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OPEN-SOURCE ASSESSMENT

KEY JUDGEMENT
Renewed fighting in northern Ethiopia has crossed from a political-security deterioration into a major conflict 
event. The immediate operational effects are concentrated in Tigray and adjacent areas, but fighting in Afar 
creates a plausible transmission pathway toward systems that matter to Ethiopia and Djibouti. The Ethiopia-
Djibouti strategic corridor is not presently confirmed as disrupted, and no reliable evidence yet establishes new 
conflict-driven displacement from Ethiopia into Djibouti. The decision-relevant question is whether the conflict 
remains geographically contained or begins producing observable effects on movement, trade, humanitarian 
flows or Djiboutian security posture.
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EXECUTIVE ASSESSMENT

What changed in the morning refresh
The overnight evidence strengthened several elements of the working draft and narrowed others. Reuters 
reported a major new phase of fighting and that three federally controlled airports in Tigray had been seized. 
The African Union separately identified the seizure and occupation of Mekelle, Axum and Shire airports, 
detention of federal personnel and disruption of civilian air services, while calling for immediate de-escalation. 
Reuters and AFP also corroborated fighting in Afar, with Abala and Erebti among the reported locations. [1][5]
[6]

The most important negative finding remains equally significant: the refreshed sweep did not establish 
disruption to the Addis Ababa-Djibouti commercial system, nor did it establish a new Ethiopia-origin 
displacement flow into Djibouti. Those remain escalation indicators, not present-tense facts.

Issue Evidence status Current judgement

Major renewed Tigray-federal 
fighting

CONFIRMED Multiple high-quality sources describe a 
new major round of hostilities.

Mekelle / Axum / Shire airports 
seized

CONFIRMED Reuters and the African Union identify 
all three airports as seized/occupied by 
Tigray forces.

Fighting in Afar CORROBORATED Reuters, AFP and AU reporting support 
clashes in Afar; precise territorial control 
remains unclear.

Seven-group alliance CONFIRMED Alliance announced; membership 
established by AP/Reuters. Effective 
unified command remains unproven.

Ethiopia-Djibouti corridor disrupted NOT ESTABLISHED No reliable evidence found in the 
morning sweep of road, rail, customs, 
fuel or port-system interruption.

New Ethiopian displacement into 
Djibouti

NOT ESTABLISHED Djibouti is receiving Yemeni arrivals, but 
no reliable new Tigray/Afar-origin flow 
was identified.

Current Eritrean military 
intervention

CONTESTED / UNPROVEN Federal accusations of Eritrean support 
are denied by Asmara; no independent 
evidence of current direct intervention 
identified.

Renewed Iranian military support NOT ESTABLISHED Historical Iranian-origin UAV evidence 
remains relevant context, not proof of 
2026 support.
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Timeline

Analytical implication
The publication threshold is met because the conflict now has a verified aviation component, cross-regional 
fighting and a formal multi-group political-military alignment. Publication does not require asserting that the 
Djibouti corridor is already impaired; the value is in identifying the measurable pathway by which it could 
become exposed.

REGIONAL OPERATING PICTURE

Tigray -> Afar -> Djibouti: the transmission geography
The central analytical proposition is geographic rather than ideological. Tigray is the current conflict core. Afar 
is the transmission geography because current clashes reduce the separation between the northern battlefield 
and systems that connect Ethiopia to the east. Djibouti is the potential pressure absorber because its ports, 
airport, road and rail interfaces, foreign military facilities and humanitarian infrastructure concentrate 
regional dependencies in a small space.

1. Tigray: conflict core
Tigray regional leaders say they have entered a defensive war in response to federal aggression; a senior 
Ethiopian official described the same operation as a major Tigrayan offensive. Optarus therefore treats 
responsibility for initiating the latest phase as contested while treating the existence and scale of renewed 
hostilities as established. [1]

The seizure of the three airports is operationally important beyond symbolism. It disrupts scheduled civilian 
access, complicates humanitarian and diplomatic movement, and gives Tigray forces control over 
infrastructure that had remained under federal authority after the Pretoria Agreement. Ethiopian Airlines 
suspended services to Mekelle, Axum and Shire. [3][6]
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Drone and heavy-weapons context: ACLED reports that before the 23 September escalation, federal forces had 
already conducted drone strikes in Mekelle and Southern Tigray and that Tigrayan forces had deployed heavy 
weapons in Southern Tigray. This makes air/drone activity a present feature of the conflict; the escalation 
indicator is now a material increase in strike tempo, geography or target set rather than first use. [13]

2. Afar: the transmission geography
Reuters, AFP and the African Union report fighting in Afar. Reuters cites multiple sources saying Tigrayan 
forces were fighting alongside a local armed group, while the Afar regional government accused the TPLF of 
invasion. ACLED local-source reporting also places clashes along the Tonsa line of the Tigray-Afar border. These 
are important developments, but they do not by themselves demonstrate that the national trade corridor is 
compromised. [1][5][6][13]

The key collection problem is depth: whether clashes stay around northern approaches such as Abala and 
Erebti, or move far enough east/south to affect road access, fuel movement, trucking, customs nodes, rail 
operations or humanitarian staging.

3. Djibouti: consequence geography
Djibouti does not need to become a combat theatre to experience material consequences. A conflict-driven 
increase in humanitarian arrivals, transport rerouting, contractor demand, diplomatic movement, force-
protection requirements or port/airport activity could generate real operating effects even while fighting 
remains inside Ethiopia.

Map note
The lead visual is a schematic analytical graphic. It illustrates a pressure pathway and key nodes; it is not an 
official conflict map, a navigational product, or a literal depiction of the alignment of every road and railway 
segment.

COMMERCIAL EXPOSURE

The Ethiopia-Djibouti corridor: exposure without 
confirmed disruption
The commercial significance of the corridor is unusually high. World Bank material states that roughly 95% of 
Ethiopia's international trade by volume relies on the Addis-Djibouti corridor. Separate World Bank work 
estimates that approximately 87% of cargo handled in Djibouti's ports is in transit or re-exported to Ethiopia. 
The corridor is therefore a shared vulnerability: Ethiopia depends on maritime access through Djibouti, while 
Djibouti depends heavily on Ethiopian cargo and related logistics revenue. [8][9]
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What would constitute a material change?
• Sustained fighting materially deeper into Afar, especially where it begins constraining east-west movement rather 

than remaining around northern approaches.

• Verified interruption or degradation of road or rail operations, fuel distribution, customs processing, trucking 
availability or dry-port flows.

• Security restrictions or force-protection measures that materially slow commercial movement even without 
physical damage to infrastructure.

• A measurable rise in conflict-driven displacement toward the Djibouti border or toward logistics hubs used by 
international organisations and contractors.
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• Aviation disruption extending beyond Tigray into hubs relevant to humanitarian or commercial connectivity.

Why proximity alone is insufficient
Afar is large and operational effects depend on where fighting occurs, which routes are affected, and whether 
parties can sustain activity. Reporting that violence is "in Afar" should not be converted automatically into a 
claim that the Addis-Djibouti corridor is threatened. Optarus will retain a distinction between geographic 
proximity, plausible exposure and confirmed operational impact.

Current commercial posture
EXPOSURE MONITORING - not disruption reporting. No reliable source identified during the morning refresh 
established a current interruption to the Addis-Djibouti road/rail/port system.

DJIBOUTI PRESSURE STACK

A pressure absorber already carrying other regional loads
The cross-thread audit materially strengthens the Djibouti section. The country is not a blank rear area waiting 
for Ethiopian spillover; it is already absorbing consequences from the Red Sea conflict. UNHCR reported nearly 
3,000 new arrivals from Yemen in less than a week in mid-September, with the Markazi settlement able to host 
roughly 5,000 additional refugees before capacity would be significantly stretched. [10]

Strategic concentration
Djibouti also hosts an exceptional concentration of foreign military infrastructure. A September 2026 CSIS 
assessment identified new Chinese communications facilities and equipment at the PLA Support Base that 
could improve long-range communications and intelligence collection. CSIS notes that U.S., French, Italian and 
Japanese bases are located within roughly 10 miles of the Chinese facility. [11]

This does not create a direct link between the Tigray conflict and foreign bases. It does mean that any broader 
deterioration affecting aviation, port operations, humanitarian movement or local security would occur in a 
location already carrying high strategic sensitivity.

Second-order security exposure
If international and humanitarian activity expands, more contractors, logistics providers, medical teams, 
diplomats and security personnel may operate through Djibouti. That can expand the number of potentially 
exposed people and assets. The risk mechanism is the concentration of activity and visibility, not the presence 
of displaced populations. Refugees and displaced people should not be characterised as a security threat by 
virtue of displacement.
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POLITICAL-MILITARY CONTEXT

The seven-group alliance changes the strategic frame - not 
yet the command structure
The Ethiopian Peoples' Forces Alliance for Survival brings together organisations that previously fought on 
opposing sides. AP identifies the members as the Amhara Fano National Movement, Oromo Liberation Army, 
Tigray People's Liberation Front, Ogaden National Liberation Front, Afar Revolutionary Democratic Unity 
Front, Benishangul Peoples' Liberation Movement and Gumuz Peoples' Democratic Movement. TPLF 
spokesman Michael Asgedom told AP that cooperation was political and military and that joint operations "may 
become necessary". The extent of actual integrated command remains unclear. [4]

Operational coordination indicator
ACLED local-source reporting describes ENDF clashes along the Kobo-Tumuga direction with joint TDF and 
Amhara Fano National Movement forces. This is a meaningful indicator of bilateral operational cooperation, but 
it does not by itself demonstrate an integrated seven-group command structure. [13]

Group Base Assessment

TPLF Tigray Core actor in renewed northern conflict; 
former federal ruling party.

Amhara Fano National Movement Amhara Former battlefield opponent of TPLF; now 
part of alliance; Reuters reports Fano 
fighting federal forces in Amhara.

Oromo Liberation Army Oromia Alliance member; current role in northern 
fighting not established in refreshed sweep.

Ogaden National Liberation Front Somali Region Alliance member; current operational 
participation in northern theatre not 
established.

Afar Revolutionary Democratic Unity 
Front

Afar Alliance member; Reuters reports Tigrayan 
forces fighting alongside a local armed 
group in Afar, but public reporting does not 
resolve every command relationship.

Benishangul Peoples' Liberation 
Movement

Benishangul-Gumuz Alliance member; current role in northern 
fighting not established.

Gumuz Peoples' Democratic Movement Benishangul-Gumuz Alliance member; current role in northern 
fighting not established.

External actors: evidence posture

Eritrea - HIGH RELEVANCE / CURRENT ROLE UNPROVEN
Historic direct combat role in 2020-22; relations with Addis have deteriorated. Ethiopia alleges Eritrean financing 
of alliance members; Eritrea denies similar accusations. No independent confirmation of current direct military 
intervention identified. [1][2]
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United States / African Union - ACTIVE DIPLOMATIC ROLE
AU calls for immediate de-escalation and renewed Pretoria dialogue. The U.S. ambassador warned additional 
sanctions tools remain available. [3][6]

Egypt / Sudan / UAE - REGIONAL CONTEXT
Reuters highlights GERD rivalry, Sudan war and Gulf involvement as factors raising the stakes. This is strategic 
context, not evidence of participation in current Tigray operations. [2]

China - STRATEGIC DJIBOUTI STAKE
Major trade and military interests in Djibouti; no evidence of involvement in current Ethiopian hostilities. [11]

Saudi Arabia / Israel - RED SEA STAKEHOLDERS
Relevant to the wider Red Sea security environment; no evidence identified of an operational role in the current 
Tigray-Afar fighting.

Iran - HISTORICAL CAPABILITY CONTEXT
Open-source analysis identified aircraft consistent with Iranian Mohajer-6 UAVs in Ethiopia during the earlier 
war. No current 2026 Iranian support was established in the refreshed sweep. [12]

WIDER HORN INTERACTION

Why this conflict now sits inside a more congested 
regional system
A renewed northern Ethiopian war would unfold alongside the Sudan conflict, instability in Somalia, Red Sea 
maritime disruption and heightened foreign military activity around Djibouti. Reuters explicitly frames the 
current escalation against this wider background. [2] The analytical discipline is to identify shared pressure on 
the same infrastructure and institutions without collapsing separate threats into a single narrative.

Eritrea sanctions: the precise legal fact

OFAC action - 18 September 2026
The U.S. national emergency under Executive Order 14046 expired. OFAC consequently removed persons and 
entities designated solely under that authority from the SDN List, including the Eritrean Defense Forces, the 
People's Front for Democracy and Justice, Red Sea Trading Corporation, Hidri Trust and named individuals. [7] 
This should be described as expiration/removal under the Ethiopia-related sanctions program - not as proof of 
U.S. endorsement of Eritrea or as a blanket statement that every Eritrean person or entity is free of sanctions 
exposure. Other sanctions authorities may still apply.

Reuters analysis interprets the timing as strategically relevant to Eritrea's Red Sea position, but that 
interpretation should remain attributed to Reuters and analysts rather than presented as the stated legal 
purpose of the OFAC action. [2]
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Red Sea and Yemen interaction
Recent Houthi advances and renewed fighting in Yemen have already generated significant displacement 
toward Djibouti. This matters because a new Ethiopia-origin humanitarian or logistics demand would be 
additive, not isolated. It would land on a system already responding to arrivals across the Bab el-Mandeb and 
operating amid elevated maritime-security pressure. [10]

The same principle applies to Somalia-related threats and piracy: they remain parallel risks unless evidence 
demonstrates a direct operational link. The value for decision support is to understand cumulative demand on 
port security, aviation, transport, accommodation, medical support and force protection.

What the morning sweep did NOT establish
• No confirmed new Eritrean troop entry into the current Tigray-Afar theatre.

• No confirmed current Iranian UAV transfer, Iranian technical deployment or new Iran-Ethiopia military 
arrangement tied to the present fighting.

• No confirmed disruption of Djibouti port operations attributable to the Ethiopian conflict.

• No confirmed new Ethiopian conflict-driven refugee flow into Djibouti.

• No evidence that Houthi, Al-Shabaab, piracy or other Red Sea/Horn actors are operationally connected to the 
current Tigray offensive.

COMPETING HYPOTHESES

Three pathways from here
The following hypotheses are not predictions. They are collection frameworks designed to prevent early 
reporting from being forced into a single narrative.

H1 - CONTAINED NORTHERN CONFLICT
Fighting remains concentrated in Tigray, southern Tigray, northern Afar and Amhara approaches. Civilian 
aviation disruption persists but the national corridor remains operational.

Indicators: Higher if fighting stabilises geographically; commercial traffic continues; no Djibouti-bound displacement; 
diplomacy restores local ceasefires.

Decision relevance: Would keep Djibouti consequences largely indirect.

H2 - AFAR PRESSURE DEVELOPS
Conflict moves materially deeper into Afar or creates sustained displacement and route insecurity. Commercial 
systems face delays, security controls or humanitarian competition without necessarily being severed.

Indicators: Higher if Abala/Erebti fighting expands east/south; trucking or aid routes change; border posture tightens; 
fuel/customs delays emerge.

Decision relevance: Would move the issue from exposure monitoring toward measurable operational effect.

H3 - WIDER ETHIOPIAN CONFLICT SYSTEM
Alliance members demonstrate meaningful coordinated operations across multiple regions, forcing federal 
dispersion and increasing risk to strategic infrastructure and economic systems.

Indicators: Higher if simultaneous coordinated offensives occur; command links become visible; Eritrean involvement 
is independently confirmed; large drone/air campaigns intensify.

Decision relevance: Would materially increase national and regional spillover risk.
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Current hypothesis weighting
Evidence at publication most strongly supports a serious northern conflict with verified cross-regional fighting 
but insufficient evidence of national corridor disruption. That places the operating picture between H1 and the 
early conditions required for H2. H3 has strengthened as a watch case because ACLED reports joint TDF-AFNM 
fighting along the Kobo-Tumuga direction, but unified seven-group command and sustained multi-theatre 
coordination are not yet established. [13]

Confidence
MODERATE-HIGH on the deterioration in the northern security environment; MODERATE on the significance of 
Afar as an emerging transmission geography; LOW on any claim that the Addis-Djibouti corridor is currently 
disrupted or that Djibouti is already receiving conflict-driven arrivals from Ethiopia.

DECISION SUPPORT

Forward indicators and thresholds
Indicator Observable threshold Effect

Conflict geography Fighting moves materially deeper into Afar; 
sustained clashes appear on routes feeding 
strategic east-west movement.

RAISE

Commercial movement Verified road/rail delay, closure, rerouting, 
trucking shortage, fuel interruption or 
customs disruption linked to the conflict.

RAISE

Humanitarian movement Confirmed new displacement from 
Tigray/Afar toward Djibouti or major 
eastward staging hubs.

RAISE

Aviation Further airport seizures, military use of 
civilian airfields, or disruption spreading 
beyond Tigray.

RAISE

External intervention Independent evidence of Eritrean 
forces/support or new external 
weapons/personnel entering the theatre.

RAISE

Alliance cohesion Demonstrated coordinated multi-region 
operations, common command, logistics or 
targeting.

RAISE

Diplomacy Verified cessation, reopening of airports, 
direct Pretoria-framework talks and 
sustained reduction in clashes.

LOWER

Corridor continuity Stable road/rail/port performance and no 
conflict-linked logistics delays across 
successive reporting cycles.

LOWER
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Who is exposed
The relevant exposure set includes Ethiopian and Djiboutian logistics operators; road and rail users; port and 
dry-port operators; fuel and infrastructure providers; airlines and aviation support; international organisations 
and NGOs; diplomatic missions; foreign military facilities; security contractors; medical and accommodation 
providers; and companies dependent on predictable movement through the Ethiopia-Djibouti system.

Outlook
The conflict has now passed the threshold for a Regional Insight because the evidence supports a coherent 
cross-regional risk pathway. The next evidentiary step is not another headline about fighting in Tigray; it is 
proof that the conflict is beginning to change movement, displacement, infrastructure performance or 
Djiboutian posture. Those are the indicators that would convert a regional security deterioration into a wider 
commercial and operational event.

Bottom line
Northern Ethiopia is again an active conflict system. Afar is the key transmission geography to monitor. Djibouti 
is not presently part of the conflict theatre, but its dependence on Ethiopian trade, current Yemen-related 
humanitarian load and strategic concentration make it the most important downstream location for second-
order effects.

METHODOLOGY & SOURCES

Analytical and editorial safeguards
This publication separates corroborated developments, attributed claims, unresolved reporting and Optarus 
analytical inference. Where parties offer competing accounts - including over responsibility for initiating the 
current offensive or alleged Eritrean support - those claims are attributed rather than adopted as fact.

• Current-versus-historical check: historical Eritrean participation and Iranian-origin UAV evidence are not treated 
as evidence of current 2026 involvement.

• Sanctions check: the Ethiopia-related EO 14046 emergency expired on 18 September 2026 and associated 
designations were removed; this is not a blanket conclusion on sanctions exposure under other authorities.

• Defamation/attribution check: allegations of financing, military support, initiation of hostilities and command 
relationships are attributed to their originating source or party.

• Data minimisation: no non-public personal information is used; named individuals are limited to public officials, 
public spokespeople or analysts where relevant to attribution.

• UK data-protection check: the assessment contains no special-category or criminal-offence personal dataset and 
does not profile private individuals.

• ECJU/export-control check: the publication is strategic OSINT and decision support; it contains no targeting data, 
weapons-employment instruction or controlled technical assistance.

• Humanitarian safeguard: displaced people and refugees are not characterised as security threats by virtue of 
displacement.

AI transparency
Optarus uses analyst-directed AI tools to support source retrieval, comparison, drafting and quality control. 
Analytical judgements, attribution decisions and publication thresholds are reviewed against the cited open 
sources before release. AI assistance does not replace source verification or analyst accountability.



OPTARUS  |  REGIONAL INSIGHT  |  24 SEPTEMBER 2026

OPTARUS RISK & INTELLIGENCE  |  OPEN-SOURCE ASSESSMENT  |  info@optarusrisk.com

SOURCE APPENDIX

Selected source base
• [1] Reuters, “Tigrayan leaders say new war with Ethiopian government has begun”, 23 Sep 2026.

• [2] Reuters, “Why new war in Ethiopia’s Tigray threatens to trigger wider conflict”, 23 Sep 2026.

• [3] Associated Press, “Ethiopian Airlines halts flights as fighters take control of Tigray airport”, 23 Sep 2026.

• [4] Associated Press, “Ethiopian opposition groups unite to mount challenge to prime minister Abiy”, 21 Sep 2026.

• [5] AFP, “Ethiopia’s Tigray rebels seize airports, clash with govt forces”, 23 Sep 2026.

• [6] African Union, “AUC Chairperson Calls For Utmost Restraint And Immediate De-Escalation In Northern 
Ethiopia”, 23 Sep 2026.

• [7] U.S. Treasury / OFAC, “Expiration of Emergency With Respect to the Situation in Ethiopia; Ethiopia-related 
Designations Removals”, 18 Sep 2026.

• [8] World Bank, Addis-Djibouti / Djibouti Regional Economic Corridor project material (trade dependence and 
corridor role).

• [9] World Bank, Djibouti transport/infrastructure finance material, 2026 (port contribution, employment and 
Ethiopia-linked cargo).

• [10] UNHCR, “More help urgently needed as thousands arrive in Djibouti fleeing Yemen”, 18 Sep 2026.

• [11] CSIS, “Extended Range: China Upgrades Its Military Base in Djibouti”, 17 Sep 2026.

• [12] Bellingcat, “Is Ethiopia Flying Iranian-Made Armed Drones?”, 17 Aug 2021 (historical capability context only).

• [13] ACLED, “Ethiopia Conflict Alert: The TPLF Move On Critical Sites After Heading a New Alliance. A new phase of 
the next war?”, 23 Sep 2026.

Collection cut-off
Morning evidence refresh completed 24 September 2026. The source appendix is selective rather than 
exhaustive; it records the principal public sources used to support decision-relevant judgements in this issue.

Distribution note
This assessment is provided for strategic decision support. It is not legal, sanctions, insurance, investment, 
navigational or security-operational advice. Users should validate time-sensitive sanctions, travel, aviation and 
security information against current official guidance before acting.
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