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When Technology Fails Police and Communities: Lessons from Somaliland
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It is often assumed that the application of ICT can help to improve communications between police and local communities in fragile societies, thereby deterring crime and lessening distrust. Exploring the merits of this assumption,
especially at the local community level, is a critical undertaking of the ICT4COP project.
Based on fieldwork in Somaliland’s capital, Hargeisa, this brief shows how local preferences can undermine the availability of globalized technologies, and offers insights into the everyday choices shaping low-level policing. It reflects local
expectations and how they are, rather than should be, fulfilled. It emphasises that rather than being a solution to poor
policing, ICT may distract from the need for communities to take the initiative in engaging with the police.

At first glance, the self-proclaimed republic of
Somaliland is an ideal candidate for ICT-driven
change. On one hand, its police’s record is one of
corruption, negligence and inadequate resources.1
On the other, cheap call tariffs and high rates of
access to mobiles persuade donors that mobiles can
be a tool for sharing information. This, it is thought,
should help to lessen the distrust and poor response
rates characterising everyday policing while facilitating security for the most vulnerable sectors of
society such as women, minorities and the internally
displaced.
This belief is reinforced by the success in neighbouring Kenya of mobile-based banking systems
such as M-Pesa, commercial operations such as
M-Kopa, tracking organisations like Ushahidi, and
community policing’s use of social media.2 The
failure of toll-free reporting lines in Mogadishu is,
however, ignored. It is true that an NGO-run rape
crisis line receives — and responds to — requests but
the city’s 888 emergency number has yet to receive
calls and an earlier 111 rape hotline attracted only
complaints against AMISOM.
These trends came together on 19 August 2015,
when Somaliland’s Ministry of Interior (MoI)
launched a ‘text alert community police engagement
programme’ at Hargeisa’s Macalin Haruun police
station. The project rapidly lost momentum but it
matters here because its granular detail helps us to
avoid sweeping generalisations about ICT’s potential
to improve police-community engagement.

Text Alert System
Designed as a tool for crime prevention, the project,
which was developed in co-ordination with EUCAP Nestor (a civilian mission forming part of the
European Commission’s external action programme)
was straightforward: the public would use mobiles to
alert the police to security issues requiring attention.
In becoming ‘the eyes and ears’ of the police, the
public would help to improve police-community
engagement while enabling scarce police resources
to be targeted where they are most needed. But the
system depends on people contacting the police via
texts and officers’ logging the call, verifying it as
legitimate and responding by deploying to the scene.
This did not happen.
In the days following the launch, the minister
returned to his office, the publicity campaign evaporated, the police commander went on leave for six
weeks, the mobiles donated to the police stayed in
their boxes, and the station’s radio room was locked.
By December, few (if any) alerts had been received.
How can this be explained?

How it works: Macalin Haruun’s system is based on
a SIM box with cards and is connected to a laptop
computer that creates groups and sends messages; it
is basic but reliable, which matters when only 1-2%
of Somaliland’s population has an IT connection.
The station is open 24-hours, seven days a week, and
taking messages should not be a problem because 16
officers have been trained, with eight covering each
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of the three shifts usual in small stations. Actions are
logged on police mobile phones and in a log book,
keyed into the system manually and a message is
then sent over the computer system.
In theory this should take about 30 seconds, but
the process is actually haphazard. Hoax calls are
a problem, not all officers have the necessary keyboard skills, senior officers who are able to authorise
responses are not always available, and information is
lost if the phone is mislaid.

Why it failed: The primary reason for the system’s
failure is that people did not submit texts. The practical explanations for this include low literacy levels,
the lack of an emergency number (the MoI reserves
100 for emergencies) and the independence of Somaliland’s main telecoms providers, Telecom, Somtel and Nationlink. This means that some mobiles
are accessed by three or four SIM cards. The cost of
messages is a consideration too, for while texts are
free for officers, who do not pay for responding to
or verifying a call, the public must pay. And the SIM
card used must be pre-paid or in credit.

“The primary reason for the system’s failure is
that people did not submit texts”
Legacy issues also intrude. The text alert system is an
element within a broad approach to community
policing, and such policing reminds many Somalilanders of former president Barre’s repressive system
of local councils; ‘hamuunta’ or ‘directing the people’
was a means for managing groups or clans that Barre
saw as a threat. Other reasons include the failure of
President Silanyo’s government to encourage community engagement, and the unwillingness of the
MoI and EUCAP to make the necessary political
commitment.
But the fundamental reason for the failure of the
text alert system and, more generally, the low take-up
of ICT for communicating with the police, verbally
as well as by text, may be local preferences. Support
for this explanation comes from the fact that Hargeisa’s informal neighbourhood watch groups use
mobiles when available, cascading verbal alerts, but
not texts.

What Local People Think
Donors need to understand local perspectives on
police-community engagement before assuming that
ICT can help to improve trust, accountability, and response rates. Such perspectives can be deduced from
focus groups and interviews carried out in Macalin
Haruun and five neighboring districts in March 2016.

The respondents, 180 in total, provide a snapshot of
the social environment in which Hargeisa’s police
operate in terms of gender, age and education. There
are inconsistencies between respondents stated
willingness to contact the police and the system’s
records, but overall, the results suggest that ICT has
little to offer Hargeisa’s locally acceptable - and functioning- policing system.

Contacting Police
Respondents were asked whether they had contacted
the police and if so, when and why. Those who had
were asked whether they had done so using mobiles,
how they had been treated, and whether or not they
would go back. The results show that people normally communicate with the police by driving or
walking to the police station, not by using mobile
phones, although some do; face-to-face meetings are
preferred because they reinforce the personal relationship thought necessary for an officer to respond.
Some experienced that the police failed to respond
to calls, and a minority reported that they had
no means of communicating with the police. All
agreed on one point, however: No one had used the
text alert system. Furthermore, even though most
admitted that mobiles allowed information to spread
quickly and police to call for back-up units, no one
expected this to happen.

Police Work and What People Want
The basic elements of police-community relations
and international models of community policing
were addressed using questions about the police’s job
and the response rates of informal policing groups.
All respondents agreed that the police’s job includes
securing peace and stability, from the village to the
national level, and providing a quick response to
insecurity. A clear majority stated that local people
should help the police to do their jobs effectively and
promptly, though a minority held that local people
do not support the police during their activities.
Given the police’s flawed record, respondents were
asked what would improve police response rates and
what kind of police they would like their children to
meet. Most argued that police need more financial
support, equipment and stations, though some also
wanted to see an improvement in their status in the
community. Significantly, respondents in Macalin
Haruun said that officers would respond quickly
and effectively only if they received more equipment,
a salary increase, education, better treatment within
the police or stopped chewing the narcotic qat (see
chart on following page).
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What W ould Help To Mak e The Police R espond To C rime Quickly?

Abide by the law (4%)
Pr ovide justice and equality ( 3%)
Don’t chew khat (3%)

Salary increase (1 7% )

Improv ed emergency
response ( 38%)

Equipment ( 28%)

None mentioned toll-free crime-stopper lines specifically, though some stressed the desirability of a
direct contact line for emergencies and the need for
improved communications tools. The ideal for all
respondents - and what they hope their children will
encounter - is an honest police which performs its
tasks efficiently and does not harm civilians.

Accomodating Reality
The most suprising result came in response to questions about the text alert system. Despite extensive
publicity seven months before, only 5 of the 142
respondents present in Macalin Haruun had heard
of it even though 4 out of 10 had friends or relatives
in the police, and half had been to Macalin Haruun
station. This probably reflects cultural preferences,
with people filtering out information about tools and
procedures they consider irrelevant or unrealistic.
Anecdotally, people with access to mobiles or SIM
cards are comfortable ringing the police, especially
when they wish to ‘tell the government’ (a commonly-used phrase) about a potential incident, but they
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do not use text messaging. This may reflect Somaliland’s oral culture or low literacy levels, or the knowledge that police cannot respond quickly. Nonetheless, most appear satisfied with the police and wish to
support officers in their job, arranging their lives to
accommodate its limited and reactive role. One such
tactic is for districts and villages in the Hargeisa area
to collaborate with the police to establish self-help
policing groups for night-time duties.
Each pays its ‘community police’ a small monthly
sum to safeguard its area at night. The youths, elders
and women involved are integral parts of their communities in a way that formal police are not and they
respond quickly.
But there are many problems and many people fear
that the groups are managed by the state for its own
purposes, are infiltrated by al-Shabaab, or include
ex-criminals. The groups’ lack of formal offices and
contact points makes them inaccessable, and they
cannot afford to use mobile phones or transport, or
pay for expenses.

Conclusion
Macalin Haruun’s experience of police-community
engagement illustrates local expectations and how
they are, rather than should be, fulfilled. It reflects a
society in which people have access to mobiles but
choose not to send text messages or make calls to the
police even though officers have (in theory) the manpower, mobiles, radios, vehicles and training needed
to respond. It illustrates the workings of an alternative but locally legitimate style of community-oriented policing. More importantly, it illustrates generic
issues such as the ways in which local preferences can
counteract the potential of globalised technology.
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