
2020 was one of the hardest years for Somalia in decades and the crisis 
impacts women, girls, men and boys differently. COVID-19, conflict 
and recurring locust invasions, flooding and poor and erratic rainfall 
distribution, heavily impacted on the economy and livelihoods of people 
resulting in gendered outcomes and complex protection issues. This 
briefing note outlines gender and protection issues identified through 
50 key informant interviews, over 170 household interviews and over 70 
focus group discussions in crisis-affected communities in Sool, Sanaag 
and Togh-dheer, but likely have broader applicability across other 
regions, due to cultural similarities and comparable crises impacts.

Covid-19 has exasperated gender and protection issues

TThe pandemic is yet another stress factor along with drought, desert locusts and 
conflict, exacerbating existing protection and gender inequality issues and bringing 
new ones. The indirect impact of Covid-19 led to a sudden increase in financial 
hardship. For many, income dramatically decreased due to the closure of businesses 
and at reduction of remittances from relatives abroad as a result of financial crises 
in other countries. With restrictions on movement affected livelihoods and inflated 
prices of food items, some people tried to move to cities, and others – especially 
women – took on higher debt in order to meet the basic needs of their families. Reliance 
on gifts from relatives and humanitarian aid increased, however aid operations were 
also hit by the pandemic and reduced assistance had an impact on food security in 
camps for internally displaces people (IDP camps) in particular. 

Schools were shut and boys joined gangs, which can be a protection threat to members 
of their community. Girls were not prioritized for education prior to the current crisis 
and with greater economic hardship it seems likely their access to education will 
further decline.

Amid global concerns that the pandemic will set back women’s rights, there is every 
indication that this is the case in Somalia/land. Greater financial hardship and stress 
within the family, combined with restricted movements has seen an increase in 
domestic violence and other forms of gender-based violence. Those directly affected 
by the virus in a country with limited health facilities face serious difficulties in 
receiving treatment. 
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Girls and boys both experience violence, but in different 
forms

Boys are at risk of being involved in inter-clan conflict with other children which 
may result in revenge killings. Girls are at risk of harassment, exploitation, rape or 
attempted rape, and even murder within and outside their villages or camps. They are 
particularly at risk when looking after animals, collecting water or firewood, but also 
when travelling outside of their villages. During the lockdown, girl’s child marriages 
and female genital mutilation (FGM) were on rise and school closure led to increase 
in child labour.

Both girls and boys are very vulnerable to protection threats, especially IDPs and 
children with disabilities.  Years of conflict and crisis has led to many children 
being orphaned and resulted in an increase in child-headed households, who are 
particularly vulnerable to protection threats, and do not always receive the support 
and assistance they require. 

Women face domestic violence, rape and harassment with 
no access to justice

The main protection threat for women in all districts in this analysis is gender-based 
violence (GBV), specifically rape or attempted rape, sexual assault, harassment from 
men, and even killings both within and outside their community. Rape or attempted 
rape happens within and outside villages and camps. Those within IDP camps happen 
mostly at night enabled by the lack of light around latrines and by the poor quality 
of the shelters. Such assaults also take place during daytime in open defecation 
areas, and while women and girls are fetching water or firewood, grazing livestock, or 
travelling to cities. 

Domestic violence is another form of GBV that has increased during Covid-19 due to the 
economic stress felt within the household and restricted movements. One community 
protection volunteer told us that lockdown had created greater opportunity for such 
violence and reports had increased fourfold compared to previous years. 



Women’s access to justice in such cases is limited, and court officials confirm that 
it is unusual for GBV cases, including rape and domestic violence, to go through 
the court system. Women in a position of greater vulnerability are widows, divorced 
women, women head of household and disabled women, especially IDPs and those 
from minority clans. Furthermore, women cannot directly report such assaults to 
community committees or to the police as they have to first inform a male relative and 
women have limited access to these structures. Domestic violence is not normally 
addressed through formal structures such as police and courts, but dealt with by 
traditional leaders who mediate the disputes.

Women headed household, women from minority clans and people with disability 
faced harassment and discrimination from community committees, especially when 
humanitarian assistance arrived: during the beneficiary selection, registration and 
distribution. 

Conflict-resolution important for men’s safety from 
fighting and revenge killings

Fighting and revenge killings linked to clan conflict are the greatest threats to men 
and older boys (still minors), and they are most at risk when looking after livestock 
at grazing sites outside their communities, or when travelling between villages. 
Perspectives on men’s safety depend on their location. The carrying of weapons is 
widespread and considered an effective form of protection by those participating in 
the study. Unresolved conflict affects freedom of movement, livelihoods and has led 
to some men leaving the area.

Where men did feel safe, this was attributed to a resolution or reduction in conflict. 
Community leaders, elders, governmental actors, military, clan leaders and religious 
leaders were identified as critical actors in mediation and brokering peace. Positive 
examples were given as to how mediation and agreements on payment of compensation 
had proved effective in improving safety and breaking the cycle of revenge killing. 
There were calls for strengthening peacebuilding and conflict resolution across all 
focus groups. 



Displacement due to drought, conflict and locust invasions

Multiple inter-relating factors affect patterns of displacement in Somaliland. The 
locust invasion, on top of drought was identified by village leaders as driving force for 
the latest wave of displacement. In mid-2020 new arrivals were reported increased 
due to the consequence of desert locust devastating pastureland. Drought has been 
the major driver of displacement across all locations, with many IDPs having been 
displaced since 2016-18, forced to leave their homes by the loss of livestock, lack of 
grazing/pasture and lack of water and food. 

Women and girls most often identified drought as the major driver of displacement, 
whereas men and boys gave greater emphasis to conflict – inter-clan conflict and 
fears of revenge killing – as a reason for leaving. 

Community tensions and conflict over resources

The relationship between IDPs and host communities varies. Some say there are no 
tensions between the IDPs and their hosts, but many others spoke of insults and 
name calling, tensions around land and resources such as water. 

The main sources of conflict within communities are around use of resources such 
as water, livestock grazing and humanitarian assistance, land disputes, especially 
between IDPs and host communities, and relating to debt. Some IDPs have been 
refused permission to settle on land and many others live with an ongoing threat of 
eviction. Conflict can arise when new IDPs arrive in an area and bring their livestock 
to graze.  Clan dynamics influence access to water facilities for the communities and 
especially women reported that they couldn’t move to the other side of the village 
where the other clan live and where most wash facilities located (captured in the 
FDGs of Dararwayne and Qoridheere).

Elders and village committees play an important role in resolving issues, underlining 
the importance of IDPs being represented in such groups. Government representatives 
were seen as helpful in resolving tensions relating to aid.



Women have less access to sanitation and hygiene services 
and are in need of menstrual products

66 % women respondents had no access to soap, sanitizer and chlorine for hand 
washings compared to 55% men in all study locations. In all study locations, 42% 
women had no access to safe latrines compared to 33% men and 68% women had no 
access to safe bathing facilities compared to 47% men. Women and girl’s FDGs in all 
the locations reports that their menstrual hygiene needs were not met, and they were 
in severe need of gender sensitive hygiene dignity kits. 

Both food security and livelihood opportunities are 
gendered

Economic vulnerability of both women and men increased due to Coronavirus 
lock down. High food prices increased food insecurity, malnutrition and economic 
vulnerability of all marginalized groups, especially pregnant and lactating mothers, 
children, and people with disabilities and those living with chronic diseases. 

After the crisis, most men lost their livelihoods as they had no job and therefore, 
they assumed no role in supporting and meeting family basic needs as before the 
crisis. The 19 lock down restrictions affected 82% men compared to 74% women 
regarding their livelihood opportunities. This contributed to women and girls not 
only being responsible for household care work burden, but also earning a livelihood 
through farming and informal business – particularly female headed households. In 
addition, girls also took part in income generating activities after the crisis and in 
some locations, girls and boys were asked to get involved in agriculture activities. 
However, one of the barriers for women and adolescent girls in participating in 
livelihood activities was the lack of financial support to start up their business. Many 
women were denied to conduct business activities or to rent shops in the market due 
to belonging to different clan and gendered discriminations.



Access to Information and health related services

54% of respondents preferred radio as their most favourite way to access information 
and only some access to information via mobile phones. Women in many communities 
had gatherings where they discussed the new updates on the Coronavirus. Women 
and girls were not aware of any feedback and complaint response mechanisms were 
in place for humanitarian assistance as confirmed by all FGDs and KIIs findings in 
targeted villages. 

As per study results, there were no health centres and related services nearby IDP 
camps and villages such as medical clinics, diagnostic and lab testing and some 
respondents said that they walked nearly 5-6 kms to reach the health facilities and 
sometimes they faced harassments, rape and theft while their travel to seek those 
services. There were no GBV related services available in study location areas.

Girls from minority clans least likely to access education

In study areas, very few children had access to formal education. Especially girls, 
in particular girls from minority groups, didn’t attend school for many reasons such 
as lack of formal schools nearby, poverty, cultural and gender hierarchy. Protection 
issues and discrimination were the most common barriers for young girls from minority 
groups. Most parents do not feel comfortable sending their girls to the city or village 
for education and prefer to engage them traditional gender roles in household or some 
income generation activities. As per Oxfam and Nagaad’s Gender Gap Assessment 
2019, higher education remained inaccessible to many young women due to high 
costs and limited mobility.

Women have gained more decision making power

Before the crises, most men were the decision makers in their households as well 
as in their communities. However, after the crisis, gender dynamics had  changed 
and women were taking decisions inside and outside home, such as purchasing, 
spending and livelihood decisions. Women, men and girls had more say in household 
decision than boys 

Within the community however, girls still do not have a voice or decision-making role, 
as gender norms and patriarchal culture expectations are for girl to be shy, quiet and 
submissive.
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Research Behind the Briefing Note

This briefing note is a synthesis of two research pieces: a protection assessment and a rapid gender 
assessment, both completed in December 2020, focusing on Sool, Sanaag and Togh-dheer where Oxfam’s 
humanitarian response is delivered. Both assessments involved over 50 key informant interviews, over 170 
household interviews, observations of interventions and over 70 focus group discussions. Findings are 
specific to Sool, Sanaag and Togh-dheer, but likely have broader applicability across Somaliland, due to 
cultural similarities and comparable crises impacts.

Most humanitarian agencies do not consult inclusively

A shocking 69% of respondents have never been consulted for any humanitarian 
needs. That number is slightly higher for women - 74% of women compared to 63% 
men. When consultations did take place, they were not done separately by most 
humanitarian organizations and did not identify differential gender needs and interest. 
Overall, LNGO, INGO and government staff have limited capacity regarding gender 
sensitive humanitarian programming.

Recommendations

• Humanitarian organizations should involve and consult women, girls , elderly, 
minority groups, child headed HH, IDPs and people with disabilities during 
project design and implementation including during the beneficiary selection, 
registration and distribution. Improve feedback mechanisms.

• Strengthen women forums which were identified as useful by women, especially 
in working on issues such as gender-based violence and have the potential to 
influence male leaders and increase the representation of women in community 
structures and decision-making forums.

• Engage with government health departments or other related actors to set up 
nearby medical and health facilities such as mobile clinics for community, with 
particular focus on ensuring safer access for women and girls.

• Increase the provision of district, regional and national level of sexual and gender-
based violence services such as formal legal, medical and psychological services 
in rural areas; including possibilities of mobile clinics or courts.

• Clan and gender dynamics should be taken into account in the project design 
phase. In some clan conflict prone areas, aid flexibility and quantity should be 
considered to avoid clan conflict to happen again as a result of the resources 
given as aid including WASH services.  

• Strengthen community leaders, elders, governmental actors, military, clan leaders 
and religious leaders in conflict mediation, conflict-resolution and brokering 
peace. 

• Invest in rehabilitation centers and vocational trainings for the children especially 
young boys who have joined clan militias during the clan conflicts, especially in 
communities which experienced long-standing clan conflict. 

• Address economic stress, as it will reduce prevalence domestic violence. 
• Ensure WASH services address women’s need and are accessible to women and 

girls. Increase distribution of menstrual products. Strengthen community lighting 
initiatives and safety of shelters to reduce protection risks for women and girls. 

• Support women’s safe access to livelihood and women’s access to finance for 
business development. 


