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Abstract

Using the sustainable maritime security framework as an analytical lens, this study ex-
amines the evolving dynamics of maritime security and geopolitical rivalries, and their
impact on the safety and stability of trade routes through the Suez Canal and the Bab
al-Mandab Strait in the post-COVID pandemic era. The study adopts a qualitative re-
search approach, relying primarily on secondary data sources. It argues that the Red
Sea region, which stretches from the northern tip of the Suez Canal to the southern tip
of Bab-el-Mandeb, is not only a vital maritime trade route but also a geopolitically sig-
nificant region for military presence and power projection by major and middle powers
vying for influence. The findings reveal that maritime insecurity has intensified in the
post-pandemic period, driven by military buildups, competitive port development, pi-
racy, terrorism, Houthi attacks, and regional instability. This study contributes to the
underdeveloped area of maritime security by presenting how sustainable maritime
security in the region is undermined by mutually reinforcing and interrelated threats
across four sectors: political, economic, environmental, and social.
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Suveys Kanalr'ndan
Babiuilmendep Bogazr'na:
Dunyanin En Yogun Deniz
Ticareti Koridorunda Deniz
Guvenligini Yonlendirmek
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Ozet

Bucalisma, siirdiiriilebilir deniz giivenligi cercevesini analitik bir mercek olarak kulla-
narak deniz giivenliginin ve jeopolitik rekabetlerin degisen dinamiklerini ve bunlarin
Covid-19 pandemisi sonrasindaki dénemde Siiveys Kanali ve Babiilmendep Bogazi
lizerinden gecen ticaret yollarinin giivenligi ve istikrar lizerindeki etkilerini incele-
mektedir. Arastirma, nitel bir yontem benimsemekte ve biiyiik ol¢iide ikincil veri kay-
naklarina dayanmaktadir. Calisma Stiveys Kanalr' min kuzey ucundan Babiilmendep
Bogazi' nin giiney ucuna kadar uzanan Kizildeniz bolgesinin yalmzca hayati bir deniz
ticareti giizergahi degil aym zamanda niifuz miicadelesi ytiriiten biiyiik ve orta dlcek-
li glicler icin askeri varlik gosterme ve gii¢ projeksiyonu acisindan jeopolitik bakim-
dan son derece énemli bir alan oldugunu savunmaktadir. Bulgular, askeri yiginaklar,
rekabetci liman yatirimlari, korsanlik, teror eylemleri, Husilerin saldirilari ve bélgesel
istikrarsizlik gibi etkenlerin etkisiyle pandemi sonrasinda deniz giivenligine yonelik
tehditlerin belirgin bicimde arttigin géstermektedir. Bu calisma deniz giivenligi liter-
atiiriindeki gelismemis bir alana katki sunarak bélgedeki siirdiiriilebilir deniz giiven-
liginin siyasi, ekonomik, cevresel ve toplumsal olmak iizere dort sektérde birbirini
giiclendiren ve karsilikli olarak baglantili tehditler tarafindan nasil zayiflatildigin
ortaya koymaktadir.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Deniz Giivenligi, Deniz Ticareti, Kizildeniz, Siiveys Kanali, Ba-
biilmendep Bogazi, Hint Okyanusu
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Introduction

The seas and oceans are the cradle of world civilizations. Paine notes that
“the sea connects all things,” and that “global history is maritime history.”
Many ancient civilizations were built around the sea and ocean due to a com-
bination of geographical, economic, and environmental factors that offered
easy access to trade, cultural and social interactions, and sustenance. These
factors were facilitated by man-made and natural harbors, the presence of
mountainous terrain, accessibility to resources, and the existence of trade
routes.? Prominent examples include the Phoenicians, Axumites, Greeks,
Romans, ancient Egyptian civilization, Kingdom of Punt, Spanish, Portu-
guese, Dutch, British, and French empires, which were sea-based empires
that contributed to the development of maritime trade and naval power.

Among these civilizations, the Axumite civilization was directly dependent
on the trade routes on the Red Sea. Additionally, as Demerew stated, there
has been ‘ideational construction,” for instance, by Ethiopian popular opin-
ion that the control over the Red Sea has been portrayed as a symbol of great-
ness. This sea has been critical in defining the politics and rivalries among
regional and great powers.®

Around 70 percent of the world trade commodities are transported by
ocean, sea, and other water bodies.* Additionally, global shipping business
and fisheries have become a multibillion-dollar business. The commercial
importance of the oceans has been increasingly re-evaluated due to the eco-
nomic potential of offshore resources, such as fossil fuels, renewable energy
(including offshore wind, wave energy, tidal energy, and ocean thermal), sea-
bed mining, and the opportunities presented by coastal tourism.®

The Red Sea, the Suez Canal, and Bab al-Mandab are strategic waterways
connecting three continents, Africa, Asia, and Europe, through facilitating

1 Lincoln Paine, The Sea and Civilization: A Maritime History of the World (Alfred A. Knopf, 2013),
8-10.

2 Barry Cunliffe, On the Ocean: The Mediterranean and the Atlantic from prehistory to AD 1500.
(Oxford UP, 2017), Arthur Mirsky and Ellen Lux Bland, “Influence of Geologic Factors on
Ancient Civilizations in the Aegean Area,” Journal of Geoscience Education 44, no. 1 (1996).
Despoina Papageorgiou, “The Marine Environment and Its Influence on Seafaring and
Maritime Routes in the Prehistoric Aegean,” European Journal of Archaeology 11, no. 2-3
(2008).

3 Kaleb Demerew, “From Red Sea to the Nile: Water, Power, And Politics in Northeast
Africa,” Third World Quarterly 42, no. 12(2021): 2883-2901.

4 Lingqun Li, “Building up a Sustainable Path to Maritime Security: An Analytical Framework
and Its Policy Applications,” Sustainability 15, no. 8 (2023): 6757.

5 Christian Bueger, “What is Maritime Security?” Marine Policy 53 (2015): 159-164.
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the transportation of goods, energy, and other container goods.® However,
the Red Sea has been facing growing security challenges as a vital maritime
trade route linking the Horn of Africa to the Arabian Gulf and serving as a
corridor for trade between Asia and Europe. These challenges include the
proliferation of non-state armed actors, piracy, terrorism, the competitive
military build-up and port development by external powers, the lack of in-
clusive Red Sea governance, and the fragmentation and weakening of Red
Sea states such as Yemen and Sudan, mainly due to civil wars —all of which
have impacted the region.” As a result, the transportation of people, goods,
arms, livestock, and oil across this body of water is increasingly threat-
ened. The stability of these routes is critical for European, Asian, and Afri-
can economies, requiring coordinated efforts among Red Sea littoral states
(Egypt, Sudan, Yemen, Djibouti, Eritrea, and Saudi Arabia)and Red Sea basin
states (such as Ethiopia) to reduce fragmentation and strengthen regional
security against disruptive Gulf politics as well as major power rivalries.

The Suez Canal is the one of the most important chokepoints in the world,
serving as a geostrategic link between the Mediterranean and the Red Sea. It
serves as the maritime shortcut that reduces the travel distance between Eu-
rope and Asia by over 7,000 kilometers compared to the Cape of Good Hope
route. Around 12 percent of global trade passes through this strategic ca-
nal, which accounts for 20 percent of global marine freight volume and 22
percent of container traffic. It has been popularly portrayed as a “sea trans-
portation shortcut between the east and the west” and a “world throat-cut-
ting seaway channel.”® The canal has long been the backbone of the Egyptian
economy and a key source of strategic influence. For instance, according to
the European Institute of the Mediterranean Yearbook (2016), it contributes 10
percent of Egypt’s GDP and is an essential source of hard currency.’

The Suez Canal alone facilitates the maritime transportation of nearly 12
percent of global trade that contains oil, gas, and container goods. These
three waterways, the Red Sea, the Suez Canal, and Bab al-Mandab, have
been a vital pathway for global trade, with 40 percent of Europe’s trade rela-
tions with Asia in general and the Middle East in particular passing through
them. In addition, a significant part of the hydrocarbon trade has been pass-

6 Annette Weber, Red Sea: Connector and Divider: Disruption Waves from the Arabian Gulf to the Horn
of Africa (German Institute for International and Security Affairs, 2017), 8, https://www.swp-
berlin.org/publications/products/comments/2017C50_web.pdf

7  Weber, Red Sea: Connecter and Divider.

8 Tian Guanggiang, “Suez Canal Economic Corridor (Egypt),” in Routledge Handbook of the Belt
and Road, ed. Cai Fang, Peter Nolan, Wang Linggui (Routledge, 2019), 540-43.

9 Mediterranean Yearbook 2016 (European Institute of the Mediterranean, 2016), https://www.
iemed.org/publication/iemed-mediterranean-yearbook-2016/
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ing through these waterways.!° The Suez Canal is economically critical due
to its importance in reducing costs and time associated with transporting
goods, ultimately contributing to the global supply chain efficiency and ef-
fectiveness.!! Nonetheless, the 2021 incident at the canal due to its blockage
by Ever Given, a giant container ship that got stranded in the Suez, disrupt-
ed the global supply chain and increased shipping costs.!? As a result of this
disruption, for example, Maersk ships faced losses of nearly $89 million and
emitted an additional 44,574 tons of CO2 due to the detour and delays.**

Likewise, the Bab al-Mandeb Strait is a geostrategically important choke-
point for maritime trade.!* Located at the southern tip of the Red Sea, it
connects the Red Sea with the Gulf of Aden. This strait plays a critical role
in global trade, providing passage for oil and gas and other commercial
goods.'® Securing the free passage of ships on the strait is critical for region-
al and international peace and economic and social development, as stated
by the UN Security Council’'s resolution 242. As the Strait is a gateway to the
Indian Ocean, servingas a passage for ships from Europe to Asia and the Red
Sea region, it has been a critical location for maritime traffic. It attracts the
interests of various states and non-state actors like shipping companies, in-
tergovernmental organizations, and others.!°

Given the importance of global maritime trade and critical waterways to the
world economy, geopolitics, military operations, intelligence, and commu-
nication infrastructure, there has been extensive research on maritime se-
curity. While most existing studies on maritime security in the Red Sea focus
on traditional threats, such as piracy, terrorism, and great-power competi-
tion (e.g. the U.S., China, and Russia), few integrate sustainability (econom-
ic, environmental, and governance dimensions)into maritime security anal-
ysis. This study, therefore, seeks to examine the maritime securityin the Red

10 Camille Lons and Benjamin Petrini, “The Crowded Red Sea,” Survival 65, no. 1 (2023): 59,
https://doi.org/10.1080/00396338.2023.2172851.

11 M. Mikhail Shumilov and E. Anastasia Malova, “The Commercial Importance of the Suez
Canal in the Context of the Crisis of Economic Globalization and Modern Geopolitical Risks,”
Eurasian Integration: Economics, Law, Politics 18, no. 2 (2024): 2.

12 Abel Meza et al., “Disruption of Maritime Trade Chokepoints and the Global LNG Trade: An
Agent-Based Modeling Approach,” Maritime Transport Research 3 (Eyliill 2022). https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.martra.2022.100071.

13 Nguyen Khoi Tran et. al., “The Costs of Maritime Supply Chain Disruptions: The Case of
the Suez Canal Blockage by the ‘Ever Given' Megaship,” International Journal of Production
Economics 279(2025): 1.

14 Ruth Lapidoth, “Passage through the Strait of Bab al-Mandeb,” Israel Law Review 13, no. 2
(1978).

15 Adhithyan K. P., “Djibouti: A Strategic Choke Point in the Bab el-Mandeb Region,” Electronic
Journal of Social and Strategic Studies 5, no. 2 (2024, https://doi.org/10.47362/E]JSSS.2024.5211.

16 Ruth Lapidoth, “Passage through the Strait of Bab al-Mandeb,” Israel Law Review 13, no. 2
(1978).
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Searegion by adopting a sustainable maritime security approach. It aims to
address the research question: How do evolving geopolitical rivalries influ-
ence maritime security and trade stability in the Red Sea region, with partic-
ular emphasis on the Suez Canal and the Bab al-Mandab Strait in the post-
COVID era? In what ways has the post-COVID geopolitical landscape altered
freedom of navigation and trade flows through these chokepoints?

Methodologically, the study draws on literature related to maritime security
and geopolitics. We adopt a qualitative case study research design, which
offers contextual depth and enables a critical exploration of the complex
historical, political, economic, and geographic layers.!” The case is selected
due to ongoing insecurity incidents and the existence of high vulnerabili-
ties to the geopolitical conflicts and rivalries in the region stretching from
the Suez Canal in the north to Bab al-Mandab in the south. Our research is
based entirely on secondary data from scientific articles, books, policy re-
ports, newspaper and magazine articles, and official statements. This study
is based on data that is publicly available.

In terms of scope, to answer how geopolitical rivalries have affected mari-
time security and trade stability, the study focuses exclusively on the emerg-
ing dynamics of the post-COVID era. This period is particularly significant,
as geopolitical developments have intensified, including increased pirate
attacks, competitive port development, military build-ups, and threats to
freedom of navigation stemming from the Hamas-Israel conflict and Houthi
attacks.

Accordingly, the paper is organized into four main sections. The first dis-
cusses the context of the study, followed by maritime security, and an illus-
tration of a sustainable maritime security analytical framework. The third
section analyses four sectors of sustainable maritime security in the Red Sea
region. The final section presents the conclusion.

Maritime Security

Maritime security has emerged as a critical issue for states and international
organizations, encompassing security studies, international trade, logistics
and supply-chain management, environmental protection, and global gov-
ernance. While traditionally focused on threats like piracy, terrorism, and
interstate disputes,'® contemporary discourse increasingly links maritime

17 Andrew Bennett and Colin Elman, “Qualitative Research: Recent Developments in Case Study
Methods,” Annual Review of Political Science 9 (2006).
18 Bueger, “What is Maritime Security?”
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security to sustainability — balancing economic, environmental, and geopo-
litical stability.!® This shift reflects the UN’s Sustainable Development Goal
(SDG) 14, which emphasizes the sustainable use of oceans, suggesting that
maritime security must extend beyond mere threat suppression to long-
term ecological and economic resilience. In this study, we adopt the UN'’s
well-known definition of sustainable development: “the ability to make
development sustainable to ensure that it meets the needs of the present
without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own
needs.”?°

The term maritime security started to be used in academic literature in the
early 2000s for three reasons. The first is due to the impact of the Septem-
ber 11 attacks that sparked the launching of counter-terrorism operations
across the oceans and seas.?! The second is due to the incidence of terrorist
attacks on ships (USS Cole in 2001, French tanker Limburg in 2002, and Fil-
ipino passenger ship SuperFerry 14 in 2004). The third one was due to the
proliferation of piracy in different maritime chokepoints at the beginning of
the century.?? While actors may generally agree on the importance of mari-
time security, its practical implications differ among them based on various
factors such as context, time, and location.

Existing literature on maritime security has emphasized military and coun-
terterrorism responses. Scholars including Bueger?® expanded the concept
to include the marine environment, human security, and economic devel-
opment. Buerger’s work has offered a foundation for scholars including
Li** who introduce a sustainable maritime security approach. However, its
concept, scope, and measures to tackle security issues also have no definite
meaning. Over the past decade, key maritime policy, ocean governance,
and international security stakeholders have integrated maritime securi-
ty into their mandate or reframed their work accordingly. Bueger?® has de-
veloped three frameworks for understanding maritime security. The first
framework, called the ‘semiotics’ framework, focuses on mapping various
maritime security concepts such as sea power, marine safety, human resil-
ience, and the blue economy. The second framework examines how different

19 Li, “Building up a Sustainable.”

20 United Nations, Report of the World Commission on Environment and Development: Note by the
Secretary-General, A/42/251 82e Environment. (United Nations, 1987), 16.

21 Bueger, “What is Maritime Security?”

22 Basil Germond, “The Geopolitical Dimension of Maritime Security,” Marine Policy 54 (2015).
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.marpol.2014.12.013.

23 Bueger, “What is Maritime Security?”

24 Li, “Building up a Sustainable.”

25 Bueger, “What is Maritime Security?”
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threats are securitized as maritime security threats. The third framework
explores security practice theory to analyze how various actors engage in
maritime security practices.

Maritime security has often been defined in negative terms, that is, as the
absence of threats on the maritime domain such as “maritime inter-state
disputes, maritime terrorism, piracy, trafficking of narcotics, people and
illicit goods, arms proliferation, illegal fishing, environmental crimes, or
maritime accidents and disasters.”?° On the other hand, maritime security
has also been defined in positive terms, entailing economic growth and the
call for coordination among actors, information sharing, enforcement of
legal regimes, and capacity building among different actors. Germond de-
fined maritime security as “the security of the maritime domain or as a set
of policies, regulations, measures and operations to secure the maritime do-
main."”?’

Bueger identifies two key issues stemming from the ambiguity surrounding
the concept of maritime security. First, ocean-related problems may be in-
discriminately securitized, leading to a focus on short-term strategies that
are often ineffective and unsustainable. Second, while state actors have tra-
ditionally dominated maritime security, addressing nontraditional security
issues in the maritime environment requires the involvement of a diverse
range of actors (private military and security companies, shipping compa-
nies, intergovernmental organizations) to effectively maintain the security
of the oceans and seas.?® To bridge the gap, Bueger has connected maritime
security with sustainability concepts. Indeed, the UN’s 14 SDG states that
“conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas and marine resources for
sustainable development.”

Based on a semiotic understanding of maritime security, Bueger has intro-
duced four main components: national security, marine environment, eco-
nomic development, and human security.?

26 Bueger, “What is Maritime Security?”
27 Germond, “The Geopolitical Dimension’
28 Bueger, “What is Maritime Security?”
29 Bueger, “What is Maritime Security?”
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Figure. 1. Bueger’'s Maritime Security Matrix

MARINE ENVIRONMENT ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT
MARINE SAFETY BLUE ECONOMY
Accidents  Pollution Smuggling
Climate
Terrorist Clisugs MARITIME Piracy [UU Fishing
Acts SECURITY
Arms Human
Proliferation Inter-state Trafficking
Disputes
SEAPOWER RESILIENCE
NATIONAL SECURITY HUMAN SECURITY

Intergovernmental organizations, such as NATO and the EU, have extended
the concept and strategies of maritime security beyond ensuring the free-
dom of the seas.?® Furthermore, different actors prioritize threats to marine
security based on their interests. For instance, NATO’s alliance Maritime
Strategy focused on the blue economy and human resilience. On the other
hand, AU’s African Integrated Marine Strategy focused on threats damaging
economic development. There are some actors, like the EU and UK, whose
maritime strategies encompass a comprehensive approach that connects all
four components?!.

The Secretary-General of the UN’s report on the Oceans and Law of the Sea in
2008 outlines seven threats to marine security: piracy and armed robbery,
terrorism, illegal arms trafficking, illicit drug trafficking, illegal human
trafficking, illegal and unregulated fishing, and intentional and unlawful
damage to the marine environment.?? Based on Baldwin’s*? seven dimen-
sions of security (security for whom?, security for which values?, how much
security? from what threats? by what means? at what cost? in what period?),
we define maritime security as a condition in which coastal populations,
states, commercial actors, and the wider international community can safe-

30 Germond, “The Geopolitical Dimension”

31 Bueger, “What is Maritime Security?”

32 United Nations, Oceans and the Law of the Sea: Report of the Secretary-General, A/58/65 (United
Nations, 2003), https://docs.un.org/en/A/58/65.

33 David A. Baldwin, “The Concept of Security,” in National and International Security, ed. Michael
Sheehan (Routledge, 2018).
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ly undertake their maritime activities, trade, and resource utilization based
on international law, ensuring that any threats to human life, the marine
ecosystem, trade, sovereignty, and unlawful activities are managed. Our
definition mostly aligns with a positive way of defining maritime security.
Our understanding of maritime security is influenced by the three critical
security studies schools.

Maritime security intersects with the critical security schools’ conceptu-
alizations of securitization theory. For example, the Copenhagen School
posits that maritime security encompasses extraordinary and extreme
measures that cannot be managed through conventional political means.?*
These measures may include withholding information from the public, sus-
pending civil liberties, and deploying military forces. Maritime security
is enacted through speech acts and other forms of communication. It can
be performed by high-level political elites (Copenhagen school), technical
practitioners (Paris school), and individuals (Welsh School) alike. It affects
human, international, environmental, and national security.®> Addition-
ally, maritime security pertains to various referent objects, including na-
tion-states, coastal communities, individuals, and international trade.

States have extended their security perimeters to distant maritime regions
due to the impact of insecurities in these areas, compelling them to take
countermeasures beyond their immediate borders to address this transna-
tional threat. This has made the projection of control over oceans and seas
atop priority for states as they expand their influence in these water bodies,
which is considered a form of post-modern territorial expansion.*® Mean-
while, global shipping and fisheries have become multibillion-dollar in-
dustries. Furthermore, the commercial importance of the oceans has been
increasingly re-evaluated due to the economic potential of offshore resourc-
es, such as fossil fuels, seabed mining, and the opportunities presented by
coastal tourism.3?

Maritime security threats are surfacing in geopolitical discourse as a ra-
tionale, among others, for extending security measures beyond national

34 Barry Buzan et. al., A New Framework for Analysis (Lynne Rienner, 1998).

35 Didier Bigo, “Security and Immigration: Toward a Critique of the Governmentality of Unease,”
Alternatives 27, no. 1 (2002), https://doi.org/10.1177/03043754020270S105. Ken Booth,
“Security and Emancipation,” in National and International Security, ed. Michael Sheehan
(Routledge, 2018). Buzan et. al., Security: A New Framework.

36 Germond, “The Geopolitical Dimension.”

37 Bueger, “What is Maritime Security?”
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borders.?® Different states have established foreign military bases around
critical maritime waterways across the world.*® It is often argued that con-
trolling distant maritime regions is necessary for land security.*® A notable
example of the proliferation of foreign military bases is the Red Sea region,
where various states have established their overseas military bases. For in-
stance, in Djibouti, the militaries of the U.S., China, the United Kingdom,
Japan, Italy, France, Germany, and Spain maintain a presence.

Furthermore, the militaries of Tlirkiye and the UAE are present in Somalia
and Yemen, respectively.*! Russia has also shown a growing interest in Su-
dan and views its military presence in the Red Sea region as a strategic step
toward reaffirming its status as a global power. This is partly influenced by
the construction of threats along geographical lines and power projections,
which greatly benefit from blurring lines between naval deployments and
maritime security operations.*?

It is evident that human actors operate in the maritime environment either
to carry out illegal, disruptive, and destructive actions or to police and se-
cure the sea against unlawful activities.** Coupled with regional instabili-
ties, environmental factors, and global political complexities, the Red Sea
region remains highly vulnerable to maritime security threats.** 4 4 This
has led to increased counterterrorism and counterpiracy operations in the
Horn of Africa, where frigates are deployed as part of war-like coalitions.*”

In addition, non-human factors such as climate change are emerging as se-
rious threats to maritime security. A prominent example is the Panama Ca-
nal, where irregular rainfall patterns have disrupted full operations. The ca-
nal’s functionality depends heavily on freshwater from Gatun Lake. Recent
droughts — exacerbated by climate change and events such as El Nifo — have

38 AbdikadirIssa Farah, “Shifting Tides amidst Regional Challenges: Navigating Horn of Africa’s
Geopolitical Chessboard — Literature Review,” Open Journal of Social Sciences 12, no. 2 (February
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drastically reduced water levels. As a result, the Panama Canal Authority
has been forced to impose limits on ship transits, decreasing daily passages
and causing increased costs and delays for international maritime trade.*®

Conceptual Framework: Sustainable Maritime Security

Li* has developed a conceptual framework called sustainable maritime
security, which was built based on the critical security studies literature,
sustainable development discourses, and maritime security conception
by Bueger.>° The maritime environment has important aspects for human-
kind’s sustainability. This is why the UN’s SDGs, particularly the 14th goal,
are clearly dedicated to “Life Below Water.” This goal is dedicated to conserv-
ing and sustainably utilizing oceans, seas, and marine resources for devel-
opment.

Life below water is critical for regulating the climate, providing resourc-
es, maintaining ecosystems, and supporting human well-being. Because
underwater resources are finite, the current generation is compelled to
preserve and utilize them sustainably for development while considering
future generations. In response, Li developed this analytical framework to
enhance understanding of the issue and help unify scattered policy efforts
into a cohesive roadmap for achieving maritime security.*! This framework
encourages the integration of sustainable development principles while ad-
dressing a wide range of maritime security threats and challenges.

Li's framework has four foundational sectors, each with distinct values:
political, economic, environmental, and social. Each sector faces specif-
ic maritime security threats that require different policy approaches. The
political sector’s core value is maintaining peace and stability in the mari-
time environment. It is threatened by interstate disputes, terrorism, and the
proliferation of weapons of mass destruction. Addressing these issues re-
quires state-cantered approaches, including cooperation and negotiation.
The economic sector focuses on achieving sustainable development of the
blue economy, as it is affected by disruptions to navigation, irresponsible
resource exploitation, and pollution. Policies for this sector should be busi-
ness- and international-organization-centric, coupled with innovation and
technology.>?
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The environmental sector focuses on protecting and sustaining the marine
environment and biodiversity. It faces challenges such as pollution, climate
change, and biodiversity degradation. This sector requires a community-
and international-organization-led policy approach that prioritizes pre-
serving and conserving marine ecosystems. Furthermore, the social sector
is concerned with the safety of vessels, installations, employees, and coast-
al communities. It faces maritime insecurity issues including piracy, hu-
man trafficking, labor abuses, maritime disasters, and disruptions to food
chains. This sector benefits from individual- and community-led policy ap-
proaches. Overall, these four sectors are interrelated and mutually import-
ant. Because security and development are intertwined, focusing on one
while neglecting the other does not lead to the desired outcomes.

The sustainable maritime security conceptual framework is chosen to ad-
dress the impacts of maritime security dynamics and geopolitical rivalries
on the safety and stability of maritime trade routes through the Suez Canal
and the Bab al-Mandab Strait for two reasons. First, it provides a compre-
hensive picture of the interconnected yet distinct perspectives on maritime
security threats across the waterway stretching from the Suez Canal to the
Bab al-Mandab Strait. Second, it is well suited to offer an interdisciplinary
policy approach to tackle maritime security issues that impede sustainable
international maritime trade. This framework will be applied to analyze
maritime security by classifying it into four sectors and examining the spill-
over effects of each sector on the overall maritime security landscape.

Maritime Security Challenges in the Water Body Stretching from the Suez
Canal to the Bah al-Mandab Strait

The Political and Economic Sectors

Maritime security challenges in the political and economic sectors along
the waterways stretching from the Suez Canal to the Bab al-Mandab Strait
are multifaceted. The Red Sea region is crowded with various state and non-
state actors, each wielding different degrees of influence and driven by geo-
political, economic, and military interests. This region has become a focal
point of maritime competition due to its proximity to the Middle East, its
political and economic significance to the world, its critical maritime trade
routes, and its geostrategic location at the intersection of Asia, Africa, and
Europe. Consequently, great and middle powers from Europe, North Ameri-
ca, and Asia have established military bases and deployed naval forces. Each
state actor pursues distinct maritime interests and strategies.
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The presence of competing maritime strategies and interests among great
and middle powers in the region constitutes one of the primary maritime se-
curity challenges the area faces. This situation has significant implications
for the political and economic sectors of sustainable maritime security. For
example, during the Cold War, the United States established Kagnew Station
in present-day Eritrea in 1953, following a formal agreement with the Ethi-
opian government for intelligence and communication purposes that were
strategic for the U.S. military and its allies (Bateman, 2025). Since then, the
U.S. has maintained a physical presence in the region to counter the influ-
ence of the Soviet Union —not to create a sphere of influence —and later to
address challenges posed by China and other actors whose interests conflict
with those of the U.S.>? After the Cold War, the U.S. established its military
base, Camp Lemonnier, in the small country of Djibouti in 2002. This base
has served as the central military command for Africa, aiming to counter
rival powers, maintain naval dominance, uphold regional stability, and se-
cure sea lines of communication in the region.

Around 10 kilometres from the U.S.” Camp Lemonnier, China established
its first foreign military base in 2017 to expand its regional commercial and
military influence. The presence of rival global powers in such proximity at
the southern gateway of the Red Sea underscores the strategic importance of
these waterways and reflects the broader geopolitical competition over se-
curing global maritime trade and influence in the region. China’s entry into
the Red Sea aligns with its ambitious Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), pursued
through aggressive infrastructure investments, commercial partnerships,
and naval deployments. The Maritime Silk Road, a key component of the BRI
with a vision of securing China’s core interests in shaping global maritime
governance and achieving maritime renaissance, involves $1.2 trillion in in-
vestments. This initiative aims to extend China’s sphere of influence beyond
its adjacent waters, enhance the maritime economy, improve food and en-
ergy security, secure sea lines of communication, and strengthen its naval
capabilities.5*

The Indian Ocean Region, particularly the Bab al-Mandab Strait —which
connects the Red Sea to the ocean —is a focal point of China’s Belt and Road
Initiative. This has, in turn, triggered increased militarization of the Red Sea
and intensified maritime rivalry in the already complex and unstable Horn
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of Africaregion China emphasizes that the Red Sea isa critical maritime cor-
ridor for its economic and military expansion, as it links the Mediterranean
Sea with the Indian Ocean.*

The Chinese military base in Djibouti aims to offer multipurpose, particu-
larly intelligence, logistical support for naval operations and the BRI imple-
mentation.>® Due to the presence of a Chinese military base adjacent to the
Camp Lemonnier, together with the Chinese ambition of increasing its in-
fluence in the region and projecting its global power, the U.S. has responded
to this by boosting its military base’s capabilities while enhancing its capa-
bilities to counter terrorism and piracy. This has further ignited the rivalries
of global powers in the region.>” The Red Sea region is associated with the
existence of overlapping rivalries and conflicts, further complicated by the
strong involvement of external powers, where China and the U.S., as well
as Iran vs Israel and the U.S., counterbalance each other’s influence in this
strategically critical maritime corridor.>® This area is the closest pointin the
world where the U.S. and Chinese militaries face each other. Tensions rise
intermittently, and the risk of conflict in this area poses a threat to regional
security.

The region has also seen a proliferation of the strong presence of middle
powers like Iran. Iran’s maritime strategy focuses on exploiting its geostra-
tegic position to become a maritime transportation hub while reducing its
dependence on the oil and gas economy by expanding its maritime trade
with Asia, Europe, and Africa.>® Iran’s maritime strategy is designed to proj-
ect the sphere of influence in the Strait of Hormuz and beyond, particularly
the Red Searegion.® Furthermore, Iran has been significantly presentin the
region through its proxy, the Houthis, officially known as Ansar Allah in Ye-
men.
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Among the many foreign military presences in Djibouti, the UK is one of
the main actors. Although it has no separate military bases, its personnel
are present inside Camp Lemonnier, collaborating with the U.S. military in
intelligence sharing and military operations. The UK military presence in
the Red Sea region has increased significantly amid growing geopolitical
complexities and insecurities. From January 2024 to April 2025, the UK con-
ducted targeted military strikes against the Houthis, both unilaterally and
jointly with the U.S. military, to protect commercial and military vessels in
the Red Sea region.*

In addition, the UK has been strengthening its defense cooperation with
the UAE in the Gulf and Red Sea areas to enhance regional stability and fight
against terrorism.*? However, while underscoring the importance of foreign
military presences in the Red Sea in countering piracy, maritime terrorism,
military experience sharing, and intelligence sharing, it has also been crit-
icized for complicating the regional security, becoming a battle ground for
the great and middle powers, patronaging and interferences within affairs
of states situated in the Red Sea region.%

Tiirkiye is another important middle power with strong interests in the Red
Sea region. The country’s largest foreign direct investment destination in
Africaisinthe Red Searegion, particularly in Ethiopia, accounting for more
than half of its total investment there. Tiirkiye has multi-billion-dollar in-
vestments in the Horn of Africa, primarily in the construction, manufac-
turing, and infrastructure sectors.®* It also maintains a strong presence in
Sudan, with both defence and commercial cooperation. In December 2024,
the Turkish president played a key role in mediating the ongoing civil war
by facilitating dialogue between the Sudanese belligerent parties.®> Anka-
ra has also been instrumental in mediating between Ethiopia and Somalia
regarding the memorandum of understanding signed between Ethiopia and
Somaliland, which led to the signing of the Ankara Declaration on Decem-
ber11, 2024. The Ankara Declaration marked a critical step toward regional
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peace and cooperation in the Horn of Africa by addressing disputes and en-
hancing economic and security partnerships among these states.®

Tilirkiye has provided training programs for the Somali Police Force (SPF)
and the Somali National Army since 2012. In 2017, the country established
its first military base in Africa at Camp TURKSOM in Somalia. ®” Tiirkiye is
also a major supplier of military ammunition to Horn of Africa countries,
notably Ethiopia, Somalia, and Sudan. Alongside its economic cooperation
in these Red Sea states, Tilirkiye has built a solid foundation for its military
influence — not only through establishing a military base and leveraging its
Muslim identity and cultural ties but also by exporting its latest military
technologies and products.®® Expanding from soft power projection to hard
power, Tiirkiye's presence in the region enhances its regional influence.

As the Red Sea maritime corridor is critical for oil and gas transportation —
primarily from the Gulf states —ensuring the uninterrupted flow of sup-
plies is integral to their foreign policy objectives. Any regional conflicts that
threaten maritime trade in this waterway adversely affect these states. In
addition to economic cooperation with the Horn of Africa states and Egypt,
the GCC countries — particularly Saudi Arabia, the UAE, and Qatar —rely on
the Red Sea African states for food security.®® The Gulf States, led by Saudi
Arabia, have also been counterbalancing Iran’s regional influence.” This is
evident in Yemen, where Iran supports the Houthis and Saudi Arabia backs
the Sunnirebels. The Gulf states have been heavily engaged in providing for-
eign aid to Egypt and the Horn of Africa, projecting their soft power. The GCC
countries maintain multi-billion-dollar investments across various Horn of
Africa states and Egypt.”!
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The UAE had military bases in Eritrea that were closed in 2021 and currently
operates military bases in Yemen.”? Additionally, DP World, the UAE’s major
port operator, has invested in the port sectors of Somaliland and Djibouti.
73 Overall, the Gulf states maintain a strong commercial and military pres-
ence in the Red Sea region, aiming to ensure the security of this vital mari-
time corridor and to project their regional influence. Furthermore, geopo-
litical rivalries and wars in the Middle East have directly disrupted maritime
transportation through the Red Sea, the Suez Canal, and the Bab al-Mandab
strait, further impacting global markets.” The Red Sea region is associat-
ed with regional conflicts and great power rivalries, alongside the involve-
ment of middle powers, with other actors such as Iran, Israel, and the GCC
states also asserting their interests.” These dynamics have contributed to a
resurgence of piracy, attacks on vessels by Houthi rebels, and the rerouting
of ships around the Cape of Good Hope, resulting in increased transporta-
tion costs, higher insurance premiums, and disruption of the global supply
chain.”®

Another major maritime security challenge in the Red Sea region is infra-
structural vulnerability, particularly in the Suez Canal. This vulnerability
gained global attention following the blockage caused by the Panamani-
an-flagged container ship Ever Given in the Suez Canal from March 23 to 29,
2021. During those six days, a massive maritime traffic jam occurred along
this vital shipping route.

The Ever Given incident caused delays for nearly 400 vessels, leading to sig-
nificant disruptions in the global supply chain. As a result, economic loss-
es of between $15 billion and $17 billion occurred, affecting stakeholders
across various sectors worldwide.”” This event led to increased container
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prices, revenue losses for Egypt, and raised concerns regarding legal and li-
ability issues.” Several key parties — primarily Egypt, shipping companies,
and the international economy — were threatened by this maritime security
challenge. In fact, this was not the first time infrastructural vulnerabilities
have impacted the Suez Canal. Since its opening in 1869, the canal has ex-
perienced five blockages and closures, mainly due to wars, some of which
lasted for years.”

The Houthi attacks on merchant vessels began on November 19, 2023, and
continued through 2025, targeting ships affiliated with Israel in response
to Israel's military operation in Gaza. This maritime security challenge
has altered geopolitics and global maritime security dynamics. The attacks
aimed to pressure Israel to end its operation in Gaza. The Houthirebels, who
control and have established a government in northern Yemen with Sanaa
as their capital, have been backed by Iran as part of its broader geopolitical
strategy. These attacks targeted commercial ships linked to Israel, disrupt-
ing global maritime trade in one of the world’s most critical maritime corri-
dors.8°

The attacks by Houthi insurgents on maritime traffic in the Red Sea and the
Gulf of Aden have caused a decline in shipping through the Suez Canal and
the Bab al-Mandab Strait, ultimately forcing cargo ships to detour around
the Cape of Good Hope. This detour has resulted in significant economic
consequences due to increased transportation costs and longer travel times.
In addition to soaring operational costs and freight rates, the disruption has
impacted supply chains and the productivity of goods and services. It has
also exacerbated climate change by increasing carbon emissions from ves-
sels taking the longer route. This situation highlights the broader regional
implications for global maritime trade and underscores the urgent need to
secure uninterrupted maritime transportation.s!

Disruptions and instabilities in the Red Sea region have had significant ef-
fects on the global economy and energy markets. Following the attacks,
maritime activity in the Red Sea declined sharply, with container ship traffic
dropping by 80 percent. This decline forced many vessels to detour around
the Cape of Good Hope, resulting in increased operational costs, longer
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transit times, and disruptions to global supply chains.®? According to a pres-
idential statement released after a meeting between Egyptian President
Abdel-Fattah El-Sisi and Osama Rabie, chairman of the Suez Canal Author-
ity, the Houthi attacks caused Egypt’s revenue from the canal to drop by 60
percent compared to the previous year. The statement revealed that “Egypt
lost nearly $7 billion in 2024 due to ongoing events in the Red Sea and Bab
al-Mandab region, which have significantly disrupted navigational traffic
through the canal and impacted global trade.”®® The Houthi attacks on ves-
sels passing through the Red Sea have resulted in maritime insecurities, dis-
ruption of global maritime trade, and economic instabilities.

The Houthi attack has exacerbated the issuance of higher insurance pre-
miums for shipping companies, which in turn has adversely affected the
trading costs®*. s a result, some of the world’s largest shipping companies,
including A.P. Meller-Mersk, have decided to reroute their vessels around
Africa to avoid operations in the Red Sea.®® These economic consequenc-
es—such as soaring operational costs and freight rates caused by maritime
insecurity and detours — have affected not only the economic and political
sectors but also the environmental and social spheres. Longer travel routes
lead to higher carbon emissions and increased pollution. Moreover, these
attacks have resulted in the deaths and kidnappings of seafarers and crew
members.® These attacks have further reignited the call for naval, military
patrols, and international cooperation deployment to achieve maritime
security.®” For instance, Israel and UK navies have increased their military
patrol to ensure maritime security, while the U.S. military, in response, has
conducted military strikes against this group in Yemen.®®

Maritime terrorism emerged as a critical security issue in the maritime
space with the proliferation of piracy off the shores of Somalia in the Horn of
Africa from 2007 to 2012, sparking expanded academic debates across mul-
tiple disciplines.® With the insurgency of Houthi rebels in the Red Sea re-
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gion, another significant maritime security threat has been the resurgence
of piracy. Although piracy has significantly declined since 2015, this does
not mean it will not reoccur, especially given the increasing instability and
geopolitical rivalries in the region. As the Africa Center for Strategic Studies
has pointed out, expanding ties between Al-Shabaab and the Houthis could
create favorable conditions for the resurgence of piracy and maritime ter-
rorism.?® There are also indications that piracy attempts are rebounding;
for example, on May 11, 2024, the Marshall Islands-flagged merchant ves-
sel Chrystal Arctic was targeted by pirates off the coast of Somalia but was
rescued by the European Union Naval Force’s Operation Atalanta.®! Overall,
these maritime security challenges have impacted the political and econom-
ic sectors —not only of the Red Sea states but also of the global economy and
politics. Egypt alone has faced a 40 to 50 percent decline in annual revenue
previously generated solely from the Suez Canal.*?

Environmental and Social Sectors

The Red Sea connects Africa and Asia, serving as a passage for ships travel-
ing from Europe to Asia, facilitating migration from the Horn of Africa to the
Gulf, and marking a division between Arab and African political and social
cultures.” The Suez Canal and Bab al-Mandab Strait have faced significant
security challenges for decades, threatening maritime trade routes in the
Indian Ocean and the Red Sea.’* hese waterways — the Suez Canal, Red Sea,
and Bab al-Mandab Strait — confront ongoing maritime security challenges
that affect the political and economic sectors, as well as serious environ-
mental and social security issues.

As a result of Houthi attacks on oil tankers, pollution in the Red Sea has
increased. The spillage of environmentally hazardous substances into the
water significantly affects marine life and has broader environmental con-
sequences for humans. For example, following attacks on the MV Sounion, a
Greek-registered oil tanker, in late August 2024, millions of barrels of crude
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oil were spilled into the sea. This incident posed serious environmental and
navigational hazards.?®

Hundreds of attacks by the Houthis have resulted in vessels being sunk,
damaged, burned, or seized. These attacks have also caused the deaths of
seafarers and the kidnappings of crew members.’® This challenge poses
serious security threats to the marine environment, which ultimately im-
pacts the social sector. The ripple effects of maritime insecurity — particu-
larly the Houthi attacks in the waterways stretching from the Suez Canal to
the Bab al-Mandab Strait — have climate change implications due to the de-
tours vessels must take around the Cape of Good Hope. This rerouting adds
several thousand kilometres to voyages, resulting in increased greenhouse
gas emissions and further environmental hazards to the marine ecosystem.
According to Deng and Mi,*” the global shipping industry accounted for 3
percent of total carbon dioxide emissions during the Anthropocene and is
projected to increase by 17 percent by 2050 if mitigation measures are not
implemented. Therefore, maritime insecurities in the Red Sea region that
force vessels to detour contribute significantly to the global shipping sec-
tor’s carbon emissions in the Anthropocene.

The Red Sea region has also experienced what Bueger and Edmunds®® refer to
as “transnational organized crime at sea.” The environmental and political
crises faced by the Horn of Africa states have contributed to increased hu-
man trafficking from Africa to the Gulf states, making the Red Sea a hotspot
of maritime insecurity.®® Organized smugglers widely conduct this maritime
crime. In addition to human trafficking, illicit trade flourishes in the region.
For example, the World Customs Organization’s Illicit Trade Report states
that “the global supply chain faces new challenges. Disruptions to maritime
traffic in the Red Sea have diverted illicit cigarette flows destined for the
Middle East.”!? Beyond drug and human trafficking, the Red Sea and Indian
Oceanregions are also vulnerable toillicit arms trafficking. The same report
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Development 1, no. 1(2023): 4, https://doi.org/10.1007/s44312-023-00001-2.
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emphasizes that “social changes, including internal conflicts and ongoing
struggles in the Middle East, have fueled attempts to illegally trade arms and
ammunition along the crucial Asia-Europe transit corridor.”*%!

Conclusion

Although the maritime waterways stretch from the Suez Canal in the north
to the Bab al-Mandab Strait in the southern corner of the Red Sea, they serve
as a lifeline for the world’s economy and remain sensitive to geopolitical
tensions —not only from the states located within the region but also from
rival powers farther afield. It is clear that this maritime corridor has been at
the center of regional and global politics, and its centrality is likely to persist
due to ongoing maritime insecurities.

Sustainable maritime security is challenged by threats across four sectors:
political, economic, environmental, and social. A maritime security threat
in one sector often produces ripple effects thatimpact the others. Within the
political and economic sectors, the primary maritime security challenges
to safe trade routes in these waterways include geopolitical rivalries, com-
peting maritime strategies among middle and great powers, infrastructur-
al vulnerabilities, and, most critically, the increasing attacks on vessels by
the Houthis. These combined factors have led to a sharp decline in maritime
traffic in the region, as well as rising costs related to shipping operations,
freight, and insurance premiums for containers and vessels. Consequent-
ly, this has disrupted global supply chains and production, further desta-
bilizing the global economy. Similarly, the Suez Canal, Red Sea, and Bab
al-Mandab Strait face environmental and social maritime security chal-
lenges, including pollution from oil spills that pose serious environmental
hazards; deaths and kidnappings of seafarers and crew members; and illicit
trafficking of drugs, humans, and arms.

Maritime insecurities in this region have serious negative consequences for
climate change, carbon emissions, and environmental hazards. These, in
turn, have adverse effects on other sectors, particularly the economic and
political realms. To address these maritime security challenges, it is essen-
tial to strengthen security protocols and foster cooperation among stake-
holders, setting aside competition. It is equally important to empower Red
Sea littoral and basin states to enhance both domestic and regional stability
and to support their roles as key decision-makers and implementers in se-
curing the region. Given that the maritime security of this area is linked to

101 Enforcement and Compliance, 24.
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the stability of other geographic regions, itis urgent that global and regional
powers dedicate their resources to resolving the Israel-Gaza and Iran-Israel
conflicts through diplomatic means.
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