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Foreword

For more than six years, Yemen has been a battlefield 
for an aggressive war that left the country on the brink 
of starvation and sent it 30 years back. However, as 
time passed, the course of war witnessed many turning 
points that changed the compass of the warring parties 
dramatically. The announced agenda of “Operation 
Decisive Storm,” launched in March 2015 to defeat the 
Houthi coup and restore the “Legitimacy” has not been 
fulfilled. Instead, we have witnessed new military fronts 
emerge in the South and East of the country, areas that 
are far away from the supposed enemy, the Houthis.       

Unfortunately, the war in Yemen does not get the attention 
that it deserves, and world media does not provide 
sufficient coverage for “the world’s worst man-made 
humanitarian crisis since World War II.” In this context, 
Washington Center for Yemeni Studies (WCYS) produces 
its first book to highlight the main and strategic changes 
in the course of war in Yemen. This book, The Compass 
of the Conflict in Yemen: Key Strategic Transformations, 
was originally written in Arabic and addressed the Arabic 
readership. It records the significant developments in 
different military, political, economic and humanitarian 
aspects of the war between 2017 and 2019.



Due to the scarcity of resources that present the details 
of the war in Yemen, WCYS decided to translate the 
book so that it would be available for the non-Arabic 
readership. Therefore, we at WCYS hope that this book 
helps our readers better understand the war in Yemen 
and its circumstances and complexity.

We would like to thank the Arabic Institute for Strategic 
Studies, the publisher of the Arabic version of the book, 
for their cooperation. A special thanks goes to the editor 
of the book, Ms. Sarah Cockey, for her great effort and 
assistance.

 

WCYS
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Introduction 

On September 21st, 2014, the Houthis, allied with former 
president Ali Abdullah Saleh along with unspoken 
international support, seized Sanaa, the capital of Yemen. 
Their expansion to Aden in southern Yemen alarmed 
the region, causing the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia to 
launch extensive military operations under the name of 
“Operation Decisive Storm” in March 2015. Saudi Arabia 
formed “the Arab Alliance to Support Legitimacy” which 
included the United Arab Emirates and several other 
Arab countries. The initial aim of the alliance was to 
force the Houthis to withdraw from Sanaa and abandon 
their weapons so that the legitimate government could 
return to the capital and regain control of all areas under 
the Houthis. The Arab Alliance, along with the Yemeni 
resistance, achieved key victories in 2015 and 2016. 
They were able to liberate main cities from the Houthis’ 
grasp such as Aden in the south and other northern 
governorates. Overall, during these two years, Yemeni 
citizens and government officials were optimistic about 
achieving the operation’s goal. 

However, the scale of the optimism began to shrink in 2017, 
despite the success of a later Arab Alliance operation, 
called “Golden Spear,” in liberating most of the west 
coast areas bordering the Red Sea and geographically 
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affiliated to the governorates of Taiz and Al-Hodeidah.(01) 
This operation, in addition to escalating unrest in Aden, 
weakened the legitimate government’s control in the 
liberated areas, which planted a seed of suspicion about 
the real goals and intentions of the Arab Alliance. The 
results of this operation did not benefit the legitimate 
government, but rather catered to the interests of the 
UAE — which in reality controlled the military forces, or 
the “brigades,” that controlled the west coast. Backed by 
UAE, the declaration of the Southern Transitional Council 
(STC) in May 2017 as a secessionist organization in Yemen 
established a new political reality in the temporary Yemeni 
capital, Aden. Aden became a conflict point between the 
internationally recognized legitimate government and 
armed forces that moved within the political geography 
of this government, however operated within the UAE 
agenda. This turbulent reality created the beginning of 
a new path in the relations of the legitimate government 
with the Arab Alliance.

Meanwhile, rather than supporting the Yemeni 
government’s existing military infrastructure, the main 
military efforts of the UAE focused on establishing 
separate military units. Although the assassination of the 
former President Ali Saleh by the Houthis on December 
4th, 2017 represented a significant turning point which 
could have been used to change the balance of power 

(01) Translator’s note: The Operation was launched on January 6th, 2017 to 
liberate the western coast, all the way to Mocha and Bab el-Mandeb Strait.
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in favor of the legitimate government, the UAE’s political 
and military restructuring in Aden in 2017 weakened 
the government, and the position of the Arab Alliance 
and helped the Houthis tighten their fist on the areas 
under their control. This directly affected the political 
negotiation supervised by the UN Special Envoy for 
Yemen.

In 2017, the conflict map in Yemen changed significantly. 
The new map was no longer related to the bilateral 
conflict (the legitimate government and Arab Alliance on 
one side and the Houthis on the other). Now, four parties 
had emerged: the UAE, Saudi Arabia, the legitimate 
government, and the Houthis. The influential powers 
distribution table in the book helps to show the details 
of this geopolitical map, where the various conflict 
regions witnessed a remarkable escalation in political 
assassinations, the spread of a culture of violence, 
deterioration of the humanitarian situation, currency 
collapse and deterioration of the national economy. 
These changes in 2017 marked the beginning of deep 
transformations in the political and military scene, which 
further impacted the development of the events the 
following year, where a new reality was imposed for 
political settlements. It was clear in this new reality that 
the international powers were not serious about ending 
the conflict in Yemen. The state of neither peace nor war 
was the main characteristic of 2018. 

In 2018, the internal conflicts within the anti-Houthi 
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powers complicated the dynamics of the military 
battles that were fought in their territories. There was 
notable progress for the government forces but also an 
escalation of rocket fire towards Saudi Arabian territory 
— the city of Marib was targeted by the Houthis’ rockets, 
while the Emirati military adopted openly hostile 
measures that aimed to remove the Yemeni government 
from the southern governorates. However, at the end 
of 2018, the government and the Houthis were involved 
in bilateral negotiations in Sweden, accompanied by 
unprecedented international pressure, which resulted 
in a political and military settlement that focused on 
the city of Hodeidah and its ports. The international 
pressure on Saudi Arabia due to the assassination of 
Saudi journalist Jamal Khashoggi and the catastrophic 
humanitarian situation in Yemen influenced the reaching 
of such an understanding, according to analysts. The 
Yemeni-Emirati conflict coincided with another conflict 
between social and tribal forces in the province of Al-
Mahra(02) with Saudi-backed tribes. There was also a 
conflict In the Socotra Archipelago with the UAE, which 
widened the demand to redefine the relations between 
the Yemeni government and the Arab Alliance on the 
basis of equality and national sovereignty. The voices 
calling for such demands included some ministers in the 
Yemeni cabinet. 

(02) Al- Mahra is Yemen’s second-largest governorate by size and the east-
ernmost region in the country.
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The geopolitical scene and conflict map again changed 
significantly in 2019. Aden was seized by the UAE-
backed STC followed by the UAE military bombing of 
Yemeni army units on the outskirts of Aden during which 
hundreds of Yemeni soldiers were murdered and the 
Yemeni-UAE dispute was revealed to public  Here, Saudi 
Arabia intervened to reach a political agreement, known 
as the “Riyadh Agreement,” signed in Riyadh between 
the government and the Southern Transitional Council 
on November 5th, 2019. These conflicts, among other 
factors,  led to a decline in the intensity of the fighting 
between the Yemeni Army and the Houthis, allowing the 
Houthis to rearrange themselves and tighten their control 
over new areas. This increased the level of their threats 
to Saudi national security by directing more missiles 
to Saudi lands and capturing more Saudi soldiers. The 
attack on Aramco oil processing facilities on September 
14th strengthened the Houthis’ presence in the conflict 
equation. 

This study aims to examine the strategic progress in the 
Yemen conflict scene during the period of 2017-2019, 
and to investigate the local variables and the internal and 
external determinants. The study is divided into three 
parts, and each part covers a specific time period. The 
parts are integrated in the introductions and conclusions 
of each part, including the level of influence and impact 
due to the nature of events and their dynamics, and the 
relationship between local, regional, and international 
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agendas. The study is a synthesis study of the last three 
years of the Yemeni crisis. At the end of each part, a table 
summarizing the events of that year chronologically is 
presented. 

This study is significant because it records historical 
events occurring in 2017-2019 that affected Yemen and 
the whole region. The study also gauges the positions of 
the internal and external parties in the Yemen crisis. The 
study ends with setting a forward-looking vision for the 
future of the conflict in Yemen in light of the data of past 
years.
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Part I 
The Beginning of Transformations:

Strategic Developments in 2017
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Summary 

For the third year in a row, the Yemeni conflict 
witnessed many crucial political and military 
developments that affected the country’s 
humanitarian situation. The main changes in 

2017 were  military developments, however regardless of 
their caliber they did not dramatically change the power 
balance — even the assassination of  former Yemeni 
President Ali Abdullah Saleh by his Houthi ‘allies,’ which 
was expected to have momentous consequences, did 
not change the power balance. Despite this, and the 
fact that Saleh’s supporters did not react as strongly as 
expected, this event did impact the conflict in other ways 
which will be discussed later in this paper. The Golden 
Spear operation that started in January 2017 which had 
aimed to cut off marine supplies to the Houthis and 
shut down Iranian arms smuggling channels, did not 
succeed in liberating the Red Sea ports — specifically 
the strategic port of Hodeidah, which remains one of 
the most important economic and logistical arteries 
for the Houthis. On the political level, the UN Special 
Envoy for Yemen, Ismail Ould Cheikh Ahmed, conducted 
several visits to a number of countries in the region to 
resume the suspended consultations since the lifting of 
Kuwait negotiations in August 2016, however he failed 
to achieve any progress. Moreover, the situation in Aden 
was unstable as the relations were volatile between 
the government and the pro-UAE forces and entities. 
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Nevertheless, the consequences of the developments in 
2017 shaped the conflict in the coming years. This part 
of the study traces the course of these events, and their 
progress, repercussions, and prospects at the political 
and military level. It also highlights the impact of these 
events on the economic and humanitarian situations in 
Yemen. 

Saleh’s Assassination and The End of The 
Houthi-GPC(03) Coalition 

After years of war and military confrontation fought 
between the Houthis and the Saleh government during 
the previous decade, the two sides(04) formed an alliance 
in the period of 2012 and 2013 to thwart the proposal 
of the so-called “Federal Republic of Yemen” which 
represented an existential threat to hereditary succession 
and monopoly of power and wealth that the previous 
regime enjoyed. In the aftermath of the 2011 uprising, the 
ousted president Saleh searched for an ally who shared 
his ambitions to confront the proposed federalist system 
and transitional justice law so that he could return to 
power again. The Houthi group, which aimed to control 
the government as a divine right, responded to him and 

(03) The GPC or “The General People’s Congress” is the party of the former 
Yemeni President Ali Abdullah Saleh and the ruling party between 1981 and 
2011. 

(04) Ali Abdullah Saleh (1942-2017) became president of Arab Republic 
of Yemen (Northern Yemen) in 1978, and of a  reunified Yemen in 1990. A 
yearlong popular uprising in Yemen forced Saleh to step down as president 
in February 2012.
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his ambitions. Therefore, a new alliance was formed 
between the ousted president and the Houthis after 
the signing of the Yemeni components of the outcomes 
of the comprehensive National Dialogue in 2014. The 
key outcome was the federalization of the country. 
The National Dialogue lasted more than ten months, 
and during this time the Houthis and Saleh engaged 
in their own undisclosed meetings in order to plan 
how they would counter the outcomes of the National 
Dialogue. They delegated the roles of each party —  the 
role of the Houthis was to publicly oppose and declare 
war on the National Accord government headed by 
“Muhammad Basandwa” and reject the outcomes of 
the National Dialogue, while Saleh’s role was to support 
the Houthis with his military battalions (the Republican 
Guard brigades and the American-trained anti-terrorist 
brigades), and to destabilize the government forces 
and other national agencies through his supporters by 
inciting protests and stirring up public opinion. 

Eventually, the two parties succeeded in seizing the 
Yemeni capital, Sanaa, on September 21st, 2014 and 
now controlled the military and civil institutions of the 
country, restoring  Saleh’s grip on power which had 
almost been lost due to the 2011 revolution that had 
ousted him and led to the election of President Hadi 
instead. Despite the historic hostility between them, 
there were common interests that encouraged this kind 
of alliance and coordination. The launch of Operation 
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Decisive Storm on March 25th, 2015 moved them from a 
power-sharing plan to a survival plan and they became 
more concerned with how to preserve what had been 
achieved. However, this did not prevent the disputes that 
intensified with the Houthis bulldozing Saleh supporters 
from the official institutions and authority positions, 
especially the military, and the Republican Guard in 
particular. In late August 2017, disputes began to appear 
publicly when the Houthis and the GPC, Saleh’s party, 
called for their supporters to demonstrate in Sanaa. The 
demonstrations did not end peacefully — Khaled al-
Radhi, a prominent leader of the GPC, and three Houthi 
militants were shot dead in the clashes that took place 
in the center of the Sanaa. The two allies tried to settle 
the dispute immediately in an attempt to buy time and 
rearrange their cards. On December 2nd, 2017, Saleh 
formally broke ties with the Houthis and called on citizens, 
military and security personnel, and social leaders to rise 
up and confront the Houthis to preserve the revolution, 
the republic, Yemeni unification, and freedom.(05) During 
a televised address, Saleh said he was open to talks with 
the Saudi-led coalition. He blamed the rebels for the 
country’s crisis, calling on forces loyal to him to ignore 
orders from the Houthi leadership. The Houthis accused 
Saleh of staging a coup, and according to an Al Jazeera 
correspondent, Saleh’s decision to break the alliance was 
planned by Abu Dhabi earlier that year in an attempt to 

(05) The ousted rulers by the Yemeni revolution in 1962 were the ancestors 
of the Houthis.
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find a way for the coalition to exit the war.(06) After a 
short-lived armed confrontation, the Houthis killed Saleh, 
the leader of the GCP, and his Secretary-General, Aref 
al-Zuka, and arrested a large number of his supporters, 
including his sons.

The assassination of Saleh on the fourth of December, 
2017 and the failure of the Republican Guard brigades 
surrounding Sanaa (who were close to the location of 
the confrontations) to respond to Saleh’s  calls to fight 
the Houthis raised many questions about the extent 
of the Houthi (and therefore Iranian) presence and 
influence in the Republican Guard and the National 
Security (Intelligence), and the power of the Zaydiyya,(07) 
particularly in key positions. The assassination of Saleh 
opened the door to a new stage in conflict dynamics 
and in the nature of political and military alliances in 
Yemen. The features of this new stage began to emerge 
at the end of 2017 with the arrival of Saleh’s nephew and 
commander of his private security, Tariq Saleh, to Shabwa 
governorate, which was controlled by the government 
and the ‘Arab Alliance’ forces. This part will be covered 
later in the implications section of this study. 

(06)  Edroos, F. (2011, February 20). Al Jazeera. Yemen: Who was Ali Ab-
dullah Saleh? Retrieved from https://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/spotlight/
yemen/2011/02/201122812118938648.html  

(07)  Zaidiyyah or Zaidism is one of the Shia sects and is the ideological 
background of the Houthis.
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The Formation of the Southern Transitional 
Council (STC)

Since the Houthis and Saleh’s forces were driven out of 
Aden(08) in July 2015, the UAE took the responsibility 
to supervise the city and some southern regions in 
coordination with the Arab Alliance led by the Saudi 
Arabia. However, the UAE applies its own agenda, which 
often contradicts the general policies and trends of the 
Yemeni government and the stated goals of Operation 
Decisive Storm which are to end the Houthi coup and 
restore the state. “Although the UAE purportedly supports 
Hadi’s recognized government, it has organized, trained, 
equipped, and paid the SBF, SEF and HEF to provide 
local security since mid-2015. This reflects the parallel 
strategies adopted by Saudi Arabia and the UAE since 
the start of the intervention. Saudis have focused on the 
north to contain the Houthis’ expansion mainly through 
bombing campaigns. Meanwhile, the Emiratis have led 
ground-operations in the south to prevent the Houthis’ 
penetration and counter al-Qaeda activity in the Arabian 
Peninsula (AQAP).”(09)

After the killing of Aden’s former governor Ja`afar 
Muhammad Saad on December 6th, 2016, the UAE 

(08)  Aden has been the interim internationally-recognized capital of Yemen 
since the Houthis forced Hadi to leave Sanaa in 2015.

(09)  Ardemagni, E. (2019, September 19). Carnegie Endowment for Interna-
tional Peace. Yemen’s southern military
crisis. Retrieved from https://carnegieendowment.org/sada/79881
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imposed Aidarus al-Zubaidi as the governor of Aden and 
then appointed Shalal Ali Shai’a as the Aden’s security 
chief. Hence, the UAE managed to tighten its control 
on the security facilities and the newly-formed military 
units in the city. Moreover, the UAE opened and funded 
their own training camps without the supervision of the 
government and President Hadiand separately from the 
national army. Eventually, the UAE controlled the whole 
city and the president’s entry to and exit from Aden by 
controlling airport security.

By 2017, tension had increased between the Yemeni 
President Abd Rabbu Mansour Hadi and the UAE and 
the Security Belt Forces loyal to it. This was a result of 
these forces having rejected Hadi’s decrees to replace 
some officials, even the junior ones, like Saleh al-Amiri, 
the Aden airport security officer. As a result, clashes 
erupted between the Presidential Protection Brigades 
and the commander of security protection’s forces at 
Aden airport. The UAE warplane had struck a security 
barrier for the Presidential Protection Brigades in the 
vicinity of the airport, and the Brigades retreated based 
on presidential instructions. In an attempt to repair the 
relationship, President Hadi made a visit to Abu Dhabi 
at the end of February 2017 to hold talks with crown 
prince and deputy supreme commander of the Emirati 
armed forces Sheikh Mohammed bin Zayed. However, 
a presidential official informed “Arabi 21” news website 
that President Hadi was disappointed with the way that 
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he was received at Abu Dhabi airport. Upon his arrival at 
the airport, he was received by the Chief of Intelligence 
of the UAE, Major General Ali Muhammad Hammad Al 
Shamsi, in a scene that reflects how bad the relationship 
was between the two sides. Hadi left Abu Dhabi angry 
and headed towards Riyadh, because Sheikh Mohamed 
bin Zayed refused to hold official talks with him.(10) 
Another source said that Mohamed bin Zayed met Hadi 
standing and then left shortly, without holding any 
expanded meeting, while the meeting was entrusted to 
the intelligence Chief Muhammad Al Shamsi.

On April 27th, 2017, President Hadi fired the governor 
of Aden, Aidarus Al-Zubaidi, and appointed Abdulaziz 
Al-Muflihi in his place. These decrees outraged 
some leaders of the Southern Movement and their 
grassroots. Therefore, these leaders called for a popular 
demonstration on Thursday May 5th, 2017, when the 
so-called “Aden Historical Statement” was announced. 
This statement refused the dismissal of Al-Zubaidi and 
authorized him to head the coalition that managed and 
represented the South, under the name of the Southern 
Transitional Council (STC). This coincided with Emirati 
rage which was expressed through the Emirati media 
and some of its officials, and the matter reached a call 

(10)  Al- Falahi, A.  (2017, March 1). Arabi21.مسؤول ميني يكشف لـ“عريب21“ تفاصيل زيارة هادي لإلمارات 
[A Yemeni official reveals to Arabi 21 the details of Hadi’s visit to the UAE]. 
Retrieved from https://rb.gy/b5w3rt
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to delegitimize the Yemeni president.(11) However, Hadi’s 
meeting with the Saudi king, Salman bin Abdulaziz, 
showed the kingdom’s support for the presidential 
decrees, and then led to the disappearance of tensions 
on the ground in Aden and also eased the UAE media 
attack on President Hadi.(12) Commenting on this, the 
Yemeni presidency considered the formation of the STC 
a violation of the national consensus, and an attempted 
coup similar to the Houthi coup in 2014.

The Yemeni Prime Minister Ahmed Obaid bin Daghar was 
more aggressive against the UAE and called on the Arab 
coalition to stop messing around in Aden. On May 12th, 
2017, he posted an article called “Before it is too late” on 
his Facebook page saying that “Aden and its crisis today, 
either the beginning of addressing the problems or the 
beginning of the defeat, will grow with the upcoming 
days”(13) However, the new governor of Aden, Abdul Aziz 
Al-Muflihi, was more clear. On August 4th, 2017, he called 
on the UAE to deal with the legitimate government and 
their officials as “real partners,” and to stop working to 
divide the Yemenis. On August 13th, 2017, a statement 
from the Central Bank of Yemen revealed other aspects 
of the dispute inside the city of Aden. The statement 

 Emiratis accuse Hadi of treason after firing a] إماراتيون يخّونون هادي بعد إقالته وزيرا  (11)
minister]. (2017, April 29). RT Arabic. Retrieved from shorturl.at/qBHIR

 The future of developments] مستقبل التطورات يف عدن وتداعياتها عىل عاصفة الحزم وأمن اململكة  (12)
in Aden and its implications for the Decisive Storm and the security of the 
KSA]. (2017, May 12). Strategic Fiker Center for Studies. http://cutt.us/9Suix  

(13)  Bin Daghar. (2017, May 12). Before it is too late. [Facebook status up-
date]. Retrieved from https://rb.gy/ficlob
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accused the Emirati forces, or what the statement called 
the “coalition cell” that controls the Aden airport, of 
obstructing the bank from performing its functions 
after they prevented, without justification or a clear 
explanation, the entry of the new banknotes that were 
printed in Russia. This had repercussions on the Yemeni 
economy, especially in terms of paying the salaries of 
employees in the administrative apparatus of the state.(14) 

Qatar’s Exit from The Arab Coalition

On June 5th, 2017, a sudden Gulf crisis erupted, as Saudi 
Arabia, Bahrain, the UAE, and Egypt announced that they 
cut diplomatic ties with Qatar. Saudi Arabia, the UAE, 
and Bahrain imposed a blockade and closed the land 
and sea borders and suspended flights to Doha. Yemen’s 
internationally recognized government was forced to cut 
relations with Qatar, and said it supported the decision by 
the Saudi-led coalition to end Qatar’s participation in the 
war on the Houthis in Yemen. Qatar had been part of the 
coalition since March 2015 and participated effectively in 
supporting the government. This decision had a negative 
impact on the government specifically in the economic 
and service sectors, as well as media support. 

On November 4th, 2017, the Houthis launched a ballistic 
missile towards the Saudi capital, Riyadh. Although 

 The situation in Aden: an image that] الوضع يف عدن: صورة تختزل مستقبل الرصاع يف اليمن  (14)
summarizes the future of the conflict in Yemen]. (2017, August 27). Arab 
Center for Research and Policy Studies. Retrieved from  https://www.dohain-
stitute.org/ar/PoliticalStudies/Pages/Aden-Situation-Assessement.aspx 
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intercepted over Riyadh, the missile, which had the 
longest trajectory since the beginning of the war, was 
considered a milestone in the course of the conflict. 
The kingdom declared that the missile was Iranian-
manufactured, and despite Tehran’s denial, Riyadh 
considered that supplying the Houthi rebels with missiles 
was considered a blatant act of military aggression by 
the Iranian regime, and could even be considered as 
an act of war against the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. To 
stop Iran from smuggling weapons to the Houthi rebels, 
the Saudi-led coalition closed air, sea and land access 
to Yemen. United Nations pressure succeeded in lifting 
the ban first on government ports in the South, and then 
on all ports under the Houthis after nearly 20 days of 
closure which had exacerbated the humanitarian crisis 
remarkably.(15)

Cholera Outbreak

On April 27th, 2017, the World Health Organization 
recorded the first case of cholera in Sanaa. In the second 
half of 2017, according to the Red Cross, the total number 
of suspected cholera cases in Yemen hit one million in 
the worst outbreak of the epidemic in the world.(16)  WHO 
figures indicated that more than 2,000 people died since 

(15) Al- Kamali, Z.  2017. (2017, December 24). Anadolu Agency.  عام حافل يرحل عن 
-A year full of events left Yemen along with “Saleh”)..  Re اليمن ومعه ”صالح. (2017
trieved from https://rb.gy/jnib3w

(16)  Yemen cholera cases reach one million. (2017, December 21). BBC News. 
Retrieved from https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-42440805 
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the cholera epidemic had begun to spread rapidly at the 
end of April 2017.(17) 

Source: World Health Organization

Due to the intervention of international organizations, 
the epidemic declined partially, however the United 
Nations warned that blocking supplies would undermine 
all efforts to suppress the epidemic and could cause the 
return of cholera the following year. In general, Yemen 
faced a catastrophic situation on the humanitarian level. 
According to the UN, in 2017 21 million Yemenis (about 
80% of the population) were “in need of humanitarian 
aid,” and around 15 million people did not have access to 
suitable healthcare. Further, there were about 3 million 
Yemenis displaced, and thousands of civilians had been 

(17)  Cholera count reaches 500 000 in Yemen. (2017, August 14). WHO | 
World Health Organization. Retrieved from  https://www.who.int/news-room/
detail/14-08-2017-cholera-count-reaches-500-000-in-yemen   
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killed and injured.(18)

Riyadh Meeting and Reconciliation Attempt

Days after Saleh’s assassination, Saudi Crown Prince 
Mohammed bin Salman (MbS) and his Abu Dhabi 
counterpart Mohammed bin Zayed (MbZ) received on 
December 14th, 2017 the chairman of the Yemeni Islah 
party(19) Mohammed Abdullah al-Yidoumi, and secretary 
general Abdulwahab Ahmad al-Anisi.(20) The Saudi Press 
Agency commented on the meeting saying it was an 
opportunity to “review the situation in Yemen and efforts 
to restore security and stability for the Yemeni people.” 
This was the first meeting that brought together the 
leadership of the Islah Party with the Crown Prince of 
Abu Dhabi, however it was the second meeting between 
the chairman of the party and the Saudi Crown Prince 
in two months, as they had met on November 9th, 2017 
in Riyadh.(21) This meeting of the Islah party leaders with 
MbZ is believed to be the result of discussions during 
the previous meeting between MbS and the leaders 

(18) Al- Kamali, Z.  2017. (2017, December 24). Anadolu Agency.  عام حافل يرحل عن 
-A year full of events left Yemen along with “Saleh”)..  Re اليمن ومعه ”صالح. (2017
trieved from  https://rb.gy/ik7y5n

(19) The Yemeni Congregation for Reform, frequently called al-Islah is a 
Yemeni Islamist party founded shortly after the reunification of Yemen in 
1990. The party is regarded by observer as the Muslim Brotherhood party in 
Yemen though the party denies this claim.  

(20) An official Saudi Press Agency reported. 

 MbS and MbZ meet the leaders of the] بن سلامن وبن زايد يلتقيان قيادات اإلصالح اليمني بالرياض  (21)
Yemeni Islah Party in Riyadh]. (2017, December 13). Aljazeera.net. Retrieved 
from   https://rb.gy/tskls5
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of Islah party. Allegedly, MbS sought to converge the 
views of the Islah Party and Abu Dhabi, especially after 
Islah’s provincial office in Aden had been raided by 
forces affiliated with Abu Dhabi and some of the Islah 
leaders had been arrested. Some observers believed 
that the meeting showed Riyadh’s intention to bring the 
Islah Party and MbZ closer to address confronting the 
Houthis in northern Yemen, while others believe that 
the meeting targeted the relationship between the Islah 
party and President Hadi, whose legitimacy Abu Dhabi 
sought to withdraw or at least subjugate. Whatever the 
aim, the meeting did not result in practical measures or 
agreements other than the party’s leader, Mohammed Al-
Yadoumi, stating, “The meeting that took place in Riyadh 
with Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz, the 
Saudi crown prince, and Sheikh Mohammed bin Zayed 
Al Nahyan, the crown prince of Abu Dhabi was fruitful, 
positive and constructive, and confirms the interest and 
care of the brothers in Saudi Arabia and the UAE for the 
security and stability of Yemen.(22)

Operation of Golden Spear

Operation ‘Golden Spear’ along the western coast was 
launched on January 6th, 2017, when hundreds of army 
troops and allied resistance fighters marched from the 
port city of Aden towards strategic coastal regions on 

(22) Saudi Arabia’s MbS, UAE’s MbZ hold talks with Yemen’s Islah party. 
(2017, December 15). Middle East Observer. Retrieved from https://www.
middleeastobserver.org/2017/12/14/40135/ 
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the Red Sea. The city of Mocha has long been famous 
for its seaport from which the country’s internationally-
renowned coffee is shipped. On January 7th, 2017, 
government forces continued advances restoring 
control over key positions, including  Owaid Mountain  
and a fort in Aelaidlh in the South Aloakhlud area. After 
taking the small village of Dhubab, the coalition forces 
moved towards Mocha. Army troops managed to abort 
militia infiltration attempts that were accompanied with 
violent bombardment across eastern, southern and 
western fronts, as well as increased fighting in Jabal 
Habashi, west of Taiz.Army units sought to secure the 
coastline stretching from Dhubab, Mocha through to Bab 
el-Mandeb strait, cutting off the chief artillery supply 
route.  The Bab al-Mandab strait is a strategically vital 
maritime route connecting the Red Sea and the Indian 
Ocean. This strait is crucially sensitive, not only to all 
countries bordering the Red Sea, but to world trade as 
a whole. The Golden Spear Operation restored stability 
to an international shipping line whose nautical safety 
had been repeatedly threatened by coup militias firing 
multiple attacks  against commercial and military vessels.(23)

(23) Pike, J. (2017, April 12). 2017 - Operation golden spear - Yemen Civil War 
(2011). GlobalSecurity.org. Retrieved from   https://www.globalsecurity.org/
military/world/war/yemen4-golden-spear.htm 
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Source: southfront.org 

Five brigades of the Yemeni army, equipped in Aden, 
participated in this operation.(24)  The most important of 
these brigades is the Third Brigade of Hazm, which had lost 
its commander Brigadier Omar Saeed Al-Subaihi during 
the battles of the port of Mocha. Further, Major General 
Ahmed Saif Al-Yafi, the deputy chief of Yemeni staff, was 
killed by a thermal missile during the confrontations that 
took place north of the port on February 22nd, 2017. The 
significance of the Golden Spear operation lies in the 

(24) Jan. 9: Operation golden arrow begins. (2017, January 9). Stratfor. 
Retrieved from    https://worldview.stratfor.com/article/jan-9-operation-gold-
en-arrow-begins   
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geopolitical significance of the liberated area(25) either 
from the local or international point of view. Stratfor 
Center for Security and Intelligence Strategic Studies 
states in one of their reports that Operation Golden 
Spear achieved its first goal of securing the Bab al-
Mandab strait and the southern part of Yemen’s western 
coasts(26) which left questions about why the operation 
was stopped without achieving its full goals, especially 
since the port of Hodeidah is a vital outlet for the Houthi 
rebels.”

 Yemen conflict: the possibility of a solution in] الرصاع اليمني: إمكانية الحل يف ظل التصعيد  (25)
light of the escalation]. (2017, March 02). Arab Center for Research and Poli-
cy Studies. Retrieved from https://www.dohainstitute.org/ar/PoliticalStudies/
Pages/Operation_Golden_Arrow_the_Prospects_for_a_Resolution_to_the_
Yemeni_Conflict_in_2017.aspx  

(26) Jan. 9: Operation golden arrow begins. (2017, January 9). Stratfor. 
Retrieved from https://worldview.stratfor.com/article/jan-9-operation-gold-
en-arrow-begins 
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2017 Timeline 

2017 was a year of war, military operations with political 
stagnation and the deterioration of the humanitarian 
and economic situation. The table below presents the 
chronology of the most important political, military and 
humanitarian events in Yemen in 2017.(27)  

Date Description 

January 

7/1/2017

The Golden Spear Operation to liberate the west 
coast was launched, led by Deputy Chief of Staff 
Ahmed Saif Al-Yafi. The UAE, within the Arab 
Alliance, assumed the largest role in leading the 
operation.

7/1/2017
The Yemeni army announced the control of the 
Al-Omari camp in the town of Dhubab near Bab 
al-Mandab, as part of Operation Golden Spear.

7/1/2017

The arrival of the first batch of banknotes printed 
in Russia months after President Abd Rabbo 
Mansour Hadi’s decision to relocate the Yemeni 
Central bank to the city of Aden, in the south of 
the country.

23/1/2017

The Security Council Sanctions Committee in 
Yemen revealed that it obtained evidence to 
prove the involvement of Khaled, son of former 
President Ali Abdullah Saleh, in activities related 
to money laundering, and other activities that 
circumvent the sanctions imposed by the Security 
Council on his father in 2015.

(27) Al- Falahi, A. اليمن يف العام 2017: تطورات واحداث مثرية [Yemen in 2017: Dramatic 
Developments]. (2017, December 30). Arabi21. Retrieved from https://rb.gy/
zsnew0
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28/1/2017 Yemeni President Abd Rabbuh Mansour Hadi 
issued a decree in which he transferred the 
parliament headquarters from the capital, which 
is controlled by the Houthis and their ally Ali 
Saleh, to the city of Aden. 

29/1/2017 American forces carried out the first airdrop 
operation during the era of the new American 
administration, in the town of Ould Rabi`, in 
central Yemen, killing dozens of the townspeople, 
including 14 from al- Qaeda. According to the 
American version of events, an American soldier 
was killed in the clash and an Apache plane 
crashed. 

29/1/2017 The Arab Alliance announced that a Saudi frigate 
west of the port of Hodeidah was attacked by 
three boats belonging to the Houthi rebels and 
pro-Saleh forces, killing two of its crew.

February

8/2/2017 Yemen withdrew permission for the U.S. 
Antiterror Ground Mission demanding prior 
coordination before carrying out any operation 
inside its territory, after killing civilians in the 
aforementioned operation.

10/2/2017 The Yemenis marked the sixth anniversary of 
the February 11th, 2011 revolution with various 
celebratory manifestations such as mass rallies 
in Aden (in the south) and the igniting of the 
revolution torch in Taiz (southwest).

11/2/2017 Clashes erupted between the Presidential 
Protection Forces and the forces of the 
Commander of the Security Protection Command 
of Aden Airport, Lt. Col. Saleh Al-Ameeri, who 
refused to accept his dismissal. UAE aircrafts 
bombed a security barrier belonging to the 
Presidential Guard forces in the vicinity of the 
airport.
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13/2/2017 President Hadi left the city of Aden after the 
dramatic events that the city witnessed following 
the rebellion of the city›s airport security 
Commander against the decision to dismiss him, 
which was supported by the Emirati forces. 

23/2/2017 The deputy chief of staff of Yemen’s military, 
Brigadier General Ahmed Seif Al Yafie, was killed 
in a missile attack while he was at the theater of 
military operations east of the city of Mocha on 
the Red Sea. 

27/2/2017 President Hadi›s visit to Abu Dhabi, which 
negatively affected the relationship between the 
two sides. 

March

14/3/2017 Pro-Houthi court began in Sanaa: a trial in absentia 
for President Hadi and six of his top aides with ten 
cases against them. On March 25th, the court in 
Houthi-controlled territory sentenced President 
Hadi and six other government officials to death 
for “high treason and impersonating a president 
after his presidential term expired (on Feb 21st, 
2014) and collaborating with the «aggression 
state of Saudi Arabia and its allies in the criminal 
aggression of air, sea and land war against the 
Yemeni territories.»(28)

April

11/4/2017 The Sudanese army said that five of its troops, 
including an officer, were killed and 22 wounded 
in Yemen without specifying the nature of the 
operation in which they participated.

(28) Pro-Houthi court sentences exiled Yemeni president Hadi to death for 
“high treason”. (2017, March 26).  Xinhua English.news.cn. Retrieved from 
https://www.xinhuanet.com//english/2017-03/26/c_136158421.htm  
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19/4/2017 Saudi military helicopter crashed in Yemen, 
killing 12 soldiers targeted by the air defenses of 
the Emirati forces stationed in Marib.  A Yemeni 
defense ministry news website said the cause 
was friendly fire, according to Reuters.(29)

27/4/2017 President Hadi sacked two pro-UAE leaders from 
their positions, Major General Aidroos al-Zubaidi 
from his position as governor of Aden, and Hani 
bin Brik, a cabinet minister and controversial 
Salafi preacher, and referred him for investigation.

May

6/5/2017 The Islah Party said that its main headquarters in 
Aden was subjected to an armed attack and was 
set on fire, after it was stormed and one of its 
guards had been kidnapped.

11/5/2017 Major General Aidroos Al-Zubaidi, the governor 
of Aden who had been fired and who is supported 
by the Emirates, announced the formation of 
the Southern Transitional Council to govern and 
represent the southern governorates, after which 
he was called to the Saudi capital, Riyadh.

20/5/2017 Sudanese forces joining the Saudi-led Arab 
Alliance arrived in Shabwa Governorate, southeast 
of Yemen, and began to deploy troops to secure 
the Balhaf oil facility and port after leaving the 
strategic port of Mukalla.

23/5/2017 The convoy of the UN envoy, Ismail Ould Cheikh 
Ahmed, came under fire near Sanaa airport and 
the Yemeni foreign ministry describes the incident 
as an «assassination attempt» by the Houthis.

June

(29) Saudi military helicopter crashes in Yemen, killing 12 officers. (2017, 
April 18). Reuters. Retrieved from    https://www.reuters.com/article/us-ye-
men-security-saudi/saudi-military-helicopter-crashes-in-yemen-killing-12-of-
ficers-idUSKBN17K1W0 
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5/6/2017 The Yemeni government announced its support 
for the steps taken by Saudi Arabia and the UAE 
to end the participation of Qatari forces in the 
‘Arab Alliance’ and cut diplomatic ties with Qatar.

8/6/2017 The Qatari Air Force returned to Doha after the 
Saudi-led Arab Alliance decided to end Qatar›s 
participation in the military operation in Yemen.

10/6/2017 Brigadier General Hamid Al-Twiti, the leader of 
the 29th Mika Brigade (also called the Brigade of 
the Giants) was killed in the Nihm front, east of 
Sanaa, by a Houthi sniper.

14/6/2017 The Houthis announced the targeting of an Arab 
Alliance warship off the coast of the city of Mocha 
on the Red Sea, and the Alliance admitted that an 
Emirati ship was attacked by the Houthis.

23/6/2017 The Associated Press Agency published its report 
“In Yemen’s secret prisons, UAE tortures and US 
interrogates.”(30) It reveals a network of secret 
Emirati prisons in southern Yemen, in which 
hundreds of Yemenis were subjected to brutal 
torture.

24/6/2017 The Yemeni government ordered the creation 
of a committee to investigate allegations of 
human rights violations, following reports that US 
military interrogators worked with forces from 
the United Arab Emirates and their allies who are 
accused of torturing detainees in the liberated 
cities in Yemen.

28/6/2017 President Hadi sacked three southern governors 
because of their support for the Southern 
Transitional Council. 

July

(30) Michael, M. (2017, June 23). In Yemen’s secret prisons, UAE tortures and 
US interrogates..AP NEWS. Retrieved from https://rb.gy/vw9kck
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7/7/2017 The UAE set up a military base on Mayon Island, 
in the Bab al-Mandab Strait.

22/7/2017 The Houthis launched a ballistic missile of 
Burkan2- at an oil refinery in Yanbu, Saudi Arabia.

August

11/8/2017 The United Arab Emirates said that four of its 
soldiers were killed and three injured after their 
helicopter crashed during a routine mission in the 
Shabwa governorate in Yemen. Among the injured 
was the Abu Dhabi Crown Prince’s nephew. 

18/8/2017 Saudi forces arrived from the Commando Brigade 
‘Maghaweer’ to Aden to secure the presidential 
palace of Maashiq, and a number of disputed 
locations between the legitimate government 
and Emirati-backed forces, such as the airport, 
the port of Aden and the port of oil.  None of 
these goals were accomplished.

22/8/2017 Emirati forces took control of the Balhaf oil facility 
in the Shabwa governorate (southeast), and its 
strategic seaport. Subsequently they deployed 
the “Shabwani Elite,” (UAE-backed forces) after 
arming and training them in Shabwa’s most 
important oil sites.

24/8/2017 Hundreds of thousands of supporters of the 
General People›s Congress party, led by former 
president Ali Saleh, gathered in Sab’een square 
to celebrate the 35th anniversary of its founding, 
amid great tension with their Houthi allies.

27/8/2017 Khalid Al-Radhi, a prominent leader of Saleh›s 
party (GPC) was shot dead in clashes with Houthi 
gunmen in the center of Sanaa. 
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September

16/9/2017 Clashes erupted between pro-Hadi forces, the 
Presidential Protection Forces, and the UAE-
backed security belt forces in the city of Aden. The 
UAE forces bombed a military point belonging to 
Hadi forces east of the city.

16/9/2017 The Houthis announced that a ballistic missile 
was fired at the King Khaled Air Force Base in the 
southwest of the Saudi Arabia.

October

5/10/2017 The United Nations blacklisted the Arab Alliance, 
the Saudi Arabia-led military coalition, for 
violation against children. This was included in 
the UN’s 2016 annual report of countries and 
entities violating children in conflict areas, which 
was submitted by the United Nations Secretary-
General Antonio Guterres to the Security Council. 

11/10/2017 UAE-backed forces launched a massive arrest 
campaign in the city of Aden, targeting a number 
of leaders and activists of the Islah Party. 

November

10/11/2017 The Saudi Crown Prince, Prince Muhammad bin 
Salman, met the Islah Party leaders in Riyadh 
in the first meeting since the Saudi-led military 
intervention in Yemen.

11/11/2017 A security headquarters in the Aden governorate 
was hit by a suicide attack claimed by ISIS 
followed by hours of clashes that resulted in the 
death and injury of more than 40 soldiers.

14/11/2017 The Houthi rebels have claimed responsibility 
for launching a Burkan -2H missile — a Scud-
type missile with a range of more than 800km 
— towards Riyadh. 
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14/11/2017 A military site on Sabr mountain, the highest peak 
in Taiz governorate, was bombed by coalition 
fighters that were believed to be Emirati, which 
resulted in numerous deaths and injuries. The 
national army called on the coalition leadership 
to investigate.

23/11/2017 The Port of Aden witnessed labor protests after 
pro-UAE forces prevented a Chinese commercial 
ship from unloading its cargo at the port, and the 
Chinese shipping line announced the cancellation 
of its upcoming commercial trips to the Yemeni 
port. 

29/11/2017 Armed Houthi men stormed al-Saleh mosque, the 
largest mosque in the capital, and clashed with 
pro-Saleh guards. Clashes also erupted near the 
houses of relatives of the ousted president, killing 
13 on both sides.

December 

2/12/2017 The ousted president, Ali Abdullah Saleh, 
announced the termination of his ties with his 
Houthi allies, after Houthi gunmen hunted his 
nephew Brigadier General Tariq Muhammad 
Saleh. The call was welcomed by the legitimate 
government and the Arab coalition countries.

4/12/2017 The ousted Yemeni president Saleh and the 
Secretary-General of his GCP party, Aref Al-Zoka, 
were killed after three days of clashes with Houthi 
forces. The Houthis arrested a number of Saleh’s 
relatives and military leaders, including three 
sons and Saleh’s nephew.

7/12/2017 The National Army announced that it had 
launched a large-scale attack on the Houthi sites 
in the western coast, and significant progress had 
been achieved. The attack resulted in the control 
of Khokha, the first directorates of al-Hodeidah 
Governorate, in western Yemen.
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14/12/2017 Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman and 
his Abu Dhabi counterpart Mohammed bin Zayed 
received the chairman of the Yemen Islah party(31) 
Mohammed Abdullah al-Yadoumi and secretary 
general Abdulwahab Ahmad al-Anisi
on December 14th, 2017. 

18/12/2017 The Yemeni army announced full control of the 
Shabwa governorate after the Houthis were 
expelled from their last strongholds in Behan and 
Aseelan districts in the northwest and west of the 
oil-rich governorate.

19/12/2017 The Houthis announced the firing of a ballistic 
missile at the Yamama Palace in the Saudi capital. 
A Saudi news agency said it was intercepted.

24/12/2017 The Yemeni President launched a broad cabinet 
reshuffle ousting ministers and governors, 
including three members of the UAE- backed 
secessionist Southern Transitional Council. 

27/12/2017 The Houthis instructed their central bank in Sanaa 
to seize the property and accounts of more than 
one thousand two hundred opposition members, 
including ministers, military leaders, human rights 
activists, media activists, and party leaders for 
«treason.»

28/12/2017 The Yemeni government sent an official 
memorandum to the United Nations and 
the countries sponsoring the peace process 
condemning the recent measures issued by 
the Houthis against the property and assets 
of politicians, jurists, media professionals and 
ministers in the legitimate government.

(31) The Yemeni Congregation for Reform, frequently called al-Islah is a Ye-
meni Islamist party founded shortly after the reunification of Yemen in 1990 
in 1990. The party is regarded by observer as the Muslim Brotherhood party 
in Yemen though the party denies this claim. 
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Conflict Map (2017)

In 2017, there was slight progress for the government’s 
military backed by the Arab Alliance. The government 
troops advanced in Nihm Front, the eastern gate of 
Sanaa. Moreover, with the help of their southern allies, 
they took control of the strategic center of the Mukha 
Directorate and its seaport on the Red Sea. They also won 
some battles in the governorates of Taiz, Marib and Al-
Jawf. Apart from these small advances, the government’s 
influence map did not change significantly during 2017.

Geographically, government forces maintained their 
control over 11 southern governorates, which constitute 
about 80% of the total area of the country, compared to 
11 densely populated northern and western governorates 
(which hold 80% of the population, and were still under 
the Houthis control).(32) Areas of control  can be divided 
into four types as follows. 

(32)  Al- Senwi, A. خارطة النفوذ يف اليمن: من يسيطر عىل ماذا بعد عامني من الحرب؟ [Map of influence in 
Yemen: Who controls what, after two years of war?]. (2017, March 26). Nash-
wan News. Retrieved from https://rb.gy/rfsfk8 
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The Controlling Party 
& Level of Control Governorates Remarks

L e g i t i m a t e 
government backed 
by the Arab Alliance 
(total control)

Aden, Hadhramaut, 
Al Mahra, Abyan, 
(Shabwa governorate 
and Socotra Island 
were recently 
l iberated)

- Aden and Shabwa 
under Emirati influence
- Al Mahra under Saudi 
influence.
- Abyan, Hadhramaut 
and Socotra are more 
under the government 
control.

Houthis (total 
c o n t r o l ) 

Ibb, Dhamar, Rayma, 
Hodeidah, Sanaa 
(Capital Secretariat), 
Al Mahwit and Amran.

 - Saleh’s party, PGC, 
had more control 
than the Houthis until 
Saleh’s assassination. 

Government and 
Arab Alliance (only 
control administrative 
centers)

Marib, Al-Jouf, Taiz, 
al-Dhale and Lahj

 - There are still clashes 
and confrontations 
in some districts, 
specifically those in 
Taiz Governorate.

Houthis (only control 
a d m i n i s t r a t i v e 
c e n t e r s )

Sanaa, Hajjah, Al-
Bayda and Saada

 - The national army 
is advancing in Saada 
and Hajjah from the 
Saudi border. 
 - Sanaa is witnessing 
clashes in the Nihm 
district from the Marib 
side. 
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Development and Implications

Aden was declared as the temporary capital of Yemen, 
however the institutions had not been formed. Therefore, 
the liberation of Aden from the Houthis in 2015 did not 
produce its expected political and military goals. That 
may be due to the differences in the allies’ agendas within 
the Arab Alliance, or the absence of a Yemeni state-
building strategy. On the contrary, the chaotic conditions 
that the city experienced provided evidence of the 
failure of the Arab Alliance to achieve the main goals 
of Decisive Storm, and proved the incapability of the 
legitimate government to perform its duties in managing 
the liberated areas. Moreover, the growing separatist 
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tendencies calling to distance Aden from the political 
and military track of the conflict in Yemen reinforced the 
separatism within the southern governorates themselves. 
This threatened Yemen’s geographical unity and social 
relations, and pushed it towards more conflict, chaos, 
and fragmentation. This made the city of Marib, adjacent 
to Sanaa, very important, because it turned into a center 
of operations for the National Army of the legitimate 
Yemeni government, and has become a haven for many 
Yemenis from various directions. The checkpoints 
between the Houthis and liberated areas create a burden 
on the people, in addition to the customs tax points that 
the Houthi group had set up to generate more revenue. 
However, the suppliers and merchants in return raised 
the price of goods which worsened the humanitarian 
situation.
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2017: Political Implications

Three years after the Houthis coup against the legitimate 
president and the seizure of  the capital, Yemen faced 
multifaceted conflicts, not only between the pro-
legitimate president and the Houthi rebels, but also 
between the requirements of the political process 
and the necessity of the military operations. With the 
escalation of violence and the intervention of the Saudi-
led coalition, the political process was almost paralyzed, 
and the political parties had been struck during previous 
years due to the secessionist and sectarian practices in 
the aftermath of the coup in 2014. In these circumstances, 
the political party could not perform their roles or form 
new alliances to restore their political activities again, 
even within their own structure. This was not only due to 
the aforementioned reasons but also to the fact that the 
leaders of these parties had been living in Saudi Arabia 
since the 2014 coup which affected the political process 
in general. Therefore, in 2017 Yemen was indeed facing 
a military scene, especially since the Houthi rebels had 
assassinated former president Saleh who provided the 
Houthis with political cover.

In southern Yemen, the political process faced a serious 
challenge due to the escalation of violence such as 
raiding of parties’ offices and bases, especially Islah 
party, and assassination operations against politicians 
and religious preachers who were believed to oppose 
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the “new rulers.” Eventually, the government was the 
only entity practicing politics (the rest were militias), yet 
it was more in the service sector rather than a political 
project. Moreover, emerging new entities with regional 
loyalties, such as the Southern Transitional Council, in 
Aden and the Hadhramaut Conference in the Hadhramaut 
Governorate weakened the political life in the country. 
All of these factors are definitely related to the political 
system of the United Arab Emirates, which has the 
most influence in the southern governorates of Yemen. 
The political process in Yemen faces a dual challenge, the 
first part of which relates to the nature of the regimes of 
the countries surrounding Yemen, and the second — the 
most dangerous — is the spread of a culture of violence 
resulting from the continuing conflict and the growth 
of armed groups. These groups (such as Abu al- Abbas 
group in Taiz governorate, the Houthi group in the north, 
the Transitional Council in Aden, and al Qaeda) do not 
recognize the political process at all, but rather see it as 
an existential threat to them.  None of these groups and 
movements are represented in the Yemeni parliament 
and they hold that contradict the democratic system and 
its foundations. Therefore, the leaders of political parties 
and supporters of the democratic republican system 
need to move towards revitalizing the political culture 
within the parties first, then form major political blocs 
commensurate with the magnitude of these challenges 
and the requirements of the stage. According to these 
facts, talking about political dialogues in Yemen with 
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factions that do not understand the political basics 
is merely providing them a legitimacy to continue 
threatening Yemeni peace. Regionally, by supporting 
some of these factions to achieve political gains, the Gulf 
states have not realized the danger and impact of these 
factions on regional and international security.

2017: Economic & Humanitarian Implications 

Political turmoil and civil conflict have severely damaged 
the fiscal situation, especially the escalating cost of the war 
since the September 2014 coup. The conflict resulted in 
economic and social pressures that contributed to a sharp 
decline in economic activity, the destruction of public and 
private property, and the disruption of government and 
private sources of production. These factors were most 
reflected in low-income populations, causing increasing 
unemployment and poverty rates. Moreover, these social 
crises have led to increased cases of displacement, 
killing, malnutrition and outbreaks of epidemic diseases(33) 
and the concomitant termination to education programs 
for children. Although the Central Bank was relocated to 
the temporary capital of Aden, the economic situation 
deteriorated and development indicators declined. In its 
report(34) on economic indicators, the Center for Studies 

 The Yemeni economy in light of the crisis] االقتصاد اليمني يف ظل األزمة وسيناريوهات املستقبل  (33)
and future scenarios]. (2017, December 24). Al- Badil Center for Planning and 
Strategic Studies. Retrieved fromhttps://rb.gy/2irwuk.

(34)  Economic indicator report - First half of 2017. (2017, September 11).  
Studies & Economic Media Center (SEMC). Retrieved from https://economic-
media.net/en/?p=1431 
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and Economic Media revealed that the economic and 
humanitarian situation in Yemen deteriorated during the 
first half of 2017, in light of the continuing war and the 
lack of basic services such as electricity, water and food. 
The report emphasized that the Yemeni economy did 
not improve during the first half of 2017 because of the 
war in the country and the high poverty rate (85% of the 
population). The report also indicated that the volume 
of commodities import during the first quarter of 2017 
decreased by 22%, while the import of oil derivatives 
increased during the first quarter of this year by 103% 
compared to the first quarter of the previous year.

Source: European Council On foreign Relations 
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The report indicated an increase in the prices of 
commodities, oil derivatives and currency exchange rate 
during the first half of 2017, as the report observed a 35% 
increase in food prices compared to the first half of the 
previous year, and the average increase in food prices 
since January 2015 was 60%. During the past period, 
the Yemeni currency exchange rate declined against the 
dollar unprecedentedly. In mid-2016, the exchange rate 
of the dollar ranged from 215 rials to 250 rials, while at 
the end of 2017 the dollar exchange rate reached 400 
Yemeni rials, which affected the prices of the basic food 
and transportation.
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Part II
Forming Directions:

Strategic Developments in 2018
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In 2018, Yemen experienced many accelerating 
developments related to the ongoing conflict. War had 
been raging in Yemen, producing many repercussions 

in the military, political, economic, humanitarian aspects.  
Military battles continued with a marked shift in favor 
of the pro-legitimate government forces in a number 
of fronts (the western coast and the cities of Hodeidah, 
Saada, Hajjah, and Al Bayda). The intensity of the 
battles around the Yemeni-Saudi border decreased, 
Houthi missiles firing on Saudi Arabia continued and 
also reached areas in the United Arab Emirates, and of 
course many areas under the legal authority, especially 
the city of Marib. Relations between the Arab Alliance 
and Western countries worsened due to the murder of 
Saudi journalist Jamal Khashoggi and, to a lesser extent, 
the humanitarian repercussions of the war in Yemen. 
These western countries experienced pressure from 
human rights NGOs to stop the war and suspend weapon 
exports to Saudi Arabia. 

Military developments were accompanied by a number 
of political developments, such as: the continuous 
targeting of the legitimate government in the areas under 
its control by the UAE-backed forces, fighting in the city 
of Aden, clashes between the military and security units, 
and most importantly the threat of the government being 
uprooted and its institutions being seized by the UAE and 
STC. The performance of the legitimate government in 
the liberated areas continued to be confusing, weak, and 
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even absent for most of 2018. As the relations between 
the two parties (the coalition countries, specifically the 
UAE and Saudi Arabia, and the Yemeni government) 
reached some kind of understanding, President Hadi 
achieved some gains such as: forming a new government 
supported by different parties, a better margin to govern 
and control Aden, and dealing with issues related to the 
service sector and the country’s economic conditions. 
The bilateral talks between the Yemeni government and 
the Houthi rebels in the first half of December was one 
of the most important political developments in 2018. 
It was preceded, and accompanied, by unprecedented 
international pressure which resulted in a political and 
military understanding in Hodeidah and Taiz. Both parties 
committed to hold a new round of talks in early 2019.

As a result of the developments in the military and 
political aspects, there was increasing deterioration 
of the economy in 2018.  The value of the Yemeni rial 
declined sharply in 2018 against foreign currencies, and 
this decline peaked in November. Soaring prices put 
some basic commodities out of reach for many Yemenis 
and the central bank struggled to pay public-sector 
salaries on which many depend as foreign exchange 
reserves dwindle. However, due to a number of factors, 
the value of the Yemeni currency improved against 
foreign currencies in November and December 2018. 
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The most prominent changes in 2018 were the 
deterioration of the humanitarian situation as a result of 
the ongoing war and the blockade, the collapse of the 
economy in all its sectors, and the cut of payments to 
the largest sector of government employees. Therefore, 
the humanitarian situation in Yemen turned into an 
international concern which was described in the media 
as the century’s crisis, and the biggest human tragedy 
of the time. In this section of the report I will discuss 
the most prominent military, political, economic and 
humanitarian developments related to the war in Yemen 
in 2018.

Military and field developments

The government’s military operations intensified, with 
significant support from the Arab coalition forces in 
most battle fronts if not all, especially when the Houthis 
became the only party in the coup, after their bloody 
conflict with their former ally Salehin late 2017, and his 
death on December 4th. In contrast to the stalemate in 
the Nihm front (east of Sanaa), Serwah, (located on the 
outskirts of the Marib governorate), and the ongoing 
fights in Al-Jawf Governorate, the national army forces, 
supported by the coalition forces, managed to achieve 
significant progress on a large number of fronts in Taiz, 
Hajjah, Shabwa, Al-Bayda, Al-Dhalea, and more in the 
western coast and the city of Hodeidah. The National Army 
also advanced in nearly five fronts in the governorate of 
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Saada, the main stronghold of the Houthis. Hence, the 
position of the Houthi forces became one of defense, 
because their main goal was trying to stop the progress 
of the national army. Parallel to that, battles took place 
in a number of southern governorates to eliminate al-
Qaeda and expel them from these areas. These battles 
helped to weaken these extremist organizations even 
though the UAE tried to unilaterally plan and operate 
them. This was accompanied by military developments 
in the Yemeni regional waters near the Bab al-Mandab 
strait. Meanwhile, the Houthis continued firing ballistic 
missiles and drones against Saudi (and to a lesser extent, 
Emirati) cities and installations, and of course a number 
of areas that were under the control of the legitimate 
authority in Yemen. The deterioration of the humanitarian 
conditions in Yemen, and more due to international 
reactions to the assassination of Khashoggi, the military 
relations between Saudi Arabia,  a number of Western 
countries, and to a lesser degree the Emirates, witnessed 
remarkable tensions. Some countries refused to supply 
weapons and limited military cooperation, pushing for a 
partial or total suspension of military battles and making 
way for political negotiations to address the humanitarian 
consequences. The most prominent development in the 
armed conflict in Yemen in 2018 in general was that 
the national army forces assumed a position of offense 
rather than defense, making steady advances in different 
areas. Hence, the Houthi rebels resorted to defensive 
tactics due to the continuous shrinking of their previous 
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territories. This chapter provides a review of the general 
course of the military battles that took place in 2018.

The military operations carried out by the national army, 
supported and supervised by the Arab Alliance, achieved 
victories during the previous two years, 2016-17, in what 
is known as the West Coast Front, (historically known 
as the Tihama Coast) which overlooks the Red Sea from 
the Bab al-Mandab Strait in the south to the Medi port in 
the north at the Yemeni-Saudi border. Operation Golden 
Spear had liberated the western coastal cities overlooking 
the Red Sea and the strategic Bab al-Mandab Strait in 
2017. On February 5th, 2018, a new phase of battles for the 
liberation of the West Coast was launched, in which Hays,(35) 
the second largest directorate in the governorates of al-
Hodeidah, was liberated. Later, an open military operation 
began heading towards al-Jarrahi Directorate on their 
way to the city of Hodeidah. Due to its strategic location, 
the liberation of the city of Hays was a significant victory 
for the national army. The city is located in a meeting 
point between the three governorates: Ibb, Taiz, and Al-
Hodeidah, and within it the main roads between these 
governorates cross. Liberating Hays marked significant 
progress because it paved the way to liberating the rest 
of the districts in Hodeidah, secured navigation in the 
Red Sea and therefore the ability to cut Iran’s supplies to 

(35)  Hays, south of Hodeidah, is 28 kilometers from sea. To its north are the 
al-Jarrahi and Jabal Ra districts, to the south is Maqbanah in Taiz and to the 
west is al-Khoukhah. Its area is 268 km2 and according to 2004 statistics, its 
population is 45,436 people.
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Houthis, according to military experts.(36) Two days after 
the liberation of Hays, the national army, backed by the 
Arab coalition forces, launched the battle to liberate Al-
Jarrahi, Al-Tahita, and Zabid in Hodeidah Governorate. 
They succeeded in controlling some areas in these 
directorates.

On April 15th, 2017, the Yemeni army launched Operation 
Naval Arrow to clean up land mines along the Midi coasts 
in Hajjah Governorate, and their affiliated islands which 
were home to many mines as well as Houthi populations. 
Indeed, it was liberated on April 11th, 2018, parallel to 
the military operations that targeted the liberation of 
the coastal strip. The pro-Hadi forces expanded their 
operations from the coast inland, and by mid-May the 
operations were concentrated west of Taiz. The National 
Army took control of areas in Al-Mawz’a directorate on 
May 11th, and directorates of Al-Wazi’ah and the Kahboub 
were also liberated on May 12th. Therefore, the National 
Army consolidated its control over the southwest of Taiz 
Governorate and cut access to the neighboring Lahj 
Governorate.(37)

(36)  Yemeni army tightens grip over three Hays gates. (2018, February 12). 
Asharq AL-Awsat. Retrieved from https://aawsat.com/english/home/arti-
cle/1172921/yemeni-army-tightens-grip-over-three-hays-gates

-West Coast battles.. Successive vic] معارك الساحل الغريب.. انتصارات متالحقة منذ 17 شهراً  (37)
tories for 17 months]. (2018, May 13). Albayan. Retrieved from https://www.
albayan.ae/one-world/arabs/2018-05-13-1.3263159  
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Source: Rr016 

On June 17th and 18th, the National Army backed the 
Arab Alliance in its military operation to capture the port 
city of al-Hudeidah in western Yemen from the Houthis 
and their allies. They aimed to enter the Houthi-held 
port city from the eastern side and isolate it from the 
rest of the Houthi-held area. The goal of this operation 
was to end the alleged supply of funds, weapons, and 
ballistic missiles to the Houthis through Al-Hudeidah 
port. The coalition’s operation started on June 13th with 
an attempt to capture the al-Hudeidah airport, which is 
located south of the city. By June 18th, the coalition’s 
forces had entered the airport and launched an attempt 
to enter the city of al-Hudeidah itself. As the port plays 
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a crucial role in receiving and delivering over 80 percent 
of food and aid to Yemen, several humanitarian agencies 
warned of catastrophic humanitarian consequences. The 
United Nations warned that the battle could threaten 
the lives of 300,000 children in the populated area and 
prevent food delivery to millions or more, according to 
UNICEF Executive Director Henrietta Fore.(38) Therefore, 
the offensive was halted until October 2018 due to 
international pressure. 

After the failure of the efforts of the United Nations Envoy 
to hold another round of talks between the conflicting 
parties in September, the National Army launched a 
new massive offensive on November 2nd in the city 
of Hodeidah. On November 4th, government forces 
managed to take control of the entrances to the eastern, 
western, and southern parts of the city, as it tightened 
its control on the “16 Kilometer Road” linking Hodeidah 
to the Houthi-controlled capital, Sanaa. The National 
Army forces reached the city of Al-Saleh, which is three 
kilometers from the port of Al-Hodeidah and is near 
the Red Sea Mills, which have some of the largest grain 
storage silos in the country. The forces also took control 
of parts of Sanaa Street, which is located in the northeast 
of the city. Some reports indicated that Washington and 
London gave the green light to the offensive on the city 

(38)  Statement by UNICEF executive director Henrietta fore calling for 
the protection of children in Hudaydah and throughout Yemen. (2018, June 
12). UNICEF. Retrieved from https://www.unicef.org/press-releases/state-
ment-unicef-executive-director-henrietta-fore-calling-protection-children  
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of Hodeidah in November, but with the assurance that 
the ports would not be attacked. As indicated earlier, 
this likely came as a reaction to the Houthis’ refusal to 
attend the talks that the United Nations called for the 
previous September.(39) As the national army forces were 
advancing inside the city, the pressure from international 
organizations increased greatly, and the Special Envoy 
of the UN Secretary General for Yemen, Martin Griffiths, 
made intensive efforts to stop the battles, and made 
visits to the warring parties. He visited Hodeidah and 
held a press conference on November 23rd, despite the 
ongoing war and unfavorable security conditions there. 
This put great pressure on the Yemeni government and 
the countries of the coalition, which eventually forced 
them to halt the offensive and move toward negotiations.

In 2018, the National Army launched a number of military 
fronts in the governorate of Saada, the main stronghold 
of the Houthis, in which its leader Abdul-Malik Al-Houthi 
was located. These fronts included: the districts of al-
Zahir, Haidan, (which includes the Maran village in which 
the al-Houthi family resides), and al-Buqum, Razeh, and 
Kitaf. The National Army  made significant progress in 
these areas. By November, they announced their,  in their 
complete control of the Al-Zahir Directorate, including 

(39) Knights, M. The Hodeidah campaign (Part 1): Humanitarian and political 
role of Red Sea ports. (2018, May 14). The Washington Institute for Near East 
Policy. Retrieved from https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/
view/the-hodeida-campaign-part-1-humanitarian-and-political-role-of-red-
sea-port  
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the strategic Al-Malahit Triangle that connects Yemen 
and the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia through Haradh, Hajjah 
Governorate, and the Maran Region on the side, and the 
District of Shada and the District of Razih close to the 
Saudi border. Moreover, in the same month, the Yemeni 
army advanced in a number of strategic locations in the 
Kitaf Al-Baqa’ front, and Wadi Al-Jabara, in the north 
of Saada Governorate. On November 24th, Yemeni 
army forces backed by the Arab Alliance took control 
of strategic sites on the fronts of Baqim, including the 
famous Fortress of Baqim.

After liberating the Bayhan District in Shabwa 
Governorate, the National Army forces began advancing 
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toward new fronts in the Al-Bayda Governorate adjacent 
to it. They managed to take control of large and strategic 
areas in the Al-Malajim, Nata, and Qaniyah districts. They 
then made their way towards the city of Al-Bayda, the 
capital of Shabwa.

In Hajjah governorate, northwest of Yemen, the national 
army forces had created a number of military fronts, 
and were close to completing the liberation of the semi-
besieged city of Haradh. On November 19th, the Yemeni 
army forces, backed by the Arab Coalition, launched a 
broad military operation to liberate the strategic Aahim 
Triangle and take control of its surrounding villages. 
The liberation of this strategic triangle was a qualitative 
shift for the battle to liberate Hajjah, securing the areas 
between Hajjah, Saada and the Saudi border, because it 
opened a new front towards the Abs District of Hajjah. 
The operation secured the road linking Mustaba and 
Haradh from the southeast, and Abbas and Haradh from 
the south.(40)

The Houthis continued to launch missiles into Saudi 
Arabia, the UAE, and areas under the control of the 
Yemeni government throughout 2018, and the missile 
attacks intensified in March and May. At midnight on 
March 25th (which marks the third anniversary of the 

 The Yemeni army] الجيش اليمني يحّرر مثلث عاهم االسرتاتيجي يف حجة ويسيطر عىل القرى املحيطة به  (40)
liberates the strategic Ahem triangle in Hajjah and controls the surrounding 
villages]. (2018, November 19). Al- Emarat al-Youm. Retrieved from https://
www.emaratalyoum.com/politics/issues/yemen-latest/2018-11-19-1.1155784  
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start of the Arab Coalition military operation against 
the Houthis led by Saudi Arabia) the Houthis allegedly 
launched seven ballistic missiles towards different areas 
in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. The Saudi forces said that 
they intercepted three ballistic missiles over Riyadh, two 
missiles over Jazan, and thwarted two separate attacks 
targeting Najran and Khamis Mushait in the south of the 
Kingdom. One of the missiles intercepted over Riyadh 
killed an Egyptian citizen and others.(41) 

On May 9th, the Houthis fired a salvo of ballistic missiles 
at Saudi Arabia’s capital — an attack Saudi authority said 
they intercepted in the skies over Riyadh. At least four 
blasts were heard in Riyadh(42). The Houthis said they 
launched missiles at economic targets in the city. The 
assault took place a day after the United States pulled 
out of a deal with Iran over its disputed nuclear program 
and this signalled an increase in tensions between Riyadh 
and Tehran, according to Reuters.(43) With the escalation 
of Iran’s threat to overturn the Strait of Hormuz, Houthi 
missiles were targeting Aramco, oil tankers off the Yemeni 

(41) Saudis shoot down seven missiles fired on cities by Yemen’s Houthi reb-
els. (2018, March 26).The Guardian. Retrieved from https://www.theguardian.
com/world/2018/mar/26/saudis-shoot-down-seven-missiles-fired-on-cities-
by-yemens-houthi-rebels.  

(42) Dadouch, S. & Browning, N. (2018, May 9). Iran-aligned Houthis in Ye-
men fire missiles at Saudi capital. U.S. Reuters. Retrieved from https://www.
reuters.com/article/us-saudi-security/iran-aligned-houthis-in-yemen-fire-mis-
siles-at-saudi-capital-idUSKBN1IA100 

(43)  Dadouch, S. & Browning, N. (2018, May 9). Iran-aligned Houthis in Ye-
men fire missiles at Saudi capital. U.S. Reuters. Retrieved from https://www.
reuters.com/article/us-saudi-security/iran-aligned-houthis-in-yemen-fire-mis-
siles-at-saudi-capital-idUSKBN1IA100 
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coast in the Red Sea, as well as unmanned missiles and 
naval missiles, and this was reinforced by the targeting 
of a Saudi oil tanker with a thermal missile on July 25th, 
2018.(44) 

On July 25th, Houthi rebels attacked a civilian oil tanker 
in the Red Sea west of Yemen’s Hodeidah port. The 
vessel—a huge, Saudi-flagged, double-hulled crude 
carrier (VLCC) named Arsan—had left Ras Tanura terminal 
on July 16th carrying about two million barrels of oil for 
Egypt. Following the attack, Saudi Arabia suspended 
its movement of oil tankers through the Bab al-Mandab 
Strait, and such disruptions of global energy flows will 
continue until Houthi forces leave the coastal province 
of Hodeidah.(45) Khalid al Falih, the kingdom’s energy 
minister, said shipments through the Bab el-Mandeb 
strait, which connects the Gulf of Aden to the Red Sea,  
would be temporarily suspended.(46)

 Escalating threat of the Houthi] تصاعد تهديد صواريخ الحوثيني عىل السعودية وإخفاقات املواجهة  (44)
missiles to Saudi Arabia and failures of the confrontation]. (2018, August 18). 
Al Jazeera Centre for Studies. Retrieved from https://studies.aljazeera.net/ar/
reports/2018/08/180807073942271.html

(45) Knights, M. & Nadimi, F. (2018, July 27). Curbing Houthi attacks on 
civilian ships in the Bab al-Mandab. The Washington Institute for Near East 
Policy. Retrieved from  https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/
view/curbing-houthi-attacks-on-civilian-ships-in-the-bab-al-mandab   

(46) Sheppard, D., Al Omran, A., & Raval, A.  (2018, July 26). Saudis suspend 
Red Sea oil shipments after tanker attacks. Financial Times. Retrieved from  
https://www.ft.com/content/f0858962-9005-11e8-b639-7680cedcc421



Yemen Conflict

68

A satellite view of the Bab el-Mandeb Strait. Photographer: USGS/

NASA Landsat/Orbital Horizon via Getty Images

Source: Bloomberg 

Kuwait and the UAE announced that they were also 
considering suspending shipping oil via the Bab al-
Mandab strait, in an attempt to show that the Houthis’ 
behavior threatened the international corridor, and 
harmed vital international economic interests. However, 
those measures were met with international disregard, 
with the exception of a statement made by Qasem 
Soleimani, the then head of IRGC Quds Force. He 
emphasized that the Red Sea, which used to be quite 
safe for Americans, was no longer considered safe for 
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them.(47) In a political maneuver, Muhammad Ali al-
Houthi, the head of the Houthi supreme revolutionary 
committee, announced on July 31st an initiative by the 
Houthis to unilaterally suspend military operations in the 
Red Sea for two weeks, as of midnight on August 1st.(48) 
The most prominent regional response to that attack was 
the announcement made by Prime Minister Benjamin 
Netanyahu on August 1st that Israel would deploy its 
military if Iran were to try to block the Bab el-Mandeb 
strait that links the Red Sea to the Gulf of Aden.(49) This 
was the first time that Israel has threatened to intervene 
directly in the conflict. 

The War on Terror

After the liberation of Aden and the rest of the southern 
governorates, the United Arab Emirates focused on 
strengthening its influence there, whether through its 
direct military presence or through its militias in those 
governorates. In order to justify its military presence in 
the southern governorates, the UAE military leadership 
planned for a number of military operations in areas where 

(47)  General Soleimani: The Red Sea is no longer safe for the Ameri-
cans. (2018, July 26). Iran Press. Retrieved from https://iranpress.com/en/
iran-i127525-general_soleimani_the_red_sea_is_no_longer_safe_for_the_
americans  

(48)  Yemen’s Houthis halt Red Sea attacks for two weeks. (2018, July 31). 
Reuters. Retrieved from https://www.reuters.com/article/us-yemen-security/
yemens-houthis-halt-red-sea-attacks-for-two-weeks-idUSKBN1KL1W4  

(49)  Israel warns Iran of military response if it closed key Red Sea strait. 
(2018, August 2). Reuters. Retrieved from https://www.reuters.com/article/
us-israel-redsea/israel-warns-iran-of-military-response-if-it-closed-key-red-
sea-strait-idUSKBN1KM5VM  
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there were suspected extremist militant organizations 
and al-Qaeda fighters. Some of these operations were 
conducted with the direct participation of the Emirati 
forces and  the American Intelligence and military. In 
February 2018, the UAE forces supported a military and 
security operation called “Al-Faisal” which aimed to 
establish security at the border between the Hadhramaut 
and Shabwa governorates; also the location of the 
Balhaf station from which liquefied gas is exported. In 
that same month, the UAE also supported the Operation 
Decisive Sword to restore control of the Saeed District in 
Shabwa Governorate.(50)On March 7th, the security belt 
forces and UAE- backed forces in the Abyan governorate 
launched Operation Sweeping Torrent led by their 
commander Abdullatif Al-Sayyid which aimed to purge 
the Al-Mahfed district, northwest of Abyan, from al-
Qaeda militants. The forces arrested nine local al-Qaeda 
leaders, including Salih Ahmed Laqra’, the alleged emir 
of al-Qaeda in the Muhafid district, in addition to killing 
Nasser Mohsen Basabreen who was allegedly his deputy.(51) 
On March 11th, the Emirati news agency announced that 
the operation had been successfully concluded with the 
security belt forces clearing the Al-Mahfed district from 

(50) Ardemagni, E. (2018, July 19). The UAE’s security-economic nexus 
in Yemen. Carnegie Endowment for International Peace. Retrieved from  
https://carnegieendowment.org/sada/76876  

 Do the Gulf Countries want to defeat] هل يريد الخليج االنتصار عىل إيران أم لديه أطامع يف اليمن ؟  (51)
Iran, or they have their own agenda in Yemen?]. (2018, April 14). Abaad Stud-
ies & Research Center. Retrieved from https://abaadstudies.org/news-59778.
html
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Al-Qaeda fighters with the support of the Saudi coalition. 
However, it is not clear whether Al-Qaeda fighters in Al-
Mahfed withdrew from the region due to the change in 
the balance of power.

On November 29th, the Hadhrami Elite Forces, with the 
direct support of the Saudi-led Arab Coalition, launched 
the Operation Iron Fist to expand the military deployment 
of the coastal districts in order to cut off supplies of al-
Qaeda and other terrorist groups. Major General Faraj 
Salmin Al-Bahsani, Governor of Hadhramaut, stressed 
that the new security deployment plan in the districts 
west of Mukalla involved providing security and stability 
in these areas towards the plateau. He pointed out that 
their forces were prepared, equipped and trained, and so 
they took their positions to permanently eliminate any 
security threat towards these directorates.
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Source: European Council on Foreign Relations

The official spokesman for the leadership of the Second 
Military Zone, Hisham Al-Jabri, explained that the 
operation aimed to control lands used for the passage 
and movement of extremists, indicating that these 
areas were insecure, used by terrorists, and had no 
military presence before. He added that the Hadhrami 
Elite Forces in the Second Military Zone, backed by 
the Arab Coalition, carried out Operation Iron Fist with 
widespread deployment in the Yab’ath district west of 
Mukalla to tighten the security grip on the Hadhramaut 
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coast districts. This operation was part of the joint efforts 
between the leadership of the Second Military Zone and 
the Saudi-led coalition to combat terrorism and restore 
security and stability in the region. These operations 
managed to expel al-Qaeda from some rural areas, 
restrict the movement of its supporters in other regions, 
and impose security and military authority in some areas 
where they were absent, at least temporarily. However, 
other than Operation Iron First  carried out on November 
29th by the Hadhrami Elite Forces (commanded by the 
Hadhramaut governor and backed by the Arab Alliance) 
the UAE has unilaterally managed terrorism without 
Yemeni authority, and sometimes without even the 
Coalition leadership; implementing these operations 
with military units that do not recognize the Yemeni 
government. This may bring opposite outcomes in the 
medium and long term.

In the aftermath of the murder of the Khashoggi in 
October 2018 and the aggravation of the humanitarian 
crisis in Yemen, pressure increased on the American 
administration to reconsider its role in the war there. 
American President Donald Trump summoned the 
Alliance Leadership Initiative to request that it be stopped. 
The BBC quoted two American officials saying that the 
United States had stopped supplying fuel to Saudi-led 
coalition aircraft in Yemen, and the two officials, who did 
not want to reveal their identity, told Reuters that the 
matter was being discussed by both parties; suggesting 
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that a decision “may be taken by Saudi Arabia in the end, 
given its ability to refuel.”(52) However, according to the 
Washington Post, the Saudi Press Agency said that “the 
coalition, led by Riyadh and including a number of mostly 
Arab nations, had ‘requested cessation’ of the refuelling 
due to its own increasing ability.”(53)

Political Developments 

The most prominent political developments during 
2018 were the disturbance of the Yemeni government 
in Aden and the so-called “liberated” governorates. The 
performance of the government was extremely weak due 
to the conflict with the UAE and its military entities. The 
two parties slid into a bloody fight in Aden, forcing the 
president to stay in Riyadh which badly weakened the 
government further. UN special envoy to Yemen, Martin 
Griffiths, attempted to broker new talks between the 
Yemeni government and the Houthi rebels after they had 
been halted for more than two years. Initially, his efforts in 
September had failed at the last minute to bring the two 
sides together, however, due to international pressure, 
the talks were eventually held in December in Sweden. 
Among the notable developments in the political context 
is the fragmentation of Saleh’s party, the GPC, after the 

 Washington stops providing fuel] واشنطن تتوقف عن تزويد مقاتالت التحالف يف اليمن بالوقود  (52)
for coalition fighters in Yemen]. (2018, November 10). BBC News Arabic. Re-
trieved from https://www.bbc.com/arabic/middleeast-46160500 

(53) Hudson, J.  & Ryan, M. (2018, November 10). Trump administration to 
end refueling of Saudi-coalition aircraft in Yemen conflict. The Washington 
Post. Retrieved from https://rb.gy/glx9hz
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murder of its leader the previous year. The party, which 
had been ruling Yemen for about three decades, divided 
into various wings.

In 2018, the Yemeni government faced different challenges 
in controlling and managing the liberated areas. Relations 
with the UAE were the main source of these challenges. 
However, the relations slightly improved at the end of the 
year which reflected positively on the role and presence 
of the Yemeni government in those areas. In Aden, the 
tension between the Yemeni government and the UAE and 
its secessionist military unit had escalated even though 
President Hadi remained in Riyadh as one of the measures 
taken by Saudi Arabia to ensure that there was no tension 
with the Southern Transitional Council. However, the 
STC, reasons that were unclear, stepped up against the 
government headed by Yemeni Prime Minister Ahmed 
Obaid bin Daghar. In December 2017, the STC launched a 
broad campaign against the government, accusing it of 
corruption and mismanagement. On January 22nd, the 
STC announced that they would topple the government 
unless the president fired the government within a week. 
Due to the mobilization against the government, violent 
military battles broke out on Sunday January 28th, 2018 
in Aden between the Presidential Protection Forces, 
President Hadi’s guard security, and the military units of 
the STC. The fight continued for three days. Meanwhile, 
bin Daghar appealed to the Arab Coalition to save Aden 
from the separatist’s groups. He demanded, in a post 
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on his Facebook page, that the Alliance and all Arabs 
(especially the UAE, which he described as the decision-
maker in Aden) “move to save the situation, as they are the 
ones who control it.” He described what was happening 
as “a retaliation against the internationally recognized 
government, dividing Yemen, and enacting the coup in 
Sanaa”(54).  Eventually, the pro-STC forces, backed by the 
UAE, managed to control the whole city of Aden except 
the office of the Prime Minister in Maashiq. To contain 
the ongoing fighting, a Saudi-Emirati security committee 
arrived in Aden on Wednesday January 31st to oversee 
the ceasefire and supervise the return of captured 
camps and the exchange of prisoners. Even after the 
fighting ended, Abu Dhabi continued to adopt a hostile 
policy towards President Hadi and his government. 
They implemented open measures to undermine the 
president’s authority, marginalize it, and even drive him 
out of Aden and the Southern governorates. Because 
of the restrictions on the government, Bin Daghar and 
the ministers were forced to move to Riyadh. Later, the 
government returned Aden for a short while before they 
were forced to return to Riyadh, from which President 
Hadi continued to perform his duties. Meanwhile, 
government officials condemned the way that the UAE 
dealt with the president and government — some of 
them even resigned for that reason. 

 Clashes in Aden ... and Bin Daghar: A] اشتباكات يف عدن... وبن دغر: انقالب عىل الرشعية  (54)
coup against legitimate government]. (2018, January 28). Al Araby. Retrieved 
from https://rb.gy/8ffeb0
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The tension between the Yemeni government and the 
UAE reached an unprecedented level due to a series of 
measures and policies taken by the UAE and the Yemeni 
government described as “hostile” that threatened the 
sovereignty of the country. Ahmed Al-Maisari, Deputy 
Prime Minister and Minister of Interior Affairs, attacked 
the UAE policy in southern Yemen. In an interview with 
the PBS America network on May 18th(55), he accused the 
Emirates of controlling the port and airport in Aden, and 
added that even though he was the Deputy of the Prime 
Minister and Minister of Interior Affairs he “could not 
enter the temporary capital of Aden without permission 
from the United Arab Emirates” and threatened to hold 
a press conference to reveal what was going on there. 
Earlier, on April 12th, he had indicated in an interview 
with France 24 TV that “the Yemeni President Abd 
Rabbuh Mansour Hadi is not welcomed by those who 
control the Aden airport, seaport and its entry points” 
referring to the security belt forces backed by the UAE. 
In the wake of these statements, he was called to visit 
the UAE. At the end of May, Al-Maisari visited Abu 
Dhabi. It seemed that this visit paved the way for the 
meeting of the Yemeni President with the leaders of 
Abu Dhabi, as it was followed by a visit by Abu Dhabi 
Foreign Minister Abdullah bin Zayed to Hadi in Makkah, 
Saudi Arabia. On June 13th, the Yemeni President made 

(55)  Yemen’s interior minister: Our country is occupied by UAE. (2018, May 
21). Middle East Monitor. Retrieved from https://www.middleeastmonitor.
com/20180521-yemens-interior-minister-our-country-is-occupied-by-uae/ 
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a visit to Abu Dhabi during which he met with Sheikh 
Mohammed bin Zayed Al Nahyan, the Crown Prince of 
Abu Dhabi.(56) Media reports indicated that Saudi Arabia 
played a significant role in preparing for this visit which 
involved two meetings; the first brought together the 
Yemeni Minister of Interior affairs Ahmed Al-Maisari with 
the Emirati leaders, and the second was between the 
UAE’s Foreign Minister and President Hadi.(57)

On June 14th, one day after his visit to Abu Dhabi, President 
Hadi returned to Aden after a year-long absence during 
which he had lived in Riyadh. This quick journey back to 
Yemen confirmed the news that he was initially banned 
from returning to Yemen with an Emirati veto. It also 
indicated that a settlement between the two parties was 
discussed during the visit which allowed Hadi’s return to 
Yemen. However, that settlement quickly collapsed, and 
tension escalated again due to the measures taken by 
the UAE on the Yemeni island of Socotra.

(56)  Yemen president in rare visit to estranged UAE ally. (2018, June 12). 
France 24. Retrieved from https://www.france24.com/en/20180612-ye-
men-president-rare-visit-estranged-uae-ally  

(57)  Yemen president visits UAE after months of tensions. (2018, June 
13). Middle East Monitor. Retrieved from https://www.middleeastmonitor.
com/20180613-yemen-president-visits-uae-after-months-of-tensions/ 
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Socotra Island Crisis

The island of Socotra was 
relatively peaceful. It is about 
220 miles away from mainland 
Yemen It’s often called the 
Galapagos of the Indian Ocean, 
and hosts around 800 rare 
animal and plant species. The 
territory is located near major 
shipping routes and is officially 
part of Yemen, and had long 
been a subdivision of the Aden Governorate. The 
island constitutes around 95% of the landmass of the 
Socotra archipelago. In 2008 Socotra was recognized as 
a UNESCO World Heritage Site.

On April 30th, 2018, in a unilateral move, more than a 
hundred troops with armored vehicles were deployed 
by the UAE on the Island of Socotra. At the beginning, 
the UAE sent military aircraft carrying UAE soldiers 
and armoured vehicles. In a rare visit, Yemen’s prime 
minister Ahmed Obeid bin Daghar arrived in Socotra 
with a number of ministers. The visit came as a message 
to reassert Yemeni authority on the archipelago after 
news of the UAE’s alleged plans to seize the important 
island accelerated. A few days later, according to several 
witnesses the UAE forces kicked out all civilian and 
Yemeni military personnel from the airstrip and port 
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they controlled. The UAE continued deploying weapon 
and military equipment. The Independent reported that 
“four Emirati C-17 military cargo planes landed to unload 
at least two BMP-3 tanks, armoured vehicles and 100 
new troops – the first heavy artillery deployment since 
it established a Socotra military base two years ago. 
The Yemeni government says it was not informed of 
the move beforehand.”(58) Emirati forces seized all vital 
institutions there, including the airport, the ports and the 
government headquarters. Due to these developments, 
the diplomatic relations between the UAE and the 
Yemeni government deteriorated as the prime minister, 
Bin Daghar, accused the UAE of occupying the Island 
of Socotra as their forces controlled the airport and 
prevented him, and the accompanied ministers, from 
leaving the island.

The crisis drew international attention when the Yemeni 
government filed an official complaint to the UN 
Security Council against the UAE, slamming Abu Dhabi’s 
“unjustified military actions” on the Yemeni island of 
Socotra.(59) Two weeks later on May 14th, Saudi Arabia 
also deployed military troops on the island. Eventually, 

(58) McKernan, B., & Towers, L. (2018, May 10). The island paradise Socotra 
has been dragged into Yemen’s Civil War. The Independent. Retrieved from 
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/middle-east/socotra-yemen-civ-
il-war-uae-miltary-base-island-life-emirates-a8342621.html  

(59)  Yemen complains to UN about UAE military occupation of Socotra 
island. (2018, May 10). The New Arab. Retreived from https://english.alaraby.
co.uk/english/news/2018/5/10/yemen-complains-to-un-about-uae-occupa-
tion-of-socotra 
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the Yemeni-UAE dispute was settled by a deal for a joint 
military training exercise between the two countries on 
the Island of Socotra. The deal stipulated the return of 
administrative control of Socotra’s airport and seaport 
to Yemen. On December 31st 2018, a UAE official visiting 
Socotra stated that the island would become part of the 
UAE and its residents would be given UAE citizenship.(60) 

As the tensions escalated, the STC called for the expulsion 
of the Yemeni government from Aden and the Southern 
governorates on October 3rd and controlling the revenue 
authorities in the Southern governorates. The STC 
demanded the Southern resistance to get ready to drive 
the government out of the southern governorates and 
the public sector employees to tighten control over their 

(60) Abdul Malik, M. (2018, December 31). “You deserve citizenship” .. 
Emirati gift to residents of Socotra and angry responses from Yemen. Teller 
Report. Retrieved from https://www.tellerreport.com/news/--%22you-de-
serve-citizenship%22----emirati-gift-to-residents-of-socotra-and-angry-re-
sponses-from-yemen-.HyN1R3v-E.html  
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institutions and departments, manage these provinces 
and benefit from their revenue. The Council also accused 
the Yemeni government of being corrupt, plundered 
the sources of southern governorates, and held it 
responsible for the situation in the southern cities saying 
that “We announce to the entire world that the Southern 
governorates are all in disastrous situations because of 
the government’s catastrophic policies. We declare that 
we are free from any commitment that binds us to the 
government and the presidency, we assure our support 
to the popular uprising of our patient people in all the 
governorates of the south to eliminate all this trouble.”(61)

In the wake of this declaration, a state of tension and 
anxiety prevailed in Aden and the southern governorates. 
This was due to the mobilization and preparations of 
the STC, who had called for their supporters to gather 
in different governorates while they closed all access to 
the city of Aden. The forces from both sides were alerted 
and people became concerned. However, as the date of 
the “popular uprising” approached — October 14th, the 
day corresponding to the anniversary of the revolution 
against British colonial rule in 1963 — it seemed that 
Saudi Arabia had exerted great pressure on the STC and 
they were forced to cancel their call for the uprising.

Security chaos dominated the political scene in Aden 

 Southern Transitional Council” calls“] االنتقايل الجنويب“ يدعو للسيطرة عىل مؤسسات جنوب اليمن“  (61)
to overtake the institutions of Southern Yemen]. (2018, October 3). Arabi21. 
Retrieved from  https://arabi21.com/story/1127419 
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and a number of southern regions in 2018. Waves of 
assassinations struck a number of religious figures from 
the moderate Salafist movement, and members of the 
Islah party in Aden and other southern governorates. 
The Washington Post newspaper investigated this issue 
trying to answer the question “Who is killing Yemen’s 
clerics? Mystery murders are sending a chill through the 
mosques.” In this report, they concluded that “in this 
chaotic southern Yemeni city, where local government 
is barely functioning and rival gunmen rule the streets, 
clerics have filled a leadership vacuum. As prominent 
community leaders, they now compete for authority 
with ambitious militias, al-Qaeda and the Islamic State. 
And that has made the clerics targets.”(62) 

The first wave of these assassination campaigns targeted 
religious clerics from the moderate Salafist group, even 
though they participated significantly in the war and the 
military confrontation against the Houthis in Aden and 
some southern regions in 2015. They were subjected 
to assassination, or assassination attempts, and these 
operations were carried out in a systematic and shocking 
way. The second wave of these assassinations focused 
on pro-Isah Party members— reports indicated that 
since the liberation of Aden in 2015 until July 2018, more 
than 30 people were assassinated. They were either 
imams of mosques, activists from the Salafi groups, 

(62) Raghavan, S. (2018, August 27). Who is killing Yemen’s clerics? Mystery 
murders are sending a chill through the mosques. The Washington Post. 
Retrieved fromhttps://rb.gy/izyfon
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and pro-Islah party politicians. Therefore, many were 
forced to leave Aden and the southern governorates 
and relocate to somewhere either inside or outside 
Yemen. These reports also indicated that the security 
belt forces carried out mass arrests among the Salafi 
groups who did not declare their loyalty to the Emirates. 
These arrests were usually justified as anti-terrorism 
campaigns. Human Rights Watch documented these 
cases.(63) In a report released in August 2018, HRW 
stated: “The UAE supports Yemeni forces that have 
arbitrarily detained, forcibly disappeared, tortured, and 
abused dozens of people during security operations. 
The UAE finances, arms, and trains these forces, which 
apparently are going after Yemeni branches of Al-
Qaeda or the Islamic State (also known as ISIS). The 
UAE also runs at least two informal detention facilities, 
and its officials appear to have ordered the continued 
detention of people despite release orders, and forcibly 
disappeared people, including reportedly moving high-
profile detainees outside the country.”(64)

In their searching for an answer to the question as to 
who was killing Yemen’s clerics, the Washington Post 
provides some tips saying that many of the assassinated 

(63) Hiding behind the coalition: Failure to Credibly Investigate and Pro-
vide Redress for Unlawful Attacks in Yemen. (2020, May 27). Human Rights 
Watch. Retrieved from https://rb.gy/zlpg7i 

(64) Yemen: UAE backs abusive local forces. (2020, July 15). Human Rights 
Watch. Retrieved from https://www.hrw.org/news/2017/06/22/yemen-uae-
backs-abusive-local-forces 
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clerics were members of an influential Islamist political 
party, known as Islah. The Saudis viewed it as an ally, 
vital to Yemen’s rebuilding. The Emiratis, however, 
consider Islah members dangerous radicals linked to the 
Muslim Brotherhood, which is viewed by some regional 
powers as an extremist group(65) Some of the murdered 
also advocated Yemen unity, while the powerful militias, 
backed by the UAE, favored secession for the southern 
part of the country therefore these assassination 
operations seemed to be an orchestrated plan and 
raised questions over who was behind this systematic 
campaign of assassinations.          

On October 16th, a report from Buzzfeed provided a 
detailed story about what is going on in Aden. and 
revealed that the Emiratis had hired a team of American 
and Israeli mercenaries to assassinate members of the 
Islahi leadership. “American mercenaries — some of 
whom were ex-special operators with Army Special 
Forces, SEAL Team 6, and the CIA — were hired by 
the United Arab Emirates in 2015 to take part in a 
“targeted ssassination program in Yemen.”(66) The leader 
of the mercenaries, Israeli-Hungarian Abraham Golan, 
confessed in the interview with Buzzfeed that there was 

(65) Raghavan, S. (2018, August 27). Who is killing Yemen’s clerics? Mystery 
murders are sending a chill through the mosques. The Washington Post. 
Retrieved from https://rb.gy/ts3f3h

(66) Roston, A. (2018, October 16). A Middle East monarchy hired American 
ex-soldiers to kill its political enemies. This could be the future of war.. Buzz-
Feed News. Retrieved from https://www.buzzfeednews.com/article/aramros-
ton/mercenaries-assassination-us-yemen-uae-spear-golan-dahlan 
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a targeted assassination program in Yemen, that he was 
running it, and that it was sanctioned by the UAE within 
the coalition.    

Yemen-UAE relations improved significantly in the last 
quarter of 2018. This improvement was reflected in the 
formation of a new government and in the relations of 
the UAE with the main Yemeni component including 
the Islah party. On October 15th, President Hadi fired 
Prime Minister Ahmed Ben Daghar. He appointed Maeen 
Abdulmalik Saeed as the new prime minister, a state 
news agency said, adding that bin Daghar would face 
investigation over the “negligence of his government.”(67) 
Saeed has been the Minister of Public Works in the 
Cabinet, which operates from Saudi Arabia, since last 
year. 

Bin Daghar had been at odds with the Southern 
separatists and their main backer, the United Arab 
Emirates, and so it was widely understood that referring 
Bin Daghar to the investigation came as a consolation 
to the UAE. On October 30th, the new prime minister 
Maeen Abdulmalik arrived from Riyadh with all members 
of the cabinet to the temporary capital, Aden. After 
arriving in Aden, the prime minister assured that the 
government was in Aden with all its members, and 
would settle there to conduct its work and address 
administrative, economic and financial imbalances and 

(67)  Yemen’s president Hadi sacks premier over economic crisis. (2018, 
October 15). Reuters. Retrieved fromhttps://rb.gy/pnm1lj
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to activate state institutions.(68) The Yemeni government 
was expected to arrive soon in Aden to perform its 
duties from the interim capital of Aden permanently, 
after agreeing with the Arab Coalition to support and 
facilitate its work so that it could improve the economic 
conditions, provide basic services, and address defects 
in the administrative structure.(69) It was remarkable that 
after the appointment of the new prime minister, the 
situation in Aden stabilized. This was accompanied by 
a change in the tones of the STC statements, whether 
against the government or even towards President Hadi. 
Hani bin Brik, the council’s vice president, confirmed in 
a press interview that the STC admitted the legitimacy 
of President Hadi. At the same time, the obstacles that 
the STC had placed before the government in Aden were 
lifted. The support provided by the Coalition countries 
to Hadi’s government was enhanced, so the services 
provided to people were noticeably improved. The Saudi 
government had undertaken the task of providing oil 
derivatives that cost about USD 60 million per month to 
operate the electrical generators, therefore the access to 
electricity in Aden, Hadhramaut and a number of other 
areas in the southern governorates was regulated. 

 Abdul-Malik, the] عبد امللك يصل عدن.. الحكومة اليمنية تعود بكامل أعضائها بتاريخ الثالثاء 30 أكتوبر 2018  (68)
Prime Minister, arrives in Aden ... The entire Yemeni government returns on 
Tuesday 30 October 2018]. (2018, October 30). Alarabiya. Retrieved from 
http://ara.tv/pwsqf   

(69)  Yemen’s new prime minister Maeen Abdulmalik Saeed arrives in Aden. 
(2018, October 30). Arab News. Retrieved from https://www.arabnews.com/
node/1396346/middle-east 
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It seems that the settlement extended to the relations 
between the UAE and the Yemeni Islah party, which 
was the largest party opposing the Houthis and 
supporting the government politically and even militarily. 
Mohammed Al-Yadoumi, the President of the Islah party 
and Abdul-Wahhab Al-Ansi, the Secretary General of 
the party, were invited to visit the UAE on November 
15th, during which they met the Crown Prince of Abu 
Dhabi, Mohammed bin Zayed. The visit was hailed 
and welcomed by the leaders of the Islah party. The 
meeting came after tense relations between the two 
parties, which reached mutual recrimination and media 
war. The hostility reached its climax in October, when 
Buzzfeed’s website published a report revealing that the 
UAE recruited foreign mercenaries to carry out targeted 
assassinations in the city of Aden, targeting local leaders 
including Islah prominent members(70). The ‘cordial’ 
meeting occurred within a month after the report had 
been published, after which the Islah Party vowed to sue 
the UAE. The meeting in Abu Dhabi apparently ended the 
demand for investigation. Adnan Al-Odaini, deputy head 
of the media department in the Islah Party, described 
the meeting with the ‘brothers’ in the UAE as a “positive 
and important step towards strengthening cohesion in 
the coalition supporting legitimacy in order to achieve 

(70)  Roston, A. (2018, October 16). A Middle East monarchy hired American 
ex-soldiers to kill its political enemies. This could be the future of war.. Buzz-
Feed News. Retrieved from https://www.buzzfeednews.com/article/aramros-
ton/mercenaries-assassination-us-yemen-uae-spear-golan-dahlan 
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its goals of eliminating the coup.” He added that “the 
meetings came at a good time, because the Coalition and 
the government need to cooperate to end the Iranian-
backed Houthi coup.”(71) He also criticized Qatar’s policy 
toward Yemen and pointed to the dissatisfaction of the 
Islah party with the Qatari role in supporting the Houthis. 
He added that “Qatar was part of the Arab coalition, and 
it knew that the Houthi threat did not target Yemen alone 
but it was a threat against the Arab and the Gulf security, 
therefore any kind of support to the Houthis would 
endanger Qatar itself.(72)”It is not known whether Abu 
Dhabi’s invitation to the leaders of Islah Party reflects a 
real change in its assessment of the party, or if it was just 
a tactical measure required by the battles taking place 
in the western coast and the city of Hodeidah, and to a 
greater degree the tremendous pressures facing Saudi 
Arabia and the UAE in the aftermath of the murder of 
the Khashoggi in early October. Today, these pressures 
might force the two countries to suspend or end the 
war partially or completely. Such a decision required 
a rearrangement of the positions of the parties that 
supported the legitimate government in Yemen.

 Islah: The Abu Dhabi] اإلصالح:لقاءات أبوظبي ”إيجابية“ وتأيت امتدادا للقاءات التي رعاها األمري محمد بن سلامن  (71)
meetings are “positive” and they came as extensions of the meetings spon-
sored by Prince Mohammed bin Salman]. (2018, November 15). Al- Sahwah 
Net. Retrieved from https://www.alsahwa-yemen.net/p-25284    

 Islah: The Abu Dhabi] اإلصالح:لقاءات أبوظبي ”إيجابية“ وتأيت امتدادا للقاءات التي رعاها األمري محمد بن سلامن  (72)
meetings are “positive” and they came as extensions of the meetings spon-
sored by Prince Mohammed bin Salman]. (2018, November 15). Al- Sahwah 
Net. Retrieved from https://www.alsahwa-yemen.net/p-25284    



Yemen Conflict

90

Disintegration of the GPC 

In the wake of the failure of the unplanned uprising led 
by Saleh, the president of the General People’s Congress 
(GPC) spoke out against the Houthis on December 2nd, 
2017. This resulted in the killing of the party’s president 
and the Houthis attacking the party members in the 
provinces under their control. The party disintegrated 
into small groups with varying loyalties. Many leaders of 
GPC fled outside Sanaa towards Aden and Marib, and 
a number of them moved to Saudi Arabia and joined 
the pro-President Hadi wing, while the family of the 
former president was transferred to the UAE. Saleh’s 
nephew, Tariq Muhammad Abdullah Saleh,(73) who 
avoided recognizing the legitimacy of President Hadi, 
fled to Shabwa governorate and from there to Aden. In 
Aden, under the supervision of the UAE, camps were 
established to receive the officers and soldiers of the 
Republican Guard(74) and the pro-Saleh fighters. Tariq 
Saleh relocated his followers to the west coast to take 
part in the military battles there. The leaders of the GPC 
were dispersed in different countries. Some of them 
fled to the UAE, where Ahmed Ali, Saleh’s son, and a 
number of his brothers were released from the Houthi 

(73) Tariq Saleh: Prior to the February Revolution in 2011, he headed the elite 
Presidential Guard. 

(74) The Republican Guard is an elite formation of the Yemen Army. It was 
established by the ousted president Saleh and appointed his son, Ahmed, 
as the head of it. The Republican Guard’s brigades are considered the most 
loyal units to Saleh and his family. 
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prisons on April 3rd. Ahmed Saleh purposely did not 
show any sign of support or recognition to president 
Hadi. His statements were usually vague and not specific. 
Some of his supporters led media campaigns on social 
media calling for his name to be removed from the list 
of international sanctions imposed by the UN Security 
Council.(75)

The party leaders who remained in Sanaa were 
submissive and obedient to the Houthis. However, a 
number of ministers affiliated with the GPC managed to 
escape outside Sanaa, and some of them announced that 
they supported the legitimate government. The Houthis 
intensified their marginalization of the supporters of 
the GPC after the killing of Saleh, and more after the 
killing of Saleh al-Samad, the head of what is known as 
the political council.(76) In April 2018, more GPC leaders 
fled outside Sanaa.(77) Ahmed Obaid bin Daghar, the 
former Prime Minister of the legitimate government, had 
been active in receiving these fled cadres and joining 
them in the pro-Hadi wing, and President Hadi was 

(75) Translator’s Note: On April 14th, 2015, the United States Department of 
the Treasury’s Office of Foreign Assets Control added Ahmed Ali Abdullah 
Saleh to the list of Specially Designated Nationals, barring US citizens and 
businesses from interacting with Saleh or his assets. 

(76) Translator’s Note: The political Council is supposedly the council that 
manages the areas under the Houthis control. It was formed in 2015 as a kind 
of power-sharing between the Houthis and the ousted president Saleh in the 
aftermath of the Houthis coup. 

 Coalition raid kills head of the] غارة للتحالف تقتل“ رئيس الذراع السيايس للحركة الحوثية يف اليمن“  (77)
Houthi movement political arm in Yemen]. (2018, April 23). BBC News Arabic. 
Retrieved from https://www.bbc.com/arabic/middleeast-43872868 
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also the leader of the GPC. The leaders of the GPC in 
Sanaa rejected the calls of bin Daghar to recognize Hadi 
as president of the party. The leaders of the GPC had 
decided to fire Hadi from his position as deputy of GPC 
president on November 6th, 2014 accusing him of being 
behind adding Saleh to the list of international sanctions. 
A number of party leaders living in Cairo, Egypt, had 
previously met in the Saudi capital, Riyadh, with a number 
of Saudi officials in what appeared to be an attempt to 
rearrange the internal frame of the party and chart the 
paths of its participation in the future. Although the GPC 
currently suffers from division and rupture, it does have 
a high ability to heal quickly, because these divisions are 
more personal among its leaders rather than ideological 
or political split. If the GPC leaders put national interests 
above their own, they can reunite the party. This party 
also has great potential for revitalization, especially if the 
armed conflict subsides, a political process is activated, 
and it receives external support, which is expected from 
the UAE and possibly Saudi Arabia as well.

The warring parties in Yemen went through three 
rounds of talks under pressure from the international 
community and the auspices of the United Nations and its 
representative in Yemen, Ould Cheikh Ahmed. The third 
round, which was the longest and lasted from April 21st 
to August 7th, 2016, took place in Kuwait, and resulted 
in failure. The first round took place from June 16th to 
June 19th, 2015; and the second in mid-December, 2015. 
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Both rounds were held in Geneva, Switzerland. Since 
the end of the talks round in Kuwait in August 2016, 
UN Special Envoy for Yemen, Ismail Ould Cheikh, had 
not been able to bring the warring parties to a single 
table for negotiation. Moreover, the relationship between 
Ismail Ould Cheikh and the Houthis had been strained. 
In February 2017, the Houthis requested the Secretary-
General of the United Nations, Antonio Guterres, to 
appoint a new envoy claiming that Ould Cheikh was 
biased towards the Arab Alliance.

In June 2017, the head of the rebel-installed Supreme 
Political Council, Saleh al-Samad, said that UN envoy 
Ismail Ould Cheikh Ahmed would no longer be allowed 
entry to the Houthi-controlled areas in Yemen, no more 
contact would be allowed with him, and that he was not 
welcome there. Samad added that the UN envoy was 
not desirable in efforts to resolve the conflict in Yemen, 
and if the UN chose another envoy, he should respect 
the people’s will. In this context, the Houthis spokesman, 
Mohammed Abdul-Salam, said that “the UN envoy 
had abandoned his neutrality and did not respect UN 
resolutions.”(78)

In his briefing to the Security Council on February 27th, 
Ould Cheikh blamed the failure of the Kuwait talks on the 
Houthis, as “they were not prepared to make concessions 

(78) Yemen’s Houthis to boycott UN envoy. (2017, 6). Al Jazeera. Retrieved 
from https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2017/06/yemen-houthis-boycott-en-
voy-170606153213111.html 
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on the proposed security arrangements, which 
constituted a major obstacle to reaching a negotiated 
solution.”(79) On February 16th, the Secretary General of 
the United Nations, Antonio Guterres, officially appointed 
the British diplomat Martin Griffiths as a special envoy of 
the United Nations to Yemen. After a series of meetings 
with the Yemeni and regional conflicting parties, Griffiths 
spoke in his first briefing to the Security Council on April 
17th about a framework for Yemeni peace negotiations 
that would be presented to the UN Security Council 
within two months.

In July 2018, while the National Army forces approached 
the city of Hodeidah, Martin Griffiths intensified his 
diplomatic activity as he visited the parties involved in 
the conflict in Yemen in an attempt to avoid the battle 
of Hodeidah, a city which was under the control of the 
Houthis. In another briefing to the UN Security Council 
on August 2nd, Griffiths announced that he had become 
convinced that there would be more opportunities to 
handle the situation in Hodeidah Governorate  if these 
took place within the framework of a comprehensive 
political settlement. He disclosed plans to invite the 
main warring parties to UN-led consultations scheduled 
for September 6th in Geneva, Switzerland to discuss 
the framework for negotiations and confidence-building 
measures. He stated that these consultations would be 

(79) Al Bata, S. (2018, Feb 28). Al Houthis to blame for Yemen peace fail-
ure—UN envoy. Gulf News. Retrieved from https://gulfnews.com/world/gulf/
yemen/al-houthis-to-blame-for-yemen-peace-failureun-envoy-1.2180858 
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comprehensive and that women’s groups and Southern 
players would be engaged, among others.(80)

This proposed round of talks experienced setbacks even 
before it began due Houthi rebels insisting their demands 
be met.  These demands included the transport of 50 
wounded rebels to Oman, the repatriation of those who 
had already received treatment there, and a guarantee 
that the Houthi delegation would be allowed to return 
to Sanaa from Geneva.(81) While the delegation of the 
Yemeni government arrived in Geneva, Switzerland at 
the appointed time, the Houthis refused to send their 
representatives. After a three-day wait, the Houthi 
delegation failed to show up causing the Yemeni 
delegation to leave Switzerland, and the talks to collapse.(82) 
It seemed that the Houthis’ refusal to participate in the 
talks was one of the main reasons that gave the Arab 
Coalition and the government forces the green light to 
advance towards the city of Hodeidah, and they managed 
to take control of most of the city entrances.

In the wake of the failure of the previous round of 

Yemen at the United Nations - July 2018] اليمن يف األمم املتحدة – نرشة يوليو / متوز2018  (80)
bulletin]. (2018, September 4). Sanaa Center for Strategic Studies. Retrieved 
from https://sanaacenter.org/ar/publications-all/yemen-at-the-un-ar/6376 

(81) Bibbo, B.   (2018, September 8). Yemen’s Geneva talks fall apart af-
ter Houthi no-show. AlJazeera. Retrieved from https://www.aljazeera.
com/news/2018/09/yemen-geneva-talks-fall-government-delega-
tion-leaves-180908082941894.html 

(82) Nebehay, S. (2018, September 8). Yemen peace talks collapse in Geneva 
after Houthi no-show. Reuters. Retrieved from https://www.reuters.com/
article/us-yemen-security-un/yemen-peace-talks-collapse-in-geneva-after-
houthi-no-show-idUSKCN1LO08Z 
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negotiations, UN envoy Griffiths, traveled to meet 
with the conflicting parties, and focused his efforts on 
providing the necessary guarantees for the presence of 
the negotiating delegations, especially the Houthis. The 
regional and international developments also helped 
to push the parties towards negotiations that Sweden 
announced hosting. The Khashoggi murder and the 
international pressure it put in Saudi Arabia to end the 
war in Yemen contributed to pushing the parties toward 
negotiation. 

In two separate statements on October 30th, US Secretary 
of Defense Jim Mattis and Secretary of State Mike Pompeo 
called for a ceasefire in Yemen within 30 days, calling on 
all parties involved in the upcoming UN-led peace talks 
to end the conflict. Pompeo’s most powerful statement 
was: “the time is now for the cessation of hostilities, 
including missile and UAV strikes from Houthi-controlled 
areas into the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia and the United 
Arab Emirates. Subsequently, Coalition air strikes must 
cease in all populated areas in Yemen.”(83) At an event 
at the US Institute of Peace in Washington, Mattis said: 
“Thirty days from now we want to see everybody around 
a peace table based on a ceasefire, based on a pullback 
from the border and then based on ceasing dropping of 
bombs that will permit the (UN) special envoy, Martin 
Griffiths — he’s very good, he knows what he’s doing — 

(83) U.S. Secretary of State Pompeo calls for end to fighting in Yemen. 
(2018, October 31). Reuters. Retrieved from https://af.reuters.com/article/
worldNews/idAFKCN1N502A 
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to get them together in Sweden and end this war.”(84)  On 
October 31st, the foreign secretary of the UK, Jeremy 
Hunt, welcomed the US call for a cessation of hostilities 
in Yemen as a very positive move that could head off a 
“terrible”  humanitarian crisis.(85)

On December 3rd, a plane carrying some 50 wounded 
Houthi rebels landed in Oman to receive treatment. This 
had been one of the Houthis’ demands since September 
when their delegation did not show up in the talks. 
The Arab Coalition supported the move to relocate 
the wounded fighters, saying that it would be among 
several, which showed their support for the UN envoy’s 
proposed confidence-building measures. Dr. Anwar 
Gargash, UAE’s Minister of State for Foreign Affairs: 
“Evacuating wounded Houthi fighters from Sanaa once 
again demonstrates the Yemeni Government and the 
Arab Coalition’s support for peace. We believe Sweden 
offers a critical opportunity to successfully engage in 
a political solution for Yemen.” As part of the series of 
confidence building measures, Yemen’s government and 
the Houthi rebels have agreed to exchange thousands 
of prisoners before planned peace talks in the Swedish 

(84) Browne, R. (2018, October 31). Mattis and Pompeo call for Ye-
men ceasefire ‹within 30 days’. CNN. Retrieved from https://edition.cnn.
com/2018/10/30/politics/jim-mattis-yemen-ceasefire/index.html 

(85) Watt, N. (2018, October 31). Hunt ‹welcomes’ US Yemen announcement. 
BBC News. Retrieved from https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-politics-46044125 
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capital, Stockholm.(86)

On Thursday, December 6th, the warring parties held the 
first session of face-to-face talks. Two main categories 
of issues were discussed: economic and humanitarian 
aspects (such as opening airports and ports, and prisoner 
swaps) and the general framework for future negotiations 
(confidence-building mechanisms, stopping the war and 
the transitional period). The United States, Britain, and 
many other countries welcomed the peace talks, and US 
State Department spokesperson Heather Nauert hailed 
the announcement of Yemen peace talks in Sweden as 
a “necessary and vital first step,” calling on all parties 
to engage fully and “cease any ongoing hostilities.” She 
added that: “We have no illusions that this process will 
be easy, but we welcome this necessary and vital first 
step.”(87) Iran also supported the UN-sponsored Yemen 
peace talks in Sweden according to the Foreign Ministry 
statement reported on Iranian state television. The 
ministry stated that Iran welcomed the talks in Sweden 
and that Tehran was ready to support international talks 
to end the crisis and emphasized the importance of 

(86) Rebel Houthi delegation on way to Stockholm for peace talks. (2018, 
December 4). The National. Retrieved from https://www.thenational.ae/
world/gcc/rebel-houthi-delegation-on-way-to-stockholm-for-peace-
talks-1.798890 

(87) Yemen consultations in Sweden. (2018, December 5). U.S. Embas-
sy in Yemen. Retrieved from  https://ye.usembassy.gov/yemen-consulta-
tions-in-sweden/ 
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providing humanitarian aid to the people.(88)

Economic Developments

In 2018, the economic situation in Yemen was deteriorating 
and nearing collapse. The value of the Yemeni rial 
witnessed a sharp decline against foreign currencies. The 
prices of goods, services, and oil derivatives hiked. Many 
Yemeni regions witnessed severe crises in oil derivatives 
and cooking gas. Most government employees did not 
receive their salaries for months, especially those in 
areas under the Houthis control. The Central Bank, which 
was relocated to Aden, suffered many challenges that 
crippled it. The main ports and airports in the liberated 
areas were practically under the control of the UAE and 
its local affiliated entities. However, some of these aspects 
improved in the last two months of 2018, especially the 
value of the currency. The government also was allowed 
to export limited quantities of oil through the Shabwa 
governorate.  The Central Bank in Aden started to 
function better as well. 

In mid-August of 2017, the Central Bank in Aden 
floated the currency, which had previously been fixed, 
or pegged, at 250 rial to the dollar. By that time, 
black market rates had reportedly reached 400 rial to 
the dollar. By floating the currency, the central bank 

(88)  Iran backs Yemen peace talks, wants end of crisis: State TV. (2018, 
December 3). Reuters. Retrieved from https://www.reuters.com/article/
us-yemen-security-iran/iran-backs-yemen-peace-talks-wants-end-of-crisis-
state-tv-idUSKBN1O20N0 
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allowed the foreign exchange market forces of supply 
and demand to determine the exchange rate, resolving 
the discrepancy between the black market rate and the 
pegged rate.(89)In the last months of 2017, the value of 
the Yemeni rial dropped quickly to reach about 392 rials 
per dollar in October of 2017. To prop up the rial, Saudi 
Arabia’s King Salman ordered a deposit of $2 billion to 
be paid into Yemen’s central bank to shore up the weak 
Yemeni currency.(90) The rial had lost more than half its 
value against the U.S. dollar since 2015 and soaring prices 
had put some basic commodities out of reach for many 
Yemenis. After the Saudi announcement, the value of the 
rial rose rapidly in the market, bringing the exchange rate 
to 430 rials per USD, due to the psychological impact 
that the announcement on the Saudi deposit had left. At 
the end of January, the price of the rial started declining 
again to reach about 495 rials per USD. In February, the 
rial continued dropping as its rate fell from 458 to more 
than 492 per USD, however, after news of an imminent 
agreement on Saudi deposits of $2 billion, the value of the 
rial rose slightly to 480 against the US  dollar. At the end 
of February, the Central Bank of Yemen in Aden began 

(89) Easterly, G. Currency in crisis: The yemeni riyal and the dangerous 
effects of depreciation — Yemen peace project. (2018, July 27). Yemen Peace 
Project. Retrieved 
from https://www.yemenpeaceproject.org/blog-x/2018/7/27/currency-in-cri-
sis-the-yemeni-riyal-and-the-dangerous-effects-of-depreciation 

(90) Saudi Arabia deposits $2 billion in Yemen Central Bank to back cur-
rency. (2018, January 17). Reuters. Retrieved from https://www.reuters.com/
article/us-yemen-security-saudi-currency/saudi-arabia-deposits-2-billion-in-
yemen-central-bank-to-back-currency-idUSKBN1F610W 
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distributing new 1,000 rial banknotes in the local market 
of a different size than the older Yemeni banknotes. The 
distribution and circulation of the new banknotes were 
completely politically motivated. In the Houthi-controlled 
areas, they prevented the private sector and money 
exchangers from using the new banknotes, attempting to 
undermine the authority of president Hadi’s government. 
Therefore, many people in the Houthi-controlled areas 
are reluctant to trade in the new currency, which limits 
its distribution and effectiveness.(91) The Houthis ban 
on the newly printed banknotes limited the overall rial 
supply in Houthi-control areas, compared to the Yemeni 
government areas. However, the direct consequences of 
such measures by the Houthis was a difference in Yemeni 
rial exchange rates to the foreign currencies between 
Houthis’ areas and the government control areas. 

On March 5th, President Hadi ordered the lifting of 
restrictions on fuel imports in government-controlled 
areas in an attempt to tackle the large-scale fuel crisis, 
and this decision is likely to have a negative impact on 
the rial’s value. The currency value deteriorated again in 
late August, the sharpest downturn since the outbreak of 
the war. The deterioration had a negative impact on the 
country’s economy as the prices of basic commodities 
rose in a country depending mostly on imports to 

-Yemen at the United Nations - Febru] اليمن يف األمم املتحدة – نرشة فرباير / شباط 2018  (91)
ary 2018 publication]. (2019, July 24). Sanaa Center for Strategic Studies. 
Retrieved from https://sanaacenter.org/ar/publications-all/yemen-at-the-un-
ar/5526 
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meet the local needs. Therefore, this rapid devaluation 
of the rial had direct effects on the exacerbation of 
the humanitarian crisis in the country. In order to stop 
this deterioration, both the internationally recognized 
Yemeni government in Aden, and the Houthi authorities 
in Sanaa had taken measures targeting unlicensed 
exchange firms, which had spread at the beginning of 
the conflict in 2015 to practice exchange activity and 
financial transfers. These measures attempted to curb 
the sequences of speculative operations of these firms.(92)  
The collapse of the currency was directly reflected in the 
prices of commodities, as Yemen imports more than 85% 
of what it consumes in hard currency. The most frequently 
imported items are related to basic needs: wheat, rice, 
sugar, infant formula, and cooking oil, according to 
unofficial economic estimates.(93)

 2018, October) .[Yemen Report - August 2018] تقرير اليمن – أغسطس / آب 2018  (92)
12). Sanaa Center for Strategic Studies. Retrieved from https://sanaacenter.
org/ar/publications-all/the-yemen-review-ar/6418 

(93) Brief update on the impact of rapid depreciation of local currency 
(YER) against US dollar on the prices of essential food and fuel commod-
ities - Yemen. (2018, Sep 24). ReliefWeb. Retrieved from https://reliefweb.
int/report/yemen/brief-update-impact-rapid-depreciation-local-curren-
cy-yer-against-us-dollar-prices 
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Source: Central Bank of Yemen, World Food Programme, and Sanaa 

Center Economic Unit(94)

According to The World Bank Report, 

...sharp exchange rate depreciation and volatility have 
driven up commodity prices and annual inflation in 2018, 
exacerbating an already catastrophic humanitarian crisis. 
Prices of essential food have increased considerably 
during the second half of 2018. According to UN estimates, 
the national average monthly per capita cost of minimum 
food basket has surged by nearly 28 percent between 
June and October and by approximately 112 percent 

(94) Biswell, A.  Yemen Economic Bulletin: The War for Monetary Control En-
ters a Dangerous New Phase. (2020, January 22). Sanaa Center For Strategic 
Studies. Retrieved from https://sanaacenter.org/publications/analysis/8674 
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since pre-crisis level in February 2015. Furthermore, the 
monthly cost of the survival minimum expenditure food 
basket (SMEB) for one household, rose to an average of 
YR42,489 in November, an approximately 145 percent 
increase since February 2015.(95)

On July 12th, the Yemeni Central Bank (YCB) in Aden 
agreed to fix an official exchange rate, according to which 
importers would receive a foreign currency to support 
the import of five basic commodities (rice, wheat, 
sugar, milk, and cooking oil). The YCB had finalized the 
framework for the support mechanism in June, which 
would use Saudi Arabia’s two-billion-dollar deposit. The 
YCB obtained this money in April 2018. A committee 
headed by the Central Bank Governor Mohamed Zemam, 
which  included representatives from the banking sector, 
chambers of commerce and industry, and accredited 
exchange firms, agreed on a price of YR470 against the 
USD to obtain letters of credit to guarantee the payment 
of imports. Banking sources indicated that the YCB in 
Aden hoped, through waiver of its sole privilege to set 
the exchange rate and by involving private sector actors 
in the decision, that the specified exchange rate would 
have a greater public commitment opportunity. The 
committee also approved biweekly evaluation meetings 
to amend the exchange rate, if required. On July 31st, 
the Board of Directors of the YCB approved the first 

(95)  Yemen Economic Monitoring Brief. (2019). The World Bank. Retrieved 
from https://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/161721552490437049/
text/135266-YemEconDevBrief-Winter-2019-English-12-Mar-19.txt 
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withdrawal of $20.4 million from the Saudi Arabia’s 
two-billion-dollar deposit to finance letters of credit for 
the import of basic foodstuffs. On the last day of the 
month, the YCB also approved the second batch of the 
bank’s requests to finance letters of credit from the 
Saudi deposit. It should be noted that interventions in 
the currency market that are less than $100 million do 
not affect the Yemeni rial exchange rate.(96)

Fuel Shortages

On March 25th, 2018, the United Nations Office for the 
Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs noted that in Houthi-
controlled areas, the price of a cooking gas cylinder at 
retail price rose in three weeks from 5,000 rials to about 
8,000 to 10,000 rials, depending on the region, while 
the official outlets sold gas for 4,000 rials. According to 
accounts coming from Sanaa and other regions, citizens 
had to queue up for up to three days to buy gas at the 
official price, while the Office for the Coordination of 
Humanitarian Affairs indicated that many families and 
bakeries began using firewood for cooking instead of 
gas. On May 9th, an acute shortage of fuel and diesel hit 
the city of Aden. The official gas stations closed while 
selling continued in the black market for a 25% increase 

-2018, Octo) .[Yemen Report - September 2018] تقرير اليمن – سبتمرب / أيلول 2018  (96)
ber 18). Sanaa Center for Strategic Studies. Retrieved from https://sanaacen-
ter.org/ar/publications-all/the-yemen-review-ar/6540 
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in price.(97) In March 2018, President Hadi ordered the 
liberalization of fuel imports, and the government said 
it was an attempt to tackle the persistent fuel shortage. 
The fuel shortage lasted three days in February, and 
ended when authorities stepped in to stabilize prices 
and reopen official gas stations.

On May 16th, Muhammad Zemam visited Aden for the 
second time since his appointment as president of the 
YCB to hold meetings with the YCB administration, 
Yemeni banks, exchange firms, private sector actors, and 
government agencies to discuss the bank’s monetary 
policies. According to sources in the banking sector in 
Aden, these meetings were based on the announced 
interventions of the YCB in April The discussions focused 
on the conditions related to the Saudi deposit of two 
billion USD, which was deposited last April (2018), and 
on implementing a framework for the effective use of 
these funds. Therefore, the funds were partially allocated 
to support imports of the five basic commodities (wheat, 
rice, sugar, milk, and cooking oil), and this is scheduled 
to be used at the beginning of June 2018. In addition, 
the governor announced that, starting from June 1st, 
government employees’ salaries would be paid through 
commercial banks, in an attempt to ease the banks’ 
liquidity crisis and restore confidence in the banking 
sector. Discussions also took place on enhancing 

 Yemen at the United Nations - May 2018] اليمن يف األمم املتحدة – نرشة مايو / أيار 2018  (97)
publication]. (2019, July 24). Sanaa Center for Strategic Studies. Retrieved 
from https://sanaacenter.org/ar/publications-all/yemen-at-the-un-ar/5990 
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coordination and cooperation in financial and monetary 
policies between the Ministry of Finance, the Customs 
and Tax Administrations and the Central Bank to ensure 
tighter control over the collection of government 
revenue, public spending and the restoration of accounts 
held outside the YCB. A banking source in Aden said 
that in February-April 2018, the YCB restored about 
$400 million from the proceeds of the liquefied oil in 
Hadhramaut, which was transferred to accounts outside 
the YCB. 

On May 10th, Mahdi Al-Mashat, the head of the ‘Supreme 
Political Council’ — the highest governing body in 
Houthi-controlled areas — issued an order to the YCB in 
Sanaa to seize the financial assets of the late President 
Ali Abdullah Saleh.(98) Efforts exerted by the Yemeni 
government succeeded in resuming crude oil exports 
from a block in Shabwa province after a more than 
three-year halt. At the start of operations, approximately 
500,000 barrels would be set for export, a government 
source said.(99) The shipment, which was reported to 
have amounted to $35 million, departed Yemen, and 
the ministry added that the Shabwa governorate would 
receive 20% of the shipment’s revenue, similar to the 

(98)  Houthi militias seize money belonging to Yemen’s slain ex-president 
Saleh. (2020, May 20). Al Arabiya English. Retrieved from https://english.
alarabiya.net/en/News/gulf/2018/05/11/Houthi-militias-size-money-of-slain-
ex-President-Ali-Abdullah-Saleh.html 

(99)  Resumption of oil exports from Shabwa after 3-Year halt. (2018, July 
25). Asharq AL-awsat. Retrieved from https://aawsat.com/english/home/arti-
cle/1342776/resumption-oil-exports-shabwa-after-3-year-halt 
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revenue-sharing agreements that the government had 
arranged with Marib and Hadhramaut with regard to 
oil sales. Energy sources indicated that the Austrian oil 
company, OMV, resumed operations in mid-April of 2018 
with a production capacity of 8,000 barrels per day, and 
this rose to 13,000 barrels per day by mid-July. OMV 
ceased operations in 2015 with the outbreak of war, as it 
previously produced about 20,000 barrels per day.(100) 

Humanitarian Developments

As the violence had been escalating, Yemen remained 
on the brink of catastrophe in 2018. Conditions in 
Yemen were deteriorating across every measure. The 
war in Yemen contributed to what the United Nations 
says could become “the worst famine in the world in 
100 years.” According to the UN, “An estimated 24 
million people – close to 80 percent of the population – 
need assistance and protection in Yemen...With famine 
threatening hundreds of thousands of lives, humanitarian 
aid is increasingly becoming the only lifeline for millions 
across the country.”(101) 

For most Yemenis, 2018 is likely to remain in their minds 
as the year in which Yemen witnessed the severest 

 Yemen at the United Nations - July] اليمن يف األمم املتحدة – نرشة يوليو / متوز 2018  (100)
2018 bulletin]. (2018, September 4). Sanaa Center for Strategic Studies. 
Retrieved from https://sanaacenter.org/ar/publications-all/yemen-at-the-un-
ar/6376 

(101) Humanitarian crisis in Yemen remains the worst in the world, warns UN. 
(2019, February 19). UN News. Retrieved from https://news.un.org/en/sto-
ry/2019/02/1032811 
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human devastation in its contemporary history. The 
living conditions of the vast majority of Yemenis had 
deteriorated catastrophically. The UN had warned that 10 
million more Yemenis would be at risk of famine by the 
end of 2018 if conditions did not improve.(102) The living 
conditions of many Yemenis were already low before 
the war started in 2014, however the war significantly 
worsened the situation causing the worst humanitarian 
crisis in the world. The blockade imposed by the Arab 
Coalition forces on the ports and airports that were under 
the control of the Houthis contributed to the aggravation 
of the humanitarian crisis in Yemen severely. Closing Sanaa 
airport and all the flights led to serious repercussions for 
patients who need urgent medical treatment abroad. It 
amounted to a “death sentence” for many sick Yemenis, 
according to the Norwegian Refugee Council and CARE.(103) 
Already suffering grievously under nearly four years of 
civil war, many thousands of Yemeni state workers faced 
destitution as their salaries had gone largely unpaid 
for years. The Center for Studies and Economic Media 
revealed that the salary cuts of government employees 
forced six million individuals to live in extreme poverty, 
and that “this interruption caused more than six million 

(102) Why is Yemen the world’s worst humanitarian crisis? (2018, October 
15). International Rescue Committee (IRC). Retrieved from https://www.res-
cue.org/article/why-yemen-worlds-worst-humanitarian-crisis 

(103) Airport closure is ‹death sentence’ for thousands of sick civilians in 
Yemen. (2019, August 6). USA TODAY. Retrieved from https://www.usato-
day.com/story/news/world/2019/08/06/yemen-airport-closure-death-sen-
tence-thousands-sick-civilians/1930633001/ 
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individuals to enter the cycle of extreme poverty.” 

Difficulty accessing needy people is another factor that 
contributed to the deterioration of the humanitarian 
situation in Yemen. The conflicting parties imposed 
restrictions on NGOs to move in their areas. International 
reports indicated that the Coalition continued to prevent 
international human rights organizations from traveling 
to Yemeni areas under the Houthis control, which partially 
impeded their efforts to relieve the humanitarian crisis. 
On the other hand, the Houthi forces also prevented 
and confiscated food and medical aid supplied by the 
NGOs. In a report on the humanitarian challenges in 
Yemen, “Aid and Conflict: Pitfalls in Yemen” produced by 
the Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS) 
various challenges were examined. Some were due the 
economy of the country and its poor infrastructures, 
while others were due to the conflicting parties. In 
this report, it is stated that “One aid worker recently 
reported that the Houthis blocked an assessment team 
from understanding the dire needs of a larger area 
unless immediate assistance was given to nearby Houthi 
allies without any assessment being performed. After a 
standoff of several days, that aid was delivered.”(104)

According to the IPC Acute Food Insecurity Analysis 
which measures food security in Yemen, from December 

(104) Alterman, J. B. (2018, August 16). Aid and conflict: Pitfalls in Yemen. 
Center for Strategic and International Studies. Retrieved from https://www.
csis.org/analysis/aid-and-conflict-pitfalls-yemen 
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2018 to January 2019, 17% of the population analyzed 
(about 5 million people) are in IPC Phase 4 (Emergency) 
and 36% (about 10.8 million people) in IPC Phase 3 
(Crisis). Of greatest concern are the 65,000 people in 
IPC Phase 5 (Catastrophe). Overall, this constitutes 15.9 
million or 53% of the total population. It is estimated that 
in the absence of Humanitarian Food Assistance (HFA), 
about 20 million people or 67% of the total population 
(including Internally Displaced People (IDPs) would be in 
need of urgent action to save lives and livelihoods. This 
includes 240,000 people in IPC Phase 5 (Catastrophe), 
i.e. threefold the actual number.(105)

Deterioration of Public Services

Public services had deteriorated drastically in 
2018. International NGOs reported that there were 
approximately 16 million Yemenis without access to 
health services and sanitation services. The International 
Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC ) stated that “more 
than 80% of Yemen’s population lacks food, fuel, drinking 
water and access to health care services, which makes 
it particularly vulnerable to diseases that can generally 
be cured or eradicated elsewhere in the world. The 
health care system has been decimated by years of 

(105) Yemen: IPC acute food insecurity analysis December 2018 – January 
2019 - Yemen. (2018, December 7). ReliefWeb. Retrieved from https://relief-
web.int/report/yemen/yemen-ipc-acute-food-insecurity-analysis-decem-
ber-2018-january-2019 
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unrelenting war in Yemen”(106). 

In their annual report, UNICEF, stated that more than half 
of all health facilities in Yemen were no longer functioning 
because they were damaged or lacked an operating 
budget and staff while Health workers had not been 
paid for over 2 years. The report added that: “the impact 
of the war on water and sanitation infrastructure has 
already cut off 8.6 million children from regular access 
to basic water, sanitation and hygiene services. More 
Right from birth, the very survival of children in Yemen 
is under threat, with many born out of hospitals, without 
skilled birth attendants, exposing babies and mothers 
to the risk of infections and death. Vaccination services 
have been disrupted, leaving children unprotected from 
preventable  diseases.”(107)

Collapse of the Education Sector

In a press conference, UNICEF Regional Director for 
the Middle East and North Africa Geert Cappelaere, 
after returning from a field visit to Yemen, emphasized 
the education crisis in Yemen. He said, “We talk about 
the health crisis in Yemen, we talk about the health 
emergency, about the famine in Yemen, looming at 

(106)  Health crisis in Yemen. (2019, June 3). International Committee of the 
Red Cross. Retrieved from https://www.icrc.org/en/where-we-work/mid-
dle-east/yemen/health-crisis-yemen 

(107) Yemen conflict: A living hell for children. (2018, October 30). UNICEF. 
Retrieved from https://www.unicef.org/stories/yemen-conflict-living-hell-chil-
dren 
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every corner. But what we talk much less about is the 
education crisis in Yemen. Today in Yemen, compared 
to three years ago, half a million more children are not 
able any longer to go to school. Today, close to 2 million 
Yemeni boys and girls are not attending school or never 
had a chance to.”(108) He discussed the main reasons 
behind such a crisis, such as schools being destroyed 
by war, used for military purposes, or hosting displaced 
people. He stated, “We have been able to verify that 
2,500 schools today are no longer serving educational 
purposes.” Cappelaere highlighted another issue about 
the education crisis which is the quality of education.  
He said: “Yemeni children learn from textbooks that are 
decades old while others elsewhere in the world have 
access to the internet, have their iPads to learn from.” 
At the end of the conference he concluded that the 
education sector in Yemen was on the verge of collapse. (109)

Outbreak of Diseases and Epidemics

The war in Yemen left severe humanitarian and health 
conditions. While a large number of health facilities 
were closed in the country for different reasons, in the 
midst of this, the largest and fastest spreading cholera 

(108) Press briefing: UNICEF regional director on the situation of children in 
Yemen. (2018, March 25). UNICEF. Retrieved from https://www.unicef.org/
mena/press-releases/press-briefing-unicef-regional-director-situation-chil-
dren-yemen 

(109)  Press briefing: UNICEF regional director on the situation of children 
in Yemen. (2018, March 25). UNICEF. Retrieved from https://www.unicef.org/
mena/press-releases/press-briefing-unicef-regional-director-situation-chil-
dren-yemen 
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outbreak recorded since the WHO began recording 
cholera outbreaks in 1949 erupted. Cholera broke 
out  in Yemen in October 2016.  As of October 2018, 
there had been more than 1.2 million cases reported, and 
more than 2,500 people — 58% of them children — had 
died in the Yemen cholera outbreak, which the United 
Nations deemed the worst humanitarian crisis in the 
world at that time.(110) While cases of cholera may have 
declined in Yemen, the ongoing war and blockade are 
creating a new threat to public health as a suspected 
diphtheria outbreak takes hold. “Globally, diphtheria has 
been eradicated from most countries after systematic 
childhood vaccination campaigns, and it’s become 
something of a neglected and forgotten disease. Even in 
Yemen, the last diphtheria case was recorded in 1992, and 
the last outbreak in 1982. The ongoing war and blockade 
are sending Yemen’s health system decades back in time” 
the emergency coordinator of Médecins Sans Frontières 
(MSF), Marc Poncin said.(111) A total of 1,294 probable 
cases of diphtheria were reported from 177 districts with 
an overall case fatality rate of 5.6%. Approximately 65% 
of the patients were children under 15 years, and 46% of 

(110) Federspiel, F. & Ali M. (2018, December 4). The cholera outbreak in 
Yemen: Lessons learned and way forward. National Center for Biotechnolo-
gy Information. Retrieved from https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/
PMC6278080/ 

(111) Yemen: From cholera to diphtheria – shattered health system battles a 
new threat. (2017, December 12). Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF). Retrieved 
from https://www.msf.org/yemen-cholera-diphtheria-%E2%80%93-shat-
tered-health-system-battles-new-threat 
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the cases had never been vaccinated against diphtheria.(112)

The pace of international concern to the humanitarian crisis 
in Yemen increased gradually during the year 2018, albeit 
less than the level of deterioration in the humanitarian 
situation. International organization officials warned 
of the worsening humanitarian catastrophe in Yemen, 
demanded the cessation of the war or the commitment 
of the warring parties to the humanitarian laws in the 
conflict. They called for funds to finance the NGOs projects 
to carry out their work. On May 24th, Under Secretary 
General for Humanitarian Affairs and Emergency Relief 
Coordinator Mark Lowcock issued a statement about the 
situation in Yemen expressing his deep concern over the 
recent escalation in hostilities, the increase in restrictions 
imposed on humanitarian activities, and the decrease in 
commercial imports. He said “More than 22 million people 
in Yemen need humanitarian assistance or protection. 
Some 8.4 million people are severely food insecure 
and at risk of starvation. If conditions do not improve, 
a further 10 million people will fall into this category by 
the end of the year.”(113) Lise Grande, the United Nations 
Humanitarian Coordinator for Yemen, described the 

(112) Dureab, F. et al.  (2019, May 22). Diphtheria outbreak in Yemen: The 
impact of conflict on a fragile health system. Conflict and Health. Retrieved 
from https://conflictandhealth.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s13031-
019-0204-2

(113)  Under-Secretary-General for humanitarian affairs and emergency relief 
coordinator, Mark Lowcock, statement on the situation in Yemen, 24 May 
2018 - Yemen. (2018, May 24). ReliefWeb. Retrieved from https://reliefweb.
int/report/yemen/under-secretary-general-humanitarian-affairs-and-emer-
gency-relief-coordinator-mark-6 
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situation in Yemen as “the worst in the world in terms of 
the humanitarian disaster.” 75% of Yemeni people need 
humanitarian assistance or protection, and no other 
country in the world has a higher percentage of the 
population in need of relief assistance. On the situation of 
children in Yemen, she said: “Eighty percent of children, 
or 11 million children, need assistance. At least one child 
dies every ten minutes in Yemen for reasons related to 
the war, and we estimate that there are at least eight 
thousand children that have died because of the crisis.(114) 
In October, Mark Lowcock renewed his warning about the 
danger of a major imminent famine in Yemen: “There is 
now a clear and present danger of an imminent and great 
big famine engulfing Yemen: much bigger than anything 
any professional in this field has encountered during 
their working lives.”(115) In early December, the United 
Nations announced that the humanitarian crisis in Yemen 
- the worst in the world - would worsen in 2019, warning 
that the number of people requiring food aid would 
rise by nearly four million. The United Nations Office for 
the Coordination of Humanitarian Assistance published 
its estimates of needs for the following year, and Mark 
Lowcock, told reporters in Geneva that the country that 
would suffer from the biggest problem in 2019 would be 

(114)  Crisis overview. (2020, March 12). OCHA. Retrieved from https://www.
unocha.org/yemen/crisis-overview 

(115)  Yemen’s long road to peace. (2018, November 20). Council on Foreign 
Relations. Retrieved from https://www.cfr.org/blog/yemens-long-road-peace 
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Yemen.”(116) Therefore, he called on the United Nations to 
raise  to address such a crisis. On December 11th, Lowcock 
said that the UN needed five billion dollars to provide 
adequate humanitarian assistance to approximately 20 
million Yemenis the following year, which was more than 
70% of the Yemeni population.

He said that Antonio Guterres would host a pledging 
conference with Sweden and Switzerland in Geneva on 
February 26th, and he welcomed a new $500 million 
pledge from Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates, 
key coalition members.(117)

International organizations had announced that the 
humanitarian crisis response required loads of financial 
resources, therefore the United Nations and governments 
of Sweden and Switzerland co-hosted a fundraising 
conference at the Palais des Nations in Geneva on April 
3rd, 2018. A total commitment of 2.01 billion dollars was 
pledged by 40 countries and organizations, accounting 
for 68% of the $ 2.96 billion Yemen Humanitarian 
Response Plan (YHRP) funding requirement. This 
included $930 million already provided on March 27th by 
Saudi Arabia and the UAE. In April 2017, an amount of $1.1 

(116)  Bibbo, B.  (2018, December 4). Yemen to face worst humanitarian 
crisis of 2019: UN. Al Jazeera. Retrieved from https://www.aljazeera.com/
news/2018/12/yemen-face-worst-humanitarian-crisis-2019-181204105615554.
html 

(117)  Lederer, E. (2018, December 10). UN: 20 million yemenis are hun-
gry, 250,000 face catastrophe. AP NEWS. Retrieved from https://apnews.
com/2b8c32ada28c4a3eb91a07529320f77c  
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billion was pledged for the previous YHRP response plan. 
By mid-December 2017, the international community 
only provided 70.5% of the $2.3 billion pledged.(118) As 
battles raged in the city of Hodeidah, the World Food 
Programme (WFP) announced plans to double food aid 
to Yemen to reach 14 million people per month, which 
was nearly half of the population. 

On the other hand, in spite of the financial aid that 
international organizations have received to use toward 
projects in Yemen, they have been criticized because of 
what is believed to be corruption practiced in the absence 
of independent bodies that monitor and evaluate their 
projects. Moreover, a large amount of their funds are spent 
in administrative and operational expenses and some of 
the funds are directed into secondary and non-essential 
areas and activities. In general, relief works in Yemen 
suffer from failures that spurred criticism, especially in 
light of the deteriorating humanitarian situation in the 
country. Some observers believe that this is due to the 
lack of independent mechanisms to evaluate the work of 
relief organizations and replacing the local organizations 
with international ones without professional criteria 
or standards. Only a few local organizations receive 
relief grants, most of which are subject to criteria and 
conditions governed by personal relationships and 

 Yemen at the United Nations - March] اليمن يف األمم املتحدة – نرشة مارس / آذار 2018  (118)
2018 publication]. (2019, July 24). Sanaa Center for Strategic Studies. Re-
trieved from https://sanaacenter.org/ar/publications-all/yemen-at-the-un-
ar/5597 
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interests rather than professionalism and competence. 
This requires that relief work in Yemen be monitored 
and evaluated by different bodies that are not chosen 
by the implementing agencies, especially since “there 
are complaints of fake or exaggerated reports regarding 
the disbursement, numbers of beneficiaries, quality of 
relief materials, the reality of projects supported, and 
the amount of funds spent”(119). Corruption worsened 
even more after international organizations and foreign 
workers left Yemen, leaving the Houthis to intervene 
in NGO works and disbursement of aid to serve their 
political goals.  

In November of 2018, Saudi Arabia announced a new $ 
500 million to help respond to the food crisis in Yemen. 
General Supervisor of The King Salman Humanitarian Aid 
and Relief Center Dr. Abdullah Al Rabeeah announced in a 
press conference in Riyadh on November 20th the launch 
of an initiative called “The Supply Initiative in Response 
to the Food Crisis in Yemen,” or “Imdaad” in Arabic. 
The initiative seeks to bridge the critical humanitarian 
needs gap in Yemen by providing additional support in 
the amount of US $500 million to support 10-12 million 
affected Yemenis through the UN and other international, 

(119)  Hasan, S. (2016, January 16). هل تؤدي منظامت اإلغاثة دورها باليمن؟ [Do relief organi-
zations play their role in Yemen]? aljazeera net. Retrieved from https:https://
rb.gy/dquz9h
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regional and local organizations.(120)Saudi Arabia, the 
UAE and Kuwait announced their contribution together 
with $1.25 billion in the United Nations plan to respond to 
the Yemeni crisis for the year 2018.(121)

The humanitarian crisis in Yemen is a real crisis, and it 
has almost amounted to the tragedy of the century. 
However, it was initially neglected and overlooked by the 
conflicting parties who acted with their political goals 
in mind. Moreover, the crisis has been amplified with 
political motives to undermine the Kingdom of Saudi 
Arabia and the United Arab Emirates, especially after the 
dispute between the two countries and Qatar. The use 
of the humanitarian crisis in Yemen for political means 
increased after the murder of Khashoggi. The Yemeni 
Minister of Human Rights, Muhammad Askar, commented 
that “the humanitarian issue in Yemen is being used 
by some parties for political purposes to confront the 
legitimate government and the Arab Alliance, and to 
achieve some gains for the Houthi militia.”(122)

(120)  KSA and UAE launch the supply initiative in response to the food 
crisis in Yemen to support 10-12 million yemenis. (2018, November 20). The 
Embassy of The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. Retrieved from https://www.saudi-
embassy.net/news/ksa-and-uae-launch-supply-initiative-response-food-cri-
sis-yemen-support-10-12-million-yemenis 

(121)  With 22 million people requiring aid in Yemen, special envoy calls for 
political consultations in Geneva, as delegates advocate continued Security 
Council unity. (2018, August 2). The United Nations. Retrieved from https://
www.un.org/press/en/2018/sc13442.doc.htm 

 The humanitarian issue in Yemen is] امللف اإلنساين يف اليمن يستغل من قبل البعض ألغراض سياسية  (122)
being used by some for political purposes]. (2018, Dec 08). Yemen-Window. 
Retrieved from https://yemen-window.com/news/79254  
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Part III
Changing Directions:

Strategic Developments in 2019
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Unlike previous years, the tumults of war between 
the Yemeni Army  and the Houthis group 
subsided in 2019 for several reasons. The most 

notable of these was the escalation of the UAE against 
the Yemeni government in the southern regions, where 
violent battles erupted in the city of Aden between the 
Presidential Protection Brigades and the military units 
affiliated with the Southern Transitional Council and 
extended to the governorates of Lahj, Abyan and Shabwa. 
After the defeat of the STC secessionist forces by the 
Yemeni government army, which arrived within days to 
the outskirts of Aden, Emirati military aircraft intervened 
and bombed units of the army stationed at the entrance 
to the city of Aden, killing hundreds of them. The dispute 
between the Yemeni government and the UAE was 
revealed to the public. To avoid any public escalation with 
the UAE, Riyadh pressured President Hadi to refrain from 
attending the 74th session of the United Nations General 
Assembly (UNGA) in September 2019. Hadi assigned 
Mohammed al-Hadhrami, the Foreign Minister, to deliver 
his message to the world. Al-Hadhrami lashed out at 
the United Arab Emirates, who had recently supported 
the STC against the Saudi-supported Hadi soldiers. He 
said: “These attacks run counter to the mission of the 
coalition.”(123) Therefore, Al-Hadhrami warned that Saudi 
Arabia and the wider international community’s efforts 

(123)  UN General Assembly 2019: All the latest updates. (2019, September 
23). Al Jazeera. Retrieved from https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2019/09/
hold-general-assembly-2019-latest-updates-190916224113531.html 
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were being undermined not only by Iran-backed militias 
but by attacks he said were carried out by air assets 
belonging to the United Arab Emirates.(124) 

In terms of military, the attacks on vital oil installations 
in eastern Saudi Arabia on September 14th, were also 
among the most significant developments. The strikes 
showed a dramatic development in the military power 
of the Houthis. Moreover, in 2019, they also seized 
additional border sites and captured Yemeni and Saudi 
soldiers. Politically, signing an agreement between the 
Yemeni government and STC was among the most 
prominent political developments in 2019. The Saudi-
brokered deal, signed in October, aimed to resolve the 
power struggle in Aden. Meanwhile, Saudi Arabia started 
direct talks with the Houthis. The UN’s role in peace talks 
between the warring parties has been halted since 2019. 
Regarding the humanitarian crisis, the deterioration 
in the educational and health services continued in 
2019.  The United Nations Development Programme 
report, published in October, stated that: “Yemen will 
become the poorest country in the world if its conflict 
goes on through 2022”(125) and millions were on the brink 
of starvation. The following section presents in more 

(124)  At UN, Yemen foreign minister demands end to ‘Iranian-houthi coup 
d’etat’. (2019, September 28). UN News. Retrieved from https://news.un.org/
en/story/2019/09/1048102 

(125) Prolonged conflict would make Yemen the poorest country in the 
world, UNDP study says. (2019, October 9). UNDP. Retrieved from https://
www.undp.org/content/brussels/en/home/presscenter/pressreleases/pro-
longed-conflict-would-make-yemen-the-poorest-country-in-the-w.html 
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detail the most prominent military, political, economic, 
and humanitarian developments in Yemen in 2019.

Military Developments

The power struggle between the STC, UAE-backed 
forces, and the Yemeni government dominated the city 
of Aden. According to the government, the southern 
separatists, backed by the UAE, staged a coup there. 
The STC eventually took control of the interim capital of 
Aden and invaded the governorates of Lahj and Abyan, 
expanding to the outskirts of the city of Ataq, the capital 
of the Shabwa governorate. Moreover, tension continued 
in the al-Mahra governorate between Saudi forces 
and local tribes that opposed the Saudi intervention. 
Likewise, tension continued on Socotra Island between 
the local authorities and the Emirati forces residing on 
the island, their local military units, and the supporters of 
the STC on the other hand. The confrontation fronts with 
the Houthis were not active throughout 2019. A number 
of fronts turned into attrition fronts for both parties. The 
Houthis managed to achieve simple breakthroughs in a 
number of fronts in the province of Saada in the north, 
and the provinces of al-Dhali and al Bayda.

In 2019, Houthi missile and drone attacks continued 
and reached deeper areas in Saudi Arabia. The biggest 
incident was the Houthi attack on Aramco’s vital oil 
installations in eastern Saudi Arabia in September. Saudi 
Arabia preferred to deescalate the confrontation amidst 
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news of bilateral talk between Riyadh and the Houthi 
rebels. In a remarkable development, a change occurred 
in the leadership of military operations in Yemen, 
when Riyadh persuaded President Hadi to assign Fahd 
bin Turki to command the military operations. Turki’s 
decision, as commander of the coalition forces, became 
binding to the army, which decreased the powers of the 
vice president.(126) Turki also started to restructure the 
army, marginalizing the role of the Ministry of Defense, 
through the so-called joint forces command. This caused 
more conflict among the Arab Coalition and the Yemeni 
government.

Pro-government fighters were only allowed to open 
battlefronts, such as the Qaniya Front (between the 
governorates of Al Bayda and Marib), and the Nihm 
Front, northeast of Sanaa, to relieve pressure on the 
Al-Bayda and Al-Dhali fronts. On the other hand, the 
Houthi rebels achieved military gains benefitting from 
the truce imposed by the Stockholm Agreement signed 
on March 8th, 2019, which halted the confrontations in 
Hodeidah Governorate. After a two-month confrontation, 
the Houthis defeated the tribesmen in Hajour, Hajjah 
governorate(127) when the Houthis mobilized large 
forces to resolve the aggression. Hajour is significant 
geopolitically to the Houthis as it is only 50 km away from 

(126) The border and oil war ... improving the conditions of negotiations 
between Saudi Arabia and the Houthis. (2020, March 10). Abaad Studies & 
Research Center. Retrieved from https://abaadstudies.org/news-59833.html 

(127) Hajjah is a northwestern governorate. 
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the ‘Houth’ triangle, to the south of Saada, and crosses 
the main road linking it to Sanaa. The tensions with Houthi 
forces escalated in mid-February in the mountainous 
Kushar district, through which Houthi supply routes run 
toward Haradh City and the Midi frontline. Houthi forces 
responded to the uprising with decisive force, likely in an 
effort to quell any nascent tribal rebellions in other areas 
under their control.(128)

Source: Middle East Eye 

Hajour’s battle revealed the military vulnerability of the 
Houthis, and the absence of any strategy for the Arab 

(128) The UN’s Stockholm syndrome – The Yemen review, March 2019. (2019, 
April 9). Sanaa Center For Strategic Studies. Retrieved from https://sanaa-
center.org/publications/the-yemen-review/7269#Houthis-Subdue-Tribal-Up-
rising-in-Hajjah 
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Coalition and Yemeni government to take advantage of 
the tribal uprisings and turn them into strategic fronts. 
Hence, the Houthis subdued the tribes one after the 
other and seized their regions. This victory motivated 
the Houthis to head towards the central regions of 
the country. They launched an attack on the Al-Dhali 
governorate, of whose nine districts the Houthis and the 
Yemeni government share control.  The five southern 
districts, including the city of Al-Dali, were under the 
government control, while the Houthis had control of 
Juban, Damt, al-Husha, and the outskirts of Qataba 
and large parts of the Azraq districts. The government 
controlled the cities of Al-Dhalea and Qataba, and the 
districts of Jahaf, Al-Shuaib and Al-Hussein. As for Al-
Bayda governorate, out of its 20 districts, only four 
districts east of the governorate were under government 
control: Al-Suma’a, Maswar, Numan, and Nat’e. While 
the districts of Al-Zahir, in the south of the governorate, 
Quraishiyya, Walad Rabi’a, northwest of the governorate, 
and the outskirts of the Al-Malajim and Numan districts, 
northeast of the governorate, witnessed intermittent 
confrontations between Houthi militants and pro-
government forces.

If the fighting with Hajur aimed to strengthen the strategic 
depth of the Houthi territories, the battles in the central 
regions (Ibb, Al Dhali and Al Bayda) were a tactical step 
to enhance the influence of the Houthis, and demarcate 
the borders with the pro-Emirates STC. However, all 
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these moves come in the context of strengthening the 
influence of the Houthis and increasing the chances of 
installing the de facto authority. In spite of the weakness 
of the social incubator of the Houthis in the areas of Dhali 
and Al Bayda, the difference in armament had the most 
significant impact on the victories of the Houthis, where 
the Houthi militants possess a large military arsenal, in 
exchange for resistance. A tribal popularity does not 
possess, nor is it intended to possess, an arena that 
equals the power of the Houthis, and this factor played 
an essential role in the Houthis’ progress. When Houthi 
militants possess a large military arsenal and tribes do 
not, this could be exchanged for popular tribal resistance. 
This factor played a fundamental role in the progress of 
the Houthis.

However, the Houthis’ progress in the center and south 
of the country was not only a result of the group’s power 
but was also supported by external factors related to the 
agendas of Riyadh and Abu Dhabi, according to their 
calculation of some fronts managed by pro-government 
forces. The air strikes from the Arab Coalition did not 
interfere with Houthi supplies during their withdrawal 
from the Hajour and Hodeidah fronts, and their 
movement towards the Al-Bayda and Al-Dhali fronts. 
The Yemeni government was unable to provide military 
support to these fronts, therefore the Director General 
of the Al-Bayda Governorate Police and the Director of 
Security of the Al-Zahir Directorate resigned in protest 
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against what they called “unjustified negligence.” The 
Arab coalition also rejected their demands to include 
resistance members into the national army. In the second 
half of 2019, the military operations were halted on the 
old border before Yemen reunification in 1990. To many 
analysts, this was an indication of an international and 
regional plan to support the separation of Yemen. The 
confrontation fronts between the government and the 
Houthis became fronts of attrition of both sides and 
aimed to secure the southern borders of Saudi Arabia. 

The Yemeni government-UAE dispute also helped the 
Houthis to achieve more military victories. The UAE was 
suspicious about Yemeni political developments and felt 
they may threaten the legitimacy of its intervention there. 
These political developments included the convening of 
the new Yemeni parliament, which was held in April 2019 
in Hadhramaut under the protection of Saudi forces, 
the announcement of the National Alliance of Yemeni 
Political Factions, and the formation of the Southern 
National Alliance. On the other hand, some government 
ministers recently criticized the Arab Coalition’s role. 
Ahmed al-Maisari, the Interior Minister and member of 
the new Southern Coalition, said on May 5th(129) that 
the Arab Coalition was a partner in the war against the 
coup, not a partner in managing the liberated territories. 
Furthermore, Saleh al-Jabwani, the Transport Minister, 

 Yemeni Interior Minister: Our] وزير الداخلية اليمني: اتفاقنا مع التحالف كان لتحرير اليمن وليس إلدارته  (129)
agreement with the coalition was to liberate Yemen and not to manage it]. 
(2019, May 5). aljazeera net. Retrieved from https://rb.gy/uyyaoq
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and one of the leaders of the Southern Coalition said 
on Twitter: “The coalition refused to grant permission 
to increase the number of flights from India to Yemen, 
even though all seats are being reserved by international 
organizations” He asked, “What is left for us, coalition of 
brothers?”(130) 

On the ground, the Houthis’ victories ultimately reflected 
their political trade-offs with Riyadh regarding the borders 
with Saudi Arabia, as well as with Abu Dhabi regarding 
the south, the fate of the GPC in Sanaa,(131) and their 
relations with Iran. The Houthis achieved a rapid strategic 
victory in 2019 in the central and southern regions, but 
the complex nature of Yemen — in terms of geography 
and sectarian and tribal factors — creates uncertainty 
about the Houthis’ ability to retain this victory. However, 
as long as political actors like Riyadh and Abu Dhabi 
want to keep Yemen in an ongoing internal conflict, it 
is likely that clashes will continue. In September 2019, 
the Houthi rebels made a major breakthrough on the Al-
Malahit front, near the Saudi border. They claimed that 
they captured “thousands” of enemy troops including 
several Saudi Arabian army officers in a cross-border 

(130) Garallah, A. (2019, May 29). The Houthis march south. Carnegie 
Endowment for International Peace. Retrieved from https://carnegieendow-
ment.org/sada/79228  

(131) The General People’s Congress: the party of the former president Ali 
Abdullah Saleh. 
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attack.(132) The Houthis’ military spokesman said in a 
statement that “three enemy military brigades had fallen” 
in the attack, which was supported by the group’s drone, 
missile and air defense units. He added that “Operation 
‘Victory from God’ is the largest military operation since 
the brutal aggression began. The enemy suffered heavy 
losses...and wide swathes of territory were liberated in 
only a few days.”(133)

Aden’s Recent Battle

Unlike before, the hostilities during the past two years 
between President Hadi’s Presidential Protection 
Brigades and the Security Belt Forces of the STC  were 
usually confined in the city of Aden and ended with a 
Saudi intervention, the military clashes that erupted 
between the two parties in August 2019 were different. 
The direct reason behind the clashes was the murder of 
Abu Yamamah, the commander of one of the Security 
Belt brigades, by a guided missile. The Houthis claimed 
the operation, and provided detailed information on the 
attack. The STC accused the government of being behind 
the incident and provoked the forces of the Security 

(132) Yemen: Houthis claim capture of thousands of troops in Saudi raid. 
(2019, September 28). Al Jazeera. Retrieved from https://www.aljazeera.
com/news/2019/09/houthis-claim-capture-thousands-saudi-troops-at-
tack-190928144722091.html 

(133) Chmaytelli, M. (2019, September 28). Yemen’s Houthis say attacked 
Saudi border frontline, no immediate Saudi confirmation. Reuters. Retrieved 
from https://www.reuters.com/article/us-yemne-security/yemens-houth-
is-say-attacked-saudi-border-frontline-no-immediate-saudi-confirma-
tion-idUSKBN1WD0FO 
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Belt in Aden against the government, and also provoked 
the Security Belt to treat  citizens from the northern 
governorates inhumanely, including their deportation. 
Hani bin Brek, the deputy president of the STC, called 
for public mobilization and asked the council’s forces to 
head towards the presidential palace in the Ma’ashiq area 
in order to take control of it. On August 10th, clashes 
erupted between the two parties, and the Presidential 
Protection Forces managed to achieve victories at the 
beginning. However, the situation changed after three 
days of fighting when the Security Belt Forces, backed 
by the UAE, attacked the headquarters of the presidential 
brigades, the presidential palace of Ma’ashiq, and seized 
Aden, the interim capital of the Yemeni government. The 
STC started expanding outside Aden. On August 20th, 
military groups affiliated with the STC headed towards 
Lahj governorate, then towards the city of Zanzibar, the 
capital of Abyan governorate, and the city of Khanfar in 
the same governorate.(134)

On August 22nd, 2019, violent clashes erupted between 
the Shabwani elite forces, affiliated with the STC who 
were aiming to seize the oil governorate of Shabwa, and 
the government military forces that were stationed on 

 The fall of the) سقوط ”الرشطة العسكرية“ و“األمن الخاص“ يف أبني بيد قوات اإلنفصاليني املدعومني من اإلمارات  (134)
“military police” and “private security” in Abyan, in the hands of separatist 
forces backed by the Emirates). (2019, August 20). Almasdar Online.Re-
trieved fromhttps://rb.gy/ydjsjt
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the city entrances.(135) The government military forces 
defeated the elite forces, and took control of the city 
of Ataq, and the international road linking Shabwa 
and Hadhramout from the eastern and northern sides. 
Subsequently, the government forces controlled the 
Balhaf gas facility in the Shabwa governorate overlooking 
the Arabian Sea, and the city of Azan located on a road 
linking Aden and Abyan governorates. After the military 
reinforcements arrived, the pro-government forces 
began a mission to recapture Aden from the separatists, 
first seizing the nearby city of Zinjibar and then pushing 
into the outskirts of Aden. The security belt forces were 
in complete collapse, as they withdrew from a number 
of their areas in the city of Aden, leaving behind their 
weapons and equipment. 

-Yemen: The legitimate gov) اليمن… الحكومة الرشعية تتهم اإلمارات بتفجري الوضع يف محافظة شبوة  (135)
ernment accuses the UAE of blowing up the situation in Shabwa governor-
ate). (2019, August 23). Independent Arabia. Retrieved from https://rb.gy/6p-
jvro
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Source: Al- Jazeera 

The government troops quickly announced their success 
in recapturing Aden’s airport, the main port of entry into 
Yemen by air, and the presidential palace. However, the 
separatists regrouped in a matter of hours and, with the 
help of reinforcements, regained the upper hand. Later, 
they had recaptured the Aden airport and were back in 
control of Zinjibar, where residents reported widespread 
looting of government buildings and abandoned 
military bases. President Hadi, in a rare statement, said 
the government had withdrawn its forces from Aden 
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to prevent the city from being destroyed. He urged 
Saudi Arabia to rein in the Emiratis, whom he accused 
of seeking to divide Yemen, and called on the United 
Nations Security Council to condemn the bombings.(136) 
Yemen’s government accused the United Arab Emirates 
of bombing its troops as they tried to retake the 
southern city of Aden from Emirati-backed separatists. 
At least 300 soldiers were killed and 150 wounded in 
the airstrikes, according to an official statement by the 
Yemeni government. The United Arab Emirates rejected 
the accusations that it bombed troops in the south to 
support separatist forces. The UAE Foreign Ministry said 
in a statement on August 30th that it was defending itself 
and responding to threats from armed groups against 
the Arab Coalition in Aden. Minutes after the Emirates’ 
statement, President Hadi accused the UAE of a “flagrant 
attack” against the “unity” of the country.(137) Despite the 
Emirates’ assertion that it was defending itself, the air 
strikes changed the dynamics of the battlefield in favor 
of the separatists and they regained control of Aden and 
Zinjibar. The separatists committed reprisals by finishing 
off the wounded in hospitals, killing prisoners, and other 
acts of abuse.

(136) Walsh, D. & Al-Batati, S. (2019, August 29).  Ally attacks ally in Yemen’s 
war within a war. The New York Times. Retrieved from https://www.nytimes.
com/2019/08/29/world/middleeast/yemen-saudi-emirates.html  

(137) Hatem, M. & Carey, G. (2019, August 30). Yemen’s Government Accuses 
U.A.E. of Bombing Its Forces in Aden. Bloomberg. Retrieved from https://
www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2019-08-29/yemen-s-government-ac-
cuses-u-a-e-of-bombing-its-forces-in-aden 
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In his letter to the UN Security Council dated September 
30th, the Permanent Representative of Yemen to the 
United Nations Abdullah Al-Saadi condemned the 
airstrikes and responded to the UAE justifications. He 
said, “The United Arab Emirates is trying to justify its 
flagrant attack on the Yemeni armed forces with the 
pretext of fighting terrorism. My government would 
like to stress that the attacks by the UAE Air Force on 
forces of the national army on August 28th and 29th, 
2019 – what the aforementioned letter calls ‘precision air 
operations aimed at countering and deterring imminent 
threats to Coalition forces and the people of Aden’ – 
were in fact blatant attacks on units of the Yemeni army. 
They were conducted in flagrant violation of the rules of 
international law and the Charter of the United Nations 
and resulted in a large number of killed and wounded.”(138) 
Mohammed al-Hadhrami, Yemen’s deputy foreign 
minister, had previously issued a statement about this 
incident. “The Foreign Affairs Ministry holds the UAE fully 
responsible for this blatant attack, and these attacks 
are being committed beyond the law and international 
norms.” He added that the Yemeni government would 
take “all necessary measures to stop this targeting 
and the escalation.” He also called on Saudi Arabia 
— as the leader of the Arab Coalition — to stand with 

(138) Letter dated 30 September 2019 from the Permanent Representative 
of Yemen to the United Nations addressed to the President of the Security 
Council. (2019, October 1). Security Council Report. Retrieved from https://
rb.gy/bf63kg
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the legitimate government and to “stop this illegal and 
unjustified military escalation.” Al-Hadhrami also urged 
the international community especially the UN Security 
Council to “condemn these blatant attacks and assume 
responsibility for the maintenance of security, peace, 
unity and territorial integrity of Yemen.”(139) In general, 
this battle revealed that the UAE had changed its plan 
from their claim of restoration of legitimacy to combat 
terrorism. 

Tensions increased dramatically between Abu Dhabi and 
the Yemeni government after the airstrike in August 2019. 
The UAE state-run news agency announced on October 
30th the withdrawal of the UAE forces from Aden and 
handing over the security responsibility to Saudi Arabia. 
The statement said: “The General Command of the UAE 
Armed Forces has announced the return of its troops from 
the Aden Governorate in Yemen after having successfully 
accomplished their role in liberating and stabilising 
Aden, and transferring its charge to Saudi and Yemeni 
forces, who will now maintain the security and stability 
of the Governorate.”(140) Although the UAE announced 
withdrawal from Aden, many observers doubted how 
serious the UAE was in this move. To them, this withdrawal 

(139) Yemen condemns UAE airstrikes on government forces. (2019, August 
29). Middle East Monitor. Retrieved from https://www.middleeastmonitor.
com/20190829-yemen-condemns-uae-airstrikes-on-government-forces/ 

(140) UAE troops return after successful liberation, stabilisation of Aden. 
(2019, October 30). The Emirates News Agency. Retrieved from https://wam.
ae/en/details/1395302798764 



Yemen Conflict

138

came to relieve the pressures that were besieging it due 
to its practices in Yemen. It was also an attempt to get 
rid of its responsibility towards the incidents in Yemen. 
Regardless, it had already guaranteed its presence and 
influence on the Yemeni scene through its allied forces. 
Therefore, the previous Emirati statement indicated that 
the UAE, in cooperation with its allies, would continue 
the war on ‘terrorism’ in the southern governorates of 
Yemen.

Source: Al Jazeera

Al-Mahra is Yemen’s second-largest governorate by size 
and the easternmost region in the country. It is bordered 
by Oman to the East, Saudi Arabia to the North, 
Hadhramout Governorate to the West, and the Arabian 
Sea to the South. This governorate had been far from the 
war in Yemen since March 2015. Despite its distance from 
the Houthis’ intervention, the UAE had long planned to 
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control it. The steps taken by Abu Dhabi provoked both 
the local community and the Sultanate of Oman, which 
has strong influence in this province. When the UAE 
had failed to achieve its goals, Saudi Arabia’s steps to 
control the governorate accelerated. In late 2017, Saudi 
Arabia sent its military forces to control the land and air 
outlets and the main port in this governorate. People 
rejected the Saudis’ intervention and protested against 
it, however the Saudis’ insisted on continuing it. 

On the other hand, the Sultanate of Oman utilized its 
power of influence to confront the newcomers to its 
western backyard. This competition between the different 
parties, which used their soft and hard powers, generated 
intense tension.(141) Tensions continued between local 
social and political entities, supported by the Sultanate 
of Oman, and the Saudi forces. On March 11th, 2019, the 
local protest shifted from peaceful demands and sit-
ins by tribesmen, led by Ibn Afrin, the son of the last 
Sultan of the governorate, to violent confrontations. 
The clash occurred near the Shahen border outlet with 
Oman. The result was the injury of two tribesmen while 
an unknown number of the coalition forces were killed.(142) 

(141) Perkins, B.M.  (2019, March 1). Saudi Arabia and the UAE in al-Mahra: 
Securing interests, disrupting local order, and shaping a southern military. 
The Jamestown Foundation. Retrieved from https://jamestown.org/program/
saudi-arabia-and-the-uae-in-al-mahra-securing-interests-disrupting-local-or-
der-and-shaping-a-southern-military/  

(142) Al-Sewari, Y. (2020, January 24). Yemen’s al-Mahra: From isolation to 
the eye of a geopolitical storm. Sanaa Center For Strategic Studies. Re-
trieved from https://sanaacenter.org/publications/analysis/7606 
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Subsequently, on April 19th, 2019, a Saudi Apache aircraft 
bombed a police checkpoint. Saudi Arabia stated that 
the intervention aimed to save the governor of al-Mahra 
from an assassination attempt. The local people said that 
the checkpoint came under attack by pro-Saudi groups 
who came from outside the province.(143) Responding 
to the deployment of the coalition forces in al-Mahra, 
Hadhramaut, and Socotra Island, where there are no 
Houthi threats, some government officials expressed 
their frustration with such practice. The Minister of 
Interior Affairs, Ahmed Al-Maisari, stated on May 5th, 
2019, that the Yemeni government wants the coalition 
to head north, to face the Houthis, not east, towards al-
Mahra. In this context, the Saudi forces are “regarded as 
an occupation force by the local tribesmen as there is 
no justification for its presence, and the province is far 
from the conflict field.(144) The Saudis’ motives towards 
al-Mahra are ambiguous and many observers question 
the remarkable Saudi interest in the al-Mahra province 
because it is adjacent to the Omani borders and has 
border outlets such as Serfit, Shahen and Seaghah. Saudi 
Arabia is also seeking, according to experts, to lay an oil 
pipeline crossing al-Mahra lands to the Arabian Sea.

 Saudi air planes bomb a] (الطريان السعودي يقصف نقطة تابعة للرشطة يف محافظة املهرة (تفاصيل  (143)
police post in
Al-Mahra Governorate (details)]. (2019, April 18).Al- Mahra Post. Retrieved 
from https://almahrahpost.com/news/10423#.XrwuwGgzY_4 

(144) Al- Falahi, A. (2019, May 5). وزير داخلية اليمن يشن هجوما عنيفا هو األول ضد السعودية (شاهد) 
[Yemen’s Interior Minister slams Saudi Arabia from the first time (video)]. 
Arabi 21. Retrieved from https://rb.gy/btzrfp
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Tensions in Socotra

Since 2016, Socotra Island has become a source of 
tension between the Yemeni government and the UAE. 
After President Hadi had sacked Aidross Al-Zubaidi, 
pro-UAE former governor of Aden, some parties in the 
Yemeni government accused the UAE of training and 
arming militant groups to control the island.(145)

Source: The Independent 

This tension was revealed and reached its climax on May 
13th, 2018 when Abu Dhabi sent a military force to control 
the island, while the then Yemeni Prime Minister Ahmed 
Obaid bin Daghar and a number of Yemeni government 
ministers were there. The Yemeni government issued a 

(145)  El Yaakoubi, A. (2019, May 9). Yemen government accuses UAE 
of landing separatists on remote island. Reuters. Retrieved from https://
uk.reuters.com/article/uk-yemen-security/yemen-government-accus-
es-uae-of-landing-separatists-on-remote-island-idUKKCN1SE22K  



Yemen Conflict

142

statement describing the measures that the UAE took as 
an “occupation” and filed an official complaint to the UN 
Security council against the UAE, slamming Abu Dhabi’s 
“unjustified military actions” on the Yemeni island of 
Socotra.(146) The Yemeni Prime Minister and his ministers 
refused to leave the island without an agreement forcing 
the UAE forces to leave the Island. Saudi Arabia mediated 
a deal to defuse a military and political row between the 
UAE and Yemeni government. The UAE had to withdraw 
the majority of its soldiers from the Yemeni island of 
Socotra. Later, the Prime Minister, bin Daghar, said the 
dispute with the UAE over Socotra island had been 
resolved. “The crisis over the island has ended…we have 
all won for ourselves, our unity, our coalition and Arab 
identity,” bin Daghar said on Facebook. “The national 
flag is flying again on the seaport and the airport.”(147)

Tensions between the two parties continued throughout 
2019, and increased in the last months of this year when 
Emirati forces tried to land on the island again on June 
18th, 2019, but pro-government troops faced them 
and forced them to withdraw. Days before signing the 
Riyadh agreement between the Yemeni government 
and the STC, Ramzi Mahrous, the Socotra Governor, sent 

(146)  Yemen complains to UN about UAE military occupation of Socotra 
island. (2018, May 10). alaraby. Retrieved from https://english.alaraby.co.uk/
english/news/2018/5/10/yemen-complains-to-un-about-uae-occupation-of-
socotra 

(147)  Yemen-UAE dispute over Socotra ‘resolved’: Yemeni PM. (2018, May 
14). Anadolu Agency. Retrieved from https://www.aa.com.tr/en/middle-east/
yemen-uae-dispute-over-socotra-resolved-yemeni-pm/1144435 
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an official message to President Hadi on October 29th, 
confirming “there is an escalation and proliferation of 
pro-STC militias, which is known as the security belt. This 
escalation came in the wake of a meeting of leaders in 
the STC with a representative of the Khalifa Foundation 
for Humanitarian Action and the Emirati Red Crescent. 
Soon after the meeting, gunmen tried to establish rallies 
and block the roads in Hadibo, the provincial center.(148)

The Houthis had intensified the firing of rockets across 
the border with Saudi Arabia, and launched attacks 
by drones, targeting air military bases, Saudi airports, 
and other facilities. The rebels stressed that this was a 
response to coalition raids in areas under their control in 
Yemen. Those drones also targeted a number of Yemeni 
areas under the control of the National Army such as 
targeting a ceremony for the pro-Hadi army at the Al-
Anad base. The Houthis also claimed targeting a military 
parade in one of the security belt camps in Aden, which 
led to the death of Abu Al-Yamamah, which was the 
direct cause of the outbreak of fighting in Aden between 
the Presidential Protection Brigades and the military 
formations of the STC(149). 

 Socotra, the latest UAE escalation point in] سقطرى آخر محطات التصعيد اإلمارايت يف اليمن  (148)
Yemen]. (2019, October 31). alaraby. Retrieved from https://rb.gy/ko44qk 

 The Houthi’s raid on “Al-Anad” Camp] غارة الحوثيني يف ”العند“ تهدد مسار الحل السيايس  (149)
threatens the path of a political solution]. (2020, January 11). Alaraby. Re-
trieved fromhttps://rb.gy/lsri1u
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2019 Abqaiq–Khurais Attack

The most prominent military development in 2019 was 
the attack with drones and missiles on “two Saudi Aramco 
oil refineries in the Abqaiq and Khurais emigration 
area in eastern Saudi Arabia. On September 14th, 
2019, drones were used to attack the state-owned Saudi 
Aramco oil processing facilities at Abqaiq and Khurais. 
The Houthi movement in Yemen claimed responsibility, 
tying it to events surrounding the Saudi Arabian 
intervention in the Yemeni Civil War and stating they 
used ten drones in the attack launched from Yemen, 
south of the facilities. Saudi Arabian officials said that 
many more drones and cruise missiles were used for 
the attack and originated from the north and east, and 
that they were of Iranian manufacture. Iran denied any 
involvement and said this accusation is “unacceptable.” 
The attack resulted in significant damage to the two 
facilities, with which the Saudi authorities were forced, 
according to a number of sources, to halt about half of 
their oil production.(150) The United States said later that 
they got new evidence from the analysis of weapons 
debris recovered from an attack on Saudi oil facilities 
on September 14th had indicated the strike likely came 
from the north, reinforcing its earlier assessment that 

(150)  Faucon, B., Said, S. & Ramkumar, A. (2019, September 15). Saudi 
Arabia aims to restore a third of lost oil output Monday. WSJ. Retrieved from 
https://www.wsj.com/articles/saudi-arabia-aims-to-restore-a-third-of-lost-oil-
output-by-monday-11568568391 
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Iran was behind the offensive.(151) They considered this 
as a threatening message from Iran, in the context of 
escalating tension between Tehran and Riyadh and Iran’s 
damage from the economic blockade. 

Ignoring the Houthis’ claims of the attack, Riyadh did 
not respond with retaliatory military actions. It is likely 
because they knew that it was carried out by another 
party (Iran). However, Mahdi Al-Mashat, the president 
of the Houthis Supreme Political Council announced a 
unilateral ceasefire, but the Saudi reaction was different. 
Saudi Deputy Defense Minister Prince Khaled bin Salman 
stated that his country “views the truce announced by the 
Houthis positively.”(152) This came after the Saudi attempt 
to deescalate the confrontation with the Houthis to 
focus on the Iranian strategic threats. Earlier, on August 
17th, 2019, the Saudi Ministry of Energy announced that 
one of the units of a natural gas plant in the Shaybah 
oilfield, southeast of Saudi Arabia and adjacent to the 
UAE border, had been hit by a terrorist attack. Yemen’s 
Houthi rebel leader Abdul Malik al-Houthi claimed the 
drone attack in a televised speech. He said the strike was 
meant to deliver an “important message” to the Saudi-

(151) Pamuk, H. (2019, December 20). Exclusive: U.S. probe of Saudi oil 
attack shows it came from north - report.. Reuters. Retrieved from https://
www.reuters.com/article/us-saudi-aramco-attacks-iran-exclusive/exclusive-
u-s-probe-of-saudi-oil-attack-shows-it-came-from-north-report-idUSKB-
N1YN299  

(152)  Prince Khalid bin Salman: Saudi Arabia views Yemen truce ‘positively’. 
(2019, October 4). Arab News. Retrieved from https://www.arabnews.com/
node/1564116/saudi-arabia  
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led coalition which has been waging war to unseat the 
Iran-backed Houthi rebels since they overran the capital 
about four years ago. The attack was “a joint strike 
against Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates,” 
according to a tweet published by Houthi-owned al-
Masirah TV.(153) On May 14th, 2019, Saudi Arabia said that 
armed drones struck two of its oil-pumping stations west 
of Riyadh. The Aramco East-West pipeline, stretching 
across the country to the port and oil terminal at Yanbu, 
was damaged in two places.(154)

Political Developments

There were no exceptional political developments in 2019, 
as the efforts of Martin Griffiths, the special Envoy of 
the Secretary-General for Yemen, continued to push the 
conflicting parties to reach a political settlement without 
a tangible result. When the clashes erupted in Aden and 
the UAE forces struck the Yemeni army, Riyadh threw its 
weight in order to arrange the situation in the Yemeni 
southern governorates and find a settlement between 
the Yemeni government and the STC and the UAE. Saudi 
Arabia had been holding talks with Houthi rebels for the 
first time in more than two years, which was a sign that 

(153)  Blas, J. & Ratcliffe, V. (2019, September 17). Saudi Oil Field Hit by 
Drone Attack But Production Unaffected. Bloomberg. Retrieved from https://
www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2019-08-17/saudi-oil-plant-attacked-by-
drones-but-production-unaffected

(154)  Timeline: Houthis’ drone and missile attacks on Saudi targets. 
(2019, September 14). Al Jazeera. Retrieved from https://www.aljazeera.
com/news/2019/09/timeline-houthis-drone-missile-attacks-saudi-tar-
gets-190914102845479.html
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Riyadh wanted to de-escalate hostilities in Yemen in the 
wake of the previous month’s attacks on its oil facilities.(155) 
Relations between the power partners in Sanaa, the 
Houthis and pro-GPC forces, witnessed a public dispute 
for the first time since Saleh was murdered on December 
4th, 2017. The GPC explained that they suspended their 
participation with authorities after the Houthis released 
five suspects linked to the 2011 assassination attempt 
against Saleh at his presidential compound in Sanaa. 
Security chaos, including kidnapping and assassinations, 
continued in most Yemeni regions, especially in Aden 
and Taiz.

Riyadh Agreement

After weeks of armed clashes between the pro-
government army and Southern Transitional Council 
(STC) forces which started in Aden on August 10th, 
2019, and extended to the governorates of Abyan and 
Shabwa, and ending with the airstrike on the Yemeni 
Army in the al-Alam point, the UAE was put face to face 
with the Yemeni government. Saudi Arabia had to call 
both the STC and the Yemeni government to Riyadh 
to consult and reach a reconciliation between the two 
parties that would unite the parties allied with them in 

(155)  England, A. &  Kerr, S. (2019, October 11). Riyadh holds talks with 
Houthis in effort to break Yemen deadlock. Financial Times. Retrieved from 
https://www.ft.com/content/0e924804-ec31-11e9-85f4-d00e5018f061 
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confronting the Houthis in the north. On November 5th, 
2019 a power-sharing agreement was signed in Riyadh 
between the Yemeni government and the STC supported 
by the United Arab Emirates. The document set forth 
a range of points and dispensations, most importantly 
providing for power-sharing between north and south 
and the return of Prime Minister Moeen Abdelmalek to 
Aden to set up state institutions. It also includes three 
annexes covering a range of political, economic, military 
and security issues, the implementation of which will be 
overseen by Saudi Arabia.

• The agreement provides for various procedures to put 
state institutions into operation, the most important 
of which are:

• Strengthening the role of Yemeni state institutions 
and bodies both politically and economically.

• Reorganizing military forces under the command of 
the Defense Ministry.

• Reorganizing security forces under the command of 
the Interior Ministry.

• Commitment to full citizenship rights and an end to 
regional and sectarian discrimination and division.

• An end to current media campaigns between the two 
sides.

• A unified military effort under Coalition leadership, 
restoring security and stability to Yemen.
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Confronting terrorist organizations (156)

These provisions governed the first point of the 
agreement. They include a national unity government of 
24 ministers equally divided between north and south, 
to be formed within 30 days of signature; Hadi would 
name the prime minister and appoint its members from 
representatives not implicated in fighting or incitement 
during the events of August 2019. The prime minister-
designate would then appoint in consultation a governor 
and director of security for the Aden Governorate within 
15 days, for Abyan and Dhalea within 30 days, and for 
the other southern provinces within 60 days. The current 
prime minister would begin his work in Aden within less 
than a week of signature, and would work to get the 
institutions of the state functioning. The military annex 
of the agreement stated that these provisions regulate 
the second point of the agreement. The forces that 
advanced towards Aden, Abyan and Shabwa since the 
beginning of August 2019 will return to their original 
positions and their place will be taken by local security 
forces within fifteen days of signature. Within the same 
period, the military and security forces stationed in the 
city of Aden will be disarmed and redeployed outside the 
city under the supervision of and according to timelines 
set by the Coalition. All government and STC forces 

(156)  The Riyadh agreement on Yemen: Arrangements and chances of 
success. (2019, November 18). Arab Center Washington DC. Retrieved from 
https://arabcenterdc.org/policy_analyses/the-riyadh-agreement-on-yemen-
arrangements-and-chances-of-success/



Yemen Conflict

150

within the governorate of Aden would be redeployed to 
camps outside the governorate, according to guidelines 
set by the coalition command. The only exception to 
this is the First Presidential Protection Brigade, which 
would continue to protect the Presidential Palaces and 
guarantee the safe movement of the president. Similar 
protection would be afforded to STC leaders under 
coalition supervision.(157) Moeen Abdul Malik, the Prime 
Minister, accompanied by members of the cabinet, 
returned to the interim capital of Aden on November 
18th, 2019, but the implementation of the remaining 
steps went very slowly, if not completely stalled.

UAE-Iran Rapprochement

On July 30th, 2019, a high-ranking UAE security delegation 
visited Iran, which was revealed by the Iranians. The 
British Middle East Eye website revealed the news of the 
visit first (saying that MbZ’s brother visited Tehran), and 
then the Iranian news agency (ISNA) confirmed the news 
of the visit, but denied that MbZ’s brother was the one 
who visited Tehran.(158) The meeting took place following 
June’s incidents in the Gulf waters, when commercial 
ships and two oil tankers were bombed. In the secret 

(157)   The Riyadh agreement on Yemen: Arrangements and chances of 
success. (2019, November 18). Arab Center Washington DC. Retrieved from 
ttps://arabcenterdc.org/policy_analyses/the-riyadh-agreement-on-yemen-
arrangements-and-chances-of-success/

(158) Ayesh, M. (2019, July 12). Arabic press review: UAE and Iran held secret 
talks. Middle East Eye. Retrieved from https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/
arabic-press-review-uae-and-iran-held-secret-talks
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meetings held with Iranian officials, the UAE reportedly 
pushed to restore relations between the two countries, 
secure joint protection of maritime corridors for oil 
transferred from all Gulf states, and also discussed Abu 
Dhabi’s willingness to leave Yemen. According to Middle 
East Eye the security delegation was headed by Tahnoun 
bin Zayed, the national security adviser of the United 
Arab Emirates and the crown prince’s younger brother.(159) 
The Iranian Foreign Ministry, for its part, revealed the 
visit and its objectives, without specifying the date of the 
meeting. The ministry announced that seven UAE Coast 
Guard leaders arrived to discuss border cooperation 
after a 6-year hiatus, including topics like: curbing illegal 
movement between the two countries, travel methods of 
their citizens, and facilitating and accelerating exchange 
of information between the two countries. These visits 
coincided with the escalation of events in the region, 
starting with the sabotage attack that targeted four 
ships near the strategic Emirati port of Fujairah followed 
by the tanker war between Iran and Britain and the USA 
ongoing military enforcement in the region. 

The Houthis had announced that they possessed 
weapons capable of targeting vital installations inside 
the UAE territories. The Saudi Shaybah oil field, which 

(159)  Hearst, D. (2019, October 13). Exclusive: UAE’s secret mission to Iran. 
Middle
East Eye. Retrieved from https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/exclu-
sive-uaes-secret-mission-iran  
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is not far from the UAE border, was struck by drones 
launched by the Houthis. The attack was “a joint strike 
against Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates,” 
according to a tweet published by Houthi-owned al-
Masirah TV.(160) Therefore, observers believe that the UAE 
had sided with its security at the expense of the interests 
of both Saudi Arabia and Yemen. 

The series of assassinations and physical liquidation 
continued in 2019. On September 27th, 2019, Rights 
Radar Foundation revealed in a report that 451 people 
were killed in Yemen in political assassinations from 
September 2014 to July 2019, including 118 civilians, and 
332 military and security personnel.(161) The following 
graphic details the statistic and geographic map of the 
assassination attacks. 

(160)  Blas, J. & Ratcliffe, V. (2019, August 17). Saudi Oil Field Hit by Drone 
Attack But Production Unaffected. Bloomberg. Retrieved from https://www.
bloomberg.com/news/articles/2019-08-17/saudi-oil-plant-attacked-by-
drones-but-production-unaffected  

(161)  Yemen: Assassination of Right to Life. (2019, September). Rights Radar. 
Retrieved from https://www.rightsradar.org/media/pdf/reports/YEMEN%20
ASSASSINATION%20OF%20RIGHT%20TO%20LIFE.pdf  
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Source: Rights Radar Foundation 

The report stated that Aden Governorate came on top of 
the list of Yemeni governorates in which the assassination 
cases were counted with 134 cases. Taiz Governorate 
came in second place with 113 assassinations, then 
Sanaaa, which is under the Houthis, with 42 cases. An 
investigation by Al-Jazeera revealed the details of the 
two assassinations and secret prisons in Aden, Yemen, 
through investigation records and exclusive testimonies. 
According to the investigation, titled “Death Belts” 
broadcasted on November 25th, 2019, the minutes of the 
investigation confirmed that the head of the assassination 
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gang in Aden was working with the Emiratis, especially 
with “Abu Khalifa.” The report documents the testimonies 
of the defendants which provided the names of the 
persons involved, their roles, in addition to the entities 
that funded and directed them, led by the security belt 
forces and UAE intelligence. According to the minutes 
of the investigation obtained by Al-Jazeera, elements of 
al-Qaeda carried out assassinations under the guidance 
of Emirati officers. Between 2015 and 2019, southern 
Yemen has seen more than 100 assassinations, according 
to UN reports.

Most of the assassinations or attempts to assassinate 
imams in Aden were carried out by people driving 
motorcycles, while others were carried out by roadside 
bombs. The operations were highly professional. These 
operations have not been properly investigated by the 
security forces, and no gunmen have been brought 
to justice; reports have always referred to them as 
unidentified gunmen. The confessions confirm the report 
of the group of International and Regional Eminent 
Experts on Yemen, which emphasized that despite the 
different political and intellectual backgrounds of the 
victims of the assassinations; the common factor was 
their influence on society and their public criticism of 
the Emirates and their militias.(162) Earlier in January 2019, 

(162)  Situation of human rights in Yemen, including violations and abus-
es since September 2014. Report of the detailed findings of the Group of 
Eminent International and Regional Experts on Yemen. (2019, September 
3). ReliefWeb. Retrieved from https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/
resources/A_HRC_42_CRP_1.pdf 
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Al-Khaleej Online published a document confirming the 
liquidation of 23 Yemeni detainees inside the UAE secret 
prisons in the interim Yemeni capital, Aden which is run 
by the UAE-backed STC forces. The letter was attached 
by a list of the victims’ names and sent by the detainees 
Bir Ahmed sent to the Yemeni Minister of Interior Ahmed 
Al-Maisari.

On October 18th, 2019, the Houthis released 20 
prisoners, as part of a prisoner swap deal with the 
Yemeni government, including five detainees accused 
of attempting to assassinate the former President Ali 
Abdullah Saleh in June 2011. This move angered some 
members of the GPC, the late Yemeni President’s 
party. Since June 2011 these five detainees accused 
of the assassination have not been tried or convicted. 
In response to the release of these five, the General 
People’s Congress in Sanaa announced on October 
20th, 2019, that it would suspend all future participation 
with the authorities run by the Houthis. However, in less 
than a week, they retreated and withdrew their decision. 
Sources said that the Houthis managed to threaten 
the General People’s Congress (GPC) into rejoining the 
coup’s shadow public institutions after the latter had 
frozen its membership.(163)

(163)  GPC officials rejoin Houthi institutions after receiving threats. (2019, 
Oct 28). Asharq AL-awsat. Retrieved from https://english.aawsat.com//
home/article/1964836/gpc-officials-rejoin-houthi-institutions-after-receiv-
ing-threats 
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Saudi-Houthi Talks

According to different resources, Saudi Arabia and the 
Houthi rebels engaged in secret talks. The talks began 
after the Houthis offered to halt cross-border missile and 
drone attacks on Saudi cities if the Saudi-led coalition 
ended airstrikes on Yemen.(164) The Saudi’s responded to 
the initiative positively and after the Houthis said they 
would halt missile and drone attacks into the kingdom, 
Riyadh agreed to halt its bombing raids over four Houthi-
held cities, including Sanaa. The Houthis, meanwhile, 
released nearly 300 prisoners, including three Saudis.(165) 
The talks took place with Oman, a Gulf Arab country 
that borders both Yemen and Saudi Arabia, as mediator. 
Oman has positioned itself as a quiet mediator in the 
past. In a possible sign the back-channel talks could 
be stepping up, Saudi Deputy Defense Minister Prince 
Khalid bin Salman visited Muscat in November after 
two-month talks via video conferences between the two 
parties.(166) In these talks, Saudi Arabia’s main concerns 
included dismantling the Houthis’ ballistic and drone 

(164)  El Yaakoubi, A., Nichols, M. (2019, November 14). Saudi Arabia discuss-
ing Yemen truce in informal talks with Houthis: Sources. Reuters. Retrieved 
from https://www.reuters.com/article/us-yemen-security/saudi-arabia-dis-
cussing-yemen-truce-in-informal-talks-with-houthis-sources-idUSKBN1X-
O1O6 

(165)  England, A. & Kerr, S. (2019, October 11). Riyadh holds talks with 
Houthis in effort to break Yemen deadlock. Financial Times. Retrieved from 
https://www.ft.com/content/0e924804-ec31-11e9-85f4-d00e5018f061 

(166)  Al-Haj, A. & Michael, M. (2019, November 13). Saudi Arabia, Yemen’s 
Houthi rebels in indirect peace talks. AP NEWS. https://apnews.com/cb-
393079f7be48d2951b3ae3f2d4361b 
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capabilities and the kingdom’s border security. The 
Saudis were also looking for assurances that the Houthis 
would distance themselves from the Shia power, Iran, the 
Sunni kingdom’s archrival.(167)

Economic Developments

The $2-billion Saudi deposit to the YCB in 2018 
decreased as the government withdrew from it. The 
Central Bank division between Sanaa and Aden and 
printing YR80 billion affected the struggling economy. 
Closing ports and suspending exports also worsened the 
economic conditions in 2019. The political developments 
exacerbated the living conditions in the country. The 
commodity prices hiked in large areas of Yemen which 
witnessed severe crises in oil derivatives and cooking 
gas. The war caused runaway inflation and restricted the 
flow of goods into and around Yemen, pushing millions 
into hunger and joblessness and crippling public services 
such as health and education. During 2019 Yemen’s 
economy continued to suffer from protracted and 
spasmodic conflict. Early in the year, the economy was 
projected to grow at around 2% in 2019, underpinned 
by a gradual recovery in the oil sector, resumption of 
gas production, and relative macroeconomic stability. 
However, this scenario may not materialize given the 

(167)  Saudi, Yemen’s Houthis hold ‹indirect talks’ in Oman to end war. 
(2019, November 13). Al Jazeera. Retrieved from https://www.aljazeera.
com/news/2019/11/saudi-yemen-houthis-hold-indirect-talks-oman-
war-191113160747944.html 
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prevailing economic and security conditions, especially 
in the latter half the year, which witnessed escalating 
conflicts and repeated disruptions to oil production and 
exports, resumption LNG exports, and supply of foreign 
exchange to import essential inputs.(168)

Depreciation of The Yemeni Riyal

In 2019, the value of the Yemeni rial continued to swing 
up and down without reaching a state of stability and 
improvement. In conjunction with the signing of the 
“Riyadh Agreement” on November 5th, and hours 
after signing it, foreign currencies witnessed a new rise 
against the Yemeni rial. Economists interpreted this as 
lack of real inputs to improve the economic conditions 
in the country. The foreign exchange rate deteriorated 
during September 2019 to YR 602/USD, recording an 
increase of 2.9% compared to the previous month, and 
180% compared to the pre-crisis period, February 2015. 
This deterioration of the exchange rate has resulted in 
multiple acute threats to the basic food and non-food 
commodity prices as the 2.9% increase of the US dollar 
exchange rate has ramped up the price of the Survival/
Minimum Food Basket (MFB) to YR 37,421, which is 1.7% 
higher than the previous month, and 115% higher than 

(168)  Yemen Monthly Economic Update. (2019, December). World Bank. 
Retrieved from https://pubdocs.worldbank.org/en/360391580209593452/
Yemen-Update-Dec-2019.pdf 
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the pre-crisis rate.(169) The effects of the deterioration of 
exchange rates and the rapid depreciation of the Yemeni 
rial during January-September 2019 were reflected in 
the prices of social services, including water, sanitation, 
education, health and solar energy, leading to increased 
poverty in society.

On April 16th, 2019, the parliament approved the budget 
for the year 2019, with some recommendations to the 
government related to revenues and expenditures. It was 
the first time that the parliament had approved the state 
budget since the war erupted in 2015. The expenses 
were estimated at 3.1 trillion Yemeni rials ($5.6 billion) 
and revenues of 2.1 trillion rials ($3.9 billion) resulting in a 
projected deficit of about 30%. The budget bill anticipates 
that revenues from oil and gas exports will account for 32% 
of the total revenues in 2019. This includes revenues from 
areas that remain outside government control, estimated 
at 692 billion rials ($2.7 billion).(170) On October 21st, 2019, 
the Yemeni Finance Minister, Salem bin Brik, stated that 
the state budget deficit for 2019 was estimated at two 
billion dollars, and called on the international community 
to support the deficit in light of the scarcity of state 
resources and the sharp decline in GDP, indicating the 

(169)  Economical-social updates bulletin in Yemen, issue (45) October, 2019 
[EN/AR] - Yemen. (2020, January 19). ReliefWeb. Retrieved from https://
reliefweb.int/report/yemen/economical-social-updates-bulletin-yemen-is-
sue-45-october-2019-enar 

(170) Al-Tamimi, N. A. Yemen’s government approves 2019 budget. (2019, 
February 21). Al-Mashareq. Retrieved from https://almashareq.com/en_GB/
articles/cnmi_am/features/2019/02/21/feature-03 
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devaluation of the national currency. These statements 
came amid growing concern about the sums spent on 
the remaining funds from the Saudi Arabia’s one-billion-
dollar deposit. Earlier, in October 2019, the World Bank 
announced that the Yemeni economy had contracted 
and economic activities had ceased. According to a 
recent World Bank report, the GDP rate has shrunk by a 
cumulative 39% since the end of 2014.

Food Insecurity

The sharp deterioration in Yemen’s economic conditions 
and the continuation of the war since 2014 have led 
to a significant increase in poverty rates according to 
the World Bank’s determinants of the poverty line. It is 
expected that the poverty rate in Yemen will increase 
by $1.90 per capita income per day, as the poverty rate 
since 2014 increased by 33 percentage points, to about 
52% of the population in 2019. According to the Food 
and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations,(171) 
the majority of Yemeni people were food insecure, 
including about 10 million Yemenis who were on the 
brink of famine. Two-thirds of the Yemeni districts were 
already pre-famine. More alarmingly are the 238,000 
people in IPC Phase 5 who will face similar conditions if 
food assistance is slightly disrupted. Millions of Yemenis 
engaged in agriculture lack access to critical inputs and 

(171)  FAO and the crisis in Yemen : FAO in emergencies. (n.d.). Food and 
Agriculture Organization. Retrieved from https://www.fao.org/emergencies/
crisis/yemen/intro/en/ 
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are now at higher risk, and less able to cope, than at 
any stage of the conflict. The quick devaluation of the 
Yemeni rial in the last quarter of 2018 curbed families’ 
purchasing capabilities, leaving millions of them without 
food and fuel and putting them at further risk. 

Price pressures were most felt on core commodities. 
Fuel prices soared by 200 percent in 2018 compared 
to pre-crisis prices, impacting agriculture, water supply, 
transport, electricity, health and sanitation services. 
Agricultural production and fishing, employing nearly 70 
percent of the workforce, have shrunk by a third. More 
than 80% of Yemenis now live below the poverty line, an 
increase of one-third since the conflict began.(172)

(172)  FAO and the crisis in Yemen: FAO in emergencies. (n.d.). Food and 
Agriculture Organization. Retrieved from https://www.fao.org/emergencies/
crisis/yemen/intro/en/ 
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Source: ACAPS 

Safer oil company resumes pumping to 
Arabian Sea terminal

Yemen’s Safer oil company resumed pumping oil from 
its fields in Shabwa in southern Yemen to a terminal on 
the Arabian sea for export abroad. Safer, owned by the 
internationally recognized government of Yemen, had 
been pumping at a rate of 5,000 barrels per day and 
expected to ramp up pipeline throughput to 15,000 
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barrels per day.(173) The Yemeni government controls the 
oil-producing provinces of Shabwa and Hadhramaut, 
while the Houthi group controls the capital Sanaa and 
the oil terminal of Ras Issa on the Red Sea coast.   

In September 2019, the local authority in Hadhramout 
Governorate suspended exporting oil from the 
governorate because the Yemeni government had not 
responded to its demands to hand over its share of 
the export. In terms of area, Hadhramout governorate 
is the largest governorate in Yemen and a main source 
of Yemen’s overall oil production and produces about 
80 percent of Yemen’s oil reserves. Days later, the local 
authority in Hadhramout Governorate resumed the 
process of exporting oil. The Economic Committee, 
formed by President Hadi, said that the port of Hodeidah 
received 58% of oil derivatives at the level of Yemen 
during the first quarter of 2019. The Economic Committee 
confirmed its success in implementing government 
decision No. 49 of 2019, to collect customs and tax fees, 
and other legal government revenues on all imports of 
oil derivatives in all liberated Yemeni ports.

The Minister of Fisheries Wealth Fahd Kafayen tweeted 
that in 2019 Yemen exported more than $40 million in 

(173)  UPDATE 1-Yemen’s safer oil company resumes pumping to Arabian 
Sea terminal - official. (2019, October 16). Reuters. Retrieved from https://
www.reuters.com/article/yemen-economy-oil/update-1-yemens-saf-
er-oil-company-resumes-pumping-to-arabian-sea-terminal-official-idUSL-
5N27114I 
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fish and marine life. The Tourism Office in Hadhramout 
Governorate also said that the tourism movement there 
had increased significantly in 2019, and the number of 
foreign and Gulf tourists increased by 42%, stressing 
that the number of tourists reached 82,465 tourists, 
comparing with 57,977 tourists in 2018, and that the 
number of days for tourists to stay in Hadhramaut 
increased by 35% over the previous year. According to 
the Director General of Customs at the Wadi District of 
Hadhramout Governorate, the revenues in the first half 
of 2019 increased by 5 billion rial, compared to the first 
half of 2018. In September 2019, Queen Bilqis airlines 
launched its first flights from Yemen through the airport 
of Sayun International Airport to Jeddah Airport in the 
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, and planned to expand its 
services to other Arab countries. In Shabwa, the director 
of the Ataq Airport in the capital of Shabwa Governorate 
Salem Al-Melis confirmed that the first stage and more 
than half of the second stage of the rehabilitation of 
the airport had been completed. Earlier, the Minister of 
Agriculture and Irrigation, Othman Megally, announced 
on September 26th, 2019 that Saudi Arabia lifted the ban 
on the import of Yemeni pomegranate, which had been 
imposed more than ten months prior.(174)

-The most important economic devel] أهم التطورات االقتصادية خالل شهر سبتمرب 2019م  (174)
opments in September 2019]. (2019, October 10). Yemeni Economic Forum. 
Retrieved from https://yemenief.org/News-Details.aspx?n=1176 
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Yemen Central Bank Crisis

On September 19th, 2019, a presidential decree was 
issued to appoint Dr. Ahmed Obaid Al-Fadhli as Governor 
of the Central Bank of Yemen. The Coordinator of the 
Panel of Experts on Yemen of the UN Security Council 
sent a letter to the former Central Bank Governor, Hafez 
Muayyad, informing him that the team had investigated 
allegations of corruption linked to financial transactions 
in hard currency in the Central Bank of Yemen conducted 
in late 2018.(175) In September 2019, the Central Bank 
required all importers of oil derivatives to commit to 
selling in Yemeni rials, and depositing all sale amounts 
in Yemeni rials to the accounts of importers in the banks 
that they specified.

Economic improvement after the Riyadh 
Agreement

On November 5th, 2019, the Riyadh Agreement was 
signed between the government and the STC. The 
agreement focused on the economy. The Governor 
of Yemen’s Central Bank Ahmad Fadhli said that the 
agreement would inject fresh vigor into the country’s 
war-battered economy.(176) He added that “resuming 

(175)  Letter dated 27 January 2020 from the Panel of Experts on Yemen 
addressed to the President of the Security Council. (2020, January 27). Re-
liefWeb. Retrieved from https://rb.gy/dbf6lt  

(176) Al Sherbini, R. (2019, November 7). Riyadh deal set to kick-start Yemen 
economy. Gulf
News. Retrieved from https://gulfnews.com/world/gulf/yemen/riyadh-deal-
set-to-kick-start-yemen-economy-1.67671534 
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liquefied gas exports and increasing oil production will 
reflect positively on the national economy, especially 
as gas and oil provide around 80 per cent of Yemen’s 
revenues.” The deal provides for transferring all revenues 
to the Central Bank provisionally headquartered in Aden. 
Revenues will be collected in the liberated provinces 
and handed over to the Central bank as an initial step. 
Expenses will be allocated according to the public 
budget with relevant regular reports from the parliament. 
To support fiscal and monetary policies, and to combat 
corruption, the agreement included the restructuring 
of the Supreme Economic Council, supervised by the 
premier, and appointing competent expert figures in 
this council. Observers believed that if this agreement 
was implemented, security tensions were ended, and 
the government returned to the interim capital of Aden, 
the economic situation would witness relative stability 
through providing basic services to people, and paying 
salaries of employees in the government and mixed sectors 
on a wider scale. In a report published by the Yemeni 
Economic Forum, the Yemeni economist Abdul Wahid 
Al-Oubali wrote, “Once the government is able to collect 
all its revenues and deposit them with the Central Bank, 
and spend according to the budget and in accordance 
with the law, it will have a golden opportunity to control 
its resources and fill the black hole in expenditures. 
Therefore, this will support the Yemeni currency and 
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improve the economic situation in general.”(177) Salman 
Al-Muqrami, a Yemeni journalist, added in the same 
report: “It is too early to have economic repercussions 
on this agreement.” He indicated that if there were 
repercussions, it would be through the regularity and 
smoothness of the work of economic institutions, such 
as the port of Aden, and in movement of oil companies 
in Shabwa and Marib.

Humanitarian Developments

Due to the ongoing conflict since 2014, Yemen was 
categorized as the largest humanitarian disaster in the 
world. In a report issued on September 27th, 2019, the 
UNDP stated that: “Since 2014, war has driven poverty in 
Yemen from 47 percent of the population to a projected 
75 percent by the end of 2019. If fighting continues 
through 2022, Yemen will rank as the poorest country in 
the world, with 79 percent of the population living under 
the poverty line and 65 percent classified as extremely 
poor.”(178) The humanitarian tragedy in Yemen manifested 
in various aspects including killing, displacement, 
famine and pandemic outbreak. Children and women 

(177)  Sharaf, M. (2019, November 7). عقب اتفاق الرياض… هل ستشهد البالد استقراراً اقتصادياً؟ [After 
the Riyadh agreement..Will the country witness an economic stability?]. 
Almushahid net. Retrieved
from https://almushahid.net/52577/ 

(178)  Prolonged conflict would make Yemen the poorest country in the 
world, UNDP study says. (2019, September 26). UNDP. Retrieved from 
https://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/news-centre/news/2019/
Prolonged_conflict_would_make_Yemen_poorest_country_in_world_UNDP.
html 
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were among the most affected segments in this crisis. 
In a UNDP report assessing the impact of war on the 
development in Yemen, it was stated that “The conflict 
has already set back human development by 21 years. If 
the conflict were to end in 2022, development would be 
set back 26 years—over one generation. If the conflict 
persists through 2030, the setback grows to nearly four 
decades, or more than one-and-a-half generations. In 
this case, one-in-five surviving Yemenis will be physically 
stunted because of the conflict.”(179)

The economic and humanitarian conditions slightly 
improved in 2019. There were indications that the 
agreements signed by the Yemeni government and the 
Houthi organization in Stockholm (Dec. 2018) and in 
Riyadh (Nov. 2019) were making a difference. In 2019, 
there were over 50% fewer civilian deaths than 2018 
and a 50% increase in the number of people reached 
with aid from the World Food Programme. While these 
are promising developments, the UNHCR says that 24.1 
million people are still struggling, and two out of every 
three Yemenis are unable to purchase basic staples 
because prices have soared as income has stagnated.(180) 
However, the accumulated struggle left by the war since 

(179)  Moyer, J. et al.  Assessing the Impact of War on Development in 
Yemen. (2019). UNDP. Retrieved from https://yemen.un.org/sites/default/
files/2019-09/Assessing%20the%20Impact%20of%20War%20on%20Devel-
opment%20in%20Yemen.pdf  

(180)  Yemen humanitarian crisis. (2020, June 15). Center for Disaster Philan-
thropy. Retrieved from https://disasterphilanthropy.org/disaster/yemen-hu-
manitarian-crisis/ 
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2014 continued to place many Yemenis in a cycle of 
permanent need and suffering. The recent events in the 
southern regions worsened the humanitarian conditions 
in Aden, with the racist and secessionist practices of the 
security forces of the STC. The citizens from northern 
governorates living in Aden were subjugated, humiliated, 
killed and deported. The ongoing siege imposed by 
the Houthi forces on the city of Taiz for five years had 
deteriorated the humanitarian and living conditions 
of the people. The Houthi offensive of ‘Hajur’ in Hajja 
governorate displaced people to different regions of 
Yemen. Furthermore, the absence of a clear vision of 
relief work in areas controlled by Houthi rebels worsened 
the humanitarian situation there. Women are likely most 
affected by the war, and this can be observed in the 
high number of displaced women. “Women and children 
make up almost 76% of displaced persons in Yemen, and 
amid all the hardships, women have remained strong 
and resilient. In most cases they have been the ones 
carrying the burden of providing for their families” said 
Nestor Owumohangi, UNFPA Representative in Yemen.(181) 
Besides the war, the majority of Yemeni airports and 
seaports controlled by Houthis are still under siege 
by the coalition forces, and most of those ports in the 
liberated areas are closed too for different reasons. The 

(181)  Yemen: UN Population Fund stresses women’s needs, amidst world’s 
worst humanitarian crisis. (2020, March 4). UN News. Retrieved from https://
news.un.org/en/story/2020/03/1058591#:~:text=Three%2Dquarters%20
of%20displaced%20are,below%20the%20age%20of%2018. 
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closure impacted badly the humanitarian situation of 
people. The interruption of salaries of a large number of 
state employees is another important factor that sent 
about 6 million Yemenis to the cycle of extreme poverty, 
especially in areas controlled by the Houthis. Salaries 
have stopped since early 2015. However, employees in 
the liberated areas started receiving their payments 
regularly in 2019.(182)

Public Services

Yemen was already a protracted crisis characterized 
by widespread poverty, conflict, poor governance and 
weak rule of law, including widely reported human rights 
violations. Today, the economy is near collapse, public 
and private services have all but disappeared, and 
Yemenis have lost most of their livelihoods and depleted 
most of their savings. Public services have broken down 
— only 51% of health centres remain fully functional, 
and medicine and equipment are limited. Access to safe 
water has become a major challenge and the lack of 
proper sanitation has increased the risk of communicable 
diseases. WHO spokesperson Christian Lindmeier told a 
press briefing Friday that after more than five years of 
intense conflict, Yemen remained affected by a number of 
health risks, including restricted access to health facilities 

 Economic] تقرير اقتصادي: 6 ماليني ميني يعيشون يف فقر مدقع بسبب انقطاع املرتبات لـ500 ألف موظف  (182)
report: 6 million Yemenis live in extreme poverty due to the salary cuts of 
500,000 employees]. (2018, May 21). Debriefer. Retrieved from https://de-
briefer.net/news-309.html 
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at the primary, secondary and tertiary levels of care, the 
inability of health facilities and teams to respond rapidly 
to disease outbreaks and epidemics.(183)

Sara Beysolow Nyanti, UNICEF Representative in Yemen, 
said that “Conflict, underdevelopment and poverty 
have deprived millions of children in Yemen of their 
right to education – and of their hope for a brighter 
future. Violence, displacement and attacks on schools 
are preventing many children from accessing school. 
With teacher salaries going unpaid for over two years, 
education quality is also at stake.”(184) According to 
UNICEF, as the new school year starts amid continuing 
violence in Yemen, 2 million children are out of school, 
including almost half a million who dropped out since the 
conflict escalated in March 2015. The education of another 
3.7 million children now hangs in the balance as teachers’ 
salaries have not been paid in over two years. Reports 
of attacks on schools have risen dramatically since 2015, 
and UN assessments confirm over 2,000 schools are not 
fit for purpose due to physical damage caused by the 
conflict as well as the presence of armed groups. The 
UN has identified 95 attacks on schools between 2015 
and 2017 which meet the evidence requirement to be 

(183)  Half of Yemen’s health facilities still functional after five years of con-
flict: WHO. (2019, November 16). Xinhua net. Retrieved from https://www.
xinhuanet.com/english/2019-11/16/c_138558857.htm 

(184)  As school year starts in Yemen, 2 million children are out of school 
and another 3.7 million are at risk of dropping out. (2019, September 25). 
UNICEF. Retrieved from https://www.unicef.org/press-releases/school-year-
starts-yemen-2-million-children-are-out-school-and-another-37-million 
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classified as a grave violation. Three quarters of these 
have been carried out by the Saudi led coalition. Where 
schools remain undamaged, their operation is curbed by 
insufficient number of teachers, due to non-payment of 
salaries, and inadequate basic resources. 

Outbreak of Diseases and Epidemics

The war in Yemen since 2014 has left difficult humanitarian 
and health conditions, which led to outbreaks of epidemics. 
First it was cholera, then diphtheria, now it appears the 
latest infectious disease epidemic to hit war-stricken 
Yemen is dengue fever. An outbreak of cholera began 
in Yemen in October 2016, and was ongoing as of 
April 2019. As of October 2018, there have been more 
than 1.2 million cases reported, and more than 2,500 
people—58% children—have died in the Yemen cholera 
outbreak, which the United Nations deemed the worst 
humanitarian crisis in the world at that time.(185) However, 
from January 1st to October 27th, 2019, a total of 1600 
probable cases, including 95 associated deaths, have 
been reported in diphtheria cases. As of October 27th, 
64% (n=212) of the 333 districts in Yemen have reported 
probable cases. As of February 16th, 2020, the cumulative 
number of cases were 5151, reporting 304 deaths.(186) The 

(185)  Humanitarian crisis in Yemen remains the worst in the world, warns 
UN. (2019, February 19). UN News. Retrieved from https://news.un.org/en/
story/2019/02/1032811  

(186) Yemen: Diphtheria outbreak - Nov 2017. (n.d.). ReliefWeb. Retrieved 
from https://reliefweb.int/disaster/ep-2017-000175-yem 
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latest infectious disease epidemic to hit war-stricken 
Yemen in 2019 was dengue fever. In a recent Save the 
Children press release, the NGO warns of a dengue 
epidemic. This comes after more than 52,000 suspected 
cases have been recorded across the country, including 
192 deaths, 78 of which are children under 16 who have 
already died. Cases have been recorded in almost all 
governorates in Yemen with the most affected being 
Hodeidah and Aden which recorded more than 60% of 
the deaths in the country.(187)

Challenges in distribution of humanitarian aids

The United Nations World Food Programme (WFP) 
revealed the many challenges in its work in Yemen. In 
May 20th, 2019 the Programme issued a statement saying 
“And yet, our greatest challenge does not come from the 
guns, that are yet to fall silent in this conflict — instead, 
it is the obstructive and uncooperative role of some of 
the Houthi leaders in areas under their control.”(188) They 
added that “humanitarian workers in Yemen are being 
denied access to the hungry, aid convoys have been 
blocked, and local authorities have interfered with food 
distribution, and – most importantly, there have been 

(187)  Dengue in Yemen: The latest infectious disease epidemic. (2020, Jan-
uary 15). Outbreak News Today. Retrieved from https://outbreaknewstoday.
com/dengue-in-yemen-the-latest-infectious-disease-epidemic-87003/ 

(188) World food programme to consider suspension of aid in houthi-con-
trolled areas of Yemen.  (2019, May 20). WFP.org. Retrieved from https://
www.wfp.org/news/world-food-programme-consider-suspension-aid-houthi-
controlled-areas-yemen 
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repeated obstacles placed in the way of our independent 
selection of beneficiaries and a request for a roll out of 
a biometric registration system. This would allow WFP 
to identify and target the hungriest and ensure that they 
are the beneficiaries of food assistance.” On June 20th, 
2019 WFP issued another statement saying that they 
partially suspended their work. “The decision was taken 
as a last resort after lengthy negotiations stalled on an 
agreement to introduce controls to prevent the diversion 
of food away from some of the most vulnerable people 
in Yemen.”(189)

(189)  World food programme begins partial suspension of aid in Yemen. 
(2019, June 20). WFP. Retrieved from https://www.wfp.org/news/world-
food-programme-begins-partial-suspension-aid-yemen 
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Part IV:
2020 Forecast:

Different Scenarios in 2020 
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The main determinant of possible developments in 
the near future is based on the key developments 
in Yemen in recent years, starting from the 

Houthis’ seizure of power, Saudi military intervention, the 
deviation of the Emirati role from the declared objectives 
of the intervention, and the resulting political, economic, 
military, and humanitarian conditions. The factors that 
would have the most influence in determining the course 
of the war in Yemen in the near future are based on 
the will and decisions of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia 
and the reaction of the United Arab Emirates, and the 
regional developments. Examining the different possible 
scenarios, there are three main possible courses for the 
Yemeni crisis in the near future. 

First Scenario: Ending the War and Building a 
Fragile State

This scenario is based on the hypothesis that Saudi Arabia 
holds most of the power over the situation in Yemen. For 
this scenario, Saudi Arabia would reach understandings 
with the Houthis to end the war, and pave the way for 
a comprehensive political settlement, including the 
situation in the southern governorates. Riyadh here bears 
the economic cost necessary for reconstruction, and a 
minimum level of the economic stability. To achieve that, 
Riyadh would need to impose a great deal of pressure on 
the UAE, especially to settle the Southern governorates 
issues. This pathway would most likely lead to an end 
to the war in Yemen. But it would produce a very fragile 
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situation, given that the conflict is based primarily on 
complex internal contradictions. Ending the war in this 
way would not guarantee lasting peace, however, it may 
suspend the violence for a while. This would likely be 
followed by a new cycle of violence, especially if the 
Houthi rebels retain the weapons that they amassed 
from previous cycles of wars, which is likely to happen.

Second Scenario: Misery Continues 

This scenario stems from the fact that the contradictions 
are significant between the parties involved in the 
Yemeni conflict, whether in terms of wills or policies, 
especially between Saudi Arabia and the Houthis. 
These contradictions limit the possibility of reaching 
understandings to stop the war, or even allowing to 
arrange the situation in the southern governorates, due 
to military and political complications produced by 
the intervention of the UAE. Accordingly, the current 
situation is expected to continue on the various political, 
military and humanitarian levels, which may aggravate 
the chaos, misery and fragmentation of the country.
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Third Scenario: Regional War

This scenario links the potential developments in Yemen 
in the near future with major transformations that the 
region may witness, especially the possibility of a war 
between Iran and the countries of the region and the 
United States Otherwise a war may break out between 
international powers bordering the Mediterranean. This 
scenario is not likely, given the weakness of the countries 
of the region, and the awareness of these forces that war 
is not in the interest of one party, but - if happened - it 
would be like a flood that will change the whole region. 
This would intensify the conflict in Yemen and the region 
and the result of this war would determine the future of 
Yemen and the whole region. 
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About The Book

The war in Yemen does not get the attention that it 
deserves, and world media does not provide sufficient 
coverage for “the world’s worst man-made humanitarian 
crisis since World War II.” In this context, Washington 
Center for Yemeni Studies (WCYS) produces its first 
book to highlight the main and strategic changes in 
the course of war in Yemen. This book, Yemen Conflict: 
Key Strategic Transformations, was originally written in 
Arabic and addressed the Arabic readership. It records 
the significant developments in different military, 
political, economic and humanitarian aspects of the 
war between 2017 and 2019. Due to the scarcity of 
resources that present the details of the war in Yemen, 
WCYS decided to translate the book so that it would be 
available for the non-Arabic readership. Therefore, we 
at WCYS hope that this book helps our readers better 
understand the war in Yemen and its circumstances and 
complexity.


