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Tensions between Ethiopia and Eritrea have recently reached a critical juncture,
threatening to ignite a new conflict in the Horn of Africa. Both countries are
locked in escalating political and military friction, marked by mutual accusations
of destabilization through the support of armed groups and incitement of unrest
in border areas.
At the core of these tensions is Ethiopia’s ongoing pursuit of a Red Sea outlet a
move Eritrea sees as a direct threat to its sovereignty and territorial integrity.
Ethiopia’s escalation peaked with Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed’s pointed remarks
in parliament, issuing an unprecedented warning that any confrontation with
Eritrea could push Asmara into a “Ukrainian scenario,” alluding to catastrophic
consequences of a full-scale war.
Though Abiy called on Eritrea to choose “peace and cooperation” over “grave
consequences,” his message carried a veiled insistence on enforcing a new
geopolitical reality one that grants Ethiopia access to the Eritrean coast.
Cairo, meanwhile, is far from a neutral observer. The Red Sea is central to Egypt’s
national security calculus, tying directly to its maritime, economic, and military
interests. Early on, Egypt made its position clear: Foreign Minister Badr Abdel
Aaty declared that the governance of the Red Sea is an issue solely for its littoral
states explicitly excluding landlocked countries like Ethiopia.
Just two days after Abiy’s threats, Eritrean President Isaias Afwerki visited Cairo
for talks with President Abdel Fattah el-Sisi. According to Egypt’s presidential
statement, the two leaders emphasized boosting cooperation to secure the Red
Sea and intensifying coordination with both Arab and African littoral states.
This diplomatic maneuver is inseparable from Egypt’s long-running dispute with
Ethiopia over the Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam (GERD) a prolonged political
and diplomatic standoff. As tensions mount, key questions emerge: Can Egypt
leverage this regional flare-up to regain political ground lost in the GERD battle?
Can it block Addis Ababa from achieving its historic ambition of reaching the Red
Sea? Or is the Horn of Africa heading into a new era of complex, destabilizing
conflicts?
Ethiopia–Eritrea: A Tense History Revisited
Contrary to popular belief that hostilities between Ethiopia and Eritrea began
after Asmara’s independence in 1993, the roots of this conflict go much deeper,
dating back to when Eritrea was part of a loosely federated Ethiopian state.
During that period, relations were fragile and volatile, punctuated by sporadic
clashes that were temporarily contained without addressing underlying issues
namely, competing visions of identity, sovereignty, and influence.
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Eritrea’s independence in 1993 didn’t quell tensions; it marked the start of a new
chapter of open border disputes, particularly over the contested town of Badme.
The disagreement escalated into a full-scale war from 1998 to 2000, killing tens
of thousands and crippling both nations’ economies. A peace accord brokered in
2018 finally brought some hope.
That historic deal, signed by Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed and President Isaias
Afwerki, earned Abiy the Nobel Peace Prize and raised expectations for a fresh
start in bilateral relations.
But the calm didn’t last. Since 2021, tensions have resurged. Addis Ababa
accused Asmara of backing fighters from the Tigray People’s Liberation Front
(TPLF), Ethiopia’s former dominant power. Eritrea denied the claims, accusing
Ethiopia of deflecting blame for its internal crises.
Matters worsened after Ethiopia signed the 2022 Pretoria Agreement with the
TPLF without consulting Eritrea, despite Asmara’s military support during the
war. From Eritrea’s perspective, this amounted to political betrayal and eroded
trust.
Abiy’s recent remarks about Ethiopia’s “natural right” to a Red Sea port reignited
the crisis. Eritrea views the demand as a direct threat to its sovereignty,
especially regarding the critical port of Assab a key military and economic lifeline.
The issue has now escalated from a political dispute to a matter of national
security, raising fears of another major confrontation.
Cairo and Addis Ababa
Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed frames Ethiopia’s desire for Red Sea access as an
existential matter. Since Eritrea’s independence left Ethiopia landlocked in 1993,
the country has depended almost entirely on Djibouti’s ports, costing around $2
billion annually in fees.
In a controversial September 2025 interview, Abiy described Ethiopia’s loss of
coastal access as a “historic mistake that must be corrected” a phrase widely
interpreted as signaling a broader strategy to reassert regional dominance.
Observers see this as a revisionist stance that challenges post-independence
borders and implies potential use of hard power to secure access. It represents a
direct challenge to Eritrea’s sovereignty and regional security.
Egypt, for its part, sees Ethiopia’s Red Sea ambitions not as economic necessity
but as a strategic move to alter the balance of power potentially using Red Sea
access as leverage in the GERD dispute and wider regional issues.
Cairo interprets Addis Ababa’s actions as geographic-political extortion, and has
adopted a policy of early deterrence. After over a decade of failed GERD
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negotiations, Egypt now views any Ethiopian regional maneuver with deep
suspicion.
Beneath the diplomatic rhetoric, a broader competition for African leadership
emerges. Egypt, steeped in historical and cultural influence, considers itself the
continent’s natural leader. Ethiopia, home to the African Union’s headquarters,
sees that leadership as its own birthright.
Thus, the Egypt-Ethiopia relationship is a precarious tightrope of competing
national visions. It’s a volatile blend of strategic interests and nationalist
aspirations where missteps could have far-reaching consequences.
The Renaissance Dam
Egypt’s resistance to Ethiopia’s maritime ambitions cannot be divorced from the
GERD saga, which culminated with Ethiopia inaugurating the dam in September
2025 despite fierce opposition from Cairo. This was seen in Egypt as a strategic
defeat and exposed its waning regional influence.
The fallout from the dam’s completion has deepened Egypt’s mistrust. As the
Horn of Africa becomes a theater of great-power rivalry, with rumors of an Israeli
military base in Somalia, Cairo’s concerns are multiplying.
This legacy of mistrust has hardened Egypt’s stance. Even seemingly benign
Ethiopian moves are now viewed through a lens of strategic suspicion, leading to
swift and cautious Egyptian reactions.
Avoiding Entanglements
Egypt understands that blocking Ethiopia from gaining Red Sea access will not be
easy, especially amid growing Western interest in boosting Ethiopia’s regional
power. Reports of French and German support for an Ethiopian navy underscore
this trend.
Thus, Cairo is pursuing a calculated diplomatic strategy to avoid direct military
engagement. While a mutual defense pact with Eritrea has been floated, such a
move could burden Egypt with further military and economic responsibilities at a
precarious time.
Simultaneously, Egypt is aware that unchecked tensions between Ethiopia and
Eritrea could spill over its southern border, especially given Sudan’s instability. A
regional war could redraw power maps in ways that threaten Egypt’s security in
the Red Sea and beyond.
Dissuasion, Diplomacy, and Alliances
In light of these challenges, Egypt is betting on diplomacy and regional alliances.
It is strengthening ties with Eritrea and Somalia to contain Abiy’s ambitions,
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while leveraging international partnerships particularly with the Trump
administration to bolster its position.
Egypt also seeks a stronger African institutional presence and greater
intelligence-sharing with Eritrea to better monitor Red Sea developments. These
steps aim to secure Egypt’s national interests and maintain its role as a regional
power.
Looking ahead, Egypt envisions forming a regional coalition of Red Sea states to
counter Ethiopia’s growing influence. This would increase collective bargaining
power and reinforce Cairo’s diplomatic posture.
For Egypt, the Ethiopia-Eritrea crisis presents a chance to spotlight Addis
Ababa’s destabilizing policies both in Red Sea ambitions and water rights
disputes on the global stage.
Reframing these issues in today’s tense climate could help Cairo rally
international support and pressure Ethiopia into honoring Nile water agreements.
The Real Battle for the Red Sea
Ultimately, the Red Sea standoff is more than a geographic tug-of-war it is a
pivotal test of power in Africa. Ethiopia, emboldened by its success with GERD,
now seeks strategic access to the sea. Egypt, long a guardian of Red Sea
gateways, sees this as a dangerous precedent.
Faced with this, Egypt is mobilizing its diplomatic arsenal, deepening regional
alliances, and bolstering its presence in the Horn of Africa not for confrontation,
but to contain.
Still, this containment strategy may be as consequential as the GERD battle itself.
With history and geography weighing heavily on both sides, the stakes are high.
The evolving conflict transcends bilateral animosities to touch on broader
regional security and global alignments.
As tensions mount and global interests converge, the question remains: Can
Egypt manage this confrontation without sliding into a new conflict with
Ethiopia—or is the Horn of Africa on the brink of yet another transformation in its
turbulent political landscape?
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