
Yemen 

I.  Background 

Since 2011, Yemen, one of the poorest arab countries, has been in a political crisis due 

to President Ali Abdullah Saleh stepping down in response to protests about corruption, and 

his plan to end the term limit for presidency. When Saleh stepped down, his successor was his 

vice president, Abd Hadi. However, the political transition in November was unsuccessful and 

did not manage to stabilize Yemen in the wake of Saleh’s authoritarian rule. Houthi rebels, 

although initially having supported the political transition, eventually turned on the new 

president.  

The Houthi are a group of rebels named after Hussein Houthi, a man who led a 2004 

uprising against Sunni Islam and focusing on increasing self-governance within provinces.  

As Houthi believed in Shiite Islam, he led other believers to rebel, and even though he was 

killed in 2004, his supporters have continued to lead rebellions and their influence has only 

expanded since. The Shiite and Sunni are both a part of the Muslim religion, however oppose 

each other due to significant differences in beliefs, such as different methods of praying and 

the belief that Mohammed should be followed by son-in-law and leadership of Islam should 

be passed down through descendants of Mohammed.  

In September of 2014, the Houthi made a major play and took control of the capital 

city, Sanaa. After four days of fighting in a military base close to Sanaa, the rebels took the 

city without a fight. The minister within the city ordered all troops to stand down, and handed 

the Houthi control of the capital. In January 2015, the Houthi struck again by surrounding 

critical points in Yemen and the presidential palace, capturing president Hadi and his cabinet. 



Hadi managed to escape and flee to Aden, however his escape meant the end of his 

government as he was forced to resign, and resulted in an almost complete takeover of Yemen 

by the Houthi. Despite having resigned, when Hadi reached Aden, he stated that he was still 

president of Yemen, and that the Houthi actions were highly illegal.  

In support for Hadi, Saudi Arabia took action, and on March 26 of 2015, Operation 

Decisive Storm began. This operation bombed Yemen, specifically in Houthi targeted area, 

but still disregarding civilian life, resulting in casualties (April 22: 40 deaths; April 21: 20 

deaths, etc.). In response to Saudi Arabian aircraft bombings, the Houthi shelled residential 

areas within Yemen and fired randomly upon different cities, claiming their violence was to 

confuse the frontline resistance. After the Saudi airstrikes began, Egypt showed it’s support 

for Hadi. The Egyptian president issued a statement saying that Egypt’s air force and navy 

would join Saudi Arabia’s campaign, as well as possibly sending ground troops, should it be 

deemed necessary. Along with Saudi Arabia and Egypt showing support for Hadi against the 

Houthis, so has the US. 10 American warships have already been sent to water off of Yemen, 

and in 2015 two more were sent, in order to warn Iran about shipping weapons to the Houthi 

rebels.  

In support of the Houthis is Iran, who has been sending the rebels an increasing 

number of both military advisors as well as advanced weapons, although Iran claims it has 

not. Despite the Houthi’s opposition, they have continued to oppress the people of Yemen. As 

the result of the conflict within Yemen, the “winner” will redefine the balance of power all 

throughout the Middle East, and Iran hopes to gain more power by supporting Yemen. All 

across Yemen the Houthi have launched military attacks against opponents, and even 



capturing civilians. The Houthi have also attempted to limit free press by blocking foreign and 

local news websites that they deemed unloyal to them, and have also forced the closing of tv 

stations and newspapers, as they have almost complete control of Yemen. 

The bombings by both Houthi and Saudi Arabian forces have left at least 4,773 

civilians dead, and 8,272 injured as of March 26, 2017. Within the first two years of the 

conflict, a third of civilian deaths were children. The bombings have also destroyed much of 

the civilian infrastructure, causing 2 million Yemenis to be internally displaced, and 180,000 

to flee the country. The Houthi have also placed many restrictions on fuel and food imports, 

leading Yemen to the edge of famine. 17 million Yemenis are considered food insecure, and 

roughly 6.8 million fall under severely food insecure. This food insecurity has led to 3.3 

million pregnant or breastfeeding women and children to be acutely malnourished, and for 

462,000 children under the age of five to be severely acutely malnourished. Not only is food 

an issue, but the Houthi have also cut off water and electricity, and have inhibited any 

humanitarian aid such as fuel or medicine by stealing it and giving it to areas loyal to Houthis, 

oftentimes selling this aid on the black market. Of 3,500 Yemeni health facilities, by 2017 

only 45% were fully functioning. 

II. UN Involvement 

The UN has worked to find a peaceful solution for the conflicts within Yemen led by 

the current Special Envoy of the Secretary-General for Yemen, Ismail Ahmed. However, the 

previous envoy, Jamal Benomar, resigned from this job as the UN’s efforts has previously 

failed after the political transition from Saleh to Hadi fell apart. This political transition had 

been heavily supported by the UN, and was known as the Yemeni unity government. After 



Saleh stepped down, Hadi was voted in as president and created a cabinet of 35 positions, in 

line with the Gulf Cooperation Council Plan, a council made up of Middle Eastern countries 

that works to establish unity a cooperation between it’s members, also backed by the UN. 

However, this political transition fell apart, and a new Houthi government was established. 

This new government was condemned by the UN, and seen as a step back in regards to 

UN-backed efforts to stabilize Yemen. The Special Envoy, Ahmed, claimed in 2016 that a 

Houthi government can only be detrimental to Yemen, and prevent peace from coming about. 

In 2015, two rounds of peace talks were held in Switzerland by the UN, however they ended 

unsuccessfully. When a ceasing of hostilities in Yemen came around in April of 2016, parties 

in Kuwait held possible peace negotiations from April to August. Along with these peace 

talks, the Special Envoy engages with the various Yemeni parties and surrounding states, 

attempting to maintain the lowered hostility and resume peace talks, but without much 

success. 

With the peace talks not being as successful as the UN has hoped, the UN has also 

focused on the humanitarian crisis occurring within Yemen. In February 2017, the UN 

launched an appeal in order to help prevent famine within Yemen. In response to their appeal, 

the UN Office For the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs hosted a conference in Geneva 

requesting $2.1 billion in order to aid relief in Yemen. This appeal was previously only 15% 

funded, but donors at this Geneva conference pledged $1.1 billion in aid. Although the money 

has not yet been utilized, the UN says this amount is still not enough to address all the 

humanitarian needs, and will need more, especially to address the issue of aid being stolen or 

not reaching it’s true recipients.  



In February 2017, resolution S/RES/2342 was passed. This resolution requested 

Houthi withdrawal from all seized areas, the relinquishment of all arms in their possession, as 

well as created an arms embargo placed upon the Houthis and any forces that are loyal to 

previous president Saleh. Despite the UN’s demands, the Houthi have not complied and the 

resolution have so far proved unsuccessful.  

 

Questions to Consider 

1. How can the UN address the issue of humanitarian aid being stolen and sold on the 

black market? 

2. Should the UN be more focused on the major humanitarian crisis in Yemen, or the 

major political conflict? 

3. What should be done regarding Iran’s illegal arms supply for the Houthi? 

4. Should other states be allowed to militarily support the opposing groups in Yemen? 

5. What can be done other than peace talks to successfully end the control of the Houthi 

rebels? 
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