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Yemen 

Background: 

The conflict in Yemen is defined by the struggles between the Sunni-led government and 

those who are allied to the Shia rebels, known as the Houthis. This struggle stems from the 

cultural differences between the two varying forms of Islam, the Sunni and the Shia, who have 

different interpretations of Islamic texts such as the Quran. The recent escalation of the conflict 

is derived from a string of insurgencies that originally started in 2004 with a Shia insurgency led 

by Hussein al-Houthi in the northern part of Yemen, in which roughly 500 to 1,000 people died. 

The Yemeni government quickly killed al-Houthi, but this did not stop the Houthi group from 

continuing their rebellion. 

The Houthi group, originally the large network of Al-Qaeda insurgents which controlled 

much of Yemen’s government and political system in the late part of the 1990s and early part of 

the 2000s, have increased their number of supporters. With increased support, the Houthis 

instigated multiple insurgencies, causing instability in the region. From March to June of 2005, 

1,500 militants were killed, forcing President Ali Abdullah Saleh to initiate negotiations in order 

to pardon the rebels to maintain peace. Unfortunately, the negotiations failed which led to the re-

initiation of hostility and caused over 552 deaths, 2,708 injuries, and more than $270 USD 

million in economic damages. During February, 2007, Saleh sent 30,000 troops to conduct a 

counter-offensive against the rebels. Due to a string of unfruitful attacks, President Saleh created 

a ceasefire in 2007 with rebel leader Abdul-Malik al-Houthi. 

Despite the formal recognition of peace, security forces continue to clash with insurgents 

and there have been multiple occasions of suicide bombs. Since 2008, protests have become 
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more political and more people are backing rebel groups due to the growing distrust with the 

government. Armed incidents with the police during April of 2008 led to bombings in mosques 

as well as large insurgencies across the border. In May alone, 1,000 government forces were 

reported to be killed in action while another 3,000 were injured. From 2009 till 2010, the 

government enacted Operation Scorched Earth in order to use an “iron fist” to fight back against 

the rebels. However, this operation’s offensive tactics had large civilian casualties as seen by the 

September 17th air raid in 2009, when 80 civilians were killed.  In 2011, major demonstrations 

of over 16,000 protestors caused for Saleh to promise to end his term in 2013. However, by 2012 

Saleh was already forced to step down due to power shifts within the government. His successor, 

Abd Rabbuh Mansur al-Hadi, won the 2012 election with 99.8% of the votes from a 65% 

Yemeni voter turnout. This lead to unity within the government and the initiation of  a national 

dialogue conference with ten months of deliberation which resulted in the creation of a document 

for which a new constitution will be based on.    

In August of 2014, President Hadi sacked his cabinet and placed a controversial law 

regarding fuel prices. This led to massive revolts that were fueled and supported by the Houthis. 

The Houthi rebels took control of the northern capital of Sanaa, the northern region which they 

were based in. Hadi fled due to the turmoil, allowing for the Houthis to reject the new 

constitution proposed by Hadi and appoint a new council. Hadi, now in Aden, created a 

stronghold early in 2015, for the purpose of reclaiming Yemen. With the rise of the Houthis, the 

Islamic State of Syria and the Levant (ISIL) and Al-Qaeda began to infiltrate Yemen and the 

weak state that the Houthis had produced. Despite the lack of action against ISIL, the Houthis 

have been able to gain more land than ISIL and Al-Qaeda, as seen by the recent strike against 
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Al-Qaeda in Yemen which killed its main leader, Nasser al-Wuhayshi, The latest actions within 

the nation have led to a Saudi-backed coalition led by President Hadi aiming to recapture 

Yemen. Due to the tactics emplaced by the Saudis, this campaign has left over 80% of the 

Yemeni population needing aid. 

        This Saudi coalition has also employed hundreds of Yemeni troops who continue to be 

loyal to President Hadi, as they fight al Qaeda and ISIS in the southern region. The United States 

and the rest of the international community have supported President Hadi and have supported 

Saudi Arabia in their involvement and the coalition continues to receive aid from the 

international community. The nation has turned into a breeding ground of radical terrorism, 

which needs to be stopped by the international community.  On November 28th of 2016, the 

Houthi rebels formed a new government, which greatly angered their Saudi Arabian allies.  The 

goals of this government are defined by “basically to arrange the domestic situation and face the 

aggression economically, militarily and politically.”  Mr. Hadi has since rejected this 

government, as he claims to be Yemen’s rightful president. 

UN Involvement: 

         The political response has primarily come from the EU, the Arab League and the United 

Nations. The Arab League  has provided significant military assistance through a joint military 

force. The Secretary General Naril Elaraby of the Arab League has expressed the coalition’s 

support for President Hadi and also has stated the need to eliminate the Houthi militants. The 

European Union (EU) has also been involved with the situation within the Middle East, 

especially due to the recent attacks in Belgium as well as France. The EU has expressed its desire 
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for peaceful measures to be taken as a means to prevent a situation in which there is a necessity 

for ground forces to be used. 

The United Nations has expressed its disapproval for military intervention along with the 

EU, as seen by the statements by Deputy Spokesman Farhan Haq. Due to the recent Saudi 

invasion within Yemen, the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights has expressed 

concern regarding the deaths of civilians, leading to an emergency UN Security Council Meeting 

called by Russia in April 2015, in which Russia submitted a working paper that was not 

supported by the UN Security Council. The United Nations has also appointed Ismail Ould 

Cheikh Ahmed of Mauritania as a special envoy in Yemen as a way to incorporate regional 

partners with the Gulf Cooperation Council, and the UN Security Council. Through this strategy, 

the UN has created peace talks in Kuwait but without any peace agreement or road map. Though 

much of the action is symbolic, nations such as the United States are indirectly supporting the 

war by funding Saudi Arabia’s military, allowing for money and resources to be spent and used 

in this conflict. With over one million Yemeni tribal troops amassing along the Saudis’ border, 

the United Nations needs to act in order to prevent another haven for chaos similar to Syria and 

Iraq. 

Questions to Consider: 

1. How could this conflict be solved quickly and effectively, minimizing civilian casualties 

and destruction of infrastructure? 

2. How should Yemen’s government be adjusted in order to satisfy all ethnicities? 
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3. What is the United Nations’ role as the world’s police, especially with precedents such as 

Operation Desert Storm and the Iraq and Afghanistan conflict in the 1990s and early 

2000s? 

4. Should outside nations be allowed to intervene in this conflict, or would this violate 

Yemen’s sovereignty? 

5. What is the role of Arab nations with this conflict, especially with the problems seen with 

Western nations intervening in West Asian conflicts? 

6. What is the role of the traditional conflict between the various sects of Islam within this 

nation? 

7. Could a diplomatic solution to this conflict be achieved? 
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