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Turkey has become a major player in 
Africa, with a particularly strong footprint 
in the Horn. While economic and energy 
interests’ matter, one sector now stands 
at the centre of Ankara’s regional 
activism: defence. Turkey’s expanding 
defence industry is tightly linked to 
President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan’s 
domestic political strategy; generating 
revenue, bolstering legitimacy, and 
helping sustain his rule. Africa, in turn, 
has become a critical market for that 
growth.

As a result, the defence sector has 
emerged as a key driver of Turkey’s 
foreign policy on the continent. Ankara 
follows a clear playbook: it begins 
by building soft power—through 
humanitarian aid, infrastructure projects	
that sets it apart from other external 
actors. Then, leveraging the goodwill 
this creates, Turkey moves to establish 
deep defence partnerships with regional 
states, turning influence into long-term 
strategic footholds.

Israel’s war of aggression on Gaza and 
the ongoing US-Israel war on Iran have 
elevated the Red Sea—and especially the 
Horn of Africa—from a peripheral arena 
to a central strategic theatre for Israel 
as well. Since October 7th,  2023, the 
Red Sea has emerged as a global focal 
point, with the Horn gaining renewed 
importance as a forward zone adjacent 
to the Houthi threat and critical maritime 
chokepoints. The war on Gaza showed 
how non-state actors can weaponize 

Red Sea shipping lanes, turning a 
localized conflict into a global economic 
and security crisis. The US- Israel war 
on Iran has reinforced this dynamic: as 
risks to the Strait of Hormuz push Gulf 
exports toward Red Sea routes, Bab al-
Mandab and nearby Horn territories have 
become indispensable yet vulnerable 
arteries. For Israel, this shift is especially 
consequential. Securing maritime access, 
monitoring Iranian-linked activity, and 
cultivating partnerships in the Horn 
are no longer optional but essential 
components of its evolving security 
doctrine. 

This sets Israel on a collision course with 
Turkey, which has significantly expanded 
its footprint in the Horn of Africa since 
2011. Bilateral ties are already strained, 
with competing interests stretching 
from Syria and Lebanon to Iran and the 
Eastern Mediterranean. Turkey has been 
sharply critical of Israel’s actions in its 
immediate neighborhood, which Ankara 
sees as undermining its interests. Israel’s 
military presence in Syria is a particular 
concern. Turkish officials believe those 
actions jeopardize the stability of post-
Assad Syria, a top priority for Ankara. 
In Lebanon, where Turkey has long 
sought to expand its influence, Ankara 
fears Israeli strikes could strengthen 
Hezbollah, which had acted as a check 
on Turkish influence there, at a time 
when the group’s leverage had been 
declining In the Eastern Mediterranean, 
another region of major importance to 
Ankara. Turkey sees Israel as helping 

https://www.newsweek.com/why-turkey-and-israel-are-feuding-11818891
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/coming-clash-over-syria-israel-and-turkey-are-collision-course
https://www.msn.com/en-us/news/world/turkey-s-fm-accuses-israel-of-using-security-as-an-excuse-to-occupy-more-land/ar-AA21fT67?ocid=BingNewsSerp
https://www.yahoo.com/news/articles/iran-war-pushes-israel-turkey-173819236.html
https://greekcitytimes.com/2026/04/13/hakan-fidan-criticizes-greece-risky-policies-israel/
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build an anti-Turkey alignment aimed at 
constraining its energy and geopolitical 
ambitions. Now, the Horn is poised to 
become another arena of intensifying 
rivalry between the two countries.

The Evolution of 
Turkey’s Africa 
Outreach

Turkey’s ties to parts of Africa—
especially the Horn—date back to the 
Ottoman era. But after the founding of 
the republic in the early 20th century, 
its engagement remained limited 
until the rise of the ruling Justice and 
Development Party (AKP). Ankara’s 
first significant outreach to Africa dates 
back to the early 1980s under Turgut 
Ozal, who, as deputy prime minister, 
prime minister, and later president, 
liberalized the economy and pursued a 
more outward-looking foreign policy to 
integrate Turkey into global markets. 
One of the earliest Africa openings came 
through a covert proposal from apartheid 
South Africa to supply low-ash coal for a 
planned industrial zone, aimed at tackling 
severe air pollution caused by Turkey’s 
low-quality domestic coal. The initiative 
ultimately collapsed by 1992 amid South 
Africa’s political transition.

A more structured attempt followed 
in 1998 under Foreign Minister Ismail 
Cem, who launched the “Opening a 
Gateway to Africa” initiative. It called for 
a comprehensive strategy leveraging 

Turkey’s soft power—diplomatic 
engagement, cultural outreach, 
scholarships, and technical assistance—
alongside expanding embassies, 
strengthening military and economic ties, 
and supporting Turkish firms in Africa. 
But despite its ambition, the plan never 
moved beyond a wish list. Financial 
constraints and Ankara’s renewed focus 
on Europe—after gaining EU candidacy in 
1999—derailed sustained implementation.

Turkey’s engagement with Africa gained 
real momentum under the ruling Justice 
and Development Party (AKP). In 2005, 
just three years after coming to power, 
the government declared the “Year of 
Africa.” That same year, then–Prime 
Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan made 
historic visits to Ethiopia and South 
Africa—the first by a Turkish leader to 
sub-Saharan Africa. Momentum quickly 
followed: Turkey secured observer status 
at the African Union and, by 2008, was 
named a strategic partner.

High-level diplomacy intensified. 
President Abdullah Gul visited Kenya and 
Tanzania in 2009, followed by trips to 
Cameroon and the Democratic Republic 
of Congo in 2010. The relationship was 
institutionalized with the 2008 Turkey–
Africa Cooperation Summit in Istanbul, 
which framed ties around partnership, 
development, and security.

From there, Turkey rapidly expanded its 
footprint—opening embassies, scaling 
up humanitarian aid and development 

https://www.taylorfrancis.com/chapters/edit/10.4324/9781003049579-5/turkey—africa-relations-numan-hazar-elem-eyrice-tepeciklioğlu
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/chapters/edit/10.4324/9781003049579-5/turkey—africa-relations-numan-hazar-elem-eyrice-tepeciklioğlu
https://hos.openjournals.ge/index.php/hos/article/view/8277
https://hos.openjournals.ge/index.php/hos/article/view/8277
https://www.insightturkey.com/file/1600/a-founding-role-in-turkiyes-africa-policy-the-action-plan-for-opening-to-africa
https://www.insightturkey.com/file/1600/a-founding-role-in-turkiyes-africa-policy-the-action-plan-for-opening-to-africa
https://www.insightturkey.com/file/1600/a-founding-role-in-turkiyes-africa-policy-the-action-plan-for-opening-to-africa
https://www.insightturkey.com/file/1600/a-founding-role-in-turkiyes-africa-policy-the-action-plan-for-opening-to-africa
https://www.anews.com.tr/diplomacy/2025/04/12/strengthening-bonds-turkiye-celebrates-20-years-of-engagement-with-africa
https://www.mfa.gov.tr/turkiye-and-the-african-union.en.mfa
https://www.mfa.gov.tr/turkiye-and-the-african-union.en.mfa
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programs, offering scholarships, and 
leveraging religious and cultural outreach. 
Nowhere has this strategy been more 
successful than in the Horn of Africa, 
particularly Somalia, which has emerged 
as the centerpiece of Ankara’s Africa 
policy.

The Turkish Model in 
Africa

Turkey’s engagement in the Horn of 
Africa and the wider region reflects a 
deliberately holistic approach that sets it 
apart from other external actors. Rather 
than separating diplomacy, aid, security, 
and economic ties into distinct tracks, 
Ankara deploys them in a coordinated 
manner. Humanitarian assistance 
opens the door, but it is followed by 
infrastructure development, business 
investment, and military cooperation, 
all working in tandem. While Western 
countries’ engagement is often more 
conditional and security-driven, or 
China’s more narrowly infrastructure-
focused model, Turkey presents a “no 
strings attached” blended approach. This 
integrated model is reinforced by close 
coordination between state agencies, 
NGOs, and private firms, allowing Turkey 
to embed itself across multiple layers of 
African states and economies.

A key feature of this approach is its 
strongly bilateral nature. Unlike Western 
actors, which often channel engagement 
through multilateral institutions, Turkey 

works directly with host governments, 
enabling faster decision-making and 
more visible results on the ground. 
This model enables Erdoğan to expand 
Turkey’s footprint in key sectors across 
Africa—construction, energy, and 
defense—the same sectors that sustain 
his clientelist networks at home and 
generate both revenue and political 
legitimacy. 

Defense Partnership at 
the Core

Turkey’s expanding defense industry 
has become a central pillar of Erdoğan’s 
domestic and foreign policy. Seeking 
foreign markets for its defense products, 
particularly in Africa has become a key 
driver of Turkey’s foreign and Africa 
policy. At a time of mounting economic 
strain and political pressure at home, the 
rise of indigenous military technologies 
has helped shore up his rule. Drones 
produced by Baykar—a company owned 
by Erdoğan’s son-in-law—have been 
especially pivotal, elevating Turkey’s 
international profile and pushing it into 
middle-power status. From Libya and 
Syria to Ukraine and the South Caucasus, 
their battlefield success has earned 
Turkey the label of a “drone superpower,” 
opening the door for broader arms 
exports and defense agreements.

At home, the defense sector is tightly 
woven into Erdoğan’s political strategy. 
Homegrown military products were 

https://www.taylorfrancis.com/chapters/edit/10.4324/9781003479567-7/strings-attached-understanding-turkey-arms-exports-africa-çağlar-kurç
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/chapters/edit/10.4324/9781003479567-7/strings-attached-understanding-turkey-arms-exports-africa-çağlar-kurç
https://www.iiss.org/research-paper/2024/05/from-client-to-competitor-the-rise-of-turkiyes-defence-industry/
https://www.iiss.org/research-paper/2024/05/from-client-to-competitor-the-rise-of-turkiyes-defence-industry/
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prominently showcased during the 
2023 election campaign and amplified 
across pro-government media, fueling 
a narrative of technological prowess 
and national strength. This has helped 
cultivate techno-nationalism at a time 
when economic hardship, institutional 
decline, and the erosion of the rule of law 
have weakened public confidence. Polls 
suggest these defense achievements 
resonate widely and contributed to 
Erdoğan’s electoral appeal. They also 
reinforce his claim that Turkey has 
achieved “strategic autonomy” from 
the West—a message that plays well 
in a country with strong anti-Western 
sentiment. 

Sustaining this sector, however, requires 
external markets. With limited domestic 
demand and fiscal constraints, Turkey’s 
defense industry increasingly depends on 
exports—making Africa a critical frontier 
for its continued growth. According to 
SIPRI, Turkey’s arms sales to Africa has 

risen significantly in the last few years. 
Turkey’s multi-track diplomacy has 
become a key vehicle for pushing its 
defense exports into African markets. 
From Nigeria to Chad to the Horn of 
Africa, Turkey has leveraged a multi-
track strategy—blending soft power with 
state and non-state actors—to build 
and deepen defense ties across the 
region. Engagement in infrastructure, 
energy, and other sectors is now tightly 
woven into—and reinforces—its security 
partnerships across the region. These 
security partnerships go well beyond 
arms sales, encompassing training, 
equipment transfers, and operational 
support.

Somalia as a Lens
Somalia is the clearest expression of 
Erdoğan’s Africa strategy, showing how 
he deploys a multi-track approach to 
advance Turkey’s interests in a sector 
central to sustaining his rule.

In 2011, Erdogan became the first non-
African leader in two decades to visit 
Somalia, arriving at the height of a 
devastating drought and years of state 
collapse. He traveled with his family and 
cabinet—an unprecedented gesture that 
signaled political commitment and helped 
break Somalia’s international isolation. 
Ankara used humanitarian aid as its entry 
point, delivering emergency relief—
food, medical care, shelter—and quickly 
becoming one of Somalia’s largest aid 
providers. Turkish Stars fighter jets

Image by konflikty.pl

https://breakingdefense.com/2023/04/turkeys-erdogan-runs-an-election-campaign-based-on-fighter-jets-drones-war-ships-and-tanks/
https://www.sipri.org/commentary/topical-backgrounder/2025/recent-trends-international-arms-transfers-middle-east-and-north-africa?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/chapters/edit/10.4324/9781003479567-7/strings-attached-understanding-turkey-arms-exports-africa-çağlar-kurç
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/africa/turkish-president-erdogans-2011-visit-watershed-moment-that-reshaped-somalias-trajectory/3664818
https://hornafricanews.com/turkish-president-erdogans-2011-visit-watershed-moment-that-reshaped-somalias-trajectory/
https://moderndiplomacy.eu/2024/03/01/turkeys-humanitarian-diplomacy-in-somalia-humanitarian-vs-national-interests/
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Following the visit, Turkey 
institutionalized its presence: opening an 
embassy in Mogadishu, establishing the 
Turkish Cooperation and Coordination 
Agency (TİKA), and building schools, 
hospitals, and infrastructure. Through 
scholarship programs, Turkey has 
brought large numbers of Somali 
students to its schools and universities 
after the famine. Erdoğan then leveraged 
the goodwill generated by this early 
engagement to expand Turkey’s 
influence, advancing a narrative that 
cast Ankara’s role as morally superior to 
that of the West. He portrayed Turkey 
as a partner, not a patron—contrasting 
it with what he described as Western 
policies that are distant, securitized, and 
conditional. This framing draws heavily 
on shared Islamic identity and invokes 
Ottoman-era ties, positioning Turkey as 
a culturally proximate and historically 
rooted actor. By blending humanitarian 
outreach with religious and civilizational 
language, Ankara presents its presence 
as an ethical responsibility—an approach 
that resonates domestically while 
legitimizing its growing footprint abroad. 
Over time, this soft power push has 
translated into hard influence, particularly 
in strategic sectors such as energy, 
defense, and construction—areas 
Erdoğan has relied on to consolidate 
power at home.

Turkey has become central to rebuilding 
Somalia’s core infrastructure—from ports 
and roads to airport facilities. These 
projects are often awarded to firms 

close to Erdoğan. In 2013, for example, 
Erdoğan-linked companies secured 20-
year contracts to develop and operate 
Mogadishu’s airport and seaport.

Building on these ties, Turkey has 
emerged as Somalia’s most important 
security partner, steadily building a deep 
and multifaceted defense relationship 
over the past decade.

 Since 2017, Ankara has maintained a 
significant military presence through 
Türkiye- Somalia Military Training Base 
(Camp TURKSOM)—its largest overseas 
base—where it trains Somali forces and 
develops Somalia’s elite units. Turkey 
has trained at least 16,000 personnel, 
while also supplying advanced equipment 
including drones, attack helicopters, 
and armored vehicles, and providing 
intelligence support. Turkish forces 
have conducted drone operations in 
support of Somali troops and maintain 
a sizable advisory presence on the 
ground. This cooperation, which began 
with framework agreements in 2010 

Gorgor Special Forces wearing Turkish woodland camouflage 
during a parade at the TURKSOM base in Mogadishu.

https://hornafricanews.com/turkish-president-erdogans-2011-visit-watershed-moment-that-reshaped-somalias-trajectory/
https://www.europeaninterest.eu/turkey-doubles-down-on-somalia/
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and became operational after 2015, 
has made Turkish-trained units among 
the most capable in Somalia’s security 
architecture.

Ankara has further expanded this 
partnership into maritime domains. In 
2024, Turkey signed agreements with 
Mogadishu to patrol Somalia’s coastline, 
rebuild its navy, and engage in petroleum 
exploration, tying security cooperation to 
economic stakes in Somalia’s exclusive 
economic zone. In February 2026, 
Turkey sent a drilling vessel to Somalia 
to launch its first-ever deepwater 
exploration project abroad, targeting 
offshore reserves in Somali waters. 
The move reflects Ankara’s broader 
push to diversify energy sources and 
reduce import dependence by expanding 
exploration both at home and overseas.

Turkey’s recent deployment of F-16 
fighter jets to Somalia shows how deeply 
invested Ankara is in Somalia’s political 
and security trajectory. While officials 
frame the move as support for the 
fight against Al-Shabaab, the forward 
deployment of manned combat aircraft—
alongside helicopters, naval assets, and 
an expanded ground presence—signals 
that from energy exploration and defense 
agreements to infrastructure projects, 
Turkey is hardening its military footprint 
to protect its growing interests. 

Turkey’s Relations 
with Sudan

As in Somalia, Turkey leverages soft 
power deployed through “humanitarian 
diplomacy” in Sudan to build lasting 
influence and embed itself within the 
country’s society and institutions. 
Ankara has combined development 
aid, education, and cultural outreach to 
expand its presence and build goodwill. 
Through agencies like TİKA, Turkey has 
implemented projects in healthcare, 
agriculture, and infrastructure, while 
also expanding scholarship programs 
that bring Sudanese students to Turkish 
universities—helping cultivate future 
elite networks. Cultural and religious 
institutions, including the Yunus Emre 
Institute and the Maarif Foundation, 
further reinforce these ties by promoting 
Turkish language, education, and shared 
identity narratives. The same multi-
layered approach Turkey uses in Somalia, 
which links state institutions, NGOs, and 
educational initiatives helps Turkey in 
Sudan as well, allowing Ankara to present 
itself as a partner rather than a donor, 
distinguishing its presence from Western 
models. 

Since the early 2010s, Turkey has 
significantly deepened its ties with 
Sudan, driven in part by the ideological 
affinity between Erdoğan’s AKP and 
Bashir’s Islamist regime. Building on 
its humanitarian diplomacy, Ankara 
expanded into business and security, 

https://trendsresearch.org/insight/maritime-security-aspects-of-turkiye-somalia-defense-cooperation-agreement/
https://www.thenationalnews.com/news/mena/2026/02/16/turkey-sends-offshore-drilling-ship-to-somalia-in-first-overseas-mission/
https://www.newarab.com/analysis/aid-f-16s-turkeys-hard-power-turn-somalia?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://en.yenisafak.com/turkiye/turkish-maarif-foundation-celebrates-67th-anniversary-of-sudans-independence-3658014
https://en.yenisafak.com/turkiye/turkish-maarif-foundation-celebrates-67th-anniversary-of-sudans-independence-3658014
https://en.yenisafak.com/turkiye/turkish-maarif-foundation-celebrates-67th-anniversary-of-sudans-independence-3658014
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with Erdoğan-aligned firms taking on 
major infrastructure projects and bilateral 
trade rising steadily. This growing 
alignment soon translated into defense 
cooperation: joint military drills in 2014 
and 2015, including Turkish warships 
docking in Port Sudan, signaled Ankara’s 
ambitions in the Red Sea. The partnership 
peaked during Erdoğan’s 2017 visit, 
when the two sides signed sweeping 
agreements, including a 99-year lease 
of Suakin Island, which is significant 
mainly because of its Red Sea location, 
and extensive military cooperation 
deals covering training, joint production, 
arms sales, and technology transfer. 
Energy quickly followed, with a 2018 oil 
exploration agreement further anchoring 
ties. For Sudan, isolated under Bashir 
and reeling from sanctions and the loss 
of oil revenues after South Sudan’s 2011 
secession, Turkey was a crucial economic 
and diplomatic partner.

Although Bashir’s ouster in 2019 initially 
cast doubt on this relationship—
especially the Suakin deal—Turkey 
managed to retain its influence through 
soft power and ties with the Sudanese 
Armed Forces (SAF). Since the outbreak 
of the April 2023 war, Ankara has gone 
further, emerging as a key backer of 
the SAF. After early mediation attempts, 
Turkey began supplying advanced 
weaponry, including Bayraktar drones, 
missiles, and command systems. This 
deepening partnership has brought 
tangible returns: the SAF has offered 
Turkey access to strategic ports and 

discussed concessions in mining sectors 
as part of defense deals. Ankara’s stake 
has grown so significant that by late 
2025, it was reportedly coordinating 
drone operations with Egypt in support 
of SAF forces—underscoring how central 
Sudan has become to Turkey’s regional 
strategy.

Turkey’s Relations 
with Ethiopia

Turkey has built a close partnership 
with Ethiopia—Africa’s second-most 
populous country and a key prize in the 
Horn—following the same playbook it 
used in Somalia and Sudan. It started 
with development aid and soft power, 
investing in health, education, and water 
projects, while Turkish firms—seeking 
opportunities amid economic pressures 
at home—moved in to capitalize on 
Ethiopia’s growth and Prime Minister 
Abiy Ahmed’s post-2018 privatization 
push. As a result, Turkish investment 
surged, making Turkey the second-
largest foreign investor after China. Major 
projects like the Awash–Weldiya railway, 
led by Turkish contractor Yapı Merkezi 
and backed by Türk Eximbank financing, 
underscore Ankara’s economic footprint, 
even as the 2020 Tigray conflict 
temporarily stalled progress.

This multi-track engagement paved 
the way for deeper defense ties. In 
2021, amid the Tigray war, Abiy signed 
a military cooperation agreement 

https://www.aei.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/02/Fault-Lines-in-the-Horn-of-Africa.pdf?x97961
https://mei.edu/publication/turkey-and-sudan-enduring-relationship/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://mei.edu/publication/turkey-and-sudan-enduring-relationship/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://orsam.org.tr/en/yayinlar/sudan-civil-war-turkiyes-path-to-mediation-and-regional-stability/
https://www.jpost.com/middle-east/article-885408
https://www.logisticsbusinessafrica.co.za/construction-of-awash-hara-gebeya-railway-project-in-ethiopia-resumes/
https://www.somaliguardian.com/news/africa/turkey-signs-military-agreement-with-ethiopia-amid-tigray-conflict/
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with Ankara and turned to Turkey for 
Bayraktar TB2 drones. These systems 
played a significant role in shifting the 
battlefield, and Ethiopia has continued 
to procure Turkish drones since the 
war. As in Somalia and Sudan, Turkey’s 
blend of aid, investment, and diplomacy 
has translated into lasting security 
cooperation—cementing its position as 
a key partner in Ethiopia and the wider 
Horn of Africa. 

Middle Power 
Competition in the 
Horn

Turkey’s relationship with Saudi Arabia 
in Somalia and Sudan is increasingly 
defined by overlapping interests. After 
years of tension, the two countries 
now share broader interests in Red Sea 
stability, limiting state collapse, and 
containing security threats in the Horn 
of Africa. In Somalia, both back the 
federal government and favor a stronger 
central state capable of preventing 
fragmentation and militancy. Turkey’s 
role has been more direct through 
military training, infrastructure, and 
state-building, while Saudi influence has 
tended to come through diplomacy and 
financial support. In Sudan, their interests 
have also moved closer around the goal 
of stability and preventing chaos on the 
Red Sea.

Turkey’s relationship with the United 
Arab Emirates (UAE), by contrast, has 

historically been more competitive. In 
Somalia, Ankara backed the federal 
government, while Abu Dhabi cultivated 
ties with alternative power centers 
such as Somaliland and other local 
actors, creating a contest for influence. 
Turkey focused on building institutions 
and maintaining a military presence in 
Mogadishu, while the UAE emphasized 
ports, commercial leverage, and 
decentralized partnerships. In Sudan, 
Turkey and the UAE also backed different 
networks of influence. Turkey had built 
close ties during the Bashir era, while 
the UAE developed stronger links with 
figures such as the Rapid Support Forces 
(RSF) and its leader Hemedti. Turkey’s 
current relationship with the UAE has 
been shaped more by rivalry over ports, 
security partnerships, and political 
influence. 

Israel in the Horn of 
Africa

The Horn of Africa—and particularly the 
Red Sea—has become central to Israel’s 
economic and security interests, and 
the 2026 US-Israel war on Iran will only 
heighten its importance. The region sits 
astride critical maritime routes linking 
Israel to global trade. The country’s 
access to Asian markets depends heavily 
on the Red Sea corridor via Eilat and the 
Bab al-Mandab, making disruptions—
from Houthi attacks to broader regional 
instability—a direct threat to its economy. 
At the same time, the Horn’s proximity 
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to these chokepoints gives it outsized 
strategic importance: control, influence, 
or instability along these shores can 
shape the security of Israel’s maritime 
lifelines. 

Beyond trade, the region has become a 
key arena in Israel’s confrontation with 
Iran and its network of partners. Iran is 
pursuing a strategy to project power 
across the Red Sea and surrounding 
waterways, including efforts to secure 
bases along the coast. It has sought to 
establish a military foothold to support 
both its own operations and those of its 
proxies, enabling attacks on international 
shipping in the Red Sea and Gulf of Aden. 
Tehran has also leveraged surveillance 
capabilities in the region—using vessels, 
including spy ships, to provide radar 
and electronic intelligence to Yemen’s 
Houthis, supporting their attacks on 
Israel, U.S. assets, and commercial 
shipping.

The April 2023 war in Sudan further 
highlights how instability in the Horn can 
reshape regional alignments and open 

space for external actors to expand their 
reach. In response, Israel has sought to 
deepen ties and maintain a presence 
across the Red Sea basin, viewing the 
Horn not as a peripheral space but as a 
critical front for countering adversaries, 
securing trade routes, and projecting 
geopolitical influence. 

Israel’s Relations with 
Ethiopia

Israel has long maintained ties with 
Ethiopia. Modern ties between Ethiopia 
and Israel were formalized in 1956 with 
the opening of embassies in Addis 
Ababa and Jerusalem, building on early 
cooperation in military training and 
capacity-building. These foundations 
have evolved into a broad partnership 
today, making Ethiopia the cornerstone of 
Israel’s regional foreign policy.  

During Netanyahu’s 2016 East Africa tour, 
which included Ethiopia, the two sides 
signed agreements spanning science 
and technology, tourism, agriculture, and 
capacity building. They also deepened 
cooperation on security, including 
counterterrorism and cybersecurity, with 
a particular focus on joint efforts against 
threats such as Islamist radical groups 
such as al-Shabaab.

Trade remains a central pillar of the 
relationship. Through MASHAV, Israel’s 
development agency, Ethiopian farmers 
receive training in irrigation, fertilization, 

Port of Eilat

https://www.aei.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/02/Fault-Lines-in-the-Horn-of-Africa.pdf?x97961
https://www.aei.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/02/Fault-Lines-in-the-Horn-of-Africa.pdf?x97961
https://www.jpost.com/israel-news/article-835930
https://sudantribune.com/article/57833


47A New Regional Theatre: Turkish- Israeli Rivalry in the Horn 

and crop management. At the same 
time, technology has emerged as a 
growing area of cooperation, with 
universities in both countries partnering 
on student exchanges, joint research, 
and knowledge-sharing in fields such as 
information technology. 

Security ties between Ethiopia and Israel 
deepened in 2020, when Ethiopia’s 
National Intelligence and Security Service 
signed an agreement with Mossad 
to enhance intelligence sharing and 
counterterrorism cooperation in the 
Horn of Africa. The partnership includes 
cyber and intelligence domains, with 
Israel providing training, support, and 
equipment.

Amid shifting regional dynamics—
including the US-Israel war on Iran, Israel 
has taken a growing interest in Ethiopia’s 
push for Red Sea access. Both countries 
share an interest in securing maritime 
routes and countering threats such as 
Houthi attacks. This alignment could 
translate into closer coordination on 
Red Sea security, with Israel potentially 
backing Ethiopia’s maritime ambitions, 
including through indirect ties with 
Somaliland, which would strengthen 
Israel’s strategic footprint in a critical 
corridor.

Israel’s Relations with 
Somaliland

In a surprise move in December 2025, 

Israel announced it would become 
the first country to formally recognize 
Somaliland. Talks with Somaliland 
began years earlier, initially focused on 
trade offices and limited diplomatic ties 
following President Muse Bihi Abdi’s 2022 
visit to Washington. But escalating Houthi 
threats accelerated the process, turning 
a gradual engagement into a strategic 
breakthrough. As part of the deal, Israel 
plans to establish a diplomatic—and 
potentially security—presence there. 
The move strengthens Israel’s bid for 
a foothold in the region after setbacks 
with Eritrea in 2020 and the collapse of 
normalization with Sudan following its 
April 2023 war.

The Somaliland breakthrough is part 
of Israel’s broader push to secure 
partners along the Gulf of Aden, the Bab 
al-Mandab Strait, and the Red Sea—
especially after Houthi attacks after 
October 2023 targeted Israel-linked 
shipping and Israeli territory. Somaliland’s 
850-kilometer coastline across from 
Yemen offers strategic advantages, 
including potential access rights and 
intelligence-gathering capabilities to 
monitor Houthi activity. With tensions 
rising again amid the US-Israel war on 
Iran, Israeli planners are keen to avoid a 
repeat of past disruptions that effectively 
shut down Eilat, its only Red Sea port. 
While Somaliland officials deny it, reports 
suggest Israel is seeking a military base 
as part of the recognition deal. Such a 
foothold would give Israel a strategic 
presence in the Red Sea, enabling 

https://shafcenter.org/en/israeli-military-bases-in-the-horn-of-africa-strategy-of-influence-and-redrawing-power-balances-in-the-red-sea/
https://shafcenter.org/en/israeli-military-bases-in-the-horn-of-africa-strategy-of-influence-and-redrawing-power-balances-in-the-red-sea/
https://shafcenter.org/en/israeli-military-bases-in-the-horn-of-africa-strategy-of-influence-and-redrawing-power-balances-in-the-red-sea/
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/recognizing-somaliland-israels-return-red-sea
https://www.jpost.com/middle-east/article-889715
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intelligence gathering and operations 
against Yemen’s Houthis.

Israel’s Relations with 
Sudan

Before Sudan’s April 2023 war, claims 
circulating that Israel and Sudan were 
on track to sign a comprehensive peace 
deal, were to see the exchange of 
ambassadors and launching cooperation 
across sectors—from agriculture and 
healthcare to trade. Israel has maintained 
ties with both sides in Sudan’s current 
war. General Abdel Fattah al-Burhan, 
head of the Sovereignty Council, met 
Netanyahu in 2020 in Kampala as part of 
efforts to bring Sudan into the Abraham 
Accords, and later signed the declarative 
agreement in the final days of the Trump 
administration. His deputy at the time, 
General Mohamed Hamdan Dagalo—
known as Hemedti—also cultivated close 
links with Israel, particularly with Mossad.

When war broke out in April 2023, pitting 
the two generals against each other, 
Israel kept channels open to both. The 
Foreign Ministry leaned toward Burhan 
and the SAF, while Mossad maintained 
closer ties with the RSF. The outbreak 
of war derailed normalization between 
Sudan and Israel. But for Israel, Sudan’s 
ongoing war is not just a setback for 
normalization—it is a strategic risk. A 
collapsing Sudan could turn the Red 
Sea corridor into a hub for terrorism 
and arms trafficking directly threatening 

Israel’s maritime and national security 
while opening space for its rivals to 
gain ground in the Horn of Africa. Israeli 
officials are particularly concerned that 
instability could revive long-standing 
arms smuggling routes linking Sudan to 
Hamas and Hezbollah via Sinai and Libya.

More broadly, chaos in Sudan could 
allow Iran to re-establish a foothold, as 
it did under Bashir, using the country 
as a transit point to arm its proxies. 
That makes stabilizing Sudan critical 
to preventing the re-emergence of a 
Tehran-to-Gaza weapons corridor. The 
stakes are high enough that Sudan 
features prominently in Israel’s regional 
calculus. In 2024, Netanyahu highlighted 
Sudan as part of a “pro-Israel” bloc at 
the UN, and reports—even if denied—
suggested Israel considered Sudan 
in proposals tied to Gaza diplomacy. 
Together, these signals underscore how 
central Sudan has become to Israel’s 
broader strategic thinking.

More recently, reports suggest SAF 
commander General al-Burhan is seeking 
to finalize normalization with Israel 
in exchange for political and military 
support. SAF officials denied the claims 
but according to these accounts, his 
envoy visited Israel in April 2025 and 
indicated that the SAF turned to Iran only 
after failing to secure Israeli backing—
and that Burhan is now willing to meet 
Israel’s conditions to fast-track a deal. 

https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/israeli-foreign-minister-heads-delegation-discuss-sudan-normalisation-2023-02-02/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/israeli-foreign-minister-heads-delegation-discuss-sudan-normalisation-2023-02-02/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://responsiblestatecraft.org/sudan-war/
https://responsiblestatecraft.org/sudan-war/
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/fighting-sudan-threatens-peace-efforts-israel?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.inss.org.il/publication/israel-in-the-red-sea/
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/menasource/normalization-and-peace-between-sudan-and-israel/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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Conclusion: 
Turkey and Israel on a Collision 
Course in the Horn

The Horn of Africa has become 
increasingly central to both Turkey and 
Israel. For Ankara, the region is tightly 
linked to Erdoğan’s domestic agenda. 
Expanding the defense sector—crucial 
to sustaining his rule and his family’s 
business interests—has made the 
Horn a key external arena. Turkey’s 
recent deployment of F-16s to Somalia 
underscores just how deeply its interests 
are now embedded in the region’s 
security and political dynamics.

For Israel, the region’s importance is also 
rising, particularly as Houthi involvement 
in the war has heightened concerns 
about maritime security. Israeli officials 
are determined to prevent a repeat of 
past Iranian efforts to threaten shipping 
routes in the Red Sea. As a result, both 
countries increasingly view Somalia, 
Ethiopia, and Sudan as central to their 
regional strategies—but with diverging 
goals that are putting them on a collision 
course.

In Sudan, Turkey backs the SAF and has 
actively supported its military campaign, 
while Israel—despite maintaining ties with 
both sides—may tilt toward the RSF given 
its links to the UAE and broader regional 
alignments. In Ethiopia, the divide is 
equally stark. Israel has increasingly 
aligned itself with Ethiopia’s long-
standing push for Red Sea access, seeing 

Addis Ababa as a key partner in a region 
central to its own security and maritime 
interests. By supporting arrangements 
that could grant Ethiopia access to 
Somaliland’s coast—and more recently 
by moving to recognize Somaliland—
Israel has effectively reinforced Ethiopia’s 
position in its dispute with Somalia, which 
views Somaliland as part of its sovereign 
territory and has strongly opposed any 
external recognition. Turkey, on the 
other hand, has defended Somalia’s 
territorial integrity and positioned itself 
as a mediator. The prospect of an Israeli 
military presence in Somaliland further 
heightens tensions with Ankara, which 
has invested heavily in Somalia and 
maintains a military base there.

As these competing agendas intensify, 
the Horn risks becoming another arena of 
Turkish–Israeli rivalry, one that could not 
only undermine their respective interests 
but further destabilize an already fragile 
region.


