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Two years on, the catastrophe un-
folding in Sudan is often described 
as a collapse of order or the failure 
of diplomacy. Both descriptions are 
correct, but they conceal a deeper 
truth. The violence in Sudan today is 
fueled by a political economy in which 
military actors, illicit markets, and ex-
ternal patrons profit from prolonging 
conflict while civilians bear the hu-
man cost.
The immediate eruption of open fight-
ing between the Sudanese Armed Forc-
es (SAF) and the Rapid Support Forces 
(RSF) on April 15, 2023, should be read 
in that light. The outbreak was not a 
sudden rupture but the predictable 
outcome of a security sector embed-
ded in commercial interests and re-
gional patronage networks. 
The RSF is not simply a paramilitary: 
It is an economic actor with extensive 
commercial reach. Since its transfor-
mation from Janjaweed militias, the 
RSF and its leadership have captured 
significant portions of the gold sector 
and other lucrative trades. Indepen-
dent investigations estimate RSF-con-
trolled production at nearly 10 tons 
of gold in 2024, a windfall that has 
financed fighters, enabled arms pur-
chases, and created a structural incen-
tive to sustain conflict rather than to 
seek a negotiated settlement.
External patronage has amplified 
and internationalised local incen-
tives. Credible reporting and rights 
organisations have traced advanced 
Chinese-origin weaponry and so-
phisticated drones into RSF arsenals, 
with several investigations pointing 
to re-exports routed through Persian 
Gulf intermediaries. These arms in-
flows are not incidental luxuries; They 
change battlefield calculations, permit 
strikes on civilian infrastructure, and 
entrench actors who profit from con-
tinued instability.
The humanitarian toll has been im-
mense and continues to grow. The 
conflict has produced tens of thou-
sands of deaths and uprooted mil-
lions; Recent reporting places the 
number of displaced at well over 10 
million and rising, creating what is 
now among the largest internal dis-
placement crises globally.  At the 
same time, the World Health Organi-
zation has verified repeated attacks 
on health facilities and personnel, fur-
ther degrading the capacity to treat 
the wounded and protect civilians.
Viewed through incentives, the pat-
tern is clear. At the micro level, RSF 
commanders and affiliated business 
networks extract rents from mining 
concessions, checkpoint levies, and 
control of trade routes, revenues that 
are convertible into salaries, weapons, 
and patronage. Private military con-
tractors and mercenary operators have 
profited where securitised extraction 
offers them contracts and access. At 
the macro level, regional states and 

intermediaries that provide materiel, 
basing rights, or diplomatic cover can 
materially alter the conflict’s trajecto-
ry and the calculus of those fighting on 
the ground.
This diagnosis requires a different pol-
icy response. Humanitarian relief is in-
dispensable, but aid alone cannot end 
a war financed by mineral extraction 
and illicit trade. The international 
community, therefore, needs to target 
the arteries of the war economy. Prac-
tically, that means rigorous enforce-
ment of the UN arms embargo, forensic 
tracing and curtailment of illicit gold 
and other mineral exports, coordinat-
ed asset freezes against identifiable 
networks, and strengthened customs 
and financial intelligence cooperation 
to block illicit air and sea routes used 
to traffic arms and revenues.
At the same time, protection measures 
must be operationalised and scaled. 
Secured corridors for civilian evacua-
tion, legal protection and resourcing 

for hospitals and clinics, and rapid, 
predictable funding for neighbouring 
states hosting refugees are urgent pri-
orities. Humanitarian action must be 
resourced in a way that reduces de-
pendency on local powerbrokers who 
use aid access as leverage; Condition-
ality and independent monitoring are 
essential to prevent co-option.
There is also a moral and legal im-
perative to name and hold to account 
those who profit. Describing Sudan as 
“chaos” strips agency from actors who 
actively cultivate the conditions of vio-
lence. Where credible evidence exists, 
prosecutions, sanctions, and targeted 
diplomatic pressure are legitimate 
tools to alter behaviour. If states or 
intermediaries are shown to be re-ex-
porting weaponry in breach of em-
bargoes, they must face political and 
economic consequences for enabling 
mass suffering.
Finally, any durable settlement must 
prioritise Sudanese agency. Interna-

tional measures should bolster credi-
ble transitional institutions, strength-
en civil society oversight, and ensure 
that post-conflict economic arrange-
ments do not reproduce the war econ-
omy. A peace that merely carves up 
revenue streams for competing mili-
taries will be ephemeral; A peace that 
dismantles the structures making vio-
lence profitable and restores account-
able governance may endure.
Sudan’s current tragedy is not an ac-
cident of history; It is the predictable 
outcome of a system that monetises 
violence. If the international communi-
ty is serious about preventing further 
slaughter, it must follow the money 
and the munitions as diligently as it 
follows the rhetoric of diplomacy. Only 
by making war unprofitable will the 
incentives for peace begin to emerge. 
The time to act is now.
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Sudanese gather to receive meals in Al Fasher, a city besieged by Sudan’s paramilitary Rapid Support Forces (RSF), in Darfur on August 11, 2025.
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pressure or even kick off pre-planned 
strikes. Diverting opponents’ attention 
and keeping them tied down elsewhere 
drives up their cost of intervention or 
retaliation.
The rivalry between Saudi Arabia and 
the UAE in Sudan boils down to more 
than just regional one-upmanship — 
it’s part of a broader push toward a 
new Middle Eastern order anchored 
in the consolidation of the Abraham 
Accords and the merging of Arab-Is-
raeli security interests. Both Persian 
Gulf powers are racing to cement their 

positions as the West’s and Israel’s 
key partners in safeguarding ener-
gy routes and trade stability. Sudan 
comes into focus as the mid-link in a 
chain stretching out from the Persian 
Gulf to the Mediterranean — its con-
trol tied hand in glove with Red Sea 
and Bab al-Mandab security. Thus, for 
both the UAE and Saudi Arabia, locking 
down Sudan represents a step toward 
proving their geopolitical mettle in 
shaping the region’s emerging security 
architecture.
From a strategic lens, the bond be-

tween Sudan and Yemen is completely 
direct. In the logic of Persian Gulf pow-
ers, controlling Sudan sets the stage 
for control over Bab al-Mandab and, 
by extension, the world’s vital trade 
and energy sea lanes. Victory in Sudan 
could serve as a springboard for polit-
ical or military pressure on Yemen’s 
Ansarullah forces. For Tel Aviv and its 
Western allies, weakening the Houth-
is would sweep away a pillar of the 
Resistance Axis and pave the way for 
secure energy and trade routes link-
ing the Persian Gulf to the Mediterra-

nean. Hence, Sudan, Yemen, and Bab 
al-Mandab form a single geopolitical 
triangle whose mastery boosts their 
strategic weight against Tehran, An-
kara, and even Cairo. Beneath the sur-
face, this competition reflects a bid for 
legitimacy and relevance in Washing-
ton and Tel Aviv’s prospective regional 
security plans.
While Saudi Arabia treads carefully 
toward normalization with Israel, the 
UAE is seizing on military, financial, and 
port leverage in Sudan to carve out its 
place as a dependable Western partner. 

From Israel’s perspective, Sudan’s sta-
bilization and its return to the orbit of 
countries that signed the Abraham Ac-
cord would mark a major stride toward 
narrowing down the Resistance’s foot-
print and shoring up maritime security 
across the South. In this sense, victory 
in Sudan would amount to more than a 
domestic triumph; It would stand as a 
geopolitical breakthrough in the mak-
ing of a new Middle East order — and 
in redefining the Arab role within the 
evolving security equation of Israel and 
the West.
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