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Acronyms and abbreviations
APD  Academy for Peace and Development

BVR  Biometric voter registration

DPU  Development Planning Unit

ID  Identification/identity document

IDP  
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Introduction
The Somaliland voter registration process began on 16 January 2016, concluding on 26 September 
2016, and was conducted by the Somaliland National Electoral Commission (NEC) in all six regions 
of the country. International development agency Progressio, the Development Planning Unit (DPU) 
at University College London (UCL), and members of Somaliland Focus (UK), observed the process 
at different points during this period. Our international election observer (IEO) mission followed 
previous observations by these three organisations of Somaliland’s House of Representatives 
election in 2005, presidential election in 2010, and local council elections in 2012.

The purpose of the 2016 mission was to inform Somalilanders and key international actors about 
the quality and legitimacy of the voter registration process. The credibility of the presidential 
elections due to take place in 2017 will depend to a great degree on the legitimacy of the biometric 
registry. Somaliland is the first African country to undertake biometric registration based on iris-
recognition software, a process expected to safeguard against multiple registrations and voter fraud. 
This had been a major issue during Somaliland’s first voter registration process in 2008–10, during 
which different clans motivated their members to register multiple times in order to augment their 
numbers and political influence. There are therefore high expectations that the current register will 
provide a credible voters’ list. Given common and often deliberate irregularities with voter registers 
in other African states, and the challenges experienced during Somaliland’s previous process, having 
a credible register for forthcoming elections will be a major step forward for the two decade-long 
process of state-building and democratisation in Somaliland – part of its quest for international 
recognition. Voters we interviewed also clearly made this connection, stating that voter registration 
is the basis for a credible election, which is in turn important for 
Somaliland to achieve international recognition.

Overall, we assessed that the NEC conducted a highly 
successful registration process, which was largely peaceful, well 
organised and effectively managed. The work of NEC staff was 
characterised by goodwill and a determination to complete the 
registration in a professional and independent manner. 
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Legal framework
Somaliland’s main election laws are Law No. 20/2001 (and subsequent amendments, including 
schedules 1 to 5) relating to presidential and local council elections, and Law No. 20-2/2005 
relating to the election of the members of the House of Representatives. 

Somaliland’s voter registration process is regulated by the Voters’ Registration (Amendments and 
Additions) Law No. 37/2007 (2014), a revision of the 2007 law that governed the 2008–10 voter 
registration process, and which now includes provisions relating to citizen registration.5 Further 
details of Somaliland’s voter registration process are elaborated in the NEC’s Voters’ Registration 
Implementation Regulations No. 01/2015, issued on 2 January 2016 under the powers accorded to 
the NEC under various provisions of Law No. 37/2007 (2014). A 46-page schedule to this document 
lists voter registration centres by district and region.6 

Article 7 (2) of the Voters’ Registration (Amendments and Additions) Law states that the NEC is 
responsible for the custody, safe keeping and production of the final voters’ register six months 
before the date of the election. Following concern that this could cause unnecessary delay to the 
holding of elections, this requirement was subsequently amended by Annexe 1 (May 2016) so that 
the final voter list is now required ‘within six months’ of the polling day.7  

Under Law No. 37/2007 (2014), voter registration is the responsibility of the NEC, with citizen 
registration being conducted by the Ministry of Internal Affairs (MINT). The law requires that any 
person wishing to be registered as a voter must possess a citizenship identity card issued by the 
MINT, or have their identity (citizenship and age) verified at the voter registration centre by an 
accredited MINT official (Article 25).8 Prosecution for multiple or false registration is covered by 
Somaliland’s penal code, as well as penalties outlined in Article 44 of Law No. 37/2007 (2014). 

According to Article 11 (6) of Law No. 20/2001, the NEC is expected to carry out its duties 
independently and without interference. Although there have been disputes in the past over the 
appointment of commissioners, and while the NEC that was in office until late 2009 garnered an 
unenviable reputation for partisan and unprofessional conduct,9 most of Somaliland’s electoral 
commissions have operated in a manner that is independent of government and opposition.

Summary of the process 
The voter registration process was designed on a regional basis, with each of Somaliland’s six 
regions registered in turn over a period of 28 days, with the whole registration estimated to take 
around four and a half months. Registration began in each region with an initial seven-day period 
in which a large number of voter registration centres (VRCs) were distributed throughout the region 
in order that the bulk of the local population could easily register. In the following two weeks, the 
number of VRCs was reduced significantly, principally operating in urban centres. In the final week, 
VRCs were only located in district capitals, with a small number of mobile teams travelling across 
the region to maximise the opportunity for registration.
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Post-registration politics
Although registration took longer than expected, these delays were not due to technical issues. 
However, the extension of the process meant that by the start of 2017, it was readily evident that 
it was too late for a presidential election in March 2017. The failed rains in western and central 
Somaliland that had caused registration to be suspended had spread and worsened in the east of 
the country. Many pastoralists had therefore relocated to areas well beyond those in which they are 
expected to register and vote, forcing both politicians and the NEC to conclude that neither voter 
card distribution nor voting itself could take place when planned. Complicating matters, Ramadan 
in 2017 falls unusually early (in late June), and it is widely considered unacceptable to hold either 
an election or the statutory one-month campaigning period that precedes it, during those weeks. 
Electoral postponement was therefore regarded as necessary. 

These issues led to rising tensions early in the year. An intensive week of negotiations in late 
January resulted in an agreement that the presidential vote would be held on 10 October 2017, 
with the House of Representatives poll a year later. However, international donors were furious at 
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Observation of the voter registration process

Methodology 
The IEO mission was managed by Michael Walls of DPU and Marie-Luise Schueller of Progressio. 
It comprised a series of country visits between 16 January and 24 September 2016, and follow-
up enquiries from London when team members were not present in Somaliland. In total, seven 
observers from five countries were deployed to five of Somaliland’s six regions.
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The IEO mission’s direct observation methodology was as follows. We visited as many VRCs as 
possible per day, while spending sufficient time in each VRC (on average, 65 minutes per centre) 
to get a good sense of the conduct of the process. We covered rural and urban areas, and where 
possible, timed regional missions to capture both the opening and concluding phases of the 
28-day registration cycle (see Summary of the process). This meant that we were able to observe 
more VRCs during the first two weeks of the registration process in each region than during the 
secondary phase, when only some centres were left open to enable the registration of people who 
had not succeeded in doing so before. The last-minute postponement of the registration process in 
April due to the drought meant that we were only able to observe the tail-end of the registration in 
Saaxil, rather than the start of the new process in Sanaag, as planned.

Assessment criteria were based on Somaliland’s constitution and voter registration laws and 
regulations, as outlined above. Specific areas observed included social, political and technical 
aspects of the registration process, such as citizen participation, the political environment, the 
functioning of registration centres, the performance of registration officials, and the handling of 
biometric data. We used a standard form (see Appendix 2) to record our observations. The data 
was then collated into consolidated Excel spreadsheets at the end of each mission, and analysed 
regionally and nationally using simple statistical calculations. 

Overall, the data offers a rich picture of the voter registration process. The logistical difficulties 
presented by observing across many different sites at different times of the year mean that 
some data gaps do exist – for instance, opening and closing procedures were not observed in 
all regions,17  and different times of day yielded more or less observation data. However the 
IEO mission was not designed to provide comprehensive coverage; instead, the methodological 
approach used aimed to provide periodic snapshots of the process. We feel that this approach 
has proven useful in gaining a perspective on both the reliability of registration overall, and the 
adaptations and problem-solving of the system over time. In spite of gaps and the snapshot 
nature of observations, the statistical analysis reveals 
clear trends and points of significance that support our 
qualitative observations as set out in this report.

The team also conducted short interviews with 
102 registrants and NEC staff of different ages and 
occupations in Togdheer, Maroodi Jeex, Sanaag and 
Sool. This includes five people interviewed in Boorama 
(although formal observation did not take place in 
Awdal). The interviews were designed to help us gain a 
better understanding of why people were registering, 
how they saw this latest registration in comparison with 
the last one, and how they thought they and Somaliland 
might benefit from it. Selected and anonymised 
quotations from those interviews are used throughout  
the report, and inform the next section on perceptions.
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Assessment of the process
The NEC and its partners designed the 2016 BVR system to be utilised at over a thousand voter 
registration centres on a regional rolling basis. This required that the process be identical across 
time and space, replicating each registrant’s experience to ensure that each eligible voter would be 
registered accurately and uniquely.

Each VRC was an outpost of the central NEC 
operation, equipped with a number of standardised 
biometric registration kits (two or three on average) 
with which trained NEC personnel could register 
eligible voters. These client kits were connected via 
an online network to the main NEC server so that de-
duplication (checking that a person was not already 
registered) could be immediately undertaken. Each 
BVR kit contained a laptop, camera, spotlight, iris-
scanning device, and printer. 

The process of registration was as follows. Prospective 
registrants queued to enter the VRC. The first step 
was to have their eligibility verified by a MINT-
accredited official (see Voter verification). If they 
passed this stage, a registrant moved to the first 
station to be interviewed. This necessitated providing 
their biographical details, including name, age, year 
and place of birth, and telephone number, and 
indicating their preferred polling centre for election 
day. The registrant then reviewed and signed/made 
a mark upon the form to confirm the details were 
correct (or had the form read to them if they were 
illiterate). The registrant then took the form to one of 
the BVR stations,18 where the operator entered the 
details from the form into the electronic registration 
system. A digital version of this profile was then 
printed out, and manually checked by the registrant and confirmed by a second signature/print. 
The registrant then posed for a photograph of their head and shoulders, to be used for in-person 
recognition (not facial recognition software, as in 2008); and an image of the iris of both eyes was 
scanned (see Iris scanning). These two processes genually R/GS1 goss 
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In May 2016, the NEC deputy registrar reported that 85 per cent of the data was being sent 
automatically to the central server.21 Over the course of the IEO mission, however, half of all 
VRCs were observed or reported to have problems with internet connectivity, affecting system 
back-up, the override feature (see Iris scanning), and de-duplication. This was not only the case 
in Sool (where all VRCs were without internet connection), since it was observed that there were 
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Chart 1:  
Presence and availability of mobile troubleshooting team (observed and 
reported) 

There were therefore a number of mobile support teams in each region, and the expertise and 
competence of these seemed to increase over time. In Saaxil and Gabiley, SONSAF domestic 
observers reported that technical deficiencies were ‘constantly resolved’ by NEC mobile 
troubleshooting teams, but that doing so depended upon the ability of the teams to travel to sites, 
which was sometimes affected by long distances and rough roads.26 However, these technical 
teams were deemed useful, and SONSAF reported that the number of troubleshooting teams had 
been increased for the registration phase in Maroodi Jeex.27 

During the IEO mission, mobile troubleshooting teams were either directly observed or reported 
to be available (and come when requested) at over 70 per cent of VRCs (Chart 1). Indeed, only 
two of the visited centres reported that there was no mobile team available to assist them. VRC 
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that ‘the VRC is now open’.37 The VRC would then begin to register any eligible person in the 
queue or wait for the first registrant. 

Data was collected on 45 VRC openings through direct observation and reports from VRC staff. 
Most VRCs within the sample opened after 6am and before 7am (54 per cent), with a lower 
proportion opening at 7am or later (30 per cent). Only one VRC was observed as opening before 
6am (at 5.59am in Maroodi Jeex), though a number of centres in Sool reported their opening times 
as 6am. The latest openings were reported in Sanaag at approximately 8am, and Sool at 8.30am 
and 9.30am, the reasons for which varied from technical problems to the lack of registrants due to 
early animal grazing.

Chart 3:  
Time of first registration after opening (observed and reported)38

The actual opening of VRCs was, on occasion, not clear. In a small number of cases, whilst the 
doors were ‘opened’, the BVR kits were not operational and thus the VRCs were not actually ready 
to register eligible voters.39 In a Maroodi Jeex VRC where we observed this, the supervisor began 
set-up at 6.55am, but the kits were not powered on until 7.20am when other staff members 
arrived. In Sanaag, it took around 1.5 hours to organise a VRC, with the supervisor and interviewer 
beginning the procedures around 30 minutes after opening the doors of the VRC. In this case also, 
the remaining staff arrived around one hour after the initiation of set-up. Similarly, in Togdheer, 
whilst the doors were opened at 6am, officials did not arrive for 90 minutes, after which the first 
registrant was quickly processed. Whilst in none of these cases were registrants kept waiting (there 
were no queues), overall these reports indicate that some VRCs across the four observed regions 
did not meet official opening times.40  

In 67 per cent of VRCs where the time of the first 
registration was recorded, an eligible voter was 
registered within 30 minutes of opening (Chart 3). Of 







Voter Registration Process in Somaliland: page 27



Voter Registration Process in Somaliland: page 28



Voter Registration Process in Somaliland: page 29

The SONSAF-trained domestic observers were dispatched to all regions and assigned to specific 
centres where they stayed from opening to closing. SONSAF reported good coverage: 45 observers 
reached 56 per cent of voter registration centres in Togdheer;45 83 per cent of voter registration 
centres were visited in Berbera, Sheikh, Gabiley and Baligubadle;46 67 observers were present in  
79 per cent of centres in Maroodi Jeex;47 42 observers covered 167 operational centres in Sanaag;48 

and DEOs observed 75 of 175 voter registration centres in Sool and Buuhoodle.49 

Table 3:  
Number of domestic observers encountered in VRCs

Domestic observers (DOs) were usually dispatched during the first few days of each regional 
process. This meant that we were more likely to encounter DOs during the first phase of 
registration (Table 3). We met DOs in all of the six centres observed in Togdheer (day 1, week 1), 
in 7 out of 44 centres observed in Sanaag (week 1) and in 12 out of 39 centres observed in Sool 
(week 1). We did not observe DOs in any of the five centres visited in Saaxil (week 2) or the 21 
centres observed in Maroodi Jeex (week 4). 

Region Togdheer Saaxil
Maroodi 

Jeex
Sanaag Sool Total

Domestic observers 
(DOs) encountered

6/6 0/5 0/21 7/44 12/39 25/115

Week of 
registration cycle

Week 1 Week 4 Week 2/3 Week 1 Week 1 Week 1
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Conclusion
We are very pleased to note that key recommendations that we have made in previous election 
observation reports are being addressed, principally in this case the introduction of a credible voter 
register. While the current process has not yet been finalised, the registration itself appeared to 
proceed remarkably efficiently.

The challenges ahead appear to be primarily political rather than technical. As noted at the start of 
this report, the eventual release of district-level data is particularly likely to feed into heated debates 
over clan and political representation and parliamentary seat allocation. The NEC has been keenly 
aware of these sensitivities, and has guarded registration data closely. We address this sensitivity in 
our first recommendation below.

We were encouraged by the high levels of participation in registration from men and women 
throughout Somaliland. However, we remain keenly aware of the low levels of women in political 
processes more generally.

Women who see their interests represented in parliament and public policy-making are more likely 
to register and vote. There is an urgent need to align Somaliland’s constitutional commitment to 
gender equality57 with the reality on the ground. The Government of Somaliland could achieve this 
by creating a favourable environment for women’s active and meaningful political participation. 
This should include addressing the negative attitudes many people harbour against women in 
leadership roles, and identifying entry points to changing political mobilisation along clan lines 
– currently the main barrier to women’s political participation – as well as instituting adequate 
affirmative action policy measures, such as quotas. Together, these measures would enable women 
to overcome the structural discrimination they face in the political process and participate in a more 
equitable manner.

While these comments do not relate specifically to the voter registration process (and are therefore 
not included in the list of recommendations that follows), they are central to the legitimacy of 
political processes more broadly.

Voter registration centre, Marawade, Sanaag
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Recommendations

Release of voter register data

• Our most significant recommendation relates to the eventual release of registration data. The 
process will be politically sensitive and must be handled with care. However, it is important 
that data to district level is released promptly so that discussion on siting of polling stations, 
parliamentary seat allocation and related election-management issues can take place in an 
informed context.

Operation of voter registration centres

• As with the design and management of polling stations, care must be taken to ensure that every 
registration centre is fit for purpose, with sufficient size and space for registration personnel to 
work easily and effectively, and to ensure registrants’ privacy and comfort. 

• The NEC has very detailed instructions regarding how centres are to be set up. In order to ensure 
this is followed in all centres, there is a need to adapt training procedures of centre staff in order 
to ensure that practices are standardised as much as possible across VRCs.

• Electoral authorities should utilise previous registration and voter turnout statistics to ensure 
that there are sufficient biometric registration kits at each registration centre, and consider the 
ratio of interviewers to operators to ensure that queues do not form inside registration centres, 
potentially compromising privacy. 

• Strict adherence to rules regarding official opening and closing times must be observed, without 
external influence or interference. To ensure that registration personnel are not overtired, 
electoral authorities should design the registration schedule to permit official breaks for prayer 
and refreshment. This timetable should be clearly communicated to registrants and NEC staff to 
ensure that no one is excluded from registering during publicised operating hours.

• The provision of adequate covered space for police officers is an important consideration in the 
location and organisation of VRCs in order to ensure that the police presence complies with NEC 
regulations.

• An online connection must be secured wherever possible to ensure that immediate de-
duplication is undertaken and thus prevent the possibility of multiple registrations or data-
cleaning backlogs.

Voter education

• Established methods of raising awareness of the presence and opening periods of VRCs should 
be expanded in future to include the use of social media, mobiles and the internet as well as the 
more commonly employed posters and other printed materials. Radio, TV and newspapers are 
restricted to the main cities, while cars mounted with speakers also have a limited range.

• While NGOs were involved in voter education, it was not clear how systematic this engagement 
was in terms of coverage. Also, it was not feasible in all regions. In Sool, for example, political 
and security concerns resulted in limited outreach early in the registration process, although the 
active engagement of traditional leaders in voter education later on did ensure high levels of 
participation in the end. Customary elders could be engaged in a more systematic way in the 
future. A central coordination mechanism for civil society groups and the NEC could also be 
established to agree on regional coverage, though that would require funding arrangements for 
such activities to be in place sufficiently ahead of time.

Voter verifitablished methods of raising awareness of the presence and opening periods of VRCs should 
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While the sensitivities involved in such cases are significant, it is important that verification 
procedures are generally accepted as fair, so care should be taken in areas affected to provide 
verification capacity that caters for all groups.

• This recommendation applies also to minority groups, although in that case, the solution must 
be national in scope rather than focusing on specific areas. Priority should be given to ensuring 
that a caaqil from minority clans is available to verify the eligibility of minority registrants when 
necessary.

Voter card distribution

• There is some evidence from our observation of individuals collecting registration certificates with 
the intention, in some cases, of ‘selling’ them on to political parties prior to card collection. We 
suggest that stringent conditions be put in place to ensure that cards are not distributed in bulk 
to individuals holding multiple certificates.

Voter register maintenance

• The announcement that the election scheduled for March 2017 would be delayed to October 
2017 raises the issue of register maintenance. We are unaware of specific plans for procedures 
to remove registrants who die prior to the next election, or to add those who become eligible 
to vote in the same period. We are also unaware of procedures to deal with registrants who 
misplace voter cards. For the register to be considered legitimate at the time of the next 
election, it is imperative that such procedures be determined in advance, that they are able to 
accommodate the needs of eligible voters, and that they are publicised in sufficient time to 
permit full and methodical update prior to the election.

• While we acknowledge that the Somaliland voter register should be considered a ‘periodic’ 
register that is valid only for a single electoral event, we note that a second combined 
parliamentary and local council election is scheduled for 2019. We therefore urge the 
government and the NEC to give consideration to maintenance of the voter register that is 
generated from this registration process in a manner that enables its use in future elections.
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Appendix 2: The IEO observation form

NOTES

1 VRCs are supposed to open at 6am and close at 6pm, with those in the queue at 6pm permitted to register.

2 
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31 This excludes Togdheer since this data was not collected during observation in this region.

32 The ideal layout of a VRC, including the order of the stations, is briefly covered in the NEC (2016: 9), but this was 
constrained by the choice of venue. 

33 Articles 36–40 of the Voter’s Registration Implementation Regulations No. 01/2015 cover the recruitment and functions of 
each of these roles. 

34 Observers received different responses about their identity. Caaqils were present in some but not all observed sites. 
Sometimes they were said to be nearby and available if there was a question of eligibility. See Voter verification. 

35 Some of the Sool data did not disaggregate into these categories and so was coded as ‘outside’.

36 Note, however, that SONSAF domestic observers did report some isolated incidents in Awdal, Maroodi Jeex, Sanaag and 
Sool, related to broader political issues such as constituency demarcation. See SONSAFa–e (2016). 

37 From NEC (2016), ‘Trainers Guide for VRC Management’, unpublished document.

38 This data is based on observations and reports in Togdheer, Maroodi Jeex, Sool and partial data from the Sanaag mission.

39 These have been coded by the time of the doors ‘opening’, but the ‘observer effect’ should be considered here,i.e. that 
the presence of observers distorted or affected the behaviour of VRC personnel. 

40 It is important to note, however, that the doors may have been opened for us (the ‘observer effect’) or for lighting 
because set-up could not begin until the generators were powered up.

41 This data is based on observations and reports in Togdheer, Maroodi Jeex, and partial data from Sool and Sanaag.

42 Article 1 of Law No. 22/2002 declares that a citizen is ‘an individual who descended from persons who were resident in 
the territory of Somaliland on 26 June 1960 or before, and a person who had Somaliland citizenship conferred on him 
lawfully’. The citizenship law is available in English from www.somalilandlaw.com/citizenship_law.htm (accessed  
11 February 2017). 

43 No children were observed queuing in the small number of VRCs visited in Saaxil.

44 This number excludes Saaxil where this information was not recorded.

45 SONSAF (2016a).

46 SONSAF (2016b).

47 SONSAF (2016c).

48 SONSAF (2016d).

49 SONSAF (2016e).

50 Article 37 (1g) of the Voters’ Registration Implementation Regulations No. 01/2015, available in Jama (2016). 

51 


