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ABSTRACT The 21 century geopolitical landscape has experienced a
significant shift towards multidimensional cooperation and partner-
ships that transcend traditional borders. Tiirkiye, with its unique geo-
graphic position bridging Europe and Asia, has emerged as a promi-
nent player in fostering diplomatic and economic relationships across
continents. In recent years, Tiirkiye has particularly focused on East
Africa, as well as its associations with regional bodies such as the In-
tergovernmental Authority on Development (IGAD) and the East
African Community (EAC). This commentary examines the oppor-
tunities and challenges that characterize Tiirkiyes interactions with
these regions, evaluating the potential benefits and areas of friction in
advancing these partnerships.
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Introduction

he Intergovernmental Author-
Tity on Development (IGAD)

and the East African Commu-
nity (EAC) are two regional organiza-
tions in East Africa, with each com-
prising different member countries.
The IGAD countries have a combined
population of 300 million, while the
EAC has a population of 162 million.
In 1986, IGAD was established, and
on November 30, 1999, the Treaty for
Establishment of the EAC was signed,
coming into effect on July 7, 2000.

IGAD and EAC are both serving
different purposes and have dis-
tinct goals. They also have similari-
ties, including both bodies working
towards regional integration and
addressing issues like forced dis-
placement and economic challenges
within their respective areas. Addi-
tionally, they overlap in member-
ship, which can facilitate collabora-
tion. These countries collaborate on
various issues, including peace and
security, economic development,
and humanitarian assistance within
the region. IGAD is composed of 8
member states, namely, Djibouti,
Eritrea, Ethiopia, Kenya, Somalia,
South Sudan, Sudan, and Uganda.
On the other hand, EAC currently
has 8 member states. These are Bu-
rundi, Kenya, Rwanda, South Sudan,
Tanzania, Uganda, and the Demo-
cratic Republic of Congo (DRC). The
most recent development is Somalia’s
admission to EAC. Somalia was of-
ficially admitted into EAC on No-
vember 24, 2023, and became a full
member on March 4, 2024.

Differences between IGAD and
EAC lie in their priorities. IGAD
focuses more on political stability
and security issues, particularly in
relation to conflicts and humanitar-
ian challenges, while EAC empha-
sizes economic integration, trade,
and development initiatives. Their
operational frameworks and mem-
ber states’ interests also differ, as
evidenced by their inconsistent pri-
orities regarding political and eco-
nomic needs.

Tiirkiye has engaged with IGAD
primarily through its efforts to con-
tribute to peace and stability in the
region. Given Tiirkiye’s increasing in-
volvement in Somalia, it has coordi-
nated with IGAD on security issues,
including anti-terrorism efforts and
supporting the African Union Mis-
sion in Somalia (AMISOM). Tiirkiye
has also provided capacity-building
support to IGAD member states,
particularly in conflict resolution and
mediation processes.

Tirkiye has been a significant pro-
vider of humanitarian aid in East
Africa, especially during times of cri-
sis, such as droughts and conflicts in
Somalia and South Sudan. This aid
is often channeled through both bi-
lateral relations with IGAD member
states and multilateral mechanisms
involving IGAD. Furthermore, Tiir-
kiye’s diplomatic efforts include ac-
tive participation in regional forums
organized by IGAD. Within this per-
spective, Ankara has positioned itself
as a key partner in IGAD?s initiatives
aimed at fostering regional integra-
tion and development.
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In terms of EAC, it can be stated that
Tirkiye’s economic relations with
EAC countries have been robust, with
trade and investment at the forefront.
Turkish businesses are increasingly
active in the EAC region, particularly
in infrastructure projects, manufac-
turing, and the energy sector. Tiir-
kiye has signed trade and investment
agreements with several EAC mem-
ber states to facilitate smoother busi-
ness operations and enhance bilat-

Tiirkiye views its relationship
with both IGAD and the EAC
as strategically important. The
region’s location, economic

potential, and the need for
security and stability align
with Tiirkiye’s broader foreign
policy objectives in Africa

eral trade. The EAC sees Tiirkiye as a
valuable partner in achieving its goal
of economic integration within the
region. Specifically, Turkish compa-
nies have been involved in various in-
frastructure projects across the EAC
region, including the construction
of roads, airports, and other critical
infrastructure. These projects align
with the EAC’s priority to improve
regional connectivity and infrastruc-
ture. Moreover, Tiirkiye has invested
in cultural diplomacy and educa-
tional exchanges with EAC coun-
tries. The Turkish government offers
scholarships to students from EAC
member states, aiming to strengthen
people-to-people ties and build long-
term partnerships. Tiirkiye also pro-
motes cultural exchanges through its
embassies in the region, fostering a
deeper understanding and coopera-
tion between Turkish and East Afri-
can societies.

Tiirkiye views its relationship with
both IGAD and the EAC as strate-
gically important. The regions lo-
cation, economic potential, and the
need for security and stability align
with Tirkiye’s broader foreign pol-
icy objectives in Africa. By engag-

ing with these East African regional
blocs, Tiirkiye not only strengthens
its bilateral relations with East Afri-
can countries but also enhances its
influence in the continent’s political
and economic affairs.

This multifaceted engagement re-
flects Tirkiye’s broader ambition to
be a key partner in Africa’s develop-
ment, leveraging its economic, dip-
lomatic, and cultural resources to
foster closer ties with the region. It is
noteworthy, meanwhile, that Turkish
ties to the East African region, to-
day encompassed by the IGAD and
EAC blocks, date back centuries be-
fore these blocks came into being. It
should be mentioned that the con-
text of Turkish African policy and its
engagement on the continent must
be considered while interpreting its
connection with the IGAD and EAC
blocks or the region they represent.
Thus the next few paragraphs are
devoted to looking into the Turkish
policy of Africa and Turkish histor-
ical and contemporary ties with the
continent.
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Cultural diplomacy is also
integral to Tiirkiye’s approach,
with the historical connections

between Turkiye and Eastern
African nations enhancing
cultural exchange

The Historical Relationship
between Tiirkiye and the
IGAD-EAC Regions

A varied historical relationship span-
ning several centuries, trade, military
exchanges, and diplomatic contacts
have always existed between Tiirkiye,
which is the heir apparent to the Ot-
toman past, and the Eastern half of
Africa, represented by the two East
African blocks of IGAD and EAC.

The Ottomans began extending their
influence to the Red Sea and the
Horn of Africa in the early 16™ cen-
tury. This was partly in response to
the growing Portuguese presence in
the Indian Ocean, which threatened
Muslim trade routes and territories.
The Ottomans established a presence
in cities like Suakin (in modern-day
Sudan) and Massawa (in present-day
Eritrea), as well as in parts of mod-
ern-day Somalia. The Ottomans were
deeply involved in the trade routes
of the Red Sea, which connected the
Middle East with the African inte-
rior. They traded in goods such as
gold, and ivory —which were highly
valued in the Empire. Ottoman influ-

ence helped facilitate trade between
the Eastern African coast and the
broader Muslim world, including the
Arabian Peninsula, Persia, and India.

East Africa’s relations with the Ot-
tomans are also manifested in the
military and naval influence. The
Ottomans used their naval power to
exert influence over the Red Sea and
protect their trading interests against
European powers like Portugal. They
supported local Muslim rulers in the
region, helping them resist Portu-
guese incursions, particularly in ar-
eas like the Somali Coast and Ethio-
pia. The Portuguese and Ottoman ri-
valry in East Africa was a significant
aspect of the broader geopolitical
struggles during the ‘Age of Explo-
ration’ and the early modern period.
The rivalry emerged in the late 15"
century as both empires sought to
expand their influence in the Indian
Ocean region. The Portuguese aimed
to control trade routes and establish a
monopoly over the spice trade, while
the Ottomans sought to expand their
territory and influence in Africa and
the Arabian Peninsula.

The Ottomans were interested in East
Africa primarily for its strategic lo-
cation and resources. They sought to
control trade routes that connected
the Red Sea to the Indian Ocean and
to counter Portuguese influence. The
rivalry led to several military con-
frontations. The Portuguese engaged
in naval battles and land assaults
against Ottoman-supported forces in
East Africa. The Ottomans, leverag-
ing local alliances, sought to under-
mine Portuguese control. By the late
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17" century, the Portuguese began
to lose their grip on East Africa due
to internal strife, competition from
other European powers, and the ris-
ing strength of local kingdoms and
the Ottomans.

The Ottomans, as a major Muslim
power, fostered Islamic ties with the
predominantly Muslim populations

TURKIVE MULTILATERAL RELATIONSHIP: THE CASE OF EAST AFRICA, IGAD, AND EAC

of the Eastern African coast. This re-
lationship was not just political but
also religious, as the Ottoman sultans
were seen as protectors of the Islamic
faith, a role that resonated with Mus-
lim communities in Eastern Africa.
By the 19" century, Ottoman influ-
ence in Eastern Africa had waned
due to internal decline and the in-
creasing dominance of European co-

[ 16" Ordinary
i Summit of EAC

Heads of State
Summit in Nairobi
and IGAD meeting
in Ethiopia.
STRINGER / MINASSE
WONDIMU HAILU / AA
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Tiirkiye has played a significant
role in helping Somalia rebuild

its security forces and combat
terrorism, particularly against
al-Shabaab

lonial powers, particularly the British
and the French. However, remnants
of Ottoman influence remained in
the region’s culture, architecture, and
the spread of Islam. In the 20" and
21 centuries, modern Tiirkiye has
sought to re-establish and strengthen
its ties with African countries, in-
cluding those in the Eastern part of
the continent. Tiirkiye has opened
numerous embassies in Africa and
has engaged in significant diplomatic
outreach, focusing on economic, cul-
tural, and educational exchanges.

Challenges in Tiirkiye's
Multilateral Relationship within
the IGAD and EAC Regions

Tiirkiye’s foreign policy aims to bal-
ance its national interests with its
global responsibilities. Central to
this policy is the principle of national
independence and sovereignty, not
only for Tiirkiye but also for the na-
tions with which it maintains ties.
Another key principle is the peaceful
resolution of conflicts, with a strong
emphasis on diplomacy and dialogue
in international disputes. Multilater-
alism is also at the core of Tiirkiye’s
approach, demonstrated by its active

participation in international and
regional organizations, including
NATO, the UN, the African Union
(AU), IGAD, and the EAC. Further-
more, a commitment to regional sta-
bility remains a fundamental pillar of
Tiirkiye’s foreign policy.

Tiirkiye’s foreign policy seeks to sup-
port the IGAD and EAC regions by
promoting stability in the Middle
East and neighboring areas. A key
pillar of this policy is fostering eco-
nomic cooperation, strengthening
ties with nations and regional blocs
such as IGAD and EAC. Cultural di-
plomacy is also integral to Tiirkiye’s
approach, with the historical con-
nections between Tiirkiye and East-
ern African nations enhancing cul-
tural exchange. Leveraging its strate-
gic geographic position, Tiirkiye has
the depth and capacity to apply these
principles in its relations with the
IGAD, EAC, and the wider region,
thereby boosting both its influence
and security.

However, IGAD and EAC have en-
countered many obstacles in bring-
ing their member nations together,
which makes it harder for Tiirkiye to
approach the region using the mul-
tilateralism paradigm. Political divi-
sions among the member states are
an issue that threatens their unity,
resulting in tensions and a lack of
agreement on regional problems. The
region’s diversity in terms of ethnic-
ity and culture is another issue. There
are many different ethnic groups in
the area, each with their own unique
cultural identity, which can lead to
conflict and impede cooperation.
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Significant economic gaps across
member states are one way that the
region’s economic disparities are ex-
pressed. These discrepancies can re-
sult in unequal advantages from re-
gional initiatives, which can lead to
friction and reluctance to participate.
The main problem in the IGAD-EAC
region is therefore security concerns.
The persistence of hostilities and
instability in some of the member
states, such as South Sudan and So-
malia, impedes attempts at unifica-
tion and collaborative efforts.

Furthermore, there are not enough
natural resources in this area to sup-
port the regional blocks, notwith-
standing their abandonment. IGAD
frequently has resource constraints,
both financial and logistical, which
might make it more difficult for it to
carry out initiatives and programs
successfully. Another issue that
makes it difficult to bring the region
together under the regional blocks of
IGAD and EAC is external influences.
Geopolitical interests from external
powers frequently affect the dynam-
ics within IGAD and EAC, some-
times exacerbating divisions among
member states. Members of IGAD
and EAC frequently show a lack of
commitment to putting their policies
into practice. It is possible for certain
member nations to put their own
interests ahead of regional collabo-
ration, which could result in uneven
involvement in blocks’ programs. To
tackle these obstacles, member states
must maintain consistent diplomatic
efforts, be dedicated to regional inte-
gration, and concentrate on common
objectives.

TURKIYE MULTILATERAL RELATIONSHIP: THE CASE OF EAST AFRICA, IGAD, AND EAC

Despite its good bilateral relationship
with almost all IGAD-EAC member
states, Tirkiye faces several chal-
lenges in balancing its relations with
countries engaged in hostility in the
region. A typical example of this is
the recent conflict between Ethio-
pia and Somalia. While Tiirkiye has
strong ties with both countries, its
engagement with each nation poses
unique difficulties that require care-
ful diplomatic maneuvering.

Ethiopia and Somalia are regional
power contenders. The two Horn of
Africa states have historically had a
complex relationship, partly due to
border disputes, Somalia’s claim of
the Ogaden region in Ethiopia, and
differing interests in regional politics.
Somali nationalism and Ethiopia’s
concerns should be understood prop-
erly. Somalia’s long-standing desire to
reunite the Somali-inhabited regions
of Ethiopia (and Kenya) with Soma-
lia remains a sensitive issue. Tiirkiye,
while supporting Somalia, must en-
sure that it does not get involved in
or appear to endorse Somali nation-
alism in a way that could inflame ten-
sions with Ethiopia, a critical regional
power.

The situation is not different in the
EAC region. Disputes among EAC
member states have arisen due to
various factors. Territorial disputes
are one of the issues. Conflicts over
borders and territorial claims, such
as the long-standing dispute between
Uganda and Tanzania over the Kagera
River region, have created tensions
between the two states. Tensions be-
tween Rwanda and Uganda over alle-

2024 SUMMER 19



(TN VA 1BRAHIM MULUSHEWA ESHETE

gations of espionage and support for
rebel groups are the other challenges.
Tirkiye’s growing involvement in all
these countries can be seen as posi-
tioning itself in the broader geopolit-
ical rivalry in the IGAD-EAC states.
Balancing its support for all nations
without exacerbating regional ten-
sions is a significant challenge.

As mentioned above other foreign
influences are also an issue. The IG-
AD-EAC region is a strategic region,
attracting interest from major powers
such as the U.S., China, the Gulf States
(UAE and Saudi Arabia), and others.
Ethiopia and Somalia have their own
foreign alliances and interests in the
Horn, and Tirkiye must navigate
these external influences carefully.
For example, Tiirkiye’s growing pres-
ence in Somalia may cause concern
in Ethiopia due to competition with
other external actors like the UAE.
Some external actors may provide
support to rebel groups or opposition
movements within EAC countries
like the DRC, undermining stability
and unity. This can lead to conflicts
spilling over borders and complicat-
ing regional cooperation. Tiirkiye’s
growing presence should take into
account this factor too.

Somalia is a member of IGAD and
recently joined the EAC regional
club. Somalia’s security is therefore
highly linked to the security of both
IGAD and EAC countries. Tiirkiye
has played a significant role in help-
ing Somalia rebuild its security forces
and combat terrorism, particularly
against al-Shabaab. It has established
a military training base in Mogadishu

and provided substantial security as-
sistance. While this strengthens Tiir-
kiye’s relations with Somalia, it has the
potential to complicate its relation-
ship with Ethiopia and Kenya, which
have a security stake in Somalia. Both
Ethiopia and Kenya have their own
concerns about regional security and
the threat posed by al-Shabaab.

Kenyas problems with Somalia are
primarily rooted in security concerns
and territorial disputes. The relation-
ship has been strained due to a series
of factors, including a “wave of at-
tacks” from the al-Qaeda-linked al-
Shabaab group, which Kenya blames
for violence within its borders. Ad-
ditionally, there is a long-standing
maritime boundary dispute between
the two countries. Ethiopia’s internal
conflicts are also difficult for Tiirkiye
to navigate. Ethiopia has been grap-
pling with internal conflicts, such as
the Tigray War and other ethnic ten-
sions. Tiirkiye has maintained rela-
tions with the Ethiopian government,
even providing drones and military
support during the Tigray conflict.
However, Tirkiye’s involvement in
Ethiopias internal security dynamics
could strain its relations with regional
forces in Ethiopia and Somalia, espe-
cially if Somalia perceives Ethiopia’s
actions as destabilizing the region.

Competing economic interests is
also a challenge for Tiirkiye in deal-
ing with IGAD-EAC ties. Tiirkiye
has invested in infrastructure, trade,
and development projects in both
Ethiopia and Somalia. It is one of the
largest foreign investors in Somalia,
particularly in areas like port devel-
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opment, healthcare, and education.
At the same time, Ethiopia is a major
economic partner for Tiirkiye due to
its larger economy and market po-
tential. Tiirkiye must ensure that its
economic focus on Somalia, which
relies heavily on Turkish aid and in-
vestment, does not alienate Ethiopia.

Balancing humanitarian and
development aid among

different countries, especially
when resources are limited,
can be a challenge for Tiirkiye

It should not be seen as favoring So-
malia at the expense of Ethiopia.

There is a potential for a conflict of
interests in trade routes and strategic
access in Turkish relations with IG-
AD-EAC ties. Somalia’s coastal access
to the Indian Ocean is of strategic im-
portance to Tiirkiye, particularly for
trade routes and maritime security.
Ethiopia, being landlocked, also relies
on neighboring countries like Somalia
for port access. Tiirkiye must balance
its maritime and trade interests in So-
malia with Ethiopia’s strategic needs,
especially given Ethiopia’s reliance on
Djibouti and potential access to So-
mali ports. Here the Turkish stance
in Ethiopia’s attempts to secure access
to the sea manifested in the MoU it
signed with Somaliland is the case.

Balancing humanitarian aid is an-
other challenge for Tiirkiye. Tiirkiye
has increasingly positioned itself as
a significant player in providing hu-
manitarian aid in Africa over the past
two decades. It should be noted, how-
ever, that balancing humanitarian
and development aid among different
countries, especially when resources
are limited, can be a challenge for
Tirkiye. Somalias dependence on
aid can be seen favoring it dispro-
portionally by other countries in the
region. Somalia is highly dependent

on foreign aid, and Tiirkiye has been
one of the largest donors in terms of
humanitarian assistance, particularly
during times of drought, famine, and
conflict. However, Ethiopia, with
its larger population and significant
development needs, also requires
substantial support. This is also very
connected to public perception and
influence. Tirkiye’s large-scale aid
efforts have helped it gain influence
in Somalia, where it is seen as a key
partner in rebuilding the country.
However, Tiirkiye’s involvement in
Ethiopias conflicts and its political
alliances within the country could
lead to negative perceptions in Soma-
lia, especially if Tiirkiye is viewed as
prioritizing Ethiopia’s interests over
Somali stability.

Tirkiye faces additional challenges
from the business competition in the
EAC region. While the EAC aims to
promote economic integration, co-
operation, and development among
its member states, there are several
underlying rivalries and tensions that
can affect its functioning. Economi-
cally, there is significant competition
for market share and investment
among EAC member states. For in-
stance, Kenya is often seen as the
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Maintaining a neutral,
cooperative approach while
addressing the distinct needs
and concerns of all countries

in the region is critical to
sustaining Turkiye’s influence
and positive relations in the
Eastern part of Africa

economic powerhouse of the region,
leading to competition with Tanza-
nia and Uganda for dominance in
trade, tourism, and agricultural ex-
ports. Tiirkiye must navigate this ri-
valry carefully, ensuring its support
for one’s sovereignty without alien-
ating others, which view their own
development as tied to the rest of the
region.

Turkish mediation role may also be
hampered by regional rivalry. Tiir-
kiye often plays the role of mediator
in regional conflicts, including in the
IGAD-EAC regions. Balancing its
diplomatic role in both Ethiopia and
Somalia, particularly as tensions rise
in the region, requires delicate han-
dling. For instance, Tiirkiye’s desire to
mediate or engage in peace-building
initiatives in Ethiopia, especially con-
cerning the Tigray conflict, could be
viewed differently by Somalia, which
might want Tiirkiye to focus more on
its internal security and state-build-
ing efforts. Or the Tiirkiye peace
initiative in Somalia may receive the
same response in Ethiopia.

Tiirkiye’s challenge to IGAD-EAC ties
may stem from multilateral relations.
Tiirkiye’s balancing act in the region
is complicated by its membership in
international organizations like the
UN, the AU, and the Organization
of Islamic Cooperation (OIC). These
organizations may have differing
stances on the Ethiopia and Somalia
conflict or the Uganda-Kenya rivalry,
which Tiirkiye must navigate without
damaging its broader international
relations.

In summary, Tiirkiye’s challenge
in balancing its relations with IG-
AD-EAC regions revolves around
navigating regional rivalries, man-
aging security dynamics, and en-
suring its economic and diplomatic
efforts do not favor one nation over
the other. Maintaining a neutral, co-
operative approach while addressing
the distinct needs and concerns of
all countries in the region is critical
to sustaining Tiirkiyes influence and
positive relations in the Eastern part
of Africa.

Conclusion and Recommendation

The dilemma of being a friendly
country with multiple rival states
involves navigating complex geopo-
litical relationships, balancing dip-
lomatic ties, and managing national
interests. Tiirkiye should take into
account some key considerations in
its relationship with the IGAD-EAC
regions. Tiirkiye may strive to main-
tain neutral diplomatic relations with
competing nations in the region,
which can be challenging. It requires
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careful communication and diplo-
macy to avoid escalating tensions.
Economic ties with one or both rival
states may be beneficial, but engag-
ing too closely with one can provoke
the other. This economic balancing
act can impact trade, investments,
and sanctions. Tiirkiye should ad-
dress this challenge through careful
planning and implementation of
bilateral and multilateral economic
strategies.

For every state, national security is
a significant concern. Tiirkiye must

TURKIYE MULTILATERAL RELATIONSHIP: THE CASE OF EAST AFRICA, IGAD, AND EAC

tread carefully to prevent the impres-
sion that it is favoring one nation at
the expense of others. Through alli-
ances, Tirkiye hopes to enhance its
geopolitical power, but it must first
navigate a variety of political en-
vironments and governance styles
throughout the region. Through
cultural exchanges and educational
initiatives, Tiirkiye demonstrates its
soft power. Overall, Tiirkiye’s strategy
requires careful consideration of lo-
cal dynamics and global competition
while aiming for mutually beneficial
relationships. @
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