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Introduction

On October 2020 ,15, Yemen witnessed the largest prisoner-swap deal since 

the start of the six-year-long war in the country. The deal, sponsored by The 

International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) and the United Nations 

(UN), includes releasing 1,061 prisoners, 670 of them are Houthis while 391 are 

from the Yemeni forces. In addition, there swap deal included 15 prisoners 

from the Saudi army and four prisoners from the Sudanese army.  

The prisoner-swap deal is an important step in implementing the UN-

sponsored Stockholm Agreement, reached in the Swedish capital between 

the Yemeni government and the Houthis on December 2018  ,13. The 
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agreement aims to resolve the situation in Al Hudaydah Governorate, 

reaching understandings on the humanitarian situation in Taizz Governorate, 

and exchanging about 15,000 prisoners between the warring parties. The 

first item of the prisoner-swap deal signed by the two parties stipulates 

that “parties agreed to unconditionally release all prisoners, disappeared 

persons, arbitrarily detained, enforced disappeared, and those under house 

arrest to completely resolve the issue.”

According to Euro-Med Monitor’s follow-up, the prisoners released by the 

Houthis clearly appeared to have been subjected to various forms of torture 

as some of them came out on wheelchairs, while others were using crutches. 

This indicates the Houthis committed serious violations against prisoners 

inside prisons.

This report highlights the serious violations the Houthis committed in 

prisons, showcases the prisoners’ testimonies, addresses the general 

conditions of the Houthi prisons and the practices the group commits 

against prisoners, and highlights the legal aspect of such violations in line 

with relevant international laws and conventions. 
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General conditions of the Houthis prisons

It is reportedly confirmed that the Houthis run about 203 prisons, 78                 

of which are governmental prisons while 125 are private. In addition, the 

Houthis established private secret prisons at the basements of governmental 

institutions such as military sites, ministries, and public administrations.

The Houthis established other prisons at unofficial centers such as residential 

buildings, schools, and universities, which do not meet the international 

nor the national standards for detention, with regard to cleanliness, and 

good ventilation. Also, the group does not provide the prisoners with                                  

proper health care, water, electricity, and basic supplies. 
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Large portions of the Houthi-run areas had public and private prisons, in 

which thousands of opponents and anti-Houthi were detained. They were 

subjected to various forms of torture and violations. It is worth mentioning 

that establishing prisons in every area the Houthis run is a priority. That led 

to huge increase in the number of prisons in new areas captured by them. 

The Houthis transfer prisoners from police stations to secret and unknown 

locations without judicial orders.

Regarding the health conditions at Houthi prisons, COVID19 spread all over 

Yemen, including at all Houthi prisons, which posed a real threat to the lives 

of thousands of detainees.  It was reported that COVID19 spread widely in 

three main detention centers in Sana›a: The Political Prison, Habra Prison, 

and the Central Prison. These three prisons are unfit to be used as detention 

centers in the first place due to the fact they do not meet the lowest and 

legal standards for prisons. 

Other than COVID19, the poor health conditions at Houthi prisons led to 

an increase in diseases, especially those who suffer from serious health 

conditions and chronic diseases such as chest diseases and hematology. 

Other serious diseases spread such as Autoimmune hepatitis, kidney 

disease, respiratory infections, cholera, allergies, and scabies. 
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Forms of torture at Houthis prisons

Flagrant violations against thousands of prisoners committed by Houthis at 

public and secret prisons:

Prisoners were subjected to various forms of torture, varying between 

physical and mental torture. The Houthis’ most prominent torture method 

was sever beating with heavy tools such as rifle butts; the Houthis used other 

forms of torture such as hanging from hands for long periods, whipping 

detainees while naked, and using chemical incendiary materials. That 

caused inees permanent disabilities to some of the deta while some others 
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died during torture, especially those who were hit on the head with batons 

or sprayed with acid.

On the other hand, there were various forms of mental torture. That 

involved intimidation and pressuring the detainees in order to confess to 

charges they did not commit. They kept them in solitary confinement, 

having confiscated their clothes and medicines, insulted and threatened to 

harm their families. They denied them medical care and blackmailed their 

families in exchange for releasing them. The Houthis committed inhumane 

practices, sexual assaults and insults of all kinds against prisoners. Most of 

those released suffer from psychological problems that require long-term 

rehabilitation.
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The Euro-Med Monitor field team conducted a round of interviews with 

13 prisoners released in the latest prisoner-swap deal, including three 

journalists. In these interviews, they talked about their detention conditions 

and the violations committed against them in prisons.

This report highlights their testimonies as follows:

Testimonies of prisoners released from 

Houthis prisons in a prisoner swap deal



12 «I wished to die»

In an interview with Euro-Med-Monitor, -24year old released prisoner 

Muhammad Abd-alwahab, from Sana’a, stated that “on Thursday, October 

2016 ,4, at 3:00 pm, I was attending the wedding of one my friends when 

four masked men holding Kalashnikov and grenades on their chests got 

off a taxi-like car and asked me about my name. At that moment, I saw the 

Houthi logo on their weapons, so I tried to escape but I couldn’t. They put 

me in the car blindfolded and kept severely beating me with their rifles’ 

butts until we arrived the criminal investigation department, where I was 

placed in solitary confinement.

In solitary confinement, they kept interrogating me for two months, during 

which I was subjected to all forms of torture. I was severely beaten all over 

my body. As a result, I passed out many times, where I was transferred to 

the Kuwait Hospital. After that, I was transferred to the Political Security 

Prison, where I served my sentence there. I was put in a very narrow cell 

that could barely fit one person, yet they put three persons with me; none 

of us could lie down, forcing us to stand all the time as each person had 

enough space to stand. There was no clean air nor sunlight in the cell; we 

were suffering in the constant darkness. Humidity penetrated the walls of 

the room, and the food they brought to us was barely enough to keep us 

alive. I was subjected to various forms of torture every day, including severe 

beatings with sticks and batons, and rapid beatings on a specific area of 

Muhammad Abd-alwahab
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my body, making me pass out. I was infected with many diseases, including 

inflammation in the nerves of the extremities, hemorrhoids, and stomach 

ulcers. As I was diagnosed, it turned out that I needed a neurologist. At that 

time, I stood before the Houthi-run court, where my trial took 27 hearings 

to end. I was accused of a number of charges over my social media activity. 

One of the charges was communicating with foreign countries, where I was 

sentenced to death. I was transferred to a prison that had no sunlight and 

the minimum standards of health conditions as it contained one bathroom 

for all prisoners.

On October 2020 ,15, I was released in the ICRC-sponsored prisoner-swap 

deal. After I was released, I talked about my experience and suffering in the 

prison. As a result, I was threatened of death by the Houthis if I talk to the 

media once again.”

In an interview with Euro-Med Monitor, -29year-old former prisoner, Majid 

Al-Judawi, from Zlaa Hamdan, Sana’a, stated that “on Wednesday, October 

2016 ,19, at 5:00 am, a group of masked gunmen asked me about my name 

while I was going to the Dawn Prayer. They took me, and when I asked 

where they were taking me to, one of them answered by saying: “to the 

government compound”, pointed the gun at me, and said “If you do not obey 

orders, you will be immediately killed.”. “They put me in the car blindfolded 

Majid Al-Judawi
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and handcuffed and confiscated my cellphone. Then, I told them I wanted 

to  tell my family, but they refused, saying that you would go back to your 

family after asking you a number of questions. After that, they interrogated 

me, severely beat me, and threatened to kill me if I don’t confess to the 

charges against me. The investigation process was based on forcing us to 

confess through torture and threatening.

After that, they put me in prison. A year later, I was brought before the court, 

and I was charged with more than 44 charges, including undermining 

public security, bombing mosques, spying and carrying out surveillance 

activities. As a result, I was sentenced to death. I spent four years in prison, 

during which I was allowed to call my family and tell them where I was, and 

they allowed my family to visit me after a year and three months for only 

five minutes.

The prison was full concrete blocks with armored doors about 10 cm thick. 

There was no place for air except for a window of one inch and half in each 

cell. The room was 24 square meters, inside which 45 detainees were put. 

There were rooms of one square meter for solitary confinement. Also, we 

were kept in darkness as they turned on the light for only 7 hours during the 

day. We were allowed to use bathrooms only three times a day, but we were 

not allowed to use it for more than a minute and a half. Whoever spends 

more time, gets kicked and must crawl from the bathroom to the cell. We 

used to take shower once a week only. The inhumane treatment and the 
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harsh conditions caused us a lot of diseases including scabies, urology 

and kidney diseases, poor eyesight, and inflammation in the nerves of the 

extremities. Things kept that way until I was released in the prisoner-swap 

deal on October, 2020.»

In an interview with Euro-Med Monitor, the -40year-old, Bakr Hussain 

(a pseudonym), from Sana’a, stated that “on July, 2016  ,6, in front of my 

house, a car stopped and four gunmen were fraudulently asking for a 

specific address. Then, all of a sudden, one of them pulled his gun and 

told me to obey whatever they ask me to do. He asked me to sit on the 

ground, blindfolded and handcuffed me, and took me to prison. During my 

detention period, I was transferred to different prisons in Sana’a: the Political 

Prison, The National Prison, the Preventive Prison, and the Central Prison. In 

these prisons, I was interrogated brutally. They used to spill water on me, 

electrocute me in sensitive areas in my body, and hang me from my legs 

for days. They kept threatening to harm my wife and kids, kicking my face 

with their feet. I spent four years and eight months in prison. At first, I was 

kept in solitary confinement, where there was no light nor air. I fought the 

darkness to the extent I almost went crazy. I did not breathe clean air expect 

for moments when the jailer would open the door for my meals, which was 

lentils for breakfast and rice for lunch and dinner.

Bakr Hussain (a pseudonym)
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After that, I was transferred to mass incarceration, where the room was six 

square meters. They put from 15 to 20 prisoners inside this narrow space, 

which made it difficult for us to lie down. That forced us to stay standing all 

the time. 

I was not allowed to call my family until a whole year passed. During that 

year, I was not taken to court, and they kept me in prison under the pretext 

of being a mercenary, working for external agendas and being affiliated 

with ISIS. I was deprived of my right to have a lawyer although I repeatedly 

asked for my basic rights. I suffered more as I am a heart patient and got 

hemorrhoids, stomach germs and kidney stones. Things kept this way until 

I was released on October, 2020, in the prisoner-swap deal.”

In an interview with Euro-Med Monitor, -24year-old released prisoner, Ali 

Saed, from Sana’a, stated that “on October 2016 ,3, at 3:30 pm, I was in my 

car leaving my workplace at Saba Bank, when a group of men tried to open 

the door of the car. I felt scared as these men were unfamiliar to me, so I 

tried to escape. However, a barrage of bullets were fired at the car. Then, 

they followed me with two cars: Toyota Land Cruiser and Toyota Hilux, but I 

managed to run and arrived home. I went to the police station to report the 

incident. While I was there, the director of the department told me to wait 

in one of the rooms. After a long time of waiting, I asked him to let me go 

home and to return back if they called me, but he refused and told me I am 

Ali Saed (a pseudonym)
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not allowed to leave. As I waited a little longer, a group of masked gunmen 

entered the police station, and the director pointed at me. They surrounded 

me and asked “why did you escape from us?” I told them that I did not 

know them, and it is logical to run to protect myself. They kidnapped me in 

front of the police officers. I asked them what crime I committed, but they 

never answered me. They confiscated everything I had, blindfolded and 

handcuffed me, and took me to an unknown place. Upon arrival, they made 

me sign around eight papers concerning my personal properties, including 

the car. They kept me handcuffed and blindfolded in a solitary confinement 

for five months. No one in my family knew where I was. During that period, 

they kept interrogating me, and I was not taken to court. 

I was deprived of my right to have a lawyer, and I was charged with 

many accusations, including supporting “the legitimacy” (the Yemeni 

government) and they asked me my political affiliation. I spent four years 

in prison, during which I was allowed to contact my family for only one year 

and nine months, when I was at the Political Prison. During my detention 

period, I was subjected to various forms of torture such as severe beating 

with whips, electric cables, and batons. The scars of torture are still visible 

on my body despite my attempts to remove them using ointments and 

treatments. They used to kick me all over my body until my nose was almost 

broken. They cuffed my hands and feet and hanged me. I sat feet cuffed 

for about three months. I was not allowed to go to the bathroom except 

for a few times. I was deprived of having access to proper health care, and 



18 «I wished to die»

they did not give me any medicine when I was sick. They only gave me 

sedative. I suffered from a severe pain in the lower part of my spine as a 

result of beatings and sitting for four years without movement or sports, in 

addition to severe infections in the kidneys and salts deposition due to not 

have access all the time to toilet and due to unclear water. Also, my vision 

became really bad.

I was not allowed to see my family in the first five months of my detention, and 

I was not allowed to see them for two years until I was released. Oftentimes, 

they tortured me mentally as they used to tell us that we might be bombed 

at any moment. They also used to tell our families lies to scare and terrify 

them. They kept torturing me physically and mentally until I was released in 

the prisoner-swap deal in October 2020.”

In an interview with Euro-Med Monitor, -28year-old Akram Hassan from 

Ma›rib Governorate stated: “on Friday, September 2016 ,16, at 11:20 am, two of 

my brothers and I were at the Baathur souk, in Ma›rib Street in the capital, 

Sana’a. A white bus stopped our car, and masked gunmen got out of the 

car, pointed their guns at us, handcuffed and blindfolded me, and took me 

to an unknown place.

After a two-week interrogation period, I was taken to the court, charged 

with several charges, including supporting the Hadi government, and I was 

sentenced to death. During my detention, I was subjected to various forms 

Akram Hassan  (a pseudonym)
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of torture such as severe beating all over the body and hanging from the 

legs for days. I was feet cuffed for three months, in addition to humiliation 

and insults. After nine months, I suffered from kidney failure, and kept 

asking for a doctor for ten days, but they did not respond to me. After that, 

they allowed me to visit the hospital, where I stayed for 14 days, and had 

my kidney washed three times a week. Due to my deteriorating health, the 

doctor asked for feeders, but they brought me nothing. Back then, I was 

not allowed to call my family, so I could not tell them I needed feeders. After 

three weeks, out of severe pain, my condition deteriorated to the extent            

I wished to die. I asked them to call my family to secure treatment for me. 

They allowed my family to provide the necessary treatment for me. 

We were allowed to use the toilet three times a day for three minutes only. 

We barely could take showers or even wash our clothes as water was dirty. 

We were not allowed to take new clothes from our family, to see the sun 

for a long time, and to receive education, books, or papers. The prison was 

a building of two floors and an underground basement, located in Hahdah, 

the political district. There was no light, so most of the detainees suffered 

from poor eyesight. Also, there was no room for any ventilation except for 

an inch-wide window in the ceiling. More than 23 detainees were put inside 

one room while the room capacity was only 16 people. In October 2020, I 

was released in the prisoner-swap deal, but I›m still getting threats to harm 

me and my family.”
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In an interview with Euro-Med Monitor, -40year-old Ibrahim Ghandari 

from Al Hudaydah Governorate, stated that “on Tuesday, April 2016  ,5, at 

7:00 am, Houthi gunmen stormed my house and terrified my wife and 

children as I was not home. They took my two children (12 years and nine 

years old), my father, and one of my neighbors in their Toyota car which 

had a machine gun on the back. When I arrived home, they severely beat 

me with batons and rifle butts over the head to the extent I almost passed 

out. They released my children, my father, and my neighbor, and took me 

blindfolded in their military car. We arrived at a prison in Zaidiyyah district 

north of Al Hudaydah Governorate. The prison was a building of a charitable 

institution and included about 20 prisoners. The next day morning, they 

started interrogating me. During the interrogation process, they verbally 

insulted me, severely beat me all over my body, especially in the face, and 

intentionally humiliated me so I could confess to charges I did not commit. 

They kept torturing me until I collapsed and passed out.

I spent five years in prison, during which I was not taken to court and was 

not allowed to have a lawyer. They accused me of being a political activist. 

During this period, they committed all forms of violations and torture against 

me such as beating with cables and chains. I was deprived of medical 

treatment including painkillers despite the fact I was racked with pain. I 

spent five years in a closed room, where there was no light, air, or sunlight. 

Ibrahim Ghandari
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The room was 16 square meters, yet it had more than 25 prisoners. We felt 

like we were plagued by the heat due to the crowdedness in the room. We 

were allowed to use the toilet for less than two minutes three times a day. 

During the first eight months of my detention, I was not allowed to call my 

family. Thing kept like this until I was released in the prisoner-swap deal in 

October 2020.”

In an interview with Euro-Med Monitor, -24year-old Abu Omar, from Sana’a, 

stated that “on Tuesday, 14 October, 2016, at 2:00 am, a group of Houthi 

gunmen stormed my house and were divided into two groups. One of them 

stood by the door while the other entered the house. They confiscated all my 

personal properties and money, destroyed the house from inside, terrified 

children and women, and took me blindfolded and handcuffed. They told 

me If I tried to escape, they would immediately kill me.

They took me to a house and started interrogating me. During the 

interrogation process, I was subjected to various forms of torture such 

as severe beating all over my body, hanging in the air, and electrocuting 

in sensitive parts in my body. I was taken to court, and having attended 

two hearings, I was charged with several charges such as communicating 

with external parties, opposing the Houthis, and supporting the Hadi 

government. However, they did not issue a sentence against me. I spent 

Abu Omar
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four years, during which I was transferred to different places. First, I was at 

a house then I was transferred to the Political Security Prison, and then to 

the General Security Camp. The prison had no light nor air, and the smell 

of humidity was strong. Although all these prisons were different, they had 

one thing in common: the limited space and the crowdedness. We barely 

could sleep, so we organized our sleeping shifts; one group used to sleep 

while the other would stay awake. Regarding food, we used to eat rice and 

bread for breakfast and lunch. I spent four years waiting to be handed a 

sentence until I was released in the prisoner-swap deal in October 2020.”

In an interview with Euro-Med Monitor, -40year-old, Moaz Al-Ahmadi, from 

Sana’a, stated that “on Monday, January 2017 ,30, I was heading home when 

a group of five Houthi gunmen in a Toyota car arrested me, confiscated my 

phone and papers, and took me blindfolded and handcuffed to Al-Sunina 

Police Station and put me in a closed room. They called their commander 

“Abu Ahmed”.

After that, I was taken to court with a lawyer, and I was charged with several 

charges, including being a gang member, destabilizing the security, and 

communicating with the enemy. I spent about 3 years and ten months in 

prison, 10 months and 20 days of which was at the Criminal Investigation 

Prison. I spent the rest of the period in the Political Prison. The first four 

months I was not allowed to call my family.

Moaz Al-Ahmadi  (a pseudonym)
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Their method was to use beating as they severely beat us over the head 

for silly reasons. They hanged us from the legs for hours, and we were not 

allowed to use the toilet for more than three times a day, nor were we 

allowed to receive new clothes from visitors. During my detention period, 

I needed a surgery in my spine as I was racked with pain due to various 

forms of torture. However, I was not allowed to have my needed surgery 

done. Also, they deprived us of medical treatment no matter how a prisoner 

might feel. Things kept like this until I was released in the prisoner-swap 

deal in October 2020.”

Issam Al-Zindani, 34, from Sana’a Governorate, told Euro-Med Monitor: 

“on October 2015  ,21, at 6 am, a large group from the Houthi security 

forces raided the building where I live. They went up on the roofs tops of 

neighboring buildings. The force consisted of three armored cars and a 

bus carrying female soldiers. They searched all the houses in the building, 

threatened to arrest my wife and abort her fetus. They also beat my mother. 

They confiscated all phones, documents, my laptop, and all my personal 

belongings, and destroyed some of the house furniture. They took my father 

after having him tied, and they took me and my brother. They searched 

the house again, confiscated my brother›s phones and cameras which he 

owned as an engineer. They prevented anyone from entering the area in 

which we live.

Issam Al-Zindani
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They took me to the Political Security Prison [headquarters]. While I was 

being driven to the prison, they beat me on my face and threatened to kill 

me. Then, they put me in a dark cell until noon, took me to an outside yard 

until the evening, after which they took me back to the dark cell. Then, I 

was taken to the interrogation room. They asked me about my personal 

information, and I answered, but, they started directing charges against 

me. They asked me if I owned any weapons. I told them that I am a teacher 

and I do not own any weapons, neither do I know how to use them. 

During the investigation, my hands were tied back, and the interrogation 

continued until nine in the evening. All the charges against me were related 

to financing and planning armed attacks which I had nothing to do with. 

During the interrogation, I was beaten and kicked on the bottom, private 

parts, face, and head. They did all this after blindfolding and handcuffing 

me, as well as preventing me from drinking water. They forced me to sign 

papers while my eyes were closed. Until this moment, I do not know what 

those papers were.

I was imprisoned for five years in a very dark cell, where you can’t tell if it 

was day or night. They allowed electricity sometimes. There was another 

detainee with me in the very narrow cell (about 120x180 cm). They used to let 

us go to the bathroom four times a day. After two months, they transferred 

us to another cell. After four months, we were transferred to a cell no more 

than 5x5 meters wide, inside which there were 20 detainees. The toilet was 
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too far to the point some prisoners had to defecate in nylon bags. Then they 

moved us to another overcrowded cell, and we were subjected to repeated 

physical assaults such as beatings, suspension, and deprivation of water, 

food, and visits. We stayed there for six months with heavy iron chains on 

our feet, and our movement was very difficult.

I was severely beaten on the head; I demanded treatment in the hospital. 

But they refused to allow me, which created ear problems for me. In 

addition, skin diseases and fungal diseases appeared inside the prison. The 

prison was very hot, and there were only three small windows at the top, 

which were closed with iron bars. The cell was overcrowded to the point we 

couldn›t move, which caused us pain in the joints. As a result of psychological 

pressure, several prisoners suffered mental problems that reached the point 

of insanity. The severe torture also caused physical disabilities for some 

detainees such as paralysis and vision loss, in addition to various health 

problems. During my imprisonment, my family tried to release me, and they 

paid about 25,000$, but at the end, I was released in the prisoner exchange 

deal in October 2020.” 

Khaled Haidar, 43, from the Manakhah District in the governorate of Sana’a, 

said: “on February 2016 ,22, at 11 am, while I was in the Manakhah market, five 

masked and officers wearing plainclothes approached me. They directed 

Khaled Haider



26 «I wished to die»

their guns at me and threatened to kill me if I even thought of escaping. Then, 

they kidnapped me, confiscated my mobile phone, and prevented me from 

contacting any of my family members. I stayed in solitary confinement in an 

unknown place for eight months until October 2016 ,31, and my family didn’t 

know anything about my detention as well. I was subjected to all forms of 

physical and psychological torture, including being hit with electric cables 

on all parts of the body, beaten with batons, kicked, suspended from the 

ceiling for hours, hit on the face in addition to insults and threats. During the 

interrogation period, my face was covered all the time without me knowing 

who the investigator was.

After that, I was transferred to houses designated for detention, and to the 

Central Security Prison. After about two and a half years, I was brought before 

the court, which charged me with several charges, namely; communicating 

with the [Arab] coalition forces, monitoring the movements of Houthi 

militants, mobilizing people against them, being involved in bombings, and 

belonging to terrorist organizations.

During my detention, I was deprived of medical treatment, especially my 

stomach where I had a lot of pain. Being denied access to the toilet affected 

my kidneys, bladder, and urinary tract. I was also suffering from pain in the 

spine from the effects of suspension. I also suffered from colon [infection] 

due to the contaminated food we had to eat there. We were exposed to 

severe cold. They had no regard for our health conditions. I stayed in the 
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Central Security prisons until the prisooner exchange deal was concluded 

in October 2020.

Hisham Tarmoomj, a journalist at the Yemeni Revolution Media Center, 

told Euro-Med Monitor: “on June 2015 ,9, I was kidnapped with eight of my 

colleagues who were with me in a hotel room in Sana’a. We had to work 

there because of the frequent power cuts. A force of about 20 armed men 

in plainclothes stormed the apartment at 2 am, and as soon as they entered, 

they restricted our movement, searched the room, confiscated our money, 

identity papers, phones, and laptops. They asked us why we were at that 

moment in the hotel and accused us of working against the country. They 

took us in cars parked in front of the hotel to one of the Houthis headquarters. 

We were prevented from communicating with each other and were escorted 

by police cars and some military vehicles. When we got to Al-Hasbah station, 

we were divided into two groups, one group remained in Al-Hasbah, and 

the other (including myself) was taken to the Al-Shaheed Al-Ahmar police 

station. We were put in a very narrow room without a bathroom, and we 

stayed until the next day without food or water. At noon the next day, they 

put me and my three colleagues in a bigger room. It was very dirty and 

we had no running water in the bathroom. One of the employees in the 

department came and told us that we belong to a person called Abu Akram 

Hisham Tarmoom
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and he is a Houthi leader. The investigator also told us that we were outside 

his jurisdiction. We stayed in that prison for four days and were routinely 

interrogated and asked questions related to our personal information 

and work. After that, we were transferred to the Criminal Investigation 

Department (CID) prison, specifically the Anti-Terrorism Unit, on June ,12 

2015. We were thoroughly searched there, stripped of our clothes, and given 

dirty clothes. Then, they put us in a room that had no services, blankets, 

or mattresses. We were only allowed into the bathroom twice a day. They 

served one meal only during the day and it was not enough for all detainees.

After I was brought into the interrogation room in the CID prison, the 

interrogators started with personal questions, then they started asking 

about who was funding us and who was managing the media file, and what 

our policies were. During the interrogation, I was beaten on my stomach and 

neck, which made me lose consciousness. They woke me up and continued 

beating me while I was blindfolded. They threatened me with electric shocks 

after they put me on the electric chair. I was forced to stand on one foot for 

hours, and they beat me every time I tried to stand upright. I was dunked in 

water as I shivered for hours. During my interrogation, I was threatened that 

my fate would be like the fate of two journalists who had died in prisons. The 

interrogators threatened to put us in the weapons warehouses that were 

bombed regularly by the coalition aircrafts, which led to a deterioration in 

our psychological status because we did not know what our fate would be 
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after what we saw of the horror of torture and the constant threats from the 

interrogators.

On July 2015 ,12, I was transferred to another cell in which there were two 

of my colleagues, and throughout that period we were forcibly hidden, we 

did not know what time it was and we could not communicate with our 

parents or get a lawyer. Sometimes, we were allowed to go to the toilet once, 

and it was forbidden for us to talk inside the cell, and those who violate the 

rules were tortured. We were also deprived of exposure to the sun or going 

out to the prison yards. Then we were transferred to Al-Thawra prison, we 

were placed in an underground solitary cell . They served us polluted water, 

which caused complications that I am still suffering from until this moment. 

After about 20 days, journalists were gathered in one cell and we stayed 

from July 2015 ,13, to March 2016 ,16, forcibly hidden there. Throughout that 

period we did not meet anyone. On May 2016 ,24, we were transferred to the 

Political Security Prison, where we stayed for four and a half years. On June 

2016 ,4, I was taken for interrogation, knowing that I was on hunger strike at 

that time in protest against the detention conditions. I could not stand the 

interrogation; I lost consciousness. I was transferred to the health unit and 

stayed there for a week without any serious medical follow-up. My family 

first visited me in September 2016, we were not allowed to talk about the 

interrogation or what had happened to us, while and the security forces were 

surrounding us in a frightening way. We were transferred to trial after three 
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years of kidnapping, where we were denied access to lawyers throughout 

the trial period. My fellow journalists and I were not found guilty, but the 

Houthis continued to delay our release until the prisoner exchange deal 

was concluded in October 2020. And even during the exchange process, 

the Houthis used to exert psychological pressure on us by telling us that we 

would not be among those who will be released, and before we got out of 

prison, some colleagues and myself were summoned and forced to sign a 

paper that we won’t return to our journalistic work. We were released, but 

unfortunately, four other colleagues were sentenced to death.”

Haitham Al-Shehab, a journalist at Al-Ahali newspaper and website, told 

Euro-Med Monitor: “while I was working at a hotel, a group of people wearing 

plainclothes, carrying various weapons, raided the place. They said they 

were Houthis, broke into the place in a terrifying manner without any arrest 

warrant, and confiscated our devices. We were kept in the hotel for two 

hours then were taken to Al-Hasbah Station. We remained there for two 

days, then, the interrogation journey which lasted for many hours began. 

They used to interrogate us with our eyes blindfolded and our hands and 

feet tied. They intimidated and threatened me and accused me of being an 

enemy of Yemen and that I caused the aggression on Yemen. I was then 

transferred to an isolation cell in the CID prison, where they prevented me 

Haitham Al Shehab
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from appointing a lawyer or meeting my family. They used to beat me all 

the time with rifle butts. They were also torturing me to confess while I 

don›t know what I am accused of. Throughout this period, I was subjected 

to severe beatings and psychological pressure by intimidating me with 

electric torture equipment. The interrogator used to intentionally threaten 

me that I would be electrocuted if I did not confess.

I was interrogated in a humiliating manner in the CID prison. I was threatened 

with death by pointing weapons and directing insults and swearing words 

at me. In terms of the psychological torture, we were not allowed to talk 

or get close to each other, and whoever disobeys gets punished. Houthi 

members used to tell us that we should be burned alive and killed every 

time we were taken to the investigation or cells. We used to sit without food 

or water for days. When they served food, it was one meal only during the 

day and it was not enough. We used to eat the soldiers› leftovers. We were 

deprived of blankets, bedding to sleep, exposure to the sun, or walking in 

the prison yards. In addition, the prison toilets had no running water and 

the rooms we were in had a dirty smell.

One time, I was in the interrogation cell, a soldier came to me with a file 

to sign, and while I was examining it, I found that it stipulates that they 

will confiscate my computer, so I refused to sign. However, he insisted and 

forced me to sign another 30 papers that I did not read containing tables 

and numbers. He said to me: ‘We will transfer you to the Prosecution. Don’t 
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even think of denying anything. We can turn you into numbers in the lists of 

the dead.’ After three years of arrest, we were transferred to the Prosecution 

on charges of cooperating with foreign parties, targeting the army and the 

Houthis, mobilizing the public opinion, and destabilizing the country. We 

were transferred to the court on September 2018  ,10, that is, three years 

and three months after our abduction. We were prevented from pleading, 

hiring a lawyer, or defending ourselves in any way. We attended four court 

sessions. In the last two, they asked us to choose a lawyer from several lawyers 

they nominated. We demanded to see the Bâtonnier, but our request was 

rejected. At the end, we were acquitted after being kidnapped for five years, 

but the verdict was not implemented until we were released in the prisoner 

swap deal in October 2020.

Hisham Al-Yousfi, a journalist at the Yemeni Revolution Media Center, told 

Euro-Med Monitor: “on June 2015 ,9, I was arrested and kept in Al-Hasbah 

police station for two days after they raided the place where I was -- a hotel 

room in Sana’a governorate. Civilian and military elements stormed the room 

and confiscated my equipment and searched me thoroughly. In Al-Hasbah 

station, I was not interrogated, they only asked routine questions about my 

work and why I was present in the hotel. After that, I was transferred to the 

CID prison, where the interrogation and abuse began. I fainted due to the 

psychological pressure and depriving me of food for two days. I was also 

Hisham Al-Yousifi
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threatened to be left in the weapons warehouses... I was threatened with 

electric shocks after the interrogators prepared the electrical devices.

The interrogators deliberately used psychological pressure techniques such 

as screaming at my face and moving in circles around me while hitting me 

with rifle butts and batons, which I still suffer from their effects to this day. 

One of the interrogators used to kick me on the face and chest. They hit on 

my back and feet which had an impact on my health condition. My colleague 

and I were forced to perform hard and harsh exercises for talking when they 

broadcasted Abdul-Malik Al-Houthi›s speech. We were put in a hole under 

the ground in the cold and asked to perform these exercises, such as turning 

around and stopping suddenly, which left me with bone rheumatism. They 

also constantly threatened to transfer us to weapons stores. All of this led 

to a deterioration in my psychological state. I lost consciousness more than 

once due to psychological pressure, death threats, and harsh treatment 

that we were facing, depriving us of sleep or talking in addition to the poor 

health and basic services inside detention. The cells lacked necessities such 

as sheets and bedding and running water in the toilets. After interrogation, 

we couldn’t sleep because of the beatings whose pain lasted for hours, the 

cold weather. All this led to a serious deterioration of our health. I still suffer 

from respiratory diseases as a result until today.

On one occasion I asked the prison administration to transfer me to the 

clinic to see the dentist because I had braces on my teeth that needed to be 

reviewed periodically and because of the pain it was causing me. The prison 
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administration refused my request, which led to continuous bleeding in my 

mouth, gingivitis, and pain that lasted for months. I couldn›t sleep because 

of the pain, neither could I talk nor eat. Because of the severe pain, I had to 

remove the braces with my hand, which led to the doubling of the pain. In 

addition, I was given the wrong medicines which resulted in serious health 

problems. We were interrogated during our kidnapping, which lasted for five 

and a half years, at every station without regard for our health conditions, 

and without bringing us to any judicial authority until after three and a half 

years of our abduction. We were found not guilty, but we were only released 

in the prisoner exchange deal. Before the release, we were forced to sign 

documents that we will not practice journalism.”
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Legal background
International agreements and covenants prohibit all the mentioned 

practices committed by the Houthis against prisoners, starting with arbitrary 

arrest, and detention in illegal places and not allowing prisoners to exercise 

their right to legally defend themselves, and the violations and practices 

that were committed against them, including physical and psychological 

torture.

• First: arrest

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights prohibits the arbitrary arrest 

of people. Article 9 stipulates that “No one shall be subjected to arbitrary 

arrest, detention or exile.” The arrest of civilian persons by unauthorized law 

enforcement body is also contrary to Principle 2 of Body of Principles for the 

Protection of All Persons under Any Form of Detention or Imprisonment 

approved by the United Nations General Assembly, which states:

“Arrest, detention or imprisonment shall only be carried out strictly in 

accordance with the provisions of the law and by competent officials or 

persons authorized for that purpose.”

Likewise, the arrest process must not undermine the security, safety, and 

privacy of the arrested person’s family. Article 17 of the International Covenant 

on Civil and Political Rights states that “1. No one shall be subjected to arbitrary 



36 «I wished to die»

or unlawful interference with his privacy, family, home or correspondence, 

nor to unlawful attacks on his honour and reputation. 2. Everyone has the 

right to the protection of the law against such interference or attacks.”

• Second: Detention

The International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights prohibits arbitrary 

detention, as Article 9 stipulates that “1. Everyone has the right to liberty 

and security of person. No one shall be subjected to arbitrary arrest or 

detention. No one shall be deprived of his liberty except on such grounds 

and in accordance with such procedure as are established by law. 2. Anyone 

who is arrested shall be informed, at the time of arrest, of the reasons for his 

arrest and shall be promptly informed of any charges against him.”

Persons should not be arrested without judicial permission from the 

competent authority. This is confirmed by Principle 4 of the Body of 

Principles for the Protection of All Persons under Any Form of Detention or 

Imprisonment, which states:

“Any form of detention or imprisonment and all measures affecting the 

human rights of a person under any form of detention or imprisonment 

shall be ordered by, or be subject to the effective control of, a judicial or 

other authority.”
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• Third: torture

Subjecting prisoners and detainees to torture violates Article 5 of the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights, which states: “No one shall be subjected to 

torture or to cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment.”

Article 2 of the Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or 

Degrading Treatment or Punishment also stipulated that exceptional 

circumstances shall not be taken as a pretext to torture persons, as it states:

“1. Each State Party shall take effective legislative, administrative, judicial 

or other measures to prevent acts of torture in any territory under its 

jurisdiction. 2. No exceptional circumstances whatsoever, whether a state 

of war or a threat of war, internal political instability or any other public 

emergency, may be invoked as a justification of torture. 3. An order from a 

superior officer or a public authority may not be invoked as a justification of 

torture.” 

• Fourth: Conditions of detention

 ° The right to a trial

The right of detainees to be brought before courts is a fundamental right, as 

Article 9 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights stipulates: 

“Anyone arrested or detained on a criminal charge shall be brought promptly 

before a judge or other officer authorized by law to exercise judicial power 

and shall be entitled to trial within a reasonable time or to release.”
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Article 14 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights also 

affirmed the right of persons to a fair and equitable trial without delay and in 

the presence of someone to defend him, as it stipulated: “All persons shall be 

equal before the courts and tribunals. In the determination of any criminal 

charge against him, or of his rights and obligations in a suit at law, everyone 

shall be entitled to a fair and public hearing by a competent, independent 

and impartial tribunal established by law… 3. In the determination of any 

criminal charge against him, everyone shall be entitled to the following 

minimum guarantees, in full equality: (a) To be informed promptly and in 

detail in a language which he understands of the nature and cause of the 

charge against him;

(c) To be tried without undue delay;

(d) To be tried in his presence, and to defend himself in person or through 

legal assistance of his own choosing; to be informed, if he does not have 

legal assistance, of this right; and to have legal assistance assigned to him, 

in any case where the interests of justice so require, and without payment 

by him in any such case if he does not have sufficient means to pay for it.”

 ° Health care

Detainees and prisoners must be provided with decent health treatment, as 

Principle 9 Basic Principles for the Treatment of Prisoners approved by the 

UN states that “Prisoners shall have access to the health services available in 
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the country without discrimination on the grounds of their legal situation.”

Article 10 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights states: 

“All persons deprived of their liberty shall be treated with humanity and 

with respect for the inherent dignity of the human person.”

 ° Prison conditions

Rule 13 of the United Nations Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment 

of Prisoners (the Nelson Mandela Rules) stipulated that the cell conditions 

should be in line with the basic requirements, as it stipultes:

« All accommodation provided for the use of prisoners and in particular all 

sleeping accommodation shall meet all requirements of health, due regard 

being paid to climatic conditions and particularly to cubic content of air, 

minimum floor space, lighting, heating and ventilation.»

The use sanitary installations is also a basic right of the prisoner, as Rule 15 

of the Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners stipulates:

“The sanitary installations shall be adequate to enable every prisoner to 

comply with the needs of nature when necessary and in a clean and decent 

manner.”

Rule 22 stipulated that the prisoner›s food and drink must comply with 

health standards, as she emphasized this, saying:

“1. Every prisoner shall be provided by the prison administration at the usual 

hours with food of nutritional value adequate for health and strength, of 
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wholesome quality and well prepared and served. 2. Drinking water shall be 

available to every prisoner whenever he or she needs it.” 

It is prohibited to use shackles and handcuffs during the period of 

imprisonment, especially sharp handcuffs, and this is confirmed by Rule 

47 which states: “The use of chains, irons or other instruments of restraint 

which are inherently degrading or painful shall be prohibited.”

Prisoners should also be allowed to have visits and contact with their 

families, as stipulated in Rule 58 which says: “1. Prisoners shall be allowed, 

under necessary supervision, to communicate with their family and friends 

at regular intervals: (a) By corresponding in writing and using, where 

available, telecommunication, electronic, digital and other means; and 

(b) By receiving visits. 2. Where conjugal visits are allowed, this right shall 

be applied without discrimination, and women prisoners shall be able to 

exercise this right on an equal basis with men. Procedures shall be in place 

and premises shall be made available to ensure fair and equal access with 

due regard to safety and dignity.”
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Recommendations
• The International Criminal Court (ICC) Prosecutor should open a serious 

investigation into these violations, especially the enforced disappearances, 

torture, and extrajudicial killings. These acts constitute crimes that fall within 

the jurisdiction of the court›s work.

• The UN Special Rapporteur on Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman and 

Degrading Treatment or Punishment is required to conduct a fact-finding 

visit to Yemen and prepare a detailed report documenting the violations 

committed inside prisons, especially prisons run by the Houthis and the 

report shall be submitted to the competent authorities.

• The UN Security Council should send investigation and follow-up 

committees to governmental and private secret detention centers in Yemen 

to and document the extent of violations to bring the perpetrators to a fair 

trial.

• The Houthi group must immediately and unconditionally release all of 

the abductees, reveal the fate of all those forcibly disappeared, and work to 

return them to their families without restriction or threat of prosecution.

• All parties to the conflict in Yemen must stop all practices that violate 

human rights, whether security prosecution, illegal arrests, or enforced 

disappearances, and reach a political solution to end the suffering of millions 

of Yemenis.
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