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Saudi-Sudanese
ties improve as
Khartoum moves
out of Iranian orbit
Sharmila Devi

London

S

audi Arabia’s invitation to
Sudanese President Omar
al-Bashir to attend a summit in Riyadh alongside US
President Donald Trump
last month indicates how much relations have improved between Khartoum and Riyadh.
Al-Bashir declined to attend the
summit after the United States signalled it was unhappy about his
attendance — he remains under indictment by the International Criminal Court for war crimes. Washington, under Saudi pressure, however,
is slowly easing Khartoum’s re-entry
into the international fold with the
lifting of some economic sanctions.

Saudi investment in
Sudan is expected to
go beyond the
current $3.5 billion.
The improvement in Saudi-Sudan
ties follows a low point less than five
years ago when Khartoum allowed
three Iranian ships to dock and Riyadh prevented al-Bashir’s plane
from using its airspace. Since then,
Sudan has moved out of Iran’s orbit and committed to the Saudi-led
coalition fighting in Yemen. Saudi
investment in Sudan is expected to
go beyond the current $3.5 billion.
The growing relationship has
caused disquiet in the region, particularly in Egypt, which has long
presented itself as the Arab world’s
gateway to Africa. Egypt’s ties with
Sudan and Saudi have been strained,
leading analysts to speculate about
Riyadh’s scope to manoeuvre between Cairo and Khartoum as Ri-

yadh pursues its regional interests.
Cairo had been in Riyadh’s “bad
books” because of Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi’s refusal to
send the Egyptian Army to Yemen
among other issues, said Suliman
Baldo, senior adviser at the Enough
Project, a US-based human rights
group.
“Riyadh can and will play off
Cairo and Khartoum,” he said. “The
Saudis will support Sisi because of
his opposition to the Muslim Brotherhood but the Saudis’ joint military
exercises with Sudan and their help
to the country are unprecedented.”
He also pointed to Egyptian-Sudanese tensions over a border dispute
in the Halayeb Triangle, an area administered by Egypt and claimed by
Sudan. The “Egyptian occupation”
was a stab in the back, al-Bashir told
the Qatari newspaper Al-Sharq.
Saudi-Egyptian ties have improved, with Riyadh resuming crucial oil exports to Cairo in March,
six months after abruptly halting
the shipments following divisions
over Syria and delays in an Egyptian
handover of two Red Sea islands to
Saudi Arabia.
“Saudi Arabia and Egypt are perennial rivals but there is also a strong
sense that they need each other and
there is no chance that Sudan could
replace Egypt in importance,” said
Hussein Ibish, senior resident scholar at the Arab Gulf States Institute in
Washington.
“Sudan can offer its strategic location on the Red Sea but has its own
baggage with al-Bashir under indictment for war crimes. Sudan was an
important and real achievement for
Saudi diplomacy as it marshals a big
Sunni tent against Iran but Sudan is
not in a position to replace Egypt.”
Al-Bashir did visit Saudi Arabia
immediately after then-US President Barack Obama lifted some

Inching closer. Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud (R) meets with Sudanese President Omar
al-Bashir in Riyadh, last January. 								
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financial sanctions on January 13
and Sudan has acknowledged the
role played by Riyadh in persuading
Khartoum to move away from Iran’s
orbit and to commit to the Yemen
conflict with boots on the ground.
“We have enjoyed Saudi support
in this regard, and [Saudi] King
Salman bin Abdulaziz [Al Saud]
pledged to President al-Bashir to
continue his efforts to lift all the
sanctions imposed on Sudan and
remove the country from the list of
state sponsors of terrorism,” Sudanese Ambassador to Saudi Arabia,
Abdul Basit Badawi al-Sanosi told
Al-Monitor.
US Secretary of State Rex Tillerson
is to report to Trump on the lifting of
further sanctions by July 12. “It’s not
clear what will be decided following
a 6-month review of progress that’s

supposed to be made on various
tracks by Khartoum,” said Princeton Lyman, a former US ambassador
who served as US special envoy for
Sudan and South Sudan.
He said he saw Khartoum’s leadership as divided into two camps
— one saw a need for change to
improve relations with the international community and another
wanted to keep its grip on the levers
of power and wealth. “Progress between the US and Sudan requires a
long and steady dialogue to enable
step-by-step progress,” Lyman said.
The conflict in South Sudan,
which became independent of Sudan in 2011 and is mired in civil war,
was complicating the region and
Egypt’s role within it, he said.
“Egypt tried to become part of the
[UN] rapid deployment force [for

South Sudan] as a foothold to use
against Ethiopia because of their
dispute over dams on the River
Nile,” he said. “This made Ethiopia
react by working with [South Sudanese President Salva] Kiir. The lack
of unity means the region will pay a
big price.”
Egypt reacted angrily after a highlevel Saudi delegation visit to the
Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam
last December. Perceived Saudi
sympathy for Ethiopia was making
Egypt nervous, said Gerald Feierstein, former US ambassador to
Yemen and now senior fellow at the
Middle East Institute in Washington.
Sharmila Devi is a former British
correspondent in the Middle East
and writes extensively on political
and social issues in the region.

Egypt-Sudan tensions rise as each side sticks to its guns
Ahmed Megahid

Cairo

T

ensions between Cairo
and Khartoum remained
high following a meeting
in Cairo between Egyptian Foreign Minister
Sameh Shoukry and his Sudanese
counterpart Ibrahim Ghandour. Although both officials highlighted
bilateral ties between the countries
and praised the “frank” and “transparent” talks, there was no indication of any solution to the sources
of dispute.
Sovereignty of the disputed Halayeb Triangle remains a major
sticking point between Khartoum
and Cairo. Egypt has also expressed
anger over recent comments by Sudanese President Omar al-Bashir.

Cairo’s expanded
counterterrorist
policy has fuelled
tensions between
Egypt and Sudan.
“There are deeply entrenched
relations capable of overcoming
whatever is inflicted upon them.
We are working towards a frank
dialogue capable of removing misunderstandings and confusions,”
Shoukry said.
Cairo has reacted particularly angrily to Sudanese accusations that
Egypt is backing armed opposition
groups in its restive Darfur region.
Al-Bashir accused Cairo of conspiring against Sudan and backing

armed groups in Darfur after Sudanese troops foiled an opposition attack on May 21 and captured what
he described as Egyptian armoured
vehicles.
Egyptian President Abdel Fattah
al-Sisi vehemently refuted the claim
and said Cairo followed an “honest”
foreign policy and did not interfere
in the internal affairs of other countries. Sisi, however, later threatened
to strike training camps of militants
who attack Egypt, regardless of
where they are. Egypt attacked suspected Islamic State (ISIS) targets
in north-western Libya after the
extreme jihadist group claimed responsibility for a massacre of Coptic
Christians.
Analysts said Egypt could target
terrorist camps in Sudan but such
a unilateral move would exacerbate
tensions between Cairo and Khartoum.
“Egypt is angry at unrelenting harassment by the Sudanese
president who seeks to pick a verbal fight with his country’s northern neighbour whenever there is
an internal problem in Sudan,”
said Tarek Fahmi, a political science professor at Cairo University.
“Egypt has more than enough reasons to view Sudan and its leader
with suspicion.”
Those reasons include Sudan’s
support for a massive dam being
constructed by Ethiopia on the
Nile. Egyptian officials have expressed concern that Ethiopia’s Renaissance Dam would lessen its Nile
water supply and create dangerous
water shortages in the country. In
addition to Khartoum’s recent deci-

Deadlock. Sudanese Foreign Minister Ibrahim Ghandour (R)
speaks with his Egyptian counterpart Sameh Shoukry following a
news conference in Khartoum, last April.		
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sion — citing health issues — to ban
agricultural and animal products
from Egypt, something that Cairo
has denied and said was a political
decision.
Another reason, Fahmi said, is alBashir’s claim that Egypt is illegally
occupying a border territory known
as the Halayeb Triangle. Khartoum
said it would seek international arbitration to repatriate the 20,580
sq.km territory.
Although Sisi did not mention
Sudan explicitly, Cairo’s expanded
counterterrorist policy has fuelled
tensions between Egypt and Sudan.
Media reports in Cairo said Suda-

nese officials demanded clarification defining the new policy.
“We have information that
Egyptian arms are in the hands of
militants in Darfur,” said AbdulMahmoud Abdul-Halim, Sudan’s
ambassador in Cairo. “We have
seized some of these arms already
and we will try to understand the
matter from Egypt.”
He defended his country’s position on the Renaissance Dam, saying Sudan had the right to serve its
national interests by backing projects that would benefit the country.
“Sudan was hoping to turn the
Nile River into a source of coop-

eration among its basin member
states, not a source of tension,”
Abdul-Halim said.
Cairo, however, said accusations
that it is backing the Sudanese
opposition are false and that its
foreign policy is based on non-interference and respect for the sovereignty of other countries.
“This is particularly so in our relations with countries with which
we have special brotherly ties like
Sudan,” said Egyptian Foreign Ministry spokesman Ahmed Abu Zeid.
Egypt is part of the UN peacekeeping mission in Darfur and has
peacekeeping troops in the western
Sudanese region.
Cairo appears alarmed at the
quick rise in animosity towards it in
Sudan. Al-Bashir said Sudan would
practise restraint towards Egypt’s
occupation of the Halayeb Triangle.
The
Sudanese
government
banned Egyptian imports on May
24 but Egyptian Agriculture Ministry spokesman Hamed Abdel
Dayem said Egyptian agricultural
products had been denied entry
into Sudan for months.
These are all measures, Egyptian
political analysts said, that reflected Khartoum’s insistence on escalation.
“The thing the Sudanese leadership does not want to understand
is that Sudan’s stability is very important to Egypt’s national security,” said Hani Rasalan, an Egyptian writer on Egyptian-African
relations. “This is why, if it acts to
destabilise Sudan, Egypt will be
harming its own security first and
foremost.”

