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| Introduction

Egypt reveres its position and role

in the greater Middle East/Red Sea
region. Since its shift from monarchy

to republic in 1952, through the Free
Officers Coup led by military leader and
former President Gamal Abdel Nasser, its
regional power largely situates itself in
1956 and the nationalization of the Suez
Canal. Amid a backdrop of ongoing Arab
Israeli wars, Sudan’s independence, the
Yemen Civil war, and growing turbulence
across the wider region, Egypt arguably
established itself as the bedrock of the
emerging regional security architecture,
designed by the postcolonial rising
United States imperial power.

Throughout the ensuing decades Egypt
has navigated watershed moments

of regional shift to establish itself as
perhaps the West's most stable and
secure regional ally. This ongoing security
partnership is based within the 1979
Camp David Accords and its peace treaty
with Israel. Through this relationship with
the US and Israel the role of the military
in foreign policy helped cement the
military institution as the forebearer of
security and sovereignty for the country.
Domestically, with the concurrent rise

of the military apparatus, a securitized
approach to governance and policy -
including diplomacy — became firmly
established and entrenched. This was
exacerbated by ongoing conflict theatres
around the region, whereby Egypt proved
itself to Washington a ‘steady hand’ and
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reliable partner.

In January 2011 Egypt’s perceived
stability was forever altered with the
popular uprising that deposed 30-year
president Mohamed Hosni Mubarak.

The course of the last 15 years has been
rooted in domestic instability, persistent
economic insecurity, and new forms

of regional fragmentation. The series

of popular uprisings that swept the
entire region — from Tunisia to Yemen
and eventually to Sudan in 2018 and
Iran in 2025 - created a consistent
status of heightened insecurity leaving
all countries in the region vulnerable,
scrambling to secure their borders and
attempting to impose stability from the
outside in.

The rise of regional influence from

the Arab Gulf states also produced
destabilizing outcomes. Their oil
exporting economies yielded their
extensive economic might over crumbling
social contracts and rising populations

in the region. This further weakened

the historic relevance and influence
countries like Egypt once held. The last
three years, however, with war raging in
Sudan and in the Occupied Palestinian
Territories (namely the War on Gaza),

has left Egypt the most insecure it has
been in its modern history, with its most
strategic borders exposed. Navigating

a semi-consolidated military regime
consistently hamstrung by poor economic
management at home, President Abdel
Fattah El Sisi has spent much of his 12
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years in power attempting to reposition
Egypt from a solely ‘pan-Arab’ power

to a joint ‘pan-African Arab’ power. It is
this profile that shapes its intermediary
influence across the Red Sea/East Africa
region. However, whilst strategic location
may remain Egypt’s selling point, the
insecurities it is battling have arguably
turned the country and its geography into
a strategic ordeal.

Strengthening
continental ties

After coming to power in July 2013,
President Abdel Fattah El Sisi set out
his stool early on to re-establish Egypt's
role and relationships across the Horn
and East Africa. Initially a response to

popular anger at the transitional Muslim
Brotherhood'’s leadership style towards
the growing threat from Ethiopia over
water security, Sisi sought to signal an
immediate shift in Egyptian diplomacy

and security policy, directed at both
ordinary Egyptians and the Ethiopian
leadership at the time. Egypt had spent
the two years since 2011 bogged down in
domestic instability and political turmail,
losing sight and priority on regional
issues including the now emergent issue
of the Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam
(GERD).

Since the Declaration of Principles

on transboundary water negotiations
amongst the tripartite countries (Egypt,
Sudan, Ethiopia) was signed, Egypt has
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been unable (and at times unwilling) to
shed its reputational damage. Viewed
amongst the Horn/East African states
as narrowly approaching foreign policy
solely through the lens of water security.
In the years since, there has been no
negotiated settlement or agreement
amongst the tripartite over how to
manage the Nile River water shares
whilst the GERD itself has become a
fait accompli, officially completed and
inaugurated in 2025 by Ethiopian Prime
Minister Abiy Ahmed.

As aresult, Egypt’'s growing rivalry with
Ethiopia for regional leadership has
shaped much of the Horn of Africa’s
geopolitical dynamics, exacerbating
conflict drivers across the region. Whilst
talks have stalled and tensions have risen
between Cairo and Addis, President Sisi
has prioritized his Africa pivot, building
partnerships that span economic and
security cooperation and strategic
partnership with several countries in

the region. This includes South Sudan,

Uganda, Djibouti, Kenya, and Somalia.

Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam

84


https://egyptfwd.org/Article/26/531/Opinion-Egypt-Foreign-Policy-Under-Al-Sisi-2014-2019
https://egyptfwd.org/Article/26/531/Opinion-Egypt-Foreign-Policy-Under-Al-Sisi-2014-2019
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-22771563
https://www.internationalwaterlaw.org/documents/regionaldocs/Final_Nile_Agreement_23_March_2015.pdf
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2025/9/9/ethiopia-inaugurates-gerd-dam-amid-downstream-tensions-with-egypt-sudan
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2025/9/9/ethiopia-inaugurates-gerd-dam-amid-downstream-tensions-with-egypt-sudan
https://www.egyptdefenceexpo.com/news/egypt-south-sudan-agrees-enhance-military-cooperation
https://www.trtworld.com/article/12759054
https://diasporadjibouti.com/customer-engagement-marketing-a-new-strategy-for-the-economy/
https://nation.africa/kenya/news/kenya-signs-defence-cooperation-pact-with-egypt-3415072
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/africa/somalia-egypt-sign-defense-pact-to-bolster-security-cooperation/3303837

Likely perceived as an attempt to encircle

Ethiopia, and challenge its hegemon
status, Egypt views this pivot as a
national security priority to entrench

its maritime sovereignty, establish its
strategic depth in the Red Sea amid
increased threats of militarization, and
re-balance its security strategy by
openly challenging Ethiopia’s hegemon
status of the region. Egypt has sought
to exploit weaknesses in Ethiopia’s
regional standing driven largely by
continued domestic turbulence since the
Tigray War began in 2020. All of Egypt’s
bilateral deals with countries across the
region have expanded and developed in
scope and sector, resulting in deepening
strategic ties. Whilst still viewed as an
“Arab state”, Egypt has inserted itself
and become concurrently a legitimate
economic and security partner and
sometimes a ‘spoiler’ in the region —as
perceived in Addis.

This pivot to Africa has served President
Sisi relatively well. The list of sectors
covered is extensive, and one might
argue, impressive. Defense, ports,
renewables, customs and import/
export, energy, mining, and of course
“Nile cooperation” — although that

issue remains largely unresolved and
unattended to in any significant way.
Many of the deals have come to fruition,
showing a marked Egyptian resolve to
be an essential part of the security and
economic architecture of East Africa,
reflecting ambition that extends beyond
water shares as a national security
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concern. Despite this extended interest
in partnership, regional and international
diplomatic intervention continues to
narrow Egypt’s focus back to matters of
water security and maritime access as
they relate to Nile River and Red Sea.
Such policy approach has been most
exposed of late, with the outbreak of the
April 2023 Sudan war and months later,
Israel's war on Gaza and the events of
October 7th.

Egypt’s border
security and the threat
of regional turmoil

In April 2023, war broke out between
the Armed Forces (SAF) and its own
militia group, the Rapid Support Forces
(RSF), in Sudan. The economic and
political erosion that befell Sudan’s
leading institution, has deeply threatened
Egypt’'s national security. This drives
Egypt’'s concerns over border security
as fighting has periodically threatened
Egypt’'s 1280km border with Sudan, and
its 1115km border with Libya.

Years of fighting in Sudan, namely in the
Darfur states, has been viewed as largely
containable by the Egyptian military.

This despite South Sudan’s marred yet
eventual secession being long viewed

by Cairo as one of the biggest security
threats in an extended and turbulent
timeline that included the United States'’s
2003 invasion of Iraq. In this instance,
the April 2023 Sudan war is viewed in
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Cairo as a direct security threat to its
own national security and domestic
political stability as fighting affects the
country’s largest urban center Khartoum;
destabilizing the entire country. The initial
rampant assault by the RSF that saw the
group take large swathes of the country
deeply alarmed military and security
officials in Cairo. They were unable to
respond while lacking confidence in the
SAF’s ability to defend the country or
effectively seize control back from the
RSF.

As a result, Egypt’s intervention from the
start of the war has been largely hesitant
and at times measured with periodic air
intervention. More recently, Egypt has
deployed train & assist missions led by its
military intelligence, a common practice
Egypt has used over the last decade in
security cooperation beyond its borders.
Egypt has not staged a major military
intervention to defend the SAF since the
outbreak of war and remains unlikely

to do so. Both as a security measure

— at the beginning of the conflict, the
RSF temporarily captured 177 Egyptian
soldiers stationed in Merowe - and

a domestic calculation. Despite the

much younger demographics of Egypt’s

burgeoning population, the legacy of

its disastrous military intervention in
Yemen under Nasser in the 1960s weighs
heavily on the military institution and

the Egyptian psyche, and by default
President Sisi. The legacy of that war

as the barometer for intervention in
Sudan immediately took on more impetus
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within Egyptian society with the events
of October 7th 2023, six months later,
and Israel’s ensuing war on Gaza -
reminiscent of the Six-Day War between
Israel and Egypt, amid the Yemen
campaign.

Nevertheless, Egypt has a sustained
and committed policy towards the
Sudan War in support for and backing
of the Sudanese Armed Forces, led by
General Abdelfattah al Burhan. Egypt’s
interventions have been decisive, when
made, including a tacit air campaign
that supported the SAF’s retaking of

Omdurman in April 2024, and later its

retaking of the capital Khartoum, in March
the following year. In the last year, Egypt
has intervened more directly on its own
behalf, largely in the frame of national
security to pushback RSF advancements
closer to its border, namely the taking

of the strategic “Muthalath triangle” of
the Sudan, Libya and Egypt borders,

as well as perceived threats of Muslim

CC BY-SA 4.0/ Middle East Monitor

Egyptian President Abdel Fattah EI-Sisi with the chairman of the
Sudanese Transitional Sovereignty Council
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Brotherhood organizing in Sudan amid
the war. Egypt has conducted significant
air strikes that have disrupted the RSF’s
main weapons supply chain through
Libya, and continues to engage in high-
level counterterrorism intelligence activity
in response to threats from the Muslim
Brotherhood — both Egypt and Sudan
branches of the organization.

As the Sudan conflict rages on with no
deal in sight, Cairo’s perceived security
threats have increased. Concurrently,
the Israeli war on Gaza has created

a significant sense of isolation due

to Egypt’s -once powerful- ongoing
strategic security with the United States.
Israel’s unilateral rewriting of the Camp
David Accords, that brought about the
historic peace treaty between Egypt
and Israel in 1979, beginning with its
occupation of the Philadelphi Corridor

along Egypt’s border with Gaza (the
“Rafah border”) in 2024, and Israel's
continued push — with tacit US consent
under the administrations of both
Presidents Biden and Trump - to displace
Palestinians into Egypt, has alarmed
leaders in Cairo. Concern over the speed
of which the decades-long arrangement
has fallen into disrepute, and in the

lack of significant support from its
neighboring Arab States, Egypt has been
forced to face the reality that it does not
have dependable security guarantees to
protect its national security as regional
security seems to have devolved with
extended wars.
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Merging of seas and
wars

Despite Egypt’s threat perception
increasing over the years, especially
along its land and sea borders, it largely
failed to implement durable and long-
term policies that respond to consistent
threats. Instead, it mostly adopted a
reactionary stance over the last decade.
Whilst this reactionary investment

has broken the mold of the stagnhancy
instituted by the reciprocal reliance on
the US and lIsrael, it failed to provide for
more creative policy that can address the
permanent shifts in the region and their
accompanying inter and intra geopolitical
shifts. The political rifts after the 2011
revolution precluded the Egyptian regime
from fully consolidating power despite

a significant crackdown on civil society,
freedom of expression and political
activity. The military regime’s relative

takeover of the domestic economy in
both the public and private sector has
consolidated significant wealth in the
country within the regime but has left
the state incredibly weak. Whilst Egypt
has conducted regional interventions -
political, economic and security - that
sought to consolidate its strategic
depth and strengthen its regional
positioning, the regime’s management of
the domestic economy and the cyclical
fiscal collapse of state’s coffers has

prevented Egypt from exercising any
material form of confident strategic
foresight. The result is that policymaking
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in Cairo remained largely short-sighted,
reactive, and cautious, although it is
now increasingly becoming an almost
exclusively defense-oriented policy.

Most significantly, Egypt has conducted

a significant rapprochement with Turkiye
since 2024, with several strategic

pacts including a landmark $350 million
defense agreement. Egypt and Turkiye
have been increasingly forging a strategic

partnership that covers interests across
the Middle East, Mediterranean, and
Red Sea. Despite a decade of animosity
and severed diplomatic ties, the speed
at which both Egypt and Turkiye have
come to establish an alliance —two

largest militaries in the region - creates
significant strateqgic depth. Though it is

still unclear how durable such an alliance
will be as both are likely to eventually
compete to assert themselves more
forcefully in the region independently.

Meanwhile, for Egypt, the conflicts in
Gaza and Sudan establish a baseline for
the morphing of arenas and theatres into
one security challenge as Israel increases
its military presence across the wider
region, more pertinently in the Red Sea.
Israel’'s December 2024 recognition

of Somaliland raised alarm across the
region, none more so than in Cairo.

The prospects of Israel establishing

a military presence in the Red Sea at
Berbera for example, amid an ongoing
assault on Gaza increases the risk of
an active threat along Egypt’s eastern
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Sinai border. This threat is augmented

if viewed in the context of expanding
security relationships between Israel and
actors in Sudan and Ethiopia, increasing
Cairo’s sense of isolation, and now,
urgency. Cascading prior external events
- including the Covid-19 pandemic and
the Ukraine war — are further affecting
Egypt’'s domestic and regional trajectory,
causing heightened panic at times.

With spreading conflict theatres in the
Middle East, from Israel's invasion into

Lebanon and its unilateral occupation

of Syrian territory, the recent US/Israel
attacks on Iran pose a much wider threat
than purely economic. As Israel drives
itself across the region militarily, with

no political project, the trajectory and
prospects for stabilization across the
region are fast diminishing. For Egypt

—a country nestled between the most
precarious conflicts of this decade,
armed with a waning peace treaty,
appeals to Washington and Gulf State
allies have yielded only minimal results,
heightening the concerns over insecurity
for Cairo.

Egypt’s withering
alliances

Under the Biden Administration, Egypt
was effectively sidelined in broader
regional diplomacy as Washington chose
to prioritize ties with the Gulf States over
its historical relationship with Egypt.
Since the inauguration of President
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Trump’s second term in January 2025,
Egypt has experienced a relative change
of fortune in its relationship with the
United States, albeit still falling below its
expectations, despite the recent exhibit
of joint diplomacy.

On the face of it, Egypt has found itself
brought into the international space,
reestablishing its historical regional
role. On Sudan, Egypt is a member of
the Quad formation, bringing together
the US, Saudi, the UAE and Egypt,
seeking a diplomatic resolution to the
war. Egypt made a strong comeback
regional security matters after initially
being frozen out of Israel war on Gaza
dynamics following President Sisi’s
refusal to visit the White House in
protest of the US policy on Palestinian
displacement. Exercising Egypt’s
geographic role and importance, and in
seeking to re-establish the meaningful
nature of the US-Israel-Egypt peace
treaty to a new president, Sisi managed
to enamor himself regionally and
nationally through a diplomatic spectacle
of hosting the ‘Sharm El Sheikh Peace
Summit’ for the War in Gaza.

Even so, President Trump — alongside
Gulf leaders - has arguably found

himself surprised of late at Egypt’s
steadfastness in its regional policy

and threat perception, which has led

to surprise interventions, most notably
on the tensions between Egypt and
Ethiopia. Despite both Egypt and Ethiopia
abandoning water security talks, US
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President Trump inserted himself into

the dispute issuing a public letter to

the Egyptian leadership to encourage

a restarting of talks. The fresh GERD
diplomacy effort is perceived in Cairo,
largely as an attempt by the US President
to encourage Sisi to sign up to the wider
US’ agenda in the region, including
acquiescing to the various fait accompli
conflict theatres driven by Israel’'s military
policy. With the recent conflict with Iran,
that has taken on a larger significance.

In this scenario, Egypt has sought to
allay itself with regional actors that
establish a more neutral stance towards

reconciliation, rather than buying into
a starkly US-aligned position. This has
included facing the ire of some Gulf
parties who were initially surprised at
Egypt’s so-called neutral stance on the
war.

From Strategic Liability
to Strategic Asset:

Some concluding remarks on
Egypt’s foreign policy future

Amidst the wider scramble to establish
leverage across this strategic region,
Egypt has at times in the past decade
found itself wrong-footed or caught by
surprise. What is emerging now out of
the ashes of the conflict map- situated
so dangerously close to its borders- is an
attempt by Cairo’s leaders to establish —
on both a diplomatic and security footing
— a stronger foothold, role, and influence
over the strategic thoroughfare.
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Egypt seeks to rebrand and restore its
former historical image as a regional
power and leader in a world where US
hard security power has weakened
significantly, proving itself limited in a
new conflict order of cheap drones and
wars over illicit parallel trade routes. As
US security guarantees to Arab States
and regional powers have faltered
against the resolve to support Israel’s
expansionist policies, various powers are
attempting to both exert their own self-
interest and establish themselves as the
new hegemons of power in the region. A
region that now extends from the Eastern
Mediterranean, through the Red Sea, and
across the Indian Ocean and the Gulf is
bringing together a plethora of actors -
both in a marriage of convenience and

a state of stayed competition, whilst
confrontation amongst them is constantly
on the precipice of collapsing states
across the Red Sea Coast.

Egypt’'s commitment to the territorial
integrity of states makes it a natural

ally of countries like Saudi Arabia and
Turkiye which perhaps also explains

its growing alliances with littoral states
like Somalia, Djibouti, and Eritrea. Its
deepening competition and, arguably,
proxy confrontation with Ethiopia,
however, brings it directly in opposition
of its historical security partner - if

not ally - Israel, and by extension, the
UAE. Meanwhile, its consistent poor
management of its domestic economy as
its population breaches 120 million, rising
at a rate of 1-2 million per year, leaves
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it precariously weakened in its ability

to project power, expand its strategic
depth ambitions, and build long-term
policies on defence and diplomacy. This
is especially relevant as Egypt’'s domestic
governance model continues to securitise
development and reform while fiscally
mismanaging public provisions. For Cairo,
the ongoing conflicts in Sudan and the
Occupied Palestinian Territories mark

a significant turn in national security
challenges, the likes of which the country
has arguably not faced since the peak of
its wars with Israel during the 1960s and
1970s.

As a result, Egypt’s diplomatic outreach
and security partnerships across the
region are littered in contradictions and
plausible competition in the coming
years. Notably, as it expands its
relationships across the Horn and East
Africa, it is faced — as is the region at
large — with the deeper question, beyond

competition amongst Middle Powers,

or durability of relationships with the
Gulf States - of the longstanding and
emerging constant destabilisation caused
by entrenched tensions with Ethiopia.
As conflicts in the region take on wider
regional roles and engage more regional
powers, Egypt and Ethiopia’s underlying
stand-off against one another is a root
cause of border and regional dynamics,
not least in the April 2023 Sudan war.
Those tensions are not only entrenching
further the divide between the two
countries, but ensnaring actors beyond
their borders, allowing other regional
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powers, such as Israel, the UAE, Saudi
Arabia, and Turkiye, to abuse and expose
this tension for their own self-interest
and benefit.

The marked result of Egypt’s recent
ambitions and its progressing insertion
into the politics and diplomacy across
the Horn and East Africa, alongside
operational (military) interventions in
the April 2023 Sudan war and military
commitments to Somalia, have received
a mixed reception in the region. Beyond
the immediate neighbourhood, however,
they have yielded Egypt agency with

its Gulf patrons, despite years of loans,
guarantees and investments exercised
by wealthy Gulf States since 2013 to
prop up President Sisi and the regime

in Egypt. Whilst Egypt remains largely
reactive in its foreign policy interventions
and hamstrung in projecting power

due to mismanagement of its domestic
economy, it has shown a steadfastness
and commitment to various policy
positions across the Middle East and Red
Sea regions, including where it directly
contradicts or confronts policies in the
Gulf - particularly of late, from the UAE.

Egypt's task, therefore, is to now
confront its direct security threats
separately from its wider interventions
and diplomatic policies across the region
in a way that translates its agency into

a more durable, long-term strategic
vision. Egypt seeks to establish its role
and exert newfound influence, largely to
sell at home (to the security apparatus
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and wider public) its ability to retain its
legacy as a strategic hub and partner
for global powers — particularly amid
growing competition and confrontation
from states with shorter histories and
smaller countries, but far deeper pockets.
The region is in a great deal of flux, in a
period that mirrors the precariousness
of the two-decades beginning at the

end of the Second World War and the
establishment of the State of Israel, with
the sweep of independence movements
that took hold on the continent. Rather
than look outside the region for answers,
Egypt and its neighbours should better
understand the risk that is posed, find

a shared narrative and shared security
goals that can be committed to, and
seek strategic partnerships that look

to create that vision, rather than allow
themselves to devolve further into the
panicked scramble for self-interest that is
spreading.

For a country whose entire history has
been built on the premise of its location
as its asset, connecting continents and
seas, Cairo is being starkly reminded that
no country is protected purely by virtue
of its geography. This is especially salient
in the case of Egypt and its neighbours -
friends and foes alike — as they remain ill-
prepared for new realities already taking
shape on the ground.
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