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Who is Somali Women Development Centre?
Somali Women Development Centre (SWDC) is a non-governmental and non-
profit organisation established in 2000. SWDC believes that women can become 
empowered through the support of their communities, and that they can make 
positive changes, not only in their own lives, but also for the betterment of their 
communities. SWDC is working hard towards improving the conditions of women 
and other vulnerable groups.

SWDC strives to lessen the number of women subjected to violence by empowering them through access 
to knowledge and greater social and economic independence. Additionally, SWDC strengthens women 
socially by improving their standard of living and thereby fortifying the family. SWDC programs focus on 
women at grassroots level, in areas of intervention, prevention and advocacy, as well as networking with 
women’s groups for community development and peace.

Strengthening access to GBV prevention and 
response services and assessing the impact 
of COVID-19 on the rights of women and 
girls to peace and security.

Programming Objectives
SWDC seeks to strengthen response and prevention 
activities for survivors of gender-based violence 
(GBV) in Mogadishu. With a specific focus on 
supporting women and girls who have survived 
GBV, SWDC contributes to creating an environment 
of equality among them, as well as the ability to 
meaningfully contribute to peacebuilding and justice 
mechanisms, and ultimately live free from violence.  

This case study highlights a project that seeks to 
improve protection for internally displaced persons 

SWDC case worker providing psychosocial support to a young girl. 
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(IDPs) and GBV survivors by providing access to quality services, with a particular emphasis on information 
sharing among stakeholders who address GBV. This includes providing linkages to service points through 
hotlines, legal counselling, and representation through SWDC’s free legal aid approach. In the process, 
SWDC aims to reduce and if possible eliminate, all kinds of violations against women and children through 
strategic planned approaches which include educating the community (especially men) on ending violence 
against women and gender equality.

Approach
SWDC’s approach to achieving these goals includes:
• a community-based, flexible and mobile service 

(hotline) 

• conducting COVID-19 awareness sessions 

• strengthening community referral mechanisms 

• strengthening psychosocial and mental health 
support

• providing legal awareness and legal 
representation 

• distributing IEC materials on COVID-19 protocols 

• assessing community security.

Context and impact of COVID-19
According to Somalia Humanitarian Needs Overview1, over 1.1 million people are estimated to be living 
in conflict-affected, rural areas in southern and central Somalia. Communities living in conflict areas are 
severely impacted by armed violence. The presence of non-state armed actors or active fighting severely 
constrains safe humanitarian access in these areas. The protracted conflict has led to high exposure to 
trauma and violence, an increasingly displaced population, high stigma, and limited opportunities for 
education and employment. People who are continuously exposed to conflict, violence, and climatic shocks 
are more likely to resort to negative coping mechanisms. This has led to early marriages of girls, family 
separation, child labour and the association of children with armed groups, often to limit the number of 
dependents among desperate families and generate additional household income.

It was into this already fraught and vulnerable context that the global pandemic arrived with the Somali 
government announcing its first COVID-19 case in mid-March 2020. The government quickly mobilised, 
putting in place a strategy to combat the invisible enemy, including prevention measures such as border 
closures, the suspension of local and international flights, movement restrictions, school closures and a 
directive to get some people working from home. Although these prevention measures were necessary 
to curb the impact of the pandemic, they have also had the unintended consequence of exacerbating 
the difficulties experienced by women and girls, including an increase in GBV. Additionally, support and 
response services, including referral mechanisms for women and girls in need, were interrupted by the 
pandemic.

Gathering COVID-19 data in Somalia is a difficult process, making it impossible to know how many cases 
there are in the country. This lack of accurate information means that most Somalis are unaware of what 
is actually going on in regard to COVID-19. The country also has limited capacity for case management, few 
established treatment facilities, and weak health and social systems, all of which make it difficult to enforce 
preventive measures, as well as limiting any health promotion or community engagement. 

1 https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/2022%20Somalia%20HNO.pdf

SWDC case worker educating foster care families on 
child rights, child protection, parenting and other issues. 
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The COVID-19 pandemic has further shrunk GBV service provision and access. The poor access to services 
is due to limited staff movement, school closures, and the suspension of some GBV services, such as safe 
spaces for women and girls. Added to this is the increased cost of service provision, fear of COVID-19 
infection, a lack of protective equipment and difficulties related to service provision in remote locations. 
The services most affected by COVID-19 include the education sector, community awareness campaigns 
(due to the need for social distancing), psychosocial support services, and foster care support during the 
family tracing process.2  

For a more complete understanding of the Somalian context, it should also be noted that the pandemic is 
not the only humanitarian crisis the country is facing. Severe floods and locust infestations have also led to 
food insecurity, while the ongoing 2021 elections have introduced tensions that have shifted the attention 
away from efforts to resolve COVID-related problems.

Response: Programming
In response to the challenges stated 
above, SWDC is offering a community-
based, flexible and mobile service 
(hotline) approach for women and girls at 
risk and in need of specialised assistance, 
as well as addressing the current gaps 
in service provision that have been 
hit hard during the pandemic. This is 
being done by conducting COVID-19 
awareness sessions through community 
gatherings, door-to-door visits and 
via radio programs.  Additionally, IEC 
materials on COVID-19 protocols have 
been distributed.  

To provide ongoing support in times of social distancing, SWDC is strengthening community referral 
mechanisms by initiating a new hotline where women and girls can receive support, including appropriate 
referrals. This resource supports breaking the silence of GBV survivors and child protection cases that have 
been drastically affected by the COVID-19 pandemic. In addition to this, SWDC is providing psychosocial 
and mental health support to these vulnerable groups.

SWDC legal aid departments in Mogadishu are also providing legal awareness and representation for 
the most deprived and vulnerable women and girls who have been subjected to GBV. There has been a 
significant increase in violence against women, especially in the IDP settings, and SWDC is working hard to 
give a sense of hope that there is light at the end of the tunnel.

A community security assessment was carried out to identify the security concerns within a specific 
community; as well as to identify potential solutions to the security concerns that would lead to increased 
socio-economic development.

2 SWDC has mobile Child Protection Teams operating in Mogadishu that provide invaluable support to existing child protection 
mechanisms. This includes searching for separated and unaccompanied children and reuniting them with their parents or caregivers. 
The pandemic has hindered family visits, with school closures and movement restrictions making it more difficult to trace families.

SWDC case worker conducting community sensitisation campaigns on 
child protection, child rights, family separation, and GBV issues.  
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Programme Outcomes
By conducting community awareness campaigns, SWDC is informing more people about the availability of 
services for survivors of GBV, as well as spreading information about COVID-19 and how best to respond 
in Mogadishu. SWDC has managed to reach more than 20,000 people so far this year, including many of 
the most vulnerable, such as the elderly and people with special needs. For all its activities, SWDC has 
developed an inclusion initiative. Part of the awareness campaign has involved door-to-door visits by SWDC 
staff. In 2021 alone, SWDC reached 820 houses of IDPs and returnees in Mogadishu. In conjunction with 
these visits, SWDC has also conducted a community awareness radio campaign (with over 350 radio spots) 
with an estimated reach of 75,000 listeners in Mogadishu and South West State.

SWDC now runs three support hotlines that operate in most of the South-Central regions of Somalia. They 
provide a timely, confidential response to callers and clients who have experienced GBV and child abuse 
and are seeking support. The hotline operators are all well trained staff on issues related to GBV, child 
protection, legal aid and psychosocial support. The hotline received more than 300,000 calls this year from 
areas including Banadir, Hirshabelle, South West, Galmudug and Jubbaland. All in all, SWDC has supported 
2,000 individuals with more than 4,000 referrals to appropriate services.

SWDC has also provided free legal aid to strengthen equal access to justice, as well as providing 
communities with legal education to promote the objective of “Access to Justice for All”. Paralegals 
and lawyers have successfully organised legal aid awareness to assist the vulnerable, including minority 
groups, people with disabilities, survivors of GBV, and children. In 2021, more than 5,000 individuals were 
sensitised on legal aid matters, while 307 community members and duty bearers were trained on equal 
access to justice and the application of rights-based approaches in Mogadishu, Baidoa, Wajid and Hudur. 
In addition, SWDC has formed community conflict committees called Community Action Forums (see box 
below) for solving community conflicts and concerns within IDP settlements.    3  4 

Community Action Forums
With the help of SAFERWORLD3 and UNDP4, SWDC formed what is known as Community Action 
Forums (CAF) which support and report on community security concerns in Wadajir districts. Since 
their formation, cases of GBV, criminal cases, family cases, land dispute cases, security issues, road 
incidents, fire outbreaks and murder cases have been reported. A Police Advisory Committee (PAC) 
has also been established, comprised of 12 members that include police, lawyers, women, religious 
leaders and human rights defenders. The CAF members have provided training on different matters 
such as constitutional and structure development, community security, safety reporting, referral 
pathways, conflict and gender sensitivity. 

With the support of mobile legal clinics, it was possible to provide IDPs with access to justice in Mogadishu. 
Most IDPs reside on the outskirts of the city meaning they are far from any police and judiciary services. 
The mobile clinics, which are led by paralegals, provide basic primary legal aid and refer cases to the formal 
justice system with the support and representation of SWDC lawyers. 

In 2021, the paralegals working with community conflict committees handled more than 1,000 cases of 
family/community/criminal conflicts, as well as land disputes, evictions and related issues among IDPs.

3 https://www.saferworld.org.uk

4 https://www.undp.org
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SWDC has also been engaging community safety and security in local communities by supporting existing 
community structures with capacity building, mentoring, advocacy and research.

Lessons Learnt
Social norms shape all areas and levels of Somali society: the dominance of men in decision-making 
positions and the discrimination against women and young girls seems to play a major role in GBV. 
These norms legitimise and foster inequality and exclusion. SWDC will urge the Somali Government or 
any institutions that have a role in decision-making to make sure that women and girls are part of the 
committees involved. This will not only assist in solving issues facing women but also provide a much 
needed boost to women’s empowerment.

In Somalia, at least 20 per cent of households are headed by women, and COVID-19 has seriously impacted 
their livelihood activities due to mobility restrictions and lockdowns. As a result, many women have 
seen their income activities drastically reduced, which has negatively impacted them, along with their 
families and communities. SWDC urges donors and INGOs to invest in, and strengthen, women’s rights 
organisations, networks and capacities. Through diplomacy with the Somali Government, they should 
support women’s rights organisations to increase women’s participation in pandemic response and 
preparedness. 

The government should also design and strengthen social protection policies and systems that meet 
women’s and girls’ specific needs. SWDC also urges donors and the UN to increase their support for women 
and women’s organisations to enhance the economic independence of women.

Conclusion
COVID-19 has had a major impact in Somalia, not only due to the nature of the disease, but also because of 
the social and political conditions in the country. Somalia is already facing the longest civil war in Africa so 
adding a pandemic is like throwing salt on a wound. Although SWDC does not have an extensive capacity, 
it is definitely playing a part in tackling this invisible enemy. With unrivalled knowledge of the conflicts 
and contexts, and the ability to adapt to the changing needs of communities, it is clear that Somali-led 
organisations (like SWDC) and community groups should form a significant part of the humanitarian 
response. New partnerships between international aid agencies and Somali organisations should focus on 
longer timeframes in order to achieve long-term benefits for communities.
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Children having fun in a child-friendly space created by SWDC.  
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