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When the outbreak of Coronavirus 
(Covid-19) began to worry China in 
late 2019, Iranian authorities reassured 
their citizens that there was no risk of 
contagion to the Islamic Republic. [1] 
Moreover, Tehran decided to export 
supplies of domestically produced hos-
pital masks to China, depleting Iranian 
supplies while other countries were qui-
etly stockpiling their own. Today, these 

actions appear as bitter irony and a self-
inflicted wound—Iran is among the 
countries with the highest number of 
infections and deaths from Covid-19 in 
the world after China and it desperately 
needs medical equipment to contain the 
outbreak. It is clear that Iran underesti-
mated the danger posed by this virus.
According to the World Health Organi-
zation (WHO), the data as of 06 March 
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New European Naval Operation Set to 
Monitor Arms Embargo in Libya

As a follow-up to the Berlin Conference 
commitments on Libya, the European 
Union (EU) Foreign Affairs Council 
agreed, on 17 February, to instate a re-
newed naval operation in the Eastern 
Mediterranean that would replace the 
EU´s current Operation Sophia. The 
main goal of this new naval mission, 
however, will no longer be that of dis-

rupting human smuggling and traffick-
ing activities, but rather that of imple-
menting the arms embargo in Libya as 
mandated by United Nations Security 
Council (UNSC) resolution 1970 (2011). 
According to EU High Representa-
tive and Vice President (HRVP) Josep 
Borrell, ‘The operation will comprise 
aerial, satellite and maritime assets.’ 

The Horn of Africa 
(HOA) is geo-positioned 
to add a new strategic in-
terface for existing and 
ascending trans-regional 
powers alike.[1] This is 
largely due to its proxi-
mation between Africa 
and the Middle East. 
Together with the Ara-
bian Peninsula, the HOA 
guards the entrance to 
the Bab El-Mandeb Strait, 
a key maritime choke-
point, which connects 
the Indian Ocean via the 
Red Sea and the Suez Ca-
nal to the Mediterranean 
Sea — and the European 
markets. However, the re-
gion has been unable to 
unlock its full potential, 
largely due to the cycle 
of inter- and intra-state 
conflicts that plague it. A 
fatal combination of its 
strategic position, historic 
linkages, weak govern-
ance structures, endemic 
corruption, runaway 
cronyism, internal frag-
mentation, marginalisa-
tion, poverty, burgeoning 
young population, prolif-
eration of violent extrem-
ism and environmental 
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Flashpoint Yemen: How it will all End? 
A Conversation with Fatima Alasrar

T HE R EPORT

The event was held on 24 February 2020.  Further information is available at www.egic.info

The conflict in Yemen does not 
receive the attention it deserves. 
While there are competing theo-
ries for why Yemen is not front-
and-centre in the international 
press, the reality is that the con-
flict continues to ebb-and-flow 
and consumes human life, dig-
nity and the future of the nation. 
Much of the day-to-day suffering 
of the Yemeni people stems from 
the manner in which the Hou-
this emerged, consolidated their 
power and govern the territories 
they hold. The idea that insurgents 
make bad governments is particu-
larly apt in this case. The Houthis 
have prioritised war-fighting and 
not sustainable governance in rela-
tion to social services and econom-
ic affairs. They are locking Yemen 
into a dependency cycle—forcing 
swathes of territory holding hun-
dreds of thousands, including tens 
of thousands of internally displaced 
people (IDPs), to receive food aid 
from the United Nations — with 
the immense support of the Arab 
Gulf states — in addition to a va-
riety of other support mechanisms. 
At the same time, the Houthis are 
proud to receive weapons systems 
and payments to its fighters, from 
Iran—creating yet another form of 
dependence whereby the Islamic 
Republic keeps the embers in Yem-
en burning by tying its military-
aid to the decision making of the 
Houthis. In this way, the Houthis 
themselves need to be understood 
as an auxiliary of Iranian power 
in the region. Taken together: the 
Houthis inability to govern and 
the role of Iran in destabilising the 
country, is producing tremendous 
internal pressure on Yemenis and it 
is straining all aspects of life in the 
country and, through it, the region. 
What specifically has been damaged 
in this war? How will it all end and 
what are the long-term impacts? 

Fatima Abo Alasrar argues that 
the conflict is multilayered and in-
cludes many different narratives; 
although the conflict started when 
a non-state actor (re: the Houthis) 
violently took-over state institu-
tions and sought to overthrow the 
country’s president, Abed Rab-
beh Mansour Hadi. The follow-
ing is an overview of the event 
which took place on 24 February 
2020 at the Euro-Gulf Informa-
tion Centre facility in Stockholm, 
Sweden. This short report provides 
an overview of the complexities of 
the conflict and then turns to an-
swering some important questions 
as posed to Ms Alasrar. While the 
event contextualized the deep his-
tory of Yemen, this work begins in 
2010 and then proceeds to map-
out the main aspects of the con-
flict over the subsequent decade. 
According to Ms Alasrar: ‘The Hou-
this had fought with former Presi-
dent Ali Abdullah Saleh intermit-
tently from 2003 to 2010, but after 
2010 they paused their fighting 
and rode in the Yemen uprising’s 
wave, seeking new alliances and op-
portunities that would bring them 
closer to their aims. After Saleh was 
ousted, a  transitional period was 
headed by the consensus candidate, 
Abed Rabbeh Mansour Hadi, and a 
National Dialogue Conference was 
conducted in March 2013 to chart a 
path towards Yemen’s future. While 
the Houthis attended the national 

dialogue they did not seem to be-
lieve in its principles and, instead, 
paid lip service to the whole 
process. It was almost as if they 
participated only to study the 
process and get a deeper insider 
knowledge about the state, how 
it functions and runs. They also 
took the opportunity to search 
for alliances that would help 
them reach their goals, which 
were not that clear at that time. 

In September, 2014 Houthis 
grabbed power with violence and 
placed President Abed Rabbeh 
Mansour Hadi under house arrest. 
After his escape, President Abd 
Rabu Mansur Hadi asked Saudi 
Arabia for assistance — complicat-
ing an already complicated situ-
ation. The Houthis had, by then, 
allied with Saleh, who ironically 
had killed their leader in 2004. 
This unlikely alliance was hard for 
many to grasp.  It was certainly a 
surprise to many observers to see 
Saleh, with his access to institu-
tions and the army, cooperate with 
the Houthis as a non-state actor—. 
It was an unfortunate yet very 
powerful union and one which 
the unarmed civil society could 
not face and the international 
community could not confront. 
The Saleh-Houthi forces sparked 
violence nationwide, including an 
invsasion to the South of Yemen 
where Hadi escaped, and terror-
izing of  Taiz, Yemen’s third larg-
est city. Taiz hosted one of the 
most pronounced adversaries of 
the Houthi militia, the Islah party, 
which is also loosely aligned to the 
Muslim Brotherhood. Islah was a 
hub of the revolution. Ali Mohsen 
al-Ahmar, a key supporter of Islah 
and who is now serving as a Vice 
President, had fought the Houthis 
in all six wars against the govern-
ment. For this reason, the Houthis 
blockaded Taiz and, until today, 
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it remains under a partial block-
ade. The Houthi militias also de-
scended to Aden to hunt for presi-
dent Hadi, who had escaped a day 
before their arrival. By this time, 
street fighting had begun in Aden, 
Abyan and the South. The Houthis 
maintained an interest in reach-
ing the Strait of Bab el-Mandeb to 
eventually control all the ports in 
Yemen as a strategy to bring the 
entire country under their reign. 
The Saudis led a coalition of other 
countries to help restore Hadi to 
power and have Houthi withdraw. 
They estimated that their involve-
ment would be for a few months, 
and sought military targets believ-
ing that it would be enough to de-
ter the Houthis and bring them to 
the negotiation table. The South re-
sisted with the assistance from the 
Arab coalition and Yemen’s South 
was entirely liberated within six 
months. The Arab Coalition sup-
ported (and continues to support) 
the internationally recognised gov-
ernment of Yemen even though, 
as time goes on, that legitimacy is 
becoming under larger scrutiny. 
For many Yemenis, Yemen was 
a place of hope and a pluralis-
tic society. Now it is ruled by the 
theocratic vision the Houthis are 
imposing on the country. While 
the international community con-
tinues to push for some type of a 
peace agreement, the question of 
what kind of agreement could be 
drafted while the Houthis continue 
to boost their arms and threaten 
virtually everyone with violence, 
remains. The life of Yemen’s citi-
zens under the Houthis theocratic 
system is not being addressed. 
The Houthis presence is extremely 
intrusive through both soft and 
hard tactics. The soft tactics start at 
school by changing the education 
system to align with their theocrat-
ical system. They have something 
called the Cultural and Ideological 
Document, which states that be-
cause the Houthis are descendants 
of the Prophet’s bloodline they 
have the right to govern Yemen. 
It is a class and religious based 
system in which Houthis, as the 

elites of the society, obtain certain 
privileges and exemptions. Peo-
ple affiliated with them receive 
more respect and material gains. 
Unfortunately, this narrative 
that Houthis are spreading is not 
taken seriously by policymak-
ers who are attempting to find 
a peace agreement for Yemen. 
Most damaging too is the cul-
tural and religious indoctrina-
tion.  School curricula is chang-
ing to become more and more 
aligned with the Houthis ideology. 
Houthis hard tactics include re-
cruitment and forcing women to 
control other women. Intimidation 
is used to teach lessons to women 
who play activist roles—by arrest-
ing women who speak up and ac-
cuse them of prostitution. The use 
of heavy weapons such as drones 
and ballistic missiles inside Yemen 
has also intimidated people. The at-
tacks stoke violence between com-
munities and adds to the state’s 
weakness of being unable to protect 
its citizens. Their use of landmines 
was described as the largest land-
mine operation since WWI and 
over a million landmines are plant-
ed in Yemen. Casualties mount 
on a daily basis. Many journalists, 
political activists and religious mi-
norities have been imprisoned and 
tortured by the Houthis. The issue 
of child soldiers is also left out of 
the discussion but may be further 
explored here.’

***
Mitchell Belfer (EGIC President, 
moderator): We never really hear 
about the role Iran is playing in 
relation to the Houthis. Perhaps 
you can reflect on what Iran’s role 
is and what its interests are in the 
conflict in Yemen?

Alasrar: Iran’s role is really compli-
cated, actually even more compli-
cated than the role of Saudi Arabia. 
At the end we can talk to the Saudis 
about their role and intervention, 
but with Iran there is a complete de-
nial of their role in Yemen even as 
they continue to be found in viola-
tion of the weapon embargo to the 
Houthis. Earlier this month, four 

Hezbollah operatives were killed 
in Yemen. Earlier this year, Abdul 
Reza Shahlai, a leader in Iran’s Al 
Quds force, was targeted by a US 
strike in Yemen. Iran maintains a 
system of covert operations in Yem-
en hiding behind the Houthis as it 
works at achieving its grand aims. 
Aside from supplying the Houthis 
with weapons, training them and 
helping them become the move-
ment that it is today, the most de-
structive role for Iran is their sti-
fling of peace agreements in Yemen. 
This has happened throughout the 
years, for example the UN-backed 
Kuwait Peace Talks— where there 
was an agreement between Hou-
this and the Yemeni government — 
when it came to the time of signing, 
the Houthis, under directives from 
Iran, were not able to sign. This was 
the first sign of failure and Iran’s 
use of Yemen as basically a card 
in its hand. Throughout the years 
we have seen many inconsistencies 
between what Houthis say and do. 
The reason why, is that the political 
wing of the Houthis wants to main-
tain power and to find a resolu-
tion to the conflict, but ultimately 
things are driven militarily. Given 
the cumulative evidence — such as 
the role of Hezbollah — we know 
that Iran is involved and its denial 
continues to be a problem. Iran is 
taking a clear side in this conflict 
which is the side of a non-state ac-
tor. What does a non-state actor do 
in this case? It acts on their behalf 
to expand their own interests. So 
this is why the Houthis have no 
real say or interest in deescalating 
which is a worrying sign.

Belfer: Given the complexity of 
the conflict in Yemen, what are the 
hurdles to peace and what can we 
in Europe do that is not being done 
to help this process along?

Alasrar: One of the hurdles to 
peace is the way the peace talks are 
being discussed at the moment. 
The UN envoy to Yemen, Mr Mar-
tin Griffith, is trying his best to do 
something with this peace process. 
He spends the majority of his time 
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shuttling between the government 
of Yemen and the Houthis trying 
to reach an agreement. The sup-
port of the UN, Saudi Arabia and 
the UAE is already there. He could 
easily talk to them. What is more 
difficult and could put him in a 
bad situation is the Houthis. If the 
Houthis are saying no to him, he 
has failed. His focus is on getting an 
agreement with the Houthis, even 
if that agreement is mere lip ser-
vice, which can be very dangerous.
The same amount of pressure that 
was put on Saudi Arabia to stop 
its aerial bombardment needs to 
also be put on Iran to stop its sup-
port for the Houthis militia. Also, 
there needs to be more increasing 

awareness about this in the inter-
national community. We need to 
focus in the west on the role of 
Saudis in killing Yemeni children 
by western-made weapons, which 
we should be always questioning, 
but when children die by Houthi 
landmines or Iranian-sponsored 
weapons, it rarely makes the news. 
We should also realise that there 
are liberated areas that need to 
be preserved with both economic 
and humanitarian plans. One of 
the narratives that completely dis-
appeared in this conflict is human 
rights. Where are the people who 
cared about corruption, govern-
ance and democracy? The prior-
ity shifted from a human rights 

perspective to simply attempting 
to reach an agreement with a non-
state actor, even if that means that 
you settle with the ones that have 
the guns who can terrorise you at 
any point.

By Cornelia Björkquist

New European Naval Operation Set to Monitor 
Arms Embargo in Libya

This agreement was reached af-
ter a round of tough negotiations 
between EU members. In particu-
lar, Austria, a landlocked EU state, 
threatened to block the naval oper-
ation unless it was guaranteed that 
the new mission would not act as 
a “pull factor” for migrants trying 
to reach the EU from Libya. It is 
important to note that there is no 
data proving this fear. As stated by 
the European External Action Ser-
vice (EEAS) in a non-paper on EU 
NAVFOR MED Operation Sophia, 
on 12 February, migrant flows de-
creased considerably from 2016 to 
2019—years in which Sophia’s na-
val assets were operating off the en-
tire length of the Libyan coast.
In order to reassure Austria — the 
EU requires the approval of all 27 
Member States in order to launch 
the operation — EU members ac-
quiesced. As such, HRVP Borrell 
guaranteed that the new opera-
tion would be ‘monitored carefully 
and reported on regularly by the 
Operation Commander’ and if so-
called pull-factor cases are proven 
then ‘maritime assets will be with-
drawn from the relevant areas.’ 
This renewed securitization ap-

proach to EU foreign policy speaks 
loud and clear about the political 
climate in Brussels, held hostage 
by strong anti-EU and anti-mi-
grant forces. The specific details of 
the new operation will be agreed 
upon during the next Foreign Af-
fairs Council meeting in March. 
Presently, one thing is certain: the 
UN arms embargo in Libya has 
been ineffective mainly due to the 
considerable level of external in-
terference in the Libyan conflict. 
Indeed, the more opposing sides 
are fuelled by foreign weapons and 
military personnel, the greater the 
risk of large numbers of civilian 
casualties and further extension 
of the conflict in time, in a possi-
ble Syrian-like quagmire scenario. 
This more concrete decision of the 
Foreign Affairs Council comes af-
ter several attempts to agree on a 
ceasefire and on an arms embargo 
this year. Eastern forces loyal to 
General Khalifa Haftar continue 
their military push for the over-
throw of the UN-backed Tripoli 
government in the western part of 
the country. Haftar counts on the 
support of Egypt, France, Russia 
and the United Arab Emirates. On 

the other side of the conflict, the 
internationally recognised govern-
ment of Tripoli, headed by Fayez al-
Sarraj, is supported by the UN, Tur-
key and Italy.  It is also important 
to note that the stakes are high in 
Libya not only due to its geograph-
ic location at the doorsteps of the 
EU, but also because it holds some 
of the world’s largest oil reserves. 
Just to illustrate its economic im-
portance to countries such as Italy, 
the Greenstream pipeline that con-
nects Libya’s Wafa and Bahr Es-
salam fields to Sicily supplies about 
8% of Italian gas.

By Melissa Rossi
*Melissa Rossi is a member of 

EGIC's Steering Committee

Read also: 
"Turkey- Libya Maritime Agreement: 

A Further Threat to East Mediterranean 
Stability?"

www.egic.info/analyses

Swedish translations of this report and 
of other EGIC publications are available 

here:

www.egic.se/publikationer

FROM PAGE 1
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Coronavirus Outbreak in Iran 
What Consequences for an already Isolated Country?

FROM PAGE 1

indicates that Iran has over 2300 
cases of infections and 92 deaths.
[2] What is more concerning, ac-
cording to international health 
experts, is how Tehran is manag-
ing the emergency. According to 
many sources, Iran is understating 
the true extent of the contagion, 
probably because it will be viewed 
by an already cagey regime as a 
failure its enemies could exploit. 
When a Secretive State Deals with 
a Virus Outbreak Despite being 
one of the most active outbreaks 
worldwide, the Iranian chapter is 
being managed by the authorities 
with confusion especially as they 
seem as worried about control-
ling information as they are about 
controlling the virus; according to 
dozens of Iranian medical work-
ers who all spoke to the media in 
the past few days on condition of 
anonymity because of the threats 
received from security agents.[3] 
Iran’s cyber police arrested 24 peo-
ple ‘accused of spreading rumours 
online and inciting panic about the 
Coronavirus,’ fuelling a climate of 
fear of being arrested, which adds 
to the fear of contracting the virus. 
According to various sources, se-
curity agents are stationed in hos-
pitals and forbid staff members 
from disclosing any information 
about fatalities, patients or short-
ages related to the Covid-19. Teh-
ran also announced the dispatch of 
300,000 plain-clothes Basij militia-
men who will be going to houses 
and screen residents while disin-
fecting their homes.[4] Iranian doc-
tors have expressed deep concern 
over this procedure: untrained 
militiamen are more likely to 
spread the virus than to contain it. 
In a country which recently saw a 
spike in social tensions and hostil-
ity towards authorities, with pro-
tests in recent months, the decision 
to deploy hundreds of thousands of 
security agents and send them to 
inspect resident’s homes is likely to 

create an even more tense climate.
 
Coronavirus in the Middle East: 
Political Consequences of the 
Iranian Outbreak
 In a climate of global fear, at the 
regional level, countries in the Mid-
dle East are forced to face one of 
the most active outbreaks – the Ira-
nian one – which, in addition to the 
health consequences, will have, ac-
cording to many analysts, huge eco-
nomic and political repercussions. 
Concerned by the possible spread 
of the virus from Iran, regional 
countries have been taking precau-
tionary measures. The United Arab 
Emirates (UAE), after suspending 
flights to and from Iran, announced 
coordinated procedures with the 
Islamic Republic to operate flights 
to evacuate Iranian visitors to the 
UAE and thus return them to Iran. 
Qatar, where the first cases were 
recorded, also decided to evacuate 
all its citizens who were in Iran 
and subject them to a fourteen-day 
quarantine. Iraq decided to close the 
border with the Islamic Republic. 
Iran risks further diplomatic isola-
tion. Tehran is already in a tenuous 
regional and international posi-
tion. In neighbouring Iraq, people 
have been protesting Iran’s pres-
ence for months and the closure of 
the borders between the two coun-
tries could become an element of 
political confrontation  once the 

corona-crisis dies down. Similarly 
in Lebanon, where the govern-
ment (and its Hezbollah support 
mechanism) is politically aligned 
to Tehran, the air-link stoppage 
could favour those political forces 
pushing for distance — if not sev-
ering altogether — relations with 
Iran. Substantially, the Shiite axis 
which has been built with difficulty 
(and success) by Tehran in recent 
years, could be significantly com-
promised due to the actions taken 
against the Coronavirus’ outbreak. 
The fear of the epidemic could 
therefore break the so-called “Shi-
ite crescent” which was pursued by 
Quds Force former General Qas-
sem Soleimani. In the long term, 
regional opponents of the Islamic 
Republic could therefore take ad-
vantage of this moment to further 
isolate Iran. This health crisis could 
bring, along with infected people 
and deaths, also many strategic and 
political consequences.

Economic Consequences: The Im-
pact on Tourism
Finally, coronavirus has shaken fi-
nancial markets around the world 
and, among the most affected sec-
tors, is tourism. The spread of Cov-
id-19 will cost international tourism 
at least $22 billion (USD) due to a 
drop in spending by Chinese tour-
ists, the head of the World Travel 
and Tourism Council (WTTC) an-

Notes to this article are available at www.egic.info
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Smuggling in the Horn of Africa:
An Agenda for Euro-Gulf Cooperation 

Interview with  Yan St-Pierre

challenges, among many other is-
sues, renders the region vulnerable 
to exploitation by both internal 
and external actors. These ingredi-
ents have also facilitated illicit op-
erations of transnational networks 
and seconded the flourishing of 
the crime-terror nexus. Growing 
instability in the HOA can directly 
affect both the adjacent Arabian 
Peninsula and, indirectly, the Eu-
ropean Union (EU), particularly in 
relation to maritime trade, migra-
tory pressures and violent extrem-
ism. Stabilising the Horn of Africa, 
promoting good governance and 
socio-economic development — 
while contributing to building 
local capacities — should, there-
fore, be a high-priority for both 
the EU and the Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC) members because 
of the dangers of spillover.[2] 
The Gulf states have increasingly 
situated the Horn in their security 
considerations, acknowledging the 
region’s importance for food and 
national security. The war in Yem-
en, the wider Red Sea arms race, 
involving both local and interna-
tional dynamics, are now in prime 
position on the agenda. Even the 
intra-GCC dispute has spilled-over 
into the Horn with Saudi Arabia 
and the United Arab Emirates 

(UAE) locked in a competitive rela-
tionship with Qatar and Turkey. In 
fact, the Gulf states have stepped-up 
their regional economic, political 
and military engagements while, 
simultaneously, enhancing their 
soft power capabilities and deploy-
ing these to assist in mitigating a 
string of regional conflicts. Most 
notably, these efforts led to peace 
between Eritrea and Ethiopia in 
September 2018—after two-dec-
ades of hostilities. Earlier that year, 
the UAE allocated $3 billion (USD) 
in aid and investments to Ethiopia 
and recently an additional $100 
million loan to support small lo-
cal businesses. And, following Ger-
many’s initiative, the EU called for 
launching a regional dialogue and 
security cooperation forum. In Jan-
uary 2020, Saudi Arabia, Djibouti, 
Egypt, Eritrea, Jordan, Somalia, Su-
dan and Yemen formed the Coun-
cil of Arab and African Coastal 
States bordering the Red Sea and 
Gulf of Aden to enhance collabo-
ration, notably in relation to mari-
time security issues, such as piracy. 
Similarly, the EU recognises the 
region’s geopolitical importance 
and, already in 2012, appointed a 
Special Representative to the HOA 
to coordinate its regional political 
and economic activities. The Union 

contributes to enhancing maritime 
security in the surrounding waters, 
having deployed there its first na-
val military operation Atalanta 
(EUNAVFOR, established 2008) to 
target maritime crime, piracy and 
share information on criminal ac-
tivities with law enforcement and 
military partners, including EU-
ROPOL and INTERPOL. On top of 
that, the EU trains Somalia’s mili-
tary (EUTM Somalia, 2010), builds 
up the capacities of local maritime 
law enforcement (EUCAP Soma-
lia, 2012), funds the African Un-
ion’s peacekeeping mission in So-
malia (AMISOM), in addition to 
providing development assistance, 
mainly to Ethiopia and Somalia. 
Remarkably, President of the new 
European Commission, Ursula von 
der Leyen, chose Ethiopia for her 
first official visit outside the EU in 
December 2019, affirming Brus-
sels’ commitment to boost coop-
eration with Addis Ababa, EU’s key 
regional partner, and support its 
transformation under Prime Min-
ister, Abiy Ahmed Ali, hoping to 
encourage more positive reforms 
in the neighbouring countries. 
Indeed, the Horn of Africa might 
be a place for the new European 
Commission to translate its geo-
political ambitions into practice. 

nounced.[5] This aspect of the epi-
demic will likely affect a significant 
number of countries since Chinese 
tourists, according to WTTC, spend 
considerable amounts when travel-
ling and are among the most ac-
tive travellers. In Iran, the crisis 
due to the spread of Covid-19 in 
the country could not have come 
at a worse time. The last month of 
the Persian calendar, which ends 
on 21 March, is usually the most 
important for Iran’s tourism sec-
tor as it culminates in Nowruz, the 
Persian New Year. Festivities are 
usually celebrated with a national 

two-week holiday, with rituals, 
family gatherings and travel. Iran’s 
tourism industry already faced 
a significant downturn in recent 
years, largely due to tensions with 
the West and the United States in 
particular. Chinese tourism had 
remained strong despite sanctions, 
but coronavirus changed that. 

Possible Outcomes
Predictions regarding the spread, 
containment and eradication of 
the coronavirus are impossibleat 
the moment. A vaccine has not yet 
been developed and many countries 

are still struggling to contain local 
contagion. However, what experts 
do agree on is that this situation is 
already having a serious impact on 
the world economy.[6] For Iran, al-
ready economically fragile because 
of mismanagement, over-spending 
on foreign conflicts (re: Syria, Iraq 
and Yemen) coupled with US sanc-
tions and increasing diplomatic iso-
lation, a painful coup de grade is 
certainly in the cards.

 by Maged Srour
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Rather than competing in the 
HOA, and potentially further un-
dermining regional stability, the 
EU and the GCC states should 
work on finding an intersection 
of interests; combine experiences, 
capacities and existing networks to 
develop comprehensive strategies 
for enhancing local conditions and 
stability. This can generate a posi-
tive residual impact for both the 
EU and the Gulf and potentially 
also enhance their position in com-
petition with other external pow-
ers, such as China. That said, there 
is an ambivalence in relationship to 
the Horn at play — while it offers a 
wide range of opportunities, there 
are also many discouraging securi-
ty issues. One such area of coopera-
tion could be smuggling — both 
a cause and a symptom of weak 
state structures, which provides fi-
nances to various violent non-state 
actors, fuels conflict and contrib-
utes to further undermining state-
building. At the same time, smug-
gling has become an integral part 
of local economies that help many 
people survive. Tailoring strategies 
to address this complexity needs to 
be reflective of the reality on the 
ground.
Yan St-Pierre, CEO and Counter-
Terrorism Advisor at the Berlin-
based Modern Security Consulting 
Group (MOSECON), who has con-
ducted extensive work worldwide, 
with a focus on providing strategic 
counter-terrorism analysis, which 
includes the monitoring of smug-
gling flows and terrorism financ-
ing, provides an acute assessment 
of some key points regarding smug-
gling to and from the Horn of Af-
rica and what can be done to fight 
it more effectively.

Nikola Zukalová (EGIC): Could 
you please introduce some of the 
most important smuggling routes 
from the Horn of Africa to the 
Arabian Peninsula and Europe 
and specify precisely what is being 
smuggled?

Yan St-Pierre (MOSECON): The 
smuggling of illegal goods — in-

cluding overlooked goods such as 
poached ivory, donkey parts or coal 
— has a very uneven flow between 
the Horn and the Arabian Peninsula 
and a complicated road to Europe. 
So for clarity, I will break it down 
based on goods rather than routes. 
Heroin/opium and weapons (most-
ly small arms) comprise the bulk 
of illegal goods smuggled into the 
Horn of Africa (mostly Somalia, 
Eritrea and Kenya) and the East 
coast of Africa (Tanzania and Mo-
zambique). From these countries, 
opium will mostly be redistributed 
westwards towards West African 
countries like Senegal, Guinea, 
Guinea-Bissau, the Ivory Coast 
and Nigeria. From these coun-
tries’ ports, heroin will be sent to 
Brazil or European states like the 
United Kingdom (UK) and Italy, 
where it will then be redistributed 
to end-markets such as Germany. 
During transport across Africa, 
the opium will be transformed 
into other products: crystal meth 
in the Democratic Republic of 
Congo (DRC) for example, and 
then smuggled further on to 
African end markets or to the 
western ports mentioned above. 
Weapons smuggled into the Horn 
will usually find their way to the 
various African conflicts, especially 
to Libya, the Sahel and the Chad 
Lake region. Of course, the conflicts 
in South Sudan, Central African 
Republic or the DRC, for example, 
also benefit from the smuggling. 
The outgoing illegal goods moving 
from the Horn towards the Arabi-
an Peninsula are luxury goods such 
as ivory and certain animal parts—
and people. The smuggling of peo-
ple is comprised of two main ele-
ments. The first is slaves. The GCC 
states are, unfortunately, an im-
portant hub for human smuggling 
and many Africans — especially 
women — are lured there with the 
promise of well paying jobs. How-
ever, once on site, they will be as-
signed to a brothel to become sex 
slaves, hired as slaves in households 
or very commonly sent to other 
destinations like the UK to become 
slaves there. It is, tragically, a very 

lucrative market for which the 
Horn of Africa is a key departure 
point and the Arabian Peninsula 
is both hub and end destination. 
The second element is fighters. 
The war in Yemen and the con-
flicts in East Africa have created 
a “fighter transfer zone,” which 
use the smuggling routes to trans-
fer fighters from one theatre to 
another. For example, if needed, 
Al-Shabab will send fighters to 
support Al-Qaeda in the Arabian 
Peninsula (AQAP) in Yemen and 
some Yemenis will travel to So-
malia or Kenya to join Al-Shabab. 
Much of this is, by the way, done 
“legally,” because the paperwork is, 
technically, legal but the way the 
paperwork was obtained, through 
blackmail and corruption, is not. 
As for Europe, the smuggling links 
between the two regions are not 
direct. Much of the heroin that 
ends up in Europe came through 
the Horn but is not from there 
and therefore the Horn must be 
perceived as a key regional transfer 
hub rather than a starting point.

Zukalová: Who are the main ac-
tors involved in smuggling opera-
tions and what are the main moti-
vations behind their involvement 
in such activities? Does it represent 
a state security issue?

St-Pierre: This is where the grey 
zone comes into play. For this 
to function, legal and illegal, le-
gitimate and illegitimate inter-
ests need socio-economic eco-
systems where the meshing of 
such interests can occur. As such, 
Africa, Central Asia, the Middle 
East and several other regions are 
perfect environments for this. 
I specify this because the world of 
smuggling is too often wrongly 
interpreted as a black and white 
world, good and bad, as if a choice 
was simply about choosing what 
goods should be transported 
along the centuries’ old commer-
cial routes. It is not that simple. 
Therefore, the actors involved are 
states, organised crime, militias 
and terrorist groups but also farm-
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ers, associations, merchants, de-
livery and transports groups and 
companies, just to name a few. 
Smuggling, regardless if it is ille-
gal goods or not, operates within a 
chain. Some of the links are larger 
than others, but it cannot happen 
without the contribution of the 
much smaller links, and this contri-
bution can be coerced, not only by 
repression, but by circumstances. 
This means for example that if the 
only way to adequately provide for 
a family is to produce or transport 
illegal goods in a specific area be-
cause other forms of revenue are 
extremely scarce, then the coer-
cion is a product of the economic 
environment, but not necessarily 
an illegal or illegitimate purpose. 
As such, it is a key security issue, 
but since states profit much by it, 
the willingness to deal with it will 
vary significantly.

Zukalová: In your opinion, what 

could realistically be done to tackle 
illicit smuggling to and from the 
region more efficiently?

St-Pierre: I think it begins with a 
proper understanding of the circum-
stances that fuel and catalyse illicit 
smuggling. Smuggling will happen, 
it is part of the natural economies 
of most regions around the world. 
And smuggling illegal goods pays a 
lot more than legal ones like cattle 
for example. Hence, if the smug-
gling is normal, and the incentive 
to smuggle illegal goods is high, 
you need to reduce the incentive. 
Fact is that people involved in 
smuggling economies would much 
prefer to deliver legal goods if 
the incentives were just as good, 
or close to it, as smuggling illegal 
goods. So how to bridge the gap? 
By targeting the small links in the 
chain, which means creating the 
conditions within the socio-eco-
nomic ecosystem that will incite 

smaller links to break away. A way 
to do this would be to ensure that 
a state buys a determined amount 
of local goods, to ensure a certain 
income, which in turn reduces 
the need for significant addition-
al revenue elsewhere. Of course, 
that could only have an impact 
in areas with a degree of financial 
stability, by which I do not mean 
revenue, but the effective distribu-
tion of revenue through the time-
ly payment of wages for example. 
Finally, understanding that illicit 
smuggling is fuelled by numerous 
factors functioning simultaneously 
is the key. Solutions tend to focus 
only on one aspect or another, but 
we need solutions that apply simul-
taneously to the micro, meso and 
macro levels, which as always, is 
easier said than done.

by Nikola Zukalová
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