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			One year ago Abiy Ahmed Ali, Ethiopia’s Prime Minister, was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize for his efforts to achieve peace with Eritrea. At the time this Report is going to press, his national army had just launched a war on the rebellious administration of the key Tigray regional state. Both events drew the attention of the wider public to the Horn of Africa, a far too often neglected region that has recently shown remarkable political and economic dynamism.

			In-between the two abovementioned events in Ethiopia, the coronavirus emergency struck the world, and the Horn as well. This happened somewhat belatedly to the rest of the world, and with far lower numbers. Still, it eventually affected the Horn too, with devastating effects. Slowly yet inexorably, the spread of the pandemic highlighted the fragility of local health systems, ill prepared to cope with a novel disease. The pandemic fuelled a rise in extreme poverty, pushing millions to the brink of starvation in an insecure social environment where informal labour is the rule, and lockdowns are unsustainable measures. It worsened the economic vulnerability of states like Eritrea, Somalia, and Djibouti while challenging the soundness of the development model in Ethiopia, which just a few years back stood firmly among the world’s top countries for GDP growth. The political impact of the pandemic has proved just as serious. A long-awaited election, deemed a milestone for the consolidation of political openings in Ethiopia, has been postponed until next year. Faced with the risk of an uncontrolled spread of the virus, authorities have put the electoral process on hold, thus fanning the flames of regional and ethnic tensions, including those in Tigray.

			In short, Covid-19 has disrupted the lives of Ethiopians, Somalis, Djiboutian and Eritreans just as it has ours. Nevertheless, ongoing political processes in one of the most dynamic regions of the continent have not halted. The area continues to garner geostrategic interest from external actors, global powers (suffice it to mention China, with Xi Jinping’s Maritime Silk Road plans stretching toward the Horn) and medium-size powers with strong ambitions like the Gulf states. 

			Against the backdrop of the global pandemic, then, this ISPI Report examines the scale of political, social, economic and security dynamics across the Horn of Africa, and strives to understand how far the changes currently under way may impact Europe’s political strategy and Italy’s national interests in a region that has always been identified as the main priority of our Africa policy. The Report does so by taking an original approach: it reverses the established order of priorities with which one normally looks at the Horn’s balance of power. Djibouti and Eritrea, always considered two minor players, have been given centre stage in the volume’s structure in order to stress their often overlooked importance in the regional system; Somalia and Ethiopia, to which much of the analysts’ attention is usually addressed, this time close the circle.  

			In the first chapter, Giovanni Carbone provides a regional overview. He outlines the main developments shaping the region’s power structure, which historically revolves around Ethiopia, and discusses the recent events that have contributed most to making the Horn of Africa a dynamic, strategically relevant and potentially crucial area in the global landscape. The reason for the region’s importance is crystal clear. On the one hand, it is afflicted by the most serious causes of instability on the continent, from direct exposure to the effects of climate change that are exacerbating ecological disasters, droughts and famines, to food insecurity that deprives local communities of their livelihoods; from regional and international migration flows that affect local communities, to acts of Jihadi terrorism (in Somalia and beyond). On the other hand, the region is full of opportunities in terms of potential markets, a nascent industrial sector, and strategic maritime hotspots in an area through which 9% of the world’s seaborne-traded oil flows. Such opportunities are limited in a time of pandemic, of course, but they are still there, waiting to be seized.

			The impact of the Covid-19 crisis on the Horn of Africa has been examined by D’Alessandro, Zemelak and Putoto, who cast an experienced and well-informed gaze on what the ongoing emergency represents in terms of public health, from the spread of the virus to vulnerabilities in local response, and their social consequences. Their findings apply particularly to Ethiopia. The Ethiopian government acted in a timely manner to curb the spread of the pandemic, through the adoption of containment measures well in advance of many other African states. During the most acute phases of the emergency, Prime Minister Abiy played a pivotal role on the continent: he coordinated the institutional response to the crisis while urging – through an appeal published in the columns of the Financial Times – for a coherent and effective economic intervention by the international community to support Africa. As stressed by the authors, the effects of the pandemic threaten to wipe out nearly two decades of progress in the fight against poverty in Ethiopia and the rest of the region, where the most vulnerable social groups, first and foremost some two million internally displaced persons, are set to pay the highest price.

			David Styan shifts the spotlight on Djibouti, the tiniest state in the region and one of the poorest in Africa. Overlooking the Bab el-Mandeb Strait that separates the Red Sea from the Gulf of Aden, its position makes it a critical strategic hub. Djibouti has leveraged this to acquire crucial geopolitical relevance in the international system. It notoriously hosts a number of foreign military facilities – among them China’s first overseas military base – and represents the main outlet to the sea for its regional neighbour and hegemon, Ethiopia. Control over the country’s harbours has been feeding fierce competition among external powers, while Beijing’s growing influence has exacerbated Djibouti’s outstanding debt exposure to China.

			Eritrea has long been considered Africa’s “North Korea”, an “island” in the sea of international relations, and both politically and economically isolated. In chapter four, Michael Woldemariam explains how Isaias Afewerki’s Eritrea seems to have embarked on a path of gradual opening to the outside world. As with Djibouti, it is a strategically relevant outpost for external actors eager to control commercial routes along the Red Sea. The peace deal with Ethiopia – boosted by Abiy Ahmed’s rise to power in Addis Ababa – was indeed the most obvious manifestation of this process, providing the international community with a concrete sign of change. However, despite progress made in this respect, domestically, Eritrea still has a long way to go. Pushing young Eritreans to flee the country due to harsh repression and indefinite military conscription, Isaias’ authoritarianism remains to date the most contentious obstacle to a complete normalization of Eritrea’s international relations.

			Afyare Elmi and Abdi Hersi investigate Somalia in chapter five. A prime example of a failed state since the early 1990s, Somalia is now struggling to rebuild its political and institutional systems, while the activities of al-Shabaab’s jihadi militants in the south and centrifugal forces in Somaliland and Puntland hinder the development of state-building. Here, as elsewhere in the Horn, the presence of external actors is far from negligible. Italy too is involved in the country, participating in training missions for national armed forces and counter-piracy operations in the Gulf of Aden. A major role is played by Turkey, who have exerted a pervasive influence in Somalia for some twenty years, while the UAE’s interests here project the geopolitical rivalry between the two middle-eastern powers. 

			Last, but surely not least, Ethiopia. A regional giant and would-be continental leader, Ethiopia is examined here by Aleksi Ylönen and Alexander Meckelburg. Since coming to power in April 2018, Abiy has dramatically changed the face of the country, through economic liberalisation programmes and political openness, even if some of his pledges are still at an embryonic stage. As pointed out by the authors, the most spectacular shift has been Ethiopia’s rising political and diplomatic protagonism well beyond regional borders. Of course, gaping wounds and deep rifts remain, in a state marked by ethnic and regional factionalisms, as well as local élites’ ambitions for power. The current conflict against TPLF forces in Tigray, and the direct military involvement of Eritrea, threatens to greatly increase violence and instability in the region. On the international stage, the dispute over the filling and operation of the Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam (GERD) – which could have a severe impact on Egypt’s and Sudan’s capacity to exploit the Nile waters – risks attaining explosive proportions. In this respect, Donald Trump’s stance and statements are not going to help the situation: he has addressed the issue in his own way, warning about a likely military intervention by Egypt to destroy the dam and preserve its vital interests in the Nile river. 

			To conclude, despite all the disruptions that the pandemic has brought to the region, ongoing political processes are transforming the Horn of Africa and making it increasingly central in this ever more interconnected world. In a nutshell, the pandemic has slowed down change, but has not stopped it. Today the Horn of Africa is still a thorny area to deal with, one that combines new and unresolved risks of conflict and human suffering with reasons for hope for more stability and prosperity.
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			1.  A New Horn. Still Thorny

			Giovanni Carbone

			The Horn of Africa at the Beginning of the 2020s

			The Horn of Africa (HoA) is going through a delicate time of change, both actual and potential. Processes that originated in Ethiopia have been shaking the country while also generating repercussions across the region at large, a reflection of both Addis Ababa’s heavyweight role as well as of the deep interconnections that historically characterise states and societies in the area. After a long period during which regional developments were essentially shaped by the legacy of the 1991 events – if definitely not without a rich texture of new and unpredictable occurrences ever since – the Ethiopian leadership transition of 2018 opened up an entirely new phase, dense with both promise and uncertainty. Where this new phase will lead to is bound to affect – and to be affected by – not only domestic and regional dynamics, but also the international relations of a region whose strategic relevance is like no other’s in Africa.

			A number of quite extraordinary features have long made the Horn an outstanding region in the continent and beyond. A land straddling Africa, the Middle East and Asia, it shapes a key shipping route between Asia and Europe – the shortest, cheapest and busiest – via the Indian Ocean, the Gulf of Aden, the Bab el-Mandeb Strait and through the Red Sea, all the way to the Suez Canal, whose opening, one hundred and fifty years ago, had crucially increased the importance of this sea lane. A naval itinerary China’s Maritime Silk Road initiative is currently adding extra relevance to. But the region’s geographic location also makes the Horn a major access gate to African markets in the Eastern part of the continent and further inland, for Asian and Arab states in particular, prompting developments in a wide range of sectors, from agriculture to industrial de-localisation, from ports and railway facilities to ICT and submarine cable connectivity.1 In addition, proximity to multiple crisis scenarios – notably jihadism in Somalia, the Yemeni civil war, and piracy in the Indian Ocean (the latter drastically declined due to international patrolling) – raises external interests and stakes in what goes on in the area and along its coasts. Saudi Arabia and its Gulf allies, for example, see Eritrea and other Horn countries as key partners in ensuring control and security on the Western side of the Arabian peninsula, particularly with regard to the Saudi-led intervention in Yemen. Similarly, Ethiopians are the United States’ established regional ally in countering Somali armed fundamentalism. Thus, complex local developments and growing international attention make this a region of great dynamism that demands constant effort to monitor, analyse and understand it. 

			The Horn of Africa is a roughly triangle-shaped peninsula that primarily consists of Ethiopia, Eritrea, Somalia, and Djibouti. Sudan is at times added to the four, as are on occasions Kenya, Uganda and South Sudan within a “Greater Horn of Africa” notion. The eight are the members of IGAD – the Inter-Governmental Authority for Development –, the sub-regional organisation officially-recognised by the African Union and tasked with addressing common issues in three key priority areas, namely food security and environmental protection; economic cooperation, regional integration and social development; peace and security – a short inventory of the many deep, structural challenges the region faces.

			In substantial tracts of the HoA, development progress has long been limited, with today’s living conditions in some countries arguably worse than they were in the past, particularly for war-torn Somalia and reclusive Eritrea. Food security remains an issue across the area, partly because the latter is especially vulnerable to substantial climatic and environmental threats. Worldwide, the last two officially-declared famines occurred in this area (Somalia in 2011 and South Sudan in 2017), which is also often subject to flooding and, in 2020, saw the vegetation, agriculture and pasture land of vast zones ravaged by the worst locust infestation in 70 years. Meanwhile, the population has been rising fast, along with urbanisation processes, increasing the pressure on land and water resources and feeding into social tensions, particularly in Ethiopia, a country of over 110 million people and by far the region’s demographic giant. Primarily driven by limited economic prospects, political repression and instability, contemporary migration from the Horn has also been very substantial – north-eastbound towards Arab countries, northbound towards north Africa and Europe, and southbound towards South Africa. Finally, domestic tensions between different groups and communities, and transnational ones between states and nationalities, have historically crisscrossed the entire Horn, frequently escalating into inter- and intra-state conflicts.

			As much as its countries are the prized target of external attention, the overarching feature distinguishing the Horn from much of the rest of Africa is the prevalence of regional dynamics – largely drawing from past events and historical patterns – over pressures originating from outside the region, with competition for state territories and boundaries more intense than anywhere else on the continent. The Horn hosts the one non-colonised African country – Ethiopia, which was able to defeat the Italians in 1896 and was only briefly occupied by them some forty years later – as well as sub-Saharan Africa’s only large, ‘classic’ interstate wars for territorial annexation (between Ethiopia and Somalia in the late 1970s and between Ethiopia and Eritrea in the late 1990s). It is also home to the only case of a fully collapsed state (Somalia) and the first case of successful secession on the continent (Eritrea, with the only other one not far away, namely South Sudan).

			Numerous motives thus make the Horn’s evolving scenario relevant beyond the region as such, both as a key area for Africa’s development and stability as well as for international trade and geopolitics.

			Post-1991 Political “Order”

			The beginning of the 1990s was a revolutionary, defining moment for the politics and development of the contemporary Horn of Africa.2 The end of the Cold War coincided with a time of major political destabilisation and fragmentation, including state reconfigurations and regime changes, as well as the emergence of entirely new regional and external relations in a context that, following Soviet disengagement and America’s loss of interest, initially saw the relevance of the HoA decline.

			In Ethiopia, Mengistu Haile Mariam’s Derg regime, in power since 1974, had been weakened during the 1980s by the military defeats suffered at the hands of the Eritrean People’s Liberation Front (EPLF), by the end of Soviet support, and by two successive famines. It was eventually brought down on 28 May 1991 as a result of parallel insurgencies by the EPLF and the Tigray People’s Liberation Front (TPLF). The regime that was then established under the Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF) – an umbrella organisation for a Tigrayan-led coalition – turned out to be one of Africa’s most successful development stories of the past thirty years – with annual growth rates to the tune of 9% for the entire 2000-2019 period – if long criticised for only allowing a strictly-controlled opening up of the political sphere. Economic progress was not primarily driven by any mineral or energy resource wealth, but from the firm implementation of a pragmatic, hybrid development model for which comparisons have often been drawn with Asia’s “developmental states”. Relying on an established tradition of functioning state institutions and bureaucracy as well as on an ethnic federal set up as the chosen strategy to address its complex domestic diversity,3 the new government in Addis Ababa retained not only monopolistic control of key economic sectors – notably energy, telecoms, logistics and airlines – but formal ownership of the country’s land too. The latter also aimed to limit speculation on land and the related risk that, if dispossessed of land, Ethiopia’s massive and fast-growing rural population would be driven towards urban centres at an unsustainable pace. Reviving agriculture and agricultural exports by supporting both small farmers, particularly in the highlands, and large commercial enterprises in the lowlands was central to the regime’s strategy of Agricultural Development-Led Industrialisation (ADLI). Large investments were meanwhile undertaken to develop Ethiopia’s physical infrastructure, particularly the transportation network (roads and railways), as well as industrial parks and energy plants.4 The strategies adopted essentially paid off. Besides the impressive national growth rates, absolute poverty was also dramatically reduced, from about half of the population in 1995-1996 to a quarter of it twenty years later, in 2015-2016.5 The fight against destitution has been a constant concern and a priority in the national budget, as manifest in efforts to promote food security as well as health and education. Overall, the EPRDF was able to move beyond its Marxist roots and, while retaining the hegemonic role of a vanguard party firmly led by Meles Zenawi, who managed to assert his leadership in the 1990s and to consolidate it in the subsequent decade, to adopt a pragmatic and adaptable approach towards both domestic as well as external issues.

			The emergence of a new Ethiopia went hand in hand with the birth of Eritrea. The coastal region had been annexed to Ethiopia in 1962, putting an end to ten years of “federation”, which spurred the creation of armed liberation movements. Isaias Afwerki’s Eritrean People’s Liberation Front ultimately came to control the region’s territory and, with the collapse of the Derg regime in Addis Ababa, set up a new, separate state in 1991 that formally became independent via a 1993 referendum. Despite a relatively more promising beginning, Isaias’s regime saw a gradual deterioration in relations with Ethiopia. This escalated into fully-fledged war – independent Africa’s worst international conflict based on death toll – between 1998 and 2000. The end of the war did not imply a normalisation of Ethio-Eritrean relations, rather the opposite. The strains between the Horn’s largest state and its comparatively tiny neighbour remained and dragged on for twenty years. Eritreans were the main casualties. While Ethiopia aptly manoeuvred to have Asmara internationally isolated – including by twice managing to have the UN impose sanctions on it – Isaias’ regime used the rhetoric of an external existential threat to build an increasingly secluded and cruel state. A period of economic fragility and declining prospects ensued, resulting in massive flows of people fleeing the country’s dire political and socioeconomic living conditions, year after year. 

			Several developments in contemporary Somaliahave been a quintessential denial of Africa’s post-colonial expectations. Long seen as one of the most viable states on the continent as the vast majority of the population shares a language, religion and lifestyle, the country’s institutions and society have actually fragmented since the 1980s, following armed reactions to Siad Barre’s repressive and discriminatory regime. Somali’s traditional clan-based structure and relations did not prove a sound constitutive element on which to build, as they ultimately nurtured the ever evolving nature of the country’s identities and identity politics.6 Siad himself fled the capital Mogadishu at the beginning of 1990, notoriously leaving the country with no central government at all. One of sub-Saharan Africa’s most ambitious independent nations – the only one that renounced a continental agreement to accept and stick to inherited colonial borders, and openly claimed parts of Ethiopian, Kenyan and Djiboutian land – was turned into the most classic case of a failed state. Despite significant progress, it has essentially remained so ever since. The long process of reconstructing a national government and infrastructure was not simply challenged by breakaway Somaliland in the north-west, but, over the past fifteen years or so, primarily by the al-Shabaab militias operating at the opposite extreme of the country’s territory. In the central and southern regions, jihadism has proven a successful mobilisation tool, cutting across clan affiliations and appealing to Somali nationalist sentiment and common Islamic identity as a response to external interference. In a clan-structured society dominated by the elderly, a promise of social change have proven particularly attractive to the youth. 

			The Federal Government of Somalia, set up in accordance with the 2012 Constitution and led by a president indirectly-elected via a byzantine, clan-based procedure – currently Mohamed AbdullahiMohamed“Farmajo” –, still struggles to transform its control of the capital and other major towns into a stable and functioning presence across substantial tracts of the national territory. Backing by the African Union’s 20,000-strong AMISOM mission, Ethiopian and Kenyan troops, alongside a growing string of drone strikes by the US, has not been enough to terminate the conflict with the jihadists and restore nation-wide stability in Somalia.

			A little-known country outside the region, Djibouti has seen its international geopolitical relevance escalate over the past two decades. The smallest among the Horn of Africa’s states is also the most strategically located. A potential gatekeeper and launchpad, it lies both where the waters of the Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden meet – on the narrow Bab-al-Mandeb Strait – as well as where the sub-Saharan landmass gets closest to the Arabian Peninsula and thus the Middle East. It is this position that led to a dramatic surge in international attention in Djibouti, transforming it into a veritable military hub (see below) while also emphasising the key role of its port facilities for serving global and continental trade routes. Besides its outward orientation, however, the country ruled by Ismaïl Omar Guelleh for over two decades retains innate and dense relations with all its neighbours – Djibouti shares borders and ethnic ties with Eritrea, Ethiopia and Somaliland/Somalia – in what remains an unstable region.

			International Geopolitical Competition in the Horn

			The geostrategic relevance of the HoA is primarily structural, rather than a new or recent phenomenon. Yet, since the turn of the millennium both international and African developments greatly raised external interest in the region. Nothing illustrates this better than the crowded foreign military presence in Djibouti, continental Africa’s tiniest state after the Gambia and Lesotho and now a veritable hub where several non-African armed forces are stationed. Besides hosting a French military base since independence in 1977, the country today accommodates German and Spanish troops – also in the French base – but, most notably, the largest and only permanent US army barracks on the continent, set up in 2003 and also home to a smaller British unit, as well as, since 2017, China’s only foreign military base. Italy has troops too, contributing to the EU anti-piracy initiative in the Indian Ocean, as has Japan (aimed at countering pirates as well as responding to Beijing’s growing influence in the area), whereas Saudi Arabia is in the process of establishing its own foothold. Geopolitical, commercial and military competition has driven the deployment of foreign soldiers to the region beyond Djibouti too, with Turkish troops stationed in Mogadishu, Israel in Eritrea, and the United Arab Emirates present both in Eritrea and Northern Somalia (in Boosaaso, in the Puntland semi-autonomous region).7

			In the past, the HoA was a ground for confrontation, turns and twists of events between major international powers during the Cold war. The US was originally close to Hailé Selassié’s Ethiopia, only to gradually turn its back on the communist regime established after the emperor was ousted in the early 1970s. At that point, Washington became closer to Somalia. The Soviet Union had meanwhile abandoned Mogadishu – which it had hitherto supported to gain influence and control over the Gulf of Aden and Red Sea maritime routes – to become a key ally of Addis Ababa in its response to Somalia’s invasion of Ethiopia’s Ogaden region. In the Horn, as across the rest of Africa, however, the end of the Cold War led to a decline in the region’s relevance.

			Today, an expanding number of global, emerging and regional powers have become increasingly engaged in the region. The overarching concern is the protection of key, strategic sea trade routes in a historically turbulent area straddling distinct world regions. That Saudi Arabia was recently forced to temporarily suspend oil shipments through the Red Sea lane, following Houthi rebel attacks on two Saudi tankers, illustrates the point. Even before the Yemeni crisis began, however, international schemes had been launched to counter piracy in the Indian Ocean and Gulf of Aden, including the EU Naval Force (Operation Atalanta). Yet, as Alex de Wall noted, while “all players have a shared interest in maritime security … the mechanisms for coordination and implementation are lacking”.8

			China’s Maritime Silk Road initiative further increased the strategic relevance of the Horn of Africa region. Beijing, for whom Eastern Africa represents a natural entry point to the continent, aims at ensuring privileged access to port facilities along the coast for merchant vessels flying its flag. But landlocked Ethiopia is also very much part of the picture, with China having developed close economic and diplomatic ties with the HoA’s colossus and providing it with substantial financing for strategic infrastructure, particularly the new Addis-Djibouti railway and the Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam currently under construction on the Blue Nile. Energy resources are an additional inducement. The HoA region is not currently a major area of origin for oil and natural gas supplies. But important reserves have been discovered in the Ogaden region, with the gradual stabilisation of the area meaning the prospect of extraction and commercial exploitation is nearer, again with China already on board. Financial involvement in strengthening regional infrastructure and resource potential has come under scrutiny of late for fear that large borrowing on the part of African governments, should the latter at some point no longer be able to meet their repayments obligations, may leave them and their newly built transport, energy or mineral infrastructure prey to Chinese control and pressure.

			The region’s closeness to the Middle East has exposed its countries to the goals of wealthy Gulf states, driven, on the one hand, by a desire to diversify their national economies away from oil and to improve food security, and, on the other hand, by an effort to expand their political influence in a nearby and increasingly relevant area. They have thus grown prominent among investors in the Horn over the last ten years or so. Industrial and agribusiness ventures, alongside large land acquisitions, have been pursued by many Arab states. Sudan, historically closely linked to
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