THE RED SEA ARENA

The Red Sea is an intercontinental body of water that separates the continents
of Asia and Africa and serves as an elongated extension of the Indian Ocean
(see Figure 1). It is artificially connected to the Mediterranean Sea through
the Suez Canal—one of the most important transportation infrastructures
in the world. Its shores are populated by numerous countries of strategic
importance—Djibouti, Eritrea, Sudan, Egypt, Israel, Jordan, Saudi Arabia,
and Yemen—some of which are considered conflict zones or, at the very
least, face internal governance challenges. The Bab al-Mandab Strait at the
southern end of the sea serves as a maritime gateway to the Indian Ocean,
while in the north, the Red Sea branches into two extensions: the Gulf of
Eilat (or Agaba) in the northeast, and the Gulf of Suez in the northwest. The
Red Sea is approximately 1,900 kilometers long and has a maximum width
of about 300 kilometers. The average depth is approximately 500 meters,
and the maximum depth is up to 2,500 meters. Because it is surrounded
by deserts on all sides and lacks strong rivers flowing into it, the Red Sea is
considered the saltiest open sea in the world.

The Red Sea’s importance has been evident for centuries, both due to
its role as a major trade route connecting Asia, the Middle East, Africa, and
Europe, and because of the concentration of strategic infrastructure along
its shores—ports, refueling facilities, underwater communication stations,
and even military bases of foreign nations. The opening of the Suez Canal
to international navigation in 1869 not only contributed to enhancing the
importance of the Red Sea but also transformed it into a preferred route for
shipping goods between Europe and Asia, dramatically shortening the maritime
path between London and Mumbai or between Rotterdam and Shanghai.

The Suez Canal is currently a maritime transportation artery ofimmense
economic value: Approximately 12% of global maritime trade passes through it,
and around 25% of the world’s oil tanker traffic. Egypt, the country responsible
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for controlling and managing the canal, generates annual revenues estimated
at approximately $10 billion per year (as of 2023)—a significant sum for the
country’s economy, which suffers from deficits and external debt. Any delay
in navigation through the canal—as observed during the blockage of the
massive Ever Given container ship in March 2021, for example—results in
significant delays in global supply chains and could impact global commodity
markets, maritime insurance, and oil and gas prices.

Figure 1. The Red Sea Arena
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In recent years, there has been a growing understanding of the high risk
characterizing the southern region of the Red Sea, with an emphasis on
areas adjacent to the Bab al-Mandab Strait. This is a region fraught with
instability, often characterized by lack of governance, the presence of terrorist
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organizations, and ongoing armed conflicts. Particularly notable is Yemen,
which has been experiencing a severe internal conflict for years, turninginto a
proxy battleground between Iran and the Sunni powers, led by Saudi Arabia.
The Houthis, who have somewhat functioned as Iran’s proxies in Yemen, have
expanded their operational range in recent years to include the maritime
domain. They utilize ballistic missiles, kamikaze drones, naval mines, explosive
boats, and unmanned underwater vehicles. All these harm merchant ships,
which has led to a sharp drop of approximately 60% in the number of ships
passing through this shipping route, leading to the redirection of ship traffic
around the Cape of Good Hope on a more expensive and prolonged route.
In addition to Yemen, the African nations along the Red Sea coast also
exhibit fragile government infrastructures: Djibouti serves as a logistics and
security hub hosting French, American, Chinese, and Japanese bases, yet it
heavily relies on foreign actors; Eritrea is considered anisolated and politically
rigid country; Sudan is mired in a bloody civil war, resulting in hundreds of
thousands of refugees, effectively causing the collapse of its state system. This
chaos attracts foreign players: Iran is attempting to renew ties with Sudan,
Turkey is acting through investments and religious activities, and the Gulf
states seek to establish an economic and military presence in the region.
The maritime conflictin this area also exposes broader issues of governance
at sea. In areas lacking effective sovereignty, risks such as piracy, arms
smuggling, human trafficking, damage to underwater infrastructure, and
unregulated exploitation of natural resources. Although the rate of piracy
has dramatically decreased since its peak in 2010-2012, the potential for the
return of organized criminal activity cannot be ignored, especially if the Horn
of Africa countries do not regain control over their sovereign maritime areas.
In the Israeli context, the Red Sea is a critical area of activity, both due to
its economic significance and the security threats emanating from it. The
Port of Eilat, although not competitive compared to the portsin central and
northern Israel, remains a strategic gateway for the country, and its location


https://www.natwest.com/corporates/insights/markets/trade-tracker-a-turning-point-in-the-red-sea-shipping-crisis.html#:~:text=Geopolitics has had a big impact on,by around 60%25 over the same period.

THE RED SEA ARENA

offers potential advantages for cooperation with regional countries. However,
a substantial threat from forces such as the Houthis or Iranian infiltration
undermines freedom of navigation and creates strategic pressures that
compelIsrael to combine military responses, regional coalitions, and proactive
maritime foreign policy. Moreover, the necessity to formulate a long-term
strategic approach that addresses the Red Sea as a domain for diplomatic
and economic maneuvering—rather than solely a security arena—is becoming
a fundamental component of Israel’s national security.

The Red Sea is not merely a geographical border between nations or a
route for transporting goods; it is a distinct strategic arena where geopolitical
interests, the global economy, competition among powers, and unconventional
security threats converge. Only a comprehensive understanding of these
dynamics will enable Israel, and the countries in the entire region, to operate
effectively within it and realize its inherent economic and political potential.

Maritime Choke Points: Strategic and Economic Implications

A maritime choke point is a narrow passage or limited maritime geographical
area through which dense maritime traffic of merchant ships, fuel tankers,
strategic equipment, and occasionally military transportation passes. The
significance of these choke points arises from the fact that any blockage,
terrorist attack, armed conflict, or other violation of the freedom of navigation
in them could lead to immediate and global disruption in the movement
of global trade, shipping times, commodity prices, and the economic and
military security of numerous countries.

The world’s main choke points include the Strait of Hormuz, the Strait
of Malacca, the Panama Canal, the Suez Canal, the Strait of Gibraltar, the
Bosporus and the Dardanelles, and the Bab al-Mandab Straitin the southern
Red Sea. The characteristics most share are limited depth, relatively narrow
breadth, a multitude of regional actors, and absolute dependence on them
by dozens of industrial and consumer countries.
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In the Red Sea, there are two strategic points: The Bab al-Mandab Strait
at the southern entrance to the sea, which is approximately 29 km wide but
is divided by Perim Island, effectively narrowing the maritime passage to
25 km; and the Suez Canal in the northern Red Sea, which is about 190 km
long and approximately 200 meters wide. These are the two choke points
(see Figure 2). The entity controlling or influencing these passages effectively
governs maritime traffic in the Red Sea.

Figure 2. Choke Points
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The Suez Canal,inaugurated in 1869 and artificially connecting the Mediterranean
Sea to the Red Sea, is a major global maritime artery. It significantly shortens
the shipping routes between Asia and Europe (for example, between Shanghai
and Rotterdam) compared to sailing via the Cape of Good Hope in South
Africa—a route that is about 8,000 km longer. The canal serves as a critical
source of income for Egypt. Any delay in the canal—such as the blockage
caused by the vessel Ever Given in 2021—results inimmediate consequences:
Delays for hundreds of ships, increased maritime transport costs, and concerns
about subsequent ripple effects in the markets.

The dependence on the canal has become a global vulnerability. Adramatic
decrease in the number of passing ships—due to terrorist activities in the Bab
al-Mandab Strait (e.g., Houthi attacks in 2023-2025)—has reduced the volume
of trafficin the canal. This decline not only adversely affected Egypt’s economy
but also caused global shipping companies to consider more expensive
and less secure alternatives. Maritime choke points are strategic centers of
gravity along routes such as the Red Sea and the Suez Canal, and for years,
powers and regional actors have regarded influence over these centers of
gravity as a strategic objective. The United States, Russia, China, Iran, the
United Arab Emirates, and Turkey—all seek to secure a foothold in the region,
whether through military bases, permanent naval presence, agreements
with coastal states (such as Djibouti, Sudan, or Eritrea), or infrastructural
economic investments.

The Red Sea: An Underwater Junction of Communication Traffic

One of the less visible yet most essential components for the functioning
of the global economy, national security, and the digital infrastructure of
states is the system of submarine cables. These are relatively thin fiber-optic
cables laid along the seabed, connecting continents, countries, and distant
geographical regions, through which approximately 96% of global digital
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traffic passes, including internet, phone calls, financial systems, online military
systems, and commercial communication.

Thefact thatalmost all global communication relies on only a few hundred
cables—spanning a total length of approximately 1.4 million km—creates
a high dependency and a significant vulnerability, as physical damage to
a small number of segments could impact billions of users. Throughout
history, communication cables have been a strategic target in wars and covert
operations, but only in recent years has the international system begun to
understand the full significance of protecting them—especially given the
increased involvement of states, semi-state organizations, and terrorist
groups in sensitive areas such as the Red Sea.

The Red Sea, beyond being a maritime artery for trade and shipping, is
also one of the critical choke points of global communication infrastructure.
The seabed in this area hosts dozens of undersea cables connecting Asia,
Africa, and Europe (see Figures 3and 4). The cables pass through India, Saudi
Arabia, and Pakistan via the Red Sea and the Bab al-Mandab Strait, heading
north and continuing through the Mediterranean Sea to European countries,
including Greece, Italy, France, and the United Kingdom.

As of 2024, there are at least 16 active cable systems in the Red Sea region,
including:

+ SEA-ME-WE 3,4,5—0ne of the oldest cable systems, connecting Singapore,
India, Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and Western Europe.

+ AAE-1—Asystem connecting East Asia to Western Europe through the Red Sea.

+ PEACE Cable—A new Sino-European project deployed in recent years,
connecting China, Pakistan, Kenya, Djibouti, Egypt, and France—part of
the Belt and Road Initiative.

+ 2Africa—A massive project by Facebook (Meta), aiming to bypass the choke
pointsin the Red Sea by deploying a cable around the entire African continent,
with connections in Alexandria and Port Sudan.
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Figure 3. Map of the Subsea Communication Cables Connecting Africa to
International Communication
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Figure 4. Map of the Subsea Communication Cables in the Red Sea
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The concentration of cables in the Bab al-Mandab Strait and along the
coasts of Djibouti, Yemen, and Eritrea makes the area highly sensitive: Any
damage, accidental or intentional, could disrupt the connectivity of entire
countries. The Houthi attacks during the years 2023-2025 changed the rules
of engagement in the arena. The attacks on civilian ships, the deployment
of explosive boats, and the firing of precision missiles have raised concerns
that the next threat will target communication infrastructure and not just
ships. The concern stems from the Houthis’ ability to damage infrastructure
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ships that lay or maintain the cables, and in a more serious scenario—also
intentionally damage the actual cables using diving equipment, underwater
robots (ROVs), or unmanned underwater vehicles (UUVs).

As early as 2022, a malfunction was recorded in several cables near the
coasts of Yemen and Eritrea, causing severe disruptions in the connectivity of
Djibouti, Ethiopia, and Somalia, which lasted for many days. Simultaneously,
unverified reports raised concerns about the activities of foreign entities—
including Russia and Iran—in mapping and disrupting infrastructure systemsin
these areas as part of hybrid warfare. In January 2024, British Telecom warned
that theregion had become a strategic vulnerability for global communication
networks and called for the establishment of a dedicated international body
to protect subsea infrastructure.

The Red Sea—Crises, Threats, and Challenges

By the end of 2023, prior to the onset of the ongoing Houthi attacks on merchant
ship trafficin the Red Sea, approximately 15% of global maritime trade passed
through the Red Sea, specifically around 30% of intercontinental container
trafficvolume—highlighting the Red Sea’s centrality as a global transportation
artery. Its location as a connecting link between the Indian Ocean and the
Mediterranean Sea, primarily via the Bab al-Mandab Strait and the Suez Canal,
has made it a strategic axis in international trade, particularly for numerous
industrial countries that rely on maritime import and export, foremost among
them being European nations, the Gulf states, India, and China.

The State of Israel, located at the northern tip of the Red Sea, is directly
affected by the changes and threats in this region. The Port of Eilat, although
processing approximately 3% (as of 2022) of the ship traffic visiting Israel, plays
a strategic role. It serves as a flexible and southern reserve port, operating
as strategic backup for potential security emergencies that could impact
the Mediterranean Sea ports (Ashdod and Haifa). The Port of Eilat holds a
significant tactical advantage due to its proximity to the Gulf of Eilat and its
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location outside the range of direct threat from actors such as Hezbollah or
armed Palestinian organizations. However, in the past two years, its southern
location has become a strategic liability due to the increasing risk posed by
Houthi activities in the Bab al-Mandab Strait.

Since late 2023, a series of attacks carried out by the Houthis against
foreign merchant ships visiting the Red Sea have significantly disrupted
maritime traffic in the region. These actions, which included the launching of
missiles, kamikaze drones, explosive boats, and even the hijacking of ships,
prompted a response from an American-British coalition to secure the shipping
routes as part of Operation Prosperity Guardian, initiated in December 2023.
Although efforts were made to halt the Houthi attacks, most major shipping
companies—including Evergreen, CMA CGM, Maersk, MSC, and others—have
begun redirecting routes from the Red Sea to sail around the Cape of Good
Hope in South Africa. This change caused the voyage duration between Asia
and Europe to increase by an average of 30%-50%.

On the strategic-military level, Israel, along with other Western and
regional countries, expresses increasing concern over Iran’s direct and indirect
entrenchmentin the Red Sea area. This phenomenon is particularly evident
in three trends: The first—deployment of Iranian warships along the western
route of the Red Sea, sometimes under the guise of maritime security patrols,
but suspected of intelligence-gathering activities; the second—prolonged
anchoring of Iranian intelligence ships, such as the Behshad, which engaged
in collecting communication signals and transmitting location data to support
maritime terrorist operations by its proxies; and the third—strengthening
Iran’s ties with African coastal nations, particularly Sudan, where Iran seeks
to reestablish military or logistics bases that were active in the past, prior to
the severance of diplomatic relations between the countries in 2016.

Therenewed Iranian interest in Sudan over the past decade, particularly in
the strategic Port Sudan and the port of Suakin, raises significant concernsin
Jerusalem and among the security establishments of other nations—chiefly
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Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and the United States. Iran may utilize these spaces for
smuggling weapons, transferring technological equipment to the Houthis, or
for anchoring and deceiving naval forces. Beyond that, a permanent Iranian
presence at key points along shipping routes implies that international freedom
of navigation mightincreasingly fall under Tehran’s influence, leveraging the
instability of the Horn of Africa states to advance a hostile regional agenda.

Consequently, Israelis finding it necessary to formulate an active maritime
policy, which includes the continuous deployment of the Israeli navy in the
area to enhance the State of Israel’s defense capabilities in the maritime
domain, alongside the need to project power far from Israel’s borders. All this
necessitates adapting the Israeli fleet for extended and continuous operations
in the area, combined with continuing to provide the required response
in the Mediterranean region, participating in international coalitions, and
developing regional capabilities (intelligence, technological, and operational).
Rethinking the Port of Eilat’s role, incorporating it into national logistics
and emergency plans, and strengthening ties with African countries and
international organizations that are working to safeguard maritime routes—are
all essential for bolstering Israel’s position in the tense domain of the Red Sea.

Houthi Activities in Yemen

In the Red Sea region, there are several ongoing crises that reflect the interests
of the various actors in the arena. The ongoing and most severe crisis pertains
to the operations of the Houthi terrorist military in Yemen. The Houthis, officially
known as Ansar Allah, are a Shiite-Zaydi movement with religious, political,
and military characteristics, originating from northern Yemen in the Saada
Governorate bordering Saudi Arabia. Their roots are embedded in the Zaydi
community—a relatively moderate branch of Shia Islam that was dominant
in northern Yemen for centuries until the Republican Revolution of 1962,
which led to the overthrow of the Imam and the end of the Zaydi kingdom.
The renewed politicization of the Zaydi identity occurred in the 1990s when
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Hussein al-Houthi, the son of an influential Zaydi cleric, established the Ansar
Allah movement in response to the growth of Sunniinfluence in the country
and the pro-Western policies of the Yemeni regime.

At the beginning of the 21st century, the Houthis became a combatant
force following a series of rebellions against the central governmentin Sanaa
led by President Ali Abdullah Saleh. Between the years 2004 and 2010, six
rounds of conflict between the Houthis and the Yemen military occurred,
during which the Houthis gained combat experience, recruited fighters,
and consolidated their control in the northern part of the country. In these
wars, Hussein al-Houthi was killed, and his brother, Abdul-Malik Badr al-Din
al-Houthi, assumed leadership. The movement underwent radicalization,
adopting distinct anti-American and anti-Saudi narratives, and began receiving
increased support from Iran and Hezbollah.

The turning point occurred with the outbreak of the Arab Spring revolution
in Yemen in 2011, which led to the ousting of President Saleh and the transfer
of power to his deputy, Abd Rabbu Mansour Hadi, as part of an arrangement
mediated by the Gulf Cooperation Council. However, the political transition
process failed when Yemen entered a spiral of political, economic, and security
instability. The Houthis exploited the weakness of the central government
and the dissatisfaction in the north, capturing the capital Sanaain 2014 with
the support of forces loyal to former President Saleh—their adversary from
the past who became their tactical ally. This was a pivotal moment in their
transformation from a regional insurgent force to a semi-state actor effectively
controlling approximately one-third of the country’s population, including
governance structures, an education system, media, and welfare services.

The Houthis’ takeover of state institutions and the removal of the Hadi

government led to a large-scale military intervention in March 2015 by an
Arab coalition, led by Saudi Arabia and in cooperation with the United Arab
Emirates. The coalition’s goal was “to restore legal legitimacy” in the form
of the Hadi government. Saudi Arabia viewed the Houthi takeover not only
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as an immediate security threat along its southern border but also as an
Iranian proxy on its border—part of the regional Shiite axis. The military
operation, initially named Decisive Storm, and later named Restoring Hope,
included intensive airstrikes, support for the ground forces of the exiled
government, and backing for local Sunni militias. On the other hand, the
Houthis increasingly relied on a tight military-ideological alliance with Iran,
which promoted their transformation into a strategic arm in Yemen, similar
to Hezbollah in Lebanon.

Since the outbreak of the conflict, the struggle in Yemen has turned into a
complex and multi-actor civil war with intertwined ethnic, religious, geopolitical,
and economic considerations. The country has effectively split into several
control zones: The Houthi-dominated areas in the north and center, including
the capital Sanaa; the internationally-recognized governmentis based in the
south-west and in the Aden area, together with the Southern Transitional
Council supported by the Emirates; Jihadi organizations like al-Qaeda and
some ISIS groups maintain a presence in the country’s east and center; and
finally, the armed tribes continue to play a central role in the country. The
involvement of the Saudi coalition has led to limited tactical achievements
but has failed to achieve its strategic objectives. Attempts to establish a unity
government failed, and the Houthis continued to consolidate a relatively
stablerulein the areas they seized. Additionally, Iran has increased its military
support—dispatching instructors, facilitating the construction of UAVs and
missiles, and sending advanced technology.

In the Yemen conflict, another development occurred: The Houthis began
expanding their military activities beyond Yemen’s borders, primarily toward
Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates. Using UAV and missile attacks,
they targeted oil fields, civilian facilities, and ports, successfully undermining
the sense of immunity in the Gulf states. In April 2022, the Houthis and the
Arab coalition led by Saudi Arabia reached a ceasefire planned for two months
but has since persisted, even throughout the Swords of Iron war.
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The ceasefire was thefirst in years of intense conflict between the Yemeni
government, supported by the Saudi-led coalition, and the Houthi rebels
backed by Iran. Itincluded a commitment to cease military attacks, the partial
opening of the Hodeidah Port for fuel transportation, and the resumption of
commercial flights from Sanaa International Airport—steps representing a
certain alleviation of the severe humanitarian crisis in the country.

The motives behind the ceasefire were diverse. On one hand, Saudi Arabia
sought to reduce its direct involvement in combat due to heavy economic and
security costs, including Houthi missile attacks on its territory. The image of
Saudi power was also affected—its vulnerability and military weakness were
demonstrated—its inability, even after seven years of war, to achieve tangible
achievements and to halt the attacks against it. On the other hand, the Houthis
hoped to strengthen their political and military standing in the local and regional
arena. The international community, particularly the United States and the
United Nations, pressed for a de-escalation that would allow humanitarian
aid and the initiation of a political process. Although the ceasefire did not
lead to a comprehensive peace agreement, it significantly reduced violence
and demonstrated the potential for a broader arrangement—albeit fragile
and dependent on the shifting geopolitical interests of the involved actors.

Since October 2023, following the outbreak of the Swords of Iron war in
Gaza, the Houthis have exploited the situation to position themselves as part
of the Iranian-led “Axis of Resistance,” presenting themselves as a pan-Islamic
resistance movement. They sought to establish an image of “the protector of
Palestine,” despite their actions being mostly directed against global trade
routes, often targeting ships with no direct connection to Israel. The Houthis
have managed to disrupt maritime transportation, particularly through the
Red Sea, becoming a cross-border threat that raises concerns not only in
Jerusalem or Riyadh but also in London, Washington, and Tokyo.

The Houthi struggle has evolved from a local movement with a religious-
tribalidentity to a regional power threatening international trade, destabilizing
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regional stability, and providing Iran with additional strategic leverage in the
heart of the Arab world. They are currently an armed non-sovereign actor with
international maneuvering capability, presenting a dangerous combination
of increasing military capabilities, radical ideology, and a willingness to
undermine the regional order for their political and strategic needs. Given
this, they cannot be dealt with using only classic military tools but rather
require a multidimensional campaign—military, diplomatic, economic, and
informational—to curb their influence and restore stability to the Red Sea
region and the entire Arabian Peninsula.

Since the beginning of the Houthis’ overt involvement in the Israeli-
Palestinian arena in October 2023, with the outbreak of the Swords of Iron
war, they have launched hundreds of advanced attack devices at Israel and
at foreign vessels (as of May 2025): Approximately 300 kamikaze drones, over
150 cruise missiles, and nearly 100 ballistic missiles, some long-range, and
more than 50 explosive unmanned surface vehicles (USVs) primarily targeted
at civilian and military ships in the maritime domain.

According to data from the international coalition, more than 100 vessels
have been attacked since the start of the wave of Houthi operations. At least
five ships were severely damaged: Two sank (including MV Rubymar and
another Asian tanker), four ships were hijacked, and some of their crew
members were held as “maritime hostages.” Approximately thirty additional
ships sustained minor damages but continued their voyage. This phenomenon
created an immediate incentive for merchant ships to alter their routes and
select one that circumvents Africa.

The severe impact on freedom of navigation is also reflected in the raw data:
The number of ships passing through the Bab al-Mandab Strait has dropped
from approximately 80 ships per day to about 35—a decrease of over 50%.
Simultaneously, there was an approximate 70% decrease in the volume of
maritime traffic through the Suez Canal. According to updated assessments
by the World Bank and the United Nations, this could reduce Egypt’s gross
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domestic product by up to 5% during the years 2023-2025—due to lost revenue
from the Suez Canal, damage to related industries and maritime logistics
and support services, as well as a decline in investor confidence. Egypt’s
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi said on March 2025 that the monthly losses
of the Suez Canal revenues reached around $800 million. This threat is not
only economic but also undermines Egypt’s status as a “geo-transportation
hub” of Africa and the Middle East.

In March 2025, in light of the continued Houthi attacks, the United States,
under the Trump administration, changed approach. Operation Rough Rider
was a large-scale military campaign conducted by the United States against
the Houthi rebels in Yemen from March 15 to May 6, 2025. The purpose of
the operation was to respond to the Houthi attacks on international vessels
in the Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden, as well as the missile and UAV launches
toward Israel since the beginning of the war in Gaza.

The operation aimed to achieve several key objectives: Increase freedom of
navigation in the Red Sea; damage the Houthi’s military capabilities, specifically
its missiles and UAVs; and deterring Iran—the Houthis’ main sponsor—while
attempting to reduce its regional influence. During the operation, United
States military forces conducted over 1,000 air and naval strikes on Houthi
targets. The strikes focused on command-and-control facilities, missile
storage sites, air defense systems, strategic ports such as Ras Isa, and weapons
manufacturing facilities.

On May 6,2025, US President Donald Trump announced the conclusion of
the operation following a ceasefire agreement mediated by Oman. According
to the agreement, the signatories committed to cease attacking American
vessels; however, they retained the right to continue operations against Israel
and claimed that the agreement did not include a commitment to stop attacks
on Israeli targets. The operation’s success is disputable. On one hand, clear
tactical achievements were attained, including the destruction of Houthi
military infrastructures and a significant reduction in offensive activities against
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American forces. On the other hand, the operation failed to fundamentally
alter the balance of power or create effective long-term deterrence.

The Houthis, while consciously understanding the strategic leverage at
their disposal, utilize sophisticated weaponry produced in Iran, smuggled
arms, and locally manufactured equipment, along with Iranian intelligence
information. Their actions prompted a sustained response from the American
coalition, starting with the first interception by an American destroyer against
missiles and unmanned aerial vehicles launched toward Israel on October 19,
2023. These actions focused on attempting to neutralize military centers of
gravity: Missile launch sites,ammunition depots, operational communication
facilities, and regional command and control systems, while continuously

striving to disrupt supply chains, both military and logistic.

Concurrently, Israel continued its targeted strikes, from the air and recently
also from the sea, some of which, according to foreign reports, targeted
advanced launch sites, technological centers, and bases where Iranian-
quality equipment was stored or installed. Moreover, Israel also targeted
senior Houthi figures, economic hubs, including facilities of Yemeni logistics
companies linked to the Houthis, trade warehouses in the Red Sea, as well
as Houthi-linked infrastructures or from which the Houthis benefit, such as
the Hodeidah Port.

Despite this, American and Israeli military activities have not succeeded
in completely halting the Houthi’s activity. Their fragmented, mobile, and
asymmetric mode of operation, combined with the survival skills they
developed during prolonged combat in Yemen, enabled them to maintain
a relatively high attack rate even under pressure. Only after the ceasefire
agreement was drafted between the United States and Houthi representatives
did their activities significantly decrease. The understandings included a
commitment from the Houthis to cease attacking civilian ships, in exchange
for the United States refraining from deep strikes—a step that led to an initial
improvement in ship movement in the area.
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Alongside the combat, the political arena was also influenced. The Arab
states, particularly Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, Jordan, and Egypt
expressed explicit reservations about joining the American coalition in the
Red Sea, partly due to concerns about direct confrontation with Iran, the
Houthis, orstirring internal public opinion. These countries chose to promote
diplomacy while maintaining ambiguity: They did not publicly condemn the
Houthis, refrained from clear statements, and sometimes even encouraged
indirect dialogue with them—in an effort to stabilize the security situation
while avoiding direct escalation.

The Houthi terror army employs a strategy known as Anti-Access/Area
Denial (A2/AD), preventing movement in international shipping lanes in the
Red Sea. Proper utilization of the terrain enables the Houthis to dictate the
rules of engagement to fleets and countries that are ostensibly ranked among
the most powerful militaries in the world. The Houthis manage to damage
ships and even sink them using shore-to-sea missiles, ballistic missiles, and
cruise missiles, unmanned aerial vehicles, and unmanned surface vehicles.
It appears that they are also acquiring the capability to operate unmanned
underwater vehicles.

Additional Crises

Ethiopia-Somalia—At the beginning of 2024, a significant geo-strategic
development occurred in the Horn of Africa region when Ethiopia—the world’s
most populous landlocked country—officially announced recognition of
Somaliland’s independence, a region in northern Somalia that has been
functioning de facto as an independent state since 1991 but without broad
international recognition. In exchange for this recognition, Ethiopia received
a leasehold on a sovereign area of Somaliland along the Red Sea coast near
the port city of Berbera, granting it direct access to the sea for civilian and
military purposes. The agreement includes infrastructure for developing a
transportation corridor connecting Addis Ababa to Berbera, as well as the
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potential for future deployment of the Ethiopian Navy, which has begun
a rehabilitation process in recent years following its disbandment in the
late 1990s.

The move, which broke a decades-long taboo in Africa regarding the
alteration of political borders, sparked significant regional tensions. First and

foremost, Somalia perceived this step as a severe violation of its sovereignty.
The Somali government in Mogadishu rejected the agreement outright,
accusing Ethiopia of attempting to undermine its territorial integrity and incite
separatist movements. The president, Hassan Sheikh Mohamud, convened
the parliament in Somalia’s capital, announced that this was a “red line,”
and even began mobilizing support from Muslim and African countries in
the Peace and Security Council of the African Union.

Ethiopia, considered one of the most rapidly developing economies on
the continent, is almost entirely dependent on imports and exports through
the port of Djibouti, through which approximately 95% of its goods pass. This
dependency makes it challenging for Ethiopia to conduct a fully independent
foreign policy, especially as Djibouti works to strengthen its ties with actors such
as China and France. Moreover, following the Ethiopian Civil War (2020-2022)
between the government and the Tigray People’s Liberation Front and the
regional uncertainty, Ethiopia sought ways to diversify its maritime options.
Ethiopia’s agreement with Somaliland represents a strategic breakthrough for
it, ensuring it semi-sovereign access to the Red Sea—a goal it has aspired to
since the 1990s, following the dissolution of the Ethiopia-Eritrea confederation
and the latter’s declaration of independence.

However, the crisis did not remain confined to the Ethiopia-Somalia borders.
It provoked a strong reaction from Egypt as well, which has a longstanding
conflict with Ethiopia over the construction of the Renaissance Dam. The
dam, which began partial operation in 2022, is one of the largest projects
in Africa, yet Cairo perceives it as an existential threat to its water security.
The Ethiopian recognition of Somaliland was perceived in Egypt as another
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regional defiance by Addis Ababa and led Egypt to deepen its involvement
in the Horn of Africa, particularly in Somalia.

Egypt, as part of a direct response, declared full support for Somalia’s
sovereignty and announced its outright rejection of the agreement between
Ethiopia and Somaliland. Beyond diplomatic declarations, Cairo took practical
steps: It dispatched military aid forces to Somalia, including light weapons,
communication equipment, and logistics supplies, aiming to reinforce local
forces fighting against the jihadist organization al-Shabaab. This step was
accompanied by a proposal to assist in replacing the Ethiopian peacekeeping
forces, deployed in various regions of Somalia as part of the African Union’s
international mission (ATMIS), with the aim of reducing Ethiopian military
influence in Somali territory.

The international response to the move was reserved. Countries such
as Kenya, Uganda, and Nigeria expressed concerns about the implications
of Ethiopian recognition on the continent’s stability, since a precedent of
unilateral recognition of secessionist regions might extend to other areas,
such as Cameroon, Congo, or Western Sahara. The African Union, which is
committed to the principle of non-alteration of colonial borders, found itself
in a dilemma: On the one hand, Ethiopia is one of the organization’s major
supporters and serves as its host, but on the other hand, the move contradicts
its principles. Mediation attempts have not yet been successful, and Somalia
insists on demanding an official condemnation from all member states.

The agreement between Ethiopia and Somaliland is bolstered by the support
of the United Arab Emirates, which has invested hundreds of millions of dollars
over the past decade in developing the Port of Berbera, transforming it into
a deep-water port, and establishing adjacent free trade zones. The Emiratis
are interested in establishing a trade corridor to connect Ethiopia with the
Gulf, thereby bypassing Ethiopia’s reliance on Djibouti—a move that will also
enhance the United Arab Emirates’s strategic power in the Red Sea region.
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Sudan—This country in the heart of East Africa, with its vast territory and
abundantresources, has been embroiled in a devastating civil war since April
2023 between two of the country’s strongest armed factions: The official
Sudanese Armed Forces (SAF) led by General Abdel Fattah al-Burhan and the
Rapid Support Forces (RSF) commanded by Mohamed Hamdan Dagalo, also
known as Hemedti. The conflict, which began as a political dispute following
the delay in the transition to civilian rule after the 2021 military coup, quickly
escalated into brutal fighting characterized by massacres, rape, looting, and
population displacement, with a focus on the Darfur region—an area already
burdened by a grim history of genocide. As of May 2025, according to UN
data, over 15,000 individuals have been killed, and more than nine million

displaced—most within Sudan and a minority as refugees in neighboring
countries such as Chad, South Sudan, and Egypt.

The ongoing chaos in the country has severely weakened the central
government, turning Sudan into a playground for foreign actors competing
forinfluence—seeking a port, access to resources or a geostrategic foothold
in the Red Sea region. These actors are headed by Russia, the United Arab
Emirates, Saudi Arabia, Turkey, and now also Iran—which has resumed
relations with Sudan after many years of severed ties.

Iran, which operated intensively in Sudan during Omar al-Bashir’s rule
(1989-2019), considered the country a logistic and military bridge for supporting
Hamas and Hezbollah, primarily through arms smuggling and strategic transit
routes across Africa. This activity was conducted, among other ways, through
the Port Sudan harbor on the Red Sea, and it was temporarily halted following
Sudan’s rapprochement with the Sunni camp and the West, primarily between
2016 and 2019. However, now, in light of the collapse of state institutions,
Iran sees an opportunity to re-establish and deepen its foothold there, not
necessarily through official agreements only, but via direct connections with
military commanders, smuggling of weapons, technological assistance, and
supporting local intelligence agents.
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Russia also operates in the region with increasing intensity, having already
signed an agreementin 2020 with Sudan’s transitional government to establish
a naval base in Port Sudan. Although the agreement was not ultimately
approved due to internal Sudanese disagreements and American pressures,
it was not shelved. As the chaos continues, Russia has renewed its efforts
to gain access to the port as part of expanding its maritime presence in the
Mediterranean and Red Seas (as it also operates in Tartus, Syria), within the
framework of Moscow’s “Warm Seas” Doctrine. Russia perceives Port Sudan
as a strategic target—for refueling and naval presence as well as a forward
position for arms export, logistics, and intelligence gathering on American
and Saudi activities in the region.

The United Arab Emirates, a central economic and diplomatic player
in the Horn of Africa, also has a direct interest in the situation. Although
the United Arab Emirates was considered to implicitly support the RSF at
the beginning of the conflict (due to previous connections with Hemedti),
in the past year Abu Dhabi has begun to change its approach and work
toward mediating between the parties, coupled with extensive economic

investments in developing Port Sudan and alternative ports, including the
establishment of regional infrastructure for maritime and land transport.
The reason: A desire to stabilize the region and establish the United Arab
Emirates as a commercial and security power in the Red Sea, which serves
as a global supply artery, particularly within the context of the race against
Iran and Turkey for maritime dominance.

Port Sudan, the central coastal city of Sudan, located in the northeastern
part of the country on the Red Sea coast, has thus become a national and
international focal point. While the majority of the country is mired in anarchy,
the city has become a stronghold for surviving government entities, foreign
delegations, and a coordination office for international aid organizations.
The Sudanese army, having withdrawn from several major cities in the west,
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established alternative headquartersin Port Sudan, thereby effectively making
it the de facto capital in military and logistics terms.

Control of the city and the port has become a particularly sensitive issue,
as any entity—be it Iranian, Russian, Turkish, or Saudi—interested in a naval
presence in the Red Sea region views the port as a strategic target. A scenario
in which Port Sudan falls into the hands of the RSF, for example, could
enable entities supported by Russia or the Russian militia Wagner Group
(which remained active in Africa even after it staged a rebellion against the
Russian government in June 2023) to take control of a port with immense
strategic potential.

Beyond inter-state entities, non-state actors are also attempting to exploit
the Sudanese chaos. On the ground reports indicate the smuggling of arms,
goods, and human trafficking along the coastlines, coupled with increased
activity of criminal and piracy networks, particularly on routes between
Sudan, Eritrea, and Yemen. The fragility of the Sudanese coasts makes them
a preferred target for organizations such as al-Shabaab or even al-Qaeda
affiliates seeking a foothold in the Red Sea belt.

Meanwhile, the United States and France are seeking to exert diplomatic
pressure to prevent the infiltration of formal foreign forces into the region.
However, in the absence of a functioning government and due to the complexity
of the local actors, efforts are repeatedly hindered. The UN and regional
organizations are attempting to revive the peace initiative that collapsed
at the end of 2023; however, as of 2025, there is still no clear framework to
rehabilitate state institutions.

Sudan is not merely a failed state; it is a critical case study for assessing
the level of regional stability in East Africa and the Red Sea. Control over Port
Sudan is not merely a matter of logistics but also a crossroads of geopolitical
influence between rival blocs. In the vacuum that was created, the danger
of direct military intervention by outside powers increases, and in the near
future, new international decisions may be required regarding the future of
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a country that has become a symbol of what is referred to as the collapse of
a sovereign state under the watchful eyes of the international community.

The Red Sea: Key Players
To understand the range of opportunities available to Israel, it is necessary to
examine the map of actors that operate in the Red Sea region. Some actors
operate against Israeli interests, such as Iran, which is establishing a maritime
presence through its Houthi proxies, intelligence ships, and activity in African
ports; and the Houthis, who are carrying out attacks on commercial ships and
attempting to challenge freedom of navigation in the Bab al-Mandab Strait.
Furthermore, there are countries in and around the Red Sea with potential for
cooperation with Israel, including the United Arab Emirates, which invests in
the Horn of Africa ports and maintains diplomatic relations with Israel; Egypt,
a quiet partner in ensuring the security of the Suez Canal; and Saudi Arabia,
where there is a potential for advancing normalization processes with and
which is interested in maritime stability as part of Saudi Vision 2030. Even
countries like Ethiopia, Djibouti, Kenya, and Somalia present potential for civil,
technological, and even security relations. Simultaneously, global powers are
active in the arena—foremost the United States, which maintains a permanent
naval presencein the Red Sea; France and the United Kingdom, which operate
bases in the region; and China, which has a base in Djibouti and seeks to
expand its influence through infrastructure and undersea communications.
All these illustrate how the Red Sea has become a dense sphere of interests,
where Israel can position itself as a legitimate and valuable player.
China—China’s presence in the Red Sea region has become a central
pillar of its global expansion strategy in recent years. This refers to a multi-
dimensional presence encompassing economy, security, logistics, and
diplomacy—converging into an ambitious project of sustained influence in
adomain of paramount strategicimportance. The Red Sea arena, connecting
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Asia, Africa, and Europe, has become a central goal in China’s realization of
its vision to be a global power.

The Chinese objectives in the region reflect geoeconomic, geo-security,
and geopolitical interests. On the economic level, it primarily concerns the
need to ensure the continuity of China’s maritime supply chains—a vital
component of its economy. To accomplish this, Beijing initiated the Belt
and Road Initiative, which includes the 21st Century Maritime Silk Road—a
maritime corridor connecting Far East ports to the Mediterranean Sea via the
Red Sea and the Suez Canal. This route is not only for trade but also a tool
for creating economic dependency, military accessibility, and projecting soft
power in key regions.

For this purpose, China has invested substantial amounts of money in recent
yearsin portinfrastructure along the Red Sea. In Egypt, it has invested directly
or through government companies such as COSCO in amounts estimated at
approximately one billion dollars for the renovation and expansion of vital
ports near the Suez Canal—both in the north (Port Said) and in the south (Ain
Sokhna). These investments include transportation infrastructure, logistics
centers, and high-speed rail projects between ports.

In Djibouti, the most strategically significant country at the entrance to the
Bab al-Mandab Strait, China has invested billions of dollars in portinfrastructure,
railways, warehouses, high-voltage lines, and digital infrastructure. The
country, which is entirely dependent on Chinese funds, has become a hub
for Chinese activities—economic, security, and diplomatic. The main port
in Djibouti, upgraded with Chinese financing, serves as a key gateway to
the entire African continent. China also assisted in building the railway
line between Djibouti and Addis Ababa—a vital trade artery for landlocked
Ethiopia. The Chinese presence in this country is so well-established that,
according to estimates, more than 70% of Djibouti’s external debt is held by
Chinese financial institutions.
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The establishment of China’s first military base outside its borders in Djibouti
is likely the most symbolic aspect of Chinese influence. The base, constructed
in 2017, is located near the longstanding American base, Camp Lemonnier.
This is a naval-logistics base leased to China until 2026 at an annual cost of
approximately 20 million dollars. Chinese navy ships operate from the base
as part of maritime protection missions, military exercises, escorting Chinese
vessels, and civilian aid operations. China has also conducted joint exercises
in Djibouti with Russia and Iran, which is expected to raise further concern
among Western countries.

In Saudi Arabia, China holds significant shares in two major ports—Jeddah
and Jizan. Chinese companies such as China Harbour Engineering and CRBC are
involved in port operations, expansions, and the construction of surrounding
infrastructure. Additionally, discussions are ongoing with the governments
of Sudan and Eritrea regarding involvement in the ports of Port Sudan and
Massawa. In the case of Sudan, both Russia and China aspire to gain strategic
access to a port that would allow refueling, naval presence, and even a
foothold in Africa.

Beyond economic aspects, China has been promoting an active naval
presence in the Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden since 2008, under the guise
of combating Somali pirates. Over the years, this activity has evolved into a
platform for projecting a continuous presence. In recent years, particularly
following the escalation in Houthi activity, China has increased its naval
presence under the pretext of safeguarding commercial interests and is
engaging in the maritime sphere with countries of the region, among them
the UAE and Saudi Arabia.

Meanwhile, Chinais also conducting soft “maritime diplomacy.” A notable
example is the Chinese Navy hospital ship, Peace Ark, which in recent years
has conducted humanitarian port visits to numerous African countries,
including Djibouti, Kenya, Tanzania, and Mozambique. During the visits,

medical teams provided free medical and diagnosis services to thousands of
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citizens as part of a soft power policy and efforts to gain local support. This is
a prominent example of how China merges its military tools with awareness
and diplomatic objectives.

In Washington’s view, the Chinese presence in the Red Sea constitutes a
growing challenge, particularly due to the gradual rapprochement between
Beijing and Tehran. The strategic partnership agreement between China
and Iran, signed in 2021 for 25 years, includes informal clauses on maritime
cooperation. In this context, the United States is augmenting its security
cooperation in theregion, including with Israel, Saudi Arabia, and key nations
in Africa. However, China’s success on the ground—economic, logistic, and
security-related—is increasingly impressive, and China has clearly managed
to penetrate deep into the Red Sea arena in ways not perceived as directly
threatening but effectively establishing a permanent infrastructure for influence.

The Chinese presencein the Red Seais not a local occurrence but rather an
expression of the global expansion of a global power. Through a combination
of strategic investments, targeted military penetration, and soft power tools,
China is consolidating its position at the heart of one of the world’s most
critical choke points.

The United States—The Red Sea, from its northern branches at the Suez
Canal to its southern end at the Bab al-Mandab Strait, has become a global
focal point where the geopolitical, military, and economic interests of world
powers collide, with the United States playing a central and complex role.
The United States’s primary interest in the region lies in its desire to ensure
freedom of navigation in one of the world’s most critical trade routes, while
curbing the expanding influence of China and Iran and fostering cooperation
with its regional allies—predominantly Israel, the Gulf states, and Egypt.

Washington’s interests in the Red Sea are primarily based on the strategic
importance of the maritime route, which accounts for approximately 40% of
Europe’s trade with Asia and the Middle East, and about 8% of global energy
product transportation. For the East Coast of the United States, which imports
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energy, fuel, technology, and consumer goods from the Far East, this route’s
importanceisincreasingin light of the impacts of climate change, which are
leading to reduced ship traffic through the Panama Canal, thereby increasing
reliance on the Red Sea shipping lanes.

Beyond the commercial interest, the United States views the Red Sea as an
arena for countering the penetration of rival powers, primarily China. Coupled
with the desire to curb Chinese influence, the United States is working to
strengthen its traditional alliances in the region, particularly with Egypt, Saudi
Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, Israel, and Jordan. These efforts gained
further significance with the transfer of responsibility to Israel for the United
States Central Command (CENTCOM) in 2021—a move that enables closer
military coordination between Israel and the Gulf partners within a regional
framework to counter Iranian influences. One of Washington’s core objectives
inthearenaistoreduce Iran’s penetration into the Red Sea through its Houthi
proxies, intelligence ships, warships of the Revolutionary Guards Navy and
the Iranian Navy, and military overtures in failed states such as Sudan.

American presencein the Red Sea is conducted through Central Command
(CENTCOM), whose naval headquarters is located in Bahrain, and the Fifth
Fleet, which is responsible for a vast maritime area extending from the Persian
Gulfto the Red Sea. In addition, Africa Command (AFRICOM), which conducts
military and civilian collaborations in West Africa, the Gulf of Guinea, and the
Horn of Africa, operates actively. The overarching objectives include securing
freedom of navigation; deterring the threats of terrorism and piracy; supporting
allies; and enhancing the capabilities of local navies to maintain order.

Over the past two decades, the United States has led a series of international
maritime task forces. Among these is Task Force 153, established in collaboration
with other states for reconnaissance missions in the Red Sea and Bab al-
Mandab. However, this force was not authorized to directly engage in securing
navigation against armed threats—a politicalissue stemming from the refusal
of many Arab states to appear as acting against the Houthis.
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The escalation in Houthi activity during the years 2023-2024, which
manifested in the launching of hundreds of missiles and kamikaze drones
against merchant ships, led the United States, as mentioned, to undertake
maritime escort operations, intercept weapons, and conduct counterattacks
on launch infrastructure in Yemen. At the height of the escalation, American
aircraft carriers, destroyers equipped with advanced interception systems
and anti-missile batteries, arrived in the Red Sea.

The United States operates in the Red Sea on three main fronts: Maintaining
freedom of navigation and international maritime order; countering the hostile
influences of Iran and China; and strengthening the network of alliances
and partnershipsin the region. Its success depends on cooperation with key
countries, cautious political management, and a combination of a deterrent
military presence with smart soft power. In the rapidly changing Red Sea
arena, continuous involvement based on a broad geo-strategic perspective
is required of the United States, as well as political sensitivity and the ability
to navigate between overlapping and conflicting interests.

Russia—The Russian presence in the Red Sea region is an integral part
of the proactive foreign policy that Moscow has been promoting since the
beginning of the previous decade. This strategy aims to deepen Russian
influence on the international stage, challenge American hegemony, and
establish permanent footholds at key points—particularly at geostrategic
choke points such as the Bab al-Mandab Strait, the Suez Canal, and the
Mediterranean Sea.

Beyond the military aspect, Russia is also active in the economic arena:
It has renewed arms deals with Egypt, invested in infrastructure projects
such as the construction of a nuclear power plant in El Dabaa, and has also
attempted to establish a foothold in ports in Eritrea, Ethiopia, and Somalia.
In 2024, due to the escalation in the Red Sea and amidst the war in Ukraine,
Russia deployed warships to the Red Sea area—a move aligned with Moscow’s
perception that the Red Sea is adomain requiring the permanent presence of
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the Russian navy. The Russian navy demonstrates flexibility in deploying its
power: Participating in joint exercises with China; conducting naval maneuvers
against Western countries; and implementing a “flag display” policy to project
strength and stability.

Parallel to the overt presence, indirect Russian support for the Houthi
terrorarmy in Yemen has been reported. According to these sources, Russia
provided the Houthis with access to small arms and its military satellite
networks (GLONASS), supported espionage and communication measures, and
possibly supplied intelligence to optimize missile and UAV launches toward
targets in the Gulf and the Red Sea. While there is no conclusive evidence of
direct cooperation in heavy weaponry, the Houthis have clarified in public
statements that Russia (and China) are not targets of their attacks—a message
attesting to certain understandings, if not more.

Russia’s possible support of the Houthis stems from several considerations:
Firstly, undermining American control in the Red Sea, thereby harming
international trade and the interests of Western countries; secondly, creating
an arena where the West is compelled to allocate resources, thus diverting
efforts away from Russia’s core arenas, primarily Ukraine; thirdly, strengthening
collaborations with anti-Western actors, including Iran, Syria, Sudan, and

allied Islamic entities.

Itisimportant to emphasize that Russia maintains a moderate diplomatic
profile toward Arab states; it does not publicly condemn the Houthis, nor
does it express direct support for their attacks. This “plausible denial” policy
enables Moscow to operate on two fronts: To benefit from undermining the
West without bearing direct responsibility. This is a cautious yet effective
approach, reflecting Russia’s overall strategy in distant arenas—indirect
presence and support for the adversary’s weaknesses to promote a new order.

In conclusion, Russia views the Red Sea not only as a physical domain
for naval presence but also as an arena for consolidating its influence in
the Middle East, expanding its power in Africa, and challenging the existing
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international order. The support for the Houthis, whether direct or indirect,
isanindirect means in its global struggle against the West. In this dense and
tense arena, every Russian action resonates not only on the ground but also
in the broader struggle to shape the global arena.

Europe—European countries’ approach to the Red Sea before the outbreak
of the crisis with the Houthis was part of a stable yet quiet foreign policy,
which focused on combating piracy, preserving freedom of navigation, and
fostering economic cooperation. The European Union operated for many years
within the framework of Operation Atalanta, which dealt with addressing the
threat of piracy off the coast of Somalia and in the Gulf of Aden. The European
forces carried out defense missions for UN humanitarian aid ships, monitored
suspicious maritime activities, and escorted commercial convoys, while
maintaining relative neutrality, avoiding involvement in regional conflicts, and
refraining from direct offensive actions against sovereign or non-state actors.

With the exacerbation of Houthi threats to merchant shipsin the Red Sea
since October 2023, European countries have been forced to respond to the
dramatic change in maritime conditions. The repeated targeting of civilian
vessels, including ships owned or managed by European companies, has led
to a shiftin the European perception that the Red Sea is not only an economic
route but also a strategic domain. However, although European interests have
been harmed by the Houthi’s activities, the actions of European countries
were marginal even in defending their own interests in the Red Sea.

Theincreasing concern of insurance companies, the soaring transportation
costs, and the redirection of ships to alternative routes (via the Cape of Good
Hope) directly threatened the European economy, particularly trade with
Asia and the Gulf. According to European Union data, trade volume with Asia
constitutes nearly 40% of the EU’s imports, and the route through the Suez
Canal and the Red Sea is the shortest and most efficient for this purpose.
Accordingly, there is broad consensus on the need for more active defense,
while avoiding direct involvement in combat. In response, an independent
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European Union naval task force was established in February 2024—EUNAVFOR
ASPIDES. This is a pure maritime defense operation, whose primary purpose
is to protect civilian ships operating in the Red Sea without conducting
offensive actions or engaging in direct confrontations with the Houthis.
ASPIDES represents the European effort to balance the operational need
to ensure safe navigation with the aspiration to avoid military escalation or
unilateral alignment with American strategy.

The objectives of the operation include escorting convoys, creating
temporary safe zones, monitoring the traffic of suspicious vessels, and sharing
information among EU member states. The countries contributing ships or
operational equipmentinclude Greece, France, Italy, Germany, the Netherlands,
and Spain, although each maintains its own scope of involvement. In practice,
the force operates in coordination but not under the command of the American
Operation Prosperity Guardian, and it is careful to not be identified with it.

The European decision not to join the American operation stems from
substantive political and strategic considerations.

1. Avoiding escalation—Countries such as Germany, France, and Italy are
concerned about a comprehensive military deterioration, which would
adversely affect energy markets and regional stability.

2. Foreign policy with an emphasis on diplomacy—Brussels aims to be
perceived as a neutral mediator capable of engaging with all parties,
including Iran, in order to maintain the dialogue channel on the nuclear
agreement and trade relations.

3. Internal division within the EU—Eastern European countries are closer
to the American stance, whereas Western European countries prefer
restraint and coordinated multilateral action.

4. The Russian context—Some European countries are concerned about a
potential Russian response in otherarenas (e.g., Ukraine) if they are perceived
as directly aiding American or Israeli strikes against Moscow’s partners.
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The transition of European countries from perceiving the Red Sea as a peripheral
area to perceiving the Red Sea as a strategic focal point represents a shift in
the continent’s security-geoeconomic awareness. Although their diplomatic
and operational response was hesitant and passive, as threats in the Red
Sea intensify, Europe will face the dilemma of whether to add offensive
components to its arsenal.

United Arab Emirates—The United Arab Emirates has become a central
player in the Red Sea arena over the past decade, combining economic
and diplomatic strength with military capabilities and regional geopolitical
influence. Its activities in this domain aim to achieve a series of strategic
objectives, predominantly ensuring trade routes, protecting regional logistics
hubs, preventing hostile influence from regional actors such as Iran and
Turkey, and establishingitsimage as an independent and influential political-
economic power.

The UAE’s policy in the Red Sea aligns with its broader vision of promoting
military, economic, and diplomatic presence and influence far beyond its
borders. Thisis reflected, among other things, in massive investments in port
infrastructure and maritime transport along the main traffic routes: From Egypt
in the north, through Yemen and Somaliland in the south, to Sudan and Eritrea
on the western coast of the Red Sea. The activity is sometimes conducted in
quiet coordination with Saudi Arabia, but at other times concurrently and
even in competition with its main partner in the Gulf Cooperation Council.

Through economic arms such as DP World, one of the largest port
development and management companies in the world, the United Arab
Emirates signs long-term contracts to operate strategic ports. A prominent
example is signing an agreement in 2017 to operate the Port of Berbera in
Somaliland, a key port on the western coast of the Gulf of Aden, for a period
of 30 years. Simultaneously, agreements were signed to operate additional
ports in Somalia (such as in Bosaso), despite opposition from the central
Somali government.
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Alongside investments in port infrastructure, the United Arab Emirates is
strengthening its military presence in the maritime arena. Reports regarding
military bases on Socotra Island and at the Port of Assab in Eritrea, as well as
maritime refueling stations and intelligence collection centers, indicate an
effort to establish an effective military deployment along the African coast
of the Red Sea. The base in Socotra, for instance, is strategically located at
the junction between the Arabian Sea and the Red Sea, enabling control
over maritime traffic in the Bab al-Mandab Strait—a critical maritime choke
point for global trade.

This involvement increased significantly during the Yemeni Civil War.
Despite the UAE’s 2019 announcement of its official withdrawal from the war,
it continued to provide logistic and military support to southern forces such
as the Southern Transitional Council (STC), which operates against the central
government backed by Saudi Arabia. The supportincluded weapons, training,
and even the physical presence of forces on the ground. The objective of the
intervention was, among other things, to ensure control over strategic ports
such as Al-Mukalla and Hodeidah, as well as the southern ports.

Inthe northern region of the Red Sea, the United Arab Emirates maintains a
strategic partnership with Egypt, one of its key allies in the Arab arena. Within
the framework of economic-political cooperation, the United Arab Emirates
has invested substantial amounts in developing infrastructure in eastern
Egypt—primarily along the Suez Canal and the Red Sea—and specifically
in ports such as Safaga, Sokhna, Sharm el-Sheikh, and El-Arish. Some of
the investments include planning free trade zones, establishing logistics
centers, and railway infrastructure from the ports to industrial hubs, as well
as military installations.

The primary consideration guiding this activity is regional economic
expansion while simultaneously preventing the development of competing
ports in the domain, which could threaten the dominance of the Jebel Ali
Portin Dubai, which serves as an important regional transportation hub. The
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result is a quiet regional “port war” between local forces and regional and
international powers, with each actor attempting to establish presence or
control at critical trade junctions.

Although the UAE’s policy relies on economic and diplomatic tools, it
occasionally escalates into violent confrontations: The action in Somaliland
provoked an angry response from Somalia’s central government, which
perceived it as an infringement on its sovereignty. Simultaneously, there
has been increasing friction between the United Arab Emirates and Qatar,
which has signed competitive agreements to operate ports in Mogadishu and
other locations in the Horn of Africa—intensifying the struggle over regional
centers of influence. The United Arab Emirates also maintains economic ties
with Sudan, including investments during periods of military rule. However,
due to the civil war there, its policy has become more cautious, seeking
alternative footholds.

It appears that the United Arab Emirates is establishing a network of logistic,
economic, and military assets along the Red Sea corridor as part of a strategic
spatial concept aimed atinfluencing regional trade hubs, ensuring maritime
security, and creating political depth against competitors and hostile actors.
It strives to maintain its logistic-economic advantage by controlling maritime
passages and ports, thereby preventing the emergence of alternatives that
would bypass its own main ports.

Saudi Arabia—has been working over the past decade to formulate a
comprehensive maritime strategy in the Red Sea arena, combining security,
economy, and multidimensional diplomacy. While in the Gulf it continues to
grapple with the Iranian threat through deterrence and defense, in the Red Sea
itis developing a new security, diplomatic, and logistics infrastructure based
on regional and global cooperation and a pragmatic approach that posits the
kingdom should become a central player, independent yet coordinated with
international actors. Saudi Arabia, which relies on maritime transportation
for oil, energy products, and goods, is aware of this sensitivity. Since the
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outbreak of the civil war in Yemen in 2014, the Bab al-Mandab Strait has
become a focal point of constant maritime threats, particularly from the
Iran-backed Houthis.

As part of its strategic independence approach, the kingdom is advancing the
establishment of a regional coalition, which will add a layer to the traditional
reliance on the United States. This policy is reflected in the promotion of
collaborations with countries such as Egypt, Jordan, the United Arab Emirates,
and even Israel, while maintaining an outward-facing moderate diplomatic
profile. This policy culminated in April and October 2024 and again in June
2025, in the combined Iranian attack on Israel, when regional actors, including
Saudi Arabia, acted in coordination for the first time in a comprehensive
air defense effort. This is a historical milestone that may indicate a shift
in positions and power dynamics in the region, all carried out under the
CENTCOM umbrella.

The connecting thread between the new geo-strategic policy and its
implementation on the ground is the Saudi Navy. Riyadh is upgrading the fleet
in the Red Sea arena as part of a comprehensive expansion of its maritime

capabilities. The procurement plans include new corvettes manufactured
in Spain, equipped with advanced systems for air defense and submarine
warfare. This equipment has already been received at bases in the northern
Red Sea and is intended to ensure the security of the kingdom’s shipping
and trade routes. Simultaneously, a new maritime control room is being
established, equipped with advanced technological means for combat on
multiple fronts: Both in the Red Sea and the Persian Gulf.

SaudiArabiais currently a partnerin all three major multinational maritime
task forces.

+ Task Force 152, operating in the Persian Gulf.

« Task Force 153, which conducts patrols in the Red Sea, the Gulf of Aden,
and the Bab al-Mandab Strait.

+ Sentinel Force, which oversees the key maritime straits in the region.
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Saudi officers occasionally serve as senior commanders in these forces, and
joint exercises are conducted with countries such as the United States, China,
and the United Kingdom. The cooperation with China in a naval exercise in
2023 demonstrates the multiple channels and expanding collaborations,
including with forces outside the Western bloc.

Despite the attempt to improve diplomatic relations with Iran, Saudi Arabia
is not reducingits investmentin developing naval power against the Iranian
threat. The Houthis are perceived as a threat that endangers the kingdom’s
freedom of navigation and security. In Riyadh, thereis a clear understanding
that if Iran increases its involvement in the Red Sea as well, it will be able
to exert leverage not only against Saudi Arabia but also against the global
economy. Monitoring Iran’s involvement in Sudan, Yemen, and the Horn of
Africa prompts Saudi Arabia to intensify its activities in these arenas as well,
and to strengthen ties with Gulf states, Israel, and Horn of Africa countries.
The kingdom also participates in economic and security initiatives in the East
Africa region, thereby ensuring it has direct access to centers of influence
and sensitive arenas.

For Saudi Arabia, the Red Sea has transitioned from a marginal arena
to the core of its security and development strategy. The combination of
naval modernization, the establishment of regional collaborations, and the
formation of diverse alliances with global actors all serve the Saudi objective:
Transforming the kingdom into an independent regional power that leads
initiatives, safeguards its assets, and navigates cautiously between the rival
blocs of the international system. This is a cautious yet determined policy,
pragmatic yet visionary, positioning Saudi Arabia at the heart of the campaign
for the future character of the Red Sea.

Somalia—Somalia serves as a prominent example of a country that
is constantly grappling with an ongoing internal struggle for control and
sovereignty, while simultaneously striving to formulate an independent and
sustainable maritime policy. This country, possessing an exceptionally long
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coastline stretching approximately 3,300 km along the Horn of Africa and
the Indian Ocean, has suffered for decades from governmental instability,
which has rendered it a weak yet strategic player in the maritime arena of
the Arabian Sea and the Gulf of Aden, adjacent to the Red Sea.

The country, which has effectively disintegrated into fragments of
independent entities since the outbreak of the civil war in the 1990s, has not
yet succeeded in establishing an effective central government. The Federal
Government of Somalia in Mogadishu struggles to enforce its authority
over large parts of the country. Southern Somalia is partially controlled by
the Islamist terrorist organization al-Shabaab, which maintains a de facto
government in extensive agricultural and urban areas and is conducting a
bloody terrorist campaign, which is also harming transportation infrastructure
and maritime security.

Simultaneously, regions in the northern part of the country operate as
independent entities. Somaliland, which declared its independence in 1991,
operates as a relatively stable independent government but is not recognized
by the international community. Puntland, also in the northeast, maintains a
semi-autonomous governing system. This situation complicates the formulation
of a comprehensive maritime policy for the entire country, particularly in
light of the political fragmentation and the controversy between the central
entity and the autonomous entities. Somalia’s economic situation remains
fragile. Approximately 70% of the population lives below the poverty line,
with a high dependence on external sources, donations, and international
aid. Port infrastructure, fishing, and maritime transportation are mostly in
poor condition, and the lack of government investments due to the security
situation limits the development of the maritime domain. The country is
unable to independently operate maritime control systems, coastal security, or
supervision of marine natural resources. lllegal fishing, primarily by Asian fleets,
continues to exacerbate the economic situation of local coastal communities.
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Somalia’s maritime domain has served as fertile ground for maritime
piracy over the past decades. If during the peak years of 2010-2012 Somali
piracy became a global threat, in recent years there has been a certain decline,
partly due to international efforts (maritime task forces of NATO, the European
Union, and the United States), strengthening regional defense mechanisms,
and agreements with neighboring countries. However, in the past year, this
phenomenon has gradually returned—this time in close collaboration with
terrorist organizations, particularly al-Shabaab, which sees the sea as a new
source of income.

Somali maritime terrorism is not limited solely to piracy. Extremist
organizations use the maritime domain to transfer weapons, carry out
attacks against commercial ships, and occasionally also disrupt civilian
maritime traffic. Reports of unidentified vessels entering sensitive areas near
Mogadishu or in the Gulf of Aden are additional concerns among regional
and Western countries.

Duetoitsinternal weakness, Somalia has become a region of geopolitical
competition among regional and global powers. Turkey, for instance, signed a
comprehensive memorandum of understanding with the Somali government in
February 2024, granting it extensive responsibility for maritime security within
Somalia’s exclusive economic zone for a duration of ten years. The agreement
alsoincludes rights to exploit 30% of the offshore gas and oil resources. Turkey
already operates Camp TURKSOM, a military base in Mogadishu, considered
one of its largest bases outside its territory, using it to train Somali officers
and implement combat methods.

The United Arab Emirates, on the other hand, primarily operates through DP
World, which manages the Bosaso Port in the northern region of the country,
and also engages in both military and civilian activities in Somaliland, which
have led to conflicts with the central government. The Emirati activity includes
humanitarian aid, refueling stations, infrastructure development, and also
the deployment of security forces along the coast. The tension between the
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United Arab Emirates and the central government persists, partly due to
concerns about excessive interference in Somalia’s internal politics.

The United States, recognizing both the threat and the potential, has recently
been attempting to reassert and deepen its influence. The dialogue includes
building bases to train Somali and American forces, plans for maritime law
enforcement, and creating joint frameworks to combat maritime terrorism.
Among other considerations, the possibility of establishing a permanent naval
base in the northern part of the country is being explored, thereby expanding
the deployment of AFRICOM and CENTCOM forces near key hubs of terrorism.

Somalia is positioned in the eye of the storm in the struggle for maritime
control in the Horn of Africa. It is fighting for its maritime and political
sovereignty in a reality of internal polarization, ongoing threats from Islamist
terrorism, and acute dependence on foreign actors. Simultaneously, the
strategic importance of its maritime domains—from the Gulf of Aden to the
Indian Ocean—ensures it will remain a focal point of interest and influence
for both regional and global powers. Keys to improving its situation include
political stabilization, strengthening government institutions, building naval
capabilities, and increasing investments in infrastructure; however, without
significant external aid, these goals will remain an unattainable vision.

Somaliland—The northern region of Somalia that declared itsindependence
in 1991, continues to function as a de facto state entity with government
institutions, an education system, security forces, and civil order but without
international recognition. This status largely dictates its maritime strategy,
both regarding the Red Sea and in the context of power struggles in East Africa
and the Horn of Africa. Its coastline—approximately 740 km—has become one
of the primary strategic resources in its struggle for recognition, attracting
investors, and forming new geopolitical alliances.

Despite Somaliland’s historical image as a hub for piracy, recent years
have seen significant improvements in maritime security along its coasts.

Strengthening the local security forces, collaborating with foreign actors such
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as the United Arab Emirates and the United States, and investing in maritime
infrastructure have significantly reduced piracy incidents—unlike other regions
in Somalia. Although cases of smuggling, illegal trade, and unregulated fishing
still exist, Somaliland is currently considered much more stable than the
central government in Mogadishu. The Somaliland government is investing
efforts to enforce its sovereignty over the maritime domain and to foster an
image as a reliable partner in combating maritime threats.

The absence of international recognition is the primary factor limiting
Somaliland’s ability to conduct a comprehensive foreign policy, receive
institutional aid, and formalize international agreements. Therefore, operating
in the maritime arena becomes not only an economic tool but also a diplomatic
one. Operating the Port of Berbera, its upgrade by the United Arab Emirates,
and the deepening ties with Ethiopia are all measures aimed at positioning
Somaliland as an independent maritime player on the international stage.

In January 2024, a dramatic agreement was signed between Somaliland and
Ethiopia, according to which Ethiopia was granted rights to use a 20-kilometer
coastal strip near Berbera, including the possibility of establishing a military
port there. Ethiopia, the most populous landlocked country in the world,
views this move as a strategic renewal of maritime access—after losing its
access to the port of Massawa in Eritrea subsequent to the end of the border
war in 2018. In return, Ethiopia agreed to de facto recognize Somaliland’s
independence and even give it shares in the national airline, Ethiopian Airlines.

This move caused a stirin the regional arena. The central Somali government
in Mogadishu strongly condemned the agreement, considering it a severe
violation of its sovereignty, and threatening military action. Egypt, which
is in a serious dispute with Ethiopia over the Renaissance Dam on the Nile
River, has sided with Somalia and even sent security forces to the area in
an effort to counter Ethiopian influence. Tensions are also escalating on
the international stage, as the involvement of the United Arab Emirates,
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which helped to finance the expansion of the Port of Berbera, is perceived
unfavorably by regional rivals such as Qatar and Turkey.

The main port of Somaliland—the Port of Berbera, located on the Red Sea
coast—has become one of the vital assets in the region. In 2017, Somaliland
signed a port operation agreement with DP World, a company from the United
Arab Emirates, where more than $400 million was invested in upgrading
infrastructure, establishing new container terminals, upgrading roads and
railroads, and expanding transport capacity. The port’s operation also includes
an important logistics component for Ethiopia, since some of its goods are
already being transported through Berbera, along with the port of Djibouti.
The Port of Berbera is also a potential site for naval military activity—both for
the United Arab Emirates, which is expected to establish a military docking
point there, and for Ethiopia, which may set up its first-ever naval military
infrastructure at this location. This move reflects the regional trend of seeking
a strategic deep-water port for countries without direct maritime access.

Over the years, there have been numerous reports, both official and
unofficial, regarding contact between Israel and Somaliland, in the context
of potential mutual recognition and cooperation in security, agriculture,
and maritime domains. In Israel, Somaliland is viewed as a potential partner
against radical Islamic influence in the Horn of Africa and as a possible
reservoir of strategic support near sensitive shipping routes. Although there
is no certainty regarding the actual extent of the relations, the regional trend
of shifting alliances and moving away from old paradigms may open more
doors between Jerusalem and Hargeisa.

Somaliland stands at the crossroads between lack of global recognition
and achieving an increasing presence in the African maritime arena. Through
its strategic geographic location, willingness for cooperation, and investments
in dedicated infrastructure—and primarily due to its much more stable
domestic government than its neighbor Somalia—Somaliland is succeeding
in entering the map of alliances and influence in the Red Sea region. Its
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diplomatic struggle, combining maritime initiative and maritime economy,
may serve as an exceptional test case for a state’s ability, despite lacking
international recognition, to position itself as a functioning maritime power
in a changing global arena.

Djibouti—a small yet highly influential country located on the shores of
the Bab al-Mandab Strait at the junction between the Red Sea and the Indian
Ocean—is one of the world’s most significant geo-strategic points. Despite its
small population (approximately 1.1 million residents), Djibouti has managed
to establish itself as a host country for bases, leveraging its unique location
to generate economic, security, and diplomatic benefits.

The most prominent characteristic of Djibouti’s policy is its openness
to global powers establishing military bases within its territory. Since the
establishment of the United States’ Camp Lemonnier base in 2002, the country
has become a unique multinational military hub. Currently, the following
countries operate bases or permanent points in Djibouti: The United States,
France, Italy, Japan, Spain, Germany, and China. Some of the countries
are even partners in joint naval warfare activities against terrorism and
piracy. The United States and France—a former colonial state—maintain a
naval and air base. Italy and Germany operate small bases for logistics and
intelligence purposes.

In 2017, as mentioned, China inaugurated its first-ever overseas naval base
in the capital of Djibouti, a short distance from NATO countries’ bases. This
facility serves as a supply and refueling station for the Chinese navy but also
functions as a platform for intelligence activities, drone operations, training
local forces, and projecting naval presence in the Bab al-Mandab Strait
region. The base is a milestone in realizing China’s Belt and Road Initiative,
aimed at soft control over global maritime routes and logistics points in East
Africa, South Asia, and the Persian Gulf. Subsequent to this move, concerns
in Washington and Brussels about Chinese entrenchment near American
infrastructure have intensified.
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The Chinese entrenchment process sparked additional reactions: Japan
expanded its naval base in Djibouti; India increased its diplomatic and military
activities; and France began conducting joint exercises with Western countries.
Russia and Britain are also considering establishing logistics points in the area,
aiming to prevent Chinese exclusivity in such a sensitive region. Djibouti, for
its part, maintains a delicate balance of official neutrality while maximizing
benefits from each power.

Djibouti maintains close cooperation with Ethiopia—a landlocked country—
through which approximately 90% of goods imported to Addis Ababa pass.
The economic ties between the two countries manifested in buildinga modern
railway line, an inland port, and storage and warehousing facilities. China
financed a significant portion of these infrastructures as part of its interest
in controlling Ethiopia’s maritime gateway.

Egypt—is central in the Red Sea’s strategic arena. Its significance arises
from its historical status, strategic resources such as the Suez Canal, and
its ability to serve as a bridge between Africa, the Middle East, and Europe.
Its policy in the region relies primarily on two complementary axes—the
economic and the security, with clear mutual connections between them.

The Suez Canal, connecting the Mediterranean Sea to the Red Sea,
constitutes, as mentioned, the most significant maritime transportation
artery in Egypt and one of the most important in the world. To increase its
revenues, Egyptinitiated extensive upgrades to the canal, including widening
shipping lanes, excavating a parallel canalin the southern section, as well as
raising transit fees by 15% at the beginning of 2023, followed by additional
increases of 5%-15% during 2024. These actions aim to maximize profits from
the flow of global trade, particularly in light of competition with alternative
routes such as the Arctic route (which has become more accessible due to
global warming).

However, the Houthi attacks on international shipping in the Red Sea and
the Bab al-Mandab Strait area have turned the Red Sea into a dangerous arena
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and have led to a sharp drop in maritime activity. According to World Bank
estimates, Egypt has lost approximately seven billion dollars in revenue since
the beginning of the crisis—an amount constituting about 5% of its GDP. This
damage is particularly severe due to the ongoing domestic economic crisis
in the country, which includes inflation, a devaluation of the local currency,
and an increase in public debt.

The Chinese vision of the Belt and Road Initiative brings significant
investments to Egypt, particularly around the ports of Suez, Ain Sokhna, and
Port Said. China regards Egypt as a central link in the bridge between the East
and Europe, and it is involved in logistics and industrial projects, including
an industrial free trade zone in the canal area. Moreover, in recent years,
the United Arab Emirates has become a major economic partner of Cairo,
with investments amounting to tens of billions of dollars in infrastructure,
transportation, energy, and logistics projects. The investments also stem
from a regional interest—to transform Egypt into a central transportation
and maritime hub connecting the Gulf States, the Far East, and Europe.

Egypt has also been rapidly developing its navy in the Red Sea region
in recent years. Egypt’s southern fleet, which was established in recent
years, is meant to address the numerous security challenges in the region—
including terrorist threats, arms smuggling, and strategic threats from regional
actors such aslran and its proxies. The Egyptian Navy’s Southern Command
headquarters is located at the Safaga base, and it is undergoing significant
expansion, including the construction of new docks. The Ras Banas base
contains strategic infrastructure, including underground fuel reservoirs, an
ammunition depot, an advanced naval port, and a military airfield. This is
combined with the acquisition of advanced vessels from Germany, France,
and ltaly, including frigates, corvettes, and submarines.

The Egyptian Navy conducts regular exercises with regional partners—
including Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, and Jordan—as well as
with international forces such as the US Navy and the French Navy. Egypt
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participates in the Saudi-led Council of Arab and African Coastal States of
the Red Sea, which aims to enhance security cooperation in the region while
creating a forum for formulating strategies to counter joint threats.

Although it is one of the main victims of the Houthis’ activities, Egypt, as
stated, has maintained a relatively restrained position: It did not actively partake
in American-British attacks on Houthi infrastructures, while simultaneously
conducts diplomatic overtures with Tehran and attempts to mediate with
its proxies in Yemen to achieve calm. This is a cautious policy aimed at
safeguarding Cairo’s economic interests, lowering the risk of escalation, and
positioning Egypt as an influential mediator.

Egypt considers itself part of a growing regional alliance—including Israel,
Jordan, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates—that collaborates in
the maritime arena for both security purposes and the development of
regional transportation corridors. This subregion of the northern Red Sea
largely serves as a geopolitical counterbalance to the Iranian axisand is also
relevant to projects such as IMEC—the economic corridor project between
India and Europe.

Egypt operates in the maritime arena of the Red Sea out of combined
interests—economic, security, and geopolitical. The challenges in the region are
numerous: Maritime terrorism, instability in Sudan, inter-power competition,
Houthi activities, and the penetration of Chinese and Iranian influences.
Simultaneously, Egypt’s infrastructure, international relations, and geographic
position enable it to transcend passivity and even leverage its status to shape
the entire region. In an era of global geo-economic changes, Cairo aspires not
only to be a central player but also to renew its status as a leading regional
power in East Africa, the Middle East, and the Red Sea.

Iran—Iran’s policy in the Red Sea is an extension of its broader national
security concept, which focuses on confronting its regional adversaries—
primarily Saudi Arabia and Israel—and generally destabilizing the region as a
means to expand its influence. Within this framework, the Iranian Revolutionary
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Guards operate to strategically position the critical maritime area, while
supporting local proxies such as the Houthis in Yemen, who play a central
role in implementing this policy.

The Houthis, which receive technological, logistic, and military support
from Iran, have in recent years become an active Iranian maritime arm in
the southern Red Sea. They employ asymmetric warfare methods, including
extensive use of drones, ballistic missiles, and cruise missiles, as well as
unmanned surface vehicles—capabilities provided to them directly or indirectly
by Iran. This system has transformed the Houthis into an entity with a proven
capability of disrupting the freedom of navigation in the Bab al-Mandab Strait.

Iran operates persistently on several fronts:

+ Enhancing the technological and strategic capabilities of the two Iranian
fleets (the Navy and the Revolutionary Guard fleet) with an emphasis on
the ability to launch missiles at the sea and from the sea, coupled with the
development of unmanned capabilities above and below water that can be
operated over long distances. These capabilities enable operations not only
in the Persian Gulf but also in regions like the Arabian Sea and the Red Sea.

+ Convertingcivilian vessels for military uses, with an emphasis on large ships
that can serve as a naval base for a wide range of capabilities: Gathering
intelligence, intercepting aerial threats, carrying missiles and unmanned
vehicles that can be operated from the ships against maritime or land targets.

Iranian maritime activity in the Red Sea is aimed at a series of key strategic

objectives:

+ Gaininga foothold in the southern Arabian Peninsula, including in Yemen,
Somalia, and even in Sudan and Eritrea, as part of the effort to encircle
Saudi Arabia from the south and control international shipping routes.

+ Controlling the Bab al-Mandab Strait, the strategic maritime route connecting
the Indian Ocean to the Mediterranean Sea, thereby exerting economic and
security pressure on the West.
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+ Expandingthe spectrum of threats toward Israel, Saudi Arabia, and the United
States by introducing additional maritime threats that can be deployed
across the Middle East.

Although a complete blockade of the Bab al-Mandab Strait or the Strait
of Hormuz is not feasible over time due to Iran’s military limitations and
the international presence in the region, the mere threat and capability to
temporarily disrupt freedom of navigation serve as an important strategic
tool for Tehran. Military exercises, missile tests, and public declarations
by senior Iranian naval officials establish the Iranian narrative that they
possess the capability “to punish” the West or harm the global economy
in the event of escalation. Indirectly, this activity also positions Tehran as
the “gatekeeper” of the Gulf’s maritime energy routes, thereby providing it
with political and economic leverage—both against its Arab rivals and the
international community.

Turkey—Over the past decade, Turkey has increased its presence and
influence in the Red Sea arena as part of a broader strategic policy of returning
to areas once controlled by the Ottoman Empire. This policy is driven by a
combination of geostrategic, economic, ideological, and security considerations.
Turkey views the Red Sea as a region of significance both in terms of access
to trade routes, particularly the Bab al-Mandab Strait and the Suez Canal,
and as a sphere of influence where it can project military, economic, and
cultural presence toward Africa, the Gulf, and South Asia.

As part of its efforts to promote its influence, Turkey has worked to establish
afoothold in the Horn of Africa countries, particularly Somalia, where it has
become a prominent player. As early as 2011, Turkey established a consulate in
Mogadishu and engaged in humanitarian activities, infrastructure rehabilitation,
and investments, coupled with strategic security operations. In 2017, Turkey
inaugurated the TURKSOM base—a military base and academy for training
Somali officers in Mogadishu—considered Turkey’s largest military base outside
its territory. Turkey also operates the Port of Mogadishu after rebuilding it as
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part of a long-term agreement. Its investments in Somalia also encompass
civilian sectors—infrastructure, transportation, health, and education—while
establishing a long-term influence infrastructure.

Beyond that, Turkey also operated in Sudan, where it signed an agreement
in 2017 to rebuild and develop Suakin Island. Although the agreement was
suspended following the ousting of Omar al-Bashir, its very existence indicated
Turkey’s intentions to establish an influential position in the western part of
the Red Sea. Despite lacking international recognition, Somaliland has also
been afocal point for Ankara’s overtures, both with the aim of bridging tensions
between it and Somalia and out of an understanding of the geostrategic
potential of its coastline.

Beyond civilian and military investments, Turkey seeks to establish itself as
an active maritime playerin this arena. It dispatches ships to the area for the
purpose of humanitarian aid and demonstrating presence, especially in light
of its concern about competing Iranian, Saudi, or Emirati influence. Although
itis not an official partner in multinational coalitions like the American forces
operatingin the Gulf of Aden, Turkey seeks to present itself as an independent
protector of the Muslim world—a message aligning with President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan’s broader strategy.

Turkey’s presence in the Red Sea is not without challenges. Countries such
as Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates perceive its actions as
athreat to the regional order, especially due to its affiliation with the Muslim
Brotherhood movement and Islamist discourse. However, in recent years, there
has been a noticeable softening of attitudes, with Turkey attempting to rebuild
relations with former adversaries and reintegrate into regional forums. Turkey’s
policy in the Red Sea reflects its aspiration to become a leading regional actor
by combining diplomacy, civil assistance, and military presence. It operates
to maintain a constant presence in the arena it defines as a strategic sphere
of influence, serving its security and economic objectives and enhancing its
international standing vis-a-vis both regional and global actors.
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Qatar—One of the smallest and wealthiest countries in the Gulf, has
been working in recent years to expand its regional influence in the Red Sea
arena and more recently in Africa. This aligns with Qatar’s broader foreign
policy, which seeks to strengthen its status as an international mediator, an
important economic and diplomatic player, and a unique ally to both the West
and the Islamic world. In the Red Sea, Qatar operates based on geopolitical,
economic, and security considerations, striving to overcome geographic and
political limitations and strengthen its soft power.

One of Qatar’s main objectives in this arena was to establish a strategic
presence along the maritime trade routes connecting Asia, Africa, and Europe.
The Red Sea, particularly the Bab al-Mandab Strait and the Suez Canal,
constitute vital commercial arteries through which a significant portion of
global trade—including energy—passes, and thus are regarded by Qatar as
assets to be invested in and protected. Qatar’s pursuit of direct access to these
routes, independent of other Gulf states, also stems from the diplomatic rift it
experienced with its neighbors between 2017 and 2021, during which it faced
a political and economic blockade imposed by Saudi Arabia, the United Arab

Emirates, Egypt, and Bahrain.

As part of its policy, Qatar increased its investments in key ports in the
Horn of Africa region. It signed an agreement to operate the Port of Mogadishu
in Somalia—a move also considered a strategic step in response to Emirati
involvement in the country. Concurrently, Qatari engagements with Sudan
and Somaliland have been reported, a trend aiming to penetrate additional
markets in East Africa. Qataris also investing in the development of connecting
land infrastructures—railways, roads, and logistics centers—as part of its
effort to strengthen supply and trade chains.

An additional central aspect of Qatari activity is soft power—using
investments, humanitarian aid, and communication channels (with an
emphasis on the Al-Jazeera network) to establish itself as a significant player
in the political and regional arena. Qatari aid in the Horn of Africa and Yemen
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is presented as an expression of Islamic solidarity, while it serves Qatar’s
deeper strategic objectives: Opening markets, diplomatic differentiation,
and maintaining influence vis-a-vis larger players, primarily Saudi Arabia
and the United Arab Emirates.

Qatar operates in the Red Sea with the aim of ensuring its access to
trade routes, establishing an economic presence on the African shore, and
strengthening its political power in a highly competitive arena. It achieves
this through a combination of investments, multi-channel diplomacy, and
humanitarian support, while striving to avoid overt conflicts and maintain
itsimage as a moderate and influential power in the Middle East and Africa.

To conclude this section, it can be observed that the countries reviewed,
despite their differences, share several common interests:

Regional security and stability
+ Ensuring freedom of navigation and protecting vital maritime trade routes.
+ Addressing maritime terrorism and piracy threats.

« Striving for political stability and preventing regional conflicts.

Economic development

+ Exploiting the strategic location of the Red Sea to promote trade and
economic development.

+ Investments in maritime infrastructure—ports and energy facilities.

Balancing external influences

« Addressing the growing influence of foreign powers in the region, led by
China and the United States.

+ An attempt to maintain regional autonomy while leveraging opportunities
for international cooperation.
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Regional cooperation
+ Promoting forums and frameworks for cooperation among regional countries.

+ Policy coordination on security, economic, and environmental matters.

Figure 5 illustrates the potential for regional cooperation, divided by areas
of interest and the type of possible cooperation that can be promoted in the
Red Sea region. As a result of the analysis, it is possible to identify areas that
could enhance Israel’s cooperation with relevant countries in the region,
coupled with preservingits status, and areas where the deployment of Israeli
naval forces could align with the interests of various countries in the region
to strengthen Israel’s assets and status as an important partner and player
in the arena.

Figure 5. Potential for Coordination

Country Regional Economic Balancing Regional
security development external cooperation
and stability influences

Somaliland

Somalia

Saudi
Arabia

United
Arab
Emirates

United
States

Egypt

. Recommended collaboration with reasonable chances of implementation
Possible cooperation, but under limited terms

. Cooperation is not recommended
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