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Djibouti and Abu Dhabi: Rupture or Continuity in the national 
security strategy? 

Ferras Patrick1, Université de Paris 8, Institut français de géopolitique 

Three years have passed since Nicolas Sarkozy came to power. On the security and national 

defence front, the new President quickly put his stamp on the first months of his five-year term 

by quickly issuing a White book (Livre blanc). This document was designed to adapt frequently to 

the changes in the international environment, while the two previous ones were set for 15 or 20 

years. It identified a major strategic axis running from the Atlantic to the Indian Ocean based on 

an analysis of the existing threats and risks to French national interests.  

After outlining the basic elements of the new defence and national security policy, we will focus 

on the study of the French military presence in the Horn of Africa and in the Arabian Peninsula. 

Finally, we will determine, thanks to the analysis of these prepositioned forces and the geopolitics 

of the region, whether there is rupture or continuity in the implementation of the 2008 White 

book.  

Latest developments in the defence and national security policy of Nicolas 

Sarkozy 

The White book insists on three essential elements for France’s defence and national security. It 

defines the key strategic axis, outlines the future evolution of defence agreements with certain 

partners and calls for the transformation of the prepositioned forces.  

Key strategic axis  

The objective of the national security strategy outlined in the White book is to ward off anything 

that could threaten the nation. Its aim is to defend the population and the territory, to contribute 

to European and international security and to defend the values of the Republican contract that 

binds all French nationals to the State. The prevention and action strategy is focused on a 
                                                             
1	Patrick	Ferras	is	a	doctoral	candidate	in	geopolitics	(dissertation:	The	Ethiopian	National	Defence	Forces,	a	
tool	at	the	service	of	the	regional	power).	Former	intelligence	officer	within	the	French	air	force,	he	is	the	
director	of	the	Strategic	Center	of	the	Bassin	d’Arcachon.	
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“privileged” axis that will be at the heart of most of the efforts that will be deployed, an axis 

running from the Atlantic to the Indian Ocean. This axis is characterized by a strong potential for 

international crises that would have an impact on national security. Maritime piracy off the coast 

of Somalia and the nuclear policy of Iran are signs of the instability of part of this zone that could 

be detrimental to French vital interests, especially as far as the control of energy supply and 

maritime routes is concerned. Linking the mining areas for raw materials to the zones where they 

are consumed, these routes have now become a key issue in international relations (Frémont, 

2008, pp.17-28). Maritime dependence2 is such that we need to be able to protect free movement 

at sea, but also control the strategic gateways of the global maritime network. The Strait of Bab-

el-Mandeb controlling access to the Suez Canal and the Strait of Hormuz at the entrance of the 

Persian Gulf are two vital gateways of this network. The 2008 White book thus redefined the 

major functions of the national security strategy. They are structured around knowledge – 

anticipation, dissuasion, prevention, protection and intervention. They also contain all the 

principal sub-functions of the previous White book of 19943. These functions are divided up in a 

different manner and emphasis is put on intelligence. The national security strategy is thus based 

on intelligence, knowledge of potential areas of operations, strengthening the diplomatic network 

and the prepositioned forces.  

 

 

                                                             
2	70	per	cent	of	France’s	raw	materials’	imports	are	dependent	on	maritime	transport.	
3	The	White	book	of	1994	made	a	distinction	between	four	strategic	functions:	dissuasion,	protection,	
prevention	and	projection.	
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The 2008 White book put a particular emphasis on an essential element of the foreign policy: the 

defence agreements.  

Defence agreements  

The President came back to this issue after his election and insisted on the need to publicize the 

defence agreements and to delete the intervention clauses that allowed France to intervene in 

case of internal unrest in partner countries. With this initiative, a new cooperation relationship 

was supposed to be established in order to put an end to intervention mechanisms inherited from 

decolonization. Some agreements with African partners have remained, in part, confidential. It is 

worth mentioning here that, in the 1990s, France concluded new defence agreements with the 

countries of the Persian Gulf.  

To date, France is part of numerous bilateral defence agreements.  

As of January 1, 2008, defence agreements were signed with Gabon and the Central African 

Republic in 1960, with Côte d’Ivoire in 1961, Togo in 1963, Cameroon and Senegal in 1974, 
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Djibouti in 1977 and the Comoros in 1978. Kuwait in 1992, Qatar in 1994 and the United Arab 

Emirates in 1995 also signed defence agreements with France. 

Dating back from the decolonization period, the agreements with the African States are quite old, 

while the agreements with the States of the Arabo-Persian Gulf were signed after the end of the 

Cold War and the second Gulf War4. 

These defence agreements very often included a clause for the deployment of prepositioned 

forces.  

Prepos i t ioned forces  

Close to 10 000 troops are today part of the French prepositioned forces in Africa, down from as 

much of 30 000 troops in 1960 and 15 000 troops at the end of 1980s. In the near future, France 

will have two poles, one for each coastline. Gabon and Djibouti will host the majority of the 

forces. For the Arabo-Persian Gulf, a new joint base has been located in Abu Dhabi since 2009. 

The evolution in the deployment of the French forces shows that the greater involvement of 

Africans in the peace and security of their continent has been taken into account.  

African Peace and Security Architecture (APSA) 

The new African Peace and Security Architecture is based on regionalization and the African 

Standby Force (ASF). Each region is responsible for setting up a brigade that will be deployed 

within their region or beyond. For the region of the Horn of Africa to which Djibouti belongs, 

the sub-region is composed of the countries of the Intergovernmental authority for development 

(IGAD)5. The East brigade, composed of the member States of IGAD, but also of non-member 

States of East Africa, is at the heart of the French mechanism focused on the peace and security 

function (Eastern African Standby Brigade Coordination Mechanism - EASBRICOM). The 

French prepositioned forces adapted to the concept of the African Standby Force and the base of 

operations now has a regional mandate. The Commander of the French forces at Djibouti is thus 

responsible for the whole IGAD region.  

 

                                                             
4	The	war	between	Iraq	and	Iran	(1980-1988)	is	the	first	Gulf	war.	
5	 	Ethiopia,	Eritrea,	Sudan,	Uganda,	Kenya,	Djibouti,	Somalia.	Eritrea	suspended	its	membership	in	IGAD	
on	April	21,	2007.	
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The same desire to regionalize its approach is reflected in the decision to set up, on the ground, 

in Abu Dhabi, the only permanent sea command since 19736. Indeed, the admiral in charge of 

the maritime zone of the Indian Ocean (ALINDIEN) will be responsible, starting fall 2010, for 

developing and strengthening bilateral operational cooperation with the United Arab Emirates 

and for coordinating regional cooperation.  

As we have seen, the new defence and national security policy of President Sarkozy is based on 

the definition this key strategic axis for the next 15 years, on a different approach to the defence 

agreements and on the transformation of the prepositioned forces. To assess this change in 

policy, it would be interesting to focus on two particular points of the strategic axis outlined by 

the White book, two strategic points along the major maritime route between Asia and Europe. 

Djibouti and Abu Dhabi are, in fact, two major centers within the system of prepositioned 

forces. These two ports are also of crucial importance for their region, be it the Horn of Africa or 

the Arabian Peninsula. 

We can now turn to the French Forces of Djibouti (FFDj). 

Djibouti, strategic confetti (Gascon, 2005) 

Djibouti is at the crossroads of Africa and the Middle East, located on the West coast of the 

Strait of Bab-el-Mandeb at the entrance of the Gulf of Aden. Thirty per cent of European 

hydrocarbon supplies pass through the Gulf of Aden. 

France has been present in the Horn of Africa since 1862 and cultivates, since 1977, a special 

relationship with the young Republic when, from colonizer, it became Djibouti’s partner. The 

two countries signed a defence agreement in 1977: “Provisional protocol concerning the 

conditions for the stationing of French forces on the territory of the Republic of Djibouti”. It 

was later strengthened in 1991 with an agreement on airspace surveillance. The 1977 protocol 

outlines the following in its first article: “At the request of the Government of the Republic of 

Djibouti acting in the exercise of the right of self-defence recognized in Article 51 of the Charter 

of the United Nations, and in the case of aggression by a foreign army, the Government of the 

French Republic shall extend to the Republic of Djibouti, under conditions established by mutual 

agreement, the participation of the French armed forces stationed on the latter's territory. French 

forces stationed on the territory of the Republic of Djibouti may not participate in operations 

aimed at maintaining or restoring public order.” Article 10 notes that the territory of the Republic 
                                                             
6	The	Admiral	of	ALINDIEN	was	previously	based	on	a	vessel	of	the	Navy	that	patrolled	its	zone	of	command.	
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of Djibouti may not be used as a base or a tactical supporting point for armed intervention 

against a third country, except in the case provided for in article 1. 

The Provisionary protocol of 1977 is the only non-confidential agreement that can easily be 

found on the Internet. France however guarded itself from intervening during the civil war that 

pitted the North against the South from 1991 to 1994. A few weeks prior to the fall of the 

Ethiopian dictator Mengistu, French forces participated in the disarmament of an Ethiopian 

division that had deserted and fled to Djibouti. They also carried out missions helping the armed 

forces of Djibouti during the conflict with Eritrea in 2008-2010. 

French forces  s tat ioned in Djibout i  

They carry out two types of missions. The first mission is to establish a presence. The French 

forces’ mandate includes prevention, most notably in the field of intelligence and military 

cooperation, protection of French interests and support to the State of Djibouti (defence 

agreement, civil security and support to the armed forces). They regularly carry out civil-military 

actions and welcome and support French and allied forces. Their second mission is external 

interventions, i.e. operations like those in Somalia in 1993, with the United Nations Mission in 

Ethiopia and Eritrea in 2000-20017, in Côte d’Ivoire in 2002 and in the Democratic Republic of 

the Congo in 2003. They executed humanitarian assistance missions following the attack against 

the USS Cole (Aden in Yemen in 2000), during the 2005 tsunami and help frequently numerous 

refugees8 who try their luck at sea to leave their country. Since 2002, these missions have changed 

by taking into account developments such as increased regional cooperation, the terrorist threat 

and the U.S. presence. For the last few years, certain missions were organized to support the 

States of the Arabian Peninsula (exercises, deployment of air power).  

The number of troops deployed has been regularly diminishing since 1974. Starting out with 

5,600 troops, there were 3,500 French troops deployed in 1995 and around 2,800 today. Of these 

troops, about 1,200 troops are deployed on short-term missions. Units and personnel are posted 

for four months as part of units of the FFDj. This system was put in place in order to reduce the 

financial cost of the garrison in Djibouti9. But this, however, is far from ideal from an operational 

point of view. The units have to start from scratch every four months to make sure the support 

personnel can adapt and be interoperable.  

                                                             
7	French	troops	participated	in	this	mission	after	2001.	They	were	however	not	part	of	the	FFDj.	
8	Somalis,	but	also	Ethiopians	and	Eritreans.		
9	A	soldier	deployed	on	a	short	mission	costs	less	than	a	soldier	deployed	in	a	family	duty	station.		
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The French forces stationed in Djibouti are composed of units from the air force, the army and 

the navy. A joint staff commands them. The army is composed of three units (the 13th demi-

brigade of the Foreign legion, the 5th overseas interarms regiment and a helicopter detachment). 

The air force unit is composed of a fighter squadron equipped with Mirage 2000 and ground 

support. The overseas transport squadron provides tactical airlift capability and helicopters. The 

Navy has three transport ships.  

Except for a unit of the Foreign Legion stationed in Arta, 40 kilometers west of Djibouti, all the 

units of the FFDj are stationed in the capital. The deployment has become tighter over time to 

focus on one principal point. 

The cos t  o f  French presence   

In 2003, the two States signed a financial convention. In its first article, the convention notes that 

“the Government of the French Republic commits to pay to the Government of the Republic of 

Djibouti, in consideration of the presence of the FFDj on its territory, a lump sum of 30 million 

Euros per calendar year. This presence includes the occupation by the FFDj of all the real estate 

made available by the Government of the Republic of Djibouti, the use of training grounds and 

firing range, the use of the road network and the ordinary expenses of the civilian and military 

personnel affiliated to the Defence Ministry.” This contribution was set for nine years, renewable 

following agreement on a new term between the two States (article 12). 

In 2005-2006, the impact of the FFDj on the local economy10 was estimated at 160 million 

Euros, about 30 per cent of the budget of the State of Djibouti. It is hence easy to understand 

that, regardless of the tensions between the two States, most notably with the Borrel case11, the 

President Ismael Omar Guelleh wants to hold on to an annuity that, alongside that of the United 

States, represents a significant source of income. On the other hand, the conflict with Eritrea in 

June 2008 clearly showed that the defence agreement could be useful. For two years, the French 

forces have been in charge of supporting the armed forces of Djibouti in the field of intelligence, 

logistics and sanitation, pending resolution of the conflict by the United Nations.  

 

                                                             
10	Employment	of	Djiboutians	(less	than	700	people),	family	expenses	such	as	rents,	household	consumption	
and	expenses	of	the	FFDj	(market,	supplies,	etc.).	
11	Judge	Borrel,	technical	adviser	to	the	Ministry	of	Justice	of	Djibouti,	was	found	dead	in	1995.	According	to	his	
widow,	he	was	assassinated	by	Djibouti	nationals.	Every	time	this	case	is	mentioned	in	the	French	media,	the	
relations	between	the	two	States	become	strained.		
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Coopet i t ion12 with the United States   

Personnel of the Combined Joint Task Force – Horn of Africa (CJTF HOA) started arriving in 

2002 on the USS Mount Whitner. This Task Force was based in this vessel until May 2003 when 

Camp Lemonier was set up in Djibouti. The CJTF HOA conducts joint and combined 

operations (with its allies) and provides training in its area of operation to enable host nations to 

fight against Al-Qaida and the movements associated to this organization. It also collaborates 

with host nations to reduce underlying tensions that terrorists try to exploit in order to prevent 

the reemergence of Al-Qaida. The CJTF HOA is atypical to the extent that it is not an armed 

force, but a combination of civilian and military capabilities dedicated to the fight against 

terrorism.   

CJTF HOA’s area of responsibility includes the territory, air space and territorial waters of the 

following countries: Kenya, Somalia, Ethiopia, Sudan, Eritrea, Djibouti, Seychelles and Yemen. 

But the Task Force is interested in a much larger area that includes all the countries that had or 

could have a link with Al-Qaida and other related movements: Oman, Saudi Arabia, Egypt, 

Tanzania, Mauritius, Comoros, Madagascar and Uganda. This zone also includes the maritime 

routes of the Indian Ocean, the Gulf of Aden, the Red Sea, the Gulf of Oman and the Persian 

Gulf.  

To facilitate implementation in those countries, four forward bases are located outside Camp 

Lemonier in Djibouti, the CJTF’s main site in the Horn of Africa. Three bases are located in 

Ethiopia and one in Kenya. With a personnel of about 100 people, these forward bases are 

composed of the same elements as Camp Lemonier: protection units, close protection teams, 

human support and communications.  

On February 6, 2007, as a sign of the growing strategic importance of Africa, the Bush 

administration announced that it would establish a separate military command for Africa (Egypt 

remaining under the US Central Command). This new command will be responsible for securing 

U.S. interests in the continent and its surrounding waters. It will work with African countries and 

regional organizations to help enhance stability and security in the region through improved 

security capability, professionalization of the armed forces and good governance. Temporarily 

based in Stuttgart, Africom became a full-blown US Command in October 2008. Since it has 

been unable to find a base on the African continent, Africom is still located in Stuttgart, 

                                                             
12	Economic	term.	Coopetition	=	cooperation	+	competition.	
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Germany. The CJTF HOA is officially under the control of Africom. But the United States are 

not the only ones interested in the region.  

European involvement in the f ight  against  p iracy :  Atalante  

The European Union became especially interested in the Horn of Africa following the launch of 

Operation Atalanta on November 10, 2008 that aims at fighting against maritime piracy off the 

coast of Somalia. Several units of the European forces participating in this operation make use of 

the facilities and capabilities of the FFDj, notably their airport facilities. Atalanta, the first 

maritime operation of the EU, is composed of a staff on land located in Great Britain, a staff at 

sea, 12 European ships and three maritime patrol aircrafts. Several forces are deployed 

independently in this zone. On average, 30 warships and half a dozen maritime patrol aircrafts 

are operating off the coast of the Horn of Africa.  

Advantages  o f  French presence  in Djibout i  

As seen previously, the FFDj are the largest French garrison outside the national territory. They 

are an essential support base in a volatile region and are prepositioned at the entrance of the Red 

Sea. Thanks to their air, naval and land assets, they remain, with the United States, the only 

Western forces capable of intervening in the region. Djibouti therefore remains a strategic 

location.   

The fact that the FFDj were prepositioned in the region enabled them to intervene against piracy, 

with reinforcement from France in order, for instance, to secure the release of the hostages of le 

Ponant in April 2008, le Carré d’as in September 2008 and le Tanit in April 2009. 

The French forces also provide logistical support capabilities to the coalition forces of the CFTJ 

HOA (Spain and Germany) and to the Atalanta force. A few months ago, Chinese, Japanese and 

Australian ships were anchored in the port of Djibouti, alongside Norwegian, Dutch, French and 

American vessels.  

Moreover, the territory of the Republic of Djibouti is a good environment to prepare for external 

operations (Afghanistan) and to train French forces. 

The buildup of the African Peace and Security Architecture has led to greater regional military 

involvement of the French forces. Within the regional context, France and its FFDj participate in 

support missions and training exercises of the African Standby Force and detach some units for 

operational training of foreign military personnel in order to prepare them for peacekeeping 

missions. Bilaterally or within the European Union, they contribute to the training of the first 
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elements of the Somali army and of contingents of African Union Mission in Somalia. The role 

of the French forces has therefore evolved since 2003. Historically limited to Djibouti, they now 

operate at a regional level.  

The “revision” of the defence agreements proposed by the French head of State should however 

not fundamentally change the defence agreement signed with Djbouti to the extent that the 

clause relative to the non-intervention of French forces to maintain public order already existed. 

Djibouti is but one of the two poles of the prepositioned forces in Africa. It has a logistical 

mandate, but is also in charge of cooperation and training. It maintains a prevention role in a very 

volatile region. With the greater involvement of Europe on the African continent, defence and 

security issues will increasingly be tackled at a global level. But the French presence in Djibouti 

aims at securing two strategic locations: the straits of Bab-el-Mandeb and of Hormuz. The 

French forces could, in the future, take on supply and transit responsibilities and support the new 

French presence in Abu Dhabi.  

The most recent prepositioned forces in Abu Dhabi 

The Arabian Peninsula, with its wealth of oil and gas, is a strategic region. It grew in importance 

since the 1991 Gulf war. Several foreign powers have strengthened their cultural, diplomatic and, 

of course, military ties with the States of the Peninsula. France’s presence is manifest through 

flagship projects like the University Paris-Sorbonne-Abu Dhabi and the Louvre-Abu Dhabi that 

will open between 2012 and 2018, but also through the establishment of a subsidiary of the 

French special military school, Saint-Cyr, in Qatar. This school will train every year about 50 

cadets from Qatar and other countries of the region who will take on senior positions in the army 

or in civilian society. The school will open its doors in 2013.  

New mi l i tary  presence  

For the first time since decolonization, France established a new base in a British and American 

area of influence and, moreover, in one of the most volatile regions of the planet. The President 

of the French Republic inaugurated the French military base in the UAE on May 26, 2009. The 

UAE had called for years for such a presence in order to help stabilize the region, protect the oil 

routes and fight against piracy.  

The Abu Dhabi presence is under the command of the Admiral in charge of the French forces in 

the Indian Ocean (ALINDIEN). Starting fall 2010, ALINDIEN will have its base on the ground 

– and not at sea. The French forces in the UEA are composed of a naval unit that supports 
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French forces on mission, of a land unit with a training center for urban combat and combat in a 

desert environment and of an air unit with three Mirage 2000-5 aircrafts. This joint base is, in the 

words of Admiral Edouard Guillaud13, a “small geopolitical revolution”. The permanent staff in 

Abu Dhabi will be of 250 military personnel, but up to 400 or 500 military personnel could be 

deployed during exercises or as part of reinforcement.  

Geographically, the French forces in the UAE are facing Iran and are located at the Strait of 

Hormuz that blocks the entrance of the Gulf. This strait also controls access to the Indian 

Ocean. 

 

 

 
 

Arm sales :  a necessary indicator  

States play a crucial role in the negotiation of important arm sales contracts. The French State 

supports arms exports in different ways and the Defence Ministry plays a pivotal role through 

military cooperation, joint exercises, dialogue on the different approaches to the use of force, 

                                                             
13	Chief	of	the	Military	Staff	of	the	President	of	the	Republic,	he	became	joint	Chief	of	the	Defence	Staff	in	
February	2010.	
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sharing and transfer of operational expertise for the use, deployment and maintenance of defence 

equipment. “The Defence Staff and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs responsible for cross-training 

of our armies and those of the partner countries”14 jointly decide of the support provided by the 

State. The Délégation générale à l’armement (DGA – General Directorate for Armament) is at 

the heart of France’s arms cooperation. An annual report on French arms exports is submitted 

every year to Parliament. The tables below detail French shipments between 2004 and 2008 in 

million of Euros. 

 

Regional distribution 

 

Geographic 

areas 

Africa America Asia EU Middle East Oceania 

Shipments 683 1262 5145 5821 9021 914 

  

Breakdown by country 

 

Ethiopia Eritrea Somalia Djibouti Sudan Kenya Uganda 

2,8 0,6 0 0,4 0 25,8 0,1 

 

Saudi Arabia UAE Kuwait Qatar Yemen Oman 

4091,6 4012,5 94,1 179,7 38,6 253,4 

 

 

The tables above show that the majority of France’s arms exports are going to the Middle East, 

the European Union and Asia. The value of the shipments sent to the African continent is rather 

low. Moreover, 84 per cent of these shipments are sent to Algeria, Libya, Morocco, Tunisia and 

South Africa. The countries of the IGAD region received 29,7 million Euros worth of arms 

supplies, i.e. 0.12 per cent of all the shipments between 2004 and 2008. 38 per cent went to the 

countries of the Arabian Peninsula, with the exception of Bahrain. This trend has been confirmed 

over the years. Yemen received more arms supplies than the entire Horn of Africa! Djibouti, key 

partner for French cooperation, has been buying very little equipment15! 

 

                                                             
14	www.defense.gouv.fr	
15	But	about	20	experts	are	advising	the	armed	forces	of	Djibouti.		
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Défense Conseil International (DCI) is a company that was created to provide operational 

support after the signature of major exports contracts with Saudi Arabia, Taiwan and the UAE. It 

is closely linked to the French State that directly controls 49.9 per cent of its capital16. It provides 

training to those who purchased French military equipment before these equipments are shipped, 

but also “completely independent service contracts and technical assistance in support of 

equipments purchased several years ago”17. DCI opened five offices, including four in the 

Arabian Peninsula – in Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Qatar and the UAE.  

In the last few years, the UAE have purchased Leclerc tanks and Mirage 2000 aircrafts. Qatar 

bought Gazelle helicopters and has its navy trained in France. Saudi Arabia acquired AMX-30 

tanks and frigates. Senior officers of its air force, national guard and navy are trained in France. 

Kuwait is equipped with French helicopters – Gazelle, Puma and super Puma – and its navy 

personnel is trained in France.  

The strategic axis for arms exports and military know-how is therefore squarely focused on the 

Arabian Peninsula since the end of the 1991 Gulf war. 

Advantages  o f  an increased presence  in the Indian Ocean 

At a time when Iranian nuclear activities are causing a stir, the existence of a permanent base in 

the strategic area of the Indian Ocean is clearly advantageous. This presence that does not 

compete with, but rather completes the presence in Djibouti shows that France wants to greatly 

strengthen its prevention and intervention capabilities in this highly unstable area. With its 

military presence and defence agreements, France sends a message to all the regional actors. 

Once again, the French forces are stationed in close proximity to the U.S. forces that have 

deployed important assets, including the forward headquarters of the U.S. Central Command18 

(USCENTCOM) in Qatar. The French presence includes an important military component, but 

mainly shows to the States of the Arabian Peninsula that France remains an alternative partner.  

It is now time to ask whether the policy of President Sarkozy breaks with or continues that of its 

predecessors.  

 

                                                             
16	See	Défense	et	Sécurité	Internationale,	July-August	2010.	Article	p.98	to	111.	
17	www.groupedci.com.		
18	USCENTCOM	plans	and	carries	out	all	the	missions	in	Afghanistan	and	Iraq.	
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Rupture or continuity in France’s defence and national security policy 

The bases in Djibouti and Abu Dhabi are located right next to those of the U.S. forces. In 

Djibouti, the U.S. forces settled after the FFDj. In both instances, the U.S. and French forces are 

located at two strategic straits and controlling them constitutes as source of power (Gauchon et 

Huissoud, 2009, pp.51-66). As the author Haggai Erlich wrote, “in the 1980s, the strategic seat of 

the region was going to shift from the Red Sea to the Persian Gulf”19. The pragmatic and original 

transformation of the French presence in the region reflected this new geopolitical configuration.  

The number of personnel deployed in Djibouti should be reduced once again. A new type of 

French regional presence is emerging with the buildup of African regionalization and of the 

African Peace and Security Architecture. But this new axis is still limited and remains within the 

broader European framework. 

Abu Dhabi remains a French presence in a region where France is still an alternative partner for 

the purchase of military equipment and for training, but also from a political perspective.  

The French presence in two major ports of the region guarantees the security of the host 

countries. The attacks against the USS Cole in 2000 and the French oil tanker, Limburg, in 2002 

close to Aden in Yemen have resulted in the quasi-closure of the port for a long period of time. 

The French presence in Djbouti enables the Djiboutian President to claim, thanks to the security 

provided by the French forces, that the port of Djibouti is the key gateway for the common 

market for Eastern and Southern Africa20.  

In both locations, the French forces have the capacity to project power and strength. They 

underscore France’s key role in the region, as it is the only power, besides the United States, that 

installed a defence capability in a partner country in the Arabian Peninsula. France remains the 

only European power with a military and support capability in the Horn of Africa.  

The Arabian Peninsula is a valuable market for French arms exports. In Eastern Africa, arms 

sales are insignificant and the region is unlikely to become a promising market in the near future.  

The French presence in the UAE, the result of a long haul process started under the previous 

President of the Republic, shows that the military has been able to adapt to a new strategic 

situation. In response to the new African Peace and Security Architecture launched in 2002-2003, 

                                                             
19	Erlich,	2003	
20	President	Ismail	Omar	Guelleh	insisted	on	this	issue	during	the	summit	of	the	Common	Market	for	Eastern	
and	Southern	Africa	in	Djibouti	in	2006.	
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France is offering some training, but tends above all to europeanize its action. The revision of the 

defence agreement with the Republic of Djibouti will not have any impact at the operational 

level. The objective of the French presence in the Republic of Djibouti is not to focus on the 

Horn of Africa. It complements the capabilities and the strategic position of the base in Abu 

Dhabi. Each of these two military bases monitors a very important strait for our vital strategic 

interests, i.e. our supplies21. We note that in terms of defence and national security policy, there is 

continuity and not rupture with the policy undertaken by Nicolas Sarkozy’s predecessor.  

Conclusion 

The defence agreements and the prepositioned forces have always been used by the French State 

as a foreign policy tool to implement its strategic policies.  They send a clear message to our 

partners and to those who could be our enemies of tomorrow. By developing our prevention and 

response capabilities with the presence of our prepositioned forces, France intends to remain in 

volatile areas where it is sometimes necessary to intervene. Today, few powers are able to carry 

out a policy based on defence agreements and a military presence in foreign countries. The 

difficulties encountered by many foreign navies while fighting against piracy clearly show the 

value of these prepositioned forces. The number of defence agreements signed following the end 

of the Gulf war with the States of the Arabian Peninsula is a sign that the concept of security has 

evolved. The revision of other agreements with African States, if not their annulment, will 

confirm that the securitization of supply routes remains a vital priority.  

 
 

                                                             
21	The	previous	President	of	the	Republic	had	mentioned,	on	January	19,	2006,	that	the	head	of	State	was	
responsible	for	continuously	assessing	the	limits	of	our	vital	interests.		
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