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ARTICLE

ABSTRACT In late 2017, Turkey opened a facility to train the Somali National 
Army. Routinely described as a military base since, the move has caused 
consternation within and beyond the region and is held up as proof that a 
new scramble for Africa is underway. By contextualizing this new military 
mission within Turkey’s wider role in Somalia, this article demonstrates 
why the term “base” is misleading and how training the SNA is consistent 
with Turkey’s foreign policy aims in the country. As the SNA becomes a 
more powerful security actor, the article also shows how it may be (mis)
used, by whom, and for what purposes, and identifies the risks this might 
pose for Turkey, Somalia and the wider region.
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Introduction 

On September 30, 2017, Turkey officially opened a major military train-
ing installation in Somalia’s capital Mogadishu. Omitting mention of 
Turkey’s military presence in Northern Cyprus, Turkish and interna-

tional media described the facility as Turkey’s largest foreign military “base.” 
For some observers, the opening of the facility, following the establishment of 
a base in Qatar and military intervention in Syria, was further evidence of a 
more muscular turn in Turkish foreign policy under President Recep Tayyip 
Erdoğan.1 Taking this further, some pundits extrapolated from these moves a 
desire by Ankara –or, more specifically, Turkish policymaking elites– to res-
urrect some vestiges of the former Ottoman Empire. For Decottignies and 
Cagaptay, the establishing of the Qatari base, which predated the inaugura-
tion of the Turkish facility in Mogadishu, signaled, using a rather implausible 
historical analogy, Turkey’s return to the Indian Ocean after more than four 
hundred years, whence the Ottomans battled (unsuccessfully) with the Por-
tuguese for supremacy.2 Explaining Turkey’s current foreign policy in Somalia 
as somehow driven by its Ottoman past provides meagre explanatory power 
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at best and ignores the political and 
security goals of both Turkey and 
Somalia. It also ignores Turkey’s 
increasing presence and significant 
investments in the rest of sub-Saha-
ran Africa.3 

There are, of course, some plausible 
reasons for linking Turkey’s Soma-
lia decision to a more assertive mil-
itary posture. Firstly, foreign mil-
itary “bases” are most commonly 
thought of as part of a state’s infra-
structure for war-making; that is, a 
critical means through which states 

project military power abroad. When looking back over the latter half of the 
20th century, it is easy to see why this rigid interpretation of an overseas base’s 
raison d’être is prevalent. For, during the Cold War both rival blocs built up 
global networks of bases as part of a strategy that sought to “confront, encir-
cle or intimidate the other side.”4 The military rationale behind positioning 
forces abroad has, however, changed markedly since 1991, owing to the col-
lapse of the Soviet Union, the emergence of non-traditional security threats 
and the widening of tasks that militaries across many parts of the world are 
asked to perform by their governments.5 In global basing trends, Cold War 
legacy bases have largely made way for smaller locations –often designated 
as ‘installations,’ ‘facilities,’ or, in the particular lexicon of the U.S. defense 
establishment, as ‘forward operating sites’ or ‘cooperative security locations’ 
(rather than bases)6– from which, and in which, various security-related tasks 
are performed, ranging from kinetic counter-terrorism operations to the de-
livery of training assistance to partner governments’ security forces.7 This is 
increasingly true on the African continent where a host of states and inter-
national actors have established a military presence, either in the name of 
security assistance8 or to partner with local allies to counter-terrorism in the 
region.9 

With a broadening of the functions overseas military deployments perform, 
understanding what is behind a foreign troop presence requires closer inspec-
tion than perhaps before. Nonetheless, because any presence of foreign mili-
tary forces –in cases where they are not imposed on the host– is a conscious 
surrender by the host state of its military exclusivity within its territory, it is 
ineluctably a highly political decision. For this reason, new deployments offer 
great potential for analyzing relationships between the sending state and the 
host, as well those of both states with other state actors. Turkey’s new mili-
tary presence in Mogadishu is thus an opportunity to explore wider questions 

The TAF’s involvement in the 
external security of the facility 
is probably less an indication 
of Turkey’s sovereign use 
rights over this plot of Somali 
territory and more a reflection 
of the security situation in 
Somalia and the Somali security 
apparatus’ inability to provide 
adequate protection
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about Ankara’s evolving and deepening involvement in Somalia and the re-
gion. Equally, analyzing Mogadishu’s decision –and, as will be shown below, 
it was a decision; Turkey has not imposed a military presence on Somalia– to 
agree to this Turkish mission can shed new light on successive Somali Federal 
Governments’ (SFG) national security priorities and how they manage their 
external relationships. 

In order to delve into these issues, the remainder of the article proceeds as 
follows. The first section describes the operational purpose of the new Turkish 
military presence in Somalia. In particular, it explicates why the term “base” 
is misleading and shows how the stated function of the Turkish troops in 
Somalia –to train the Somali National Army (SNA)– is consistent with the 
contemporary activities of the Turkish Armed Forces (TAF). The next section 
places the deployment decision within the wider context of an intensification 
of Turkey’s role in Somalia, especially since 2011, explaining how the training 
mission complements Turkey’s foreign policy aims. The article then turns to 
explore Somalia’s interests in hosting the Turkish facility and the benefits it 
may see from training the SNA. In the fourth section, we consider the security 
and political implications of the new Turkish military presence in Somalia for 
both sender and host, as well as the Horn of Africa and wider region, paying 
particular attention to how misuse of the term “base” has led both politicians 
and pundits mischaracterize Turkey’s military training role in Somalia as a 
projection of hard power. The fifth section forms the conclusion. 

The “Base” that Is Not a Base 

Though neither the cost of the so-called Turkish “base” (a reported $50 mil-
lion in capital expenditure) nor the size of the military commitment it houses 
(around 200-300 Turkish soldiers and officers) is especially large, its opening 
received extensive international media coverage and triggered much discus-
sion about Turkey’s military posture in the Horn of Africa.10 

Turkish officials were quick to correct media reports claiming that Turkey was 
constructing a military base in Mogadishu. Indeed, they had tried before the 
inauguration of the facility to rid it of the “base” label. In an interview with 
Turkish media six months before the facility was complete, Turkey’s ambassa-
dor to Somalia, Olgan Bekar, clarified that it was “not a military base like the 
one Turkey has in Qatar,” but “a military training camp.”11 The ambassador’s 
choice of Qatar to contrast the Somalia deployment was apposite: the Qatari 
base entails an operational contingent of the TAF that includes ground forces 
and artillery units; the facility in Mogadishu houses a Turkish military training 
team.12 The difference in the purpose of the two bases became even starker 
after the Turkish parliament’s ratification on June 7, 2017 of a bilateral defense 
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bill with Doha and the deployment 
of additional Turkish forces to Qa-
tar.13 Reports in the Turkish press, 
however, have done little to dispel 
the commonly held view that the 
training facility is a base. Indeed, 
they have reinforced it. This is not 
a case of concepts or terms be-
ing confused with one another in 
Turkish: askeri eğitim tesisi means 
military training facility; üs or ask-
eri üssü or askeri eğitim üssü mean 
“base/military base/military train-
ing base.” Rather it seems, based on 
the tone and content of the articles, 
more a result of interest and pride 
in Turkey’s military role outside its 
borders.14

As discussed above, military basing 
is often viewed along a spectrum. A 
site where forces are permanently 
deployed to deter foes, provide the 
initial reaction to military threats 
and to reassure allies is usually considered a base.15 In contrast, Turkey has de-
ployed its military personnel for a training mission rather than to project hard 
power. A cadre of over 100 Turkish military instructors16 has already begun 
delivering a standardized military curriculum to batches of 1,500 Somali sol-
diers, non-commissioned officers and officers. The remaining Turkish troops 
–another 200 or so– protect the site from attack. In functional terms, the Turk-
ish military presence is not an overseas base. 

Definitions of what constitutes an overseas “base,” rather than a “facility,” also 
typically require a cession of territorial sovereignty by the host, providing the 
user nation with high levels of discretion over the use of the site.17 While it 
remains unclear what precise use rights Turkey has over its Mogadishu facility 
–it is plausible Turkey does have some form of lease for the land housing the 
facility for an unknown number of years18– foreign military advisory missions 
and their training establishments do not usually entail such a cession.19 More-
over, the TAF’s involvement in the external security of the facility is probably 
less an indication of Turkey’s sovereign use rights over this plot of Somali ter-
ritory and more a reflection of the security situation in Somalia and the Somali 
security apparatus’ inability to provide adequate protection. Indeed, the train-
ing facility has reportedly already been the target of al-Shabaab attacks.20

Turkey attaches great importance and is investing in the 
training of Somalian soldiers in both Turkey and Somalia.

DEVRİM DERİN / AA Photo



RE-EXAMINING THE “BASE:” THE POLITICAL AND SECURITY DIMENSIONS OF TURKEY’S MILITARY PRESENCE IN SOMALIA

2019 Wınter 171

That Turkish military personnel have been deployed to conduct an overseas 
training mission is not unusual. To be sure, during the Cold War the TAF, 
equipped, organized and positioned for defensive operations within the col-
lective security context of NATO, was poorly suited for tasks other than major 
conflict.21 Since 1991, however, the Turkish military has participated in a range 
of multilateral peace support operations22 and training missions, including 
NATO’s Partnership for Peace (PfP) programs.23 Concomitantly, the TAF re-
organized in the early 1990s so it could perform non-traditional tasks increas-
ingly emphasized in Turkey’s emerging defense posture.24 Turkey’s aspiration 
to be viewed as a key player in peacebuilding on the global stage resulted in 
Ankara utilizing its security forces more and more as a soft power tool25 (The 
1991-2005 Turkish gendarmerie training mission in the Republic of Gambia 
is an illustrative case of this wider trend).26 The Turkish military deployment 
to Somalia dovetails with Ankara’s broader efforts to bring “softer” forms of 
power to bear upon security challenges. Although the training mission in So-
malia fits in with an overall pattern of how Ankara uses its military for foreign 
policy aims, the case of Somalia is arguably sui generis. What differentiates the 
Somali case from others is the sheer depth of Turkey’s multifaceted involve-
ment in the country since 2011. The new Turkish military presence cannot be 
understood outside of this context. 

Turkey’s Holistic Role in Somalia 

Since 2011, Turkey has made Somalia a major focus of its foreign policy. Argu-
ably, Turkish involvement in Somalia represents the first time Ankara has at-
tempted to bring a vision of durable peace to another country. Turkey’s pres-
ence in Somalia certainly embodies one of the most interesting, but widely 
misunderstood regional geopolitical developments in the past decade. Gen-
uine humanitarian concerns, at least initially, drove Turkey’s engagement in 
efforts to alleviate a widespread and devastating famine in 2011-2012.27 The 
prospect of economic gain has played an equally important role in Turkey’s 
developing relationship with Somalia. In the six years spanning 2011-2017, 
Turkey moved from being an economic footnote in Somalia to its fifth-big-
gest source of imports.28 Turkey’s engagement has been unique in that it is 

What differentiates the Somali case from 
others is the sheer depth of Turkey’s 
multifaceted involvement in the country 
since 2011. The new Turkish military 
presence cannot be understood outside 
of this context
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tangible and lasting, as manifest in 
hospitals, schools and roads.29 Less 
tactile forms of aid such as schol-
arships, training and diplomatic 
efforts aimed at fostering political 
dialogue are targeted, coordinated 
from Ankara, and largely unilateral 
in nature.30 Turkey’s approach to 
Somalia has been characterized by 
Donelli and Levaggi as hybrid and 
non-traditional because “it com-
bines the traditional political-sta-

bility perspective of western powers with the economic-trade perspective of 
emerging ones.”31 This separates Turkish aid and support from the disjointed 
overlap and brevity that have characterized aid and capacity-building efforts 
by other states in Somalia for the past two decades.32

As Turkey’s initial investments and efforts for influence in Somalia paid off 
in the form of infrastructure contracts, Turkey found itself refurbishing, ex-
panding and managing both Mogadishu’s international airport and its sea-
port, between them reportedly the source of approximately 80 percent of the 
SFG’s revenue.33 Though Turkey may not be making as much money from its 
investments as initially estimated,34 its control of Somalia’s most critical and 
lucrative infrastructure along with its substantial humanitarian aid necessarily 
make Turkey an important political actor in Somalia because of the lever-
age over, and the relationship it has, with the SFG.35 This means that Turkey 
has become one of the most significant actors in the calculations of Somali 
politicians.36 

Yet the larger rationale for Turkey’s “choice” of Somalia lies in more intersub-
jective realms. In short, Turkey is also involved in Somalia to accrue political 
capital in the form of international prestige.37 This becomes apparent when 
looking at Turkey’s initial decision to involve itself in the country. This was 
made at the highest level of government and forms part of a highly personal 
outreach by President Erdoğan to various states and leaders that has character-
ized the latter decade of Erdoğan’s rule and which is firmly rooted in the “An-
kara criteria.”38 It is also part of a wider strategy aimed at enhancing Turkey’s 
global image and soft power and Erdoğan’s own attempts to leave a lasting, 
positive legacy.39 As importantly, Turkey’s role in Somalia plays well with Er-
doğan’s voter base which believes he and his AK Party government are mak-
ing Turkey a great power.40 Gullo noted at the beginning of Turkey’s foray in 
Somalia: “As Turkey’s latent power grows, it will seek out […] opportunities 
to use its soft power via international activism to achieve its wide-ranging na-
tional interests of becoming a regional and global power.”41

What is different today is 
that Turkey’s security-related 
efforts are intertwined with a 
much wider agenda to rebuild 
the country’s infrastructure 
and, in so doing, assist in 
trying to rebuild Somali public 
institutions ruined by civil war
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In terms of security, what is often forgotten by academics, policymakers and 
pundits is that Turkey was involved in Somalia prior to 2011, most notably 
through its participation in the first UN Operation in Somalia (UNOSOM I), 
and subsequently by the appointment of a Turkish general, Çevik Bir, as the 
force commander of UNOSOM II in 1993.42 What is different today is that 
Turkey’s security-related efforts are intertwined with a much wider agenda to 
rebuild the country’s infrastructure and, in so doing, assist in trying to rebuild 
Somali public institutions ruined by civil war. In this context, it makes sense 
that Ankara would consider its role in building up the SNA as a generational 
commitment. Indicative of Turkey’s long-term approach to its involvement 
with the army, Somali military students will be taught Turkish; mid-level and 
high-ranking SNA officers will receive training in Turkey in order to be social-
ized in the Turkish version of NATO practices;43 and the SNA will be equipped 
with arms produced in Turkish factories.44 In sum, the scale of Turkey’s train-
ing mission is commensurate with its ambitions for the country. 

Turkey’s investments in Somalia have been significant and, if the words of 
its leaders are taken at face value, are meant to lead or contribute to a stable 
and prosperous Somalia. In this, Turkey supports the overarching agenda of 
other major international actors such as the U.S., UK and the UN that Somalia 
should revert to its pre-civil war status as a unified, stable and sovereign state.45 
To this end, Turkey’s focus on building the SNA into a truly national force is 
logical. The SNA has the potential to be the most powerful security actor in 
Somalia but is currently in a deplorable state. 

The output of Turkey’s overseas military training mission is, of course, to rem-
edy this situation and render the SNA and thereby the SFG more effective in 
broadcasting power throughout the country and eventually establishing a mo-
nopoly over the means of legitimate coercive force in Somalia. Ankara’s direct 
goal in training the SNA is to create a cohesive force strong enough to handle 
security duties in the country within and beyond the capital Mogadishu. Yet, 
regardless of the detractions or praiseworthy nature of Ankara’s changing and 
growing role in the country, greater stability in Somalia has implications for 
wider Turkish security aims. As General Hulusi Akar, then the TAF’s high-
est ranking officer, told an audience of Somali and Turkish officers during the 
facility’s opening ceremony, Somalia has strategic importance in terms of the 
fight against terrorism and the security of East African sea lanes.46 

What Mogadishu Wants 

Whilst Turkey and Somalia are in a hierarchical relationship, the deployment 
of Turkish military personnel cannot be fully understood without consider-
ing what Somalia hopes to gain from their presence.47 A fundamental prob-
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lem facing state-builders in Somalia –and in much of the rest of sub-Saharan 
Africa, for that matter– has always been their inability to effectively project 
authority over large, often inhospitable and under-populated territories.48 So-
malia’s population is centered overwhelmingly in the capital, Mogadishu, but 
alternative population centers stretch across its vast geography from, south to 
north, Kismayo to Garowe to Hargeisa, for example. Additionally, the federal 
government’s reach is also curtailed over much of the country by Puntland’s 
political autonomy and because Somaliland is de facto independent (albeit in-
ternationally unrecognized as such).49 Thus, problems of broadcasting power 
effectively in Somalia are complicated by both geography and politics. 

The SFG, sometimes referred to as the “Mayors of Mogadishu” because their 
writ of the government is said to be limited to areas surrounding presidential 
palace and residence, has expressed its ambition to broadcast power across 
the entire state –something that has not been achieved since the outbreak of 
the Somali Civil War in 1991.50 The SFG cannot achieve this while reliant on 
foreign troops pursuing their own agendas. It can only do so with an army of 
sufficient heft. As such, Turkey’s offer to undertake the training of a nascent 
SNA –reported on social media, perhaps too optimistically, to be composed of 
Somalis from north to south including members of state militias– is fully con-
gruent with and supports the SFG’s ultimate goal of a unitary, fully sovereign 
state ruled from Mogadishu.51 

There seems nothing to suggest that the current SFG of President Mohamed 
Abdullahi Mohamed aka Farmajo or that of his predecessor, Hassan Sheikh 
Mohamud, at least on the surface, does not share the same goal as Turkey: 
to build up the SNA into a coherent and more capable force. Additionally, all 
appearances seem to point to the fact that Ankara did not impose this military 
mission on Somalia and that the SFG understands the urgency of building up 
an army as much, if not more, than Turkey does. This is because the African 
Union Mission in Somalia (AMISOM), the regional peacekeeping mission op-
erated by the African Union (AU) with the approval of the United Nations, has 
said that it will start a phased withdrawal by October 2018, though reports in-
dicate that some troops have already departed.52 In September 2017, Somalia’s 
ambassador to the United Nations, Abukar Osman, warned the UN Security 
Council that “the Somali National Army is not ready to take over the security 

By training the SNA almost in toto and 
over a generation, Turkey has arguably 

made a longer-term commitment to 
Somalia’s security and stability than any 

of the country’s other foreign backers
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of the country.” Premature withdrawal of AMISOM, he said, might be a “recipe 
for disaster.”53 Ahmed Moallim Fiqi, the former director of Somalia’s National 
Intelligence and Security Agency (NISA), recently remarked that the current 
Farmajo government is feeling the pressure to get the SNA in order. “The So-
mali government is under a constant reminder that time is running out for 
AU [AMISOM] troops, and the only troops who can replace them are Somali 
soldiers,” he told reporters.54 In response to AMISOM’s declaration that it was 
planning a troop withdrawal, Somalia published a plan in 2017 to establish a 
22,000-strong army (at least 18,000 regular troops and 4,000 Special Forces). 
In this regard, Turkey’s training mission could not be timelier for the SFG. 
Additionally, it supports a key pillar –the training of an SNA– of the 2017 Se-
curity Pact, signed in London and supported by 42 foreign governments and 
international bodies.55 

While Somalia’s security remains fragile, particularly to the south and west of 
Mogadishu, the security that does exist rests to a large degree on the presence 
of AMISOM forces. Yet AMISOM was always meant to be a temporary mis-
sion, and a number of external parties have been attempting to reform and 
improve Somalia’s institutions for some years. AMISOM and Western govern-
ments have pinned their aspirations for a stable and unified Somalia, rather 
forlornly, on the idea that a professionally trained and equipped Somali army, 
along with a reformed Somali Police Force (SPF) and NISA, would eventually 
bring this to pass.56 To date, piecemeal attempts to rebuild and improve these 
organizations have failed to yield significant results in large part because of the 
inability or refusal of the primarily Western donor governments promoting 

The newly opened 
Turkish embassy 
in Mogadishu is 
the largest Turkish 
embassy in the 
world. Turkey 
has sponsored 
aid and health 
facilities amongst 
other projects in 
Somalia. 
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Security Sector Reform (SSR) to grasp the nature of the security environment 
in Somalia, which is characterized by “personalized or neopatrimonial rela-
tionships and inter-agency rivalries conducted amongst and between politi-
cal elites and security actors such as police, militaries, intelligence agencies, 
special units, warlords, militia and commercial security companies.”57 Addi-
tionally, when such training missions interact with sub-state security groups, 
the intentions of the trainees are rarely congruent with those of the trainers. 
Given that many security organizations operating in Somalia are little more 
than business projects designed to empower and enrich “diverse actors com-
peting for influence and resources,” they often view capacity-building efforts 
by international actors as entrepreneurial opportunities.58 

The SNA came into existence in 2004, upon the creation of the first Transi-
tional Federal Government (TFG) following the cessation of the Somali Civil 
War. The outgrowth of an agreement to integrate the militias of different war-
ring factions, the SNA remains a highly fractionized force. Poor training, lack 
of funding, and endemic corruption have all sapped the SNA of effectiveness.59 
Complicating matters further, over the past decade Somali troops have been 
trained in different countries, including Kenya,60 Uganda, Ethiopia, Djibouti, 
the United Arab Emirates (UAE), and by different countries and international 
organizations, including the U.S. and the European Union.61 This piecemeal 
approach to training has arguably served to further fractionize the SNA as 
well as other Somali security agencies. There is some evidence that certain 
units within the Somali security sector operate outside the authority of elected 
officials in Mogadishu and more under the direction of their foreign trainers.62 
Problems associated with lack of federal government control over the coun-
try’s various security forces were underscored at the end of 2017 when an un-
identified military unit raided the house of a senior politician.63 This situation 
is potentially highly dangerous. The presence of armed groups organized along 
clan lines and manipulated by external parties and Somali political elites led to 
massive violence in Mogadishu in 2007-2008.64 

Given the above-described situation –particularly the disjointed way various 
parties have provided security assistance in Somalia and AMISOM’s looming 
departure– Turkey’s offer to train the SNA under a consistent curriculum and 
supply the force with similar (Turkish) equipment was warmly welcomed by 
the Somali government. Furthermore, by training the SNA almost in toto and 
over a generation, Turkey has arguably made a longer-term commitment to 
Somalia’s security and stability than any of the country’s other foreign backers. 
Unlike previous training efforts that were limited in duration and relegated to 
the training of small military units, Turkey has voiced its understanding of the 
necessity of a truly national army and, concurrently, signaled its willingness 
to provide such training.65 At least some leaders in Mogadishu recognize the 
importance of what Turkey is attempting, and media coverage surrounding the 
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opening of the military training fa-
cility has been largely positive. For 
example, the Somali Information 
Minister at the time of the facility’s 
opening remarked: “This is some-
thing that Somalia has never seen 
even though countries like the U.S. 
and UK are giving us millions. The 
difference is the camp Turkey built 
is an institution that will remain for 
the next 50 or 100 years.”66 Somali 
officials do not seem perturbed by 
the prospect of becoming depen-
dent on Turkish support for the 
functioning of the SNA. Instead, 
Somali government officials have very publicly demonstrated how much they 
welcome Turkey’s deepening security role in Somalia. 

Possible Implications 

There has been speculation by some that the opening of the training facility 
in Somalia is but the first stage in a much larger and enduring Turkish secu-
rity role in the Horn of Africa. According to one analyst, “Ankara wants to 
strengthen its geostrategic position in the world by politically, financially and 
militarily engaging with the Horn of Africa. Indeed, Turkey’s military base in 
Somalia is very close to the entry point of the Gulf of Aden.”67 The idea that 
Turkey is using its new military presence in Somalia as a beachhead for a much 
larger strategic gambit in the region, however, does not stand up to scrutiny. 
Turkey’s “largest overseas military base” cannot in definitional terms (certainly 
militarily and perhaps legally) be considered a base, as highlighted previously. 
While Turkey’s training facility may be large in terms of area, it certainly pales 
in comparison to other Turkish troop deployments as of mid-2018.68 At the 
time of writing, Turkey maintains over 40,000 troops in Cyprus, reportedly 
has deployed over 5,000 to Syria, and has 2,500 and 2,000 troops stationed in 
Iraq and Afghanistan, respectively. Even tiny Kosovo is home to 400 Turkish 
soldiers who serve as part of the Kosovo Force (KFOR), a NATO-led interna-
tional peacekeeping force. Unless Turkey’s contingent of soldiers in Somalia 
rises significantly, it is insufficient to project power in any meaningful way 
beyond that of a training facility protection force, as intended. On the face of 
it, Ankara’s motives behind its military presence are ostensibly more similar to 
those of the European Union’s training mission in Somalia69 than the United 
States’ expanded footprint in the country, with the latter’s greater emphasis on 
counter-terrorism in the wider Horn of Africa/Red Sea area.70 

Somali officials do not seem 
perturbed by the prospect 
of becoming dependent 
on Turkish support for the 
functioning of the SNA. 
Instead, Somali government 
officials have very publicly 
demonstrated how much they 
welcome Turkey’s deepening 
security role in Somalia
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Moreover, given that Turkey’s current national security priorities lie so over-
whelmingly in its immediate neighborhood, it is highly unlikely that Ankara 
is about to carry out a major repositioning of military resources to the Horn of 
Africa/East Africa area. It is also difficult to draw a strong line between estab-
lishing a training mission in Somalia and increasing Turkey’s political clout in 
the wider region. As our analysis attempts to show, the new military presence 
is a natural extension of Turkey’s deepening involvement in Somalia’s develop-
ment and should be understood primarily in this way. 

It remains to be seen how much influence over Somali politics Turkey will 
derive from its enhanced security role, particularly through its tutelage of the 
SNA. Unequal security relationships involving a military presence can often 
lead to the host state’s domestic authority structures being compromised by 
the sending state. Leaders agreeing to enter into bargains with security pa-
trons harbor the same fears as the King of Siam from the Rogers and Ham-
merstein musical The King and I, who asseverated in song: “If allies are strong 
with power to protect me, might they not protect me out of all I own?”71 Re-
ferring to his country’s impending military deployment, Turkey’s ambassador 
to Somalia,  Olgan Bekar, stressed that Turkey had “no colonialist policy in 
Somalia.”72 Yet, Turkey is far from a disinterested party; it is deeply invested 
in the Somali political scene. There are many past examples of how military 
support is used to achieve what Scott has referred to as “techniques of informal 
penetration.”73 Additionally, though the Turkish military presence is not tied 
directly to Turkey’s expansive aid program and economic assistance, it may 
still buy Turkey a high degree of tolerance for its activities in the country.74 This 
is not currently a problem for, at present, there appears to be a high level of 
goal congruence between Mogadishu and Ankara, but this can always change, 
as alluded to below. And if it does, the fact that Turkish-Somali relations are 
hierarchical may become more apparent.

To date, there are few indications that Turkey is seeking direct involvement in 
Somalia’s security. The training mission is in place for clearly stated ends using 
specific means. There is a danger, however, that Somali leaders may misread 
the level of Turkey’s commitment. Officials may come to believe that by hav-
ing troops in the country, Turkey is playing a protective role. Although the 
Turkish-Somali agreement governing the military presence almost certainly 
does not include a casus foederis clause (stipulating that if Somalia is attacked, 
Turkey is obligated to come to its assistance), the Somali government has pre-
sented the Turkish deployment as a visible and real political commitment to 
the country by an ally. In patron-client arrangements, clients can often overes-
timate the willingness of the patron to take on risks on their behalf.75 

As Turkey’s goals will not always share a high degree of congruence with those 
of Somalia’s leaders it may be worth remembering the words of a 2012 pol-
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icy briefing by the International Crisis Group: Tur-
key must “remain impartial in internal politics and 
avoid being manipulated by Somali politicians long 
experienced in outwitting foreign newcomers.”76 
While Turkey is certainly no longer a newcomer to 
Somalia and the choice of words regarding Somali 
politicians may be ill-advised, there is little doubt 
that one of the pitfalls of training the SNA means 
that Turkey may get pulled by Somali politicians 
in directions it wishes to avoid. These include clan 
favoritism, regionalism, factionalism and, above all 
issues involving territorial integrity.77 Turkey may 
find this increasingly hard to avoid as the SNA, and 
therefore Somalia, become increasingly reliant on 
Turkey for the expertise, skillsets and matériel re-
quired to maintain the SNA.

It is difficult to estimate the level of informal over-
sight Turkey will establish over the SNA. Nonethe-
less, Turkey will surely find its advisory role a challenging one. The goal is 
clearly to build the SNA into a competent and crucially, apolitical security 
institution. But it is highly unlikely that Turkish efforts will successfully tran-
scend the personalized or neo-patrimonial relationships between political 
elites and unit commanders that characterize how state security organizations 
are run and used in Somalia.78 Turkey would not be the first country to struggle 
with this problem. Since 2003, U.S.-trained forces in Iraq and Afghanistan, for 
example, have often been used for criminal purposes or political schemes by 
their local commanders.79 Additionally, the proliferation of militias that range 
from the army fielded by the break away and de facto independent Republic of 
Somaliland,80 to clan-based and/or regional militias such as those operating in 
the semi-autonomous regions of Puntland and Galmudug,81 means the Turk-
ish-trained SNA will almost certainly be viewed with suspicion by officials in 
Puntland and would-be secessionists in Somaliland.82

Pooling large amounts of coercive power in one place –i.e. the SNA– may be 
viewed as a challenge by other power brokers and sub-state actors operating 
inside and outside of Mogadishu. This will become particularly sticky should 
other security actors supported and trained by various international actors, 
such as the police or intelligence services, challenge or disagree with the Turk-
ish-trained and -equipped SNA. This is, in part, because of the nature of previ-
ous SSR efforts in Somalia. It also stems from the fact that major international 
actors such as the U.S., the UK and the United Nations Development Program 
(UNDP) have voiced their support for –and made efforts to ensure– a unitary 
Somalia, but one that contains a multiplicity of security actors rather than a 
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single security sector. As such, Turkey may be unwittingly adding fuel to the 
fire of armed conflict between various and extant security actors currently op-
erating in Somalia.83 Should this be the case, the SNA may be viewed as Tur-
key’s proxy force and thereby find itself in conflict with other proxy actors or, 
at the very least, those trained, funded and armed by other states. 

Outside of Somalia, Turkey’s SNA training mission has reignited certain fears 
in eastern Africa and been the cause of some alarm across the Gulf of Aden. A 
revitalized and well-equipped SNA necessarily means it might one day project 
force outside Somalia’s territorial limits. The irredentism inherent in the dream 
of a Greater Somalia (Soomaaliweyn) may have been crippled after the Ogaden 
War (1978-1979) and largely buried for the 25 years since the outbreak of the 
Somali Civil War, but the resurgent and vocal nationalism voiced by Somalia’s 
new president Farmajo during the 2017 presidential campaign means it still 
causes heartburn in Nairobi and Addis Ababa.84 Somali social media is demon-
strative of a sentiment that Turkey’s assistance to Somalia is the cause of deep 
concern to Kenya and Ethiopia and may herald a settling of regional scores.85 

The concerns of the Gulf Arab States figure more prominently in international 
media where recent moves and agreements by states such as the UAE and Saudi 
Arabia have been construed by the media as a race or competition between Tur-
key and the aforementioned states.86 According to some, Ankara has begun to 
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worry about its strategic interests 
in Somalia and the Horn of Africa 
and thus militarize its presence in 
order to stave off any threats to its 
influence and assets in Mogadi-
shu.87 Even though most reports 
generally admit, for example, that 
the military facility in Mogadishu 
“will be focused more on assist-
ing Somalia than demonstrating 
Turkish military capabilities,” the 
headlines project a different tone 
entirely.88 Recent disagreements 
within the Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC) have also contributed to tensions, demands for choosing sides,89 
and an increasing urgency to the sense of competition in Somalia.90 Saudi Ara-
bia and the UAE see gains for Turkey in Somalia as working to the advantage 
of their bête noir, Qatar, with which Ankara is closely allied. In this zero-sum 
framework, and with a plethora of proxy-trained, equipped and salaried forces 
already operating in Mogadishu, Turkey’s training of the SNA may be perceived 
by Riyadh and Abu Dhabi as just one more effort aimed at further entrenching 
the influence and power of a Turkish-Qatari axis in Somalia. Thus, while vio-
lence is by no means inevitable, it appears increasingly likely at either the local 
level, the regional level or as an arena for international proxy conflict. 

Conclusion 

Turkey’s training mission is by far the most ambitious attempt at SSR by any 
external actor in Somalia in recent years. Perception-wise, the decision has not 
been framed by Somalis as a penetration of sovereignty by Turkey. Rather it 
appears to be a change that is cautiously welcomed, in that it may provide per-
haps the best means yet to realize a stable, federal Somalia as ruled from Moga-
dishu. As noted, this type of large-scale planning and commitment of time and 
resources has been sorely lacking in previous efforts to train various security 
elements, which have been piecemeal, generally short-term and unfocused.

Turkey’s current foreign policy cannot be explained away as being driven by 
some ill-defined neo-Ottoman agenda or as an overly simple effort to protect 
its assets in Somalia with hard power. Rather, we argue that Turkey’s recent mil-
itary presence in Somalia is a logical extension of its growing economic and po-
litical involvement, as well as Turkey’s increased propensity for using the TAF 
for soft power aims. Turkey does not need a military base or troops in Moga-
dishu to project power. The reality of Turkish power in Mogadishu was present 
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prior to the building of the military training 
facility and manifests itself in the manage-
ment of strategic economic assets and critical 
infrastructure as well as the revenue they pro-
duce and upon which the SFG is reliant.

We add a cautionary and prescriptive note, 
however. Turkey must focus on the functional 
role of the army as much as its future institu-
tional role. That is, the current idea in Ankara 
of what an SNA should look like is likely based 
on the Turkish military model, a NATO-stan-

dard model that sees SNA officers and enlisted men alike eventually operating 
within what Peter Manning has described as a “bureaucratic, rule-oriented, 
hierarchical structure of command and control on the one hand, and a loose 
confederation of colleagues on the other.”91 While this type of Westphalian or 
Weberian ideal may not figure as prominently in the minds of Somalia’s cur-
rent leaders, the ideal of the pre-civil war Somali state in which Mogadishu ef-
fectively broadcasts power throughout the state certainly does. Thus, the dan-
ger is not only that Turkey’s ideal SNA may, in the end, be delusional, but that 
whatever form it does take –and Turkey will attempt to train an army– may be 
viewed and used by the SFG as the ultimate means to finally put Somalia back 
together again. In the process, Somalia’s variously trained and equipped forces 
may see their ventures curtailed, thus leading to another round of violence this 
time backed by international actors interested in maintaining their influence 
and interests in Somalia. 
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