more citizens experience authorities to be highly corrupt and 
to be taking part in extorting goods and services. Thus, citizens displayageneral 
disbelief in the benevolence of authorities and are in turn unwilling to fulfil civic 
duties. 65 
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DATA AND METHOD 

To show that these micro-Ievel indicators of state failure vary across the Somali 
regions, we make use of a study which was conducted as apart of apreparatory 
exercise for a Disarmament, Demobilisation and Reintegration program (DDR) in 
Somalia following the Soma li National Reconciliation Conference in 2003. At the 
time, seven Somali regions were selected for interviewing on the basis of their high 
level of active military personnei: the regions of Somaliland and Puntland in the 
North of Somalia, the region Bay and Hiran in mid-Somalia, Mogadishu North and 
South as weil as Kismayo in the South of Somalia. In our analysis, Mogadishu North 
and South are combined. 

In every region, several hundred interviews were held with combatants from as 
many factions and militias as possible. The respondents were interviewed between 
August and December 2003. Random sampling could not be applied in this study 
due to security and logistic reasons and respondents were selected by the armed 
group itself.66 Only one faction refused to take part in the survey. The questionnaire 
was developed in English by an interdisciplinary team consisting of Somali and 
international experts. Back-translation was used to ensure linguistic and cultural 
adequacy. 

The respondents were interviewed in a place that provided as much privacy 
as possible, e.g. in aseparate room. Every participant was informed before the 
interview about the purpose and method of interview and was reassured 
confidentiality and the possibility to discontinue the interview at any time withollt 
negative repercussions. Five hllndred and eighty-seven respondents were exc1uded 
from the analysis because they denied their consent after being informed about the 
purpose ofthis study or during the interview. Another 12 were exc1uded becallse the 
interviews did not fllifil the minimal standards (a minimum of 10 interviews per 
interviewer was required). As a result, the answers of 8, 124 respondents were used in 
the statistical analysis. This number represents approximately 11 per cent of the total 
estimated number of combatants in Somalia in 2003Y 

The respondents were assigned to the categories of armed groups through expert 
rating. Out of the 8,124 respondents, 4,638 (57 per cent) belonged to regional 
authorities (such as the Somaliland National Forces) , 1,722 (21 per cent) to warlord 
militias (such as the Rahanweyn Resistance Army), 481 (6 per cent) belonged Sharia 
court militias (such as the Hiran Court Forces) and 78 (1 per cent) were members of 
business militias; 1,090 (13 per cent) combatants were members of other militias and 
115 (1 per cent) of the respondents could not be assigned to any of these groups with 
certainty. 

A total of 3,903 (48 per cent) respondents were from Somaliland, 854 (10 per 
cent) came from Puntland, 604 (7 per cent) from Bay, 1,468 (18 per cent) from 
Mogadishu, 599 (7 per cent) from Kismayo and 696 (8 per cent) from Hiran. In our 
sampie of 8,124 combatants, we included 882 women and 7,242 men. On average, 
the respondents were around 37 years old (mean 37.3) and were married (67 per 
cent). Less than half of them had completed primary education (44 per cent) and 
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even less had received any vocational training (23 per cent). About two-thirds of our 
sampie (65 per cent) reported combat experience. 

We calculated proportions per region in percentages. Since the sampie consists 
of six independent convenience sampies, we did not correct for differences in 
sam pIe size, i.e. the percentages remain unweighted. We tested the significance of 
the reported differences per region running X 2 tests on a one per cent alpha level. 
Where resuJts were significant, we empJoyed Cramer's V to estimate the nominal 
association between the variables independent of the sampie size.68 We consider 
any Cramer's V greater than 0.2 worth noticing; any value above 0.3 renects a 
meaningful strength of association; and any value above 0.5 reveals a strong 
relationship between the variable region and oUf micro-Ievel indicators of state 
failure. 

ANALYSIS 

First, we analyse the possible regional differences concerning basic socio­
demographie variables, such as age, gender, combat experience and health 
complaints (an overview of these micro-level social-demographic variables is given 
in Table 1). Thereafter, we devote oUf attention to the differences in motivation for 
joining an armed group and look at the different types of armed groups. 

We can observe a distinct pattern of varying gender-ratios per region. Females 
are more likely to be involved in an armed group active in those regions that are less 
failed. These particular armed groups often develop into regional authorities that 
provide public services and are less involved in fighting. In such groups, females are 
more likely to be included as they traditionally are not allowed to take part in combat 
operations. Furthermore, a Somali custom is that widows inherit the position of their 
passed-away husbands within the forces. Bence, we find 85 per cent of aU female 
respondents to belong to regional authorities, most of which are found in Somaliland 
(Somaliland National Forces). In contrast, only one per cent of the participating 
females belong to Sharia militias and none are members of any business militia. 
These particular militias are especially present in the more failed regions of Biran 
and Mogadishu. 

The mean age of those interviewed also differs per region. We assumed that 
older combatants are especially those who were active in less failed regions of 
Somalia. This picture is confirmed by the analysis, which indicates that age indeed 
reflects the more settlcd armed groups, which are in particular found in Somaliland 
and Puntland. However, the region of Hiran forms an exception. Combatants in this 
region are older than those in the regions of Puntland and Kismayo. This might be 
explained by the high percentage of Sharia militia (66 per cent), which tend to attract 
older members, in the region. Respondents belonging to the Sharia militia had a 
me an age of 37 years, compared to the mean age of 33 years of the three categories 
of warlord, business and other militias. Regional militia on the other hand had a 
mean age of 40 years, wh ich again supports the idea that age reflects whether a group 
can be found in more or less stable parts of the country. 



TABLE 1 
DISTRIBUTION OF SOCIO-DEMOGRAPHIC INDICA TORS PER SOMALI REGION 

SomaJil. Punt!. Kismayo Hiran Bay Mogadishu 

% Female 17.2% 10.1 % 9.5% 2.3% 2.S Qi; 2.5% 
Mean age 41.3 37.0 34.0 39.6 30.5 29.7 
Primary education 49.2% 38.8% 62.9% 34.3% 32.5% 37.2% 
Combat experience 48.4% 82. 1% 43.1 % 84.1 % 100% 85.0% 
Somatic complaints 12.7% 25.5% 25 .7% 40.7 % 28.6% 30.2% 
Mental health complaints 2.2% 1.8% 9.7% 6.3% 2.5 % 16.3% 
Cannabis consumption 15.3% 18.3% 90.8% 76.1% 89.7% 62.4% 

Note: ***, the results are statistically significant on a p < 0.00] (i.e. highly significant). 

Total 

10.9% 
37.3 
44.5% 
65.1 % 
78.3% 

5.6% 
40.4% 

Cr's V 

0.21 *** 

0.17*** 
0.41 *** 
0.22*** 
0.24*** 
0.62*** 

-.J 
o 
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The varying age structure of respondents might be related to their level of 
education, i.e. older palticipants might have joined the armed group later and spend 
more time on education. However, 42 per cent of the participants reported that they 
had no education at all, while 13 per cent had only attended Koranic school, 32 per 
cent had completed primary and 11 per cent secondary school. Only one per cent had 
a university degree. Furthermore, 25 per cent had received vocational training. 

A similar argument can be made when looking at the regional difference 
concerning combat experience. Less failed Somali regions will experience less 
violcnce. On the microlcvel, we should, therefore, find fewer respondents, who have 
combat experience. This is confirmed by the analysis; we find an associalion of 
Cramer's V ofOAl between regions and combat experience. The high percentage of 
respondents with combat experience in Puntland is most Iikely caused by the border 
clashes with Somaliland. Indeed, of those respondents from PuntIand who have 
combat experience 83 per cent are from Gaalkacyo, the district where fighting took 
pI ace in 2003. Furthermore, the fighting between the factions of the RRA factions in 
Bay is reflected by the data; all respondents in Bay have experienced combat. 

Concerning health, we assumed that less failed regions in Somali were less 
troubled by heaIth problems than those that were collapsed. To look at the 
association between the regions and health, we focused on those variables that 
reflected somatic complaints and mental health.b9 About one-fourth of the Somali 
combatants reported that they had a cough, headache, fever, constipation, diarrhoea, 
a skin rash, hypertension andlor physical pain within the fOUf weeks preceding the 
interview. A much smaller percentage, 6 per cent, reported psychological symptoms 
typical for a post-traumatic stress disorder. The linkage between mental health 
problems and the more failed Somali regions is present but is not very strong. The 
Cramer's V association between the regional variable and somatic complaints is 
0.22 and between the region and mental health is 0.24. 

Additionally, we focused on the availability of substances and drug-taking habits 
of the Somali combatants. We assumed that failed Somali regions have more narcotic 
drugs available and combatants in these particular regions will use more such drugs 
than those combatants in the less failed regions. We probed for the following 
substances: khat, hash, aIcohol and banji seeds. Note that khat is a legal substance in 
Somalia, while the narcotic drugs, as weil as aIcohol can be considered 'illegal' or 
culturally unaccepted. Furthermore, participants were asked about the habits in their 
10calities of sn.iffing substances, Iike glue or peu'ol dünner, or taking tablets to get high. 
Overall, we observe stark regional variation for all narcotic substances, while the 
consumption of khat is almost equally high for all regions. About 15 per cent of the 
combatants interviewed in Somaliland repOlt that cannabis is consumed in their 
locality, while 62 per cent ofthe combatants from Mogadishu and as many as 91 per 
cent of the combatants from Kismayo have observed this habit. The very high 
percentage for Kismayo could be a result of drugs being imported through its port. 
Furthermore, the United Nations Office for Drug Control at the time suspected large 
quantities of marijuana being grown in areas cJose to Kismayo and Bay.70 This would 
also explain the very high percentage for Bay (90 per cent) . The analysis concerning 
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the consumption of narcotic drllgs reftects the variation in state failure ac ross Somali 
regions. The less power an authority is able to project, the less control they have over 
markets and the more illegal goods are available and used. 

This presents a twofold challenge to any state building initiative in Somalia. Our 
findings indicate the existence of large markets for illegal goods. These markets 
include cross-border trading and can be an outlet for international crime. Those 
Somali , who protlt from this crime, will most Iikely oppose any efforts to revive 
a strong state, fearing that such astate would put an end to their business. 
Furthermore, narcotic drugs can be a source of income for militia groups fostering a 
continuing cycle of violence. 7 1 

Additionally, our analysis showed that drugs are not only traded but they are also 
consumed widely within units of the Somali armed groups. Substance-dependent 
combatants will be more difficlllt to re-integrate into society than their healthy 
counterparts.12 This is of course also true for combatants who are using traditional 
substances such as khat. 7J 

Not only did we assurne differences across region when looking at combat 
experience, but we also presumed difference in motivation to join Somali armed 
groups (an overview of micro-Ievel variables related to armed conftict is given 
Table 2). Respondents were asked why they joined the respective armed group and 
were offered several ans wer categories from which they could choose as many as 
they thought were applicable. For the categories 'to make an income', 'to defend 
myself , ' to re-establish law and order' ancl 'to protect my family' we find major 
regional differences. In Somaliland, for example, 51 per cent of the participants 
reported that they joined to make an income. This reftects the relative stable nature 
of the forces in Somaliland, which employ soldiers just as a regular state army would 
do. Regions that do not have such forces also have a substantially smaller percentage 
of combatants citing employment as their motivation to join (Puntland 8 per cent, 
Kismayo 7 per cent, Hiran 9 per cent and Bay close to 0 per cent). 

The exception forms the Mogadishu region. In this region, 24 per cent of the 
combatants name income as one of their motivations. This relatively high 
percentage can be explained by the so-called Kalashnikov-lifestyle. This term refers 
to combatants, who have grown up in a failed state and are accustomed to surviving 
by using force. 74 They take whatever they need using their weapon and are under 
constant threat ofbeing attacked by rival armed groups. Although the Kalashnikov­
lifestyle might partly explain this high percentage, the picture is even more complex 
when looking at the percentage of combatants that join their respective armed 
groups for the motivation to uphold law and order. About the same percentage of 
combatants in Somaliland and Mogadishu (18 per cent) indicate this motivation. 

This particular percentage might also be explained the desire to make one's 
environment more safe and predictable. To investigate this aspect, we looked at the 
answers given by the respondents on the question to whom they would turn for 
support, if others physically threatened them or their families. Again the Somali 
combatants could choose different response categories. In this article, we only report 
the results for 'would turn to local authorities' and 'would defend myself or my 



TABLE 2 
DISTRIBUTION OF CONFLICT VARlABLES PER SOMALI REGlON. 

Somalil. (%) Punt!. (%) Kismayo (%) Hiran (%) Bay (%) Mogadishu (%) 

Reason for joining (multiple answers permitted) 
. Income 5 1.4 8.0 7.1 9.1 0.3 24.0 
• Self-defence 28.7 16.4 9.8 8.3 13.8 22.9 
• Law & order 18.1 33 .6 10.2 16.5 3.2 18.4 
• Protect family 15.5 23.6 19.0 6.6 13 .1 22.2 

Type of armed group 
• Regional authority 98.3 27.9 93 .6 0.1 0 1.1 
• Sharia militia 0 0 0 66.2 0 1.4 
• Warlord militia 0.9 34.3 1.0 4.2 97.7 52.4 
• Business mil itia 0 0 0 0 0 5 .3 
. Other 0.8 37.0 5.3 27.7 1.2 34.9 

• Miss ing 0.3 1.1 0.7 1.7 1.2 5.0 
Response to physical threat 

• Report to authorities 90.5 91.9 52.8 60.1 64.7 7.2 

• Self-defence 2.0 2.7 15.0 16.1 4.5 54.6 

· Other 17.8 7.5 5.6 32.2 23.8 30.8 

Note: ***. the reslilts are statistically significant on a p < 0.001 (i.e. highly significant). 

Total (%) 

49.9 
47.0 
16.9 
16.8 

57.9 
5.9 

21.2 
1.0 

13.4 
1.4 

68.3 
13 .9 
38.2 

er' s V 

0.31**·' 
0.41 *** 
0.40*** 
0.35*** 

0.57*** 

0.5 \*** 

-..J 
<"..) 
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family would defend me'. In Somaliland, 90 per cent of the respondents would turn 
to local authorities for help, if they feit threatened. In Puntland, this percentage is 
even slightly higher with 92 per cent. The percerltages decrease significantly when 
looking at regions further South. In Kismayo, Hiran and Bay, respectively 53, 60 and 
65 per cent, would turn to local authorities when physically threatened. These 
percentages are rather high compared to the 7 per cent of the Somali respondents 
who are living in the Mogadishu region. Consequently, this picture is reversed for 
those respondents, who would employ self-defence or who would expect their 
family to defend them. 

These results confirm OUf assumptions; in the more failed Somali regions, 
combatants are less willing to grant local authorities the monopoly of violence than 
those living in the more stable regions. As we have seen, this is probably motivated 
by the (often very realistic) perception that such authorities do not exist or are 
dysfunctional. 

To look more into the kind of authorities and whether they vary per Somali region, 
we calculated Cramer' sV. We found a very high association of 0.57, between the type 
of militia and region they are located in. We were particularly interested in how many 
combatants were members ofregional authorities in a specific region. We assurne that 
the more people are a member of such authorities, the less failed a region iso The 
results are mixed. In Somaliland, 98 per cent of the respondents belonged to such an 
authority, in Puntland 27 per cent, in Kismayo 93 per cent, in Hiran only 0.1 per cent, 
in Bay none of the respondents belonged to a regional authority and in Mogadishu 
only one per cent. The high percentage found for Kismayo can be explained by the 
existence ofthe Juba Valley Alliance. Although this armed group contributes to local 
stability as an occupying force, it does not see m to be part of a wider state-like 
structure. Also Puntland does not follow the expected pattern. This might be the case, 
because many ofthe respondents from Puntland, were interviewed close to the border, 
where the described hostilities took place. This again highlights that though Puntland 
can be considered less failed than other parts of Somali, it was by 2003 by no means a 
functional state. 

In general, the analysis of the micro-Ievel state failure indicators has shown that 
the Somali regions indeed vary significantly. However, Cramer's V is low for some 
associations. This is probably because no Somali region resembles a truly stable 
state. Even Somaliland, which is often described as a success in statebuilding 
represents at best a weak state.75 

DrSCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

The number of international interventions in name of statebuilding underscores the 
need to develop an exact understanding of state failure. Academics and practitioners 
alike are still debating what constitutes and leads to this phenomenon. In doing so, 
they have primarily focused on the Iinkage between state fuilure and urmed contlict 
within the countries. Although, we do not deny that this Iinkage is an hnportant 
feature und cuuse of state failure, we expand this definition by also looking at the 
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provision of public goods and services. As long as astate is able to provide these 
goods and service, we consider it as less failed. 

This focus on the provision of public goods and services and the problems that 
we have with relying on highly aggregated indicators to determine state failure, led 
us to a new way of examining the causes and consequences of it. We argue that 
scholars and practitioners have failed to empirically examine the varying degrees of 
state failure across regions. Some regions are less failed than others. For example, 
so me regions in a failed state are relatively stable since they are under control of an 
armed group that provide citizens with public goods and service. 

With the help of a unique data-set collected in Somalia in 2003, we examine 
quantitatively these micro-Ievel variations of state failure. Somalia is a country that 
has been considered as fully collapsed since the early 1990s. However, it is also a 
country with stark differences across regions. In 2003, the North of Somalia, regions 
such as Somaliland and Puntland were relatively functioning. The two regions Bay 
and Hiran, in contrast, were characterised by a lack of public goods and services and 
sometimes experienced major outbursts of violence. The most Southern regions of 
Mogadishu and Kismayo were considered to be fully collapsed regions that are 
characterised by insecurity and violence. 

To test this variance in state failure quantitatively, we use a data-set that included 
more than 8,000 active Somali combatants who were questioned about their 
personal situation and environment. As such, the data-set allows us to determine 
whet.her there is a strong association between the defined micro-level indicators and 
the variation of state failure in the Somali regions. Our analysis shows that there are 
indeed large and significant regional differences concerning the structure of and 
membership in different types of armed groups, reasons to join these groups, trust 01' 

mistrust in local authorities and habits of substance consumption. Furthermore, there 
are smaUer, but significant, variations regarding levels of education as weH as 
somatic and mental health. All these variations show that the Northern part of 
Somali, especially Somaliland and Puntland are less failed than those regions in the 
South, such as the region surrounding Mogadishu and Bay. 

We are not the first to observe that there is local variation within failed states. For 
Somalia, the United Nations have repeatedly pointed out this fact. 76 However, most 
of the existing studies that indicate these micro-Ievel variations in state failure have 
primarily relied on case descriptions. To our knowledge, no study exists that has 
tried to measure these variations quantitatively. This is mainly due to lack of valid 
and reliable micro-Ievel data that tap the different features of state failure. We, 
therefore, consider this study as both unique and highly relevant since we 
quantitatively confirm that mkro-Ievel data are indispensable to understand key 
players within failed states. 

Without doubt there are limitations to this study and room for improvement and 
further research. One of our main concerns is that the data-set used in this study is 
based on six convenient sampIes, which makes inference outside the sampie 
problematic. It might be the case that respondents were chosen by their commanders 
on the basis of their views on (he conAict. Equally , they could have prevented 
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combatants, that they saw unsuitable for interviewing, for example those who are 
known to consume large amounts of substances or child combatants, from taking 
part in the survey:n However, the response given by the respondents are clearly not 
always socially desirable given the cultural context. For example, many repOlted the 
widespread consumption of alcohol within their localities, even though this is 
forbidden by religious and customary law. 7H In addition, our analysis confirms 
variance of state failure on the microlevel using a rather conservative method of 
measuring association (Cramer's V). 

This study is a first step to disentwine the concept of state fuilure by exumining 
its microlevel correlates. In this article, we then also do not argue to abandon macro­
level data. Instead, we advocate for the need to integrate data of different levels of 
analysis to understand state failure and its causal mechanisms. Only then can we 
grasp the dynamic nature of the phenomenon and develop successful state building 
interventions. 
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