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ANALYSIS-Insurgents take upper hand in
Somalia

Thu Sep 25, 2008 5:%6am EDT
By Andrew Cawthome

NAIROBI, Sept 25 {Reuters) - Nearly twe years after being driven from
Mogadishu, Islamists have re-1aken swathes of soulh Somalia and may have
their sights again on the capital,

The insurgenls' push ie being led by Al Shabaah, or "Youth® in Arablc, the
most militantin a wide array of groups opposed to the Somall gevernment
and mililary backers from Ethiapia, an ally in Washingtor's "War on Teror”,

"Shabaab are winning. They have pursued 3 startingly successiul fwo-
pronged strategy - chase all the Intermatienals from the scene, and shift
tactics from provocation i6 conquest,” said & veteran Somali analyst in the
reglon. : ) :

“Before it was ‘hit-and.run® guerrillz warfare. Now it's a case of ‘we'rs here to
stay'," he added, noling Shabaab was "flooded with money” from forelgn
backers.

The Islamist Insurgency since garly 2007, the latest Instalment in Scmalla's
17-year civil canflict, has worsened one of Africa's worst humanltzrian crises
and fomented instabillty arcund the already chronically volatila Hom region.

Shabaab's advances are galing lo Washington, which says ihe’ group Is
linked to al Qaeda and has put it e iis temorism llst. Westem securily
services have long woried about Somalia becoming a haven for extremists,
though critics — and the Islamists —~ say that threat has bean fabricated to
disguise U.S. aims to kegp cantrof, via Ethiopia, in the reglon.

Some compare the Somal quagmire to Iraq in character, if nol scale, gi\ren
itg:appgal-to fhadists, ihe involvemerit of fofeign troops aridthy {aglics used
by dabsis,

In August, in its most significant grab of & gradual teritorial encroachment,
Shabaab spearheaded tha lake over of Kismayu, a strategic port and south
Somaila's sacond city.

This month, jts threats to shoot down planes have largely paralysed
Mogadishu airport. And in recent days, its fighters have been targeting
African peacekeepers. ’

"The anly question is ‘whal next?” said a diplomal, predicting Shabaab would
next seek o close Mogadishu port and 1ake coniral of Baidea town, the seat
of pariiamert.

Analysts say Islamists of Islamist-ailieg groups now conlrol most of south
Somalla, with the excaptien of Mogadishu, Baidoa where pariament Is
pictected by Eftiopian troops, and Baladwayne niear the border where Addis
Ababa gamisens soldiers.

That is a rernarkable tumaround from-the end of 2006, when allied Somall«
Ethiopian iroops chased the Islamists out af Mogadishu after a six-month ruie
of south Somalia, scattering themn Lo sea, remote hills and the Kenyan border,

The Islamists regreuped Lo bagln an insurgency that has killed neary 10,000

civilians. Mittary. disclpline; grasstroots polifical work, youth recruitient-and
apr ant-Ethiiplai-raliing ery have underpinnad: their melum, gnalysts say.
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With the Islamists split \nto many rival factions, it is impossible ta tefl if an
offensive against Mogadishu is Imminent. Analysts say Shabaab and ather
Islarnist miiltanits may nol want an all-out confrontalion wilh Ethiopian troops,
prefening o wait unlil Addis Ababa wilhdraws forces.

WORLD "NUMB" TC SOMALIA

Elhigpian Frime Minister Meles Zenawi is fed up with the human, politcal and
financial cost of kis Somalia inferventian, bul knows withdrawai could haslen
the fall of Mogadishu.

The insurgenis may a'so resist the lempiatlon to launch an offensive on
Mogadishu unlil their own ranks are united,

"Qpposition forces at the moment ane inlernaby depating whelher or not il's
time for a major push,” the diplomat said.

Meanwhile, the rebels attack government and Ethiopian {argets in the city
seemingly at will. Of iale, thay have also been hilting African Unlon (AU)
peacekeepers, who number just 2,200, possibly to warn the world against
more intervention.

Estimatas vary but experis think Ethlopia has about 10,000 soldiers in
Somalig, lhe government abeul 10,000 police and soldlers. istamist fighter
numbers are fluid but may match thal.

The islamists' growth in power has gone largely unnoticed ouisidg Somaiia
by alt bul experts. For the wider workd, Somalia's dally news of bombs,
assassinations, piracy and kidnappings has blurred into an impreaslon of
violence-as-usual.

Even fhis week's hormors, including shells siicing up 30 civillans in a market,
regislered barely a blip outside.

"The world has grown numb to Somalia's seemingly endlass crisés." said
analyst Ken Menihaua,

But "much is naw Lhis ime, and it would be a dangerous eror of judgement
{o brush off Somalla’s current crisis as more of the same," he said. "Seismic
pelitical, social, and secliity changes are occurring in the country.”

The Uniled Nafions has been pushing a peace agreement in neighbouring
Diibouti thal would see a ceasefire, a pull-back of Ethiopian kroops — the
insurgents* rmain bone of confention — then some sort of power-sharing
arangement,

Diplomats see lhat as the main hope for stability, and moderates on beth
sides support il in principle. But Islamist fighters an the ground have rejected
Ihe process, and negotiators failed 1o agree on delails last week.

A U8, expert on Somalla, John Prendergas), said the world had takenits
eyes off the conflict al its peril.

"Somalia tnidy is 1he one place in Alrica where you have a petential cauldron
of recruitment and extremism that, ieft ta its own devices, wlll anly increase in
terms of the danger It presents to the reglan, and to American ant Weslemn
interests *

One effect of the conlict impinging on the oulside world is rampant piracy off
Somalia. Sangs have caplured seme 30 boals this year, and slill hold a
dozen ships with 200 or so haslages.

The viclence s also impeding relief groups from helping Somalia's several
million hungry. Foreign investors, interested in principle In Somalla's
hydrocarton and fishing resources, barely glve 1he place a secord thought in
the currerd climate.
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