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In February 2026 the governments of
Eritrea and Ethiopia stood on the brink_
of war. Months of bellicose rhetoric had
reached its crescendo, and both sides
where mobilizing forces and deploying
them to their volatile shared border.
The looming confrontation had been in
the making for some time, driven by the
fallout of the Pretoria peace agreement,

Eritrea’s backing of anti-regime forces

in Tigray and Amhara, and Ethiopian
claims to “access to the sea” through the
Eritrean port of Assab. While wars in this
corner in the Horn of Africa have always

been brutal, this next conflagration
promised to be truly catastrophic, with
21st century weaponry, hundreds of
thousands of troops, and exceedingly
vulnerable civilian populations arrayed
across the battlespace.

An important dimension of this crisis
was the involvement of key Middle
Eastern states. As the Sudan April 2023
war tragically illustrated, 21st century

conflict dynamics in the Horn of Africa
can no longer be understood apart from
the evolving rivalries of the Middle East.
Ethiopia had the backing of the UAE,
while Eritrea had aligned itself with a
countervailing coalition that included
the Saudi Arabia and Egypt. Eritrean

and Ethiopian leaders clearly hoped to
mobilize these allegiances in the event
of conflict, a fact that had come to shape

their entire strategic approach toward the

Arab world and broader Middle East.

This recent episode was illustrative

of deeper historical pattern. Eritrea

and Ethiopia sit on doorstep of the
Middle East, and the region has long
been an important strategic theater for
both countries. While separate states
since 1991, Addis Ababa and Asmara'’s
respective orientations toward the
countries of the Middle East remain
deeply interdependent, shaped by
oscillating patterns of conflict and
collaboration between them. This is not
to deny that the security and commercial
imperatives of Middle Eastern states are
critical context for why ruling elites in
Eritrea and Ethiopia have approached
the Middle East the way they do; but
rather that the intimate and complicated
entanglements between Asmara and
Addis explain much of the story.

This essay illustrates this point by tracing
the triangular relationship between
Eritrea, Ethiopia, and the broader Middle
East. It begins with the Cold War; moves
to the era of Eritrea-Ethiopia friendship
in the 1990s; covers the aftermath of
the Eritrea-Ethiopia border war of 1998-
2000; and concludes by chronicling the
volatile post-2018 dynamic between
Presidents Abiy Ahmed and Isaias
Afewerki. Throughout all these chapters,
two realities are apparent. First, the
interplay between Eritrean and Ethiopian
leaders—sometimes antagonistic and

at other points exceedingly warm—has
been a decisive shaper of relations with
a wide and evolving array of Middle
Eastern states, including Egypt, the
Gulf, Yemen, Libya, Iraq, Syria, Turkey,
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Iran, and Israel. Second, the central role
that Eritrea-Ethiopia ties play in their
respective approaches to the Middle East
is a historically rooted, consistent, and
enduring feature of regional politics.

| Cold War Precedents

There has been a considerable amount
of historical work on the intersection

of Eritrea-Ethiopia relations, the Cold
War, and the international politics of the
Middle East. This scholarship reveals

that the forceful annexation of Eritrea

by Ethiopia in 1962 produced an intense
conflict that led both sides to cultivate
counter-vailing Middle Eastern and
superpower alliances. Emperor Haile
Selassie’s claims to Eritrea—which would
become Ethiopia’s sole outlet to the sea—
were diplomatically and materially backed
by Israel and the US. Ethiopia’s appeal to
its strategic partners, which ultimately
produced the 1953 US-Ethiopia mutual
defense pact and Israeli support of
Ethiopian counter-insurgency operations
in Eritrea in the 1960s—rested on shared

anti-communist sentiments, a common
hostility toward the pan-Arab cause, and
linked ambitions to prevent the Red Sea
from becoming an “Arab lake.” Although
rarely explicitly stated, the view in Addis
was that Ethiopia and Israel shared a
common strategic predicament: that
Israel, like Ethiopia, was “a beleaguered

fortress in a sea of Islam.”

1- The original quote comes from the historian of Islam in the
Horn of Africa, J.S. Trimingham, writing in 1969.

Emperor Haile Selassie | and President Nixon

Eritrean nationalists worked in parallel

to embed their struggle in the Arab
nationalist zeitgeist of the era, particularly
after they launched a rebellion against
the Ethiopian monarchy in 1961.
Nationalist stalwarts like Idris Mohammed
Adem and Osman Saleh Sabbe leveraged
the social foundations of early Eritrean
nationalist resistance—which was
centered on the Moslem, predominantly

Arabic-speaking communities of western

and coastal Eritrea—to make the case
that Eritrean problem was one of a
Moslem minority being suppressed by
a Christian, Zionist backed empire. The

approach earned Eritrean nationalists
considerable good-will in the Arab and
broader Muslim world. Nasser’s Egypt
allowed the Eritrean Liberation Front
(ELF) to launch itself in Cairo in July
1960. The Baathist states of Syria and
Iraq also became strong advocates

of the Eritrean nationalist struggle, as
was Qaddafi’'s Libya. The Saudis also
provided diplomatic and material support
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at various junctures. Eritrean nationalists
even cultivated strong links with the

Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO).

Throughout it all, key frontline states
would become conduits of Arab money,
weapons, and supplies to the Eritrean
struggle. Sudan was central to this
strategy, although its willingness to play
this role was sometimes tested. South
Yemen and Somalia also played their

part.

To be sure, these alignments were not
fixed and became scrambled as the Cold
War wore on. Ethiopia’s relations with
Israel were tested following the Yom
Kippur War of 1973, when diplomatic
pressure forced Addis to join the
Organization of African Unity (OAU)
consensus and break formal diplomatic

ties with Tel Aviv. Relations were further

complicated in 1974 by the Ethiopian
Revolution, which brought to power the
Marxist junta called the Derg, although
Ethio-Israeli cooperation would persist in

more clandestine forms. The Ethiopian

Revolution also punctured Arab unity
on the Eritrean question, with radical
Arab states like Libya and South Yemen

shifting their military support to the Derg.

Others continued to hold sympathies for
the Eritrean cause through the 1980s,
including a coalition of states organized
by the Reagan administration to contain
communist Ethiopia— Egypt, the Saudis,
and Numeiri’'s Sudan—although the
fragmentation of the Eritrean nationalist
struggle along sectarian lines did lead to

dwindling Arab support.

Ethio-Eritrea
Alignment during the
1990s

If the conflict between Eritrean
nationalists and the Ethiopian state
shaped their Middle East strategies
during the Cold War, bonds of friendship
were equally important in the immediate
aftermath. In 1991, the Derg was ousted
by a coalition of armed groups from
Eritrea and Ethiopia’s northern region

of Tigray. These groups—the Eritrean
People’s Liberation Front (EPLF)

and Tigray People’s Liberation Front
(TPLF)—would install themselves as the
governments of the newly independent
Eritrea and Ethiopia respectively. As
wartime alliances were converted into

a post-war partnership, the new rulers
of Eritrea and Ethiopia would closely
coordinate their activities in a variety of
domains, including on matters of foreign
policy and regional security. Despite

its smaller size, Eritrea tended to take
the lead in setting the foreign policy
orientation of the two states, owing

in large measure to the fact that its
leadership had been the more powerful
military front in the struggle against Derg.

The strategic engagement of the Arab
world in the Horn of Africa waned in

the 1990s, but the Egyptian and Yemen
files would become important from the
perspective of Asmara and Addis. Despite
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structural tensions over the Nile, Asmara
had encouraged Ethio-Egypt détente,
including the 1993 Egypt-Ethiopia

Framework Agreement which enhanced

diplomatic dialogue between Cairo and
Addi on water issues. To be sure, regime
change in Addis had created space for
this development, but the Eritrea-Ethiopia
alignment was important context. For
Eritrean President Isaias Afeworki, the
logic of this arrangement was tied to his
growing confrontation with the National
Islamic Front (NIF) regime in Sudan,
which he accused of backing Islamist
militants in western Eritrea; Eritrea finally
broke formal relations with Khartoum

in December 1994. While Ethiopian
leaders shared the Eritrean government’s
concerns about the NIF’'s support for
militant Islamism around the region, key
TPLF leaders sought to avoid becoming
entrapped by their Eritrea partners in the
Eritrea-Sudan dispute. But the situation
decisively shifted with the attempted
assassination of Egyptian President
Hosni Mubarak in June 1995 on Ethiopian
soil, apparently by elements close to

the Sudanese regime, a development
which brought Cairo, Addis, and Asmara
into closer diplomatic alignment against

Khartoum.

These dynamics would overlap with the
1995-96 Hanish Islands crisis between

Eritrea and Yemen. Competing territorial

claims over the strategically located
islands led to clashes in December 1995
that saw the Eritreans capture Greater
Hanish and roughly 200 Yemeni POWSs.

Al Hudaydah

Jabsl Zugar
Isalnd

Hanish Island

Eritrea

As tensions escalated, the Arab League
and several Arab states diplomatically
aligned themselves with Yemen, with

Yemen

Bab al-Mandab
Strait

Great Hanish Island map

some in the Arab press also insinuating
that Israel had worked to engineer the
Eritrean takeover.

The situation posed real risks for Eritrea
in the Arab world. It was able to counter
the diplomatic fallout with support from
the OAU, which publicly disapproved

of the Arab League’s partisan stance.
But it was further backstopped by its
Ethiopian ally, who with President Isaias’s
encouragement dutifully engaged in de-
escalatory shuttle diplomacy between
Sanaa and Asmara. That effort, led

by Ethiopian Foreign Minister Seyoum
Meles the week of December 21, 1995,
ultimately did not bear immediate fruit,
in part because Addis was seen as too
close to the Eritreans. Indeed, despite
Ethiopia’s inclination to remain neutral,
Asmara would eventually persuade it

to deploy missiles and aircraft to the

Eritrean coast in preparation for a military
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contingency vis-a-vis Yemen.

Eritrea also sought to leverage the
Egyptians in the Hanish crisis, as they
had notably struck a neutral chord on
the dispute over the islands and had
significant equities in the stability of

the southern Red Sea. An Egyptian
mediation track played out in parallel to
the Ethiopian approach and was seen

by the Eritreans as complementary. UN
Secretary General Boutros Boutros Ghali,
the former foreign minister of Egypt who
remained close to power circles in Egypt,
also engaged in urgent diplomatic efforts
in December 1995-January 1996, visiting
both Asmara and Sanaa in bid to head-off

further escalation.

Ultimately, these diplomatic efforts
helped to contain the Hanish crisis—

in particular, by preventing a Yemeni
retaliation for Asmara’s December 2025
seizure of Greater Hanish. Subsequent
mediation by the French—working
through former French diplomat Francis
Gutmann—were able to find a permanent
settlement to the Hanish question,

which included sending the dispute

to the Permanent Court of Arbitration.
The entire episode was illustrative of

the way in which Ethiopia and Eritrea’s
entanglements shaped their strategic
engagements with the Middle East, in this
case Egypt and Yemen.

The 1998 Border War
and its aftermath

The Ethio-Eritrea strategic partnership
was decisively ruptured by a devasting
border war that between the two

countries from 1998-2000. The reasons

for that conflict were complex, but the
effect was to lock Addis and Asmara
into a highly volatile strategic rivalry for
the next two decades with significant
implications for how they related to the
Middle East.

Eritrea came out of the war on the losing
end and considerably weakened. A newly
assertive leadership in Ethiopia took
advantage of this fact, as well Eritrea’s
own diplomatic missteps—including
Asmara'’s ties to Somali Islamists and its
border clashes with Djibouti in 2008—

to isolate the country regionally and
internationally. As Ethiopia became a
donor darling, key vessel of Western
counter-terrorism efforts in the Horn, and
a major target of Chinese investment,
Eritrea was hit with UNSC sanctions

in 2009 and again in 2011. Ethiopian

diplomatic efforts on the sanctions were
decisively supported by the US, who did

much of the heavy lifting to get the UNSC
resolutions passed.

To break the emerging diplomatic
blockade, Eritrean leaders took a page
from the liberation struggle and looked
to the Middle East for support. The early
returns were not particularly promising.
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Libya and Qatar were probably the
closest Eritrean partners, providing
diplomatic support and some financial
aid. Doha was particularly vital to
Eritrea’s approach to containing the
fallout of its border dispute with Djibouti
over Ras Doumeira—for which Asmara
had been sanctioned by the UNSC—

in its mediation a 2010 agreement
between the two Horn neighbors and
deployment of an observer force. The
Qatari brokered deal was used by the
Eritrean government to argue, albeit
unsuccessfully, that the UNSC sanctions
regime was superfluous and should be

removed. President Isaias also visited

Iran in 2008, and subsequent unverified
reports of Iranian military installations in
Eritrea would dog his administration for
the next several years.

Cairo, meanwhile, continued to maintain
decent diplomatic contacts with Asmara
but did not offer much support. Up until
about 2007, Egypt was largely neutral

in the Eritrea-Ethiopia rivalry. The
situation did begin to shift at this point,
fueled by Egyptian leader’s wariness of
growing Ethiopian power in the Horn,

and differences with Addis Ababa over
Ethiopia’s invasion of Somalia in 2006-07,
the opening of the Nile Basin Cooperative
Framework in 2010, and the initiation of
the GERD project in 2011. In early 2007,
for instance, Egypt facilitated a visit

by President Isaias for the purpose of
coordinating a diplomatic response to
Ethiopia’s intervention in Somalia. But as
Egypt gradually pushed closer to Asmara,

the toppling of the Mubarak regime in
2011 curtailed any deeper push to grow
the strategic partnership.

Eritrea’s outreach to the Middle East
began to gain more traction in 2015 when
Saudi Arabia and the UAE embarked on
their military intervention to counter the
Houthis in Yemen. President Isaias visited
Riyadh just a month into the operation,
and subsequent events would make clear
the trip marked the decisive entry of
Asmara into a consolidating Saudi-Emirati
bloc in the Red Sea. Leveraging its
geography, Asmara allowed the UAE to
build “a powerful expeditionary base” in
the southern Eritrean port of Assab that

would be the launching pad for Emirati
operations into Yemen. The development
ran in parallel with, and was reinforced
by, the Saudi Arabia-UAE backed
reconsolidation of power by Egypt’s
security state under President Sisi and
reinvigorated diplomatic contact between

Asmara and Cairo. In a sign of the times,

when Saudi Arabia the UAE, and Egypt
moved to impose their 2017 blockade

on Qatar, Asmara broke decisively with
the Doha, calling the coercive measures
“one initiative among many in the right
direction that envisages full realization of

regional security and stability.”

It's not entirely clear what benefits that
Eritrean leaders extracted from these
enhanced partnerships, but it potentially
included energy and cash. It was also
diplomatic coup for Eritrean authorities,
who were able to create a narrative
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that they were on the cusp of breaking
their diplomatic isolation. Relatedly,

international consensus on the Eritrea
sanctions regime at the UNSC began to
erode considerably, in part due of the
diplomatic efforts from Cairo during its
UNSC term in 2016-2017.

Eritrea’s puncturing of its international
isolation via the Arab route was viewed
with extreme suspicion in Addis Ababa.
The development embodied the fears
of long-time Ethiopia PM Meles Zenawi,
who in an interview cited Egypt and

the Gulf as “strategic adversaries” and
declared “My nightmare is that the two
should converge: that we should have
an Egyptian agenda that is financed by
Gulf money.” Eritrea, in this calculus,
was a frontline node in an Arab network
designed to contain and ultimately thwart
Ethiopian influence across the Horn of
Africa.

As early as 2008, Addis had acted on
these impulses and broken diplomatic

relations with Qatar. Although there

were several issues at play, Doha’s then
close relationship with Asmara was a
key issue. In 2015, then Ethiopian PM
Hailemariam Desalegn warned the UAE
and Saudi Arabia “that they would bear
the consequences of our response”

should the coalition’s operations in
Assab somehow facilitate Eritrean
subterfuge against Ethiopia. In 2016,
Addis engaged in border clashes with
Eritrea in what some analysts believed
to be a bid to deter Asmara’s growing

embrace of the Gulf and Eqypt. And a
year later, Hailemariam announced that

his government would put forward an
unspecified “new policy” toward Eritrea
that would presumably seek to grapple
with the collapsing diplomatic blockade it
had imposed on its norther neighbor.

| Post-2018 volatility

Ethio-Eritrea relations warmed markedly
in the summer of 2018. The reason

was simple: escalating struggle within
the ruling coalition EPRDF coalition in
Addis led to the selection of a PM not
aligned, and in fact opposed, to the TPLF.
Eritrea shared a common interest with
new Ethiopian leader PM Abiy Ahmed

in containing a TPLF that still retained
considerable economic and military
power within Ethiopia. President Isaias
also sought to secure Ethiopian support
in the removal of the UNSC sanctions
regime and leverage his relationship

with PM Abiy—now leader of the Horn’s
largest country—to grow Asmara'’s
regional influence. The signing of the
Joint Declaration of Peace and Friendship

between Abiy and Isaias in Asmara in July
2018 and the Tripartite Agreement that
included Somalia two months later were

the formal consummation of the new
alignment.

This new dynamic had important effects
on how both Addis and Asmara related
to the Middle East. What emerged was
an effort by the two governments to
extend the Saudi Arabia-UAE strategic
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Ethiopian Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed with Eritrean President
Isaias Afwerki

umbrella beyond Eritrea to include
Ethiopia, as a way of diplomatically,
economically, and militarily bolstering the
new Horn of African alliance. Just weeks
after the first 2018 summit between

Abiy and Isaias that normalized Ethio-

Eritrea relations, the two leaders held

another summit in Abu Dhabi under the
auspices of Crown Prince Mohammed
Bin Zayed (MBZ). This was followed by
yet more pageantry at a September 2018

ceremony in Saudi Arabia, where Eritrea
and Ethiopia effectively re-signed the
same agreement that they had reached in
Asmara in July.

The UAE—and to a lesser extent Saudi
Arabia— reciprocated this new strategic
logic, providing economic support to
Abiy’s fledgling government. Discussions

also emerged about a UAE financed
transport and oil corridors connecting the
Ethiopia to the Red Sea via the Eritrean
port of Assab, while the UAE stepped in
with political finance and military support
to Abiy and Isaias, including when they

confronted the TPLF during the 2020-
2022 Tigray War.

Yet the approach of Eritrean and
Ethiopian leaders toward to the Middle
East was again upended by another shift
in their bilateral relationship. Isaias and
Abiy’s ties deteriorated in the aftermath
of a 2022 peace agreement in Tigray, in
the main over the prudence of a political
settlement with the TPLF, which Abiy
preferred. Relations became even more

complicated when Ethiopia began to
press its claims for sea access, including
by obtaining control of Eritrea’s Assab

port.

As relations between Asmara and Addis
deteriorated, the UAE remained Addis’
main external patron even as the Gulf
monarchy’s ties to President Isaias
began to fray. In early 2021, the UAE
dismantled its base in Assab, which

while part of a broader recalibration

in Yemen, did reflect how difficult the
UAE found Isaias as a partner. Asmara
was generally reluctant to engage in the

Assab base
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domain of economic cooperation and
investment, and Isaias is a notoriously
mercurial personality. Abiy, meanwhile,
was solicitous of the UAE and forged a
close personal relationship with MBZ. By
early 2026, Isaias was clear and explicit
about his distaste for the UAE’s role in
Horn, framing them as chief enablers

of Abiy’s port agenda and the “primary
destabilizing actor” in the April 2023 war

in neighboring Sudan.

Over time, the Eritrean government’s
response was to build a countervailing

coalition to Addis, again leveraging Egypt.

Asmara’s relationship with Cairo had
become cooler in 2018 in the aftermath
of the Eritrea-Ethiopia thaw, but by
2024 Presidents Isaias and Sisi were
taking coordinated positions in support
of the SAF in the Sudanese civil war

and in opposing Ethiopia’s controversial
MOU on sea access via Somaliland.
This all culminated in October 2024,
when President Isaias hosted a tripartite

mechanism in Asmara that included the

heads of state of Egypt and Somalia.

Asmara and Cairo also worked to bring
Saudi Arabia into this new bloc, playing
on Riyadh'’s growing irritation with UAE’s
influence in the Horn and Yemen. In a
December 2025 visit to Riyadh, Isaias
made his case, noting “the previous
absence of an active Saudi role in
regional affairs” and the necessity

of “enhanced Saudi contributions to
promoting peace and stability in the
wider region, and in Eritrea’s immediate

neighborhood.” Although the long-

term implications of Asmara diplomatic
entreaties remain to be seen, Saudi
Arabia and the UAE’s fallout over Yemen
in February 2026 considerably bolstered
its agenda.

This essay makes clear that Eritrea

and Ethiopia’s mutual entanglements—
whether conflict or cooperation— have
been a decisive shaper of their respective
orientations toward the Middle East.

This triangular relationship has been
consistent and enduring, from the Cold
War up until the present day.

The question that now looms is what

the future holds. If past is prologue,

we should expect the Eritrea-Ethiopia
dynamic to be a central factor in the
increasingly intertwined political orders of
the Horn of Africa and the Middle East.
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