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The engagement of the younger generation in the policy formation of Saudi Arabia combined 

with the increasing Iranian regional threat have changed Riyadh’s traditional tools of diplomacy 

and has made it explore more dynamic approaches to defense and security, seeking hard-line 

solutions to the crises especially in Yemen and Syria. The expansion of the Iranian revolutionary 

guards’ presence in Iraq, Syria, and Yemen has prompted KSA leaders to develop a containment 

policy to what they perceive as an existential threat. Riyadh did not limit its confrontation policy 

in the Middle Eastern countries but expanded it relations beyond that, strengthening its relations 

with countries in the Horn of Africa, where Iran had been expanding its influence to the rest of 

the continent. The Horn of Africa region gained a greater importance following the launch of the 

KSA’s “decisive storm” military campaign in Yemen. Riyadh considers this area a strategic 

region and consequently a military base is necessary to surround the Iranian allied militias in 

Yemen. The location of these countries on the Red Sea and their proximity to the Suez Canal 

made them a regional battleground of influence between the Iranian and the Saudi Arabian axis. 

Among these countries, this policy brief will focus on Sudan as a very significant area for the 

KSA-Iran challenge. 

 

Sudanese-Iranian Relations 

The strong relationship between Sudan and Iran is not new; it has been formed since the Islamic 

revolution in Iran. The Sudanese revivalist Islamist groups, especially the Sudanese Muslim 

Brotherhood branch, were largely influenced by the revolutionary Islamic regime in Iran. The 

relationship between Iran and Sudan has flourished since the National Islamic Front's rise to 

power after the 1989 military coup in Khartoum, an event that marked the first instance of a 

revolutionary Islamist movement taking power in an Arab country.1 Iran aided the Sudanese 

regime by providing it with weaponry and expertise that allowed the country to set up a fairly 

extensive domestic arms industry. Khartoum’s relation with Tehran was developed in the first 

decade of the 21st century where the Sudanese territories became a passage for the Iranian 

weapons delivered to Hamas and Al Jihad movements in the Gaza strip. Moreover, both 
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countries completed a military cooperation agreement in 2008 in which the Sudanese military 

has deployed Iranian-built drones in both Darfur and the south of the country.2 

 

Saudi Arabia’s courting moves towards Sudan 

Riyadh, a partner of Sudan in the Red Sea, was historically feared by the Iranian Shiism 

expansionist projects and its subsidiaries, which enter the impoverished continent of Africa from 

the door of giant commercial projects supporting fragile governments. The Sudanese ports 

became wide open to ships from Iran, an act that angered Saudi Arabia in August of 2013, 

leading it to prevent the Sudanese president aircraft from crossing its territory en route to Iran.3 

Riyadh and the Arab Coalition realized the strategic importance of the Sudanese coast 

overlooking the Red Sea and facing the coast of Yemen, in addition to the importance of Arab 

solidarity in the face of Iran's expansion after the coup carried out by Iran’s allies in Yemen. The 

“decisive storm” military campaign launched by Saudi Arabia was the turning point for the 

relationship between Sudan and the Gulf countries. Furthermore, the Sudanese leadership and 

Riyadh funded the “Ansar al-Sunnah” Salafist group in Khartoum began to worry about the 

Iranian policy spreading Shiism in Sudan. The first sign of the improving ties between the KSA 

and Sudan was marked by the closure of the Iranian Cultural Center in Khartoum in September 

2014, and the expulsion of its staff on charges of "threatening the intellectual security" which 

observers saw as an attempt to "appease" the Gulf States.4 Furthermore, the Gulf countries 

increasingly financed the Sudanese economy, weakened due to the secession of the south, as well 

as other humanitarian disasters, most notably in Darfur. The peak of this transition was noticed 

in Omar Al Bachir’s visit to Saudi Arabia in October 20145 that ended with the signature of four 

agreements between the two countries, in addition to the Sudanese announcement of their 
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willingness to support the Saudi war against the Houthis in Yemen. Two other remarkable 

indicators of the developed relations between the two governments were realized by Khartoum’s 

diplomatic action in severing its ties with Tehran after the attacks on KSA’s embassy and 

consulate in Iran6 adding to it the Riyadh’s five billion dollar military assistance granted to 

Sudan that was initially dedicated to the Lebanese army, as multiple sources told Sudan 

Tribune.7 The Sudanese shifting alliance outraged the Iranian leadership and this was strongly 

expressed by one of Hezbollah’s supported Lebanese newspapers (Al Akhbar) that accused the 

Sudanese regime of selling information on Hezbollah to the KSA.8 

 

 Conclusion 

This quick overview shows that the recent developments in the region will enhance the closeness 

between the KSA and Sudan for several reasons: 

First, the Sudanese regime needs economic support to maintain stability; especially after the 

secession of the south of Sudan and the failure in reaching a durable compromise over the post-

independence split of South Sudanese oil revenues (the oil's export is dependent on an oil transit 

infrastructure in the north of Sudan).  

Second, the escalating conflict in Syria sharpened the region's sectarian divisions. The positive 

development of relations between the US and Iran in addition to the Yemeni civil war has 

heightened the competition between Riyadh and Tehran. These tensions raised the importance of 

Sudan toward the KSA which is in dire need of unanimous Arab and Islamic support for its harsh 

stances towards Iran. 

Third, the Sudanese regime has become more pragmatic after its leaders have been in power for 

26 years. This increasingly pragmatic regime in Khartoum began to recognize that its survival 

depended more on Saudi support than on Iranian. Iran can aid Sudan by technical expertise, but it 

is not as economically capable as the KSA.  
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Finally, Saudi Arabia announced its willingness to intervene in Syria to battle the Islamic Sate 

within the International Coalition. A well experienced army as the Sudanese can be an additional 

value for any coalition operation in Syria. Sudan is already a member of the Islamic military 

alliance formed by the KSA, and its troops are involved in the maneuvers "North Thunder" 

hosted by Saudi Arabia in Hafr Al-Batin area, north of the Kingdom, among 20 Arab and Islamic 

countries in the two regions. 


