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I. Introduction: The 
Gulf in Africa

At a recent closed-door workshop on the 
Sahel, organized by a European think-
tank, the most revealing moment for me 
came not from the formal presentations 
but from the gap between what Sahelian 
participants said and what European 
policy assumed. What animated the 
room, however, was a subtler, perhaps 
more consequential concern: that Saudi 
Arabia and the United Arab Emirates 
(UAE) were no longer merely disruptive 
presences but important rivals capable of 
displacing entrenched European interests 
in the region. 

The Sahelian participants at that 
workshop were themselves a particular 
kind of interlocutor: Western-educated 
scholars embedded in donor-funded 
research institutes and European-aligned 
policy networks. Their assessments 
foregrounded what might be called 
the double-edged nature of Gulf 
engagement in the Sahel. Gulf states, 
they argued, are widely perceived as 
credible security partners, aligned 
with Sahelian governments on efforts 
to contain Islamist insurgencies. 
But Gulf financial flows and political 
patronage also risk entrenching illiberal 
governance structures that impede 
democratization and further weaken 
already fragile institutional orders. 
Gulf-Sahelian partnerships frequently 
operate through opaque bureaucratic 

channels, reinforcing patronage 
networks and compounding existing 
corruption vulnerabilities. Humanitarian 
aid and investment capital are routed 
through state apparatuses with limited 
transparency or oversight, consolidating 
executive authority in polities where 
legislative and judicial counterweights 
remain subject to state edict.

The Sahel, in this respect, is instructive 
rather than exceptional. Across much 
of Africa, Gulf states are establishing 
a presence that is reshaping how 
the continent is integrated into wider 
geopolitical networks. But these 
engagements are not the expression of 
a single Gulf foreign policy. They reflect 
an ongoing intra-Gulf rivalry whose 
origins lie elsewhere—in Yemen, North 
Africa, and the turbulence of the post-
2011 regional order—and whose terms 
are set by two fundamentally different 
theories of political authority: one pre-
emptive and expeditionary, rooted in 
Abu Dhabi’s preference for strongmen 
and durable leverage; the other custodial 
and hierarchical, symbolized by Riyadh’s 
inclination towards recognized state 
structures and managed order. 

To make sense of this rivalry, the paper 
also invites a conceptual adjustment. 
Gulf engagement in Africa is better 
understood through the lens of ‘meddle 
power’ than ‘middle power’. The 
middle power paradigm—applied with 
increasing frequency to Gulf states—risks 
overstating their structural capabilities 

https://www.ispionline.it/en/publication/the-uaes-rising-military-role-in-africa-defending-interests-advancing-influence-172825
https://english.alarabiya.net/News/gulf/2018/12/07/Saudi-Arabia-pledges-over-113-mln-in-anti-terror-aid-for-Africa-s-Sahel
https://cirsd.org/horizon-article/the-future-of-democracy-in-africa/
https://cirsd.org/horizon-article/the-future-of-democracy-in-africa/
https://www.cfr.org/articles/africa-and-gulf-are-growing-closer-will-it-increase-global-tensions?gad_source=1&gad_campaignid=23819513442&gbraid=0AAAAAD-E15nL1Z2vzvnJDBG5l5cUrkKof
https://www.cfr.org/articles/africa-and-gulf-are-growing-closer-will-it-increase-global-tensions?gad_source=1&gad_campaignid=23819513442&gbraid=0AAAAAD-E15nL1Z2vzvnJDBG5l5cUrkKof
https://ti-defence.org/sahel-conflict-boko-haram-mali-niger-burkina-faso-defence-corruption/
https://ti-defence.org/sahel-conflict-boko-haram-mali-niger-burkina-faso-defence-corruption/
https://www.ispionline.it/sites/default/files/10_years_instability_sahel_report.ispi_.2022_0.pdf
https://nationalinterest.org/blog/middle-east-watch/the-gulf-states-middle-power-ascent
https://www.grc.net/single-commentary/317
https://mecouncil.org/blog_posts/gcc-can-emerge-as-middle-powers-in-second-cold-war/
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and, in doing so, understating the 
agency, negotiating power and strategic 
autonomy of the states they engage with 
in the Horn. Gulf states do not set the 
terms of these relationships unilaterally; 
they meddle, maneuver, and readjust to 
countervailing local agency and pressure. 
It is that rivalry and the divergent 
strategic logics, particularly in the 
aftermath of the recent and ongoing US-
Israel war on Iran, that ultimately shape 
Gulf conduct in the Horn of Africa. 

II. How the Emirates 
Builds Influence

Before asking why Gulf states engage the 
way they do, it is worth establishing the 
operational logic through which influence 
is built, sustained, and extended. The 
answer, in the UAE case, begins with 
ports.

Dubai Ports (DP) World’s expansive 
port development and management 
contracts established footholds along 
critical maritime corridors long before 
Gulf engagement became a subject 
of geopolitical concern. What began 
as commercial infrastructure—the 
tenacious accumulation of concessions 
along the Red Sea, the Gulf of Aden, 
and the East African littoral—gradually 
acquired security dimensions that its 
architects may not have fully anticipated 
or may have planned all along. Port 
infrastructure, free trade zones, and 
financial conduits along the Red Sea 

corridor are not merely commercial 
projects, but form part of an architecture 
that connects extraction sites that move 
resources in the African interior to Gulf 
commercial ecosystems through trade. 
Although these facilities are built for 
business and shipping, they can operate 
as dual-use platforms, readily adaptable 
for the rapid deployment of security 
forces and arms in times of conflict. 

Beyond infrastructure, the UAE has 
developed a sharp eye for identifying 
‘neglected’ theatres characterized 
by limited human rights scrutiny, 
absent investigative journalism, and 
episodic international engagement. In 
environments where citizen journalism 
is sparse, documentation of abuses is 
inconsistent, and global media cycles 
are absorbed elsewhere, external 
actors encounter fewer reputational 

A map illustrating DP World›s ports on the Red Sea

https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2026/1/13/last-straw-somalia-cuts-uae-ties-after-yemen-separatists-illegal-entry
https://agsi.org/analysis/uae-horn-africa-tale-two-ports/
https://more.bham.ac.uk/port-infrastructure/2022/01/13/dp-world-from-the-gulf-to-the-horn-of-africa
https://www.bic-rhr.com/research/gulf-states-pivot-africa-enhancing-geoeconomic-engagement-amid-times-geopolitical-shifts
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S096669232200206X?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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constraints. Such permissive information 
environments reduce the political 
costs of operating through informal 
security partnerships, private military 
intermediaries, and deniable channels 
of influence—engagements that at 
times sit in the grey zone between licit 
diplomacy and coercive interventionism. 
These peripheral arenas also function 
as testing grounds: laboratories for 
the operationalization of expeditionary 
capabilities, the deployment of security 
contractors, and the integration of newly 
developed defense technologies into live 
conflict environments. Ethiopia offers a 
sharp illustration, where UAE-supplied 
drones were used across multiple internal 
conflicts, reinforcing the Ethiopian 
government’s ability to prosecute 
wars with fewer political costs than 
conventional military means would have 
incurred.

Gulf influence is not sustained by 
elite capture or security contracting 
alone. Labor mobility has emerged as 
a consequential and underappreciated 
dimension of Gulf involvement. 
Partnerships with Gulf states frequently 
incorporate migration pathways as 
part of broader economic cooperation 
packages, facilitating youth employment 
through streamlined visa regimes. In 
contexts of chronic unemployment, such 
mobility functions simultaneously as soft 
power projection, an economic safety 
valve and a form of social exposure 
usually available only to small cliché 
through European channels. European 

engagement, by contrast, is commonly 
perceived as securitized and restrictive, 
particularly in relation to what is often 
described as ‘unskilled’ or ‘low-skilled’ 
labor, offering limited scholarship 
schemes that benefit only a narrow 
segment of the population. Saudi Arabia 
absorbs migrant labor from the Horn of 
Africa at considerably greater volumes 
than the UAE. An estimated 500,000 
Ethiopians and 100,000 Eritreans work 
in the Kingdom, compared to around 
100,000 Ethiopians in the UAE. What 
differentiates the UAE’s approach is 
the strategic logic that makes Emirati 
partnerships legible as a foreign policy 
instrument. For many households in 
the Horn, these remittances are not 
‘supplemental income’ but primary 
means of financing food, healthcare and 
education. Thus, at the societal level, 
Gulf states are perceived as pragmatic 
Global South partners, responsive to 
immediate socioeconomic demands, even 
as underlying extractive dynamics and 
the structural dependencies they create 
remain largely obscured.

Critically, however, these tools are not 
symmetrical between the UAE and Saudi 
Arabia. The UAE has a globally dispersed 
port concession network, specialized 
deployable security partnerships, and 
a commercial-maritime architecture 
capable of gradually embedding influence 
across different theatres. Saudi Arabia 
lacks these with comparable scale 
or flexibility. It is this asymmetry—in 
instruments, agility, and ultimately 

https://www.buzzfeednews.com/article/aramroston/mercenaries-assassination-us-yemen-uae-spear-golan-dahlan
https://www.buzzfeednews.com/article/aramroston/mercenaries-assassination-us-yemen-uae-spear-golan-dahlan
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/09592318.2021.1951432
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/09592318.2021.1951432
https://gulfif.org/the-uae-in-libya-a-power-broker-or-spoiler/
https://gulfif.org/the-uae-in-libya-a-power-broker-or-spoiler/
https://www.wsj.com/world/u-a-e-boosted-arms-transfers-tolibyato-salvage-warlords-campaign-u-n-panel-finds-11601412059
https://ecfr.eu/publication/deadly-skies-drone-warfare-in-ethiopia-and-the-future-of-conflict-in-africa/
https://mpra.ub.uni-muenchen.de/119234/
https://www.kas.de/documents/286298/8668222/Policy+Report+No+31.+21-08-25-+Out+of+Africa+The+Influx+of+African+Migrants+to+the+UAE.pdf/83d332cb-c5d4-98e4-b22d-c4eb48c6d81c?version=1.0&t=1630000531232
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/epdf/10.1080/21632324.2016.1204804
https://www.csis.org/analysis/gulf-scramble-africa-gcc-states-foreign-policy-laboratory
https://horninstitute.org/the-iran-war-gulf-restraint-is-buffering-the-horn-of-africa/
https://thegeoeconomics.com/gcc-africa-can-desert-find-comforting-shade-of-green/
https://thegeoeconomics.com/gcc-africa-can-desert-find-comforting-shade-of-green/
https://www.bic-rhr.com/research/gulf-states-pivot-africa-enhancing-geoeconomic-engagement-amid-times-geopolitical-shifts
https://www.bic-rhr.com/research/gulf-states-pivot-africa-enhancing-geoeconomic-engagement-amid-times-geopolitical-shifts
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in ambition—along with their distinct 
theories of political authority that has 
pushed the two states towards divergent 
strategic logics, making their coalition 
increasingly difficult to sustain.

III. Two Models, One 
Theatre: 

UAE and Saudi Arabia in the Horn

The Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) was 
formed in 1981 in direct response to the 
Iran-Iraq war, constituted primarily as 
a security bloc without first resolving 
the intra-Gulf border disputes that 
continue to shape member states’ 
threat perceptions. This GCC produced 
neither economic integration nor political 
convergence, leaving security fissures 
that are visible in every theatre where 
Saudi and Emirati interests now collide. 

Thus, any serious analysis of Gulf 
conduct in the Horn of Africa must first 
dislodge two stubborn inclinations. 
The first is the tendency to regard 
Gulf states as a single entity. In both 
popular commentary and much policy 
analysis, the Gulf is often depicted as 
a culturally undifferentiated bloc, with 
its governance characterized by some 
variant of the ‘tribal’ label—a label that is 
not only imprecise but also misleading. 
It obscures the significant differences in 
how these states perceive themselves 
and understand political authority, 
institutional legitimacy, and the conduct 
of foreign policy. The second inclination 

is to read Gulf engagement through the 
‘middle power’ paradigm. Gulf states 
are not middle powers; they are, at 
best, aspirational ones. The framework 
overstates their strategic coherence, 
autonomy and institutional capacity, and 
in doing so understates the opportunistic 
character of engagement that exploits 
local conditions conducive to rentier-like 
co-dependency arrangements. These 
differences, far from being marginal, form 
the core of the divergence this article 
aims to explain.

Saudi Arabia’s recent decision to 
relocate its Foundation Day to 1727—
anchoring national identity to the first 
Saudi state rather than to the 1932 
unification—is not a ceremonial revision 
of its own past. It is a deliberate signal 
of historical depth and institutional 
continuity; a claim that, unlike most of 
its neighbors, Saudi Arabia’s governance 
has not emerged from the turbulence 
of twentieth-century colonialism but 

The International Quartet on Sudan 

https://www.merip.org/1987/09/the-elusive-quest-for-gulf-security/
https://gulfif.org/app/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/border-dispute.pdf
https://carnegieendowment.org/research/2026/02/can-the-gulf-cooperation-council-transcend-its-divisions
https://carnegieendowment.org/research/2026/02/can-the-gulf-cooperation-council-transcend-its-divisions
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2023/06/16/saudi-arabia-gulf-reshaping-world/
https://ecfr.eu/publication/diversification-nations-the-gulf-way-to-engage-with-africa/
https://ecfr.eu/publication/diversification-nations-the-gulf-way-to-engage-with-africa/
https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/mec/2018/08/02/tribal-modern-branding-new-nations-in-the-gulf/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/01495933.2024.2445493
https://www.arabnews.com/node/2633952/legacy-leadership-honoring-saudi-foundation-day
https://agsi.org/analysis/the-saudi-founding-day-and-the-death-of-wahhabism/
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has matured across three centuries of 
political development. This modified self-
account has had direct consequences for 
how Riyadh engages externally. A state 
that conceives of itself as an old and 
settled political order naturally gravitates 
towards counterparts that rest on similar 
foundations—established institutions, 
recognized sovereign structures, and 
durable systems of governance. Saudi 
Arabia, thus, does not quickly adjust to 
disruption. While it is prepared to engage 
with actors who arrive at the helm of 
government through revolutionary 
means, as post-Assad Syria has shown, 
it does so only insofar as those actors 
demonstrate a willingness to inhabit the 
nation-state form and operate within 
its conventions. The revolutionary 
path to power that the Arab uprisings 
produced—whether through the electoral 
advance of formerly marginalized groups 
or the seizure of state institutions by 
armed groups—appears to have become 
gradually tolerable for Saudi Arabia. This 
is a real if moderate shift, which reflects 
learning. Saudi Arabia has drawn lessons 
not only from its own blunt response to 
the Arab uprisings, but from watching 
the UAE—specifically how Abu Dhabi’s 
appetite for backing armed factions and 
subversive forces capable of capturing 
state power has repeatedly produced 
outcomes that Saudi Arabia cannot 
control and that serve Abu Dhabi’s 
interests alone. 

The UAE, however, operates from a 
fundamentally different theory of political 

authority. Its own governance structure 
is organized around a strongman with 
a pronounced military character—a 
system in which concentrated personal 
power, command loyalty, and the 
subordination of institutional process 
to executive will are not aberrations, 
but design features introduced with the 
gradual ascendance of Mohammed bin 
Zayed to rulership. This internal model 
is then externalized through the UAE’s 
foreign policy preference and conduct. 
Where Saudi Arabia seeks counterparts 
who fit the mold of the nation-state, 
the UAE gravitates towards strongmen 
and warlords; actors whose power is 
personalized, whose command structures 
are military in character, and whose 
decisions can be made and reversed 
without the friction of institutional 
accountability. The Southern Transitional 
Council (STC) in Yemen, the Rapid 
Support Forces (RSF) in Sudan, and 
various armed intermediaries across 
the Horn are not merely convenient 
vehicles; they are, in a pragmatic sense, 
ideologically proximate to Abu Dhabi in 
ways that parliamentary governments 
and multilateral institutions are not.

These preferences extend beyond the 
Global South. The UAE’s forging of ties 
with far-right political figures in Western 
nations follows the same basic logic. 
Abu Dhabi does not invest in parties as 
organizations—parties involve too many 
people, too many competing interests, 
and too much institutional inertia. It 
invests in the individuals leading those 

https://arabcenterdc.org/resource/saudi-arabia-and-the-new-syria-constructive-pragmatism/
https://arabcenterdc.org/resource/saudi-arabia-and-the-new-syria-constructive-pragmatism/
https://doi.org/10.1080/09592318.2021.1951432
https://doi.org/10.1080/09592318.2021.1951432
https://www.mediapart.fr/en/journal/international/241016/french-far-right-front-national-party-s-links-united-arab-emirates
https://www.mediapart.fr/en/journal/international/241016/french-far-right-front-national-party-s-links-united-arab-emirates
https://www.ft.com/content/58856ec6-baeb-4b5c-be5d-df7b632d6240?syn-25a6b1a6=1
https://www.ft.com/content/f4e6e5b4-264f-4593-9542-03d34464ef99?syn-25a6b1a6=1
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parties: figures whose personal authority 
within their movements mirrors the kind 
of concentrated, command-driven power 
that the UAE’s own system upholds. A 
party can change course; a strongman, 
once cultivated, is a more dependable 
node of influence.

The geo-strategic culture of both states 
has been characterized by a siege 
mentality—a perception of encirclement 
by hostile or rival powers. While this 
framing resonates more readily with 
Saudi Arabia’s threat perceptions, its 
applicability to the UAE warrants closer 
scrutiny and a redefined timeline. The 
two states are not merely differently 
resourced versions of the same 
geostrategic impulse; they are driven by 
fundamentally different theories of what 
legitimate political authority looks like, 
and those theories generate profoundly 
different maps of who is worth engaging, 
and how.

For a long time, the UAE benefited 
from geographic insulation, a compact 
territorial base, and a dense network 
of security partnerships that create a 
significant buffer against direct external 
aggression. Its vulnerability was less 
about territory and more systemic: a 
concern about the spread of alternative 
political models, armed non-state actors, 
and rival influence networks across its 
extended neighborhood. Consequently, 
UAE’s statecraft since 2011 has been 
driven less by encirclement and more by 
pre-emption. Two main priorities have 

shaped this approach: to counter the 
expansion of Iran-aligned actors and 
political movements seen as incompatible 
with the UAE’s political-economic model, 
and to strengthen influence across 
nearby maritime and coastal areas before 
rival powers can dominate them. Instead 
of being encircled, the UAE typically 
acted as a builder of encirclement—
projecting influence outward through 
port infrastructure, security alliances, and 
auxiliary armed networks, externalizing 
risk and pushing competition beyond the 
federation’s immediate borders.

The ongoing US-Israel war on Iran, 
launched on 28 February 2026, has 
changed this. Gulf states moving 
towards de-escalation with Tehran, and 
the loose alignment forming between 
Saudi Arabia, Pakistan and Turkey have 
closed in on Abu Dhabi from a direction 
it did not anticipate and had no hand 
in constructing. For the first time, the 
UAE is experiencing something close to 
the encirclement it has spent a decade 
constructing for others. What makes this 
particularly alarming for Abu Dhabi is 
that several of these actors now arrayed 
against it were until recently partners 
or allies—a reminder of how quickly the 
region’s alignments can invert, and how 
rapidly those reversals can travel to 
external arenas like the Horn of Africa. 
The UAE’s insistence on holding its 
Abraham Accords position through the 
war has deepened its isolation, allowing 
Saudi Arabia to emerge as the more 
sensible actor and the more credibly 

https://www.crisisgroup.org/brf/middle-east-north-africa/united-arab-emirates/b065-united-arab-emirates-horn-africa
https://www.crisisgroup.org/brf/middle-east-north-africa/united-arab-emirates/b065-united-arab-emirates-horn-africa
https://mecouncil.org/blog_posts/is-a-new-strategic-bloc-emerging-in-the-middle-east/
https://www.newsweek.com/iran-war-puts-saudi-arabia-at-odds-with-growing-israel-uae-axis-11964000
https://www.newsweek.com/iran-war-puts-saudi-arabia-at-odds-with-growing-israel-uae-axis-11964000
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aligned with Arab consensus. 

Saudi Arabia exhibits a markedly different 
orientation. Its vast territorial expanse, its 
custodianship of Islam’s holiest sites, and 
its perceived spiritual and cultural weight 
in the Arab and Muslim worlds impose 
reputational constraints that make overt 
use of auxiliary forces politically costly. 
Its security outlook has historically been 
oriented towards territorial defense and 
regime preservation, rather than modular, 
expeditionary shaping operations. 
Riyadh’s regional vision prioritizes 
managed stability—however imperfect—
anchored in internationally recognized 
state authorities rather than sub-state 
proxies. Where the UAE cultivates 
warlords and secessionist movements 
as instruments of leverage, Saudi Arabia 
has tended to favor centralized sovereign 
counterparts as guarantors of order. 
These divergent logics coexisted within 
the Saudi Arabia-UAE partnership for 
as long as their immediate interests 
converged in Yemen. The STC offensive 
in Hadramout in December 2025, 
however, fractured their tenuous alliance. 

The consequences of the UAE’s 
preference for strongmen are not 
confined to operational outcomes. They 
tend, over time, to corrode the political 
standing of the very actors Abu Dhabi 
cultivates. Abiy Ahmed arrived in office 
in 2018 carrying extraordinary symbolic 
capital. A Nobel Peace Prize laureate 
who had ended two decades of hostility 
with Eritrea, he represented for a brief 

moment both a regional promise and a 
model of reform that Western donors and 
international institutions were eager to 
support. That capital eroded rapidly once 
UAE-supplied drone technology became 
integral to Ethiopia’s prosecution of 
multiple internal wars—in Tigray, Oromia, 
and Amhara—with well-documented 
civilian costs. The association between 
Abiy’s government and Abu Dhabi’s 
security architecture not only altered 
the conduct of war but also recast his 
international profile. A reformer became 
a warlord in the eyes of many of his 
former admirers. Eritrean President Isaias 
Afwerki went further, publicly accusing 
Abu Dhabi of being the force behind 
Ethiopia’s increasingly assertive claims 
to Red Sea access—framing Abiy not 
as a sovereign actor pursuing national 
interests but as an instrument of UAE’s 
port strategy. Afwerki’s framing, however, 
understates Abiy’s own agency. The 
UAE’s security architecture may, in fact, 

 CC BY-SA 4.0/ Rastakwere

Internally displaced people in Shire Tigray April 2021 

https://warontherocks.com/2026/01/risk-order-and-power-the-saudi-emirati-divergence/
https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/peace/2019/summary/
https://edition.cnn.com/2021/09/07/africa/abiy-ahmed-ethiopia-tigray-conflict-cmd-intl
https://ecfr.eu/publication/deadly-skies-drone-warfare-in-ethiopia-and-the-future-of-conflict-in-africa
https://www.agenzianova.com/en/news/eritrea-afwerki-dietro-alle-rivendicazioni-delletiopia-di-accesso-al-mar-rosso-ci-sono-gli-emirati/
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have enabled Ethiopian ambitions that 
Abu Dhabi neither fully intended nor can 
control, facilitating the expansion of a 
client’s own agenda.

The pattern is more starkly visible 
in the case of Sudan’s Mohamed 
Hamdan Dagalo, known as Hemedti. 
His relationship with the UAE predates 
the current civil war, beginning with his 
deployment of RSF fighters to Yemen 
under Saudi Arabia and UAE’s command. 
The transactional arrangement gave 
Abu Dhabi a reliable instrument of force 
while providing Hemedti with weapons, 
logistical support, and a degree of 
diplomatic cover. Whatever regional 
legitimacy Hemedti once possessed—a 
counterweight to Sudan’s Islamist-
military establishment, as a participant in 
the transitional government following the 
fall of the former government—has been 
further decimated by his association with 
yet another genocide in Darfur and by 
the increasingly visible architecture of 
UAE financial and material support for the 
RSF. Sudan severed diplomatic relations 
with the UAE in May 2025. It was noted 
that even among Sudanese who viewed 
the RSF as the lesser evil, the UAE is 
now widely perceived as a malign actor. 
A senior African diplomat described 
Abu Dhabi as ‘merchants of chaos’ in 
the region. The civilian track pursued 
by Abu Dhabi, however, did not fare 
better. Both the UAE and Saudi Arabia 
backed Abdalla Hamdok and the civilian 
transition after the fall of the former 
government, appearing to support a civil-

society led process of legitimate politics 
as a counterweight to the Islamist-
military establishment. The October 
2021 coup, however, undermined that 
investment. This is the terminal logic 
of the UAE’s preference for strongmen 
and client politicians: whether influence 
is purchased through armed proxies or 
coopted civilian leaders, it has proved to 
not only unable to determine outcomes 
but has also transferred the reputational 
costs of that failure onto Abu Dhabi itself, 
whatever immediate operational gains 
may have accumulated along the way.

IV. From Alliance to 
Rivalry: 

The Yemen Crucible

The intervention in Yemen, launched 
in 2015, shaped both Saudi Arabia and 
the UAE in ways that extended far 
beyond its immediate military objectives. 
It functioned as a live laboratory for 
expeditionary warfare, the management 
of a fractious coalition, and transactional 
deal-making with local armed actors. 
More than a battlefield, Yemen was thus 
an incubator for operational learning. 
Crucially, however, Abu Dhabi and Riyadh 
drew markedly different lessons from 
the experience, and those lessons have 
since shaped their conduct across every 
theatre where their interests intersect, 
including the Horn of Africa.

For the UAE, engagement in southern 
Yemen—particularly through 
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relationships with secessionist and 
anti-Houthi actors—demonstrated 
the utility of embedding within local 
separatist struggles whose objectives 
could be selectively aligned with Emirati 
geoeconomic ambitions. Support for 
southern actors aligned with Abu Dhabi’s 
longer-term interest in securing footholds 
along the Gulf of Aden and adjacent 
maritime corridors and conveniently 
blurred the line between legitimate 
national struggles and aspirations and the 
geostrategic interests of external actors. 
Having previously sought to shape the 
battle for Hodeidah, the UAE appeared 
to conclude that influence need not 
depend on territorial sovereignty per se, 
but on cultivating armed and political 
intermediaries capable of delivering 
arterial access. Yemen thus reinforced a 
model of power projection rooted in co-
option, proxy cultivation, and port-linked 
leverage—a model then applied to Sudan.

The 2018 Stockholm Agreement marked 
a pivotal turning point. From UAE’s 
perspective, Saudi Arabia’s decision to 
unilaterally endorse the agreement—
effectively halting the offensive 
on Hodeidah—curtailed what Abu 
Dhabi perceived as an opportunity to 
consolidate a presence on both sides of 
the Red Sea littoral. The episode exposed 
asymmetries within the Saudi Arabia-
UAE partnership and demonstrated for 
the UAE the constraints of operating 
within a Gulf-centered alliance in which 
Riyadh retained ultimate escalatory 
authority. The lesson Abu Dhabi drew 

was not retrenchment but differentiation: 
influence could be maximized through 
flexible alignments with sub-state actors 
and diversified maritime nodes, reducing 
exposure to intra-Gulf hierarchies that 
might otherwise circumscribe UAE’s 
ambitions.

In the post-Arab uprisings environment, 
the UAE’s increasingly assertive posture 
in Yemen, the Red Sea, and the Horn 
has been read in Riyadh not merely 
as policy divergence but as potential 
encroachment on Saudi Arabia’s regional 
primacy. UAE-backed maneuvers 
augmented Saudi Arabia’s anxieties about 
encirclement and fragmentation along its 
southern flank as well as the erosion of 
hierarchical Gulf leadership structures. 
What had been a productive if unequal 
partnership gradually transformed into 
a managed rivalry—until, in December 
2025, it ceased to be managed at all.

Tensions reached their most acute 
expression when UAE-backed Yemen’s 
Southern Transitional Council (STC) 
forces launched ‘Operation Promising 
Future’ on 2 December 2025—note 
the symbolism: that is the UAE’s 
national day—rapidly seizing control of 
Hadramawt and al-Mahra governorates, 
oil-rich territories along Saudi Arabia’s 
border. Saudi Arabia responded 
swiftly, mobilizing troops, securing 
key border crossings, and issuing an 
ultimatum demanding the withdrawal of 
UAE forces within twenty-four hours. 
Limited in scope as it was, this marked 
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the first direct military confrontation 
between the forces of the two former 
coalition partners. More consequential 
than the incident itself was its signal 
to a visible shift from latent rivalry to 
active counterbalancing. Since then, 
Saudi Arabia has moved to recalibrate 
balances of authority across multiple 
theatres, reasserting primacy over what it 
perceives as its immediate and extended 
neighborhood and security perimeters. 
The architecture of Gulf solidarity, 
already under strain since the Stockholm 
Agreement, had publicly fractured. The 
military escalation was also a breach 
of intra-Gulf tradition, one that has set 
a precedent for the likelihood of future 
direct confrontations from which the 
Horn of Africa may not be exempt.

V. The Horn as 
Contested Space:

Transregional Flows and Proxy 
Architectures

With the strategic logic of the rivalry now 
established, the Horn of Africa comes 
into clearer analytical focus not as a 
standalone arena of influence, but as a 
logistical and financial node embedded 
within a wider transregional political 
economy. The scale of Gulf investment 
across the continent has grown 
substantially over the past two decades, 
spanning ports, logistics, mining, energy, 
finance, and agriculture, with the UAE 
now rivalling China as Africa’s largest 
source of foreign direct investment.

Developments in the Sahel illuminate the 
connective tissue. In the gold-producing 
zones of Mali, Burkina Faso, and Niger, 
artisanal and semi-industrial mining 
sectors—often weakly regulated and 
vulnerable to elite capture—have become 
sites of discreet extraction and informal 
trade. Gold flows, some licit and others 
routed through opaque commercial 
intermediaries, increasingly converge in 
UAE markets. The pattern is replicated 
in Sudan, where conflict-affected mining 
regions have generated substantial off-
the-books revenue streams, much of 
which reportedly transited through UAE-
based trading hubs. Port infrastructure, 
free trade zones, and financial conduits 
along the Red Sea corridor form part of 
an architecture that links these Sahelian 
extraction sites to UAE commercial 
ecosystems, with the Horn functioning as 
the critical intermediary space.
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Embeddedness in the Sahel may, 
therefore, generate downstream effects 
in the Horn, not only through geopolitical 
alignment, but through material flows 
and security entanglements. The 
key question concerns the extent to 
which the UAE’s political and financial 
footprint in the Sahel facilitates the 
recruitment and patronage networks 
that have reportedly channeled fighters 
into Sudan’s conflict, specifically into 
the Rapid Support Forces—now widely 
accused of grave human rights violations, 
including acts that the UN Independent 
Fact-Finding Mission have characterized 
as genocide. Causality is difficult to 
establish conclusively, but the overlap 
between extractive economies, armed 
mobilization, and transregional financial 
circuits warrants analytical attention.

What drives competing Gulf interests in 
the Horn is ultimately territorial access, 
maritime logistics, and the projection of 
force through proxy armed actors. The 
post-Arab uprisings regional order and 
the quickening of competition during the 
Yemen intervention redefined the Red 
Sea basin as a strategic security zone, 
particularly for Saudi Arabia, rather than 
just a trade route. In this context, every 
port concession, security partnership, 
and elite alignment in the Horn has 
implications that go far beyond the 
bilateral relationship in which it is formally 
forged. In 2018, the Saudi-UAE axis could 
still be seen as a unified counterbalance 
to the Qatar-Turkey alliance, with their 
shared rivalry influencing the Horn 

through competing port deals and elite 
alignments. By 2025, however, that 
coalition had broken down, and the Horn 
had become a stage where former allies 
actively sought to limit each other’s gains.

VI. Conclusion
The Saudi-UAE rivalry illuminates an 
important aspect of the domestic dynamics 
shaping their foreign policies. Saudi Arabia’s 
engagement in Syria offers an instructive 
case. Although Riyadh did not directly 
engineer the rise of Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham 
or the December 2024 territorial advances 
that culminated in the ouster of Bashar 
al-Assad, it moved quickly to shape the 
emerging political landscape. It positioned 
itself as a guarantor for new local actors by 
deploying its diplomatic weight to secure 
international recognition and ease sanction 
regimes, and reinforcing ties through 
investments in governance, security forces, 
and digital infrastructure. It is a model of 
indirect influence built around Saudi Arabia’s 
comparative advantages: diplomatic weight, 
financial depth, and the gravitational pull of 
custodianship over Islam’s holiest sites.

The UAE, by contrast, draws inspiration from 
its domestic model of political-economic 
control, in which limited population size 
and centralized governance enable the 
construction of rent-dependent networks. 
To externalize its rentier-welfare model to 
demographically larger areas is not feasible. 
Instead, Abu Dhabi has targeted ruling 
elites, political interlocutors, and ambitious 
warlords across the region, including in 

https://thesentry.org/2025/11/05/80828/links-revealed-between-top-uae-government-official-and-emirati-supplier-of-mercenaries-to-sudans-rapid-support-forces-in-el-fasher/
https://thesentry.org/2025/11/05/80828/links-revealed-between-top-uae-government-official-and-emirati-supplier-of-mercenaries-to-sudans-rapid-support-forces-in-el-fasher/
https://news.un.org/en/story/2026/02/1166997
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/09592318.2025.2576673
https://arabcenterdc.org/resource/saudi-arabias-calculated-re-engagement-in-syria-and-lebanon/
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/saudi-arabia-announces-major-new-syria-investments-2026-02-07/


71MEDDLE POWERS IN THE HORN OF AFRICA: GULF CAPITALS AND CAPITAL

the Horn of Africa, fostering dependence 
through selective economic, military, and 
infrastructural engagement. It is a model 
calibrated for the patient accumulation of 
leverage: one transaction, one port, and one 
patron at a time.

This essay has argued that Gulf engagement 
in the Horn of Africa cannot be fully 
understood through a single Gulf initiative, 
nor through the simpler story of external 
disruption imposed on a passive regional 
order. Instead, it reflects two distinct 
strategic cultures: one pre-emptive and 
expeditionary, the other custodial and 
hierarchical, and both ‘meddling’ in their 
conduct. Their temporary alignment has now 
given way to open competition. The Horn, 
in this view, is less a destination and more 
a mirror showing the internal contradictions 
of a Gulf order that is itself in the process of 
being transformed and ‘meddled’ with—one 
that will certainly be reshaped by the military 
adventurism of its own security patron—the 
United States—and its volatile neighborhood, 
in which the current US-Israel war on Iran is 
sure to produce a new regional order.


