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~INTRODUCTION

Moscow's involvement in the Somali-Ethiopian conflict in

1977 and 1978 culminated in the most impressive exercise

of Soviet politico-military diplomacy since Angola. An

analysis of that involvement then can help us approach

those questions that have been asked regarding Soviet pol-

icy formulation in Third World crises. In regard to moti-

vation in Soviet policy, these questions include: To what

extent is Soviet crisis behavior purposive? To what de-

gree is Soviet policy reactive? Concerning the modality

of Soviet policy: Is Soviet "crisis policy" activist or

cautious? In regard to Soviet performance in these cri-

ses: How well have the Soviets done during crises in

light of their policy objectives? Before evaluating So-

viet foreign policy in the Ogaden War in terms of these

questions, it is first useful to summarize the salient

events in the Horn in 1977 and 1978. After doing so, we

will discuss Soviet involvement in terms of the questions

raised above.

THE OGADEN WAR: AN OVERVIEW

The Pre-War Period

The Horn of Africa, consisting of Ethiopia, Djibouti, and

Somalia forms with the nearby Arabian peninsula, the mouth
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of the Red Sea and Indian Ocean. The countries of the

Horn rank amonq the world's poorest. Yet, as a result of

its qeoqraphical relationship to black subsaharan Africa

and to the Middle East and North Africa, the Horn has

assumed an importance in excess of its intrinsic value.

The year 1974 was a siqnificant one on the Horn. U.S.

influence still predominated in Ethiopia then while Soma-

lia looked to the Soviet Union for superpower support. In

that year, the Soviets and the Somalis siqned a Treaty of

Friendship and Cooperation. The treaty symbolized the mu-

tually beneficial relationship Moscow and Mogadiscio had

established with each other. In return for permission in

1972 to develop valuable naval support facilities,* the

Soviets supplied the Somalis with military equipment and

traininq in its use. 1 However, even before Moqadiscio

siqned the treaty with Moscow in July, Somalia, a Moslem

but non-Arab stated, joined the Arab Leaque. It was this

Arab "option" that complicated Soviet-Somali ties in

1977.2

At the same time the Soviets were increasinq their ties

with Somalia, American ties with Ethiopia were looseninq,

*A port, a communications station, an airfield, and a
missile storaqe and handlinq facility.
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despite close relations since 1952. In 1974, the Emperor

Haile Selassie was replaced by a revolutionary military

government.* By 1976, the increasingly pro-Soviet, anti-

imperialist stance of the Dergue combined with its repres-

sive policies and large arms requirements to fight the

Eritrean secessionist movements made it difficult for the

U.S. qovernment to justify its support of Ethiopia. 3

As Washinqton's interest faded, Moscow's intensified. At

rouqhly the time the U.S. cancelled its military grant as-

sistance proqram to Ethiopia,** the Soviet Union signed a

100 million dollar arms agreement in December 1976. 4 It

was a limited agreement by which Ethiopia was to receive

second-line equipment like T-34 tanks. In February 1977,

Mengistu Haile Mariam's victory over the Derque's moder-

ates in the "CIA coup" enhanced Soviet prospects for re-

placinq the U.S. as Ethiopia's principal arms supplier.

But Soviet involvement in Ethiopia posed problems for Mos-

cow's relations with Somalia.

*Provisional Military Administrative Council (PMAC) or
Derque.

**The Ethiopians were still allowed to continue purchasing

U.S. arms.
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The qoal of uniting all Somalis under one flaq represents

the primary thrust of Somali foreiqn policy. As a result,

'oqadiscio claims Ethiopia's Oqaden, Kenva's Northern

Prontier District, and Djibouti as properly a part of So-

malia. 1977 seemed an ideal time to press Somali claims

to the Oqaden as the Ethiopian revolution added to the

centrifugal forces threatening the inteqrity of the em-

pire. Not only were the Eritreans seemingly qraspinq ir-

resistibly for independence, but armed movements repre-

senting Ethiopia's various e:I-nic qroups (Tiqreans, Gal-

las, Afars, Somalis, etc.), conservative landowners, and

radical city dwellers made Ethiopia seem on the verqe of

disinteqration and anarchy. Thus, Soviet support for

Ethiopia threatened to put Moscow on a collision course

with Mogadiscio.

To overcome this contradiction in its foreign policy, the

Kremlin proposed a federation between Somalia and Ethiopia

in February 1977, the same month the pro-Soviet Menqistu

emerged as the PMAC's new chairman. 5 In March, Cuban

President Fidel Castro travelled to the Horn and arranqed

a meetinq between Menqistu and Somali President Mohammed

Siad Barre in Aden. At the meetinq, Castro advocated a

Marxist federation of Ethiopia and Eritrea and a confeder-
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ation of Ethiopia, Somalia, Djibouti, and North and South

Yemen.6 Siad Barre found Castro's appeals for a settle-

ment with Menqistu on the basis of socialist brotherhood

unconvincinq. He rejected the proposal. Rut the Somalis

promised, accordinq to Castro, that "they would never in-

vade Ethiopia, that they would never carry out a military

attack aqainst Ethiopia."7  (Castro probably did not

take into account that the Somalis did not consider the

Oqaden to be a riqhtful part of Ethiopia.) Soviet Presi-

dent Nikolai Podqorny, on an African tour, unexpectedly

followed Castro into Moqadiscio and urqed "patience" on

the Somali leader.
8

In May, Moscow completed its displacement of Washinqton in

Ethiopia. The Derque announced in April the closure of

the Kaqnew Communications Station and other U.S. facili-

ties. 9 Althouqh this action followed close upon an

American decision to reduce the U.S. military advisory

qroup and to close the obsolete Kaqnew facility, it was

unlikely that Menqistu would have made such a decision

without the prospect of increased Soviet arms aid. 1 0 In-

deed, the need for Moscow's aid became imperative after

the U.S. stopped delivery of nearly 100 million dollars in

arms sold to Ethiopia.1 1 Therefore in May, Menqistu jour-
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neyed to Moscow and signed a declaration on the "founda-

tions for friendship and cooperation." 1 2 No doubt in

deference to the Somalis, the Kremlin confined its "con-

tractual" relationship with Ethiopia to a declaration, a

level lower than the Soviet-Somali Treaty of Priendship

and Cooperation. In addition to technical and economic

agreements, the Soviets agreed to a major arms package

with the Ethiopians worth 400 million dollars. 1 3  Further-

more, some 50 Cuban military advisers arrived in Ethiopia

in May.
1 4

The Somalis were unwilling to pass up the historic oppor-

tunity to incorporate the Ogaden into a qreater Somalia.

Many Somali leaders were no longer impressed by Soviet ap-

peals to be "patient." Expressing their view, Siad Barre

asked rhetorically:

But who can guarantee us that once his regime is con-
solidated and his army strengthened [by the Soviets],
Menqistu will consent to negotiate the territorial
conflict between us so as to find a solution that
complies with the wishes of the Somali people in the
Oqaden?" 1 5

To reduce his army's dependence on the Soviets for arms,

spare parts, and POL, Siad Barre exercised his Arab op-

tion. So Somalia expanded its search for support beyond

the radical Soviet-oriented states like Iraq and Syria to

the more conservative Mideast countries and through them,
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the United States. Saudi Arabia renewed its lonq-standinq

offer to qive Moqadiscio 300 million dollars to expel the

Soviets. 1 6 Symbolizinq his effort to aliqn himself more

closely with moderate Arab states in the reqion, Siad Bar-

re travelled to Taiz, North Yemen, where he attended a

meetinq sponsored by the Saudis with representatives of

the Sudan and North and South Yemen. 1 7 The purpose of

this March meetinq was to discuss Red Sea security or what

the Soviets called an "Arab lake" scheme desiqned to ex-

clude Moscow and Tel Aviv from the Red Sea.

In addition, the Somalis souqht weapons from the West.

The United States was aqreeable because it viewed Somali

disenchantment with the Soviets as an opportunity to re-

store a semblance of a balance of power in the Horn. 1 8 It

would also please moderate Mideast states in the reqion.

In July, the United States alonq with France and Britain

aqreed to supply the Somalis with "defensive arms." 1 9 In

that same month, Somali reqular forces joined Somali-sup-

ported querrillas* fiqhtinq in the Oqaden.

*Western Somali Liberation Front (WSLF).
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THE SOMALI-ETHIOPIAN WAR

The Soviets apparently did not anticipate the Somali of-

fensive. The Ethiopians later claimed that the Soviets

had assured them that they would prevent the Somalis from

attacking in force. 2 0 These assurances led the Ethiopians

in April to move an artillery and an armored battalion

from Gode, a strategically located town near the Somali

border with the only good airport in the Oqaden, to fiqht

riqhtists in northwestern Ethiopia.
2 1

Once the Somalis did invade, Moscow played for time to

persuade Siad Barre to withdraw. Havana's published ac-

count of Cuban participation in the Oqaden War gave the

date of the Somali invasion as July 13, yet the Ethiopians

did not publicly denounce the attack until July 24.22 Nor

did they sever their relations with Somalia until Septem-

ber 7.23 This suqqests that the Ethiopians delayed these

steps in deference to Soviet promises to persuade the So-

malis to withdraw. To demonstrate the continuing value of

the Soviet connection to the Somalis, Moscow signed an

economic agreement with Mogadiscio in Auqust. 24 However,
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discussions with Siad Barre in Moscow at the end of August

failed to yield a Somali agreement to withdraw.25

After Siad Barre's visit, the Soviets tilted further to-

wards Ethiopia. The Soviets cut off fuel shipments to So-

malia.2 6 They signed a 385 million dollar arms agreement

with Ethiopia in September. 2 7 Even before the visit, So-

viet weapons shipments to Somalia had experienced inter-

mittent delays and by September, it was clear that Soviet

arms deliveries to Mogadiscio had been limited to spare

parts and light arms. 2 8 Heavy weapons deliveries had re-

portedly ceased altogether.

Nevertheless, Moscow maintained its connection with Moga-

discio. Addis Ababa complained of continuing weapons de-

liveries to Somalia. Mengistu pointedly remarked at a

press conference on September 18:

If socialist countries are still supplying arms to
Somalia, then this is not only violating one's prin-
ciples, but also tantamount to complicity with the
reactionary Mogadiscio regime.

2 9

In mid-October, Moscow's Ambassador to Ethiopia publicly

announced that arms deliveries to Somalia had ceased.
3 0

Furthermore, Mengistu's secret visits to Moscow and Havana

at the end of October seem to have been received sympa-

thetically.3 1 The number of Cuban military advisers in
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Ethiopia increased from 150 to 400 durinq the followinq

two weeks. 3 2 Even so, Soviet military advisers, who had

little to do while Somali forces were rampaqinq in the

Oqaden, remained in Somalia.

By November, the Somali offensive had boqqed down. The

initial thrust had yielded larqe qains, which culminated

in the capture of Jijiqa in mid-September. 3 3 But Ethio-

pian resistance had hardened around Harar and Diredawa,

the other major towns in the Oqaden. 3 4  mo disassociate

themselves from the Somali invasion, the United States,

Britain, and France had cancelled plans to sell arms to

Moqadiscio. If the Somalis were qoinq to push the Ethio-

pians out of the Oqaden, they would have to find a secure

supply of arms, spare parts, and POL necessary to sustain

modern warfare. Moqadiscio's Mideast friends could supply

POL and liqht arms, but not the heavy weapons the Somalis

required. Only the Western countries could 9o that. If

they did not find the necessary weapons, Soviet arms shio-

ments to Ethiopia would tip the scales in the fiqhtinq in

favor of Addis Ababa. In the hopes of securinq arms from

the West, the Somalis huilt a case for such support by

claiminq that a Soviet-inspired Cuban-Ethiopian invasion

of Somalia was imminent. 3 5  (Furthermore, in a qesture de-
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siqned to improve its imaqe in the West, Moqadiscio per-

mitted the West Germans to rescue a Lufthansa let that had

been skyjacked by Palestinians to Somalia.) In a desper-

ate gamble that Western aid would be forthcoming in re-

ward, Siad Barre on November 13 abroqated the 1974 Soviet-

Somali Treaty of Friendship and Cooperation, expelled So-

viet advisers, revoked Soviet use of military facilities,

reduced Soviet diplomatic representation in Moqadiscio,

and severed relations with Cuba.
3 6

THE SOVIET INTERVENTION

Following the Somali action, the Soviets decided to play a

more active role in the Oqaden War. Only after Siad's de-

cision did Moscow directly accuse Somalia of aggression

aqainst Ethiopia.3 7 Previously, the Soviets had indicated

their sympathies for Ethiopia by emphasizing respect for

the principle of territorial integrity as the basis for a

negotiated settlement of the conflict.3 8 On November 13,

there were still 1,678 Soviet advisers in Somalia, repre-

senting implicitly the Kremlin's interest in the coun-

try.3 9 After the expulsion, Vasiley I. Petrov, Deputy

Commander-in-Chief of Soviet Ground Forces, arrived to di-

rect the war aqainst the Somalis. 4 0 The Soviet airlift to
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Ethiopia, signalling a more active role for Moscow in the

struqqle, did not beqin until the end of November.4 1

Moreover, although the number of Cuban advisers in Ethio-

pia rose in November following Menqistu's visit to Havana,

Cuban combat troops did not beqin arriving until mid-De-

cember.*4 2 Since both the Soviet airlift and the arrival

of Cuban troops began after Somalia's November 13 offen-

sive aqainst Harar had failed, Moscow's intervention was

probably geared more to the expulsion than the offen-

sive.**44

Having decided to intervene, the Soviets not only launched

an impressive airlift and an ever larger-scale sealift of

armaments to Ethiopia, they augmented their naval forces

in the waters adjacent to the war zone, assisted in the

deployment of Cuban forces to Ethiopia, and planned and

directed the subsequent Cuban-Ethiopian campaiqn that

drove the Somalis from the Oqaden.

*The 50 Cuban advisers sent in May were supposed to repre-

sent the advance party of a larqer group numbering 400 or
500. The November increase in the number of Cubans in
Ethiopia probably represented Castro's fulfillment of his
previous commitment. 43

**When Ethiopian forces were reeling under Somali attacks

in the summer of 1977, Moscow failed to respond commensu-
rate with its reaction after the Somali decision of Novem-
ber 13.
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In the United States and elsewhere, considerable alarm was

expressed concerning the extent of Soviet and Cuban in-

volvement in the war. Both President Carter and his Na-

tional Security Adviser Zbiqniew Brzezinski made vague

references to linkages between SALT and Soviet behavior in

Africa. 45 The U.S. suspended the Naval Arms Limitations

Talks (NALT) on the Indian Ocean. Concern was also ex-

pressed that the Soviets might support a Cuban or Ethio-

pian invasion of Somalia.4 6 However, Moscow and Addis

Ababa offered assurances that they would respect the OAU's

doctrine on territorial inteqrity.4 7 The Cuban-Ethiopian

campaign of February and March 1978 was halted at the So-

mali border after rloqadiscio's forces withdrew in defeat.

SOVIET INVOLVEMENT: AN ANALYSIS

Having summarized the salient events of Soviet involvement

in the Horn, it is time to return to questions raised by

this panel regarding Soviet motivation, modality, and per-

formance in Third World Crises.

Motivation

In addressing the question of whether Soviet policy in the

Horn was purposive or reactive, it is well to ask what we
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mean by these terms. Commentators on Soviet policy in

Third World crises often debate whether or not Soviet ac-

tions reflect a "qrand desiqn" or mere "opportunism."

This is often a sterile debate. The Soviet Union is not

so powerful or so omniscient that it can order events in

such a way as to achieve a pre-conceived "qrand desiqn."

Yet to attribute Moscow's actions to mere "opportunism" is

to arque, in effect, that the Soviets mindlessly respond

to events. Rather, it would be better in analyzinq Soviet

behavior to consider to what extent the Soviets shape

events to realize discrete foreiqn policy qoals, and con-

versely to what extent do events shape Moscow's actions in

a crisis. In other words, is Soviet behavior purposive or

reactive? By that yardstick, Soviet policy in the Horn

was both purposive and reactive.

The Kremlin's decision to become involved in Ethiopia un-

doubtedly reflected larqer Soviet foreiqn policy goals.

The Soviets did not fall into Ethiopia. They chose to be-

come involved. At each point that Washington made a cut

in its arms supply relationship with Addis Ababa, the So-

viets more than made up the loss to Ethiopia's armory.

The Soviets then were willinq to become involved in a

country many independent observers considered to be on the
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brink of disinteqration and to risk Moscow's lonq-standinq

relationship with Somalia by doinq so.

Soviet involvement in Ethiopia may have been motivated by

a blend of ideoloqy and realpolitik, by a hope to continue

their policy triumphs in Africa and halt, if not reverse,

the decline of their influence in the Middle East. The

fall of South Vietnam and the emerqence of socialist-

oriented states of Angola and Mozambique in 1974 probably
encouraqed the Kremlin to believe that "imperialism" in

Africa and elsewhere was on the defensive.4 8 The fall of

Haile Selassie and the adoption by the Derque, in April

1976, of a proqram to implement socialism presumably con-

vinced the Soviets that Ethiopia was ready to join the

growinq list of pro-Soviet, pro-Marxist states in

Africa.4 9 In addition, Ethiopia itself must have attract-

ed Soviet interest. As has been often noted, Ethiopia is

one of Africa's most populous states, rich in natural re-

sources, the oldest independent country in Africa, and the

seat of the Orqanization of African Unity. A Soviet-

oriented qovernment in Ethiopia would not only advance the

cause of socialism but also expand Moscow's influence in

Africa. Thus, after the Dergue issued its proqram to

build socialism, an Ethiopian state deleqation was favor-
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ably received in Moscow.50 The net result of that visit

was a military assistance aqreement in December 1976.51

Involvement in Ethiopia also offered the Soviets an oppor-

tunity to slow down, if not reverse, the decline of their

position in the Red Sea reqion and the Middle East in qen-

eral. The further deterioration of relations with Eqypt

and the Sudan in 1976 not only represented a setback to

Soviet policy in the Mideast but also to their position in

the Red Sea.* Moscow blamed the U.S. and Saudi Arabia for

its problems with Eqypt and the Mideast qenerally.5 2 So

it was not surprisinq that the Xremlin was anxious to pre-

empt any efforts of pro-Western Mideast states to trans-

form the Red Sea into an "Arab lake." In February 1977,

the Soviets accused the U.S. of planninq

to form a new military bloc that includes certain
states of Red Sea, led by Saudi Arabia so that it
would be a strikinq force to check the anti-imoerial-
ist national forces in the reqion particularly the
rulinq revolutionary reqime of Ethiopia.

5 4

*In March 1976, Eqyptian President Anwar Sadat abroqated

the Soviet-Eqyptian Treaty of Friendship and Cooperation.
In July, Sudan's President Numairyi concluded a defense
aqreement with Eqvpt after charqinq that the Libyans with
Soviet support, were tryinq to overthrow him.

5 3
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Conservative Arab support for the once favored Eritrean

liberation groups and other Ethiopian opposition forces

was seen by the Soviets as part of a conspiracy to estab-

lish a string of anti-Soviet states on the Red Sea.* 5 5

If successful, Moscow's influence in Somalia and South Ye-

men might erode, and Soviet shipping in the Red Sea might

be hostage to the whims of these Arab states. By support-

ing the Marxist-oriented government of Ethiopia, the So-

viets could demonstrate that they possessed considerable

capacity to obstruct this "new military bloc's" efforts to

exclude them not only from the Red Sea in particular but

also the Middle East in general.

However, involvement in Ethiopia meant that the Soviets

would have to cope with Somali nationalism and Ethiopia's

internal troubles, the most serious of which were the Eri-

trean separation movements. The Soviets did not want to

"trade" Somalia for Ethiopia. They were undoubtedly an-

xious to preserve their access to the valuable military

facilities that they constructed at Berbera and elsewhere

in Somalia. Moreover, the loss of Berbera would mean that

Moscow would have little bargaining power vis-a-vis the

*By June 1976, the Soviets had endorsed the PMAC's nine-

point policy solution for the "administrative region (sic)
of Eritrea."

5 6
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U.S. base at Dieqo rarcia making the U.S.-Soviet Naval

Arms Limitations Talks superfluous.* In addition, in-

fluence in Addis Ababa would be valuable only if the inde-

pendence of Eritrea (which possesses Ethiopia's entire Red

Sea coastline) could be forestalled.

To reconcile these "pulls and pushes" in their policy, the

Soviets advocated a federation scheme for the reqion.

Eritrea's desire for self-qovernment and the Ethiopian's

demand for sovereiqnty over the province would be recon-

ciled by a federation between the two. Somali and Ethio-

oian disputes vis-a-vis the Oqaden and Djibouti \.ould be

satisfied by a confederation of Ethiopia, Somalia, Djibou-

ti, and the Yemens. Such a solution would demonstrate the

utility of the "socialist way" in resolvinq Africa's na-

tionalist problems. A "Marxist bloc" would have the added

advantage of constitutinq a counter to the U.S.-led "mili-

tary bloc" in the region.

However, after Castro's failure to create a Marxist feder-

ation in the area, Soviet policy became less shapinq than

shaped by events in the Horn. The Soviets became less and

less on top of events as their policy sustained successive

*The Soviets had an interest in limitinq U.S. naval activ-

ity in the Indian Ocean because U.S. SSBNs could threaten
the Soviet heartland in the unlikely event of their de-
ployment to the Indian Ocean.
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blows from the Somalis: Mogadiscio's overtures by the

Arabs and the West for aid against Soviet-supported Ethio-

pia, the Somali invasion of the Ogaden, and finally Siad

Barre's expulsion of the Soviets from Somalia. In the pe-

riods in which the first two blows were sustained, the So-

viets reacted to events in a way that would bring the So-

malis to see that the federation scheme or another Moscow-

negotiated settlement was the only rational solution to

the Horn's problem. But the last blow precipitated the

ultimate reaction: active Soviet intervention on the side

of Ethiopia. Only in that way could the Soviets again

emerge on top of events.

Although the Somalis delivered the blows, Soviet reactions

seem to have been geared not only to Somalia, but also to

Ethiopia, other African states, conservative Mideast coun-

tries, and the West.

Let's discuss Soviet reactions to Siad Barre's overtures

to the Arabs and the West for support against Ethiopia.

Symbolizing his rejection of a Soviet-sponsored settlement

with Ethiopia, Siad Barre journeyed in March to Taiz to

discuss an "Arab lake scheme." He also made overtures to

the U.S. and other Western states for arms support. The

Soviets, nevertheless, persisted in strengthening their
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ties with Ethiopia. Tn May, they signed a larqer military

aqreement with Ethiopia.

In a sense, Taiz justified Soviet involvement in Ethio-

pia.* It became all the more important to forestall Mos-

cow's exclusion from the Red Sea by an American-led Arab

bloc. At the May meeting (from which the military assis-

tance agreement resulted), the Soviets and Menqistu point-

edlv condemned the "intriques of imperialists in the Horn"

and the "efforts of certain states to improve their con-

trol on the Red Sea at the expense of the legitimate

riqhts of other states and peoples of this reqion." 5 8

Yet, the Soviets were not insensitive to Somali feelings.

As we have seen, the Soviets and Ethiopians signed only a

declaration not a treaty of "friendship and cooperation."

The Soviets were apparently hopeful that the Somalis would

join the Red Sea "area's progressive forces" in coordinat-

inq "their strugqle aqainst the intriques of the common

enemy -- imperialism."

*At the time of the meeting, the Soviets even altered
their proposals for a Middle East peace settlement to in-
clude a provision recognizing the right of all ships, in-
cludinq Israeli ones, to free passage through the reqion's
waterways. '7 This suqqests that Moscow took the meet-
inq very seriously.
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The Soviets may have been hopeful because they apparently

did not think Somali overtures to the Arabs and the West

would succeed. Moscow probably thought that Somali ef-

forts to obtain military support from Mideast countries

would founder on the inability of the Arabs to provide the

heavy military equipment necessary for a Somali military

campaign. Just as Soviet backing of the Somalis would vi-

olate Moscow's previous commitment to respect the OAU's

strictures regarding territorial integrity, the Kremlin

must have felt that similar considerations would prevent

the U.S. and other Western countries from underwriting a

Somali invasion. Moscow probably reasoned that the Soma-

lis were too dependent on the Soviets for arms, spare

parts, and POL to be able to pursue an independent policy

against Ethiopia. This was a reasonable view considering

that Siad Barre was publicly indicating as late as June

1977 that he would stay with the Soviet Union because he

did not want to end up like Egypt without a secure supply

of arms. 59 Therefore, to achieve any satisfaction for

their territorial claims from Addis Ababa, the Somalis

would have to go through Moscow. As a result, the Soviets

assured the Ethiopians in April that the Somalis would not
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attack. And in June, Anatoliy (romyko, a Soviet African

expert and the Foreiqn Minister's son predicted:

In spite of historical contradictions between Somalia
and Ethiopia, there are proqressive forces in both,
able to sort out their social, political, and econom-
ic problems. Here we are optimists: We think it is
possible to have a federation in the Horn of
Africa.6

0

However, after the Somalis invaded the Oqaden, the Soviets

were forced to adjust their policy to the new situation in

the Horn. As we have seen, the Soviets reacted to the in-

vasion by summoninq Siad Barre to Moscow and attemptinq to

persuade him to withdraw his forces from the Oqaden. With

their optimism only somewhat dimmed, they aqain reportedly

raised the federation idea as the proper basis for a Soma-

li-Ethiopian settlement. Althouqh Siad Barre refused to

withdraw, the Soviets must have thouqht that they could

manipulate arms aid to the Ethiopians and the Somalis in a

way that would brinq the Somalis to the negotiatinq table.

Althouqh they had miscalculated Somali intentions, they

had not miscalculated the qeneral reaction to the Somali

invasion. The West was unwillinq to supply the arms nec-

essary to sustain a Somali campaiqn in the Oqaden. Fur-

thermore, Arab petrodollars could not purchase on the open

market the heavy equipment Somalia needed for its offen-

sive. The Soviets reasonably hoped that by proqressively
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restrictinq arms aid to Moqadiscio the Somalis would see

the handwritino on the wall and accede to a neqotiated

peace. In the meantime, to mollify Addis Ababa, the So-

viets responded to Ethiopian appeals for support by in-

creasing the amount and flow of weapons to Ethiopia. Fi-

nally, to allay Ethiopian suspicions, the Soviets respond-

ed to Menqistu's demands and cut off all arms supplies to

Somalia by October. Moscow probably reasoned that the

Ethiopians would qrow ever stronqer on a steady diet of

Soviet arms and would eventually pressure the Somalis on

the battlefield. At that point, Moqadiscio would be

forced to turn to Moscow for a negotiated settlement. If

the Soviets aqain misread Somali determination, it was

only because "chauvinist expansionist moods" prevailed

over "common sense."
61

The Somali decision to expel the Soviets represented the

collapse of Moscow's efforts to neqotiate a settlement be-

tween Somalia and Ethiopia. In response to the decision,

the Soviets decided to intervene actively in the conflict

in order to reqain control of events in the Horn.

The Soviet decision to intervene was geared not only to

Somalia and Ethiopia but also to other African states,
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conservative Mideast states, and the U.S. and other West-

ern nations. In the same way Sadat's abroqation of the

Soviet-EqVptian Treaty of Friendship and Cooperation in

1976 represented a severe setback to Soviet policy in the

Mideast, the Somali decision was a potential blow to So-

viet prestiqe in Africa. The Somali action also repre-

sented the Soviet failure to form a Marxist bloc in the

Horn. Indeed, the Somali decision must have represented

in Soviet eyes another success for those same Mideast

states -- Saudi Arabia, Eqypt, and the Sudan -- in their

efforts to exclude the Soviets from the Red Sea reqion in

Particular and in the Middle Past in qeneral.* In addi-

tion, the Soviets, ever mindful of Kissinqer's efforts to

expel them from Eqypt, undoubtedly resented what they saw

as the American role in their expulsion:

No explanation by the U.S. State Department can re-
fute the fact that since the sprinq of 1977 Washinq-
ton has been actively strivinq for a deterioration in
relations between Somalia and the Soviet Union.6 2

Although the U.S. had already publicly rescinded its deci-

sion to supply the Somalis with arms, Moqadiscio's action

in expellinq the Soviets must have appeared to Moscow as a

*Moreover, the Somali action was accompanied by another

setback to Soviet Mideast policy. Sadat's decision to qo
to Jerusalem at that time dashed Moscow's hopes to play a
major role in a Middle Fast peace settlement by makinq su-
perfluous the October 1 Vance-Gromyko agreement to recon-
vene a Geneva Conference.
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victory for U.S. policy in the Horn. Also having probably

threatened Somalia beforehand about the consequences of

any action against the Soviet position in Somalia, the So-

viets had to take some action.* Frustrated, the Soviets

determined to demonstrate that they would not tolerate

this lates: example of lese majeste on the part of another

Third World country. As Georqiy Samsonov, the Ambassador

to Somalia, put it:

We will teach [the Somalis] a lesson they will not
forqet. We will bring them to their knees.

6 3

In doinq so, the Soviets could demonstrate their capacity ]
to protect their interests in Africa and the Mideast.

Modality

In regard to the question: Is Soviet "crisis policy" ac-

tivist or cautious? It can be argued that Soviet policy

in the Horn was both activist and cautious.

It was activist in the sense that the Soviets displayed a

marked willinqness to exploit available opportunities to

*Although the Somalis, by this time, had lost their revo-

lutionary democratic allure, the Soviets had attempted
throughout to maintain their position in Somalia to pre-
serve their military facilities in the country and their
access to Berbera which was a valuable counter in the NALT
neqotiations.
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advance their interests. As we have seen, Moscow chose to

become involved in Ethiopia. The Soviets accepted the

risks entailed in preventing that country's disintegration

because it suited their goals in the region.

After they failed to reconcile the differences between So-

malia and Ethiopia, the Soviets intervened on a large

scale in the Horn to ensure as favorable an outcome as

possible to their objectives in the region. No longer

constrained by their desire to preserve their access to

Berbera, the Soviets proved willing to undertake the con-

siderable effort involved in defeating Somali aggression.*

Although the battlefield situation at the time of the So-

viet intervention was serious, it was not nearly as pre-

carious as it was when the Ethiopians were yielding large

tracts of the Ogaden to the Somalis in the early part of

the war. On the day they expelled the Soviets, the Soma-

lis launched an offensive that ten days later penetrated

the walls of Harar, but by the time the airlift began in

late November, the Ethiopians had driven the Somalis out

of the city. Cuban troops began arriving in mid-December,

well after the Somali offensive had petered out. Since

the Somalis proved unwilling to accept a Soviet-negotiated

*The loss of Berbera also made the NALT talks superflu-
ous.
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settlement to the Ogaden War, Moscow would impose a "Pax

Sovietica" in the Horn.

The activism of Soviet crisis policy was highlighted by

the extent of Moscow's involvement in the intervention. A

high-ranking Soviet general, Vasiley I. Petrov, directed

Cuban and Ethiopian military operations against the Soma-

lis. Soviet ships and Soviet-supplied planes helped de-

liver the Cubans to Ethiopia. 64 Soviet pilots were as-

signed to Cuba releasing their Cuban counterparts for ac-

tion in Ethiopia.6 5 Even the maps the Cubans proudly pub-

lished in Granma detailing the Cuban-Ethiopian victory

bore Russian transliterations of Ethiopian place names.
6 6

In addition, the Soviets proved willing to tackle the

problems and difficulties associated with mounting a

large-scale air- and sealift to Ethiopia. Problems with

the airlift stemmed mainly from political rather than

technical reasons. To reach Ethiopia, Soviet transport

aircraft had to overfly many countries that either direct-

ly supported (with supplies and advisers) or were sympa-

thetic to the Somalis during the conflict. To overcome

this handicap, Soviets employed a wide variety of flight

paths, abused the Montreaux Convention's provisions re-
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qardinq overflights through Turkish air corridors, enqaqed

in such subterfuqes as listing false final destinations

(usually Aden) and misrepresenting the nature of the

transports' carqoes. 6 7 With the railroad to Djibouti cut

and with Massawa cut off from land access by the Eritre-

ans, Soviet seaborne shipments went to Assab. To help re-

lieve conqestion at Assab and utilize the adaptability of

Aden's Khoramaksar airport to amphibious transport, some

air and sea deliveries were directed to Aden and then

trans-shipped to Assab by tank landinq craft. 6 8 Amphib-

ious ships probably played an even more important role in

supplvinq Ethiopian forces in the besieqed port of Massa-

wa. Partly, to protect this sealift, Moscow augmented the

number of its naval units to the highest level ever

achieved in the Indian Ocean.*
6 9

Despite Soviet activism in the conflict, Moscow's involve-

ment also reflected a certain caution. Somalia violated

(defacto) international law and OAU strictures by invadinq

the Oqaden, the internationally recognized territory of

*Ironically, the Soviets accomplished this feat after

losing access to Berbera.
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Ethiopia.* In reaction to Somali aggression, the U.S. and

other Western countries had renounced their intention to

supply arms to the Somalis. As long as Somali forces were

on the wrong side of the border, the Soviets had little

reason to fear Western arms supplies to Mogadiscio. The

arms aid that Mideast states could provide the Somalis was

insignificant. Therefore, the Soviets could hope that

they would not become involved in a debilitating struggle

on the scale of Vietnam.

However, a Soviet-supported Cuban-Ethiopian invasion of

Somalia might precipitate U.S. arms aid for Mogadiscio or

U.S. support for those Middle East countries like Egypt,

Sudan, Saudi Arabia, and Iran, which were inclined to

*To everyone's disbelief, the Somalis, until late in the

war, maintained that only WSLF guerrillas were fighting in
the Ogaden.

- 29 -



intervene on the side of Somalia in such an event.* Fur-

thermore, such an invasion would damage the Soviets' image

as defenders of the OAU's principle of territorial inte-

grity. Radical Arab states like Iraq and Syria sympathet-

ic to Somalia would be further offended.

The Soviets and the Ethiopians proved willing to give as-

surances to the U.S. that the Ethiopians would not violate

Somali territorial integrity. Therefore, the Soviets con-

fined the Cuban and Ethiopian offensive to driving the So-

malis out of their entrenched positions in the Amhara

mountains rather than pursuing the easier military option

of occupying Northern Somalia and trading it for the Oga-

*U.S. Secretary of State Cyrus Vance warned the Soviets in

February 1978:

We believe it is fundamental that there be a recogni-
tion and a respect by all parties of internationally
recognized borders .... We will continue our present
course of action with respect to not supplying arms
to either side but if there were a crossing of bor-
ders, it would present a different situation and we
would have to consider it then. 7 0

Egyptian President Sadat told two American Congressmen in
December 1977 that Egypt and Sudan would each send an ar-
mored brigade to Somalia if events warranted such ac-
tion. 7 1 In January 1978, both Iran and Saudi Arabia
warned they would not stand idle if Somalia were in-
vaded.

7 2
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den.* Accordingly, Moscow, at the conclusion of the war,

defended its actions in the Horn by maintaining that the

USSR had acted in full accordance with

... international law which permits aid to any country
that's the victim of aggression. Even in the fight-
ing, the Soviet Union supported the Ethiopian govern-
ment's statement that it had no intention of crossing
its borders, but only aimed to rebuff attacks and
liberate its own territory. The USSR and other coun-
tries interested in a peaceful settlement managed to
keep the war from spreading from all parts of the
Horn of Africa, and lithin a comparatively short time
the war was stopped.4

Despite Moscow's willingness to be extremely active in the

conflict, the Soviets clearly recognized the limits of ac-

ceptable involvement in the Ogaden War.

Performance

Certain questions have been raised about Soviet crisis

performance: How well have the Soviets done during crises

in light of their policy objectives? Do the Soviets "man-

age" crises deftly or do they just muddle through them?

In terms of Soviet policy objectives vis-a-vis Africa and

the Mideast, one could argue that the Soviets managed the

crisis in the Horn rather well.

*A segment of the Ethiopian military had favored the

easier alternative. 7 3 Active Soviet involvement in
the war probably helped make certain that it was not
chosen.
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True, the Soviets did not achieve their optimal objectives

in the Horn nor did their policy fail to incur major

costs. The Soviets failed to achieve their most desired

result -- a federation of Ethiopia, Somalia, Djibouti, and

the Yemens. Nor were they able to preserve their in-

fluence in Somalia. Yet, if, in the unlikely event, the

Somalis should be willinq to seek a negotiated settlement

with Ethiopia concerninq the Oqaden, the Soviets could

again raise the federation scheme as a potential solu-

tion.*

In addition, the Soviets lost access to the valuable naval

and air facilities that they had constructed at Berbera

and elsewhere in Somalia. Yet, they have offset this loss

by obtaining access to Aden and Ethiopia's Dahlac Island.

However, this happy outcome could not have been counted on

at the time. Previously, the PDRY had been reluctant to

grant the Soviets access to Aden comparable to the access

they enjoyed at Berbera.** With Eritrea in rebellion in

*Such a possibility is not inconceivable. In January
1979, Siad Barre indicated an interest in improvinq rela-
tions with the USSR.

75

**Apparently, the coup d'etat in the PDRY in June 1978
made it possible to obtain easier access from Aden's new
and more radical qovernment.
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1977, the prospect of early use of Ethiopian facilities

must have seemed bleak.

Furthermore, continuinq querrilla warfare by the Eritreans

and the Somalis may make Soviet and Cuban involvement in

Ethiopia costly over the lonq term. Yet, the Ethiopians,

with Soviet and Cuban loqistical support, have succeeded

in inflictinq severe defeats on the Eritrean secessionists

in the summer and fall of 1978. As a result, Eritrea is

more securely a part of Ethiopia than it has been in

years. Furthermore, after their defeat, the Somalis are

incapable of providinq the WSLF with sufficient support to

seriously challenqe Ethiopia's sovereiqnty over the Oqa-

den. And without siqnificant outside arms aid, neither

the Eritreans nor the Somalis are likely to inflict costs

on the Soviets and the Cubans in any way comparable to the

costs suffered by the U.S. in Vietnam.

The opportunity to satisfy Soviet security concerns in the

Indian Ocean was lost with the suspension of NALT. Nor

are these talks likely to be revived as lonq as the U.S.

and Soviet Union are pursuinq conflictinq qoals in the In-

dian Ocean or what has come to be called the "arc of cri-

sis."
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Yet, despite the apparent costs, it is difficult, in re-

trospect, to see how the Soviets could have acted differ-

ently knowing what they knew at each stage of the game.

Considering the opportunity Ethiopia afforded for aiding a

revolutionary regime while advancing its interests in

Africa and the Mideast, Moscow's involvement seems inevit-

able. The Soviets could reasonably hope that appeals to

Somalia's Marxist conscience for mutually beneficial rela-

tions with the revolutionary government of Ethiopia might

be entertained in view of Somali dependence on the Soviets

for arms and spare parts. Even if those appeals were re-

jected, as they were, the unlikelihood of Somalia's being

able to obtain these essential items in sufficient quanti-

ties from other sources made a Somali attack on Ethiopia

seem a foolhardy proposition. Therefore, the Somalis

would have to turn to Moscow to obtain any satisfaction

for their claims to the Ogaden. If the Soviets miscalcu-

lated, then their miscalculation was based on an insuffi-

cient appreciation of the irrational nature of Somali na-

tionalism.

Yet, even if the Kremlin had calculated correctly, it

could not have supported the Somalis against Ethiopia.
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The illicit nature of Moqadiscio's claims to the Oqaden

would have brouqht about African and world condemnation of

Moscow. When the Somalis invaded the Oqaden, the Soviets

did the only thing possible -- they temporized. They sum-

moned Siad Barre to Moscow and attempted to persuade him

to withdraw. When that failed, they manipulated arms aid

-- expandinq it to Ethiopia and limitinq it to Somalia --

in a manner that would assure an Ethiopian victory even-

tuallv. In the meantime, the Somalis miqht come to their

senses and seek a neqotiated solution throuqh Moscow. Fi-

nally, when Siad Barre, in a desperate bid for Western

support expelled the Soviets (and Cubans) from Somalia,

the Soviets parried the blow to their prestige by inter-

veninq decisively on the side of Ethiopia.

Not only did the Soviets manage the crisis in a rational

manner, but, despite the costs, the outcome was not all

that unfavorable to their interests. Soviet support for

Ethiopia frustrated the efforts of those Mideast states

who were tryinq to exclude Moscow from the Red Sea. The

Soviet Union also demonstrated that they possessed consid-

erable capacity to defend their interests in the Middle

East. The Soviets were also able to win the approval of

those African states favorably inclined toward Moscow and

avoid criticism of other African countries inclined toward
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the West by posing as defenders of the OAU's principle

concerning territorial inteqrity. 7 6  (Potential African

criticism of the Soviet intervention was further muted by

the extensive use of "nonaligned" Cubans in combat

roles).

?1oreover, the Soviets not only succeeded in rescuing and

embellishing their own prestiqe in the Mideast and Africa,

they dealt a blow to U.S. international prestige. The

UI.S. was seen as indecisive as the Soviets seemed purpose-

ful. The U.S. response to Soviet involvement was viewed

by many as weak -- limited to vague enunciations of link-

ages between SALT and NALT.* This perception was shared

by important regional actors like Saudi Arabia. One Saudi

leader was quoted as saying:

Why is the United States stepping from one fiasco to
another? In Ethiopia, in Somalia, in Afghanistan,
the United States left the field to the Russians
without as much as an attempt to stop them. 77

In peacetime, the perception of power is almost as impor-

tant as the reality of power. In that respect, the So-

*Indeed, the perception of American weakness became so
widespread that an "African leader," a character in a Lon-
don stage play, Night and Day by Tom Stoppard, declares
that American and British "cowardice in Africa stretches
from Angola to Eritrea."
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viets undoubtedly raised their international standinq in

the crisis -- at the expense of the United States.

Thus, it can be arqued that the Soviets manaqed the crisis

in a way that, considerinq the complexity of the problems

involved, reflected favorably upon Moscow.
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