
 

Djibouti: Strong man, weak state  

 

 

 

This tiny country on the edge of Africa has a reputation 

for corruption that outweighs its size. Embezzlement, 

bribery and fraud are common in the public sector and 

yet there is little action taken against those that benefit, 

nor stronger laws implemented to control the situation. 

Notably, there has been a recent spate of arrests of 

officials in relation to misappropriation of budget 

monies – although these are likely to have been both in 

response to the strong rumours of a coup being planned against President Guelleh, to prove that 

he is still in command (and who knows, perhaps to eliminate some enemies at the same time), and 

in retaliation to the fact that the misappropriation did not include those elites who felt it should 

have done.  

 

The country’s human rights record is extremely weak, most pertinently for our purposes the suppression 

of free media and dissent of any kind and the disappearance of those that speak out against the regime, 

or fall foul of it. Although the President is elected, the elections are not considered particularly free or fair 

(and tend to be boycotted by the opposition), and in practice the ruling elite have a say in anything of 

importance. Human rights concerns, political interference, economic malpractice and social and unrest are 

all ignored or fostered, in service to the greater graft.  

 

It is true that Djibouti is considered the most secure and stable country in East Africa, at least for the 

purposes of the international countries (such as American and China) that have military bases there. It is 

in the interests of such countries that the ‘strongman’ state of balance remains, and thus they are adjudged 

unlikely to interfere in ‘domestic’ Djibouti affairs so long as these do not impinge upon their own intentions 

or capabilities. Likewise, the government will want to keep the nations happy, for both financial and prestige 

reasons, and so will continue to gather more power into their own hands in the name of ‘stability’. It is 

those on the ground, whose interests are not upheld by either group, that are the losers in this situation.   

 

 

 

 

 



 
  

KCS Group Europe - Strategic Intelligence & Corporate Security 
 
A leading provider of security and intelligence services, we operate discreetly in some of the world’s most difficult environments on complex 
cases of fraud, theft, corruption, or market dynamics. We gather intelligence through the discreet use of human sources to level the playing field 
and help our clients identify and deal with any risks, weaknesses and threats which could impact on their business, financially or reputationally.  
 
Our key areas of expertise include: 

Corporate Intelligence Services - New market or sector entry research - Know your customer screening 
 
In addition, through our specialist team at KCS IS, we offer a unique service in the areas of Cyber Security and Cyber Risk. This covers 
penetration testing, vulnerability assessments, intelligence gathering and cyber security audits - providing unparalleled analysis, contingency 
planning, and implementation. 
 
To find out more or to arrange a meeting to discuss your business needs, please email the team at info@kcsgroupeurope.com or               
call (00 44) 2072451191. 

 

Ethnic and community violence is uncommon since the end of the Civil War, but when it occurs, is deadly.  

The two main ethnic groups, the Issa and the Afar, will occasionally come to blows over deep-rooted yet 

seemingly forgotten divisions, with deaths and destruction of property recorded as recently as 2021 and 

the police indiscriminately quelling the violence by arresting and detaining anyone they could get their 

hands on. While this is directed by the two ethnic groups at each other, escalating violence (and the 

response to it) will make no distinction and businesses should be prepared for this.  

 

The prosecution of four former Sony Ericsson executives for in-country bribery worth $2m USD, for 

preferential treatment over a $25m USD telecoms contract, highlights the scale of the problem: bribery as 

a standard practice, collusion at the highest levels, and a lack of consequences at the Djibouti end. The 

country also sits at a key location for shipping and goods across Europe and the Middle East: fertile ground 

not so much perhaps for the Somali pirates, but absolutely in terms of product diversion and trafficking of 

all kinds of illicit materials. And given the strongman-small state balance previously identified, the bad 

actors at the heart of political and economic spheres are adjudged to continue with business as normal, 

as the depressingly low Transparency rankings for Djibouti have indicated for the past decade.  

 

 

 

 

 

 


