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The Gulf Crisis and the Horn of Africa 

Following declaration of a land and sea blockade by Saudi Arabia and the EAU against the state of 

Qatar at the beginning of June, the two Gulf monarchies immediately approached their partners in 

the Horn of Africa in order to persuade them to stand against Doha. Not surprisingly, local responses 

varied according to the degree of economic and diplomatic links developed by each country in the 

region with Riad and Abu Dhabi: Eritrea, Djibouti and the separatist republic of Somaliland took the 

side of the EAU and Saudi Arabia, while Ethiopia and Somalia maintained a more equidistant 

position and embraced Kuwait's efforts to achieve a compromise between the two sides of the 

dispute. To a large extent, this diplomatic line-up overlaps with the map of military cooperation 

agreements signed by Saudi Arabia and the EAU in the last few months: Eritrea has hosted a military 

base of the UAEs in Assab since 2015; Djibouti is at an advanced stage of talks with Riad to host a 

new Saudi military installation on its territory; Somaliland, on the other hand, has recently finalized 

an agreement for construction of another military base in Berbera, where the UAE armed forces will 

have exclusive access to airport infrastructures. 

The posture of Ethiopia, in turn, is partly the negative outcome of the aggressive foreign policy 

performed by the two Gulf monarchies in the Horn. In principle, Addis Ababa was one of the main 

candidates to join the grievances of Riad and Abu Dhabi against Qatar's dangerous relations with 

Islamic armed movements and the editorial policy of its broadcasting industry. In 2008, the Ethiopian 

government broke relations with Doha due to the ties between the Emirate and some Somali radical 

Islamist factions, but also because of the large media coverage provided by Al Jazeera to the uprising 

in the Somali Regional State, where the Ogaden National Liberation Front was waging an armed 

insurgency against the federal government. Over the past two years, however, the geometry of 

regional alignments has changed dramatically. The Ethiopian government did not welcome the 

decision of the EAU and Saudi Arabia to provide financial assistance to Eritrea in exchange for the 

rent of Assab, since this move sanctioned the end of the Ethiopian enemy’s diplomatic isolation on 

the regional stage. Tensions with Abu Dhabi have increased in the last month after completion of 

the agreement for the establishment of a military base at Berbera. In this case, the military 

infrastructure is perceived in some Ethiopian government circles as a possible entry point for hostile 

forces such as Egypt, a close ally of the EAU but also the main regional competitor of Ethiopia on 

the Nile issue. 

The alignments between the two shores of the Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden do not match the 

geometry of alliances on the regional scale but rather challenge it, with the result that the Gulf crisis 

translated in renewed tensions between neighbouring countries in the Horn. Following 

announcement that Eritrea welcomed the Saudi initiative, Qatar withdrew the peace-keeping troops 

deployed at the frontier between Eritrea and Djibouti since 2010, prompting the immediate 

occupation of Ras Dumeira Mountains by the Eritrean army. Asmara’s move immediately provoked 

the harsh reaction of Djibouti1. The former French colony originally condemned what it deemed to 

be the illegal occupation of contested borderlands and threatened to deploy its own armed forces to 

                                                        
1  L. Puddu, Le ripercussioni della crisi del Golfo sul Corno d’Africa. http://www.africamedioriente.com/2017/06/22/le-

ripercussioni-della-crisi-del-golfo-sul-corno-dafrica/ 
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regain the lost territories, then called for the intervention of the African Union (UA) in the form of a 

new peace-keeping mission.   

Tensions on the Djibouti-Eritrea border prompted the mobilization of part of the Ethiopian troops 

stationed along the northern border with Eritrea, which were gradually moved northward in order to 

protect Djibouti’s south-western flank. Although Eritrea has declared that it does not have any 

territorial ambition and is ready to solve the dispute peacefully under the mediation of Qatar, the 

memory of the June 2016 clashes between Ethiopia and Eritrea is a hint of how political tensions 

between central governments in the capitals can quickly translate in military setbacks at the frontier. 

 

Somalia 

As much as Ethiopia, Somalia also decided not to join Saudi Arabia’s diplomatic offensive against 

Qatar. Nevertheless, in contrast with the wait and see position adopted by Addis Ababa, the decision 

of Mogadishu was not costless neither limited to an exercise of rhetoric. According to some 

broadcasters, Mogadishu rejected an $ 80 million Saudi aid proposal conditioned to the 

condemnation of Qatar: a sum that would account for almost 80% of the federal budget in 2015.  

In the following days, the Somali government further defined its diplomatic position by making its 

airspace available to Qatar Airways aircraft and thus allowing the company to bypass the air 

blockade impose by neighbouring countries. 

The net choice of the federal government is partly the result of the strong relations developed by 

Somalia with Qatar and Turkey in recent times. The Turkish government made large investments in 

the reconstruction of Mogadishu and the modernization of the capital’s port and airport, now operated 

by Turkish companies. The privileged relationship between Turkey and Somalia has been further 

confirmed by the visit of President Mohamed Abhullahi Mohamed to Ankara in April and the 

announcement of the opening of a Turkish military base in Mogadishu, where a contingent of about 

300 soldiers will provide training to the Somali armed forces 2. The same argument is valid for the 

Emir of Qatar, one of the main financial supporters of Mohamed Abdullahi Mohamed's 2017 electoral 

campaign. The friendship between the current Somali federal government and Doha was reiterated 

at the beginning of June after nomination of former Al Jazeera journalist Fahad Yasin – who is 

deemed to be very close to Qatar – at the head of the presidential staff at Villa Somalia. 

Another factor that accounted for Mogadishu’s decision to take the side of Qatar is the tense 

relationship that has developed between the new federal government and the UAE since the rise to 

power of the former. Bilateral grievances were initially fuelled by Abu Dhabi's support to the other 

major candidate to the presidential seat, the former President Sheikh Mohamud. Tensions grew in 

intensity following announcement of the agreement between the Emirates and Somaliland 

concerning construction of a military base and freight terminal in Berbera. Mohamed Abdullahi 

Mohamed strongly resented the EAU’s decision to enter into a 30-year deal with an entity without 

international recognition and claimed by Mogadishu as an integral part of its national territory, with 

the result that the UAE ambassador to Mogadishu was temporarily recalled to Abu Dhabi. 

The policy followed by the UAE and the public-owned company DP World in recent months has, in 

fact, elevated Abu Dhabi to the rank of nemesis of the nationalist project pursued by the new federal 

presidency. If Turkey's aid policy was mainly focused on Mogadishu, the Emirates on the contrary 

offered development aid programs and forged preferential diplomatic relations with a wide array of 

actors at the regional and sub-regional level, with the side effect of hindering the bargaining power 

of the central government against its multiple peripheries. The Somaliland case is only part of a wider 

strategic puzzle that involved the north-eastern administration of Puntland and the southern 

administration of South West.  

                                                        
2  https://www.dailysabah.com/diplomacy/2017/05/25/turkish-ambassador-to-somalia-olgan-bekar-turkey-helping-build-

state-military-infrastructure-from-scratch 
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In Puntland, Abu Dhabi generously funded the Puntland Intelligence Agency (PIA), an armed 

formation under direct authority of the regional presidency. In the last two years the UAE have also 

provided equipment and training to Puntland Maritime Service (PMS), a coastguard stationed in 

Bosaso3 . It should be pointed out, however, that military training was not provided directly by the 

UAE armed forces but was brokered through the private military company Sterling Corporate Service 

owned by Erik Prince, former co-founder of Blackwater3. Support to the Bosaso-centered PMS was 

aimed at paving the way for another business deal between DP World and the regional 

administration of Puntland, which just awarded a long term concession to DP World for construction 

of a new trading hub in the port city of Bosaso a few weeks ago. 

In the case of both Somaliland and Puntland, it is difficult to draw a clear line between business and 

politics. In the case of Puntland, intergovernmental support to the PIA and the PMS facilitated the 

award of the Bosaso concession to DP World, while the thirty-year military base lease in Somaliland 

would not have been feasible without the parallel commitment of DP World to build a new port and 

embark on an ambitious infrastructure development program in the surrounding of Berbera.  

The latter conclusion has been confirmed by Somaliland's Foreign Minister, Saad Ali Shire: originally 

among the main opponents to the hypothesis of granting a military base for fear of the diplomatic 

repercussions on the relationship with Somaliland’s historical ally, Ethiopia, Shire has recently 

motivated his shift in light of the economic benefits that DP World-Berbera will bring into his own 

country4. 

DP World's investment strategy apparently seems to be driven by a rationale that goes beyond the 

mere logic of capital accumulation. Indeed, this modus operandi has been interpreted by Mogadishu 

as an attempt to the prerogatives of the central government at a time when negotiations between 

federal and regional institutions on the future distribution of the Somali armed forces and the 

assignment of surplus extractions and natural resource exploitation prerogatives are under way. 

Tensions between the federal government and regional administrations over management of 

financial flows from the UAE became apparent after Mohamed Abdullahi Mohamed’s decision to 

reject the Saudi bid against Qatar. Mogadishu's policy has triggered reactions from the ruling elite of 

those regional states that entertain preferential relations with Abu Dhabi, such as the former 

President of Puntland and former federal presidency candidate Abdirahman Farole or the senator 

and head of the Foreign Affairs and Investment Committee of the Abdirazaq Osman Hasan, known 

as "Jurile". The former did not hesitate to denounce the strategic mistake of Mogadishu, then inviting 

Abdullahi Mohamed to take the side of Saudi Arabia. Jurile, on his part, argued that the interest of 

Somalia is inextricably linked to that of Riyadh and Abu Dhabi, given the weight of the Saudi market 

for export of Somali livestock and the importance of the UAE's aid program to the national 

economy 5. The position of the two parliamentarians was picked up by several media from Puntland, 

which immediately gave large echo to the dangerous ties entertained by Doha with Islamic armed 

groups operating in Somalia6. 

The UAE went forward in their efforts to forge closer contacts with Somali regional elites following 

the federal government's refusal to break relations with Qatar. On June 12, the regional president of 

South West, Hassan Sheikh Adan, was reportedly visiting Abu Dhabi for the purpose of discussing 

                                                        
3  http://www.nytimes.com/2012/10/05/world/africa/private-army-leaves-troubled-legacy-in-

somalia.html?mtrref=undefined 
4  https://www.alaraby.co.uk/english/news/2017/5/30/uae-base-in-somaliland-soon-to-launch-military-operations; 

https://www.africaintelligence.com/ION/power-brokers/2017/02/10/saad-ali-shire-the-minister-who-opposes-the-uae-
base,108211338-ART  

5  http://somaliamediamonitoring.org/june-13-2017-morning-headlines/ 
6  http://puntlandi.com/former-qatars-intelligence-chief-qatar-has-been-secretly-assisting-militant-islamist-groups-in-

several-countries-in-africa-including-somalia-eritrea-and-egypt/ 

https://translate.googleusercontent.com/translate_f#footnote3
https://www.alaraby.co.uk/english/news/2017/5/30/uae-base-in-somaliland-soon-to-launch-military-operations
https://www.africaintelligence.com/ION/power-brokers/2017/02/10/saad-ali-shire-the-minister-who-opposes-the-uae-base,108211338-ART
https://www.africaintelligence.com/ION/power-brokers/2017/02/10/saad-ali-shire-the-minister-who-opposes-the-uae-base,108211338-ART
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another freight terminal project in joint venture with DP World in the coastal town of Barawe, about 

200 KM south of Mogadishu.  

At the beginning of July, in addition, an Emirate delegation landed in Somaliland to finalize the 

agreement for DP World-Berbera project and the attached military base.7 

The envisaged Barawe project is another litmus test of the causal link between DP World’s foreign 

direct investments and the reconfiguration of center-periphery relations within the Somali 

geographical space. A few days after Hassan Sheikh Adan's visit to Abu Dhabi, another private 

security company led by Erik Prince – Frontier Service Group – announced the sign of a cooperation 

agreement with the South-West state for the supply of logistic and security services at protection of 

the envisaged Barawe Free Trade Zone. 8  As much as in the case of Puntland, the special 

relationship with the UAE and its associated business groups is suitable to put Sheikh Adan in the 

position of obtaining access to military aid without the intermediation of Mogadishu, thereby 

challenging the supposed supremacy of the federal government in the management of foreign 

relations and the projection of military force within the perimeter of national boundaries. 

 

Possible consequences of the Gulf crisis on the federal government's political agenda. 

The federal government’s uninterrupted dependence from foreign aid makes its political agenda and 

ability to address the peace process closely linked to the ups and down of the relationship between 

Mogadishu and international donors.  The diplomatic stalemate in the Arabian peninsula makes no 

exception: the skyrocketing growth of financial flows from Gulf countries to Somalia in recent years 

is likely to have far reaching consequences on the wealth of the federal government coffers and, 

therefore, the chance of success for the presidency of Mohamed Abdullahi Mohamed. 

In the realm of non-military aid, the Gulf monarchies have an important but not crucial place in the 

hierarchy of international donors, albeit the ranking is still dominated by Western countries with Great 

Britain ranked second after the European Commission. The further deterioration of the relationship 

with the UAE and Saudi Arabia would not remain without consequences, since nowadays Riad is a 

major donor in terms of direct contribution to the current state budget9 . The UAE, according to 

estimates of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Abu Dhabi not confirmed by the Somali government, 

are a major donor of Mogadishu with an estimate $ 45 million of non-military aid granted through 

public and private channels in 2015 9. Nevertheless, it should be pointed out that a reduction of 

foreign aid flows from Saudi Arabia and the UAE could be counterbalanced by a corresponding 

increase from Turkey and Qatar, at least in the short term. Ankara, together with Saudi Arabia and 

the World Bank, is already the first donor of the federal government in terms of direct budget support, 

while the Emir Al Thani committed himself to increase Qatar’s financial support to the federal 

institutions in occasion of a meeting with Abdullahi Mohamed at the end of May. 

It is, rather, in the security sector that the Gulf crisis could have a longstanding impact. To date, 

although nearly all of the federal government’s public spending is devoted to maintenance of the 

army. Nevertheless, military budget remains largely dependent on financial assistance from 

international donors, which have established separated systems for the payment of wages to Somali 

soldiers 10. In the current scenario, the United States, the European Union and Great Britain are 

responsible for half the stipend of about 13,000 soldiers and 8,000 members of the police force, 

                                                        
7  https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2017-05-24/u-a-e-may-fly-warplanes-from-somalia-as-it-expands-africa-

reach 
8  http://uk.mobile.reuters.com/article/idUKKBN19D1BC; http://www.marketwatch.com/story/contract-win---fsg-selected-

by-south-west-state-of-somalia-free-zone-investment-authority-to-provide-logistics-aviation-and-security-services-
2017-06-22  

9  United Arab Emirates, Ministry for Foreign Affairs and International Cooperation, UAE Foreign Aid 2015, Abu Dhabi, 
2016, p. 140. Disponibile a: https://www.mofa.gov.ae/SiteCollectionDocuments/UAEFAR/E2015.pdf 

10  United Nations Assistance Mission in Somalia and the World Bank, Somalia Security and Justice Public Expenditure 
Review, Report No. AUS 8353, January 2017, p. 98. 

https://translate.googleusercontent.com/translate_f#footnote9
http://uk.mobile.reuters.com/article/idUKKBN19D1BC
http://www.marketwatch.com/story/contract-win---fsg-selected-by-south-west-state-of-somalia-free-zone-investment-authority-to-provide-logistics-aviation-and-security-services-2017-06-22
http://www.marketwatch.com/story/contract-win---fsg-selected-by-south-west-state-of-somalia-free-zone-investment-authority-to-provide-logistics-aviation-and-security-services-2017-06-22
http://www.marketwatch.com/story/contract-win---fsg-selected-by-south-west-state-of-somalia-free-zone-investment-authority-to-provide-logistics-aviation-and-security-services-2017-06-22
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while the UAE meet the cost of about 10,000 soldiers deployed in the central regions of Galmudug 

and Middle-Lower Shebelle11. Accordingly, a sudden decision by the UAE to quit their financial 

assistance program to the army would have immediate consequences on the unity of the Somali 

National Army (SNA) and the degree of loyalty of the Somali armed forces to orders from Mogadishu. 

Such a risk is further aggravated by the fact that the federal government is currently unable to meet 

its residual financial commitments: in 2015 alone, arrears owed to civil servants and military officers 

still amounted to $ 65 million, which amount to more than 50% of the overall public budget. 

The various cases of protests staged in the streets of Mogadishu in the first half of 2017 by Somali 

soldiers demanding the payment of their stipend clearly show the precariousness of the line of 

command within the SNA. The recent clashes erupted at the beginning of June between units of the 

army struggling for asserting control over humanitarian aid supplies in Baidoa are an additional proof 

of how soldiers may rapidly turn to illegal roadblocks and pillaging in the event the federal 

government should be unable to meet its duties. 

It is no wonder, then, if gradual emancipation from international aid flows and greater internal 

resource mobilization are among the main goals of the new presidency. Data from the World Bank 

on the composition of Somalia’s public budget since 2012, however, highlight the obstacles the 

federal government is going to meet on this path: government spending has increased from $ 35 

million in 2012 to $ 135 million in 2015 but even if revenues increased by 36% between 2014 and 

2015, they still lagged behind at $ 114 million. Financial statements also confirm the extreme 

difficulty in collecting direct taxes from the local population and the over-reliance on indirect taxes.  

In 2015, revenues from international trade accounted for 62% of the total while fees from the leasing 

of Mogadishu port and airport to Turkish companies accounted for another 28%: personal and 

corporate income, on the other hand, accounted for less than 2% of total revenues12. . In a situation 

of over-reliance on the international system for revenue mobilization and surplus extraction, control 

of strategic infrastructural junctures and foreign trade flows has become a top priority in the federal 

government's economic agenda. For this reason, UAE attempts to promote new free trade zones 

and alternative marketing outlets through independent agreements with each regional administration 

do not represent only an abstract violation of the federal government’s supposed sovereign 

prerogatives, but an actual challenge to the restoration of a strong central authority based in 

Mogadishu.  

The consolidation of the foreign policy axis with Qatar, on the other hand, may become a useful 

asset in the domestic political arena, where Mohamed Abdullahi Mohamed is trying to promote 

national reconciliation with the more nationalist factions of Al Shabaab. Doha has developed close 

ties with Islamist groups in Somalia since 2006, the year of the rise to the power of the Islamic 

Courts. Qatar was among the main facilitators of the negotiations that led to the formation of the 

opposition group Alliance for Re-liberation of Somalia (ARS), and later on struggled to extend the 

transitional government of Somalia in order to include prominent figures from the armed opposition 

such as the leader of Hizbul Islam, Hassan Dahir Aweys. After the election of Sheikh Mohamud in 

2013, Doha gradually strengthened the relationship with the new federal government13.  

The privileged relations between Doha and the Islamic opposition may facilitate the success of 

Mohammed Abdullahi Mohamed's amnesty policy in favour of Al Shabaab fighters who decide to lay 

down their weapons.  

                                                        
11  United Nations Assistance Mission in Somalia and the World Bank, Somalia Security and Justice Public Expenditure 

Review, Report No. AUS 8353, January 2017, p. 101. 
12  United Nations Assistance Mission in Somalia and the World Bank, Somalia Security and Justice Public Expenditure 

Review, Report No. AUS 8353, January 2017, p. 25. 
13  Muhamed H. Gaas, Stig J. Hansen, “Qatari Involvement in the Horn of Africa: a King-Maker and a Successful 

Mediator?”, in: Stig J. Hansen (ed.), Religion, Prestige and Windows of Opportunity? Qatari Peace Making and 
Foreign Policy Engagement, Noragric Working Paper 48, Ottobre 2013. 
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In fact, this strategy has paved the way for the surrender of several senior Al Shabaab officers so 

far, most notably the former speaker-person Mukhtar Robow. Robow has been excluded from the 

United States Treasury Department's reward list on June 23rd following pressure from Mogadishu: 

a move that has alerted other Al Shabaab factions which were worried about a possible defection, 

with the result that the Somali army is currently deployed in the surrounding of the Al Shabaab 

leader’s stronghold in Hudur with the duty to protect him in case of attack from other Islamic 

groups 14 . Robow's resignation would have a symbolic and military significance for President 

Abdullahi Mohamed, as it would certify the success of his counter-insurgency strategy. Above all, it 

would allow the federal government to pacify part of the hinterland in central Somalia, where Robow 

maintains a strong aura of legitimacy thanks to his political excursus and the influence of his own 

clan, the Rahanwein. 

 

 

                                                        
14  https://www.usnews.com/news/world/articles/2017-06-30/somalia-islamist-insurgency-splits-as-loyalty-of-key-

commander-wavers 


