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DUBAI: Though far-removed from the Gulf, East
Africa has been shaken by the Arab diplomatic
crisis gripping Qatar. In recent years both Qatar
and the other energy-rich nations arrayed
against it have made inroads in the Horn of
Africa by establishing military bases, managing
ports and showering friendly nations with for-
eign aid.

As the rivalry heats up, with Saudi Arabia,
Egypt, the United Arab Emirates and Bahrain
seeking to isolate Qatar, East African nations
stand to gain or lose from an increasingly fierce
competition for influence. And with Saudi Arabia
and its allies mired in a war just across the Red
Sea in Yemen, the area has never had more
strategic value. “I think we’re seeing a game of
geopolitical chess being played out,” said
Kristian Coates Ulrichsen, a research fellow at
the James A Baker III Institute for Public Policy at
Rice University.

Military Expansion
The importance of the Horn of Africa to Gulf

nations can be seen with just a glance at a map.
The Horn’s shoreline comes as close as 30 km to
Yemen at the Bab Al-Mandeb straight, a crucial
chokepoint at sea for oil tankers heading from
the Gulf to Europe. For years, the shores of East
Africa provided a crucial point for smugglers to
reach Yemen, as well as a target-rich hunting
ground for pirates. Securing the area has taken
on new importance for Gulf countries since
March 2015, when a Saudi-led coalition
launched its war against Shiite rebels and their
allies who hold Yemen’s capital.

Since the conflict began, the United Arab
Emirates and others have established military
bases in East Africa. In Eritrea, the UAE has a base
at the port in Assab. Another Emirati military
base will be built in Somalia’s breakaway north-
ern territory of Somaliland. “The UAE is very
keen to show that it’s a provider of security, not
just a consumer of security,” Ulrichsen said.

Saudi Arabia meanwhile has discussed put-
ting its own base in tiny Djibouti, already home
to an under-construction Chinese military base
and a US base that launches drone missions over
Somalia and Yemen. Analysts believe all these
Gulf military installations will become perma-
nent features in East Africa. “They are not only
just momentarily engaging in the Horn and its
countries, but they are becoming long-term
strategic actors in the whole region,” said Umer
Karim, a researcher at the University of
Birmingham.

Jockeying for Position in Somalia
In Somalia, whose first civilian government

after decades of lawlessness is fighting against
the Al-Qaeda-linked Al-Shabab militant group,
Gulf countries loom large. Saudi Arabia is the

Somali government’s biggest benefactor, while
the UAE has trained the country’s military and
launched a high-profile aid appeal this year.
Somalia has meanwhile allowed Qatari aircraft
to increasingly fly through its airspace as Arab
nations have closed theirs off.

Gulf states are believed to have taken sides in
lawmakers’ February election of Somali
President Mohamed Abdullahi Mohamed, which
was marked by allegations of massive bribery.
Mohamed appointed a former reporter of the
Qatar-funded satellite news channel Al-Jazeera
Arabic as his chief of staff. The UAE backed a dif-
ferent candidate.

Meanwhile, Turkey soon will open an over-
seas military base in Mogadishu. Its only other
overseas base is in Qatar, which Ankara has
backed amid the boycott. “You couldn’t find any
place more strategic for the Arab powers than
Somalia,” said Rashid Abdi, the Horn of Africa
project director for the International Crisis
Group. “That explains the intensity of these pow-
ers’ interest in Somalia.”

Bringing Eritrea Out of the Cold
For Eritrea, the Qatar diplomatic dispute actu-

ally could be a good thing. Ruled by an autocrat-
ic and repressive president, Eritrea has seen tens
of thousands of its citizens flee mandatory
national conscription that can last over a
decade, something rights groups say amounts
to slavery. The former Italian colony routinely
ranks last among nations in personal and press
freedom.

But when the Gulf crisis began, Qatar
removed 400 peacekeepers from a disputed Red
Sea island claimed by both Eritrea and Djibouti.
Eritrea quickly sent its own troops in to seize it.

Meanwhile, Eritrea hosts the UAE military base
at Assab while siding with the Saudi-led coali-
tion fighting in Yemen. Eritrean leaders likely
hope this improves their image.

“There’s no doubt that Eritrea is looking
beyond the horizon and saying, ‘We are becom-
ing rehabilitated, we are now a major player in
the region, we are getting noticed and whatever
the West thinks of us, at least our Arab neigh-
bors are taking us serious,’” Abdi said. “That is a
big psychological victory.”

An Increasingly Nervous Ethiopia
For Ethiopia, which fought wars against

Somalia and Eritrea in the last 20 years, the
ongoing Gulf crisis adds new uncertainty. The
country maintains one of the region’s strongest
militaries, but sees itself as being hemmed in by
foreign military bases. Ethiopia has struggled to
remain neutral in the dispute. In July, Ethiopian
Prime Minister Hailemariam Desalegn even
acknowledged his concerns in a speech before
parliament. “Ethiopia could be affected in the
event of a regional destabilization,” he said.

An empowered Eritrea may push back
against Ethiopian gains in their costly war, which
killed tens of thousands of people. Nearly all of
landlocked Ethiopia’s foreign trade passes
through the port at Djibouti, now run by Dubai’s
DP World. Egypt, part of the Arab nations now
boycotting Qatar, remains worried about a new
giant dam in Ethiopia cutting into its share of
the Nile. “The rift in the (Gulf ) and the Saudi-led
camp, and the acts of the UAE to become not
only a port management power but also a mili-
tary power in the greater Horn of Africa, poses a
threat to Ethiopia,” political analyst Mehari
Tadele said. — AP 
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MOGADISHU: In this Aug 27, 2011 file photo, an unidentified aide to Saudi Prince Al Waleed
bin Talal shakes hands with a child during a visit to a refugee camp. — AP 

JERUSALEM: Israeli authorities said yes-
terday they had decided not to revoke
the credentials of a journalist for Al-
Jazeera over comments that his work
was part of the Palestinian “resistance”.
Elias Karram’s reports will instead be
monitored for six months with the possi-
bility of revoking his credentials later,
Israel’s government press office said.

Israeli authorities had earlier moved
to revoke Karram’s press credentials
after Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu said last month that he
wanted to expel the Qatari broadcaster
from the country, accusing it of inciting
violence. His comments raised concerns
among free press advocates, with
Amnesty International saying Israel’s
move against the broadcaster was a
“brazen attack on media freedom”.

Authorities said on Aug 16 they were
moving to revoke Karram’s credentials

pending a hearing, which was held five
days later. The government press office
distributed video of an interview last
year in which the 40-year-old Arab
Israeli journalist called his work an “inte-
gral part” of Palestinian resistance to
Israel’s occupation. During the hearing,
Karram said “he had no intention of sup-
porting or expressing sympathy for
armed resistance”, according to the
press office.

“The ‘resistance’ he spoke of was not
violent, but rather through the pen, the
word and the camera. According to
him, ‘the resistance means only media
exposure to the reality of the
Palestinian people living under occupa-
tion. I did not adopt, call for or incite to
resistance of any kind.’” Karram also said
in the hearing that he never mixes
opinion with his reporting, according
to the press office. — AFP 
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TEHRAN: A revolutionary court in Iran has
sentenced six reformist social  media
administrators to up to five years in jail,
their lawyer told the ILNA news agency
yesterday. Ali Mojtahedzadeh said the six
group admins on the Telegram messaging
app who were free on bail after their
arrest in March were sentenced in court,
without giving the date of the verdict or
the charges.

“According to the verdict by Branch 15
of the revolutionary court, Mr Nima
Keshvari and Mr Ahmadnia received five
years, Mr Naghdi and Mr Jamshidi four
years, and Mr Sobhan Jafari received three
years in prison,” he said, without giving all
their first names. Mojtahedzadeh told the

reformist labor news agency that a sixth
defendant, named Bagheri, was not in
court for the verdict, apparently a two-year
jail term.The lawyer said he would not be
able to file an appeal until he received a
copy of the 60-page verdict. Iran’s conser-
vative-dominated judiciary arrested 12
social media admins supporting reformist
and moderate President Hassan Rouhani’s
camp ahead of the country’s May election,
on security and obscenity charges. “Some
of these people have been arrested on
national security charges and some... for
committing crimes against public decency
and publishing obscene content,” deputy
judiciary chief Gholamhossein Mohseni
Ejeie said in April. — AFP 
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BEIRUT: Street cleaners in Dubai are wear-
ing new ‘cooling collars’ to prevent heat
stroke as they work in rising Gulf tempera-
tures that can hit 45 degrees Celsius, Dubai
said yesterday. The glitzy Middle East emi-
rate issued 4,000 cleaners with orange fab-
ric collars containing a chilled gel, similar to
the cold compresses used for injuries, to
fasten around their necks and stay cool as
they work outdoors.

“This type of cooling material (can)... pro-

tect the body from high temperature so that
the worker is not subject to heat exhaus-
tion,” Abdulmajeed Saifaie, director of the
waste department, said in a statement.
Projections show the Gulf region will be the
world’s hottest region by 2100 as a result of
climate change. With small, wealthy popula-
tions and minimal domestic food produc-
tion, oil-rich states in the Gulf can respond
better to rising heat than poorer countries in
South Asia, experts say. — Reuters 
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