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Introduction

From a security perspective, the Horn of Africa (HoA) is cited as a region engulfed by struggles over 
economic and political power, famine, droughts, poverty and starvation, and civil conflicts and inter-
state wars. It is also cited as a region of politicized historical fault lines, state interference in each other’s 
domestic affairs, and prolonged violent conflicts, with a prevalence of armed resistance groups.1

The Intergovernmental Authority on Development (IGAD), a regional organization, has legal norms and 
institutional arrangements that give it a mandate to address these complicated economic and security problems 
in the region. In this regard, Olika Tafesse stated that, in 1996, “cognizant of the danger of violent local conflicts 
with regional spillover effect, IGAD the member states restructured the organization and gave it[an] expanded 
mandate thereby making political, security, humanitarian, and economic affairs its priority areas.”2 
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The vision of IGAD said that it should be “the premier Regional Economic Community (REC) for achieving 
peace and sustainable development in the region.’’3 However, the reversal in the pattern of regional 
intrastate and interstate conflicts questioned optimism about the organization’s ability to enhance security 
and stability. Many believe that the region still lacks the most rudimentary regional security framework.

Historically, IGAD has been criticized for being incapable of addressing security problems in the HoA. 
These include the civil war in Darfur; protracted state collapse in Somalia; deep hostility and a stalled 
peace process between Ethiopia and Eritrea; a fragile peace agreement between North and South Sudan; 
a border dispute between Eritrea and Djibouti; and violent conflict in northern Uganda.4 This proved that 
IGAD was a fragile regional organization, as relations among states were marked by mistrust, suspicion, 
and uncertainty, and there is no single country in the HoA that has not been affected by violent conflict.5

IGAD, however, has achieved certain successes in mediating the peace processes of South Sudan and 
Somalia. The two agreements are important achievements in the era of IGAD’s expanded mandate and 
offer a good example of mediation for other sub-regional organizations in other parts of the African 
continent.

This paper examines various challenges to IGAD’s role in addressing long-standing and emerging regional 
security threats in the HoA. It begins with a brief account of IGAD's mandate to address regional security 
threats. It then examines emerging security threats in the IGAD region and IGAD’s responses. The next 
section considers the overall structural impediments to the performance of IGAD. Finally, the paper puts 
forward some policy options and recommendations.

IGAD's Mandate to Addresses Regional Security Threats 

IGAD is one of the Regional Economic Communities (RECs) recognized by the African Union. It has eight 
member states: Djibouti, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Kenya, Somalia, South Sudan, Sudan, and Uganda.6 IGAD was 
founded in 1996 to supersede the Inter-Governmental Authority against Drought and Desertification 
(IGADD)that was created in 1986. When IGADD evolved into IGAD, a great emphasis was placed on the 
peaceful settlement of regional conflicts and the maintenance of regional peace, stability, and security.7 In 
its constitutive act, IGAD was mandated to prevent, manage, and resolve inter- and intra-state conflicts, 
fundamentally through the means of the Conflict Early Warning and Response Mechanism (CEWARN), 
political dialogue, and reconciliation.

To fulfill the new mandate, IGAD’s legal and institutional frameworks were also streamlined. Normatively, 
IGAD has enacted a Protocol on CEWARN, the policy framework for the Eastern Africa Standby Brigade, 
Capacity Building against Terrorism, and the Post-Conflict Reconstruction and Development Framework.8 
IGAD also developed a peace and security strategy for 2011-2015 and 2016-2020.9

The IGAD secretariat was restructured to fulfill the new mandate and, in due course, it established a 
division responsible for peace and security.10 The IGAD Political Affairs Program (PAP), under its Peace and 
Security Division (PSD), is tasked with contributing to the peace and security of the IGAD region through 
preventive diplomacy focused on democracy, governance, elections, and human rights, thereby paving the 
way for the gradual political integration of the region.11 IGAD also maintains specialized institutions and 
programs of peace and security: the CEWARN and the IGAD Security Sector Program.
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Emerging Security Threats in the IGAD Region and IGAD’s Responses

The Conflict in Ethiopia’s Tigray Region

Political differences between the Tigray People’s Liberation Front (TPLF)12 and the Prosperity Party13 
resulted in an armed conflict. Even though there were earlier signs of war, it officially began on November 
4, 2020. The Ethiopian Prime Minister, Abiy Ahmed Ali, declared war after accusing the TPLF of attacking 
the Ethiopian defense force's northern command base.14 The war was started under the rubric of a “law 
enforcement operation” that targeted the TPLF’s leadership.15 However, it was conducted through the use 
of heavy artillery and military drones.16 On November 28, the government of Ethiopia claimed the capture 
of the Tigrayan capital of Mekelle and declared the end of the war.17 However, in June 2021 and after eight 
months of intense fighting, the TPLF forces have regained Mekelle. At the time of writing, the war has 
extended to Amhara and Afar regional states and heavy military fighting is still ongoing.18

The war has resulted in a dire humanitarian situation. More than sixty thousand refugees have fled to 
Sudan, more than two million people have been internally displaced, and more than 4.5 million people are 
currently in a dire humanitarian situation.19 Mass extrajudicial killings of civilians, sexual violence, looting 
of civilian properties, and attacks on Eritrean refugees have all been documented.20 Apart from acts of 
ethnic cleansing in western Tigray,21 there are also allegations against the government of Ethiopia of forced 
starvation and sexual violence by its soldiers.22

The war has become more complicated due to the involvement of external actors. Evidence shows 
the deep involvement of Eritrea in the Tigray conflict.23 Voices are also starting to be heard about the 
involvement of Somalia's army and the United Arab Emirates' drones in the conflict.24 The war began as a 
domestic conflict but has grown into a regional security crisis.

The war in Tigray has intrastate and interstate elements. IGAD, as a first resort for regional security issues, 
has a primary mandate to address the conflict. However, IGAD has not taken any concrete action. It has 
also failed to follow in the footsteps of the United States and European Union in publicly denouncing 
perpetrators’ actions.

Border Tension and Conflict between Ethiopia and Sudan

Border clashes between Sudan and Ethiopia erupted in December 2020 over agricultural land in the         
al-Fashqa area, which has been settled by Ethiopian farmers for more than 25 years.25 The territory has 
been disputed for more than a century, with a number of failed attempts to reach an agreement. Treaties 
drawn up in 1902 and 1907 between Ethiopia and Great Britain (Sudan’s colonial power) were intended to 
define the border between Sudan and Ethiopia.26

Recently, officials of Sudan stated that “Sudan has not and will not cross international borders or violate 
our neighbor Ethiopia.”27 Moreover, they said that what they control is their land in accordance with the 
1902 agreement between Great Britain and Ethiopia.28 There are also reports that the Ethiopian force and 
militia have ambushed Sudanese troops and killed civilians along the border.29 However, Ethiopia alleges 
that troops of Sudan advanced into the disputed al-Fashqa border region in violation of international law.30

Ethiopia has also stated that“Sudan's military had organized attacks by using heavy machine guns and that 
many civilians have been murdered and wounded.”31 There is fear among the international community that 
this tension would escalate into a full-fledged war.32 Even though the tension between the two countries 
has continued unabated, IGAD neither intends to manage nor would be capable of managing it.
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The Tension between Kenya and Somalia

Somalia scheduled an election to be held in 2021. However, tensions are escalating between the federal 
government, based in Mogadishu, and Somalia’s semi-autonomous regional states. There is a political 
divide between the federal government of Somalia and the Jubaland administration. In March 2020, 
President Mohammed Abdullahi Farmajo tried unsuccessfully to intervene to prevent the re-election of 
Ahmed Madobe, a key political opponent who serves as president of Jubaland.33 However, this sparked 
violent clashes between federal troops and Jubaland’s forces.34 This incident put Kenya and Ethiopia on 
opposite sides. While the government of Ethiopia supported Farmajo’s administration, Kenya continued to 
support the Jubaland administration.35

The government of Somalia accused Kenya of interfering in the internal affairs of Somalia by arming 
Jubaland militants.36 However, Kenya strongly denies the accusation.37 Besides, Ethiopia has ordered a 
withdrawal of some Ethiopian peacekeepers from Somalia and redeployed them to fight against TPLF.38 
The U.S. government has also ordered the withdrawal of its troops from Somalia.39 These developments all 
provide a ripe terrain for the terrorist group Al-Shabaab to regain its power and complicate the peace and 
security of the region.

As compared to others, IGAD has taken initiatives to address the tension between Kenya and Somalia. 
It has established a fact-finding committee and released a report. In its report, IGAD stated that the 
allegation of the Somali government is unfounded. However, the Somali government rejected IGAD’s 
report, claiming that it was unrealistic and biased,40 and threatened to withdraw from IGAD.41

Structural Impediments to IAGD’s Role in the Region

Although IGAD has the mandate to address intra- and inter-state violent conflicts, its actions fell short. 
Several underlying factors could account for the weakness of IGAD in dealing with both long-standing 
and emerging regional security threats. The concentration of power in the Assembly of Heads of States 
and Government and the current political deadlock between Ethiopia and Sudan, and between Kenya 
and Somalia, makes IGAD dysfunctional. Moreover, the involvement of non-IGAD actors in the region’s 
conflicts, such as the United Arab Emirates (UAE)42 and Egypt,43 is making the work of IGAD more 
complicated.

IGAD’s excessive dependence on external funding is another structural obstacle to its success. IGAD is 
funded by IGAD Partners Forum and others outside of the forum including the UK, United States, EU, 
Turkey, and the UAE.44 This raises basic questions aboutthe sustainability, predictability, and flexibility of 
the systems being put in place and ultimately undermines IGAD’s legitimacy and leadership in addressing 
regional security issues. Besides funding, IGAD suffers a shortage of skilled manpower. Moreover, an 
entrenched culture of solving political problems through military aggression, and advancing political 
interest through the principle of “my enemy’s enemy is my friend,” are serious impediments to resolving 
violent conflicts through political dialogue and reconciliation.

Policy Options and Recommendations

To effectively tackle the challenges IGAD has faced in addressing long-standing and emerging regional 
security threats, the following measures ought to be considered:
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1. Devolve Considerable Power to the IGAD Secretariat

Member states have to surrender some degree of their sovereignty to IGAD either by agreeing to be 
bound by regional rules and decisions, or by giving an institutional secretariat some independent 
authority. IGAD is considered as the club of Heads of State and Government; therefore, it has to be 
transformed from an intergovernmental body into a supranational organization with autonomous 
decision-making power. Specifically, IGAD has to be reformed to make it a body that can promote trust 
among its member states so that its interventions in the region are not seen as serving the interests of 
some actors at the expense of others. Promoting the engagement of civil society in IGAD’s peace and 
security initiatives has to be part of the reform.

2. Enhance Institutional Capabilities

IGAD has to either recruit highly competent and qualified bureaucrats or improve the capability of its 
staff members through continual training.

3. Promote the Principle of Self-reliance

To minimize if not eradicate a compromised regional autonomy, IGAD has to promote the principle of 
self-reliance. It has to consider adopting various financing packages to wean itself off external financing 
by raising from within the region to finance its peace and security projects. This would enhance the 
sense of ownership among its member states. Thus, IGAD member states should provide the financial 
means by paying their annual contributions based on the logic that investing in the maintenance of 
peace and security in the region amounts to "buying security" for their efforts to build better lives for 
their citizens. In this vein, IGAD has to take a lesson from the Economic Community of West African 
States (ECOWAS), which put in place its resource mobilization strategy, the Community Levy, from its 
members.

4. Propose Solution-oriented Mechanisms to the Security Threats in the Horn of Africa

IGAD should strongly condemn the violent situation in the Tigray region of Ethiopia and propose 
solution-oriented mechanisms. IGAD should further condemn the violent actions of governments of 
Eritrea, Somalia, and the United Arab Emirates in the Tigray Region. Specifically, IGAD has to ask for 
the immediate withdrawal of Eritrean troops from the territory of Tigray. IGAD should call upon leaders 
of Sudan and Ethiopia to immediately de-escalate tension and re-engage constructively. IGAD should 
also condemn the growing hostility between Somalia and Kenya and find pragmatic solutions to quell 
the tensions.

5. Appoint an African Special Envoy for the Horn of Africa

IGAD should strongly condemn the violent situation in the Tigray region of Ethiopia and propose 
solution-oriented mechanisms. IGAD should further condemn the violent actions of governments of 
Eritrea, Somalia, and the United Arab Emirates in the Tigray Region. Specifically, IGAD has to ask for 
the immediate withdrawal of Eritrean troops from the territory of Tigray. IGAD should call upon leaders 
of Sudan and Ethiopia to immediately de-escalate tension and re-engage constructively. IGAD should 
also condemn the growing hostility between Somalia and Kenya and find pragmatic solutions to quell 
the tensions.

Dr. Getachew Zeru Gebrekidan is an Assistant Professor of Peace and Security Studies at Ethiopian Civil 
Service University. He is a former Southern Voices Network for Peacebuilding (SVNP) Scholar, Woodrow 
Wilson International Center for Scholars, Washington, D.C. 

Mr. Messay Asgedom Gobena is a Ph.D. Candidate in Peace and Security Studies at the Institute 
for Peace and Security Studies, Addis Ababa University. He is a former Southern Voices Network for 
Peacebuilding (SVNP) Scholar, Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars, Washington, D.C.



6  |  Wilson Center - Africa Program

1. Mesfin Berouk, “The Horn of Africa Security Complex,” in Regional Security in the Post-Cold War Horn of Africa, ed. Roba 
Sharamo and Berouk Mesfin, (Pretoria: ISS, 2011), 1-30.

2. Olika Tafesse, “Conflicts and Conflict Resolution in the Horn of Africa: Toward the Study of Regional Peace and Security," 
Ethiopian Journal of Social Science and Humanities (EJSSAH) 6, no. 1-2 (2008): 1-24.

3. “What We Do,” Intergovernmental Authority on Development (IGAD), https://igad.int/about-us/what-we-do?showall=1.

4. Sally Healy, “Seeking Peace and Security in the Horn of Africa: The Contribution of the Inter-Governmental Authority on 
Development,” Royal Institute of International Affairs 87, no. 1 (2011): 105-120.

5. Tafesse, “Conflicts,” 1-24.

6. IGAD, “What We Do.”

7. Ibid.

8. Ibid.

9. Ibid.

10. Ibid.

11. Ibid.

12. TPLF was a founding and leading part of a coalition party named the Ethiopian People's Revolutionary Democratic Front 
(EPRDF) from 1989 to 2019.

13. Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed dissolved EPRDF and merged most of the constituent parties of the coalition (except the TPLF) into 
a new party called the Prosperity Party. The party was officially founded on December 1, 2019.

14. Abdi Dahir and Declan Walsh, “Why is Ethiopia at War with Itself?” New York Times, December 26, 2020, https://www.nytimes.
com/2020/11/05/world/africa/ethiopia-tigray-conflict-explained.html.

15. Dahir and Walsh, “Ethiopia at War.”

16. Nicholas Bariyo, “Ethiopian Forces Begin Decisive Battle in Tigray’s Capital,” Wall Street Journal, November 26, 2020, https://
www.wsj.com/articles/ethiopian-forces-surround-tigrays-capital-as-a-decisive-battle-looms-11606328684?mod=article_inline.

17. BBC, “Ethiopia's Tigray crisis: PM claims capture of regional capital Mekelle,” BBC, November 29, 2020, https://www.bbc.com/
news/world-africa-55111061.

18. International Crisis Group, “Finding a Path to Peace in Ethiopia’s Tigray Region,” International Crisis Group, February 11, 2021, 
https://www.crisisgroup.org/africa/horn-africa/ethiopia/167-finding-path-peace-ethiopias-tigray-region.

19. Martina Schwikowski, “Ethiopia: Humanitarian Crisis Worsens in Tigray,” DW, January 14, 2021, https://www.dw.com/en/ethiopia-
humanitarian-crisis-worsens-in-tigray/a-56224236.

20. Jan Nyssen, “The Situation in Tigray at the Beginning of 2021,” ResearchGate, January 2021, https://www.researchgate.net/
publication/348296742_The_situation_in_Tigray_at_the_beginning_of_2021. 

21. Jennifer Hansler, “Blinken: Acts of 'Ethnic Cleansing' Committed in Western Tigray,” CNN, March 10, 2021, https://edition.cnn.
com/2021/03/10/politics/blinken-tigray-ethnic-cleansing/index.html.

22. The Economist, “Ethiopia’s Government Appears to Be Wielding Hunger as a Weapon,” The Economist, January 23, 2021, https://
www.economist.com/leaders/2021/01/23/ethiopias-government-appears-to-be-wielding-hunger-as-a-weapon.

23. Cara Anna, “Ethiopian Army Official Confirms Eritrean Troops in Tigray,” Associated Press News, January 7, 2021, https://apnews.
com/article/eritrea-abiy-ahmed-ethiopia-united-nations-kenya-9d12e2af8c22926dd6b6b0c2d67473bf; Silja Fröhlich, “Once 
enemies, Ethiopia and Eritrea ally against Tigray,” DW, November 29, 2020, https://www.dw.com/en/once-enemies-ethiopia-
and-eritrea-ally-against-tigray/a-55763490; BBC, “Ethiopia's Tigray crisis: US calls for Eritrea Troops to Withdraw,” BBC, January 
27, 2021, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-55825560.

23. Simon Marks and Mohammed Ahmed, “Ethiopia Denies Somalia Forces Involved in Fighting in Tigray,” Bloomberg, January 21, 
2021, https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2021-01-21/ethiopia-denies-somalia-forces-involved-in-fighting-in-tigray.

24. Nicholas Bariyo and Gabriele Steinhauser, “Ethiopia: What We Know about the War in the Tigray Region,” Wall Street Journal, 
December 10, 2020, https://www.wsj.com/articles/ethiopia-what-we-know-about-the-war-in-the-tigray-region-11605530560.



7  |  Wilson Center - Africa Program

25. Ineke Mules, “Tensions Escalate between Ethiopia and Sudan,” DW, January 19, 2021, https://www.dw.com/en/tensions-
escalate-between-ethiopia-and-sudan/a-56272954.

26. Reuters, “Ethiopia Warns Sudan it is Running out of Patience over Border Dispute,” Reuters, January 12, 2021, https://www.
reuters.com/article/us-sudan-ethiopia-idUSKBN29H228.

27. TRT World, “Ethiopia and Sudan Trade Blame over Fresh Border Tension,” TRT World, January 12, 2021, https://www.trtworld.
com/africa/ethiopia-and-sudan-trade-blame-over-fresh-border-tension-43187.

28. TRT World, “Ethiopia and Sudan Trade Blame.”

29. Ibid.

30. Ibid.

31. Michelle Gavin, “Ethiopia-Sudan Border Dispute Raises Stakes for Security in the Horn,” Council on Foreign Relations, February 
4, 2021, https://www.cfr.org/blog/ethiopia-sudan-border-dispute-raises-stakes-security-horn.

32. Peter Kirechu, “Will Somalia Be Collateral Damage of Ethiopia’s Tigray Conflict?" World Politics Review, January 15, 2021, https://
www.worldpoliticsreview.com/articles/29356/the-tigray-conflict-s-fallout-for-somalia-ethiopia-relations.

33. Kirechu, “Will Somalia Be Collateral. Damage.”

34. International Crisis Group, “Ending the Dangerous Standoff in Southern Somalia,” International Crisis Group, July 14, 2020, 
https://www.crisisgroup.org/africa/horn-africa/somalia/b158-ending-dangerous-standoff-southern-somalia.

35. Africa News, “Somalia Rejects Probe Report on Kenya's Interference on Its Internal Affairs,” Africa News, January 27, 2021, 
https://www.africanews.com/2021/01/27/somalia-rejects-probe-report-on-kenya-s-interference-to-its-internal-affairs/.

36. Mohammed Yusuf, “Kenya Denies Role in Somalia's Internal Conflict,” VOA News, January 28, 2021, https://www.voanews.com/a/
africa_kenya-denies-role-somalias-internal-conflict/6201325.html.

37. Kirechu, “Will Somalia.”

38. BBC, “Trump Orders Withdrawal of US troops from Somalia,” BBC, December 5, 2020, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-
canada-55196130.

39. Africa News, “Somalia Rejects Probe Report.”

40. All Africa, “East Africa: Somalia Threatens to Withdraw from IGAD Over Kenya Diplomatic Row,’’ All Africa, January 28, 2021, 
https://allafrica.com/stories/202101290137.html.

41. Patrick Kenyette, “Tigray: UAE Drones Supports Ethiopia,” African Military Blog, November 16, 2020, https://www.
africanmilitaryblog.com/2020/11/tigray-uae-drones-supports-ethiopia.

42. Ayah Aman, “How Egypt is Supporting Sudan in border conflict,” Al-Monitor, January 26, 2021, https://www.al-monitor.com/
pulse/originals/2021/01/egypt-sudan-ethiopia-support-border-conflict-gerd-talks.html.

43. Redie Bereketeab, “Regional Economic Communities and Peacebuilding: The IGAD Experience,” South African Journal of 
International Affairs 26, no. 1 (2019): 1-20.

The 2021 SVNP Joint Research Award Competition

This research paper was submitted for the 2021 SVNP Joint Research Award Competition. To mark the SVNP’s 
10th anniversary and as part of its mission to strengthen collaboration among members and share African 
knowledge about peacebuilding and state-building, SVNP established a competition for co-authored research 
papers analyzing key existing or emerging issues in peacebuilding in Africa, highlighting issues, lessons 
learned, and offering  concrete actions that African and international policymaker to advance peacebuilding 
on the continent. 

The SVNP papers are available to download online on the Wilson Center Africa Program’s website:
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/program/africa-program



The Africa Program works to address the most critical issues facing Africa and U.S.-Africa relations, 
build mutually beneficial U.S.-Africa relations, and enhance knowledge and understanding about Africa 
in the United States. 

The Program achieves its mission through in-depth research and analyses, including our blog Africa Up 
Close, public discussion, working groups, and briefings that bring together policymakers, practitioners, 
and subject matter experts to analyze and offer practical options for tackling key challenges in Africa 
and in U.S.-Africa relations.

The Africa Program focuses on four core issues:

i. Good governance and leadership

ii. Conflict prevention, peacebuilding, and security

iii. Trade, investment, and sustainable development

iv. Africa’s evolving role in the global arena

The Program maintains a cross-cutting focus on the roles of women, youth, and technology, which are 
critical to Africa’s future: to supporting good governance, to securing peace, to mitigating poverty, and 
to assuring sustainable development.

The Africa Program

One Woodrow Wilson Plaza
1300 Pennsylvania Avenue, N.W. 
Washington, D.C. 20004-3027

www.wilsoncenter.org/africa
africa@wilsoncenter.org
facebook.com/africaprogram
@AfricaUpClose
202.691.4118


