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“DRIVERS OF INTEREST AND REGIONAL 
DYNAMICS IN THE RED SEA”

Victoria Silva Sánchez



During the past years, the Red Sea has received increased attention from both regional states and 
global powers. This narrow water strip holds enormous importance for global trade, which explains 
why it has always received attention at the global level. But why is there a sudden interest in this 
area at the regional level? In this working paper, we try to identify the drivers behind the growing 
interest of regional powers and the dynamics that these motivations have unfolded. Among the 
main drivers of interest, we have identified the need to guarantee maritime and regional security; 
the need for new markets; and the competition over regional influence created by the transfer 
of Middle East rivalries to the region. Those drivers have resulted in a series of dynamics that 
are informed by the three drivers identified: a competition for regional ports; increasing unrest 
and political instability in both shores; and a growing militarization with expansionist designs. The 
analysis in this working paper is not detailed, but rather tries to point to some current trends and 
how all of the dimensions are interrelated. The paper concludes by discussing how all the different 
regional powers in the Red Sea are using a mixture of strategies to position themselves with regards 
to their rivals and the impact that all of these developments are having on African countries. 

ABSTRACT



In recent years, the Red Sea has received increased attention from both regional states and global 
powers. This narrow strip of water is enormously important to global trade, and thus global powers 
have long sought to dominate it. But why is there now a sudden interest in the Red Sea at the 
regional level? What is driving this increased involvement, and what has been its impact? In this 
working paper, we try to lay out the motivations that regional powers have for paying more 
attention to this area, and we analyze the dynamics that have resulted from this new attention.   

  Drivers of interest 

Guaranteeing maritime and regional security 

The geographic location of the Red Sea makes it one of the most important waterways for global 
trade. More than 10 percent of seaborne cargo passes through this narrow strip of water, including 
the majority of trade between Asia and Europe.1 The 2021 blockage of the Suez Canal by a container 
ship, which lasted nearly a week, incurred daily losses of $9 billion.2 It also exposed the fragility 
of global trade and the importance of the Red Sea and Suez Canal as critical chokepoints.3  

There are two additional reasons why regional powers have a strong interest in securing this 
waterway: 

- A diminishing U.S. presence in the area has led Gulf countries to assume the role 
of protector of the area, both to guarantee the security of maritime traffic and to 
support their specific interests on both of its shores.4 

- Regional unrest, particularly in Yemen, has resulted in new threats to maritime 
security stemming from armed groups. The Houthi rebels have hijacked vessels, 
kidnapped their crews, and attacked Saudi ports along the Red Sea coast with 
explosive-laden boats. 

In the past, regional powers were not strongly involved in multilateral initiatives to counter piracy 
in the Gulf of Aden, but recent initiatives show maritime security to now be at the center of regional 
interests. The question remains, however, how this will impact the “2050 Africa’s Integrated 
Maritime Strategy.”

The search for new markets 

The search for new markets is another reason for the growing involvement of Gulf countries, as 
well as Turkey, in the region. These countries have been involved in long-term, strategic investments 
in African food production, agriculture, energy, and real state.5 This has led to some African states 
benefitting more than others, with Ethiopia and Sudan receiving the most investment. Djibouti 
received less, even though its ports were also  a target of these projects. Qatari investment was 
particularly strong in Sudan, but the ousting of Omar al-Bashir troubled this relationship and led 
to Qatar increasing its investments in Ethiopia. Turkey has a long history of commercial relations 
with Ethiopia, and it serves as the latter’s main supplier of certain products. 

But the challenges that appeared in 2020, including a drop in oil prices and the coronavirus 
pandemic, strained the economic resources of these countries, making them less willing to 
continue this level of investment and thus limiting relations between the two shores.6 

Middle East rivalries: regional competition for influence 

Rivalries between Middle Eastern countries have expanded to the Horn of Africa, turning it into a 
battleground for influence among several regional players. The conflict in Yemen was useful for 



Saudi Arabia’s efforts to turn African countries against Iran. Many of those countries had had good 
relations with the Islamic Republic because of their shared involvement in anti-imperialism and 
the Non-Aligned Movements. However, Saudi pressure resulted in many African countries breaking 
diplomatic relations with Iran in exchange for economic and military aid. Somalia, for instance, 
received $50 million from Saudi Arabia on the day it cut relations with Tehran.7 Similarly, the 
Islamic Military Alliance, intended to counter terrorism, also serves as an instrument to isolate 
Iran. More recently, Saudi Arabia’s establishment of the Council of Arab and African Coastal States 
of the Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden, which excludes key states, is an attempt to maintain regional 
hegemony in the face of the United Arab Emirates (UAE), Egypt, and Ethiopia.8

The crisis within the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) in July 2017 sent shockwaves to the other 
shore of the Red Sea. Unlike in the case of Iran, African countries were relatively unreceptive to 
political pressure regarding the confrontation between Qatar, on the one hand, and Saudi Arabia 
and the UAE, on the other. Saudi Arabia threatened to deprive African countries of economic aid 
and investments if they did not side with them.9 Some, like Eritrea and Djibouti, caved to the 
pressure, but others continued to remain neutral. These positions had different consequences. In 
the case of Eritrea and Djibouti, Qatar withdrew the troops that had been stationed since 2010 to 
mitigate their conflict over Doumeira Island. This led to the de facto occupation of the island by 
Eritrea. Meanwhile, Somalia saw increased internal fragmentation from a split between supporters 
of federal government neutrality, on the one hand, and support for Saudi Arabia by Somaliland 
and Puntland, on the other.

Competition with Turkey has also translated into new policy goals in the Horn of Africa. Neither 
Saudi Arabia nor the UAE  perceived Turkey to be a competitor until it aligned with Qatar in the 
intra-GCC dispute.10 Particularly fierce is the competition between Turkey and the UAE within 
several African countries, including Ethiopia, Somalia, and Sudan. Turkey has a long-standing 
commercial relationship with Ethiopia and a good reputation among the Ethiopian population. In 
Sudan, the regime change affected Turkish interests in the country and strengthened its competition 
with Saudi Arabia and the UAE to influencing the new political elites. In Somalia, Turkey has made 
itself a prominent actor through investment, humanitarian support, and the deployment of soft 
power. The UAE’s efforts to counter Turkish influence have resulted in political fragmentation and 
undermined Somalia’s central government.

  Regional dynamics

Competition for regional ports

There is growing competition among a variety of actors to secure hotspots along the Red Sea 
coast. On one side, China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) has driven many of its investments in the 
wider Indian Ocean, including the Red Sea.11 To judge from its investments, the Red Sea area is 
tremendously important to China. In Ethiopia, for example, it has built the African Union 
Headquarters, the Hawassa Industrial Park, and the Addis Ababa-Djibouti Railway.12 But China’s 
crown jewel in the area is the Multi-Purpose Port of Doraleh, which stands adjacent to its military 
base in Djibouti. 

Djibouti is the country of the Horn of Africa that has benefited the most from global competition 
for ports. For decades, it has offered various world powers a stable base in a conflict-ridden area.  
By offering its strategic location to foreign military bases, it has countered its lack of natural 
resources with substantial rents. But this same rentier economy has put Djibouti in a situation of 
deep economic dependence, particularly to China, that now threatens the country’s  autonomy.13 



Another actor who has joined this race is the UAE, which has made a variety of investments in 
ports along the Red Sea coast, particularly in Eritrea and Somaliland. Leading this project is the 
company Dubai Ports (DP) World. DP World leased the port of Berbera for 30 years and is engaged 
in construction projects there worth over $400 million. P&0 Ferries, which is owned by DP World, 
has interests in Puntland’s Bossaso port. The UAE also has projects on the Yemeni coast, in the 
ports of Mukalla, Mukha, Aden, and Socotra Island.14 

Other actors, such as Qatar and Turkey, are active in the ports race, as well. Qatar and Turkey signed 
a deal to recondition the historic Ottoman port of Suakin, in Sudan. The deal, which amounted to 
a $4 billion investment, was signed before the ousting of Omar al Bashir’s regime, and the new 
government has not decided what to do yet. Both countries also have interests in Somalia, where 
Doha is seeking to operate the port of Hobyo, and Ankara agreed with Mogadishu to develop the 
Madina port.15 Turkey also operates Mogadishu’s international airport. 

Increasing unrest and political instability on both shores

The Red Sea area has been seeing an increasing level of unrest and political instability on both 
shores, and this has been used by many actors as an opportunity to increase their regional 
influence. The prime example of this trend is the ongoing war in Yemen. What started as an internal 
conflict after the fall of Ali Abdallah Saleh in 2011 turned into a civil war in 2014, when the Houthis 
in the north of the country took control of the capital, Sana’a, forcing the internationally recognized 
Yemeni government to flee to Saudi Arabia. The conflict became regional at the beginning of 2015, 
when Saudi Arabia and partner countries launched an international coalition against the Houthis. 
Saudi allegations of Iran’s support for the Houthis helped it to shift the regional system of alliances. 

Up until 2015, Eritrea and Sudan were increasingly engaged in military cooperation with Iran. The 
conflict in Yemen, however, presented both countries with an opportunity to improve their 
international status. Both joined the Saudi-led international coalition against the Houthis and sent 
troops to the country, denounced Shia expansionism, and cut diplomatic relations with Iran. Eritrea 
also gave the UAE a military base in the port of Assab, which has been key to carrying out military 
operations in Yemen and ensuring the blockade of the port of Hodeida. Following the withdrawal 
of the UAE from the conflict in Yemen in 2019, this military base was dismantled.16  Recent reports 
on the development of military bases on the islands of Mayun and Socotra, however, suggest that 
the UAE‘s role in this conflict has not yet ended.17 This gives some indication as to the character of 
these alliances, which are typically short-term, uncertain, and driven by interest. The regionalization 
of the conflict in Yemen has had several results. It has lengthened the conflict and made its 
resolution more difficult. It has changed the regional system of alliances. And it has thrown the 
regional supremacy of Saudi Arabia into question. 

Regional powers also exploit local dynamics in the countries of the Horn of Africa. In Sudan, the 
revolts that toppled the regime of Omar Bashir were quickly targeted by Saudi Arabia and the 
UAE as an opportunity, and the two countries  offered substantial economic aid to the military 
board that subsequently ruled Sudan.18 This aid was intended to prevent groups such as the 
Muslim Brothers from rising to power, as well as to counter the influence of Turkey and Qatar. 
In this way, Saudi Arabia and the UAE were attempting to replicate what had happened in Egypt 
after the ousting of Mohammad Morsi in 2013. However, their strong support of Sudan‘s 
Mohamed Hamdan Dagalo has backfired, and both countries have begun distancing themselves 
from him.19 Meanwhile, the US strategy of forcing Sudan to sign the Abraham Accords in 
exchange for being removed from the list of state sponsors of terrorism has only served to 
weaken the civil leadership of the transition. 



Political developments in Somalia have also been influenced by regional powers. For instance, in 
the country’s 2018 presidential elections, various candidates received support from Gulf countries, 
Turkey, and Iran. The interference was such that both the AU and the EU issued official declarations 
calling for respect for the independence and sovereignty of Somalia.20  External involvement has 
also exacerbated the fragmentation of the country, particularly as the UAE gives near-official 
recognition to the states of Somaliland and Puntland, in clear opposition to the internationally 
sponsored peace process.21 Regardless of the failure of the international peace process to end the 
conflict in Somalia, short-sighted policies like those of the UAE can diminish any prospect for an 
internal Somali solution to the conflict. 

This short-sightedness is manifest in the Gulf’s peace initiatives, as well. The celebrated peace 
agreement between Ethiopia and Eritrea, signed in Jeddah (Saudi Arabia) on September 2018, 
serves interests other than ending the conflict. One of the biggest incentives behind the agreement 
is the opening of Gulf economic interests that it would permit, such as the construction of a 
pipeline and a railway between the two countries. It is therefore a very fragile peace, as it exists at 
the whim of Gulf countries. The agreement has also impacted the regional system of the Horn, 
strengthening the Ethiopia-Eritrea-Somalia triangle to the detriment of Djibouti.22 Particularly 
damaging is the support of Abyi Ahmed by the UAE. Indeed, some sources accuse the UAE of 
supporting Addis Ababa in both the ongoing conflict between the government and the Tigrayan 
rebels, as well as in its mediation between Egypt, Sudan, and Ethiopia regarding  the Nile dam.23

Growing militarization and expansionist designs 

One of the most visible regional dynamics is the growing militarization of the Red Sea. This 
militarization consists of three parts: 

1) Increasing arms purchases. Military expenditure in sub-Saharan Africa increased by 3.4 per-
cent in 2020 to reach $18.5 billion,24 but it decreased 6.5 percent in the Middle East. How-
ever, this decrease is more a result of the impact of COVID-19 than evidence of a trend to-
wards the reduction of arms imports and military expenditure. Saudi Arabia is ranked sixth 
in military spending in the world, and Egypt’s military expenditure grew 7.3 percent in 
2020.25 Arms imports are still on the rise, increasing 25 percent in the Middle East in the 
period 2016-20. Saudi Arabia was the global leader in arms imports in 2020, while Egypt 
ranked third.26 Although African countries’ arms expenditures are distant from these fig-
ures, “several major powers are using arms supplies as a foreign policy tool to increase 
their influence in sub-Saharan Africa. These exports are at least partly driving growing arms 
supplier competition in the subregion.”27 Russia is the largest arms exporter to Sub-Saha-
ran Africa, representing 30 percent of total sub-Saharan arms imports. China follows with 
20 percent. France ranks third, accounting for 9.5 percent in the period 2016-20,  a tremen-
dous leap from 2.9 percent in 2011-15. In the Horn of Africa subregion, Russia has become 
the biggest arms provider to Ethiopia and Eritrea. In 2019, Addis Ababa imported arms 
worth $71 million. In the case of Eritrea, Russia had already been exporting arms to Afew-
erki’s regime prior to the lifting of sanctions in 2018.28 

2) Establishment of military bases. Djibouti is the most extreme example of this trend, with 
several military bases on its territory. These include a  decades-old French military base, 
the US’s Camp Lemonier, headquarters of the AFRICOM, which was built in 2002, as well 
the bases of other countries, such as Japan, Germany and Italy. In 2017, China built its 
first overseas military base in Djibouti, raising concerns for the US. The tiny country has 
also signed an agreement with Saudi Arabia to establish a base, but no progress has been 
made so far. Djibouti is hardly alone in this construction fever, however. The UAE estab-



lished a military base in Assab which, as mentioned before, has been recently disman-
tled. More important is the announcement of the construction of an air base on the Ye-
meni island of Mayun, which, coupled with its strong presence on the Yemeni island of 
Socotra, puts the UAE in an unbeatable position in the Red Sea. In 2017, Turkey started 
building its largest overseas military base in Somalia to train the Somali army. Some 200 
Turkish officers and soldiers are stationed there.29 Last year, Russian authorities an-
nounced the establishment of a naval base in Sudan, a move founded on an agreement 
with the previous government. However, recent reports claim that current administra-
tion is  reviewing the deal, which would allow Russia to operate a naval base for 25 years, 
free of charge, with a capacity of up to four ships and 300 personnel.30 In 2020, Egypt 
also opened its biggest military base in the Red Sea, close to its southern border. The 
land, air, and naval forces stationed there are important strategic developments in its 
regional policy of countering Ethiopian influence.31  

3) Deployment of troops. African countries fear that the establishment of military bases could 
lead to the deployment of troops in the Horn and, more importantly, the growth of those 
countries’ influence in the region. The dynamic would be similar to what Russian mercenar-
ies have done in the Central African Republic. Disagreements on this issue between the 
UAE and both the Djiboutian and Somalian governments have resulted in the expulsion of 
Emirati troops from both countries.32 

  Conclusion

In recent years, the Red Sea has become an important arena for regional powers in the Middle East. 
Throughout the last decade, Iran, Turkey and several Gulf countries have strongly engaged with 
the countries in the Horn of Africa, following different strategies that include investment, military 
cooperation, and political backing, but also interference in internal affairs and expansionism. In 
many cases, these strategies are best described as short-term and short-sighted, and they have 
largely served to aggravate the domestic problems of African countries. These policies have given 
priority to issues of security, in the military sense, and economic investment, while overlooking 
questions such as the environment and migration, which are important for regional governance. 
Both Turkey and Gulf countries prefer bilateral engagement with African countries, side-lining 
multilateral organizations such as the African Union (AU) and the Intergovernmental Authority on 
Development (IGAD). This reduces the autonomy of African actors in building their own political 
orders, and it inhibits their ability to maneuver within a political marketplace.33
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