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UAE boosts military 
clout with Somali base

Banning Muslim Brotherhood 
different from targeting members

Washington

A 

n internationally re-
nowned expert on the 
Muslim Brotherhood has 
raised questions about 
possible US initiatives 

aimed at designating the oldest and 
biggest movement of political Islam 
a terrorist group, although, he said, 
the organisation was “prepared to 
countenance violence”.

Sir John Jenkins, a former Brit-
ish diplomat in the Middle East, 
told The Arab Weekly that efforts 
to go after the Brotherhood itself, 
rather than individual members or 
subgroups, lacked concrete focus 
because there was no central struc-
ture of the transnational movement 
that could be targeted.

Several US allies in the Middle 
East, including Egypt, Bahrain, the 
United Arab Emirates and Saudi 

Arabia, have outlawed the Brother-
hood. The Trump administration is 
reportedly working on a similar de-
cision. Advocates of a ban, such as 
US Senator Ted Cruz, R-Texas, and 
Representative Mario Diaz-Balart, 
R-Florida, argue that the move-
ment meets the criteria of a “for-
eign terrorist organisation”.

Jenkins, however, said it was un-
clear exactly which individuals and 
entities would be the focus of such 
a step. Speaking following a panel 
discussion on the issue in Washing-
ton, Jenkins said the Brotherhood 
did not constitute a unified group 

that could serve as a target for a 
ban.

Jenkins, executive director of the 
Bahrain-based International Insti-
tute for Strategic Studies-Middle 
East, led a policy review for the 
British government on the Muslim 
Brotherhood and political Islam in 
2014 and 2015. He said the Broth-
erhood followed a “revolutionary” 
ideology but that its branches have 
developed differently in different 
countries.

As a result, Jenkins argued that, 
while groups or individuals con-
nected to the Brotherhood network 
can be prosecuted for illegal acts by 
authorities in the West, the same 
was not true for the movement it-
self. In most cases, the legal frame-
work necessary to move against 
individual players was already in 
place, he said. Jenkins warned that 
any move to ban the Brotherhood 
had to be carefully crafted because 
it would inevitably be challenged in 
court.

One of the difficult issues sur-
rounding the Brotherhood is its 
view of the use of violence as a 
means for ideological ends. In his 
policy review, Jenkins concluded 
that “for the most part, the Mus-
lim Brotherhood [has] preferred 
non-violent incremental change”. 
But he added that it was “prepared 

to countenance violence — includ-
ing, from time to time, terrorism — 
where gradualism is ineffective”.

Thomas Seibert is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly.

Beirut

T 

he United Arab Emirates 
plans to establish a mili-
tary base in Somaliland, 
underlining the growing 
military and economic 

influence of the Gulf countries and 
Saudi Arabia in north-eastern Af-
rica and the Gulf of Aden.

The Gulf countries’ military build-
up there is a key element in their 
campaign to block Iran’s strategic 
expansion in the region. The Gulf 
states are part of a military coali-
tion fighting Tehran-backed Houthi 
rebels in Yemen, across the Gulf 
of Aden from Somalia’s northern 
coast. Somaliland, a former British 
protectorate, is internationally rec-
ognised as an autonomous region of 
Somalia.

On February 12th, Somaliland’s 
parliament overwhelmingly ap-
proved a UAE plan to build a ma-
jor air and naval base at the port of 

Berbera on the Gulf of Aden under 
a 25-year renewable agreement 
signed in 2015 by Abu Dhabi and the 
government of the resource-poor 
northern Somalia republic.

The base would be the UAE’s 
second military outpost in the  
region, which is becoming a strate-
gic interface between Saudi Arabia 
and Iran, as it was between the 
United States and the Soviet  

Union during the Cold War.
In 2015, the Emiratis signed a 

30-year lease with long-isolated 
Eritrea under which their military 
forces would operate from a base 
north-west of the port of Assab. 
That facility, only 60km across the 
Red Sea from Yemen, is planned to 
be an operational base for combat 
aircraft, attack helicopters, drones 
and naval ships. The UAE has been 
building up its military infrastruc-
ture in Eritrea for more than a year 
and has reportedly conducted op-
erations in Yemen from Assab.

The Emirates and Saudi Arabia 
lead the Arab coalition that sup-
ports forces loyal to Yemen’s gov-
ernment-in-exile headed by Presi-
dent Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi.

Saudi Arabia is finalising an 
agreement to establish a military 
base in Djibouti, a strategic Muslim 
state midway between Assab and 
Berbera. The facility would help 
the Gulf countries escalate their 
war in Yemen.

The Gulf states’ military build-up 
in the region comes amid a sharp 

rise in tensions, with Yemen’s 
Houthi rebels firing missiles at US, 
UAE and Saudi vessels. An Emirati 
vessel was hit by a missile on Octo-
ber 1st and a Saudi frigate was hit 
by either a missile or a suicide at-
tack on January 30th, killing two 
crewmen.

These attacks threaten shipping 
lanes that are strategic global trade 
arteries.

“The UAE has been building in-
fluence in the Horn since the mid-
2000s,” Alex Mello, senior analyst 
with the New York-based security 
consultancy Horizon Client Access, 
was quoted by Radio France Inter-
nationale as saying.

He suggested the UAE might 
seek to expand its naval power in 
the region. “We’ll probably see the 
UAE develop more of a blue-water 
power projection capability,” Mello 
said.

Ed Blanche is Analysis editor of 
The Arab Weekly.
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Sir John Jenkins 
warned that any 
move to ban the 
Brotherhood had 
to be carefully 
crafted.

Former British diplomat in the Middle East Sir John Jenkins. 
(The International Institute for Strategic Studies – Middle East)
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A 2015 file picture shows UAE soldiers standing guard at the international airport of the southern port city of Aden in Yemen.          (Reuters)
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