
3July 10, 2015

London

T 

he United Nations has 
sounded the highest 
alarm in warning that 
millions of Yemenis are 
on the verge of outright 

starvation with no sign of a lull in 
the raging internal conflict to allow 
much-needed assistance to be de-
livered.

In a country that imports 90% 
of its foodstuffs, a humanitarian 
ceasefire has become vital for the 
survival of the majority of Yemen’s 
population of 25.5 million.

The situation is described by 
international aid agencies as the 
“gloomiest ever”. More than four 
months of non-stop fighting be-
tween government forces and Shia 
Houthi rebels backed by troops 
loyal to ex-president Ali Abdul-
lah Saleh, in addition to Saudi-led 
air strikes against Iranian-backed 
Houthis, has left the country in ru-
ins and isolated from vital humani-
tarian assistance.

“The situation is very desperate. 
Our last assessment has shown 
that close to half the population 
is food insecure, which means 
that families do not know where 
their next meal will come from,” 
UN World Food Programme (WFP) 
spokeswoman Abeer Etefa said.

The United Nations declared a 

Level 3 humanitarian emergency 
in Yemen on July 2nd amid esti-
mates that more than 21.1 million 
Yemenis — 80% of the population 
— require some form of humanitar-
ian protection or assistance.

According to UN figures, 12.9 
million Yemenis struggle to access 
sufficient food, while 20.4 million 
people lack access to safe water or 
adequate sanitation and 15.2 mil-
lion are without health care.

At least 6.1 million are said to be 
suffering from “severe” food inse-
curity. “Those can be classified as 
Stage 4 in the emergency level of 
[food] insecurity, which is just one 
step away from starvation stage,” 
Etefa warned.

Most distressful of all, Yemen al-

ready had one of the highest rates 
of malnutrition with more than 
850,000 children under the age of 
5 underfed. This figure is expected 
to sharply rise.

“The lack of adequate food 
and water is also a major factor 
prompting many Yemenis to be-
come internally displaced or leave 
the country altogether,” according 
to Andreas Needham, a spokesman 
for the UN High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR). “The situation 
is desperate everywhere in the 
country. There are about a million 
internally displaced people and 
a quarter of a million of refugees. 
The needs are massive and this is 
putting stress and strain on the en-
tire system,” Needham said.

Aid groups are keen for a human-
itarian ceasefire, which they hope 
could occur over Eid al-Fitr, which 
marks the end of the Muslim fast-
ing month of Ramadan.

“Any opportunity of a ceasefire 
or a pause in the fighting is cer-
tainly welcome and needed to ease 
movement restrictions on humani-
tarian aid workers. There are many 
areas in Yemen where fighting has 
been raging heavily and it is sim-
ply too difficult to get into these 
areas now,” Etefa said. UN agencies 
have sought to move humanitarian 
aid via Yemeni ports but many aid 
ships have been turned away due 
to lack of security.

“It is absolutely imperative that 
we have access to people so we can 

provide them with assistance. We 
have seven ships, waiting off the 
coast of Yemen, loaded with some 
10,000 tons of food aid,” Etefa said.

“We appeal to all the parties on 
the ground to allow aid workers 
and humanitarian assistance to 
reach all of the people in dire need 
without discrimination.”

The questions remain as to 
whether Eid al-Fitr will bring relief 
to the beleaguered population of 
Yemen and will the international 
community succeed in exacting a 
desperately needed humanitarian 
truce.
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Saudi deputy Crown Prince and Minister of Defence Mohammed bin Salman 
(2nd from L) looking at the flight deck during a visit to the USS aircraft carrier 
Theodore Roosevelt, which is operating in the Gulf.

The challenges of maritime security 
in the Arabian peninsula

T 
he oil-rich Gulf Arab 
states face important 
challenges ranging 
from terrorism to food 
security, but the issue 
of maritime security  

is an over-arching concern as all 
of them depend on the sea for the 
export and import of most of 
their vital strategic products.

There are three major maritime 
chokepoints along the lengthy 
coastline of the Arabian peninsula. 
The Strait of Hormuz, between 
Iran and Oman, is the world’s most 
important waterway for oil and 
gas through which is carried some 
17 million barrels of crude a day, 
about 30 percent of all seaborne-
traded oil. The other chokepoints 
are the Bab el Mandeb, which com-
mands the entrance to the Red Sea 
from the Gulf of Oman, and the 
Gulf of Suez at the southern end of 
the Suez Canal.

The maritime security challenge 
faced by the Arabian peninsula 
GCC is a product of the instability 
of the region. Yemen and the six 
GCC countries of the peninsula are 
flanked by Iraq to the north, Iran 
and Pakistan to the east, Israel, 
Jordan, Egypt, Sudan, Eritrea and 
Djibouti to the west and Somalia to 
the south.

 The potential threat is com-
pounded by the emergence of non-
traditional and non-state actors 
operating at sea.

The GCC must be simultane-
ously able to defend and safeguard 
its maritime security interests 
against Iranian forces on one side, 
an unstable Yemen from which 
Houthi-led insurgents may develop 
a capability to threaten the Bab el 
Mandeb, and an increasingly active 
Islamic State (ISIS) presence in the 
Sinai, which overlooks the Suez 
Canal.

Forces such as Iran’s Revolu-
tionary Guards Corps (IRGC) are 
capable of carrying out sabotage, 
threatening shipping and deploy-
ing mines, which would have 
a disproportionate cost to GCC 
countries. The threat of short-
range rockets fired from the coast 
at chokepoints or at sea from small 
craft and dhows dampens freedom 
of navigation at sea and could halt 

maritime traffic altogether.
While the activities of Somali 

pirates have diminished in recent 
years, the threat remains. Pirates 
must be denied operating spaces 
alongside any copycat criminal 
networks that could emerge to 
threaten vital sea lanes for GCC 
states.

Narcotics and contraband smug-
glers, human traffickers and illegal 
waste dumpers represent the same 
category of criminal maritime 
networks more broadly that pose 
a serious and growing challenge 
to GCC security interests. Put 
together, the scale and diversity of 
maritime threats represent a highly 
complex, multidimensional chal-
lenge for the GCC that will grow 
with time. Additionally, GCC states 
must contend with the residual 

threat from Israel. German-sup-
plied Israeli submarines operating 
with nuclear-tipped cruise missiles 
regularly conduct exercises in the 
Red Sea, for example.

Tackling the maritime security 
challenges will require deeper 
cooperation at the GCC level first 
and foremost as well as with key 
regional partners such as Egypt 
and Jordan, enhanced partnerships 
with international allies such as the 
United States, France, the United 
Kingdom, Australia and Pakistan.

The GCC is busy on both fronts 
but it will be critical to translate 
a strategic vision into a robust, 
operational set of capabilities as 
quickly as possible. Setting and 
declaring clear benchmarks among 
GCC navies could prove useful in 
ensuring development is not sub-
jected to fluctuations in priorities.

GCC naval forces must also 
fast-track their expanding efforts 
at technical capacity building to 
boost round-the-clock patrolling 
and reconnaissance capabili-
ties of regional waters to support 
maritime domain situational 
awareness, rapid response and 
interdiction and a robust strategic 
capability to deter, deny, disrupt, 
degrade and destroy any combina-
tion of conventional and asymmet-
ric threats.

Technical capacity building will 
enable the GCC to redefine the re-
gional maritime security architec-
ture as the dominant regional mari-
time and naval force. In the overall 
analysis, that would be positive for 
international security.
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