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On May 18, 2011 the Ghost Republic  
Somaliland celebrates its 20th 
anniversary of independence. 

Officially still part of Somalia and  
unrecognized by the UN, this East African  
democratic and independent state is run 
peacefully by its committed nation builders.
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Throughout Somaliland numerous monuments have been erected since 1991. This Somali army 
jet was placed in the heart of Somaliland’s capital Hargeisa in memory of the 1988  
bombing of the city by the Somali dictatorial Siad Barre regime, killing thousands.  
When the Somali central government collapsed in 1991, the local Somaliland government,  
led by the Somali National Movement (SNM), declared independence from the rest of Somalia.

Monument, Hargeisa



Since its self-declared independency on May 18, 1991, Somaliland has 
democratically elected four presidents. 

From left to right:

President Ahmed Mohamed Mohamud Silanyo - KULMIYE Party, 2010 – Today
Former President H.E Dahir Rayaale Kahin - UDUP Party, 2002 – 2010
Former President Muhammad Haji Ibrahim Egal SNM/UDUP Party, 1993 – 2002
Former President Abdirahman Ahmed Ali Tuur - SNM, 1991–1993

Presidents of Somaliland



Photo left: From January until May 1993 the National Charter – the first main  
Constitutional document of independent Somaliland – was written and signed by  
the Conference of the Somaliland Communities at the Sheikh Ali Jahar Secondary school  
in Borama. The prototype was followed by Somaliland’s first Constitution, adopted at  
the conference of the Somaliland Communities in Hargeisa in February 1997.

Photo right: A teacher, who was part of the Conference, in the classroom where the  
National Charter was written in 1993. He was part of the birth of his nation’s  
Constitution. The teacher points out all the rooms and areas where the Conference  
gathered – sometimes for days at a stretch, he recollects with visible pride.

Birth of a Constitution, Borama



Director of the Bank of Somaliland 

Photo left: Somaliland has its own currency: the Somaliland shilling. The banknotes and 
coins of Somaliland were first issued in 1994 by the Bank of Somaliland, at 1 new  
Somaliland shilling to 100 Somali shillings. The Somali shilling ceased to be accepted 
as legal tender in Somaliland on January 31, 1995.

Photo right: As the former Director of Somaliland’s central bank, Mahamoud’s main 
concern was the stabilization of the Somaliland shilling, a feat that has yet to be 
achieved. In December 2008 the official exchange rate of the central bank was 7,500 
shillings per US dollar.



Mayor of Erigavo 

Erigavo is one of the three larger cities in the northeast of Somaliland. The estimated 
population of this fast growing city is 180,000. Mayor Ismail Haiji Nuur explains that 
Somaliland does not have the means to build the infrastructure needed to connect the 
country’s larger cities. To reach Erigavo from Hargeisa means to travel two days through 
the desert, on dusty tracks, once a road constructed by the British to suit trucks 
during World War II. 



Supreme and Constitutional 
Court, Hargeisa

The Somaliland judicial system is divided into district courts, regional courts, and  
appeals courts. The Supreme and Constitutional Court in Hargeisa is the highest judicial 
organ in the country, dealing with issues between courts and in government, and  
reviewing its own decisions. Supreme Court justices also make up the Somaliland  
Constitutional Court, which deals with constitutional matters. After the Hargeisa  
suicide bombings in 2008 caused a part of the roof to collapse.



Member of the Somali National Movement (SNM) 

Photo left: Former member of the Somali National Movement army (SNM), Achmed Nuur  
personally fought for Somaliland’s independence. After the 2008 suicide bombings on  
Hargeisa Nuur started working as a security guard to accompany foreign travelers in  
Somaliland which was mandated by the Somaliland government to guarantee the security  
of the visitors.

Photo right: Mural painting on fence of police station in Burao. Burao was the site of 
Somaliland’s unilateral and internationally unrecognized declaration of independence 
on May 18, 1991. Burao is Somaliland’s second largest city, with approximately 400,000 
inhabitants. Like the other cities in the northern part of the country, Burao has been 
rebuilt with limited outside aid. The city has boomed economically with people from  
rural areas moving there.



Immigration officer, Burao International Airport

Photo left: Burao International Airport is one of the three airports of Somaliland. 
Lack of asphalting does not hold back its flights to international destinations  
Ethiopia, Djibouti and Dubai. 

Photo right: To enter the country all foreign travellers, except all ethnic Somali’s, 
need an official visa to enter the Ghost Republic of Somaliland.



Radio Hargeisa

Bombs destroyed Radio Hargeisa’s studio in 1988. During the remaining years of the war 
Radio Hargeisa was completely destroyed and no longer able to broadcast. The Somaliland 
National Movement (SNM) built their own pirate radio station in May 1989. Broadcasting 
from a bunker in Hargeisa, they reached out to the Somaliland people. In January 1991, 
four months before the war culminated in a declaration of independence, the Somaliland 
station was renamed Radio Hargeisa again. 



Tomb of ancestor Sheekh Isaaq

A supervisor inside the tomb of Sheikh Isaaq, ancestor of the Isaaq Clan, in Maydh - a small 
coastal village bordering the Gulf of Eden in Northeast Somaliland.  Sheikh Isaaq is  
considered to be the founding father of the Isaaq clan. It’s the biggest of the four major 
clans in Somaliland, followed by the Harti, Samaroon and Issa clan.



Official Passport of the Republic of Somaliland

Somaliland is not recognized as an independent state by the United Nations or any other 
country or international organization. This poses an unusual problem for its citizens. 
Under the Somaliland constitution they are required to travel on a Somaliland passport. 
However, no international destination recognizes that passport. To travel Somaliland 
citizens still need a Somali passport.



In 2011 Somaliland celebrates 
it’s 20th anniversary of independence



20 editions of the Somaliland newspaper Jamhuuriya 
were dedicated to this project.

In 2011 Somaliland celebrates 
it’s 20th anniversary of independence



Publication in Somaliland’s newspaper Jamhuuriya December 31, 2010



Publication in Somaliland’s newspaper Jamhuuriya January 24, 2011



Publication in Somaliland’s newspaper Jamhuuriya January 14, 2011



Publication in Somaliland’s newspaper Jamhuuriya Februari 01, 2011



20 Publication’s in Somaliland’s newspaper Jamhuuriya 
December 10, 2010 until February 21, 2011



Ghost Republic Somaliland
democracy against all odds  

A constitution, an elected government, an operational justice system, a head of State, 
a national flag, currency, and passports – at first glance, this description could  
portray any well established democracy in the world: South Africa, for example, or  
The United States, or The Netherlands. Nothing unusual, until you realize the  
geographical map you are looking at is the Horn of Africa, and the democratic system in 
question is Somaliland. 

Very few people have heard of Somaliland. Officially still part of Somalia, Somaliland 
declared itself an independent democratic republic on May 18, 1991, and has been  
building its nation ever since. Somaliland has everything one would expect any “normal” 
democracy to have, with the exception that it is situated within, and officially still 
part of a country that has absolutely nothing of the sort: Somalia. One of the most 
volatile and violent countries in the world today, Somalia is tarnished by its ongoing 
civil war, unmatched brutalities and absence of government.

The Republic of Somaliland is not recognized as an independent state by the United  
Nations or any other international organization. Left in legal limbo it is a ghost  
republic, a pseudo state with no official claims to any title – a democracy against all 
odds. 

Photographer Chantal Heijnen’s fascination with Somaliland started in 2009, when she 
and her Somaliland born friend Fatma Ali traveled to this democratic enigma within what 
is essentially a failed state. In the two years that followed, they began documenting 
the Somaliland people who are building the democratic institutions of governance in 
their unrecognized republic. 

Ghost Republic Somaliland: Democracy against all odds is a personal photo document 
focused on the Somalilanders who are organizing, maintaining and governing a nation 
that is effectively cut off from the rest of the world.
Heijnen details Somaliland symbols defining the ongoing construction of a pseudo state: 
government buildings, hospitals, the radio station and Somaliland’s national newspaper, 
Jamhuuriya. She portrays Somalilanders in their personal environments, and records  
symbolic objects, and places inextricably tied to the construction of a true republic. 
Her photographs speak of hope and optimism in a nation that no government in the world 
has yet recognized, and that, according to Human Rights Watch, “has gone a long way  
towards building security and developing democratic institutions of governance

Jamhuuriya covered this remarkable project, publishing Heijnen’s photographs twice a 
week from December 10 – February 21, 2011. A total of 20 publications that symbolises 
the 20th anniversary of Somaliland on May 18th 2011. 

Background information
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“Somaliland has gone a long way towards building security and developing de-
mocratic institutions of governance,” says Human Rights Watch. “While much 
of south/central Somalia remains mired in chaos and bloodshed, Somaliland 
has built a hard-won peace that it has now maintained for more than a decade. 
That peace has sheltered Somalilanders from the horrific abuses that have 
destroyed so many lives across Somalia.”

Human Rights Watch, “Hostages to Peace”, July 2009


