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Dairy factory bombing
kills 29 in Hodeida

H Bassam Al-Khameri

SANA’A, March 31—Investiga-
tions are ongoing to identify the
source of an explosion at a dairy
factory in Hodeida governorate
early Wednesday that killed 29 em-
ployees and injured 25.

A source in the Hodeida Secu-
rity Department, speaking to the
Yemen Times on condition of ano-
nymity, said investigations are at
an early phase and remained in-
conclusive as of Wednesday after-
noon.

“Warplanes from the Saudi-led
bombing campaign have only tar-
geted military installations, but
civilians are known to have been
hit, as happened near Sana’a Inter-
national Airport on the first day of
airstrikes, so anything is possible,”
the source said. “Everything will
become clear as investigations pro-
ceed, there is a difference between
shells from warplanes and tanks.”

The number of civilians killed in
the blast rose from 25 in the morn-
ing as several employees suffered
life-threatening injuries and could
not be saved. Abdulrahman Jar Al-

@hafezbukari

Hundreds of nightshift workers were in the factory at the time it
was bombed, causing the high number of casualties.

lah, director of the Ministry of Pub-
lic Health and Population’s office in
Hodeida, confirmed the number of
casualties and said 18 of the survi-
vors were seriously injured.
According to Basim Al-Jenani, a
freelance journalist based in Ho-
deida, the explosion occurred at
about 12 a.m. while hundreds of
nightshift employees were inside

the factory. He said investigations
have been hampered by heavy
bombing in the area by Saudi-led
forces under Operation Decisive
Storm.

“It is difficult to verify informa-
tion because the factory is in the
Kilo Seven Area, one kilometer
from the Coastal Defense Camp
and about 300 meters from the Ho-

deida Airbase, and it is also near the
67th and 33rd Air Brigade camps,”
all of which have been under attack
since Tuesday.

The factory is owned by Thabet
Brothers Group and employs about
3,000 workers.

Mohammed Al-Bukhaiti, a mem-
ber of the Houthi Political Office in
Sana’a, denied his group’s involve-
ment and said forces fighting on
their behalf were incapable of caus-
ing the level of damage seen at the
factory.

“We use anti-aircraft weapons
to prevent these airstrikes and ev-
eryone knows that Saudi-led war-
planes target these facilities. The
administration of the factory has
said they were targeted by an air
raid, not shelled by a tank as people
have claimed,” he said.

A source in Thabet Brothers
Group’s marketing department,
speaking Wednesday evening on
condition of anonymity, said the
company’s board of directors have
refused to comment or release any
information on the matter, but
that a press statement will soon be
made.

Coalition strikes demolish military infrastructure

H Ali Ibrahim Al-Mohski

SANA’A, March 31—Saudi-led
airstrikes targeted a military storage
facility on Monday in the Faj Attan
area of the capital, causing massive
explosions as gas containers and
artillery being stored there set off a
chain reaction.

The storage facility, which is
operated by the state-run Yemen
Economic Corporation and houses
an armory as well as military food
supplies and a kitchen, could still be
seen burning in the early hours of
Tuesday morning.

The Yemen Times was prevented
from visiting the scene of the explo-
sion, but guards stationed nearby
claimed 20 culinary staff members
were injured in the blast with no
deaths reported.

According to one of the guards,
Mahmoud Al-Samwai, the armory
at Faj Attan is one of the largest
in the country. He said none of its
contents remained intact, which has
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The strike on a military storage facility and arms depot at Faj Attan
on Monday night caused multiple explosions.

been confirmed by Abu Salman, a
Houthi official working in Supplies
Division of the army.

Yemen’s air defense systems have
proven incapable of deterring Sau-

di-led airstrikes since they began
nearly a week ago. The country’s
largest airbases in Sana’a, Lahj,
Mukalla, and Shabwa governorates
have all been attacked, with the no-

table exception of Al-Rayan Airbase
in Mukalla.

According to Jamal Al-Qeiz, who
heads the Security Department in
the Ministry of Defense, Faj Attan
did not contain modern weapon
systems as most had been destroyed
during the opening phases of Opera-
tion Decisive Storm.

There were nonetheless large vol-
umes of medium and heavy weap-
onry, including anti-aircraft artil-
lery and missiles, according to Al-
Qeiz, all of which was destroyed in
the attack.

Al-Qeiz said that the entirety of
Yemen’s air fleet was destroyed by
Sunday, three days after airstrikes
began, when the last of four Sukhoi
fighter jets was targeted in an attack.

Yemen’s anti-aircraft defenses
have also been rendered obsolete,
and what little remains is incapable
of deterring further attacks, accord-
ing to Al-Qeiz. “We can not bring
down a single warplane, when we
hit back we try to force them to fly at
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a high altitude, that’s all we can do,”
he said. “I'm sorry to say that the na-
tional air force is no more.”
Anti-aircraft artillery being used
includes 12.7mm, 14.5mm, 18mm,
and 37mm artillery, all of which are
incapable of hitting coalition war-
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planes and present a danger to civil-
ians on the ground. “We’ve seen our
projectiles falling to the ground and
causing damage, which shouldn’t be
the case. It may have something to
do with poor storage or faulty use,”
said Al-Qeiz.

Coalition forces strike Abyan from the sea

H Ali lbrahim Al-Moshki

SANA’A, March 31—Houthi of-
ficials said on Tuesday that they
are ready for a ground war follow-
ing Monday’s bombing of Houthi
and military convoys in Abyan
by naval vessels off the southern
coast.

According to a senior source
within the Port Authority of Aden,
who spoke to the Yemen Times on
the condition of anonymity, Egyp-
tian and Saudi battleships posi-
tioned in the Gulf of Aden began
the assault on Monday morning.

Houthi forces and allied military
units loyal to former President Ali
Abdullah Saleh, which have taken
control of the cities of Shuqra and
Lawdar and have begun enter-
ing the capital Zinjibar, were near

Aden’s eastern border when their
convoys came under attack.

The naval assault was the first of
its kind since the Saudi-led Opera-
tion Decisive Storm began late on
Wednesday last week.

According to the source, the
ships positioned themselves off
Abyan’s coast near the city of
Shugqra, east of the capital Zinji-
bar. The convoys were travelling
along a main road connecting
Abyan with Aden when the shell-
ing began.

According to Shaker Al-Ghadir,
an officer in the 111th Infantry Bri-
gade stationed in Abyan, most of
the convoy was destroyed in the
attack.

“The Egyptian marine forces
shelled the convoy as it was head-
ing to Aden, it included 270 indi-

viduals with their full hardware.
Most of them were killed and the
rest escaped,” he said.

The charred remains of soldiers
remain scattered amongst the car-
nage, according Al-Ghadir, who
said stray dogs could be seen feed-
ing on their remains with first re-
sponse teams unable to reach the
scene.

Mohammad Al-Maslami, a
leader in the Southern Movement,
estimated the number of soldiers
to be between 400 and 600. Bat-
tleships shelled their convoys as
they advanced from Zinjibar in
the areas of Al-Arish and Al-Alam
area, which straddle the border of
Abyan and Aden, he said.

Houthi sources declined to com-
ment on the number of dead.

Continued on page 2
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Large number of prisoners freed
as a result of fighting

Bl Ali lIbrahim Al-Moshki

SANA’A, March 30—Up to
1,800 prisoners from the central
prison of Sa’ada governorate are
thought to have been released on
Sunday, one day after air strikes
damaged the building and led to a
mass prison escape.

On Saturday evening air strikes
from the Saudi-led Operation
Decisive Storm hit the central
prison, located in Sa’ada city,
causing “serious damage” and
allowing 130 prisoners to escape,
a security source in Sa’ada told the
Yemen Times.

It remains unclear whether the
prison was intentionally targeted
as many camps and military sites
are located in the city. The armory
in Kahlan camp in Sa’ada city was
also targeted around the same
time on Saturday, and has been
targeted several times both before
and since.

According to the security
source, who spoke on condition
of anonymity, five central prison
guards aged between 25 and 30
were killed in the blast.

Mohammad  Al-Bukhaiti, a
member of the Houthi Political
Office in Sana’a, said a committee
was formed on Sunday by the
Houthis and Sa’ada Governor
Mohammad  Al-Razehi. The
committee in composed of the
governor’s office, the local council,
members from the judicial system
and Houthi representatives.

Charged with investigating
the breakout and handling
the remaining prisoners, the
committee decided to release
the majority of the remaining
prisoners later that day. Only those
who were imprisoned for serious
crimes, such as murder, were
kept imprisoned, according to Al-
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Around 130 prisoners escaped from Sa’ada Central Prison after it was bombed by coalition forces.
Fearing more bombs will hit the prison, a reported 1,800 additional prisoners were released on condi-

tion they return to serve their sentences once the situation stabilizes.

Bukhaiti.

Colonel Mohammad Abdulrab,
director of internal affairs in the
Ministry of Interior’s Prisons
Authority headquarters in Sana’a,
confirmed around 130 prisoners
escaped Saturday. He also
confirmed that a large number of
prisoners were released on Sunday
by the committee, but he said there
is conflicting news regarding the
exact number and that it will take
weeks before it can be verifed.

International news agencies
Al-Arabiya and Al-Jazeera, along
with many local media outlets,
reported that a total of about 1,800
prisoners were released, although
none named a source. The Yemen
Times was unable to verify this

claim.

Al-Bukhaiti, who said the
prisoners were released out of
concern the prison would be
bombed again, clarified that
each prisoner was signed for by a
guarantor and is to finish carrying
out their sentence once the
situation permits it.

This is not the first time the
country’s recent instability has
resulted in a large number of
prisoners escaping.

On March 19, two weeks before
the breakout from the central
prison in Sa’ada city, 570 prisoners
escaped from the central prison in
Aden governorate. The breakout
came as a result of clashes between
Special Security Forces (SSF) and

local popular committees.

Much of the SSF remains loyal
to Abdulhafez Mohammad Al-
Saqqaf, the commander of the
SSF in Aden, who himself is loyal
to former President Ali Abdullah
Saleh. The commander refused to
obey beleaguered President Abdu
Rabu Mansour Hadji’s order to be
replaced, and is engaged in fighting
with popular committees who
are allied with Hadi against the
Houthis and Saleh.

The prison guards, who belong
to the SSF, fled the prison when
fighting broke out nearby between
southern  popular  committee
fighters and the SSF, Abdulrab
said. After the guards fled, 570
prisoners were able to escape.

Deadly bombings strike private
cement company in Lahj

B Fareed Al-Homaid

SANA’A, March 31—At least ten
people were killed and thirteen
injured in suspected airstrikes
Monday evening on the National
Cement Company (NCC) located in
the Wadi Sa’an area of Musaymir
district, Lahj governorate.

Nine employees on a bus prepar-
ing to leave work and at least one
truck driver working for a whole-
saler were Kkilled instantly, Ali Al-
Ahdal, the marketing manager
and spokesperson of the NCC said
Wednesday morning. Two truck
drivers remain missing, he added.

While early reports suggest the
bombing could have been artillery
from Houthi or Southern Move-
ment militias operating in the area,
Al-Ahdal said it was most likely an
airstrike.

“Some of the workers in the fac-
tory heard aircrafts in the sky sec-
onds before the bombings,” he said.
“The severe damage and the com-
pletely burned bodies of the victims
indicates that it was an air strike.”

A source from within the com-
pany, speaking to the Yemen Times
on condition of anonymity, said
rumors of the company hosting
Houthi militants began two weeks
ago. According to the source, it was
a group belonging to the Southern
Movement that began spreading
the rumor.

“Two days before the [Monday]
attack, armed men who presented
themselves as Southern Movement
members insisted on entering the
company to check that there were
no Houthis or weapons inside,” the
source said. “Three of them were let

in to check, they found no weapons
or Houthis.”

Dismissing these claims as at-
tempts to defame the Southern
Movement, Radfan Al-Dubais, the
spokesperson for protesters in Ad-
en’s Al-Arood Square, denied the
movement was responsible for any
violent activities against the NCC
or any other private or public insti-
tutions.

“The Southern Movement is a
peaceful movement that seeks jus-
tice for all. The Southern Move-
ment feels sorry for what hap-
pened and we sympathize with the
families of the victims. We strongly
condemn this bloody attack on the
NCC,” Al-Dubais said.

Mohammad Al-Bukhaiti, a mem-
ber of the Houthi Political Office in
Sana’a, also denied responsibility
and claimed the NCC was hit by air
strikes from the Saudi-led Opera-
tion Decisive Storm.

“The massive damage to the NCC
indicates that it’s an air strike,” Al-
Bukhaiti said. “The weapons that
Ansar Allah [the Houthis] and the
Southern Movement or any other
armed group on the ground have
can’t cause this amount of dam-
age.”

Southern Movement leader Mo-
hammed Al-Muslami made similar
claims, saying his fighters would be
unable to cause such damage with
the light weaponry they use while
condemning attacks on civilians
and businesses.

Al-Bukhaiti claimed the Houthis
have not and will not use the NCC
or any private or public institutions
for shelter or weapons storage. “We
strongly condemn the brutal attack

With both the Houthis and southern popular committees denying
responsibility for the bombing of the cement factory, which left at
least ten civilians dead, all evidence points toward the Saudi-led
coalition forces.

on the NCC and all the attacks and
bombings on the country>s infra-
structure by the Saudi-led coali-
tion,” he added.

According to NCC spokesman
Al-Ahdal, the company is a pri-
vate business free from political af-
filiation. “The company serves the
country and the residents of Lahj
governorate, more than 60 percent

of the employees are Lahji people,”
he said.

Muna Lugman, manager of the
Media and Contract Department
in the Hayal Saeed Anam (HSA)
Group, a multi-billion dollar con-
glomerate, said the NCC is owned
by the HSA and other partners
from Yemen, Saudi Arabia, and the
US.

Decisive Storm
arrives in Ibb,
killing 14 and
injuring dozens

B Khalid Al-Karimi

SANA’A, March 31—Saudi-led
coalition forces raided Ibb gover-
norate on Tuesday, leaving at least
14 dead and 32 injured, accord-
ing to local security sources. The
airstrikes were the first recorded
in the governorate since the air of-
fensive began.

Mohammad Al-Shami, the secu-
rity chief of Ibb governorate, told
the Yemen Times that the strikes
occurred in Yarim district, which
borders Dhamar governorate. The
14 people killed and 32 injured
were all civilians, and “the victims
were either sleeping or working,”
he said.

While it appears mostly civilians
were hit, local sources reported
some of the casualties were Houthi
militants.

“The strikes killed at least 14 ci-
vilians and militants in about four
strikes in different locations in
Kitab and Yarim city [of Yarim dis-
trict],” said Abdulqawi Al-Moshki,
aresident and eyewitness in Yarim
city, who said the strikes occurred
between 2 and 3:30 in the morn-
ing.

Zayid Nasser, a member of a
Houthi popular committee in
Yarim, told the Yemen Times that
three members belonging to the
group were killed in the air raids,
all at one checkpoint in Yarim city.

The city, located near the border
of Dhamar, is strategically impor-
tant as it is positioned at the junc-
tion that links the governorates of
Ibb, Dhamar, and Al-Dhale.

Calling the raids “an aggressive
act,” Nasser said mostly innocent
civilians are paying the price.
“This crime is indescribable and
has made everyone depressed.
Civilians did not expect that they
would be a target,” he said. “Saudi
Arabia has destroyed Syria and it
is destroying Yemen.”

Commencing what the Saudi-
led coalition has dubbed Opera-
tion Decisive Storm, fighter planes

Coalition forces
strike Abyan from
the sea

Mohammad Al-Bukhaiti, mem-
ber of the Houthi Political Office
in Sana’a, called the shelling “an
indication of a coming land war
in which Egypt will play a major
role.”

The Houthis “are ready for
war” should ground troops ar-
rive, said Al-Bukhaiti, who
claims their fighters are await-
ing orders from the group’s
leader, Abdulmalik Al-Houthi,
who “is still waiting for Saudi
Arabia to reconsider its actions.”

Ahmad Asiri, spokesperson
for Saudi-led coalition forces,
said during a press conference
on Saturday that naval forces
have taken up positions along
Yemen’s coast and will attempt
to impose a navel blockade.

Yemen’s coast spans over
2,500 km, but Asiri claims co-
alition fleets have established
a presence at major points of
arrival including the ports of
Aden, Hodeida, Mukalla, Mo-
cha, Al-Salif, and Nashtoun.

Currently, Egyptian and
Saudi naval forces are securing
the Gulf of Aden and Bab Al-
Mandeb and are on standby to
shell Aden, Asiri said, adding
that there are thousands of sol-

have been targeting military in-
stallations around the country
since around midnight March 25.
While mostly hitting targets affili-
ated with the Houthis and military
forces loyal to former President Ali
Abdullah Saleh, a number of resi-
dential areas, public institutions,
and private businesses have also
been bombed.

An eyewitness to the strike on
the checkpoint in Yarim city, lo-
cal shop owner Ahmed Al-Wajih
said a gas tanker positioned at a
Houthi checkpoint in the city was
hit, causing a massive explosion.

“Because of the fire, the night
turned to day. The vehicles and
militants that were at the check-
point were burned, and the fire
reached nearby houses. Six houses
sustained damage because of the
fire and people were crying out to
be rescued,” he said.

Unlike the strike in Yarim city,
Yahya Al-Jalal, who owns a shop
selling spare car parts in the Kitab
area of Yarim district, said there
were no Houthi militants in the vi-
cinity of the strike.

A witness to the bombing, which
he described as “resounding and
violent,” Al-Jalal said the strike
first hit two gas tankers which
were stopped near a gas station in
Kitab. When the tankers exploded,
“all those who were at the scene
during the strike were killed.” He
estimated the number of deaths to
be six.

Despite the airstrikes, secu-
rity chief Al-Shami claimed Ibb
remains stable and that security
forces, in cooperation with Houthi
popular committees, are main-
taining order in the governorate.

The Houthis seized Ibb in the
middle of October last year, with
little resistance from locals or
military forces. However, periodic
fighting has occurred with alleged
Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Penin-
sula (AQAP) militants in multiple
locations in Ibb, including Yarim
district.

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1

diers on the ships ready to enter
southern Yemen.

The siege appears to involve
only Egypt and Saudi Arabia.
While the former is providing
four ships, it remains unclear
how many Saudi vessels are in-
volved.

While no battleships appear
to have targeted Aden, fighting
rages on in the city as southern
popular committees and mili-
tary units loyal to Abdu Rabu
Mansour Hadi compete for con-
trol with the Houthis and their
allies.

Hundreds are thought to have
died in Aden in the past week,
but official sources in the gover-
norate have little idea of the ex-
act number as ongoing clashes
make recovering the bodies dif-
ficult.

“There are hundreds of dead
bodies from both sides thrown
in the streets,” Mohammad
Musaed, the assistant security
chief of Aden, told the Yemen
Times Wednesday afternoon.
“The Houthis are occupying the
south, they are killing the sons
of the south, they must go back
to Sana’a before they are all
killed.”

Musaed confirmed that the
airport, while still closed, is now
controlled by southern popular
committees and soldiers loyal to
Hadi.
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Story and photos by
Ali Aboluhom

onday’s airstrike on

Mazraq IDP camp

in Hajjah gover-

norate, which left

at least 40 people
dead and hunreds more injured,
brought international attention to
the plight of civilians casualties of
the war. Less covered was the bomb-
ing of a busy market in Kitaf district
of Sa’ada governorate last Friday,
thought to have killed 15 civilians,
or the multiple other bombings
on civilian targets in governorates
around the country.

Four days after Saudi-led air-
strikes began, its organizers claimed
success as air power and every mili-
tary airbase available to Houthi
forces was said to be destroyed. Yet,
Abdu Rabu Mansour Hadi and his
Saudi supporters called for a contin-
uation of airstrikes until the Houthis
and their allies surrender, while ac-
cusations that civilians are being
killed in the campaign have met with
silence and denial.

According to UNICEF, as of
Wednesday at least 62 children have
been killed and 30 injured through-
out Yemen since the war started
six days earlier around midnight
on March 25. Fighting continues to
engulf Aden and other governorates
in the south, as air raids continue
throughout the country.

The addition of a Saudi-led co-
alition of international actors to a
localized conflict involving an array
of groups has left citizens confused
about who the enemy is and where
the dangers are coming from.

Mohammad Al-Wesabi, 45, lives
with his family in the Hezyaz area
of Sanhan district, just north of
the capital Sana’a. Shortly after
midnight on Sunday, houses in his
neighborhood were rocked by a
strong explosion, different than the
airstrikes and anti-aircraft artillery
residents throughout the -capital
have become accustomed to in re-
cent days.

Al-Wesabi emerged in the morn-
ing to find a crowd gathered in a lo-
cal brickyard, less than two hundred
meters from his house. Standing
around a large crater in the ground,
he and his neighbors discovered the
source of the explosion was a mere
stone’s throw from their homes.

Sadeq Al-Ezzi*, 25, an accoun-
tant working for NATCO electron-
ics in Hezyaz, said merchandize in
his company warehouse, several
hundred meters from the blast, was
found destroyed the next day. Shat-
tered windows and pockmarked
houses nearest the explosion, evacu-
ated days earlier, testify to the blast’s
destructive power. No civilians were
injured in the strike.

The Reserve Forces base next to
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With few confirmed facts available, residents are left to speculate about the source of shelling. The sizeable crater, above, appears to be caused by an air to surface missile.
Some residents wonder if the Houthis caused the damage in order to inflame residents against the Saudi-led coalition conducting the airstrikes.

Al-Wesabi’s neighborhood was the
likely target of the airstrike, and
the sizeable crater would appear to
be caused by an air to surface mis-
sile. However, with the rapid pace of
developments in Yemen over recent
weeks and months, and with rumors
and rampant misinformation, citi-
zens have a hard time discerning en-
emy from foe and working out where
threats are coming from.

In the absence of identifiable
shrapnel, Al-Ezzi says he and other
residents remain divided on what
may have caused the explosion.
Those at the scene did not rule out
the possibility that the Reserve
Forces stationed next door—many
of whom once belonged to Ali
Abdullah Saleh’s elite Republican
Guard—purposely fired a missile
into the brickyard, part of efforts to
stir resentment towards the Saudi-
led coalition.

With little confirmation coming
from either side regarding strikes
and artillery fire, residents are left
with speculation in absence of facts.

“If the Houthis and Saleh’s forces
prove incapable of preventing the
airstrikes with the weapons they
have, they might find ways to ensure
civilians direct their anger at the for-
eign intervention instead of them-

selves. So it’s possible they target
civilian areas,” said Al-Ezzi.

Human shields?

Many in Sana’a have questioned the
effectiveness of anti-aircraft guns
against planes flying so high they
remain unseen by the naked eye.
Despite unverified reports to the
contrary, no coalition jet is known to
have been shot down in the capital
or anywhere else in the country.

Yahya Ashraf, deputy director of
the Police Academy Research De-
partment, which offers military and
security analysis, believes the anti-
aircraft weaponry now available to
Houthi forces is incapable of hitting
coalition warplanes.

While effective weaponry may
still be available, something Ashraf
could not speculate further on, he
believes the continued use of low-
range Soviet, American and German
guns currently heard throughout the
capital is “pointless.”

Jamal Al-Qeiz, head of the Secu-
rity Department in the Ministry of
Defense, confirmed that available air
defenses are unable to hit planes at a
high altitude, but said they were be-
ing used to prevent fighter jets from
moving in closer during attacks.

The use of ineffective weapon-

Remains of furniture left after the explosion hit this house near the yard in Hezyaz area.

ry may have more to do with the
Houthis’ public image than actual
defense, as Ashraf suggests, but they
constitute a real danger to people
living in their vicinity. Although co-
alition strikes appear to have been
targeting large military installations
thus far, concerns have risen since
the guns began appearing more fre-
quently in civilian areas.

Mohammad Abdullah*, 44, lives
in the Safia neighborhood of Sana’a.
According to Abdullah, anti-aircraft
weaponry have been positioned
amongst houses in his area since last
Thursday, a day after airstrikes first
began in the capital.

“Whenever a wave of airstrikes
begin, we hear gunfire from our
area and it’s terrifying, especially for
women and children,” he said, add-
ing that complaints from residents
are met with accusations of being
unpatriotic and betraying the na-
tional cause.

Speaking at a press conference in
Riyadh on Sunday, Ahmed Aseri of
the Saudi Defense Ministry warned
civilians to avoid soldiers and mili-
tary installations, while accusing
Houthi forces of using residential
areas as shields. “Houthi militias set
up anti-aircraft guns on the rooftops
of residential buildings in an at-
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tempt to draw coalition forces into
bombing them,” he said.

Nasser Al-Homaid*, 36, a local
from the Bait Baws area in Sana’a,
says Houthis have been firing artil-
lery from rooftops in his neighbor-
hood. Al-Homaid says anti-aircraft
artillery are positioned above houses
using cranes, a process he witnessed
on Saturday.

“Nobody can object to such ac-
tions. Nobody dares, they could be
harmed,” he said.

Bassam Mohsen*, 22, a resident of
Al-Khair neighborhood in the capi-
tal’s Al-Sabaeen area, says Houthis
mobilize their artillery at night,
which makes it difficult to know
when guns are positioned nearby.

Monitoring or resisting the use
of heavy artillery in residential ar-
eas is also made difficult due to lo-
cal collaberation, says Mohsen. “In
our neighborhood there are lots of
political and tribal figures with close
ties to the former president, who are
willing to assist the Houthis because
of their alliance with military units
loyal to Ali Abdullah Saleh.”

As Saudi-led airstrikes claim
growing numbers of civilians, and
Houthi and military forces draw the
battle closer to their homes, many of
those with the means to do so have

X

People gathered to see the effect of the explosion.

decided to leave the capital.

If the airstrikes continue for much
longer, Al-Homaid is planning to
take his family to his ancestral vil-
lage in Amran governorate, border-
ing Sana’a to the north. But leaving
is not an option for everyone. In
spite of the dangers, Al-Wesabi says
he won’t be relocating his family to
a safer area. He doesn’t have any-
where else to go, he says, and can’t
afford to rent a new property.

As it goes in war, a lack of account-
ability means personal losses go un-
compensated. The home of Yasser
Zaid, 55, was severely damaged by
Sunday’s explosion in Hezyaz. Zaid
said he is grateful for the safety of
his family, who had moved to anoth-
er part of the city just a day earlier,
but wonders how long it will take be-
fore he can repair his home.

Others, like Hassan Al-Sharafi,
32, have fewer options. His home
near Al-Dailmi Airbase in Sana’a has
been destroyed following repeated
attacks. He and his family of seven
narrowly survived, but are now
homeless and have been taken in by
neighbors.

*Names of local residents who
spoke critically of the Houthis have
been changed for their safety.
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OUR OPINION

Attacked
from all sides

etween the Saudi-led airstrikes,
Houthi artillery, street battles
between competing militias in
Aden, and the steady advance
southward by the Saleh-backed
Houthis, bodies are piling up and hospitals
are quickly running out of supplies to treat
the injured. While the physical violence is
overwhelming, another frightening reality
is the extremely polarizing rhetoric being
waged by all sides, a legacy that could be
here to stay even if the bombs stop falling
from the sky. The detentions, disappearanc-
es, assassinations and attacks on the press
pre-Operation Decisive Storm were horrify-
ing enough, but things are now escalating.

Both Hadi and the Saleh-allied Houthis
have waged a full-on war against media in
Yemen. Before the Saudi-led coalition began
the strikes, the Houthis would enter media
institutions on the pre-text of “monitoring”
them for corruption, before taking control
over editorial policy and filling pages with
pro-Houthi propaganda. Today, there are
no pretexts needed. The Houthis have de-
clared that the Saudi-led assault on Yemen
means there can be no criticism of them.
You're either with them or against them,
and they are openly referring to anyone
who criticizes them—even those opposed
to the strikes—as traitors. Both sides have
shown a flagrant disregard for civilian life.
Both are willing to take the country down a
blood-soaked road to hell to stay in power,
and through threats and sheer force, both
sides are trying to use the media they don’t
already control to peddle their propaganda.

The losers are, and always have been, the
Yemeni people. Poor, tired and seemingly
powerless to stop Yemen’s descent into cha-
0s, it is their bodies piling up on the streets
of Aden, in bombed out dairy factories in
Hodeida, and they will bear the brunt of the
violence still to come, with talks of a pos-
sible ground invasion by the coalition. Even
IDP camps, hosting some of the country’s
most vulnerable, aren’t safe from strikes.
While families of the 40 killed on Monday
bury their dead, Saudi’s hapless defense
minister is still waiting for confirmation
from the government that the site was ac-
tually a camp. Buddy, it’s been confirmed.
Might be a good idea to do that before you
drop the bombs.

The day airstrikes began in Yemen, on
March 26, the Houthis stormed and shut
down four media outlets. Al-Saeeda channel
was also stormed, but the Houthis allowed
it to remain open on the condition it did not
publish anything the Houthis deemed in-
cendiary towards the group.

The move came hours after three chan-
nels affiliated with the Houthis were shut
down.

Egypt-based Nilesat and Saudi-based
Arabsat, two satellite communication com-
panies, stopped broadcasts of the Yemeni
state-run channels currently under Houthi
control. Hadi first requested the broadcasts
be shut down in January, and put a new re-
quest through on Thursday.

Yemenis do not have to choose between
the Saudi-led coalition or the Houthis. The
challenge, once we've buried our dead and
can leave our homes for more than a few
hours at a time, will be to redistribute power
so that individuals and militias can’t bring
an entire country down with them.

Ahlam Mohsen

Saudi Arabia’s high-stakes gamble

Thomas W. Lippman
I Middle East Institute
First published March 27
ith its bold
and public
intervention
in  Yemen’s
civil war,
Saudi Arabia has cast off a half-
century of caution and restraint
in regional security affairs.

For decades the Kingdom’s
preferred instruments of foreign
policy were diplomacy, cash,
and religion. The Saudis spent
billions on weapons and mili-
tary facilities, but their armed
forces made only cameo ap-
pearances in the region’s many
conflicts. They have generally
avoided deployments that might
spark opposition at home or po-
liticize the armed forces. Even in
the 1960s when Yemen was the
battleground for a proxy war be-
tween Saudi Arabia and Gamal
Abdel Nasser’s Egypt, the Saudis
did not send their own troops.
While Saudi Arabia is modestly
participating in the coalition
waging an air campaign in Iraq
against the Islamic State (ISIL),
the campaign is under the lead-
ership of the United States and
the Saudis have maintained a
low profile.

Still, there have been signs
for some time that the Saudis
have decided to use their own
muscle to protect their interests
and reduce their long-standing
security dependence on the
United States. Over the past six
years, more or less in parallel
with the US military drawdown
in the area, the Saudis have un-
dertaken smaller-scale military
campaigns in neighboring coun-

“It is not en-
tirely clear
what [Sau-
di Arabia]
hopes to
achieve, but
there can be
little doubt
that they
have a much
larger objec-
tive...”

tries, beginning with a 2009 air
war against Yemen’s Houthi
rebels who, the Saudis said, had
crossed their border and were
instigated by Iran. Then came
the movement of Saudi troops
into Bahrain to shore up the
regime there during the Arab
Spring uprisings, followed by
the anti-ISIL action in Iraq and
the conspicuous movement of
Saudi troops to the Iraqgi bor-
der. None of those actions ap-
proached the new Yemen inter-
vention in scope or ambition,
and none of them carried the
same risks.

This time the Saudis took the
lead in assembling a ten-nation
military coalition in an urgent
effort to prevent those same
Houthis from seizing control
of all of Yemen, and in winning
political support for the cam-
paign from the United States
and from the Arab League. And
they took the extraordinary step

of announcing the start of the
campaign at a news conference
by the Kingdom’s ambassador
to the United States, Adel Al-
Jubeir.

The ambassador said his
country acted to protect the “le-
gitimate government” of Yemen,
led by President Abdu Rabu
Mansour Hadi. The Saudis were
committed to him because they
had engineered his assumption
of the presidency in place of his
predecessor, Ali Abdullah Saleh,
whose long autocratic rule
crumbled in the Arab Spring.
The Houthis, who are mostly
Zaydi Shia and who are appar-
ently allied with residual sup-
porters of Saleh, “will not be al-
lowed to take over the country,”
Jubeir said.

Hadi had first fled the capi-
tal, Sana’a, after the Houthis
seized it, and then Aden, on the
southern coast, as the Houthis
advanced toward it. He was re-
ported on Thursday to have ar-
rived in Riyadh. For better or
worse, the Saudis own this one.
It is not entirely clear what they
hope to achieve, but there can
be little doubt that they have a
much larger objective than the
restoration of Hadi’s govern-
ment. They want to cut off the
accelerating spread of Iranian
influence across the region.

In the Saudi embassy’s offi-
cial statement announcing the
air campaign, and in Al-Jubeir’s
remarks, the words “Iran” and
“Shia” were never uttered. But
given the Saudis’ well-known
concerns about Iran—their Shia
rival for regional dominance—
and the Iranians’ increasingly
visible support for the Houthis,
and the fact that the Saudis as-

sembled an all-Sunni Muslim
coalition to intervene, the Iran
factor is evident. According to
the knowledgeable security ana-
lyst Bruce Riedel, “[T]n Riyadh’s
estimate the Iranian gains are
the biggest successes for their
Persian rivals since the shah’s
fall. The Saudis also fear the Ira-
nians with Iraqi help may try to
stoke tensions and violence in
Bahrain next.”

Saudi Arabia’s decision to act
“did not come lightly” and was
taken only after extensive dis-
cussion, according to Al-Jubeir.
It represents the first big test on
the world stage for King Salman
bin Abdul Aziz, who ascended
to the Saudi throne in January.
The decision to intervene was
undoubtedly his, but prelimi-
nary reports from Riyadh say
he acted after a vigorous policy
argument in which the defense
minister, his 34-year-old son
Prince Mohammed, prevailed

“The Sau-
dis’ long-
term inter-
ests might
be better
served by
letting the
Houthis take
over the
country and
try to run it.”

over the veteran foreign minis-
ter, Prince Saud Al-Faisal.

It is understandable if Prince
Saud was reluctant, because the
list of things that could go wrong
for the Saudis is daunting. They
could simply fail, enabling the
Houthis to take full control of
a vital neighbor. That would be
a spectacular embarrassment,
and it can’t be ruled out because
the Saudi armed forces have
minimal combat experience.
Images of civilian casualties in
Sana’a could provoke a domes-
tic backlash. The air campaign
could have the negative effect of
strengthening Riyadh’s deadly
enemy, Al-Qaeda in the Ara-
bian Peninsula (AQAP), which
is deeply entrenched in Yemen
but has been challenged by the
Houthis. And by its nature a
bombing campaign will inflict
physical damage on a country
that is already desperately poor,
increasing the chance that Sau-
di Arabia will confront a failed
state across its porous southern
border.

In fact, whoever emerges on
top in Yemen, if anyone ever
does, will gain a prize of dubi-
ous value. Yemen is the poorest
country in the region and getting
poorer as its population grows
and oil revenue dwindles. It is
also running out of water, and
much of the water it does have
is squandered on the production
of the narcotic leaf qat, which
has no nutritional content. Ye-
men also has a long tradition of
tribal autonomy and resistance
to central government control.
The Saudis’ long-term interests
might be better served by letting
the Houthis take over the coun-
try and try to run it.

The Yemen crisis isn’t about Yemen. It’s about
Saudi Arabia and its desire for regional power

Mend Mariwany
I Muftah.org
First published March 30
n Thursday,
March 26, Saudi
Arabia launched
a military cam-
paign in Yemen,
after fighters and army units al-
lied with the Houthi movement
threatened to overrun the south-
ern port of Aden, as reported by
The New York Times.

Saudi Arabia insists the
Houthis, who adhere to the
Zaydi branch of Shia Islam, are
proxies of Iran and part of an
Iranian plan to destabilize the
region. Indeed, since the Arab
Spring in 2011, Iran has stepped
up its regional role, backing pre-
dominantly Shia factions in re-
gional conflicts, including Leba-
non’s Hezbollah, Syria’s Bashar
Al-Assad, and the Iraqi military
in its fight against the Islamic
State in Iraq and Levante (ISIL).

For Saudi Arabia and its allies,
Iran’s involvement in regional af-
fairs is unacceptable. They fear
the Iranians will ignite Shia re-
volts across the region and de-
stabilize the Middle East even
further.

However, as the Saudi military
continues its assault on Yemen,
it is becoming increasingly evi-
dent that the greatest threat to
the region is not coming from
Iran, but from Saudi Arabia,
which has also been involved in
various proxy wars. While these
have mostly been aimed at curb-
ing Iranian influence, Saudi
Arabia’s approach to the region
is single-mindedly driven by a
desire to increase its regional
hegemony.

The Saudi attack in Yemen is
backed by an allied force, includ-
ing ten mostly Sunni-majority
regional states (Bahrain, Qatar,
Kuwait, UAE, Egypt, Jordan,
Morocco, Sudan, Pakistan, and
Turkey), and has support from
the United States. A few days
after airstrikes began, ousted
Yemeni President Abdu Rabu
Mansour Hadi fled to Saudi Ara-
bia from his refuge in Aden.

Hadi, who was leading Ye-
men’s transitional  govern-
ment until being ousted by the
Houthis in January, was the only
candidate in presidential elec-
tions held in February 2012, fol-
lowing the overthrow of former
Saudi-backed dictator Ali Abdul-
lah Saleh. During Hadi’s rule,

“It is be-
coming in-
creasingly
evident
that the
greatest
threat to
the region
is not com-
ing from
Iran, but
from Saudi
Arabia...”

the Houthis repeatedly demand-
ed greater representation in the
Yemeni Parliament. The Houthi
movement has had other, more
long standing grievances with
Yemen’s central government,
dating back to the early 2000s.

Frustrated by the government’s
failure to address their demands,
the Houthis staged a takeover of
Sana’a in September 2014.

Recently, the rebels managed
to advance to Aden, where they
engaged in several clashes with
pro-Hadi factions. Claiming “to
protect and defend the legitimate
government [of Hadi],” Saudi
Arabia sent in warplanes, bomb-
ing key-Houthi held positions.
A potential Saudi-led ground
invasion has also received sup-
port from regional states and the
United States.

If Saudi Arabia is genuinely
concerned about regional stabil-
ity, though, why has it remained
largely inactive over the very real
threats from ISIL, and multiple
crises in Libya, Syria, and Iraq?
These conflicts are arguably
more destabilizing to the Middle
East than Yemen’s Houthi move-
ment, and could have benefitted
from a joint Arab intervention.

In reality, Saudi’s “concerns”
over Yemen, as with many other
issues in the region, are not actu-
ally about Yemen or its stability,
but rather about Saudi Arabia’s
own hegemonic power and de-
sire to overshadow Iran.

Yemeni political and human

rights activist Baraa Shiban em-
phasized this in an interview
with Free Speech Radio News,
saying:
“It’s just a ground for a
proxy war between Iran
and Saudi Arabia... And in-
stead of having that fight in
the lands of either Iran or
the Saudis, the battlefield
is Yemen now. And actu-
ally there are many people
questioning the benefits of
supporting either side be-
cause simply they feel that
they are fighting a fight
that doesn’t belong to us
and then results of it will ei-
ther work for the benefit of
the Iranians or the Saudis.
Yemen will lose either way.”

Saudi Arabia and its coalition
partners are likely to continue
bombing Yemen, until Saudi
achieves its goal—to circum-
scribe Iranian influence in the
country and assert itself over Ye-
men.

Republished with permission
from Muftah.org. This article
originally appeared on Muftah.
org. Follow Muftah on Twitter
@MuftahOrg.
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Interview 2 April, 2015

Head of Abad think tank:

Saudi-led airstrikes

necessary

Abdulsalam Mohammed is the head of the Abad Center for Strategic Studies in Sana'a. In October,
the center released a report, predicting that the Houthis would invade the south. This month, that
prediction came true. The Houthis are currently engaged in a number of fronts in the south, seek-
ing to expand their control.

Mohammed, who supports the strikes in Yemen, said the move was necessary to maintain the
security of the region. He claims that the Houthi takeover has prompted Saudi Arabia to re-
examine its role in the country by helping to build institutions, instead of relying on its ties

to individuals, families or tribes.

In an interview with the Yemen Times, Mohammed answers a number of questions

about where he thinks the country is heading.

Interview by
Khalid Al-Karimi

The Saudi-led coalition is tar-
geting Houthi military loca-
tions in several areas of the
country. Is this part of the so-
lution or an exacerbation of
the political crisis in Yemen?

I think the Saudi-led coalition be-
came a necessity when the sov-
ereignty of the state was lost to
an armed militia. Yemen posed a
threat to regional and international
security given its geopolitical po-
sition. The country would not be
just a source of worry, but also a
source of violence and destruction
to the region. Many factors pushed
the Gulf countries to interfere, in-
cluding maintaining their national
security. The Gulf has realized that
their foe, Iran, has gained the up-
per hand in the country through the
Houthis, who made use of Saleh's
[friendliness] towards  them.
Therefore, I think Saudi Arabia felt
that it was a [mistake] on their part
that they formed such alliances
with individuals in the past, and it
is taking responsibility for that and
taking responsibility for Yemen. It
is true that the Saudis' priority is to
maintain the security of the gulf re-
gion, but they also say they will sup-
port building participatory demo-
cratic systems in Yemen. From now
on, they will not support Yemen
through individuals, families or
oppressive regimes. This goodwill
has a motive. Yemen, through its
numerous rounds of conflicts, has

posed a threat to the region, and
Saudi Arabia has to support a po-
litical system that will be stable, in-
dependent and sovereign.

Saudi Arabia does not have a
history of supporting demo-
cratic movements in Yemen.
It is a monarchy; do you re-
ally think they would allow
Yemen to have a democracy
on their border, let alone help
the country establish such a
system?

Saudi Arabia has historically
worked through ruling parties and
families in Yemen, and as the king-
dom can see, this has not benefit-
ed Yemen. If Saudi Arabia wants
a stable country as its southern
neighbor, it has no option but to
support a system that will mitigate
the suffering of its people, end cor-
ruption, and build the economy.
If it returns to its old policies, the
conflicts will continue. This is not
in the benefit of Saudi Arabia.

In line with the big military
loss of the Houthis, do you ex-
pect Iran's possible interven-
tion?

Iran has no a chance of any direct
military intervention because it has
been facing a very tough economic
situation. If it takes direct military
action, the West will seize the op-
portunity to attack it. That is, Iran
will get bogged down in troubles
that could threaten its security.
At the same time, I am not saying
Iran will be silent towards what is

happening to the Houthis. It will
support the Houthis financially
and through the media, and will at-
tempt to provide some military and
logistical support. To their dismay,
the coalition forces have controlled
the air and marine routes.

Air strikes alone can not de-
feat the Houthis. Do you ex-
pect the coalition to send
ground troops?

The leadership of the coalition forc-
es says if ground forces are needed,
they will send them. However, I
think that in order for this opera-
tion to be successful, there should
be aerial and marine assistance
for a national Yemeni military on
the ground. Yemenis are sensitive
about foreign intervention. For the
first time in Yemeni history, how-
ever, the majority of Yemenis sup-
port this intervention in order to
combat the armed militants that
have taken over their state. Any-
way, I do not think sending ground
troops is a good idea. Restructuring
the military and deploying them is
better.

You say the majority of Ye-
menis support the strikes.
What do you base that claim
on?

If the Houthis had the popularity,
they could mobilize protests in gov-
ernorates against the strikes.

People can be both against
the airstrikes and against the
Houthis.

Yes, that’s true.

The Houthis remain defiant,
despite the significant damage
done to their military capa-
bilities. Following the strikes,
what strengths do the Houthis
have left?

Houthi rhetoric about their
strength and resistance is highly
exaggerated and arrogant. They
are just postponing the inevitable,
which is their end. If they were
earnest about maintaining security
and Yemeni unity, they could have
transitioned into a political party.
The group gained many advantages
through the NDC outcomes.

In a speech delivered in Aden
before fleeing, Abdu Rabu
Mansour Hadi said he will
hoist the Yemeni flag on Ma-
ran Mountain of Sa'ada in-
stead of the Iranian flag. What
sort of support is Hadi betting
on?

Hadi is betting on regional pow-
ers but also the Yemeni people.
Hadi wants to send a clear mes-
sage that not only is he going to
defend Sana’a and Aden, but he’s
going on the offensive and taking

the Houthi stronghold of Sa’ada.
That’s his target. That is, Hadi
wants to say “we will attack.” He
became more bold in his speech
after feeling secure with regards to
regional support. However, after
Hadi's words the Houthi militants
pushed towards the south, and they
were about to take control of Aden.
Then the intervention of the coali-
tion forces came. Now the attacks
against Houthi and Ali Saleh sites
are among the means which could
make Hadi reach Maran.

Targeting two mosques in the
capital city weeks ago created
a dangerous precedent. In
your view, what is the purpose
of this heinous crime at this
critical time?

I believe that the terrorist explo-
sions in the capital of two mosques
is a matter of targeting integrated
social fabric that has remained
united after all events since 2011 in
order to avoid the country plunging
into a civil strife. So the explosions
targeted the fabrics of the society
and aimed at giving a rise to the
sectarian conflicts. This crime will
remain an unforgettable wound
and pain among Yemenis. I do not

think it was only a terrorist group
which plotted this act. Instead, I
think there was international intel-
ligence support in order to trigger
the sectarian conflict in Yemen and
lead the country to a civil war just it
is happening in Iraq.

Finally, the war has broken
out, is it possible the negoti-
ating table will bring Yemeni
factions together again?

I think the majority of the political
factions still adhere to the national
dialogue, and have not opted for a
war. The Houthis and Saleh only
reneged on the NDC outcomes.
The political parties have not en-
tered a war. Now the dialogue is
open, but the political equations
have changed. The Houthi group
will not be accepted to be part of
authority with its current structure.
It should put weapons aside, apolo-
gize to Yemenis for its violence and
transform to a political party. This
will not happen unless the group
has wise people inside it. And these
wise people can form a national po-
litical party based on pluralism and
democracy, not on sectarianism or
the force of weapons. Otherwise,
the Houthi group will disintegrate.
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Saudi-led Yemen intervention
threatens protracted, sectarian war

W T

Naiyf Rahma/ Reuters

AT .

Soldiers and Houthi fighters inspect the damage caused by airstrikes on the airport of Yemen’s northwestern city of

Sa’ada, a Houthi stronghold near the border with Saudi Arabia, March 30, 2015.

Adam Baron
I america.aljazeera.com

First published March 30

emen has lately become

a hot topic of rampant

strategic pontifica-

tion, as pundits rush

to make bold sweeping
statements that seek to explain the
turbulence in this conflict-wracked
nation as simply another front in a
region-wide strategic context. But
reality—as most who follow Yemen
would attest—is far more compli-
cated.

Last September, the Houthis—a
Zaydi Shia rebel group—took effec-
tive control of Sana’a, the Yemeni
capital, riding on a wave of popu-
lar discontent over the transitional
government of President Abdu
Rabu Mansour Hadi. That govern-
ment had been installed under a
UN-backed deal mediated by the

Saudi-led Gulf Cooperation Coun-
cil to end the Arab Spring-inspired
uprising against the country’s long-
time leader, Ali Abdullah Saleh. The
Houthis quickly inked a deal with
Hadi and other political factions,
but tensions soon emerged. By the
start of March, the government had
resigned, while Hadi—after escap-
ing house arrest by the Houthis in
Sana’a—fled to Aden and declared
it Yemen’s temporary capital. UN-
mediated talks continued in search
of a political settlement, while
the Houthis moved to consolidate
power. The power vacuum resulting
from the steady collapse of Yemen’s
political order had already proved
a boon to extremist groups such as
Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula
(AQAP), and deepened an economic
and humanitarian crisis that had al-
ready left half of the country’s popu-
lation food-insecure.

Any hope of an early resolution

to the crisis among Yemen’s rival
factions has been quashed by the
Saudi-led anti-Houthi military of-
fensive—euphemistically =~ named
Decisive Storm. Five nights into the
air barrage, a return to calm seems
as far away as ever, while the out-
come of the Saudi-led intervention
remains uncertain.

That’s because while the Arab
League countries waging the air
campaign portray the Houthi rebel-
lion as a product of Iranian med-
dling, Yemen’s conflict remains in
essence a local struggle for political
power. It was spurred by the de-
terioration of central government
control before Saleh’s exit and then
exacerbated by his successor’s in-
ability to consolidate power—all
of which created a perfect opening
for the Houthis, whose complaints
about corruption and widespread
pernicious foreign influence seemed
to resonate with more Yemenis than

ever. The Houthi
campaign, until the
middle of last year,
was largely a turf
war against tribal
opponents in the
highlands of north-
ern Yemen—a con-
flict in which Hadi
and the central gov-
ernment alternate-
ly played mediator
and disinterested
observer. More re-
cently, however, as
the Houthis grew
stronger, they be-
gan directly chal-
lenging Hadi and
his backers—with
the support of their
ally of convenience,
former President
Saleh. Houthis
forged the part-
nership with Saleh
more than a year
ago, fueled by their
mutual distaste for
the Islah Party, a
Yemeni faction that
includes the bulk of
the country’s Mus-
lim Brotherhood.

It's worth not-
ing that Saleh’s
support has put
swaths of Sunni
Yemeni soldiers and tribal fight-
ers into the field on the side of the
Shia Houthis, underscoring the fact
that the roots of this conflict are not
purely sectarian. Still, the conflict
certainly has a sectarian tinge. The
Houthi movement is rooted in the
revival of Zaydism, a heterodox Shia
sect found almost exclusively in the
Yemeni highlands. And many of
the Houthis’ Sunni opponents have
framed their conflicts in religious
terms.

The Saudi-led intervention has
exacerbated the sectarian dimen-
sion. Politicians in the region have
painted Yemen as a battleground
between Sunni and Shia powers.
Western observers have cast it as a
proxy battle between Iran and Saudi
Arabia. Regardless of their veracity,
such framings risk becoming self-
fulfilling prophesies: Since the start
of military action, the profusion of
charged language—most obviously
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the application to the Houthis of a
laundry list of sectarian derogative
terms for Shia—has been nearly im-
possible to ignore.

The likely trajectory of the conflict
in coming days remains unclear. In
addition to inflicting civilian casual-
ties, terrifying Sana’a residents, and
effectively cutting off Yemen off
from the outside world, the air-
strikes have annihilated much of the
combat capability of Yemeni mili-
tary. A number of key branches in
the Yemeni armed forces, including
the air force, had fallen under the
control of the Houthis and their al-
lies, and have become targets.

The cost of their air campaign
to the coalition is low, but so is
the probability of it dislodging the
Houthis. While some coalition
partners have raised the prospect
of a ground incursion, an invading
force facing battle-hardened Houthi
fighters on their own rugged turf
would likely find the going tough.

The conflict is already escalating
Yemen’s preexisting humanitarian
crisis. The war had effectively shut
down the impoverished nation’s
economy, while many fear that a na-
val blockade could prevent food and
medical supplies reaching those in
need.

All sides ostensibly agree that
the conflict will be ended through
a negotiated settlement. But it's
uncertain whether the coalition’s
campaign will accelerate a process
to that conclusion. Political sources
in Sana’a say that a deal had been in

the making as Decisive Storm was
launched. The airstrikes appear to
have softened Saleh’s stance. On Sat-
urday the former president called
for an end to the strikes and offered
an agreement in which his relatives
would refrain from running in com-
ing elections. But the Houthis have
dug in—defiantly rejecting the idea
that they will be bombed into sub-
mission—while Hadi, empowered
by the groundswell of foreign sup-
port, has expressed unprecedented
confidence. In a combative speech
at Saturday’s Arab League summit
in Sharm Al-Sheikh in Egypt, he
condemned the Houthis as “stooges
of Iran” and demanded their surren-
der. Tough talk, but on the ground,
Hadi’s supporters have yet to make
progress even in securing the south-
ern port of Aden, and he seems set
to stay in the Saudi capital, Riyadh,
for some time.

The alternative to an agreement,
most Yemenis fear, is an extended
civil war. The power vacuum could
very well accelerate the country’s
fragmentation, while further en-
hancing the prospects for groups
such as AQAP. A prolonged conflict
would be a disaster, not just for Ye-
men, but for the region as a whole.
It would be an overly pessimistic
assessment to say the situation has
reached the point of no return. But
even if it hasn’t now, if the current
trends hold Yemen will very soon
fall into the abyss of a protracted
conflict that threatens its survival as
a state.

Yemen’s Saleh proves to be a

Bruce Riedel
I al-monitor.com

First published March 29

n the dangerous game of

Yemeni politics, Field Mar-

shal Ali Abdullah Saleh is

the ultimate survivor. The

Saudi-led air campaign
is the fourth time the Saudis have
tried to engineer his removal from
Yemeni politics. Saleh has survived
isolation, sanctions, civil war and
assassins. Now he has built an al-
liance with his former foes, the
Houthis, to oust his former deputy
from the country.

Saleh, 73, is a Zaydi Shia who
joined the Yemeni army as a cor-
poral in 1958. He attended the Ye-
meni military college and fought
alongside the Egyptians against
the Saudi-backed Zaydi royalists
in the 1960s. He became president
of North Yemen in 1978 after his
predecessor died in an assassina-
tion arranged by the then-leader of

South Yemen. The South Yemeni
communist leader had sent an em-
issary to visit his northern coun-
terpart with a briefcase allegedly
containing a secret letter. Instead,
it had a bomb inside that exploded,
killing the messenger and Saleh’s
predecessor.

It was widely assumed that Saleh
would not last six months. Instead,
Saleh survived several coup at-
tempts before securing the unifica-
tion of North and South Yemen in
1990, when the Soviet Union could
no longer afford to keep the com-
munists in power in Aden. Saleh
gained much popular support for
the unification.

Later that year, Saleh sided with
Saddam Hussein and Iraq when it
invaded Kuwait. Yemen was Sad-
dam’s only supporter in the UN
Security Council. The Saudis be-
lieved he had a secret deal with
Saddam to restore Yemeni rule
over governorates lost by Yemen to
the kingdom in a 1934 war between

the two countries. Working closely
with President George H.W. Bush,
Saudi Arabia’s King Fahd sought to
isolate Saleh to punish him for his
pro-Iraqi sentiments.

Riyadh evicted almost a million
Yemeni guest workers and their
families from Saudi Arabia in re-
taliation for Yemen’s tilt toward
Baghdad. The Saudis hoped this
would precipitate a coup against
Saleh. He survived.

In 1994, the Saudis backed an
effort by the former Marxists in
south Yemen to regain indepen-
dence. The Saudis sent weapons
and money to the southern sepa-
ratists. Saleh crushed the seces-
sionists in a brief bloody civil war
and regained control of Aden. Ri-
yadh was thwarted again.

After Al-Qaeda attacked the de-
stroyer USS Cole in Aden’s har-
bor in 2000, Saleh claimed that a
US plan to seize the city had been
thwarted. Then he promised to de-
feat Al-Qaeda. President George

W. Bush hailed him as a partner in
the war on terrorism.

After the Arab Spring came to
Yemen in early 2011, Saleh faced
popular demands to give up the
presidency. He was the target of an
assassination attempt in a mosque
in June 2011 in which he was badly
wounded. After recuperation in
hospitals in Saudi Arabia and the
United States, Saleh reluctantly
turned over power to Vice Presi-
dent Abdu Rabu Mansour Hadi in
a Saudi-arranged political agree-
ment in 2012 that granted Saleh
lifetime immunity from prosecu-
tion.

Behind the scenes, Saleh made a
deal with the Zaydi Houthi move-
ment to work against Hadi and
the Saudis. Saleh had fought the
Houthis for years before 2010 and
had killed their first leader, but the
Houthis welcomed his support, es-
pecially as Saleh still has consider-
able backing in the former Repub-
lican Guard and other key army

Survivor

units and in the air force.

Saleh is also grooming his son
to be Yemen’s next leader. Ahmed
Ali, 42, is a key player in turning
the military against Hadi. Hadi
made him ambassador to the Unit-
ed Arab Emirates to get him out
of the country, but it didn’t work.
Many Yemenis believe the two
Salehs have been more important
in the Houthis’” successes than the
Iranians. Without Saleh, it is un-
likely the Houthis could have taken
control of the capital.

The United Nations imposed
sanctions on Saleh, including a
travel ban and assets freeze for
working with the Houthis against
Hadi in November 2014. The Sau-
dis were instrumental in getting
the sanctions passed. The UN ex-
perts report also accused Saleh of
working with Al-Qaeda in the Ara-
bian Peninsula to arrange assassi-
nations of Hadi supporters.

ed him gone for two-and-a-half
decades. His home village and
stronghold was bombed this week
by the Royal Saudi Air Force. Saleh
famously said that ruling fractious
Yemen is like dancing on the heads
of snakes. He is the consummate
snake dancer.

Saleh is still dancing. On the
night of March 28,in a televised
address on Houthi-controlled me-
dia, he appealed for an end to the
“barbaric” air attacks and for there
to be a cease-fire and elections. He
promised that neither he nor his
son would be a candidate for presi-
dent but also ruled out Hadji’s re-
turn. By coming out publicly, Saleh
seems to be trying to play the role
of senior statesman. There are ru-
mors that Ahmed Ali Saleh has
been in Riyadh trying to broker a
deal. Saleh bears huge responsibil-
ity for the disaster his country and
its neighbors now confront, a fail-
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