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The Greater Horn of Africa region faces a complex web of interconnected conflicts. The theatres
of violence seem to have been expanding, and a polycrisis is in the making, with opportunistic
non-State actors compounding interlinked crises of refugees, displacement, hunger, and climate
change, and deepening geopolitical tensions.

he greater Horn is today, argu-
ably, in its most conflictual era
in forty years. The most vola-
tile in decades, this volatility is
driven by a multitude of factors, includ-
ing territorial disputes between states,
adverse influences by extra-regional
powers with interests in rare earth miner-
als and other valuable raw materials, ac-
companying transactional engagements
by middle and big powers, tribal and
ethnic tensions, climate change, and
compounded by governance-democra-
cy-security deficits.
A polycrisis in the making, spoilers such
as Al-Shabaab, March 23 (M23), the Is-
lamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS), and
work of the African Union (AU), Intergov-
ernmental Authority on Development
(IGAD), Southern Africa Development
Community (SADC), East African Com-
munity (EAC) and other multi-lateral and
regional institutions difficult, but they
have also worsened the conflicts and se-
verely destabilised the region.

The Greater Horn region

Encompassing Ethiopia, Somalia, Dji-
bouti, Eritrea, Sudan, South Sudan,
Kenya, Uganda, and the outliers — the
Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC),
Rwanda, and Burundi —the region faces
a complex web of interconnected con-
flicts. Some of these conflicts are inter-
linked, driven by a multiplicity of equally
interconnecting reasons for their being
— political, economic, ethnic, climate,
and massive infiltration by extra-region-
al actors. In most cases, it is impossible
to address one set of conflicts without
addressing the larger dynamics with-
in the Horn and Greater Lakes conflict
system. Increasingly locked in a web
of conflicts now spanning the South-
ern African state of Mozambique, the

theatres of violence seem to have been
expanding, and a polycrisis is in the
making.

While leading institutions, countries, and
players such as the AU, IGAD, SADC,
Kenya, and Ethiopia have played leading
roles in helping mitigate conflicts in the
region (Dizolele et al, 2025), non-state ac-
tors such as Oromo Liberation Movement
(OLM), Fano (ethno-nationalist Amhara
militia), Tigray People’s Liberation Front
(TPLF), M23, Sudan Armed Forces (SAF),
Rapid Support Forces (RSF), and the
more ideologically leaning groups such
as Al-Shabaab, ISIS, Allied Democratic
Forces (ADF), and others, continue to fan
the storms of violence in the region.

Extra-regional powers active in the re-
gioninclude the USA, Qatar, United Arab
Emirates (UAE), Saudi Arabia, United
Kingdom, France, China, Turkey, Egypt,
and others — all pursuing their national
interests, some worsening the conflicts.
USA, in particular under the Trump presi-
dency, is seen more as a transnational ac-
tor, eyeing short-term gains on minerals
from the rich central Africa region over
long-term genuine peace and develop-
ment goals for the countries his adminis-
tration is involved with.

Inter-country rivalries, particularly Ethio-
pia-Eritrea, Somalia-Ethiopia, and DRC-
-Rwanda complicate the resolution of
regional conflicts. The breakaway self-
-declared republic of Somaliland signed
a deal with Ethiopia for the latter to ac-
cess Red Sea port, which has led to
rising tensions between Somalia and
Ethiopia, with Egypt (Kurtz et al, 2024)
and Eritrea (Brookings, 2025) seeing
the conflict as a chance to gaining entry,
and reason to intervene, and thus pur-
suing their geopolitical and econom-
ic interests in the region by exploiting
those fissures.

Sudan

What has been a deeply conflictual
State, beginning with a long-running
war of independence for South Sudan,
then an outbreak of civil war in Darfur,
Sudan is now embroiled in the most
debilitating internal conflict ever seen
in its history since independence. Now
a scene of the world’s largest displace-
ment, the conflict has displaced close
to 15 million Sudanese, with close to
11 million internally displaced, and a
further 4 million as refugees (WHOQO,
2025). The RSF and SAF are locked in
a never-ending battle for supremacy,
threatening to tear the country further,
with extra-regional powers taking sides
in the conflict (ICG, 2024).

Somalia

While severe conflicts and tensions
exist between states in the Hormn, the
opportunistic non-State actors have
compounded the polycrisis of refu-
gees, displacement, hunger, and climate
change, all wrapped into one, to deepen
geopolitical tensions, now expanding
into the larger Sahel and Middle East
Conflict systems, and emerging resource



Source: Elaborated by the author.

KEY KEY NOTES

@ Primary Actors
Secondary Actors
Tertiary Actors
Neutral Actors

,,,,,,,,, Belligerents
777777777 Comrades/Allies

Neutral
Proxy conflicts

Egypt - Ethiopia: Tensions over the Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam
(GERD) remain a background factor.

UAE - Saudi Arabia: These Gulf powers back opposing sides in Sudan,
reflecting broader regional competition.

Ethiopia - Sudan: Border disputes and refugee flows are ongoing
issues.
The RSFs alliance with SPLM-N al-Hilu near the
Ethiopian border adds another layer.

Chad - Sudan: There is a long history of proxy wars between Chad
and Sudan. The current conflict risks reigniting this,
with Chad allegedly supporting the RSF and SAF

potentially retaliating, possibly using aligned
Darfur forces if feasible.

Amajor development is the SAF's recapture of Khartoum in March
2025, including the Presidential Palace and key government
buildings. This marked a strategic and symbolic victory for the SAF,
forcing the RSF to retreat from the capital, though the RSF termed it
a “tactical decision” and vowed to return.

Despite setbacks in Khartoum, the RSF continues to dominate large
areas, particularly in Darfur and parts of Kordofan. The RSF, along
with allied political and armed groups, signed a charter in February
2025 aiming to consolidate control over these territories, raising
concerns about a de facto partition of the country.
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disputes in the Red Sea basin. An insur-
gent group that has deployed numerous
acts of terror, Al-Shabaab, continues to
consolidate its positions around South
and Central Somalia, thus increasing
its legitimacy in the face of a weakened
state. It has used various methods, in-
cluding a combination of acts of terror,
humanitarian service, and offering judi-
cial services to intimidate and enhance
its legitimacy in the eyes of the Somali
public (Kurtzer et al, 2022).

Rapid Support Forces
(RSF)

(Gen. Mohamed
Hamdan Dagalo)

(SAF)

(Gen. Abdel
Fattah al-Burhan)

Ethiopia Eritrea Uganda

Ethiopia

Equality Movement
(JEM)

> Sudan Liberation
--> Movement (SLM)

The Malik Agar
faction of the SPLM-N
UN is aligned with the
SAF. Malik Agar
was appointed as
the deputy head
of the Transitional
Sovereignty Council
inMay 2023. This
faction had signed
a peace agreement
in August 2020.

EU&US

Democratic Republic of Congo

Tribal tensions pitting Amhara, Afar, Oro-
mo, and Tigray defy the Ethiopian gov-
ernment’s attempts to neutralise such
conflicts, threatening further disintegra-
tion, thus complicating the climate-in-
duced conflict and famine further. The
seat of Africa’s premier institution — the
African Union, Addis Ababa, is grappling
with a major polycrisis, in which its arch
enemy, Eritrea, poised to exploit for its
strategic interests.

Rooted in decades-old perennial conflict
over the control of gold, coltan, and co-
balt, amongst many riches, the miner-
al-rich Democratic Republic of Congo
has been thrown into perpetual humani-
tarian crisis since its independence. Most
recent severe war with the March 23
(M23) movement has resulted in about 9
million refugees and internally displaced
inthe latest violent vortex (UNHCR, 2025).
The United Nations Peacekeeping Mission
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FIGURE 2. CONFLICT ACTORS IN SOMALIA (2025)

Source: Elaborated by the author.

KEY MAIN AREAS OF OPERATION

@ Primary Actors
Secondary Actors
Tertiary Actors

Al-Shabaab - Southern and central Somalia, increasing activity near Mogadishu, Shabelle regions

Federal Government of Somalia (FGS) and Allied Forces — Parts of central Somalia, Mogadishu,
conducting operations in Hirshabelle, South-West, and Galmudug

Federal Member State Forces (e.g., Puntland Security Force, Jubaland forces) - Respective Federal

Member States (Puntland, Galmudug, Hirshabelle, South-West, Jubaland)
Islamic State in Somalia (ISS) - Golis Mountains, Bari region, Puntland

......... Belligerents
777777777 Comrades/Allies
,,,,,,,,, Proxy conflicts

(Military assistance),
ties to al Shabaab
and ISin Somalia

State-level
Security Forces

NENNEE N EE]
(1,000 fighters)

Federal Government
of Somalia/Somali
National Army
(30,000 troops)

NOENER]
(13,000 troops)

Ethiopia

(Strategic partnership)
ties to al Shabaab

AQAP

Egypt
Ansar Allah a

(Houthis)

AL SHABAB
(3,000-7,000 fighters)

(8,000-10,000
non-AUSSOM troops) Israel

Arab League Canada

IMF Italy

(Economic stability,

financial assistance)

inthe DRC (MONUSCO) has been unable
to pacify the nation. The United States un-
der Donald Trump and Qatar have estab-
lished a two-track conflict resolution
process, between DRC and Qatar (the
Washington DC process) and between
DRC and the M23 rebel group (the Doha
process). Both are likely to yield short-
term results, but long-term peace and
development are unlikely if the processes
remain externally-driven and transac-

WorldBank ~ Sweden

(Resilience, institutions and
economic development)

tional (read mineral exploitation), as is the
case with the Washington DC process.

Conclusions

(Somalia Country Fund)

At a time of massive global geopolitical
disruptions, and where multilateralism
continues to be undermined, and even
rejected, as a credible and inclusive
platform to negotiate peace and end
conflicts, countries in the greater Horn
of Africa will have to rethink on how to

(180 troops in Bosaso)

(300 military
personnel,
Aden Abdulle
Airport)

IGAD/AU

(State-building and security,
development assistance,
and humanitarian aid)

« EUCAP, EUTM and EUNAVFOR

(450 military
personnel)
(11,900 TROOPS)
Uganda (4,500 troops)
Ethiopia (2,500 troops) (Security
Djibouti (1,520 troops) sector, donated
Kenya (1,410 troops) 68 armored
Egypt (1,091 troops) vehicles)

sustainably end the conflicts and develop
their countries. Leaders and policy-mak-
ers in the region are advised go back to
the drawing boards to redesign and de-
ploy locally-led initiatives that take into
account local resources and conditions
that produce those conflicts, while limit-
ing external interference. The emerging
polycrisis threatens to dwindle the re-
gion’s quest for long-term peace, if urgent
locally-driven solutions are not found. @

(security and humanitarian assistance)



FIGURE 3. CONFLICT ACTORS IN DRC (2025)

Source: Elaborated by the author.

KEY KEY NOTES

@ Primary Actors Burundi: Have 1000+ troops in the country under an independent bilateral
agreement with DRC. The troops combat the Red-Tabara rebel group

China vs US
- Competition over strategic minerals, especially

Secondary Actors e
) / and prevent M23 advancements. copalt and “thll,]m; ) R ) )
Tertiary Actors . ) « USinvestment in “friend-shoring” minerals via the Minerals
Uganda: Have 3000+ troops in the country deployed under Operation for Security Partnership (MSP), involving DRC.
Shujaa, a joint mission with FARDC aimed at combating the - China controls 60-70% of DRC’s mining rights.
fffffffff Beligerents Islamic State-linked ADF. Russiavs US
,,,,,,,,, Comrades/Allies EAC: Deployed troops under the EACRF but was criticized owing toits - Russia seeks influence via military cooperation
_________ Neutral restricted mandate which did not adopt an offensive approach and the Wagner-approach.

towards M23, and had to withdraw.
Qatar has been hosting M23 and a high-level DRC delegation for negotiations.

« The US pushes back with sanctions, military aid,

Proxy conflicts
and strategic partnerships.

(increasingly targeting M23)

SADC; EAC;
. UN; AU EUand US
Russia Qatar

v .
China - % Mercenaries
2 - _.--—->  fromEasternand
~

B Central Europe

Rwanda Armed T ¥
Forces (RAF)
Wazalendo

SADC Mission
inDRC
s " ARMED FORCES OF ) . =
4 s, | ------ DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC
o SN . (M23) OF CONGO (FARDC) e s

Congo River Alliance e a
(backed by Former <~ \ B .
RN Burundi

President, Joseph Kabila):
AN

Twirwangho ~ <---
¥

RED-Tabara <--—-r”-—--—~-’;‘-

¥
NDCR -
(Defense du. >
Congo-Rénové) FCR <=7 AN > MONUSCO
(Flror&t Communde «y e ! AN S
a Résistance £ N T r
| e Chiniya Kili ;t“t' . PARECO
iniya Kilima atriotic Zaire-FPAC
Resistance i ;
Frontliuri Close to 16,000 troops in the region
Alliance of Patriots for a Free
and Sovereign Congo
References

ACSRT (2020). African Journal on Terrorism, Vol. 9, Number
1, June 2020., African Centre for the Study and Research on
Terrorism. https://au.int/sites/default/files/documents/39186-
doc-african_journal_onterrorism_june_2020.pdf

Ali, M. Y. (2017). Globalization of Terrorism: From Sicariis,
Assassins, to ISIS. Nairobi: Horn Institute. ISBN 996619620X.

Bereketeab, R. (Ed) (2013). The Horn of Africa. Intra-State and
Inter-State Conflicts and Security. London: Pluto Press. https://
doi.org/10.2307/.ctt183p650

BROOKINGS (2025). Rising risks of conflict in the Horn of Africa.
Debate, 15/07/2025 (video). www.brookings.edu/events/
rising-risks-of-conflict-in-the-hor-of-africa/

Dizolele, M.; Singo, M.; Wondimu, H. (2025). Vying for Regional
Leadership in the Horn of Africa. Kenya and Ethiopia,
Competitors or Partners? CSIS Report, February 2025. https://
shorturl.at/jX20E

ICG (2024). 10 Conflicts to Watch in 2024. International Crisis
Group. www.crisisgroup.org/global/10-conflicts-watch-2024

Kurtz, G.; Roll, S.; von Lossow, T. (2024). Escalations Risks in
the Horn of Africa. Threats from Egypt, Ethiopia, and Somalia
Exacerbate Local Conflicts. SWP Comment 2024/C 50,
28.10.2024. Berlin: Stiftung Wissenschaft und Politik. www.
swp-berlin.org/10.18449/2024C50

Kurtzer, J.; Ballard, S.; Abdullah, H. F. (2022). Concurrent Crises
inthe Horn of Africa. CSIS Report, June 2022. www.csis.org/
analysis/concurrent-crises-horn-africa

Markakis, J. (1997). Resource Conflict in the Horn of Africa.
London: SAGE. ISBN 0-8039-8847-8.

Munene, M. (2023). The Horn of Africa in 2023: A Geopolitical
Analysis. In HORN Bulletin, vol. VI, Issue 1, Jan-Feb 2023,
HORN Institute. https://shorturl.at/zVQwg

Turner, T. (2007). The Congo Wars: Conflict, Myth, and Reality.
London: Zed Books. ISBN-13: 978-1842776896.

UNHCR (2025). The D. R. Congo emergency (webpage). The
UN Refugee Agency. https://reporting.unhcr.org/operational/
situations/democratic-republic-congo-situation

WHO (2025). Sudan conflict and refugee crisis, Multi-country
External Situation Report #10. World Health Organization,
United Nations. https://www.who.int/publications/m/item/
sudan-conflict-and-refugee-crisis--multi-country-external-
situation-report--10--covering-the-reporting-period-march-
april-2025

E
(7]
e
w
Ed
w
b
=
fred
c
o
v
n
O
=
U
<
U
(=}
c
[
o
I
e
[T}
b
0
(7]
L
O
[}
£
ohd
=
w
[y
o
b
=
0
w
=
v
>
o
o
e
°
w
L}
E
]
=
c
o
)
=
(=}
(%]
[}
=
b
=
red
c
o
v
-
<
U
2
w
=
>
i
]
hd
w
El
=
<
Wy
[
w
o~
(-
iy
-
N
(-
o~
[Ya}
>
z
<
-


https://au.int/sites/default/files/documents/39186-doc-african_journal_onterrorism_june_2020.pdf
https://au.int/sites/default/files/documents/39186-doc-african_journal_onterrorism_june_2020.pdf
https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctt183p650
https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctt183p650
http://www.brookings.edu/events/rising-risks-of-conflict-in-the-horn-of-africa/
http://www.brookings.edu/events/rising-risks-of-conflict-in-the-horn-of-africa/
https://shorturl.at/jX2OE
https://shorturl.at/jX2OE
http://www.crisisgroup.org/global/10-conflicts-watch-2024
http://www.swp-berlin.org/10.18449/2024C50
http://www.swp-berlin.org/10.18449/2024C50
http://www.csis.org/analysis/concurrent-crises-horn-africa
http://www.csis.org/analysis/concurrent-crises-horn-africa
https://shorturl.at/zVQwq
https://reporting.unhcr.org/operational/situations/democratic-republic-congo-situation
https://reporting.unhcr.org/operational/situations/democratic-republic-congo-situation

