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FINDING SHELTER IN MOGADISHU 
- A CHALLENGE IN PARTICULAR FOR  
WOMEN, DISABLED, AND YOUNG MEN

MAIN FINDINGS
• Young single men have 
been identified as a 
vulnerable group in terms 
of access to housing in 
Mogadishu’s informal 
settlements.

• Single, widowed, divor-
ced women and female- 
headed households,  
people living with  
disabilities, and young 
single men are particularly 
dependent on personal 
networks or charity to 
secure housing in the  
settlements. However, 
young single men rarely 
have any connections 
and must instead keep to 
themselves.

• Security is the foremost 
concern for women when 
choosing a settlement

• All three of these vulne-
rable groups experience a 
form of discrimination in 
accessing latrine services

POLICY BRIEF

INTRODUCTION  When seeking shelter in Mogadishu, the biggest discriminating 
factor is wealth. Any person who cannot afford property or rent can be considered 
vulnerable, because they will have limited options and will most likely have to find 
shelter in the city’s informal settlements or poorer sections of the city. IDPs make up 
the majority of the informal settlement residents, but the city’s poor also reside there 
for a variety of reasons: affordability of shelter, access to services, and security. 

Within these two groups, there are cross- 
sectional categories of vulnerable people: 
female- and youth-headed households,  
persons living with disabilities (PWLD), and 
also young single men. Somalia’s patriarchal 
society limits women’s rights and oppor-
tunities to access decent housing, and the 
poor infrastructure in the settlements does 
not cater in any way to the special needs of  

physically or mentally disabled people. 
Young men often carry the stigma of causing 
trouble or being likely to join the ranks of 
al-Shabaab, so are denied access to shelter. 
During in-depth interviews with vulnerable 
persons from these categories across three 
informal settlements in Mogadishu, different  
ways of accessing housing emerged:

• Single/widowed/divorced women and female-headed households mentioned 
receiving assistance with building materials from humanitarian agencies, building the 
shelter themselves with relatives, being given temporary shelter by a charitable neigh-
bour, a relative or by the settlement manager, 

• Young men and youth-headed households mentioned receiving assistance with 
building materials from humanitarian agencies and squatting in government buildings

• People living with disabilities (PLWD) mentioned living on public land and private 
(in IDP settlements) and receiving help from relatives or community members to build 
their shelter
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These differences in ways to ac-
cess shelter based on categories 
of vulnerability show that while all 
are dependent on external sup-
port, whether from relatives/com-
munity or humanitarian organisa-
tions, young single men seem to 
be the most isolated from perso-
nal networks for securing housing. 

PLWD make up a group of resi-
dents that is especially disadvan-
taged in all areas of social and 
economic life in the city. In all 
housing categories assessed, con-
sideration for the needs of people 
with physical disabilities is almost 
non-existent. Girls and women 
with a disability are especially chal-
lenged due to the patriarchal natu-
re of the Somali society. Although 
some agencies offering support 
to IDPs do consider disability, due 
to their degree of marginalisation 
even within the settlements, they 
tend to be left out of the support 
offered. Some IDPs with disabili-
ties have banded together in one 
settlement for security and mutual 
support.1

NAVIGATING THE INFORMAL 
SYSTEMS FOR VULNERABLE 
GROUPS
Somali society is governed by a 
combination of customary law 
(Xeer) and religious law (Shari’a). 
Xeer and Shari’a are both very 
powerful institutions but interve-
ne at different levels and in some 
instances contradict each other. 
The consequence is that women 
are significantly discriminated 
against in terms of access to shel-
ter and services. Shari’a stipulates 
inheritance rights for women, whi-
le Xeer often circumvents these 
rights and gives greater credence 
to men’s inheritance claims. The 
law of the land is anchored in Sha-
ri’a, but issues of integrity and a 
poor grasp of the law also disad-
vantages women caught up in in-
heritance disputes.2 The customa-
ry law does not only put women 
at a disadvantage: it favours ma-
jority clans, making it difficult for 
minority clans and certain ethnic 
groups (e.g. Bantu and people of 
Arab origin) to assert their rights.  

Patriarchal values have wider 
implications for women, as they 
create a system of inequality in 
many aspects of society that limits 
women’s access to shelter. Wo-
men are very dependent on men 
to acquire property, rental hou-
sing, or even temporary shelter 
– as several women stated during 
semi-structured field interviews, 
“Women can’t fight as aggressively 
for their right to land as men can”. 
They have significantly fewer eco-
nomic opportunities that would 
enable them to afford housing by 
themselves; they also have less 
access to relevant personal con-
nections necessary to acquire 
housing than men. In this sense, 
a personal connection can some-
times be the most valuable asset 
for women to secure shelter: a 
charitable neighbour is more like-
ly to offer help to a single, widow-
ed, or divorced woman than to a 
man, especially if she has children.  
 
Women in Hodan district describe 
the process they go through when 
trying to access shelter. They first 
assess the security situation in a gi-
ven camp, because 

“Being a single woman  
means you are in danger 
and it is not easy for you to 
settle in a place you are not 
sure to which extent you can 
rely on its security.” 

They then contact the settle-
ment elders and ISM, which 
must happen through a contact 
person in the settlement who 
can connect them to the Infor-
mal Settlement Manager (ISM).  
When seeking shelter in the sett-

lements, young men have to bring 
a guarantor before being allowed 
to move in. Finding a guarantor 
can often prove difficult for them, 
as the guarantor is responsible for 
the young man in case an incident 
occurs. It is especially difficult to be 
accepted into the camp when one 
is an IDP or has no family ties in 
the settlement. A group of young 
men from Kaxda district reported 
that they experience discriminati-
on from the ISMs, who often don’t 
consider them as “vulnerable” and 
even sometimes require them to 
front some money before they 
are allowed to settle into the set-
tlement. When they do find some-
body to vouch for them and are 
allowed into the settlement, they 
will often be relegated to disad-
vantaged areas in the outskirts of 
the settlement, or not be let in at 
all, on the suspicion that they will 
cause trouble. The settlement re-
sidents see young men as a securi-
ty threat, especially as the houses 
are made of plastic and they fear 
that these youths can easily com-
mit burglaries. Another percepti-
on is that young men often abuse 
drugs, which further reduces their 
chance of finding shelter. 
 
Furthermore, the young men are 
excluded from the settlement com-
munity’s social and political gather-
ings as they often are away at work 
or are not considered to have in-
terest in such gatherings. Neither 
are they represented in camp 
committees, which prevents them 
from bringing their challenges to 
the settlement leadership and in-
creases their sense of isolation.  

A common challenge that both 
women and young men face 
points to a key element of Somali 

society: rumours and reputation. 
Young men suffer from a negative 
stereotype based on experiences 
and stories told and retold within 
the settlement communities that 
then give them a bad reputation. 
Women likewise stated, 

“Rumours and accusations 
against single women are 
common and widely held 
within IDP settlements. If 
settlers in the camp see 
a single woman having a 
friendly conversation with a 
man, they believe that she is 
having an intimate relation 
with him and they spread 
false allegations about her.” 

This can significantly threaten her 
place in the community and the 
settlement. 

VULNERABLE GROUPS’  
NEEDS ARE EXCLUDED FROM 
FORMAL SYSTEMS
Formal government institutions 
are largely absent in the process 
of accessing housing in the infor-
mal settlements, which allows for 
the “gatekeeping” system to pro-
liferate. Almost all the informal 
settlement residents interviewed 
reported that they never see or 
interact with local authorities, and 
the general sentiment is that for-
mal government is unable to and/
or uninterested in providing solu-
tions for the IDPs and urban poor. 

For women especially, the biggest 
issue with the absence of formal 
institutions in the settlements is 
security: those living in settlements 
far away from police presence feel 
very unsafe at night. This is ano-

ther example of how community 
or informal institutions step in to 
fill the vacuum of formal authori-
ties: some settlements organise 
their own surveillance patrols at 
night, and women organise to go 
in groups when they have to reli-
eve themselves at night. Yet, pe-
ople in situations of intersectional 
vulnerability can still be left out of 
these initiatives because they will 
not be welcomed into the settle-
ment by their neighbours.

It should be noted that there is a 
great variation in women’s sense 
of security in the different sett-
lements. On very few occasions, 
the settlement community coope-
rates with local police, who are in 
contact with the ISM and camp 
committee to improve security, 
and this helps women feel more 
secure. However, in the majority 
of cases when women report fee-
ling relatively safe, it is thanks to 
self-organising.

ADDITIONAL CHALLEN-
GES FACING VULNERABLE 
GROUPS: THE NEED FOR 
INCLUSIVE SERVICES
For vulnerable people, one area 
that needs urgent attention is rela-
ted to services, specifically access 
to latrines. Nearly all women speak 
about the danger they face when 
using the few and overcrowded 
latrines, and most of the people 
interviewed acknowledge that lat-
rines are inaccessible and/or com-
pletely inadequate for people li-
ving with disabilities to use. During 
a social mapping exercise in which 
a group of women were asked to 
draw their settlement on a piece 
of paper, they explained that if a 
female-headed household has a 
latrine in their compound3, the 

1  Special Group IDP Settlement. Informal Settlement Manager Training Report. Tana Copenhagen, May 2016.
2  C. Kamau, C. Bonnet, M. Mohamoud and E. Bryld, ”Accessing land and shelter in Mogadishu: A city governed by an uneven mix of  
formal and informal practices”, IIED and Tana, January 2019

3  In the informal settlements, a ”compound” refers to a small plot on which there is one or several small huts or ”rooms”, usually 
fenced in by a fence made of wood sticks and plastic.
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head of the household will let neighbouring 
families use it, giving privileged access to 
other women. Carrying out the same exer-
cise with young single men showed that this 
in turn discriminates them, as they are of-
ten living in the outskirts of a settlement, far 
away from a public latrine and without one 
on their plot. They will therefore be denied 
entry to a privately owned latrine, whether 
female- or male-owned, because they are 
often suspected of attacking women. This 
will also force them to relieve themselves 
out in the open, although this exposes them 
to less risk than the women.

People living with disability in the informal 
settlements have “no options”, and their 
numbers are increasing due to terrorist at-
tacks in the city. With one exception, none of 
the interviewed described receiving support 
from NGOs or local government and rely en-
tirely on their relatives. When the family is 
too poor to provide assistance, the commu-
nity leaders and members sometimes step 
in. However, one man said that the ISMs 
may favour having disabled persons in the 
community:

“It is not harder for the disabled to 
get somewhere to live because ma-
nagers of the camps in the  
neighbourhood prefer giving plots to 
disabled people as they believe that 
humanitarian agencies will assist 
IDP camps if disabled people are 
residing in it.”

THE FRAGILE RELIANCE ON PERSO-
NAL NETWORKS AND COMMUNITY 
CHARITY
The mix of formal and informal systems 
governing access to shelter in Mogadishu 
is unpredictable and having a broad and  
powerful personal network is the best asset 
to navigate these systems and secure hou-
sing. For vulnerable populations living in 
informal settlements, this is even more cru-
cial, as social capital is often the only kind 
they have. However, women, young men, 
and people living with disabilities are often 

in a position where they do not have access 
to a strong network to the same extent as 
adult married men. In these situations, the 
community can step in and act as relatives 
who will provide support or charity to peop-
le in need. Female-headed households with 
young children and disabled persons are 
more likely to receive this kind of help from 
the settlement leadership or the community 
than young single men, however, who will 
turn to each other for support. Women form 
support systems among each other for e.g. 
childcare and protection, since virtually no 
assistance is available for their needs. How-
ever, women and single men are also more 
exposed to prejudice and slandering by the 
community, which can put their access to 
housing at risk.

ABOUT THE RESEARCH This report 
presents key findings on the overall 
systems governing access to shelter 
and land in Mogadishu. It is a part of 
the study on “Shelter provision in East 
African Cities: Understanding Trans-
formative Politics for Inclusive Cities” 
for the East African Research Fund 
(EARF), managed by IIED and funded 
by DFID. It is based on desk research 
of available secondary data and more 
than 20 interviews with key policy-
makers, private sector operators, real 
estate agents, NGOs and academics 
in Mogadishu and Nairobi, as well as 
interviews and social mapping exerci-
ses with over 100 informal settlement 
residents.

“Young men in  
Mogadishu often 
carry the stigma  

of causing trouble  
or being likely to 
join the ranks of 

al-Shabaab, so  
they are denied 

access to shelter.”


