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​Abstract


Ethiopia’s landlocked status following the independence of Eritrea in 1993 has reshaped its geopolitical identity, economic trajectory, and regional engagement strategies. Once a nation with uninterrupted Red Sea access through the ports of Assab and Massawa for decades—from the UN-mandated federation in 1952 until Eritrea’s secession—Ethiopia now relies almost entirely on neighboring coastal states to conduct international trade. More than 95 percent of its import–export traffic moves through the Port of Djibouti, creating structural dependency, elevated logistics costs, corridor congestion, and strategic vulnerability. This study provides a comprehensive and multidisciplinary examination of Ethiopia’s maritime access question, integrating historical evolution, international legal frameworks, economic assessments, and shifting geopolitical dynamics within the Horn of Africa.

Historically, Ethiopia’s loss of maritime access is rooted not in a singular diplomatic failure but in colonial-era boundary arrangements and the legitimizing principle of uti possidetis juris, which transferred Eritrea’s coastline to the new sovereign state in 1993. The paper revisits the historical trajectory from the Hewett Treaty of 1884, UN Resolution 390 (A) (V) of 1950, the 1962 annexation of Eritrea, and the eventual post-Cold War separation, illustrating the layered nature of Ethiopia’s current landlocked condition. The analysis also situates Ethiopia’s maritime aspirations within international law, particularly provisions of UNCLOS that recognize the right of landlocked states to access the sea and transit through neighboring territories.

Economically, Ethiopia’s dependence on a single maritime outlet imposes severe burdens. Empirical studies—including gravity-model analyses, logistics performance assessments, and corridor efficiency studies—demonstrate that landlockedness can reduce trade volumes by up to 80%, increase logistics costs to more than 30% of product value, and expose a nation to significant geopolitical and operational risks. Scenario modeling further reveals that diversification of maritime access—through corridors such as Berbera, Port Sudan, Lamu, Assab, or Massawa—could reduce Ethiopia’s transport costs by 20–40%, shorten transit times by up to 40%, and improve supply-chain resilience.

Geopolitically, Ethiopia’s maritime quest unfolds within a region of intense strategic competition among global and regional powers. The Red Sea and Gulf of Aden corridors have emerged as contested security and commercial zones involving Gulf states, Turkey, China, the United States, and European actors. These external dynamics influence Ethiopia’s options and complicate diplomatic negotiations, especially in relation to Eritrea, Somalia/Somaliland, Sudan, and Djibouti. Comparative analysis with successful landlocked countries—particularly Kazakhstan and Switzerland—shows that landlockedness can be effectively mitigated through multilateral agreements, corridor diplomacy, intermodal logistics integration, and strong institutional frameworks.

Methodologically, the study employs a mixed approach combining qualitative policy analysis, legal interpretation, economic modeling, and comparative case examination. It synthesizes port-access theories, trade-corridor models, and regional-integration frameworks to construct a holistic understanding of Ethiopia’s maritime options. Data sources include trade flow statistics, logistics performance indicators, infrastructure reports, and regional security assessments.

The study concludes that Ethiopia’s pursuit of reliable maritime access is economically justifiable, legally grounded, and regionally beneficial. It argues that the most sustainable and politically feasible pathway lies not in territorial claims but in negotiated, cooperative, and diversified port access arrangements supported by infrastructure development, institutional coordination, and rules-based diplomacy. Strengthening regional integration through IGAD, the AU, and AfCFTA frameworks—combined with modernized corridors, dry ports, and digital logistics systems—can transform Ethiopia from a vulnerable landlocked state into a resilient and regionally connected economic hub. The findings offer actionable insights for policymakers, development partners, and regional institutions working toward sustainable connectivity and stability in the Horn of Africa.

Keywords: Landlocked, Port Access, Ethiopia, Djibouti, Transit Corridor, UNCLOS (United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea), Red Sea, Economic Development, Geopolitics, Regional Integration.
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1.1.  ​Introduction


Maritime access has long been recognized as one of the most powerful determinants of a nation’s economic vitality, geopolitical standing, and developmental trajectory. In an increasingly interconnected global economy—where over 80 percent of world trade is transported by sea—the ability to reach international markets through efficient and reliable maritime gateways is not merely a logistical convenience but a strategic lifeline. For Ethiopia, a nation of immense historical depth and regional significance, the loss of direct access to the Red Sea in 1993 marked a profound shift in its geopolitical and economic landscape. Once connected to global maritime networks through the ports of Massawa and Assab for decades, Ethiopia suddenly entered the 21st century as the world’s most populous landlocked country, managing all the challenges and vulnerabilities such a status entails.
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