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Crown Prince Sheikh Mohammed bin Zayed Al Nahyan, Abu Dhabi, and King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud, Saudi Arabia, preside
over the ‘Sheikh Zayed Heritage Festival 2016’ in Abu Dhabi, UAE, on 4 December 2016.

GCC Policies Toward the Red Sea, the Horn of
Africa and Yemen: Ally-Adversary Dilemmas

by Fred H. Lawson

S tudies of the foreign policies of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries usually ignore import-

ant initiatives that have been undertaken with regard to the Bab al-Mandab region, an area encom-
passing the southern end of the Red Sea, the Horn of Africa and Yemen. Saudi Arabia, Qatar and the
United Arab Emirates (UAE) have become actively involved in this pivotal geopolitical space over the past
decade, and their relations with one another exhibit a marked shift from mutual complementarity to recip-
rocal friction. Escalating rivalry and mistrust among these three governments can usefully be explained
by what Glenn Snyder calls “the alliance security dilemma.”

Shift to sustained intervention

Saudi Arabia, Qatar and the UAE have been drawn into Bab al-Mandab by three overlapping develop-
ments. First, the rise in world food prices that began in the 2000s incentivized GCC states to ramp up
investment in agricultural land—Riyadh, Doha and Abu Dhabi all turned to Sudan, Ethiopia, Kenya and
Uganda as prospective breadbaskets.? Doha pushed matters furthest by proposing to construct a massive
canal in central Sudan that would have siphoned off more than one percent of the Nile River’s total annual
downstream flow to create additional farmland. This project elicited fierce opposition not only from Cairo,
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but also Riyadh, and it contributed to the sudden crisis
in Saudi-Qatari relations that erupted in March 2014  JENUZII RS D lecRisNd ROk [l o) B
icies of Saudi Arabia, Qatar and the
Second, these three states were drawn into the region [RSENDRTOUEZINRA Y ST ETBV EVTeEL B =0l
to challenge Iran, which had forged close ties with Su- [EBESI GRSk RO RETIET I EY
dan during the late 1980s and with Eritrea and Djibou- agement when challenging a common
t1 after 2007.* Beginning in late 2008, Iranian warships adversary.
routinely called at the Eritrean port of Assab as part of
the multinational campaign against Somalia-based pirates. Saudi officials charged that the Iranians took
advantage of these stopovers to deliver arms and military materiel to be forwarded to the militant Ansar
Allah (“Supporters of God”) movement in northern Yemen, commonly known as the Houthis. In November
2009, when Saudi Arabia deployed patrol boats along the Yemeni coast to block such shipments, Iranian
commanders announced their intention to station a destroyer at the southern end of the Red Sea.? Soon
after, then-President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad traveled to Djibouti and concluded a half-dozen bilateral
economic agreements.®

Qatar riposted against these Iranian advances by stepping in to broker a provisional agreement between
Khartoum and the secessionists in Darfur.” Doha subsequently mediated a ceasefire between Eritrea and
Djibouti regarding contested territory, and, in June 2010, sent 200 troops to the Eritrea-Djibouti border to
monitor the settlement.® In early 2014, Riyadh’s counteroffensive against Tehran picked up momentum
and Saudi officials abruptly suspended all of the kingdom’s financial transactions involving Sudan. The
resultant economic shock prompted the government in Khartoum to shut down the main Iranian cultural
center in the country.® Contingents of the Saudi and UAE armed forces then took up positions in Djibou-
ti. Following a violent altercation between UAE representatives and Djiboutian military officers in April
2015, the UAE expeditionary force relocated to Assab, pushing aside the Iranian navy and transforming
the sleepy harbor into a combined deep-water port and tactical air base.!° UAE commanders also set up a
training facility for the Somali armed forces and engaged in negotiations with the autonomous administra-
tion of Somaliland to obtain access to the Berbera port.!!

Third, Saudi Arabia, Qatar and the UAE found themselves entangled in Bab al-Mandab as a result of the
Yemen civil war. Successive attempts by Doha to broker an accord between Houthi fighters and President
Abdrabbuh Mansour Hadi foundered,'? which persuaded Riyadh to adopt increasingly belligerent policies
in an effort to restore order.'® Qatar nevertheless retained a substantial degree of influence in Yemeni pol-
itics, largely due to its connections with the Islamist Reform (al-Islah) group—a linkage that irritated both
Riyadh and Abu Dhabi, and played a role in precipitating the March 2014 GCC diplomatic crisis.™

Some semblance of unity among the three GCC states characterized the start of the Saudi-led military of-
fensive against the Houthis, which got underway in late March 2015.1> Warplanes from the Saudi, Qatari
and Emirati air forces took part in the initial bombing raids, and warships from their navies patrolled the
waters of Bab al-Mandab and the Gulf of Aden. One-thousand Qatari troops backed by 200 armored vehi-
cles deployed along Saudi Arabia’s southern border in April and May,'¢ and elite units of the UAE armed
forces took the lead in pushing Houthi fighters out of Aden during June and July.!” Pro-government forces
in the south were reinforced that August by the arrival of a UAE mechanized infantry brigade along with
a battalion of Leclerc tanks.

Trilateral unity began to crumble during the winter of 2015-16. Qatar and the UAE had a falling out over

al-Islah, with the UAE foreign minister blaming that movement’s reluctance to break completely with the
Houthis because the latter retained control of the strategic city of Taiz.'® The success of the UAE’s ground
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offensives tempted it to consider establishing a long-term presence in Aden and the extensive oil-producing
lands of Hadramawt and Shabwah.' UAE representatives conferred regularly with leaders of the sepa-
ratist Southern Movement, and allowed checkpoints throughout Aden, ad-Dali’ and Lahij to display the
old South Yemen flag.?’ Prospects for the emergence of an autonomous southern zone improved markedly
after UAE forces gained control of the port city of al-Mukalla in April 2016 and announced that they would
no longer conduct offensive operations.?* Since then, UAE companies have invested substantial funds to
improve infrastructure on Socotra Island to the east of al-Mukalla.?

President Hadi responded to Abu Dhabi’s evident drift toward sponsoring southern autonomy by dismiss-
ing Prime Minister Khaled Bahah, who enjoyed close ties to the UAE, and refusing to renew Dubai-based
DP World’s contract to manage Aden harbor. Emirati commanders retaliated by blocking President Hadi’s
aircraft from landing at Aden, and Emirati diplomats treated him with disdain when he visited Abu Dhabi
in April 2017 to try to patch things up.?® On the other hand, Saudi officials joined the Yemeni government
n expressing deep misgivings when the UAE helped convene a General Congress of Hadramawt at the end
of April.** The meeting’s concluding document called for the establishment of an “independent province”
in eastern Yemen, which provoked President Hadi to dismiss the governor of Aden and four ministers of
state who had openly aligned themselves with the UAE.? As the fissure dividing Riyadh from Abu Dhabi
kept widening, Doha and its al-Islah allies acquired greater leverage in both internal and regional affairs.?

Understanding rifts within the GCC

Notable divergences in the foreign policies of Saudi Arabia, Qatar and the UAE toward the Bab al-Mandab
region reflect the dilemmas of alliance management when challenging a common adversary. Any state
that faces a threatening or belligerent adversary can be expected to strengthen ties to its primary strate-
gic partner, thereby diminishing the likelihood that the ally will abandon it.?” However, by augmenting
its commitment to the alliance, the state ends up reducing its influence over its partner, and encourages
the ally to carry out bold or provocative actions that may well entrap it in conflicts that it would prefer to
avoid.?® In this way, Saudi Arabia’s increased commitment to the GCC alliance has enabled Qatar and the
UAE to undertake diplomatic and military initiatives that effectively undermine (and at times run counter
to) Saudi security interests.

Ally-adversary interactions become even harder to manage when two or more allies are involved. The pres-
ence of two strategic partners increases the chances that a state will get dragged into an unwanted conflict.
Equally important, efforts to strengthen ties to one ally bring into question one’s commitment to the other,
thereby giving the second partner an incentive to abandon the alliance. Which ally a state chooses to con-
ciliate depends on how dependent it is on each one. In general, a highly-dependant state is more likely to
be entrapped by its less dependant ally.?

In the case of recent GCC relations, Riyadh finds itself heavily reliant on Abu Dhabi. The deepening rifts
that Saudi Arabia had with both Qatar and the UAE put the kingdom at a growing disadvantage in its
dealings with Tehran—and have forced Saudi policymakers to mollify one partner or the other. Unsurpris-
ingly, Riyadh chose to rally alongside Abu Dhabi and demand in June 2017 that Doha sever its connec-
tions with the region’s diverse Muslim Brotherhood organizations.*® The recent replay of the March 2014
intra-GCC crisis lays the foundation for a possible reconciliation between Saudi Arabia and the UAE in the
Yemeni arena, much to the detriment of Saudi-Qatari relations.

Fred H. Lawson is Senior Fellow at the Centre for Syrian Studies, University of St Andrews.
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