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Abstract 

 

Naser Al Ali, “Formation and purposes of Arab and African Coastal States of the Red Sea 

and Gulf of Aden”, M.A. Thesis, Master of Arts in International and Civil Security, Institute 

of International and Civil Security, Department of Humanities and Social Sciences, Khalifa 

University of Sciences and Technology, United Arab Emirates, June 2022. 

 

This thesis answers questions about the root causes of the formation of the Arab and African 

Coastal States of the Red Sea and Gulf of Aden (hereafter, “the Council”). In addition, it reveals 

the primary motivations of Arab and African states to create such a security grouping in the 

region and analyzes the role of leading states that contributed to its successful creation. All 

these topics have been the subject of conjecture because the Council, created in January 2020, 

has subsequently failed to deliver policy pronouncements or other announcements.  The 

research employed a qualitative methodology and the student conducted semi-structured 

interviews with subject matter experts in six countries. Its findings demonstrate the primacy of 

Saudi Arabia in the Council’s creation, the important (and conflicting) role of Egypt, and the 

neutral-to-wary stances of the African members of the Council. The thesis also finds that the 

major impetus behind the Council’s creation in early 2020 was Saudi and Egyptian concerns 

about what they saw as threatening actions by external states, particularly Iran and Turkey, in 

the Red Sea and Gulf of Aden region. In terms of prescriptive analysis, the thesis found that the 

Council will be less-than-optimal in fulfilling its security goals if it fails to include major 

coastline states such as Israel and the independent, but internationally unrecognized state of 

Somaliland.   

Indexing Terms: alliance; security group formation, Red Sea, Gulf of Aden, maritime 

security
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Chapter 1 Introduction 

 

1.1  Context to the topic and research problem description  

 

On January 6, 2020, the Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, Prince 

Faisal bin Farhan, announced the signing of an agreement establishing the Council of Arab and 

African Coastal States of the Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden (hereafter, “the Council”). The 

agreement, signed by most, but not all, the Red Sea’s littoral states, reportedly involves their 

coordination and consultation about the vital waterways spanning the Red Sea and the Gulf of 

Aden. The eight members of the Council who signed the founding agreement. are:  

 Kingdom of Saudi Arabia 

 The Arab Republic of Egypt,  

 Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan,  

 The Republic of Sudan,  

 The Republic of Yemen,  

 The state of Eritrea,  

 The Federal Republic of Somalia,  

 Republic of Djibouti (Saudi Press Agency, 2020) 

 

The Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden maritime region is one of the most strategic waterways in 

the world. Annually, more than 10 percent of global trade passes through the Red Sea. These 

sea lines of communication (SLOCs) and their chokepoints, the Suez Canal, and the Bab el-

Mandeb Strait from highly strategic economic, political, and commercial corridors for the 

Council’s members as well as the global economy. As such, the general maritime security of 

the Red Sea and Gulf of Aden region transcends the region and has international importance 

for countries as far afield as Japan, Australia, and Brazil. 

The Red Sea coastal states along Africa's northeastern coast, as well as the Arabian 

Peninsula, are positioned for significant growth. By the early 2050s, the population is expected 

to rise from around 620 million to nearly 1.3 billion, with a relating increase in GDP from $1.8 

trillion to $6.1 trillion (Heath, 2019). However, the African coast of the region is currently 

underdeveloped, due to a lack of infrastructure and large deep-water commercial ports. This is 

on account of a paucity of natural deep-water ports and means that the African littoral is served 
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only by Port Sudan and Djibouti with Eritrea’s Massawa remaining moribund and in need of 

upgrades, and Assab and Berbera, in the de facto independent Republic of Somaliland both 

being expanded. In the case of Assab, the United Arab Emirates leased it for 30 years in 2015 

to support its military intervention in Yemen on behalf of the internationally recognized 

government in Sana. In doing so, it expanded both the port and the airport. However, poor 

overland infrastructure and continuing political problems between Eritrea, Sudan, and Ethiopia 

mean its commercial viability may be limited. Berbera, on the other hand, is being expanded 

by Dubai’s DP World and has reopened for commercial operations. Significant upgrades to the 

land corridor connecting the port to Somaliland’s capital, Hargeisa, and onward to the Somali 

Regions of Ethiopia are ongoing.  

All is not rosy, however. Political, economic, and military interest in the Red Sea region 

is growing, as is armed conflict and political instability, as the region's potential becomes clear  

(Sharaf, 2021) . Protecting and securing maritime navigation from attacks by non-state armed 

groups, as well as from piracy, arms, and human smuggling, especially in conflict areas, has 

recently taken on new urgency. External states such as Iran or its political Shiite militia groups 

like the Houthi rebels in Yemen have been expanding their influence in the region  (Wastnidge, 

2022). 

The issue of mobilizing forces and bases in the Red Sea and Gulf of Aden by regional 

states began in the 2010s. Egypt and Saudi Arabia, littoral states, had national interests prior to 

this period, but their renewed interest in basing, for example, came from the interest shown by 

potential regional rivals such as Turkey and Iran. The actions of these states meant that Egypt 

and Saudi Arabia reprioritized their interests in the Bab al-Mandab Strait and its role in their 

national security. Thus began a rivalry-fueled search for footholds in the Red Sea and Gulf of 

Aden, whether by concluding commercial or military agreements or protection for weak states.   

If we take, for example, Turkey, its actions provoked much alarm in both Riyadh and Cairo. 

After the 2011 Arab Uprisings, Turkey supported the Muslim Brotherhood government that 

came to power in Egypt after President Hosni Mubarak was overthrown. The government of 

Mohamed Morsi, supported by Turkey’s Islamist government, was influential in Egypt and 

ruled it for a year until it, too, was toppled by a popular revolt.  After the Morsi regime fell, 

some members were exiled, taken into custody, or fled to Turkey. This posed a dilemma for 

states such as Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and the United Arab Emirates (UAE), as Turkey continued 

to support Muslim Brotherhood movements. As importantly, Turkey began to establish 

footholds in the Red Sea region.  This was done, in part, because Turkey under President Recep 

Tayyip Erdogan attempted to restore Turkey’s former power under the Ottoman Empire. It has 



 

3 

sought to restore Ottoman ruins in the Red Sea region as well as, more alarmingly, build military 

facilities. It does not help that Erdogan speaks about bringing back the glory days of the Empire.  

Turkey signed agreements with the Sudanese government of Omar Al-Bashir for a naval dock 

in Suakin island in 2017. The same year, a Turkish military installation was built in Somalia to 

train the Somali National Army (Rossiter & Cannon, 2019). According to Turkish Army Chief 

of Staff Hulusi Akar, said that “more than 10,000 Somali soldiers will be trained by Turkish 

officers at the Military base” (Coskun, 2017). Regardless of the base’s purpose, it increased 

tensions with Egypt and Saudi Arabia. Both states see Turkey as having a negative presence on 

the coasts of Somalia and Sudan as well as a military base in Qatar along with its naval presence 

in the Mediterranean. Turkey’s base in Qatar is problematic. The Turkish parliament authorized 

the deployment of Turkish troops in June 2017. Turkey intends to station 3,000 troops on Qatari 

soil in the future and their presence was expanded after the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) 

crisis in 2017 pitted Qatar against Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Bahrain, and Egypt. The 

development of Turkey-Qatar trade relations also increased rapidly due to the border blockade 

of Qatar.  

Turkish military moves in the region were met with alarm by Egypt and Saudi Arabia 

as both states saw Ankara as having a goal of military expansion and hegemony in the region. 

This is especially so since there is no dominant Arab power in the way that Iraq once dominated 

the region. As such, there is a “hegemony gap” that Turkey can potentially fill with its military 

movements in the region.  

Iran’s actions have also been a cause for concern by some states bordering the Red Sea 

– but not all. While Iranian actions on the African littoral have largely ceased, Tehran was very 

active in the late 2000s. For example, “in May 2008, Eritrean President Isais Afwerki made a 

state visit to Iran, meeting with President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad and Supreme Leader 

Ayatollah Ali Khamenei and signing several agreements. These opened Eritrea's ports to Iranian 

shipping, and in early 2009 two Iranian destroyers docked in Asmara, ostensibly as part of the 

UN-sanctioned anti-piracy coalition in the Gulf of Yemen. This prompted Israel to respond by 

sending two warships to the Red Sea in mid-2009” (Cannon & Rossiter, 2022). Eritrea 

eventually sided with Saudi Arabia and the UAE as they attempted to counter a Houthi-led 

insurrection in Yemen beginning in 2015. But Iran continues to be a serious cause for concern 

in the Red Sea region given its support to the Houthi rebels, particularly in the form of training, 

weaponry, and financing. Much of this comes via smuggling operations that transit the Red Sea 

and Gulf of Aden.  
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On top of state-based threats proliferating in the region, there is the constant pressure of 

human smuggling from the Horn to the Arabian Peninsula as well as the scourge of piracy, 

drugs, and weapons smuggling. To counter this proliferation of threats, states such as Saudi 

Arabia and Egypt possess some powerful naval and coast guard capabilities to counter threats.  

Both have been building up their arsenals of ships such as corvettes as well as submarines. 

Egypt is training troops to be deployed amphibiously. The maritime power of Egypt of Saudi 

Arabia, however, is not shared by the other members. Other weaker military states like Somalia, 

Sudan, Djibouti, and Eritrea have little to no naval and coast guard capabilities in the Red Sea 

and Gulf of Aden.  Eritrea seems uninterested and cannot contribute much to the Council the 

reason behind joining is only to stop Saudi insistence. The benefits of creating a maritime 

security grouping spanning both sides of the Red Sea seem apparent – at least to some.   

Lastly, major coastal states such as Israel and Somaliland (a de-facto sovereign state in the Horn 

of Africa that is considered part of Somalia but not recognized) remain outside the Council. 

Ethiopia, landlocked but with a massive presence in the region, has also never been invited to 

join the Council.  

 

1.2  Problem statement and its significance  

 

The thesis, therefore, seeks to answer questions about the root causes (rationale) and aims 

(missions) of the newly renamed Arab and African Coastal States of the Red Sea and Gulf of 

Aden security grouping. According to an official Saudi media source, the Council is meant to 

be a sort of strategic economic agreement between bordering states. But are some see that the 

leading states of Saudi Arabia and Egypt created the Council to deter states outside the region 

like Turkey and Iran from operating and gaining greater influence in the Red Sea and Gulf of 

Aden region. Indeed, when the Council met in Riyadh for the first time in early 2020, ministers 

from Djibouti, Egypt, Eritrea, Jordan, Saudi Arabia, Somalia, Sudan, and Yemen discussed 

primarily security matters (when first proposed the forum was to focus on topics including 

economic and environmental issues). 

To date, there is little information about the Council, its purpose, and its goals. This 

leads to a great deal of speculation about not the efficacy of the Council, but its longevity. Will 

this Saudi-led and hosted Council become a cohesive grouping that is able to resolve long-

standing security issues in the region? Or is it a product of a particular place and time, i.e., the 

Council was created at a time when relations with powerful Middle Eastern states such as 

Turkey and Iran were at an all-time low? Why was it created in early 2020 rather than, for 
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example, in 2015 and the start of the Saudi-led military intervention in Yemen? Indeed, the 

Council is not the first group of states to attempt to develop common strategies for this strategic 

maritime region. “In response to the range of external actors vying for influence around the Red 

Sea and Gulf of Aden, the Intergovernmental Authority on Development (IGAD) established 

the Task Force on the Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden in April 2019. The task force is intended 

to build a common IGAD position and develop a regional plan of action for the Red Sea and 

Gulf of Aden” (IISS, 2021: 439). This emphasis on security as opposed to other forms of 

cooperation forms the basis, in part, of the research question and related hypotheses in this 

thesis. 

There are further questions surrounding what type of group this should be: economic, 

political, social or all the above. What about the power asymmetry between members? It is 

understood that the Saudis and Egyptians have, relatively speaking, powerful maritime 

capabilities. These capabilities are not common, however, with the other members. Is the 

Council then to be used by its two most powerful members to dominate the waterways of the 

Red Sea and Gulf of Aden? Lastly, very little has been written or said about the Council since 

its rather controversial beginnings in early 2020.  

This thesis proposes to use semi-structured interviews with academics, think tank 

experts, and relevant government officials to find answers and test hypotheses. The author will 

also consult published sources and open-source data – though these are in relatively short supply 

-so as to find answers regarding the root causes as well as the aims of the security grouping. In 

the process, the following information should be identified such as:  

1) member states’ composition (why some littoral states are members and others 

are not) 

2) triggers or motives for the creation of the group   

3) The leading states behind the creation and operationalization of the group 

4) Key threats meant to be addressed by the group (is it the actions of external states 

or piracy or terrorism?)  

 

1.3      Research objectives 

 

1.3.1 Statement of research aims 

 

This research aims to identify the root causes behind the establishment of the Arab and African 

Coastal States of the Red Sea and Gulf of Aden security grouping. In doing so, it will uncover 
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the motivations of its littoral member states for such a multinational organization. It will employ 

a qualitative methodology and conduct semi-structured interviews with scholars, think tank 

experts, and government officials to list and understand the root causes of the security grouping.   

 

1.3.2 Research question including the type of question 

 

What are the root causes of the formation and aims of the Arab and African Coastal States of 

the Red Sea and Gulf of Aden security grouping? (The type of this question is explanatory) 

 

 

 

1.3.3 Research hypothesis 

 

Main hypothesis 

The root causes of the Arab and African Coastal States of the Red Sea and Gulf of Aden are 

Saudi and Egyptian concerns over the deteriorating security situation in the Red Sea region, 

particularly the role of adversarial external state actors.  

 

1.3.4 Variables, concepts, and indicators 

 

Dependent variable:    

 formation and aims of Arab and African Coastal States of the Red Sea and Gulf of Aden  

Independent variable:  

• root causes  

Concepts and indicators:  

 

The indicators that will be used to measure the concept include levels of: 

The independent variables indicators are:  

Improvement or deterioration of the security situation in the Red Sea (2015-2021)  

1. Presence of adversarial external state actors  

2. Incidents of terrorism  

3. Incidents of piracy  

4. Incidents of illegal, unreported, and unregulated (IUU) fishing  

5. Incidents of arms shipments \ smuggling  
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6. Incidents of human trafficking and illegal migration 

 

The dependent variable indicators are:  

formation and aims of Arab and African Coastal States of the Red Sea and Gulf of Aden 

1. Date of creation  

2. Stated aims of the Council  

 

Sources of data will include:  

 Literature (academic and grey literature) related to the Red Sea security group. 

 Semi-structured interviews of academics and regional analysts. These include the 

following:  

- Camille Lons, Research Associate, IISS, Middle East office, Bahrain 

- Dr. Jean-Loup Samaan, a senior research fellow at the Middle East Institute of the 

National University of Singapore 

- Dr. Aleksi Ylönen, Associate Professor of International Relations, USIU, Nairobi, 

Kenya 

- Dr. Victoria Silva Sánchez is an Independent Journalist and Researcher based in 

Jordan, Ph.D. candidate in Political Science at Autonomous University of Madrid. 

- Dr. Amani Al Taweel, Expert at Al Ahram Centre for Political & Strategic Studies, 

Ph.D. from the University of Ain Shams Cairo, a Member of the Egyptian Council 

for African Affairs. 

- Omar Mahmood, Senior Eastern Africa Analyst in Crisis group in Somalia, Ex-

employee as a senior researcher of Horn of Africa for the ISS.  
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Chapter 2 Academic Literature Review  

 

2.1  Regionalism in the Middle East  

 

A significant number of research and academic papers show that regionalism in the Middle East 

has always been weak due to concerns such as democracy, the lack of regional hegemony, and 

economic interdependence (Legrenzi, 2016). The Middle East, in general, has not been a 

successful example of regional cooperation or integration over the years, according to most 

scholars. Almost every regional endeavor aiming at settling conflicts, advancing different types 

of governance such as democracy, or even establishing a common market has failed. The recent 

crises in the Middle East provide greater global challenges than the total of all other regional 

challenges, demonstrating the region's importance to the rest of the world. 

In other words, regionalism and globalization have blurred the Middle East, and this is 

due to several factors, including the contested nature of hegemony, political Islam, and human 

security. All of these affect the wider region and have resulted in the emergence of cross-border 

armed groups, net outflows of immigration, human rights violations, and failed states. 

The Arab Uprisings or “Arab Spring” that began in 2011 is instructive. The domino effects of 

what happened in Tunisia raised some expectations that the Middle East would see the start of 

a new era of regional cooperation and integration. Instead of regional unity, it appears that the 

ongoing collapse of the traditional Arab state system has resulted in the creation of reimagined 

identities based on a combination of tribalism, sectarianism, and ethnicity. Instead of growing 

dependency because of raising capital and labor flows and shared development goals, conflict 

and civil wars have had negative consequences. 

According to Fawcett, the pre-and post-Cold War and the Second World War had a 

major effect on the Middle East in terms of shaping the polarity and affiliation tendencies. As 

the Middle East was divided into the dependencies of the communist and capitalist poles, which 

led to a split in the methodology and intellectual ideology of each party. This has inhibited 

regionalism, which Fawcett defines as both the theory and the practice of regional cooperation. 

Regionalism is a policy-driven process in which states (or other actors) pursue common goals 

and policies in each region. Regionalism is, therefore, a top-down process, but one that is 

continually stunted by high levels of regional tension and the nature of the Middle East’s 

security dilemma. These, ipso facto, make the case for regional cooperation of absolute 

importance to Middle East states. 
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Fawcett argues that even though the ME features many areas of actual or potential 

regional cohesion or integration – labor markets, migration, resource use, private-sector 

networks, disbursement of aid, and development funds – regionalism is still limited or relatively 

absent. This is not to say that regionalism does not exist. It does. But the process has been slow 

to generate common strategies and initiatives. This is because they are overridden by external 

initiatives or internal divisions (Fawcett, 2016). 

According to Fawcett, there is contradictory evidence of new regionalism in the Middle 

East. The Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) represents likely the strongest effort at regionalism 

in the ME (at present). Calls for greater integration and inclusion of other states (Morocco and 

Jordan) were issued post-2011. But the GCC member states also act out of unity to enhance 

regime security in individual states. The GCC also has shared interests in countering what it 

sees as a Shia axis with Iran at its center. The activism of the GCC (regardless of the previous 

crises) points to a strengthening regional realignment (post-US-led invasion of Iraq). This is 

evidenced by a stronger, more assertive Saudi Arabia and UAE. But it is also evidenced by a 

weaker Iraq and Egypt. These points form an interesting counterpoint to the nascent Red Sea 

Council, which includes both a more assertive Saudi Arabia and attempts by Egypt – supported 

by the UAE and Saudi Arabia financially – to reassert itself in its wider region, including the 

Mediterranean, the Red Sea and it’s near abroad to the west and south in Africa.  

Fawcett realized the limitation of regionalism and organizations like the Council. She 

demonstrated that regionalism in the Middle East has been retarded by the influence of external 

powers and the contested shape of the regional order (Fawcett, 2016). As importantly for this 

thesis, she also argues that regime security and state type are important in determining the 

positions and capabilities of ME states vis-à-vis cooperation. In short, the state remains the 

essential ingredient in determining what makes for successful regionalism in the long term. As 

such, if the Council succeeds in its stated goals of economic and political security on both sides 

of the Red Sea, it must be supported by the leadership of the titular state members: Egypt and 

Saudi Arabia. In addition, it will likely need the buy-in of other major state members such as 

Sudan.  

 

2.2 Continuation of movements and conflicts in the Red Sea region 

 

Since early 2020, only a few scholars have attempted to analyze the Council and its purpose. 

This forms a critical gap in the literature – one that this thesis will partially fill. Nevertheless, 

much more work has been done on the general security and economic situation of the modern-
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day Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden. One of the main characteristics is the disconnection between 

the African or western side of the waterway and the Arabian Peninsula or eastern side.  Apart 

from Egypt, which straddles both the Middle East and North African regional security 

complexes, states on each side of the waterway have acted separately. This began to change 

rapidly beginning in 2008 and beyond.  Here I will compare some studies about the region in 

the Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden. 

Cannon and Rossiter (2017) addressed insecurity in the Red Sea and the geopolitical 

interests of various states in the region. Their findings point to some of the conundrums that 

may have led to the creation of the Council. Beginning with Eritrea’s independence in 1993, it 

documents Ethiopia's desire to emerge as the dominant regional force in the Horn of Africa, a 

goal which has been limited by its dependency, as a landlocked state, on the port of Djibouti. 

Cannon and Rossiter, in turn, outline how Ethiopia has attempted to influence utilized to 

describe interest in the Horn's coastline zone to mitigate the huge economic and political risks 

that come with being landlocked (Cannon & Rossiter ,2017). 

Ethiopia was able to anticipate dangers and opportunities associated with the growing 

involvement of Gulf Arab States in the region's ports, and how it embarked on an expeditionary 

foreign policy mission in the Gulf (specifically in the UAE) to direct investment toward the 

port town of Berbera in semi-autonomous Somaliland, where Addis Ababa could obtain the 

most strategic advantage. The implications for this thesis are that this under-reported 

development in the Horn of Africa's port architecture will have significant repercussions on the 

region's distributions of power, as well as Ethiopia's quest to rise to the top of the region's local 

hierarchy. 

As per the article, the problem begins when Eritrea granted Iran and its proxies to go 

and be stationed in Eritrea in the port of Assab in 2008, where Iran built a support base for its 

military operations and naval exercises in the Bab al-Mandab Strait and the Red Sea to the 

Indian Ocean. This constituted a great concern for the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia and the 

Republic of Yemen under the leadership of Ali Abdullah Al-Saleh when he was allied with 

Saudi Arabia, as Iran and the Revolutionary Guards are close to the Saudi borders, especially 

between the archipelago of Hanish Island in the Red Sea, close to Yemen and Saudi Arabia. In 

turn, the Houthi rebels used this archipelago to smuggle weapons by sea to northern Yemen, 

where the Houthis are based. Anxiety and tension increased in the Arab Gulf for fear of the 

Shiite tide, or the so-called export of Khomeini's revolution, which adopts the Shiite crescent 

theory, meaning that they turned around from the south of Arabia. 
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With the growing concern in the Gulf capitals about the Iranian military naval presence 

in the Red Sea, and Iran’s success in its political relations with Eritrea, and coinciding with the 

Arab Spring in 2011, most of the Arab Gulf countries undermined Iran’s expansionist policies 

in the region, as the policy of the United States of America, was not condemning the expansion 

Iran in the Arab world under President Barack Obama, which made confronting Iran inevitable. 

As the Gulf states are in direct or indirect confrontation with the revolutionary regime. 

While the article was instructive in terms of the national interests of multiple states 

bordering the Red Sea, it predated the creation of the Council and thus did not speak to the root 

causes for its genesis. Nevertheless, it laid out some of the key ingredients of what was viewed 

as security problems by both Saudi Arabia and Egypt.  

 

2.3 Turkey in the Red Sea  

 

According to Fawcett, Middle East states have been poor balancers and weak hegemons. This 

is partially explained by their persistent rivalries; an absence of obvious and durable state 

hierarchies; the presence of powerful identities that overlap and conflict with the state system 

(pan-Arabism; pan-Islamism); and the strong influence of external states. (Fawcett, 2016) 

Turkey is one such state. It is a state that spans Europe, Asia, and Africa, an Afro-Eurasian 

country, as its political leadership has termed it (Davutoğlu, 2008). Its role in the Red Sea was 

nonexistent from the late 19th century and the fall of the Ottoman Empire until 2010. Since then, 

however, Turkey has come to be viewed as a resident power in the Red Sea, one that is a cause 

of increasing concern to the main proponent state members of the Council. 

The Turkish influence on the Red Sea has created stress and anxiety in the region. 

Several Middle Eastern countries have undertaken significant military and paramilitary tactics 

outside of the regional conflict. As a result, military bases are being built, ports are being 

developed, and nations like Turkey are seeking influence in the Horn of Africa. Turkey, for 

example, is not heavily involved in the politics and security of nations like Somalia and Sudan 

(Cannon, 2016). In a very short period, a considerable body of literature has emerged that 

attempts to objectively study the growing contact between the two sides of the Red Sea, and 

consequently the building tensions between ideological and political opponents in the Middle 

East (Donelli, 2018). 

These Middle Eastern powers' actions in the Horn of Africa are said to have increased 

geopolitical tensions and rivalries, putting the region at risk of militarization and compromising 

human security by pushing state-centric security concepts that focus on regional and border 
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issues. The increasing growth of security and economic interests in the Horn of Africa on the 

part of Middle Eastern countries has led to their interventions becoming more confident, and 

the influence of their rivalries in Africa becoming aggressive, growing potential for troop 

deployments and a clash of arms. The rivalry between Turkey and other Middle Eastern states 

like UAE & Iran in the Horn of Africa has resulted in retaliation (Donelli & Cannon, 2021), 

which has severely destabilized Africa's most vulnerable regions. 

Turkey began a political agenda of openness to the African continent, which was mostly 

driven by humanitarian and business organizations, but it swiftly became a political player in 

Somalia.  Qatar and Saudi Arabia, both of which have increasingly aligned their interests with 

Turkey and the UAE, have also been active, even if less openly (Cannon, 2016). 

When looked at closely, Turkey's interests in the Horn of Africa, like the United Arab 

Emirates' investment in ports like DP World's Bossaso Port, compare favorably to its neighbors' 

security concerns. The reality is that Turkey's regional foreign direct investment accounts for a 

minor part of the country's total budget expenditures. Although numerous enterprises have close 

ties to Erdogan and his AKP, they operate in areas like Mogadishu and Addis Ababa and 

contribute significantly to Turkey's overall impact. "Strategy" and "power projection" have 

nothing to do with the Horn of Africa. (Donelli & Cannon, 2021). 

The well-known Turkish "base" in Mogadishu, in the form it is currently used and operated, is 

not a base in the conventional military sense of projecting hard might abroad. (Rossiter & 

Cannon, 2019). However, a local political base yearns for a return to the Ottomans' glory days. 

For both the UAE and Turkey, observing the battle from afar in areas like Libya has become a 

must, not an option. Because of their continuing security responsibility, their limited 

capabilities must remain close to home to combat a variety of foreign threats, which are viewed 

as favorable to domestic instability. Both Ankara and Abu Dhabi are attempting to influence 

outcomes on the ground by proxy in this way. Both countries are acting remotely in their 

second-tier security concerns, such as Turkey in Syria against US-backed Kurdish militias and 

to counter expanding Russian influence, and the UAE in Libya against a government associated 

with various Islamist Muslim-brotherhood-backed groups. (Rossiter & Cannon, 2019). 

The crisis that took place in the Arab Gulf and Egypt against Qatar and its new allies, 

Iran, and Qatar, increased the division between countries and their interests, especially after the 

events of the Arab Spring. We saw that Qatar made a move toward Iran to import goods and 

create an outlet for it, especially after the pressure of the boycotting countries. It also moved 

towards Turkey to create a food air bridge to import goods whose export was stopped by Saudi 
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Arabia and the UAE As a reaction, Qatar moved towards the Red Sea and made new alliances 

to pressure the countries that boycotted it.  

While the above-listed literature goes to great lengths to explain the growing 

geopolitical rivalries in the Red Sea region, they fail to consider the interests and role of Egypt 

and Saudi Arabia, for the most part. In addition, while they explore the efforts made by African 

states in the region to engage with and exploit the rivalries unfolding across the region, they 

fail to discuss the Council and its creation.  

 

2.4 Governance of the Red Sea  

 

Zach Vertin hypothesized that the establishment of a Red Sea governance framework would 

benefit both the Gulf and African states, as well as external partners. At best, these parties 

involved in a governance framework could address issues like trade and infrastructure 

development, maritime security, mixed migration, environmental protection, and conflict 

management. The ability and willingness to address these challenges are shaped by increasing 

interdependence across three tiers. These are political transitions in the region, new regional 

engagements and rivalries, and great power competition. Using a qualitative research approach, 

Vertin interviewed dozens of government officials and non-government actors across the Gulf 

and the Horn of Africa to answer the question: Who offers the rationale for a trans-regional 

governance framework? In doing so, he found that while Egypt's, Saudi Arabia's, and the UAE's 

interests often overlap, key differences have been overlooked, and the relationship is not as 

peaceful as it would seem (Vertin, 2019).  

Vertin concludes his article by saying African governments on the Red Sea coast have 

find out is how to leverage this influx of global investment without sacrificing their sovereignty 

or being drawn into pointless political disputes. They should continue to hold regional 

conversations to build a shared vision for expanding relations with the Gulf, including the 

formulation of a joint development plan. Gulf states, for their side, should see beyond 

diplomacy and recognize that establishing a comprehensive understanding of, and stance 

toward, internal politics in the Horn of Africa will best serve their long-term interests. They 

should avoid transferring the Gulf crisis to this area, instead of deepening, and broadening their 

involvement with African partners, including investing in public and commercial institutions 

as well as individuals. The political parties have come together to form a coalition. 

The development of a "Red Sea Forum," where interested parties come together to 

debate common issues, identify growing risks, and create common solutions, might serve the 
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political, economic, and security interests in this expanding sector. It may also prove to be 

another fledgling form of regionalism taking root in the region. Finally, as the Red Sea emerges 

as a potential theater for great power competition, the United States and China, each with a 

military presence and interests in the region, should strive for balance, while simultaneously 

using their respective influence to press Gulf states to resolve the ongoing Gulf Arab crisis 

(Vertin, 2019).  

Vertin’s article, however, was written at the height of the Gulf Cooperation Council 

(GCC) crisis as well as a time of heightened tensions between the Gulf states and Iran as well 

as Turkey. In addition, the Council, while mooted in 2018, was only formed in early 2020. 

Thus, it offers only a snapshot in time and further analysis must be done on the Council.  

 

 

2.5 Comparing security in maritime realms 

 

Vreÿ (2009) used a comparative approach to answer significant questions about security off the 

coasts of both West and East Africa. In doing so, he explored the classification of good and bad 

orders at sea as well as the general deterioration of sea security on account of wider of threats. 

Importantly for the topic of security in the Red Sea, Vreÿ analyzed alternatives for promoting 

maritime security in both the Horn of Africa and the Gulf of Guinea, finding that there is 

generally what he terms “bad order” at sea which increases maritime insecurity. Since no East 

African littoral state, for example, “has the maritime means to prevent or end the problem of 

piracy, both commercial shipping and fishing shares are robbed. In some ways, the imbalance 

between the navy and the pirates, as well as the lack of an African response, has benefited the 

pirates. As the naval response and cooperation gain momentum, the pirates' freedom will 

eventually be limited. Naval victories are certain to rise as more players join in and master the 

challenge.” This has repercussions for the Red Sea where a rise in illegal arms and people 

smuggling between the coasts of Africa and the Arabian Peninsula is on the rise.  

A random approach to piracy makes it difficult for governments and security agencies 

to respond to maritime threats, has the responsibility to react to such threats or prevent them 

becomes confusing. A clearer framework is required, Vreÿ suggests a typology to mitigate some 

of the difficulties that stop these threats from being labeled piracy. However, it will not stop the 

maritime piracy as the incident’s frequency of the 2008 and 2009 maritime incidents off the 

African coast.  
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This significant research approach led to pirates continuing to expand their operations 

off Africa's east coast further south, events of the continent's west coast must not be ignored. 

Bad sea order has equally severe consequences for this emerging maritime domain of 

international importance although for different reasons than the seas off the Horn of Africa. It 

is, however, critical to learning from the eastern seaboard how quickly maritime instability can 

develop if land-based issues are allowed to decline and become deeply involved with maritime 

issues. the author used News agencies, UN Security Council actions, and International Maritime 

Bureau data as data sources (Vreÿ, 2009). 

These articles discussed aspects of governance in the maritime spaces in and around the 

Red Sea. Maritime order (or the lack thereof) is a pressing matter in the waters between Africa 

and Saudi Arabia. What the articles failed to address were the concerns of states that form the 

members of the Council and how they may best contribute to improving security in the Red Sea 

and the Gulf of Aden.  

 

Chapter 3: Research approach and research methods 

 

3.1 Research Approach 

 

The thesis will employ a qualitative, comparative methodology. Qualitative research involves 

collecting and analyzing non-numerical data to understand concepts, opinions, or experiences. 

It can be used to gather in-depth insights into a problem or generate new ideas for research. 

Qualitative research is commonly used in the humanities and social sciences, in subjects such 

as international relations and security studies, and is, therefore, appropriate for my thesis 

(Halperin and Heath, 2020). Qualitative methods have been used to good effect by multiple 

scholars on topics related to the Red Sea, specifically, and international relations, in general. 

For example, Cannon and Donelli (2020) utilized qualitative methods using a comparative 

approach in their article on regional security complexes in the Horn of Africa and the Middle 

East. Similarly, Vreÿ (2009) utilized the same approach when analyzing security practices and 

contexts in both West and East Africa. 

 

3.2 Methods 

 

The study will consist of a single-N study, which will analyze one case: the Red Sea and its 

nascent Council. Primary research methods will involve semi-structured interviews of 
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academics, government officials, and regional analysts. A semi-structured interview is a type 

of interview in which the interviewer asks only a few predetermined questions while the rest of 

the questions are not planned. Since semi-structured interviews combine both the structured 

and unstructured interview styles, they can offer the advantages of both.  (Halperin & Heath. 

2020, P. 264-5) 

 

 

3.2 Limitations of your expected findings  

 

Validity refers to how accurately a method measures what it is intended to measure. 

If research has high validity, that means it produces results that correspond to real properties, 

characteristics, and variations in the physical or social world. (Halperin & Heath, 2020, P.354)  

The validity of this research is considered low since this research is qualitative and based on 

interviews. Interviews will be conducted with government officials from the Council member 

states as well as academic scholars who specialize in the field of international relations or are 

area specialists on the Red Sea. In addition, experts from think tanks will be interviewed. Given 

that the variables and indicators aim to measure the root causes for the Council, answers from 

the interviews might reflect biases.  

 

Reliability: Reliability refers to “the extent to which a measurement produces the same results 

on repeated trials” (Halperin & Heath, 2020, P. 264). The methods used in this research, while 

largely reliable, will fail to produce the same results in the future. That is, if a researcher 

attempts to address this same question in ten years, they will receive different answers given 

changes in space, time, and context. 

 

Generalizability is a measure of how useful the results of a study are for a broader group of 

people or situations. Generalizability is low. This thesis answers specific questions about a 

specific group for a specific region. However, some of the findings related to the creation of 

regional security groups can be generalized in terms of regionalism. (Halperin and Heath. 2020, 

P.313).  

 

3.4  Ethical Issues 

 

I received the IRB approval for my study on 24 February 2021, Protocol #H22-003. 
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Chapter 4: The Results 

 

The expected results will be information and answers to questions about the alliance’s root 

causes would be Saudi Arabia and Egypt the leaders of the initiative are established the council 

to counter any intervention from adversarial external state and non-state actors. Iran and Turkey 

are the most significant states behind the establishment of the security council. This alliance or 

council is the first alliance in the region that contains Arab and African states to 

counterterrorism, crimes, and piracy.  

Also, both natural leading states of the alliance Saudi Arabia and Egypt want to make 

sure the Bab-Al Mandab strait and Suez Canal are the safest places to deliver the goods and oil. 

Leading states members such as Saudi Arabia and Egypt desire to mitigate the risk of non-state 

actors in the region, particularly in the Bab Al Mandab Strait and the Gulf of Aden area. The 

establishment of such an alliance might be an accelerator to a future military “coalition” in the 

future rather than just a political and economic alliance. Below there are main six questions 

from the interviewees who experts in the Red Sea and Gulf of Aden region are.  

 

4.1. What are the root causes that led to the creation of the Arab and African Coastal States of 

the Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden in early 2020? 

 

The interviewees largely agreed that there was no single root cause for the creation of the 

Council. They pointed out the security-related nature of the Council but conceded that there 

were important economic aspects, as well. Security and economy combine in this region on 

account of the Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden, which hold two of the world’s major maritime 

chokepoints. Indeed, the ideas behind the Council are not new; attempts at cooperation in 

maritime security in the Red Sea region date back many decades to the 1970s. Cooperation and 

security agreements exist, for instance, between Saudi Arabia and Sudan, and Egypt.   

According to Al-Taweel, the root causes of the Council lie in the need to link up security on the 

African and Arabian littorals of the Red Sea. She noted:  

“It seems that the Arab and African political arrangements agreed that it must have a 

mechanism of coordination regarding the security and development of the Red Sea and 

the Gulf of Aden. However, the Yemeni initiative in 1979 did not develop within the 

framework of the Arab League and thus foundered. Instead, until we entered the first 

decade of the new millennium, and the phenomenon of maritime piracy appeared, 

followed by the militarization of the Red Sea, especially the military bases in Djibouti, 
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and the strategic importance of the Red Sea as a means of transporting oil and 

international trade, did the issue become of major importance. Given the major and 

minor contradictions between different stakeholders from the littoral states, regional 

countries, and international interests, a trend developed towards creating a mechanism 

for consultation with littoral states to have action regarding the Red Sea.” 

 

As noted, there are many security issues that impact states differently on the coasts of the Red 

Sea. These old challenges transformed when the Cold War ended, and others proliferated. One 

of the biggest challenges is the regional conflict in Somalia and, directly related to that, the 

issue of piracy off the coasts of Somalia. This led major external states such as China and the 

US to send military forces to the region and many countries around the world kept an eye on 

the Red Sea as well as the Gulf of Aden. 

Beginning in 2011, the Arab uprisings had a major impact on the regional order, and 

states responded accordingly. One of the interviewees mentioned in the interview, Dr. Sanchez. 

She stated the following that it has been always kind of trying to arrange how to govern better 

security in the Red Sea area. But since 2011 Arab revolt impacted it has on regional order which 

focused more on the importance of the area.  

This was most pronounced in the actions taken by the Arab Gulf states. In this context, 

as Yemen’s civil war heated up and the Houthi rebels took the capital, Sana, in 2015, Saudi 

Arabia intervened in the conflict. This was a turning point for the whole region. Saudi Arabia 

understood the threat from the Houthi to be connected to its rivalry with Iran, given Iran’s 

shipments of weaponry to Yemen.  To counter Iran’s actions in the Red Sea region, Saudi 

Arabia was joined by the UAE and Bahrain. The UAE, for example, developed extensive ties 

with Eritrea’s government to utilize and refurbish the port and airport at Assab as a resupply 

depot for its forces in Yemen. As Sanchez noted, since 2015, “there have been many different 

military alliances and military security arrangements. These have brought together many 

African counties together with many counties from the Arab world. And everything has… 

[tried] to contain the Iranian expansion on the Red Sea and East Africa [and] to counter Iranian 

Islamic revolution.” 

As Iran is supporting the Houthi in Yemen, some Red Sea littoral states used this 

rationale to further establish a common Red Sea “identity” to counter threats coming from extra-

regional actors. Saudi Arabia was, naturally, the most invested. “I think Saudi Arabia and Egypt 

have some areas of commonality, but some areas of difference. So that's one for them to 

balance, but generally, I think they're very supportive of this idea. so, I think those are the two 

most invested.” Mahmood said.  It has the longest sea border with major critical infrastructure 
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nodes that are very vulnerable to Houthi attacks. Nevertheless, the security situation in the Red 

Sea is of strong importance for the national security of all Council member states, albeit in 

different ways and priorities.  

Interestingly, the focus on extra-regional competitor states – at least in the perception 

of some members – reportedly played an important role. Mahmood, for example, mentioned 

“… the constant rumors that Russia wanted a [military] base along the [Red Sea] coast. Other 

actors are getting bases and there has been a scramble for some of the ports. I think it was 

immediate sort of security concerns and the need that, this idea that this very crucial passageway 

has not had a forum for the states to meet, was quite a gap.”   

 

4.2 What are the main threats faced by the Council member states? 

 

The six interviewees largely agreed that no single threat was shared by all members of the 

Council. However, all of them did note that the presence of extra-regional states such as Turkey 

and Iran had caused concerns for some members. The threat felt by Saudi Arabia and Egypt, 

the two most powerful members of the Council, was most acute. For example, Samaan stated 

that the genesis of the Council came from a general realization by the biggest and most powerful 

members, Saudi Arabia, and Egypt, that there was a need for commitment so that members 

could secure the maritime arena better. In short, Red Sea littoral states cannot protect their own 

interests if they do not share or have security arrangements with one another. Hence, Saudi 

Arabia saw the need for security grouping that would allow for a higher, more robust level of 

security coordination. There was a realization by not just Cairo and Riyadh, but by other 

members, that they all needed multilateral governance and application mechanisms – unilateral 

decisions and actions were deemed insufficient and would not really succeed.  

Omar agreed with Samaan and noted that both Turkey and Iran’s military assets in the 

region were problematic for Saudi and Egyptian security. However, Omar contrasted this with 

other Council members’ stances on the matter. For example, Somalia’s leaders were largely 

supportive of Turkey’s role in Somalia and therefore saw no threat from Ankara’s actions.  

On the other hand, Lons stated that members were trying to diminish the spillover 

effects of conflicts in the region. The major security concerns were largely connected to the 

smuggling of weapons in the Red Sea – either from Iran or elsewhere. Israel also fits into this 

paradigm, because Iran has smuggled weapons through Sudan to Hamas, thus threatening 

Israel’s security. As such, because of common security concerns about limiting the shipment of 

weapons to the region, particularly Iranian-delivered weaponry, Egypt, and the Gulf states 
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supported Israel in tackling the smuggling routes to Hamas. Indeed, according to Lons, part of 

the objective of the new Egyptian base on the Red Sea is to counter this threat and help Israel.  

In terms of Horn of Africa states, Lons noted that every threat is linked to the maritime 

security of the region. This is critical for all member countries, but particularly for Djibouti, 

which has rented out its location on the Red Sea for military bases as well as major port 

facilities. Thus, anything that negatively affects maritime security is particularly bad for 

Djibouti, as well as Egypt on account of its reliance on the Suez Canal. 

 

4.3 Do all Council members agree that these are the main threats facing the Red 

Sea region? 

All members agreed there are main threats affecting the member states all of them agreed on 

piracy and terrorism. However, the majority of interviewees stated that threats were seen 

differently by different Council members. This was on account of geography, history, and 

politics. Lons, for example, noted that Saudi and Egyptian concerns about Iran were not shared 

by Eritrea, whose leadership has been friendly towards both Iran and the UAE as well as Saudi 

Arabia in the past. Samaan noted, however, that on some threats all members would agree. The 

problem of piracy, for instance, is not something that members disagree on – at least on the 

surface. Nonetheless, because countering piracy gets more complicated when it is discussed by 

each of the member states, its priority as a policy may rise or fall as disagreements may exist 

about what steps members should take to take to counter-piracy if any. In short, the minimum 

member states will agree to is typically about maritime security, broadly, and ensuring that non-

state actors do not have access to capabilities such as weaponry that could challenge member 

states’ dominance and security as well as their economies on and offshore.  

Omar had a different opinion and mentioned that the Council’s formation had been a 

difficult proposition. He pointed to evidence that there had been no active outputs from the 

Council to date. Instead, Omar viewed the Council as very much dominated by the Arab side, 

particularly Egypt and Saudi Arabia, even though they do not fully agree on which threats 

should take precedence. Instead, Egypt and Saudi Arabia have focused on pulling the African 

countries to join the Council rather than figuring out how they may see the region, particularly 

in relation to the threats that Cairo and Riyadh see.  Dr. Sanchez said each member has his own 

risk assessment, for example, Egypt its threats are related to the security of its resources and 

ensuring the security of its state is related to resources for food versus water for energy.  Saudi 

Arabia’s threats are linked to protecting all this structure Critical infrastructure but also for 



 

21 

power dominance across the region. African member states have a priority for their military to 

ensure regime security. 

Since 2015 when it became important for some states to establish a military base had an 

impact on their African member regimes. Each member state of the Council has different 

interests. There are threats of a regional nature which are the dynamics of a regional nature, 

members need to be addressed in some way. 

Samaan mentioned that member states will agree on some points only. Usually, piracy 

is not something that comes up in member-states discussions. each member state they have its 

policy and priorities, such as regional competition or competition involving the United States 

or China. Al-Taweel kind agree with Samaan, she believed that member agrees on the threats, 

but the methods for dealing with those threats are in conflict, sometimes minor, sometimes 

major. On the security, military, and political levels, most of the littoral member states have 

contradictions revealed in the Council's leading states.  Ylonen had a different point of view he 

doesn’t believe that member states have the same perception toward the council security threats. 

 

 

 

4.4 The Council reportedly aims to strengthen cooperation and joint action and 

increase the ability of Red Sea states to counter any threats. How will it do so? 

 

Most of the interviewees largely agreed that the Council had underperformed since its 

formation. While it certainly is a big initiative developed by the region’s major states, not much 

activity has been seen from the organization. Stating that intervening factors may have 

hampered the development of the Council, Omar noted: “it seems during the COVID-19 

pandemic, there wasn't much focus on this agreement.” Backing this up, Al Taweel mentioned 

the only thing she remembered was some sort of joint naval exercise announced by the US-led 

Naval exercise that involved some littoral states and joined by Israel in the Red Sea. 

Nevertheless, Israel is not technically a Council member; it was not even mentioned in the 

Council’s inaugural announcement. Given the US-led naval exercise’s involvement, it seems 

that the Council was not involved and likely had little, if anything, to do with the organization.  

Taking the opposite view, Sanchez opined that the Council is very much artificial and 

imposed on weaker member states by powerful Arab members. “The Saudi creation has not 

been a cooperative project. They seem to have given a charter and aid to these states and then 

imposed on them to sign the agreement [establishing the Council and joining it].” To overcome 
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these difficulties, Omar mentioned that a possible way to start is by building trust between 

member states. The Council can proceed to the first stage to commence work and to be confident 

of success. Samaan offered a legal point of view when he said that the Council must have an 

agenda or white paper to define its priorities. If this exists, no one has seen it.  

 

 

4.5 Which states are the leading members and why did they choose to establish the 

Council in 2020 as opposed to 2015 (Yemen) or 2012 (Arab Spring)?  

 

All the interviewees agreed that a series of main triggers like the Arab Spring led states like 

Saudi Arabia and Egypt to get a better handle on what is going on in their common maritime 

neighborhood. This became more pronounced after Iran and then Turkey’s movements in the 

Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden occurred. Turkey and the Qatari axis were other major triggers 

to start looking into this region it started after the Gulf crisis in 2017 they became major rivals 

and adversaries.  

Yemen war in 2015 led Saudi Arabia and Arab Coalition to move fast and effectively 

to secure the area from Iran’s intervention by supplying the Houthi rebel with arms and missiles.  

The talks between members started in 2017 when there were meetings between them about 

securing the area of the Red Sea. Saudi Arabia along with various other Gulf states such as the 

UAE and Bahrain began to see the Horn of Africa as a conflict area, particularly after the rise 

of piracy in the late 2000s and the Arab Uprisings.  The war in Yemen exacerbated their 

concerns, given heavy Iranian involvement in arming and training the Houthi. But the Council 

was not something that began only in the 2010s. Rather, as Sanchez mentioned, “there have 

been many projects long before years [for grouping or council]. There has been interesting for 

many actors to have an arrangement. For instance, there has been a lot of interest by the 

European Union to establish a Forum on the Red Sea”. She noted that “the EU had tried hard 

to be active in the region, and that the African Union-led by Egypt created a project like a task 

force for the Red Sea, but it was hard to apply.”  

Samaan pointed to a different scope of activities that led to the formation of the Council. 

He said that circa 2010, Saudi Arabia and the UAE were not as active as they are today in terms 

of regional security organizations. Indeed, the UAE and Saudi Arabia participated in attempts 

to counter illegal activities and piracy via multinational operations in the Horn of Africa in 2008 

and 2011, but their contributions were very modest. This was because, in terms of capabilities, 



 

23 

their navies had limited capabilities. However, the Arabian Gulf state’s ambitions and agenda, 

in terms of regional security arrangements and regional diplomacy, suddenly changed. This 

mainly had to do with a proliferation of security challenges around the Arab Uprisings, the war 

in Yemen, and how the war created security problems in the Gulf of Aden. As importantly, the 

fact that Iran was getting more and more active in the area posed serious problems for both 

Riyadh and Abu Dhabi. 

Al-Taweel largely agreed with Samaan and mentioned that in 2012 all Red Sea regional 

states were confused and facing great uncertainty on account of the vacuums of power brought 

about by the Arab Spring. This uncertainty was compounded by the war in Yemen in 2015. At 

this point, it seems, the Gulf States became more aware of the importance and role of the Red 

Sea as a theatre that had become hostile to Gulf interests, especially those of Saudi Arabia and 

the UAE. 

 

4.6 There is little news on the Council since 2020. What is the future of the Council? 

Which member states are most invested in its success? 

 

Lons was rather optimistic about the Council, and she mentioned that it will become a hugely 

important platform and play a role in certain forms of cooperation. She noted that the Saudis 

are most invested in the Council, but that the Egyptians also play a key role. Thus, the Council’s 

proponent states possess great capabilities and resources to make the Council a successful 

platform – should they choose to do so. However, Cairo and Riyadh have a complicated 

relationship and do not see eye-to-eye on the Red Sea vis-à-vis economic or political security. 

To conclude, Lons said: “Cooperation makes sense on a certain level, but they [the Egyptians] 

are reluctant to be junior partners to the Saudis in such an initiative. They prefer to lead it [the 

Council]. They already have their own platforms to engage with the Horn of Africa. In turn, 

many of the African states are reluctant to get too involved [in the Council].” The Egyptians 

seem reluctant because the initiative and idea to create such a council was Egyptian, they have 

more bilateral relations with African littoral states and want to dominate the Red Sea area.  

Sanchez thought that much of the investment to create the council came via bilateral aid 

from the Saudi side. This means that the Council is centralized in Saudi Arabia and funded by 

the Saudis. She said, “other countries could have invested into it [the Council], but the way it 

was conceived, I mean the creation of this new organization, was always about Saudi Arabia, 

and thus in Saudi Arabia, with its headquarters in Jeddah.” 
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Omar largely agreed with Lons and made a point of saying that the future of the Council 

will be determined by how far Saudi Arabia – as the natural leader of the Council – is willing 

to go. Omar mentioned that Saudi Arabia is the state most invested in the Council, followed by 

Egypt. They were both very supportive of its creation.  However, the rest of the member states 

are merely “going along at this point,” according to Omar. After all, Saudi Arabia currently 

faces the greatest security threat if the war in Yemen’s dynamics changes in favor of the Iran-

backed Houthi. The other states, particularly African states do not see the Houthi as a threat.  

Al-Taweel was pessimistic about the council’s future. She stated that there are no 

tangible benefits for most Council members and therefore it does not have a clear future. The 

Council only serves the interests of its major members (Saudi Arabia and Egypt). The rest of 

the member states, she opined, do not possess any influential roles in the Council nor do they 

possess the same overriding security concerns. Indeed, Dr. Al Taweel felt that there was 

competition in the region which will make the Council fall apart. She noted, “The future of the 

Council is not clear; in my opinion, it is linked to the end of the war in Yemen.” She added, 

“There is an Arab-Arab competition ongoing in the region. I believe that there is now supposed 

to be some sort of reconciliation between Egypt and Saudi Arabia, for example, but these have 

not really happened and there continue to be major political sensitivities in the region [that will 

divide the Council’s most powerful members].”  

Samaan believed that there was no desire or real resources among the various actors to 

form a permanent organization with its own structure, in the sense of a true regional security 

organization such as the GCC, the EU, or NATO. “If the goal is to construct a permanent 

structure,” Samaan added, “I don't believe it will be possible.” Samaan, however, added that 

the Council’s main objective was never to change the whole regional system. Rather, it is 

simply a mechanism of consultations. “If the idea is to have diplomatic consultations and to 

have regular talks between the different stakeholders, I think it can succeed.”  

Most of the interviewees agreed that the pandemic situation COVID-19 has not helped the 

Council to consume its agenda or its goals. Also, they mentioned there were lots of doubts 

and uncertainty about what it could deliver when it began in 2020.  
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Chapter 5: Discussion  

 

This thesis has aimed to answer questions related to the root causes of the formation and aims 

of the Arab and African Coastal States of the Red Sea and Gulf of Aden security grouping. To 

that end, and based on the interviews and literature reviewed, the answer to this question is less 

than straightforward. However, given the primary role of Saudi Arabia, the most direct answer 

is that the formation of the security grouping arose out of Saudi security concerns about external 

state actors operating in the region.  Egypt was also a key player and partner in the creation of 

the Council. However, Egypt was as concerned about economic matters, viewing the health of 

its own economy as intrinsically linked to domestic security.  

This naturally leads to a follow-on question: Why did Saudi Arabia and Egypt lead in 

the creation of the Council rather than other members such as Sudan or Yemen? The 

interviewees and the literature largely agreed that these two Arab giants are natural leaders in 

the region. In short, both Riyadh and Cairo see themselves as natural hegemons in the Red Sea 

and Gulf of the Aden region. As such, these major states are also often the most exposed states 

to attacks by terrorist groups and both states are very vulnerable to maritime risks in the Red 

Sea area. Egypt cannot afford to disrupt, for example, the Suez Canal. Saudi Arabia, for its part, 

cannot conscience actors operating in the region that may threaten its lengthy Red Sea coastline, 

particularly the oil shipment facilities and Yanbu. A lengthier explanation of these factors is 

provided below.  

 

5.1 Saudi Arabia  

Since the Saudi military involvement in the Yemen war in 2015, the Red Sea and the Gulf of 

Aden became an arena of major, maritime security concerns for Riyadh. Iran, in particular, as 

it has supported the Houthi in its proxy war in Yemen has caused the most anxiety for the Saudis 

because they run under the ideology of Iran’s exporting the revolution that happened in 1979. 

But these Saudi-Iran tensions date back over four decades and started after Ayatollah 

Ruhollah Khomeini came to power in Iran in 1979 after the overthrow of the Shah. This 

initiated a new period of Shia-Sunni tensions in the Middle East. Ayatollah Khomeini 

exacerbated tensions by prosecuting a policy of exporting Iran’s Islamic Revolution. It aims to 

replicate the lessons of the 1979 Iranian Revolution in both Islamic and non-Islamic countries 

via the overthrow of governments, particularly monarchies. The goal is to unite all Shia Muslim 

minorities in the Middle East region but also to have a string of revolutionary states that view 
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Iran as an ally.  It is Iran's hegemonic ambition to create a "Shia crescent" stretching from 

Yemen to the Gulf states and to the eastern Mediterranean via Iraq and Syria. 

The fear of Iranian expansion of a religious and ideological nature in the region created 

a security threat for Saudi Arabia. It, therefore, aims to secure its borders and stop Iran’s 

expansion via proxy forces such as the Houthi across the Arabian Peninsula area. The Iranian 

intervention by its proxy in Yemen created a sort of instability in this region which poses a 

threat to the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia directly and indirectly. 

Since the war in Yemen, Iran, often using the Houthi as a proxy or a foil, has attacked 

critical infrastructure in Saudi Arabia such as al Abqaiq. They have also attacked oil tankers 

and civilian areas by drones or missiles. In the Red Sea, vessels have been endangered by sea 

mines or hijacking. All of this has created a big challenge in the Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden 

for Saudi Arabia and has put pressure on Saudi via an exacerbation of threats to its borders and 

its internal security.  

The risk of non-state actors’ response by Al Houthi rebels is not only on KSA’s soil and 

borders but also regionally threatening security and sovereignty. As we’ve seen the attacks on 

Abu Dhabi the capital of UAE in early 2022 and the hijacking vessel carrying medical supplies 

raising UAE-Flagged near the remote Yemeni island of Socotra to the Saudi port of Jizan in 

early 2022 enhanced threats to the conflict area.   

These frequent attacks by Iran and the Houthi directly contributed to Saudi Arabia 

deciding to establish the council in early 2020. Its primary aim, in Riyadh’s eyes, was to deter 

Houthi and Iranian aggression in the Red Sea and stop the smuggling of weapons from the 

African coast across the Gulf of Aden. The Council would do so in a multilateral form instead 

of unilaterally. Such a venture would require coordination with multiple Arab and African 

states.  

The goal of the Council, in the minds of the Saudi leadership, would unite the various 

and separate efforts of its member states to combat instability and insecurity and thus, ideally, 

put a stop to Iran’s rising power in the Red Sea and Gulf of Aden region. Theoretically, the 

Council will foster relative stability in the region and, as members cooperate, put a stop to 

unwanted foreign interference by extra-regional states that desire to gain influence in the region, 

especially Iran and Turkey.  

In terms of Turkey, and despite relations having improved between Riyadh and Ankara 

since 2021, Saudi worries were engendered by the GCC crisis (2017-2020) and the resulting 

security grouping that brought together Turkey and Qatar and increased their presence in the 

Red Sea region. The so-called Turkish-Qatari Axis is something that both Riyadh and Cairo 
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have drawn up plans to stop. They see it as Turkish expansion backed by Qatari money and as 

a source of insecurity within the Council as some member states view Qatar and Turkey 

favorably such as Somalia. Both states also support groups affiliated with the Muslim 

Brotherhood, which continues to pose a direct threat to both Egypt and Saudi Arabia. 

The absence of hegemony or governance of the Red Sea and Gulf of Aden region seems 

to have enabled the Turks to approach and conclude a deal to build a military base in Somalia 

in 2016 under the Turkish direction. This is its first military base in Africa (Rossiter & Cannon, 

2019) is located two kilometers south of the Somali capital Mogadishu. Egypt, Saudi Arabia, 

and the rest member states held ministerial meetings in 2018, as these meetings were the first 

idea of establishing the council in 2020. 

The formation of the Council seems to be a proactive action on the part of Saudi Arabia 

to obstruct the attempts of what it sees as adversarial external states that have sought to fill the 

hegemony vacuum via their attempts to start relations bilaterally with Red Sea littoral states. 

As worryingly, states like Turkey have established military bases and signed deals for naval 

docks. These not only give these states political leverage but preserve their growing investment 

and commercial interests.  

 

5.2 Egypt 

Despite the primary role played by the Saudis, many interviewees pointed to the important role 

of Egypt in the establishment of the Council. The reason behind this is that Egypt is a large 

Arab and African state with a huge population, geographic size, and considerable weight in the 

region. It also, however, suffers from major economic and security concerns – internally and 

externally. The main risk assessment for Egypt is related to the security of its resources to 

ensure the security of borders, food, water, energy, and its economy which seems a high 

priority. 

Egypt has historically played a key role in holding meetings to establish security or 

military partnerships in the Red Sea, but the attempts were unsuccessful, and its role was limited 

to securing its economy directly through the Suez Canal and taking care of the transit of 

shipments through the Bab al-Mandab Strait.  

The strategic importance of the Red Sea became even more pronounced after the Suez 

Canal was opened in 1869. Egypt has been reliant on the canal since then and its importance 

has only grown.  The Red Sea is a global, commercial waterway. In the late 2000s after an 

uptick in Somali piracy cases, Egypt turned its eyes from Suez Canal to the security importance 

of the Bab-Al Mandab Strait, too. Given its role in Yemen, in 2018, Saudi Arabia took the 
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opportunity to meet with the foreign ministers of the eight Red Sea countries, including Egypt, 

to establish a new partnership under the umbrella of security and economic reasons. However, 

this was the idea of Egypt, according to interviewees and reports. However, Egypt lacked the 

power of focus to bring the Council to fruition given its economic difficulties after the period 

of Muslim Brotherhood rule. As such, Saudi Arabia, it seems, adopted the idea of the Council, 

and they had the funds to support its creations and the diplomatic leverage to gain the support 

of member states.  

Egypt, in the end, deferred to the Saudi attempts to secure the Red Sea and the Gulf of 

Aden, because Egypt is not only concerned with the security of its economy but is also 

concerned with trying to limit the spread of the effects of the conflict in the region, especially 

those related to arms smuggling, whether from Iran or Hamas. It also supports the Gulf states 

in dealing with smuggling routes to Hamas. Part of the goal of the newly built Egyptian base 

on the Red Sea is to counter this threat. These smuggled weapons can reach terrorists and 

extremists in the Sinai desert and start chaos and terrorist operations.  

Also, the smuggled Sudanese gold that crosses the Red Sea and returns in the form of 

financing and is used again in Sudan to finance terrorists is problematic for Egypt. It exacerbates 

the border disputes between Sudan, Ethiopia, Eritrea, and the countries on the African coast, 

and these clashes affect other crises as they are a threat related to maritime security (Donelli, 

2022). Anything that negatively affects maritime security harms Egypt at the expense of the 

Suez Canal and the billions of dollars it crosses annually. 

 

5.3 Competition between Egypt and Saudi Arabia 

The importance of the Red Sea reflects the security of the strategic waterway as an important 

international trade route for petroleum exports. Saudi Arabia and Egypt both realize that the 

Red Sea, the Gulf of Aden, and the Suez Canal are very important economic waterways to cross 

the global and regional economy and food and economic security. There is economic 

importance on the Arab and African sides for the transit of tankers, export, or import.  

Investments in emerging and booming market economies, and long-standing cultural 

and political ties, are part of the broader diversification of economies and trading partners in 

the Red Sea and Gulf region. Oil-exporting countries depend on development plans and the 

transition to a post-oil and gas economy. It seems that Saudi Arabia will put this security issue 

as a key factor to secure itself, as is Egypt of course. 

The Egyptians have a complex relationship with Saudi Arabia in the Red Sea. 

Cooperation makes sense on a certain level, but they are hesitant to be junior partners of the 
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Saudis in such large initiatives. As they prefer to lead it, they already have their standards for 

dealing with the Horn of Africa. The Egyptian focus was more on countering the influence of 

other players such as Turkey and Qatar because they support the Muslim Brotherhood's file that 

ended up inside Egypt but remains the influence against Egypt in some external states like 

Turkey. In addition, there were long-standing plans to create such a council.  

In the 1960s, Egypt pushed it to counter Israeli influence and Saudi Arabia pushed it to 

counter Soviet influence. Egypt has different views, interests, and goals than Saudi Arabia has 

different interests especially its economic security, as Saudi Arabia took the initiative to control 

the Egyptian initiative. According to one interviewee, "There are many countries that have 

expressed concerns about what the real logistics of the organization is. Many diplomats, from 

Egypt for example, do not believe in the organization because they think it is just a tool to fight 

Iran." 

Egypt has a shared Arab African identity. It has a different sensibility towards African 

problems because they are their national problems. Egypt will not give up on taking a decisive 

position to govern the Red Sea in its way, as it is an African country and a major member of 

the African Union, and the owner of old initiatives to secure the Red Sea and considers that it 

was in the seventies one of the dominant countries in the Middle East.  

Saudi Arabia aspires to be dominant in the region, in the absence of countries that 

dominated the region, such as Egypt during the era of Gamal Abdel Nasser and Iraq during the 

era of Saddam Hussein. Multilateralism may not work as well as Egypt and Saudi Arabia 

disagreed on the formation of the Security Council versus the economy. Egypt wanted more of 

the economy, and the Saudis pushed a more security angle. Environmental security is also 

important for Egypt, especially after the tanker got stuck in the Suez Canal and the Iranian ship 

accident in Yemeni ports, which caused an expandable oil spill and threatened environmental 

security. 

 

5.4 Other member states  

Saudi Arabia’s promise to fund and host the Council aside, the security, political and economic 

concerns of the African states in the Council are largely distinct from those of Saudi Arabia and 

Egypt. These other states have a host of interests and differing internal problems that make the 

workings of the Council more difficult. For Example, Eretria is a member of the Council, but it 

has had relations with Iran in the past. For its part, Somalia hosts a Turkish military base in the 

capital, Mogadishu. 
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The main goal of joining the Council is for all members to have a common goal and 

agreement to combat terrorism, piracy, extremism, and adversarial state influence. The other 

members are doubtful because of this contradiction. Other state members may follow Somalia 

and Eritrea's lead, justifying the lack of action taken by the council leading state. 

Lastly, neither Israel nor Somaliland – a de facto independent state that is internationally 

unrecognized – are part of the Council. These are critical non-members. Security cannot be 

assured at either the northern or southern end of the Red Sea without their participation. In 

addition, Ethiopia, a landlocked state with a huge population and major interests in the Red Sea 

region, is not a member. These oversights alone make the Council’s future seem uncertain.   

 

Chapter 6: Conclusion 

In sum, the root causes leading to the creation of the Council, led by Saudi Arabia in early 2020, 

were first, Saudi security concerns over the actions of extra-regional states such as Turkey and 

Iran; second, Saudi political concerns about potential Egyptian dominance of the region as such, 

Saudi Arabia’s leadership took what was an Egyptian initiative and made it a Saudi-led one. 

Third, Saudi and Egyptian strategic calculations. Saudi Arabia and Egypt wished to dominate 

their neighborhood better. Both view themselves as natural hegemons. They also wish to curry 

favor with the various regimes on the African side of the Red Sea in order to better gain their 

compliance in addressing their various security concerns. In addition, they can hedge their bets 

by providing aid, expertise, and resources such as oil to regimes such as Eritrea that may be 

tempted to work with a state like Iran. Finally, there were economic causes that informed the 

creation of the Council. Gulf states, in particular, have realized there are economic opportunities 

on the African side that remain untapped – food security, investments in developing economies, 

booming consumer markets, long-standing cultural and political ties, and part of a broader 

diversification of economies and partner’s ongoing in the Gulf. Saudi Arabia plans also plans 

to develop its Red Sea coastline for tourism and business.  

What of the future of the Red Sea Council?  It may depend more on the actions of what 

Saudi Arabia and Egypt view as competitor states. In short, should Iran begin to gain influence 

beyond Yemen – as it tried to do in the 2010s in Eritrea – it will like to galvanize Saudi interest 

in strengthening the Council. On the other hand, should relations strengthen between Saudi 

Arabia and Iran – as they already have with Turkey – the Council will likely become declining 

and a talking shop with photo ops for the region’s leaders. As importantly, the direction of the 

Council may be determined by a host of unrelated variables such as the global demand for oil, 
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the dilemma of energy security, and the movement of global trade. Moreover, for a truly 

successful Council to occur, efforts from all member states must be combined and there should 

be a focus on unified decision-making and efforts to build trust.  

As the littoral states in the Red Sea seek to secure their territories and maximize their 

economic potential informed by a mixture of geopolitical and economic goals, the Council is 

well-placed to act as a force multiplier. It may truly join the African and Arab sides of the Red 

Sea. Prior to this, however, steps must be taken such as the sharing of information and 

intelligence in order to bring about robust security coordination. This could be revolutionary in 

combating terrorism, organized crimes, and adversarial external actors – should all state 

members, or a majority of state members – work together. If this occurs under Saudi or Egyptian 

leadership with a major African player such as Sudan joining in, the Council may yet have a 

bright future.  

 

 

6.1 Future Research Directions 

This letter revealed the motives, goals, and reasons for establishing the Council, and the timing 

of its establishment (in early 2020). This is just one piece of the puzzle. Future students and 

researchers may want to explore the issue of teamwork on the board. For example, if Saudi 

Arabia and Egypt lead the council, what do the other members contribute? Is there a problem 

with "cheap money riders" or do all members contribute to the performance and mission of the 

board equally? Exploring regionalism in the Red Sea region may be another avenue for future 

research and why the council may be a promising addition to what has been a history of poor 

regulation in the Middle East, North Africa, and East Africa regions. Regionalization, a process 

that proceeds more from the ground up than with regionalization, may be an appropriate 

framework upon which future research can be based. In short, has the council helped establish 

Track II diplomacy and establish links between academics in Cairo, Riyadh, Mogadishu, and 

Amman? These are all promising areas for future research by IICS students or other researchers 

 

6.2 Recommendations 

 

The Council currently excludes states that do not border the Red Sea or the Gulf of Aden 

such as the UAE. However, given the UAE’s increasingly important presence in this region – 

economic, political, and security -  the Council may wish to consider involving the UAE as a 

full member or granting it observer status. The UAE’s commitment to peace and security in the 
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Gulf of Aden is well known and it maintains a security presence in both Yemen as well as the 

strategically located island of Socotra. Abu Dhabi’s leadership and resources may well prove 

beneficial for the Council. However, the question may be whether the UAE’s leadership is 

interested in joining or participating in the Council in the first place. It may, for example, wish 

to evaluate the Council’s progress before involving itself. Certainly, the UAE’s involvement in 

the Yemen war since 2015 is what the leadership sees as most important vis-à-vis the actions 

and future of the  Council. However, due to the Council’s uncertain future, I believe the UAE’s 

leadership should continue to evaluate it. Moreover, Yemen may be entering a relatively stable 

period given that there is a temporary truce with the Houthi, and the establishment of the 

Yemeni Presidential Council. These events may further reduce the importance and relevance 

of the Red Sea Council to the UAE.  

In addition, the Council must address the current problems of membership. In order to 

achieve the best level of effectiveness, new state members should be considered. Both Israel 

and Somaliland, which are two major countries on the Red Sea and Gulf of Aden coast, must 

be part of any future security and economic arrangements in order to achieve more security, 

stability, and a future based on trust. The fact that Israel has major naval and military assets 

may prove beneficial to the Council. Israel will also wish to influence any security arrangements 

in its backyard to its satisfaction. Somaliland, for its part, is in de facto control of nearly the 

entire southern shore of the Gulf of Aden from the border of Djibouti to its border with the 

autonomous Somali region of Puntland. Policing the Gulf of Aden becomes much more difficult 

if Somaliland is not involved. Indeed, Somaliland may actively attempt to undermine any 

efforts by its neighbor, Somalia, to participate in the Council unless it is included in the Council 

with at least observer status.  

 

6.3 Reflections 

I would conduct more interviews with Saudi and Egyptian political experts and officials, 

as well as other Council member government officials if I could redo this thesis. I also wish to 

have consulted more with individuals from the military, more specifically the navies of Saudi 

Arabia and Egypt. In addition, I believe that conducting interviews with other member states' 

academics would have been helpful. Unfortunately, my attempts to get interviews with 

Somaliland officials, for example, went unanswered.  

I found interesting information about how the Council may work and what its resources 

may be, but this was beyond the scope of my thesis and I, therefore, did not include the findings. 

However, I would have liked to write a more comprehensive thesis if I had more time.  
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Lastly, my work hours, particularly with the COVID-19 pandemic, caused difficulties. 

My time was extremely limited for writing and conducting research. Naturally, I would have 

liked more time to write this thesis.  
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