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From Bromance to 
Frenemyship? Regional 
Implications of the Saudi-
UAE Rivalry 
by Sebastian Sons 

In December 2025, tensions between Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates (UAE) 

escalated in southern Yemen, marking an unprecedented public confrontation between 

the two Gulf partners. Triggered by a military offensive by the UAE-backed Southern 

Transitional Council (STC), which advocates southern Yemeni secession, Riyadh responded 

with strong diplomatic and military pressure. The Saudi Foreign Ministry publicly described 

Emirati support for the STC as “highly dangerous” and the Yemeni government demanded 

the withdrawal of UAE forces from Yemen within 24 hours. Militarily, Saudi forces attacked 

two vessels in the port city of al-Mukalla, allegedly carrying weapons from the Emirates 

to the STC. Under mounting pressure, the UAE agreed to the demands to withdraw its 

forces and relinquish control over strategic locations. Saudi-backed security forces have 

since established control in large parts of Yemen’s South, a Yemeni government reshuffle 

process is ongoing after the ouster of STC-linked personalities and Saudi Arabia has 

announced to host a conference to support a political solution to the southern issue. 

https://x.com/ksamofaen/status/2005890829668307416?s=12
https://apnews.com/article/saudi-arabia-bomb-yemen-mukalla-weapons-uae-9fc56e4678a12f56d61b1ecf855d4a4e
https://apnews.com/article/saudi-arabia-bomb-yemen-mukalla-weapons-uae-9fc56e4678a12f56d61b1ecf855d4a4e
https://www.france24.com/en/middle-east/20251231-strike-ships-yemen-saudi-arabia-uae
https://english.alarabiya.net/News/gulf/2025/12/30/uae-announces-end-of-its-military-presence-in-yemen
https://english.alarabiya.net/News/gulf/2025/12/30/uae-announces-end-of-its-military-presence-in-yemen
https://english.aawsat.com/arab-world/5231222-southern-yemen-leaders-seek-just-solutions-upcoming-dialogue-conference-riyadh


 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 2 From Bromance to Frenemyship? 

CARPO – Center for Applied Research in Partnership with the Orient                      Editing: Dr. Marie-Christine Heinze 
Kaiser-Friedrich-Str. 13 | 53113 Bonn 

Email: info@carpo-bonn.org 
www.carpo-bonn.org 

© 2026, CARPO e.V. | All rights reserved. | ISSN 2944-7437 

 

Why does it matter? 

This confrontation represents a paradigm shift in Saudi-UAE relations. At its core lies a 

fundamental divergence over Yemen’s political future. Saudi Arabia seeks a unified, 

centralized Yemeni state, while the UAE has supported decentralized or autonomous 

structures in the South through the STC. It is estimated that the UAE has trained up to 

200,000 Yemeni fighters, highlighting the scale of its security footprint and indirect 

influence in the country. Since 2018, the UAE via the STC has gradually built up control 

over large parts of the coastline of southern Yemen, including Aden, consolidated its 

presence on the islands Socotra and Mayyun (also known as Perim), and expanded its 

maritime footprint. Southern Yemen holds high geostrategic relevance for the UAE as 

a maritime and trading power, providing access to the Red Sea, one of the world’s 

most critical shipping routes. For Saudi Arabia, however, the STC’s expansion crossed 

a strategic red line. Hadhramawt, rich in oil and gas and directly bordering Saudi 

territory, functions as a security buffer zone and is also socially tied to Saudi Arabia as 

close personal and commercial links between Saudi and Hadhrami communities and 

businesspeople exist. For several years, Saudi Arabia has also pursued plans to 

construct an oil pipeline from its Eastern Province through Yemen’s al-Mahra to the 

coast. The project is intended to reduce the kingdom’s reliance on the Strait of Hormuz 

which is a critical chokepoint in global oil trade and to curtail Iran’s capacity to exert 

strategic leverage over Saudi energy exports. Riyadh also seeks access to key trade and 

transport corridors and is unwilling to accept a permanent Emirati monopoly over 

regional maritime logistics.  

mailto:info@carpo-bonn.org
https://www.geopoliticalmonitor.com/saudi-uae-tensions-come-to-a-head-in-mukalla-incident/
https://ednews.net/en/news/world/417082-the-uae-celebrates-the-return-of-the-uae-armed-forces-participated-in-the-arab-coalition-in-yemen#:%7E:text=Here%20it%20should%20be%20stressed,other%20diplomatic%20efforts%20in%20Yemen
https://english.aawsat.com/arab-world/5231222-southern-yemen-leaders-seek-just-solutions-upcoming-dialogue-conference-riyadh
https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/uae-yemen-somalia-circle-bases-control-gulf-of-aden
https://carnegie-production-assets.s3.amazonaws.com/static/files/Baabood_Yemen.pdf
https://carnegie-production-assets.s3.amazonaws.com/static/files/Baabood_Yemen.pdf
https://agsi.org/analysis/the-uaes-three-strategic-interests-in-yemen/
https://www.alestiklal.net/en/article/a-reckoning-draws-closer-mapping-the-silent-saudi-emirati-battle-for-influence-in-hadramout
https://nabdapp.com/t/165969100
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/saudi-arabia-and-the-uae-consolidating-strategic-positions-in-yemens-east-and-islands/
https://mei.edu/publication/from-coalition-to-confrontation-saudi-uae-rivalry-in-yemen-and-its-regional-implications/
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What is the big picture? 

The Saudi-UAE rivalry reflects a geopolitical divergence and is affecting conflict 

theaters beyond Yemen, including the Horn of Africa across several dimensions: 

The local dimension: Traditionally, Saudi Arabia acts as a status quo power, viewing 

non-state actors and secessionist movements as threats to national and regional 

stability. The UAE, by contrast, has instrumentalized actors such as the STC in Yemen or 

the Rapid Support Forces (RSF) in Sudan to secure maritime chokepoints, trade routes, 

and strategic resources by leveraging state fragmentation as a tool. Such support is 

framed by UAE analysts as a necessity to deal with fragile states and promote stability.  

The Israeli dimension: In the wake of Hamas’s 7 October 2023 attack on Israel and the 

subsequent devastating conflict in Gaza, Saudi Arabia has reaffirmed its longstanding 

pro-Palestinian position, effectively suspending normalization discussions with Israel. In 

contrast, the UAE, as a signatory of the Abraham Accords, continues its partnership with 

Israel. The Emirati government argues that, through its diplomatic relations with Israel, 

it can facilitate the delivery of aid to Gaza. At the same time, the UAE has also benefited 

from intensified trade relations with Israeli companies. Developments such as Israeli 

recognition of Somaliland and the Emirati presence at the port of Berbera have further 

spurred Saudi concerns about being encircled by an Israeli-UAE axis of fragmentation. In 

this context, the STC’s announcement that it would pursue normalization of relations 

with Israel in case Tel Aviv supports the STC’s independence aspirations was perceived 

by Saudi Arabia as a strategic liability. 

The regional dimension: Regionally, the UAE has pursued a strategy of global inter-

connectivity and diversified partnerships since the early 2000s, investing heavily in 

mailto:info@carpo-bonn.org
https://ecfr.eu/article/from-partners-to-rivals-what-the-saudi-uae-rupture-means-for-europeans/
https://ecfr.eu/article/sudan-a-war-europe-cannot-stop-but-cannot-ignore/
https://agsiw.org/the-uaes-three-strategic-interests-in-yemen/
https://www.epc.ae/en/details/brief/the-uae-is-a-symbol-of-stability-not-secession
https://www.lemonde.fr/en/international/article/2025/05/21/gaza-war-uae-announces-deal-with-israel-to-allow-aid-deliveries_6741478_4.html
https://orfme.org/research/israel-abraham-accords-trade-analysis/
https://www.economist.com/middle-east-and-africa/2025/12/30/israel-recognises-somaliland
https://www.economist.com/middle-east-and-africa/2025/12/30/israel-recognises-somaliland
https://www.swp-berlin.org/assets/afrika/publications/policybrief/MTA-PB_Sons_Saudi_Arabia_HoA_final.pdf
https://en.al-akhbar.com/news/somaliland-and-the-israel-uae-project-in-the-red-sea
https://nabdapp.com/t/165969100
https://www.newarab.com/analysis/exposed-fault-lines-why-saudi-uae-alliance-has-ruptured
https://www.newarab.com/analysis/stc-courting-israel-its-drive-secession-yemen
https://www.newarab.com/analysis/stc-courting-israel-its-drive-secession-yemen
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maritime infrastructure while backing regional proxies. Saudi Arabia, since 2021, has 

emphasized de-escalation and conflict management through a “not alone” diplomacy 

and aims to preserve regional leadership by aligning with other players such as Egypt, 

Pakistan or Turkey. In a polarized global environment, both states thus compete for 

liquid alliances with regional partners and major powers such as the United States and 

China, seeking to position themselves as indispensable actors in defense, technology, 

and economic cooperation, which reflects wider shifts amid growing multipolarity.  

The geoeconomic dimension: Both countries follow similar economic diversification 

strategies. Competition over maritime hubs, AI, resources, investment, and nation 

branding has intensified in recent years. Saudi Arabia needs to promote job creation, 

revenue diversification, and social resilience amid lower oil prices. Such challenges 

have further sharpened perceptions of the UAE as a competitor rather than a partner. 

What comes next? 

On the regional level, deep mutual mistrust persists between Saudi Arabia and the UAE 

and polarizing narratives currently dominate the public and social media discourse in 

both countries. Saudi analysts accuse Abu Dhabi of entering “a state of political para-

noia” while UAE voices frame the Emirates as a “problem-solving actor, pursuing a flexi-

ble, non-polarizing approach that focuses on managing complexity.” On Yemen, Riyadh 

has decided to take more political responsibility and faces the growing risk of renewed 

fragmentation. There, the situation has stabilized only at a superficial level. Even after 

the STC’s proclaimed dissolution by its delegation in Riyadh, the Southern issue remains 

unresolved, as divergent positions persist regarding the future political status of 

mailto:info@carpo-bonn.org
https://www.bic-rhr.com/research/light-regional-escalation-saudi-arabias-not-alone-approach
https://www.irreview.org/articles/2025/8/28/saudi-arabias-evolution-transforming-diplomacy-and-power-in-the-middle-east
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2026-01-09/turkey-said-to-seek-membership-of-saudi-pakistan-defense-pact
https://www.cidob.org/en/publications/liquid-alliances-middle-east
https://mei.edu/publication/from-coalition-to-confrontation-saudi-uae-rivalry-in-yemen-and-its-regional-implications/
https://nabdapp.com/t/165969100
https://x.com/salansar1/status/2012895742633934970?s=12
https://epc.ae/en/details/brief/from-zero-sum-rivalry-to-managing-complexity
https://www.middleeasteye.net/opinion/yemen-war-mukalla-strike-shows-riyadh-has-run-out-patience-abu-dhabi
https://amwaj.media/en/article/southern-yemen-s-new-reality
https://amwaj.media/en/article/southern-yemen-s-new-reality
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southern Yemen. For instance, protests in Aden took place in January demanding South-

ern independence. Furthermore, an attack on a convoy of the Saudi-backed Giants 

Brigades killed five people and wounded three others. Furthermore, the Houthis will 

continue to constitute a security liability for Saudi Arabia as they perceive efforts to unify 

disparate armed forces under control of the internationally recognized government as a 

threat and seek to consolidate their influence and leverage. In this context, Saudi Arabia 

faces a delicate balancing act, as it must manage a dialogue that is considered legitimate 

among the diverse Southern actors. 

Beyond Yemen, the relationship between Saudi Arabia and the UAE is thus in transition 

from “bromance” to “frenemyship”. It seems that the strategic alliance between Abu 

Dhabi and Riyadh has collapsed and some observers even expect “a new Gulf rift” similar 

to the ‘Gulf crisis’ (2017-2021) when Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Bahrain and Egypt imposed 

a blockade against Qatar. However, none of the players in the Gulf are interested in a 

deepening rift. As all require regional stability to achieve their socioeconomic goals, a 

new Gulf crisis would damage the reputation of the region as a safe haven and an at-

tractive investment location. Thus, the ‘Gulf business model’ is at risk if Saudi Arabia and 

the UAE as the main economic heavyweights do not find a modus operandi to manage 

divergences and preserve geoeconomic stability. For instance, states such as Syria, Leb-

anon and Iraq are concerned about having to take sides as they are heavily reliable on 

both Saudi and Emirati support. So far, no embassies were closed or ambassadors re-

called. From an entrepreneurial perspective, hence, options for alignment and dialogue 

remain on the table. By promoting de-escalation, the UAE and Saudi Arabia could act as 

stabilizing powers in an increasingly fragmented region. However, failure to do so risks 

long-term divisions with destabilizing consequences well beyond Yemen. 

mailto:info@carpo-bonn.org
https://apnews.com/article/yemen-protesters-aden-southern-transitional-council-0fd93e4760f86ba3fc86664d15ddb7a7
https://www.aljazeera.com/amp/news/2026/1/22/five-killed-in-treacherous-attack-on-military-convoy-in-yemen
https://www.aljazeera.com/amp/news/2026/1/22/five-killed-in-treacherous-attack-on-military-convoy-in-yemen
https://www.wsj.com/world/middle-east/frenemies-saudi-crown-prince-mbs-clashes-uae-president-mbz-c500f9b1
https://ecfr.eu/article/from-partners-to-rivals-what-the-saudi-uae-rupture-means-for-europeans/
https://www.csis.org/analysis/new-rift-gulf-and-only-gulf-can-solve-it
https://english.aawsat.com/gulf/5233977-saudi-fm-relations-uae-important-regional-stability
https://www.csmonitor.com/World/Middle-East/2026/0114/Saudi-Arabia-UAE-diplomatic-rift
https://ecfr.eu/article/from-partners-to-rivals-what-the-saudi-uae-rupture-means-for-europeans/
https://www.newarab.com/analysis/exposed-fault-lines-why-saudi-uae-alliance-has-ruptured


 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 6 From Bromance to Frenemyship? 

CARPO – Center for Applied Research in Partnership with the Orient                      Editing: Dr. Marie-Christine Heinze 
Kaiser-Friedrich-Str. 13 | 53113 Bonn 

Email: info@carpo-bonn.org 
www.carpo-bonn.org 

© 2026, CARPO e.V. | All rights reserved. | ISSN 2944-7437 

 

About the Author 

Dr. Sebastian Sons is Senior Researcher at CARPO. As a political analyst, he is consulted 

by international political and research institutions as well as by international journalists 

to provide expertise on the Gulf monarchies. Additionally, he engages in Track 2 

dialogue projects and initiatives on the regional level.  

sons@carpo-bonn.org  

mailto:info@carpo-bonn.org
https://www.carpo-bonn.org/en/team/board-and-team/dr-sebastian-sons

	What is the big picture?
	What comes next?
	About the Author

