The War in Somalia in 2018
Summary
The last quarter of 2018 saw an increase in Al-Shabab assassinations by pistol and sticky IEDs,
and a reduction in direct attacks on government and allied bases. This trend started earlier in the
year, with each quarter seeing a reduction in direct attacks and an increase in assassinations and
bombings. The group seems to be completing a transition to focus more on urban guerrilla
operations in order to render the increased air attacks less effective in weakening its ability to
hurt the government and its allies.

The assassinations campaign
Assassinations by pistol continue to be focused in Mogadishu and the surrounding areas to the
northwest of the city. The last three months of 2018 maintained the same level of intensity as
was established in the months preceding this period.

Figure 1 Assassinations in Mogadishu, Oct-Dec 18
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Figure 2 Assassinations in the greater Mogadishu area, Oct-Dec 18

Figure 3 Assassinations across Somalia, Oct-Dec 18

The Islamic State Somalia (ISS) expanded into Mogadishu from its hideouts in the mountains to
the east of Bosaso, sending its deputy Emir into the capital to oversee the group's expansion. The
deputy IS chief was killed in mysterious circumstances in Mogadishu; however, ISS made its
presence felt in the capital, killing businessmen who refused to pay its taxes.
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Figure 4 Assassinations by actor

Threatened with the loss of Mogadishu to ISS, Al-Shabab responded by deploying its Amniyaat
and also some of its regular forces into Mogadishu, mostly in Bakara Market. It threatened to
send SVBIEDs to any businesses that yielded to ISS demands. In return, it promised to protect
businesses, and gave businesses phone numbers to call if they felt threatened. This and AS's own
investigations helped identify the bulk of the ISS machinery in and around Mogadishu; AS
virtually decimated ISS in two weeks in Mogadishu.
Because of the ISS-AS assassinations war in Mogadishu, AS did not focus on FGS targets as
much as it would have done had it not been distracted by ISS. However, the extra resources it
poured into the capital means assassinations will continue to increase in this area.
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Figure 5 Assassinations by pistol by quarter

The bombing campaign
Similar to the assassinations campaign, the bombing campaign was centred in Mogadishu and
spread out towards the northwest. This suggests that AS has an effective Amniyaat brigade
operating out of the areas to the northwest of Mogadishu.

Figure 6 IEDs/SVBIEDs in Mogadishu, Oct-Dec 18

AS is trying to cut off the troops stationed in Lower Shabelle region by ambushing military
trucks with IEDs, killing the seniormost commander of the SNA in the 12 April Division in
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December 2018. The group has continued to lay IEDs in the same stretch of the seaside road to
the southwest of the capital.

Figure 7 IEDs/SVBIEDs in the greater Mogadishu area, Oct-Dec 18

Figure 8 IEDs/SVBIEDs in the region, Oct-Dec 18

The last quarter of 2018 sees a 235% increase in bombings compared to the first quarter of that
year. This is clearly in response to increased U.S. air attacks on AS military formations. The
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group appears to be changing its posture to adapt to the new reality of the battlefield and lessen
the effect of air strikes on its ability to operate.
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Figure 9 Bombings by quarter
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Figure 10 Allied air attacks by quarter

6

Direct military engagements
For the first time in 2018, the allied forces managed to launch more direct attacks against AS/IS
than AS was able to muster against the allies. From the PSF in the north to Jubbaland forces in
the south, AS was mostly kept in the defensive. It lost battles with clan militias and Galmudug
forces in central Somalia, and lost a commander to Southwest state ambush in the south of the
country. The air attacks have made it difficult for AS to use its heavy cannons and move troops
around, giving regional forces an opportunity they did not have in the past.

Allied Attacks
30

26

25
20
15

13
10

10

Raids/Ambushes

8

5
0
Jan-Mar 18

Apr-Jun 18

Figure 11 Allied attacks by quarter

7

Jul-Sep 18

Oct-Dec 18

AS Raids/Ambushes
30

28

28

25

22

21

20
15
Raids/Ambushes
10
5
0
Jan-Mar 18

Apr-Jun 18

Jul-Sep 18

Oct-Dec 18

Figure 12 Direct AS military attacks across Somalia in 2018

Figure 13 Direct military engagements across Somalia, Oct-Dec 18
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Conclusion
With the help of allied air power, the FGS/FMS/allies managed to regain the military initiative
from AS in the last quarter of 2018; AS was forced to scale back its rural military operations.
However, it made up for the loss by making it difficult to live in government-held areas, cutting
off main supply routes with IEDs, and adopting an urban guerrilla posture.
In Mogadishu, AS gained more legitimacy with the local businesses by providing them security
that the FGS was incapable of providing them. The machinery it built in its anti-ISS operations
will continue to be used by the group to maintain and expand its urban guerrilla campaign. The
government and allies will need to massively invest in urban policing and providing security to
the public or risk further losing its grip in the capital.
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