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THE WAR IN YEMEN:

UNNECESSARY, PREVENTABLE
AND STOPPABLE?
PROFESSOR DR PAUL REYNOLDS

THE HUMAN CONSEQUENCES
OF THE WAR

A FRAGMENTED AND FRAGILE
PEACE PROCESS

T

There have been several parallel attempts to
achieve peace in Yemen.6 The highest profile
one being the Stockholm Agreement,7 which
focuses on the strategic port of Hodeida
on the Red Sea, a place with domestic
Yemeni significance as well and international
importance.
Hodeida is domestically important
because its ports are the entry points for
large-scale commercial imports and exports
during peacetime, and now much needed
aid. The passage is currently controlled by
pro-Houthi militias, tribes and politicalcommercial groups. Houthi-allied groups
have been pressing for aid to fund a new road
from Hodeida to Sana’a.8 Hodeida is also the
centre of northern hydrocarbon resource
development.9 Internationally, Hodeida is on
the Red Sea route to the Suez Canal and is of
considerable military importance.
The Stockholm Agreements supported
by UN resolutions UNSCR 2451 and
UNSCR 2452, came about due to changes
in US and UK policy towards the war
following the recent murder of Washingtonbased Saudi journalist Jamal Khashoggi. The

he conflict in Yemen started in
March 2015, in the Middle East’s
poorest country. After four years of ground
operations and aerial bombing, what is the
status of the war now? Have the aims of any
of the belligerents been achieved? Given the
heavy toll on civilians, has the loss of life been
justified?
The overall death toll from fighting,
famine, and shortages of health care caused
by the war is hard to verify, even more so the
proportion of civilian and child deaths.
Certainly it seems the case that between 2015
and 2019, more than 15,000 people have died
directly from the conflict,1 perhaps over half
were civilians. According to UN agencies,.
Save the Children reports that 85,000 children
have died as a result of the war, mostly from
malnutrition and the resultant wave of deaths
from sickness. Up to another 4 million
children are suffering from malnutrition
according to UN reports.2 There have been
more than 2 million cases of cholera3 and more
than 5000 related deaths.4 Yemen today has
one of the highest rates of infant and maternal
mortality in the world.5
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US Congress voted to end direct military
involvement,10 which included a halt to midair refuelling of Saudi military aircraft. The
UK stepped back from its effective position
of blocking any UNSC pro-peace resolutions
– a prior position largely unknown amongst
parliamentarians in London.
The agreements relate
“It may depend
to Hodeida port, prisoner
upon the
swaps, and governance of
belligerents’ ability contested Taiz city. Attempts
to unify the two central banks
to see past their
and reopen Sana’a Airport
failed, both of international
own war-related
importance,11 and did not
propaganda
in the end feature in the
Stockholm Agreements.
narratives and
The Hodeida-specific
focus instead on the parts of the agreements
have a number of
in-country realities themselves
implementation problems.12
They may mark the
and the benefits
beginning of a wider peace
of competent and
effort. However, they could
inclusive peacetime also collapse, leading to more
intensive fighting, as the
governance”
agreements are too vague and
short, due to disagreements
on detail and the urgency.13
As is often the case in such conflicts,
it may depend upon the belligerents’
ability to see past their own war-related
propaganda narratives and focus instead
on the in-country realities and the benefits
of competent and inclusive peacetime
governance.
The Saudi-US led coalition partially
pulled back from attacking Hodeida, under
sustained pressure. The prospect of millions
more dying of starvation would not so
easily be kept off the front pages of Western
newspapers.14 However, this was contingent on
Houthi-led forces also withdrawing from the
city. For example, the Stockholm agreements15
require: ‘… the mutual redeployment of forces
from the city of Hodeidah and the ports of
Hodeidah, Salif and Ras Issa.’
However, a withdrawal of forces could

be interpreted as all pro-Houthi personnel,
only armed belligerents, or something in
between. This is still a work-in-progress and
all sides have been accused of dragging their
feet.
CURRENT OUTCOMES IN
TERRITORIAL CONTROL
The media focus on Hodeida has masked
the fact that the rest of the country is still in
conflict. Heavy bombing by the Saudi-US
coalition and fighting continues on numerous
fronts, resulting in hundreds of children
dying weekly from malnutrition and related
sicknesses.16
Different parties control different parts of
the country. The Houthi rebels control much
of the more populated parts of the country
in the west and north-west, including the
capital Sana’a, Sa’dah, Amran, Dhamar, Ibb and
Hodeida, while Taiz and Bayda are contested.17
Tribal militias control much of the
east and northeast of the country. The
eastern coastal area extending to Oman is
frequently described by the US government
as under the control of Al Qaeda, but credibly
verifiable claims to that affect from these
tribal groups themselves, especially with
respect to having any interest in pursuing
aims outside Yemen, are hard to come by.
Aden and much of the south is controlled by
well-funded UAE-backed militias18 together
which form the 24-member Southern
Transitional Council, chaired by Major
General Aidarus al-Zoubaidi, former governor
of Aden Province, who fell foul of the official
Hadi Government during the war in early
2017. Whilst UAE and Saudi Arabia are allied
in the war, the UAE pursues independently
its own commercial aims with respect to the
future of the Aden port and the hydrocarbon
sector, in competition with China and Russia.19
The officially recognised Hadi
government based in Saudi Arabia, directly
controls little of the country,20 and is
dependent on outside forces militarily and
politically. The main thrust of the Saudi-US
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led attacks on Yemen therefore consist of
aerial bombing and drone attacks, plus groups
of foreign and local forces assisted by foreign
special forces, sometimes with air cover.21
According to the UK-based Yemen Data
Project, the bombing patterns of the Saudi-US
led coalition show a concentration on Sada’a,
Hajja and Hodeida provinces, and the capital
Sana’a.22
Sada’a province has been especially
targeted, apparently to prevent incursions
into Saudi Arabia and cross border fire, and
curtail pro-Houthi communities across the
border in Saudi. There has been evidence of
Saudi bombing targeting non-military assets
in an attempt to direct displaced populations
towards the south. There have been more
bombing raids on villages in Baqim and Razih
in Sada’a Province near the Saudi border in the
last 4 months than in Hodeida or the whole of
Sana’a Province and the capital.23
Foreign military interventions on the
ground include coalition-affiliated special
forces from many countries including the
USA and the UK. The countries involved
include Sudan’s government-backed militia the
Janjaweed, resulting in the curious situation
in which UK forces, in effect, fight alongside
a brutal ‘terrorist’ force held responsible for
genocidal campaigns in Darfur, Western
Sudan.24
Despite the effectively limitless
resources of the Saudi and US backed
coalition, the conflict has been at a stalemate
for almost a year, and the peace agreement
related to Hodeida is fragile and dominated
by mutual mistrust.
At the start of the war the Saudi
government predicted a victory in a matter
of weeks. Although at the time such a victory
was not fully defined, four years later the
stalemate and absence of sufficient support
for the Hadi government has understandably
led to disquiet in elements of the Saudi royal
family25(although denied) and has caused
tensions between allies.
The essential problem in ending the
war was highlighted by the statements from
06

the ‘Quad’— the US, UK, Saudi Arabia and
UAE.26 After their joint meeting in February
2019, their communique came from the UK
Foreign Office supporting the Stockholm
Agreements but expressing full support for
the Saudi attacks, and blaming Iran for the war.
This makes it impossible for the UK and US
to take a pro-peace position in extending the
ceasefire, and gives the impression that they are
accepting the Stockholm Agreements under
duress.
CURRENT WESTERN MEDIA
NARRATIVES
The rivals in the conflict are commonly
described as the ‘recognised’ Saudi-backed
Sunni government led by President Hadi,
on whose behalf the Saudi bombing is
being conducted, against what are typically
described as ‘Shia Muslim Houthi rebels
backed with Iranian weapons and cash’ for
control of Yemeni territory.27
Dig a little deeper and the standard, more
expert explanation from Western and Saudi/
UAE-supported media is that following the
military survival of the Assad regime in Syria
with Russian help and Iranian support, the
Iranian government is in pursuit of military
expansion across the Middle East,28including
in Yemen, and must be stopped.29This is the
stated logic for Western (and UK) support for
the Saudi bombing and blockade and resultant
human carnage, mass cholera outbreaks, and
child starvation.
History suggests to US legislators that
one should be wary of such overarching
geopolitical rationales for war. For example,
the US entered the Vietnam War to prevent
Chinese communist expansion in Southeast
Asia. The overarching theory glossed over the
fact that the Vietnamese and Chinese had
antagonistic relations, and it inadvertently
precipitated the rise of the China-backed
communist Pol Pot regime in neighbouring
Cambodia after bombing the border areas –
the opposite of what was intended.
Further difficulties in accepting
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at face value the ‘planned arc of Iranian
Middle East influence’ narrative, are that
Iranian influence in Iraq results from the
US invasion and botched reconstruction
of that country, and that in Syria, US
political miscalculations
“The ultimate
led predictably to missed
for President
blame for increased opportunities
Assad to step down and
Iranian influence in also led to de-facto military
of the populated
Iraq and Syria lies control
west of the country by
in Washington DC Russia; thus maintaining
from Syria’s ally,
more than boastful influence
Iran. The ultimate blame for
increased Iranian influence
Iranian nods to
in Iraq and Syria lies in
hegemonic ambition Washington DC more
aimed at a restless than boastful Iranian nods
to hegemonic ambition
domestic audience” aimed at a restless domestic
audience.
However, if US and European politicians
buy the ‘Iranian expansion’ narrative
unthinkingly, for many of them the only
remedy if the impasse in Yemen continues and
the current peace attempts fail, will be a full
scale war with Iran. If that were to happen it
will most certainly draw in Russia and China.
There are already enough people chafing
at the bit for a war with Iran, to give further
encouragement.30
RECENT HISTORICAL FACTORS
THAT LED TO WAR
Yemen is the Middle East’s poorest country.
It emerged badly in the 20th century from
the colonial era, having endured Ottoman
control in the north and west, and British
control fanning out from Aden in the south
and the east. The independent Yemeni
Republic, formed in 1962, excluded the
British Protectorate in Aden and southern
Yemen, which subsequently became an
independent Marxist state in 1967 with
Soviet influence and money, riding on a

wave of anti-colonial feeling. The current
Yemeni state resulted from the merger of
southern and northern Yemen in 1990, as
Soviet money dried up following the fall of
the Berlin Wall.
In July 1978, the military governor
of Ta’izz, Colonel Ali Abdullah Saleh
Afash became President of the Yemen
Arab Republic (northern Yemen) and the
following month showed his approach to
power by executing 30 potential military
rivals.
President Saleh became the new
president of Yemen after the 1990 merger. By
then he was already known for his ‘hoarding’
of economic assets and for controlling the
military and government via economic
favours and chilling threats. He was a classic
‘strong man’ favoured by Colonising States;
able to hold the tribes together, and to
enforce an international business deal; not
unlike Hafez Assad in Syria with the Soviets,
or Ben Ali in Tunisia with the French.
Saleh, a Zaidi Muslim (closer to Shia
Islam than Sunni), had a ‘hot and cold’
relationship with the northern Houthi tribes,
who are mostly Zaidi. When disquiet among
the population about Saleh’s kleptocratic
approach to government led to Houthis
mobilising against him in 2009 and 2010,
Saleh appealed to the US for help.
Saleh took advantage of the anti-terrorist focus
of Washington DC by describing the Houthis
as affiliated to Al Qaeda, who had been
blamed on the USS Cole bombing. Despite
the fact that this was plainly inaccurate, the US
Congress largely bought the narrative about
the Houthis, and stepped up aid and military
support to their ally in Yemen.31
However, the ‘Arab Spring’ protests
from Houthis and other groups in Aden,
Ta’izz, Mukhala, San’aa and elsewhere
continued, and grew to large-scale
demonstrations in major cities. In January
2011, 16,000 people braved the prospects
of a violent reaction from Saleh’s security
apparatus, and demonstrated in the capital
San’aa. Largely peaceful protests continued,
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but by end of March violence had spread.
By the summer of 2011, Saleh had left
for Saudi Arabia for treatment after being
injured during an attack on the Presidential
Palace. Prior to Saleh’s exit, the US, the
Saudis, and the rest of the Gulf Cooperation
Council (GCC), had negotiated a deal for
Abdrabbuh Mansour Hadi, Saleh’s long term
ally, to become interim President.
A year after the demonstrations started,
the deal was extended to President Saleh
to step down permanently and go into
exile in Saudi Arabia, with immunity from
prosecution.
Whilst Saleh’s exit was to an extent
cheered, none of the rest of the protestors’
demands were met, such as a more
democratic and decentralised constitution,
less corruption, rule of law, more jobs, and
above all, removal of absurd restrictions on
small scale businesses, farming and trading.
It wasn’t just the lack of reform
promises that muted the cheers. President
Hadi was known as a Saleh loyalist without
the strength or tribal and popular base to
establish a stable government or pursue
demanded-for reforms; an impression
reinforced when it became clear that he had
quickly fallen under the close control of the
Saudis, who were against democratisation in
Yemen. This was a particular problem for the
Houthis, who had been allies of the Saudis
in addressing tribal conflicts on the YemenSaudi border, but by then had antagonistic
relations with the Saudi regime – which
feared that Zaidi Islam might lead to growing
Shia Iranian influence on the Arabian
Peninsula.
In foreign ministries in the region
there was much ‘rolling of eyes’ when Hadi
became President. Predictably, the coherence
of government quickly began to atrophy.32
From the summer of 2011 to autumn of 2014
the situation deteriorated, with large parts of
the army either siding with Houthi forces, or
joining up with ex-President Saleh’s security
team against Hadi. Parts of the country
controlled by the official government began
08

to shrink, and were quickly reduced to small
enclaves.
By autumn 2014, the Houthis and Saleh
loyalists, with large parts of the army taking
their US weapons with them, had taken
control of the capital Sana’a. Hadi’s official
government forces were quickly confined
to Aden and other parts of the south, atleast partly because he was seen by many
as supporting a foreign power in bombing
his own country. The US has reportedly
become unpopular too, not only because of
the targeting support to the Saudis, but also
because of popular perceptions about civilian
deaths from American drone strikes on ‘Al
Qaeda affiliated’ groups and individuals.
A WAR WITHOUT ACHIEVABLE
MILITARY OR POLITICAL AIMS
The Saudis launched their pre-emptive
attack on Yemen in March 2015, using air
strikes and a blockade in an attempt to limit
potential future Iranian influence.
Despite the official US White House
and intelligence position in 2015 at the war’s
start, that Iran has had little influence over the
Houthis, and that there was scant evidence
of Iranian weapons and money transfers to
Yemen,33 there was nevertheless support from
the US for the Saudi attacks. Other, more
anti-Iran parts of the US administration had,
in parallel, set up a team to advise the Saudis
on targeting and strategy in Riyadh, and had
already sent covert special forces into key areas
in Yemen in order to assist in the ‘pre-emption’.
The US reduced its targeting operation in
Saudi Arabia after the prospect of war crimes
proceedings emerged arising from the air
strikes.34The UAE, pursuing its commercial
interests, has backed militias linked to
separatists in the south who have taken control
of Aden and edged out any forces allied to
Hadi.35
Between the US political
administration and legislators on the one
hand, and the US military and security
institutions on the other, key questions
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about the US role in the conflict were
never properly addressed. The Iran-related
narrative appears to have been sufficient,
and likely crowded out a proper debate.
For example, how do you stop a war
designed to pre-empt something that was
unlikely to happen in the first place? How
do you militarily support a government
administration and army, which is reduced
to a rump and very unlikely
ever to take control of the
“For a more
country? How do you
address the shifting tribal
comprehensive
allegiances that have filled
peace in Yemen
much of the governance
vacuum? How do you
we may have to
address armed Islamic
wait for a new US forces controlling large
administration, or swathes of land in the
mountains - something a
a newly active EU, decade of unpopular drone
strikes from the US was,
GCC, and Arab
somewhat embarrassingly,
League working
supposed to prevent?
Since 2015, there are
with the UN.”
only two overall choices for
the US and its allies. One is
the ‘Afghanistan approach’
– allow the bombing and fighting to continue
indefinitely, with vague military and political
aims, hoping that a solution will turn up and
stop the waves of refugees. The other is to
find a pathway to a Yemen-wide peace.
A further pathway to peace for the
whole of Yemen will require realistic
negotiations between internal factions, and
between the external belligerents, along
with the abandonment of the full-strength
anti-Iran narrative. A pan-Yemen, Saudi-led
ceasefire and a deal with all the groups allied
to the Houthi-led forces will be required,
sooner rather than later.
OPTIMISM ON HOLD

grievances of the early 2011 demonstrations,
it is unlikely that it can be led by the US.
This is not just due to US involvement
in the bombing, but because the new US
Secretary of State Mike Pompeo is a strident
advocate of war against Iran and is known
for promoting the idea of an Iranian threat
in Yemen, Iraq and Syria. Removing one
justification for war with Iran by achieving
peace in Yemen will not play well with
Pompeo, or National Security Advisor John
Bolton for that matter.
For a more comprehensive peace in
Yemen we may have to wait for a new US
administration, or a newly active EU, GCC,
and Arab League working with the UN.
Should Iran be a part of international
negotiations? Iran’s involvement is likely to
involve Teheran formulating demands. To
put it bluntly, why give concessions to Iran
to stop them from doing something they are
likely not doing anyway, and certainly from
doing anything they attach great importance
to at the least?
However, a strategic approach to Iran is
required. For example, to address objectively
allegations that they are the source of missiles
fired by militant groups into Saudi Arabia
and at warships, for which the evidence is
controversial.
Thus, the institutional challenge for
starting and managing a further pathway
to peace represents a mountain to climb,
but given the current death toll, it must be
attempted.
Achieving peace is never easy. In
the longer run, will allowing the brutality
and carnage to continue, with its many
unpredictable consequences for the
countries of the region, be easier than
achieving peace now? Almost certainly
not. It is worth, therefore, investing the
gargantuan efforts needed in making the
Stockholm Agreements work.

If there are such steps to extend the
Stockholm Agreements to achieve peace,
and an attempt at addressing the original
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APPENDIX

LIST OF UN RESOLUTIONS ON YEMEN

Security Council Resolutions

•
•
•
•
•

S/RES/2420 (26 February 2018) renewed the Yemen sanctions measures until 26 February 2019, and the
mandate of the Panel of Experts until 28 March 2019.
S/RES/2342 (23 February 2017) renewed the Yemen sanctions measures until 26 February 2018, and the
mandate of the Panel of Experts until 28 March 2018.
S/RES/2216 (14 April 2015) established a targeted arms embargo, expanded the designation criteria, expanded
the Panel of Experts from four to five members to include an arms expert; and in an attached annex designated
two new individuals as subject to the sanctions measures.
S/RES/2204 (24 February 2015) renewed the Yemen sanctions and extended the mandate of the Panel of
Experts.
S/RES/2140 (26 February 2014) established financial and travel ban sanctions against individuals and entities
threatening the peace, security or stability of Yemen, established the 2140 Sanctions Committee and the Panel
of Experts.

Other

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

SC/13679 (25 January 2019) was a 2140 Committee press release on the 18 January 2019 meeting of the
Committee to consider the Yemen Panel of Experts final report.
S/2018/1125 (31 December 2018) was the 2140 Committee’s 2018 annual report.
SC/13536 (11 October 2018) was a 2140 Committee press release that condemned attacks on commercial
vessels indicated in a 9 July case study of the Panel of experts as perpetrated by the Houthis.
SC/13459 (17 August 2018) was a press release on the 2140 Committee’s 10 August 2018 to consider the Panel
of Experts midterm update and ad hoc case study on attacks on commercial vessels in the Red Sea.
S/2018/740 (25 July 2018) was the Secretary-General’s letter to the Council on the appointment of one expert
to the Panel of Experts.
S/2018/305 (4 April 2018) was the Secretary-General’s letter to the Council on the appointment of one expert
to the Panel of Experts.
S/2018/272 (27 March 2018) was the Secretary-General’s letter on the appointment of three experts to the
Panel of Experts.
S/2018/156 (26 February 2018) was a draft resolution to renew the Yemen sanctions regime vetoed by Russia,
which received 11 votes in favour, with Bolivia voting against and China and Kazakhstan abstaining.
S/2018/68 (26 January 2018) was the Panel of Experts’ final report under its previous mandate.
SC/13183 (26 January 2018) was a press release on the Committee’s 23 January 2018 meeting.
S/2017/1097 (29 December 2017) was the Committee’s 2017 annual report.
S/2017/324 (12 April 2017) was the Secretary-General’s letter on the appointment of one expert to the Panel
of Experts
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