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Anti-Houthi forces 
advance, set sights on Taiz

London

F 

orces loyal to the exiled 
Yemeni government con-
tinue making gains in the 
war against Iran-allied 
Houthi rebels and are less 

than 100 kilometres from Sana’a.
The latest advances by the anti-

Houthi coalition, which is made up 
of pro-government fighters, Sunni 
tribes and southern separatists, 
came with the August 10th seizure 
of the town of Utmah, south of the 
capital.

Residents said pro-government 
militias clashed with the Houthis 
in the city of Ibb on August 11th. 
Local tribal fighters advanced into 
the central part of the city, home to 
about 200,000 people, from sur-
rounding rural areas and set up 
checkpoints at its entrances.

 Residents reached by phone re-
ported hearing heavy gunfire, ac-
cording to Reuters.

Clashes with Houthi forces also 
raged in the central provinces of 
al-Bayda and Shabwa, where local 
militiamen, backed by warplanes 
from Gulf states, appeared to be 
gaining the upper hand.

Exiled officials have pledged to 
gradually resume their presence 
on Yemeni soil, beginning from 
their newly won base in the south.

The major advances by anti-
Houthi fighters began courtesy of a 
military drive prepared and funded 

by Gulf states, which trained and 
supplied Yemeni recruits especial-
ly for the task. Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC) countries, including 
Saudi Arabia and the United Arab 
Emirates, deployed special forces 
and backed the campaign with 
hundreds of air strikes.

Analysts say that the final piece 
of the puzzle in winning the war in 
Yemen lies in the strategic city of 
Taiz, south-west of Sana’a. Accord-
ing to news reports, pro-govern-
ment forces are involved in clashes 
with rebels. 

However, Yemeni analyst Ab-
dul-Aziz al-Sabri said, the gains 
achieved in the south by anti-
Houthi forces are a result of the re-
bel group pulling their forces back 
to Taiz. 

“Whoever wins Taiz wins all of 
Yemen,” he told Agence France-
Presse (AFP).

The conflict in Yemen began in 
late March when the Saudi-led 
Arab coalition started an aerial 
campaign against rebels in an ef-
fort to restore the country’s recog-
nised government headed by Pres-
ident Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi. 

This was preceded by Houthis 
taking over the southern port of 
Aden, after a year of advances, 
forcing Hadi and his cabinet to flee 
to Riyadh.

Meanwhile, international aid 
agencies describe the humanitar-
ian situation in Yemen as “cata-
strophic”. 

The International Committee of 
the Red Cross (ICRC) said Yemen 

was “crumbling” after months of 
civil war.

“The humanitarian situation is 
nothing short of catastrophic. Eve-
ry family in Yemen has been affect-
ed by this conflict,” ICRC President 
Peter Maurer said in a statement. 
After a three-day visit he called for 
free access to deliver necessities, 
including food, clean water and 
medicine.

The World Health Organisation 
estimates that about 4,345 people 
have been killed and 22,110 injured 
since March 19th.

A UN official warned that armed 
factions were deliberately starving 
civilians in the conflict. Six million 
people are “severely food inse-
cure”, the UN Special Rapporteur 
on the right to food Hilal Elver said 
in a statement.

 Armed groups besieging popula-
tion centres were partly to blame, 
Elver said.

“Sieges in a number of gover-
norates, including Aden, Al Dhali, 
Lahj and Taiz, have been prevent-
ing staple food items, such as 
wheat, from reaching the civilian 
population,” the statement said.

Meanwhile, according to the 
United Nations, almost 10,000 
Yemeni refugees have arrived in 
Djibouti since late March, while 
thousands of Ethiopians and other 
migrants continue to travel to war-
torn Yemen, many of them tricked 
by smugglers into believing the 
fighting there is over.

Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf 
section editor of The Arab Weekly.

Coalition momentum. A Yemeni boy flashes the sign for victory 
after arriving at the airport in Aden on August 6, 2015.
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Looking beyond Aden

A
fter recapturing 
Aden on July 17th in 
their first ground 
victory, fighters 
loyal to exiled 
President Abd 

Rabbo Mansour Hadi are expand-
ing their territorial advance in 
the south and centre of Yemen, 
hoping to push back Houthi 
rebels and loyalists of former 
president Ali Abdullah Saleh.

The Saudi-led coalition has 
been providing training, sophisti-
cated weapons, intelligence and 
air support for pro-Hadi forces in 
an attempt to alter the balance of 
power on the ground. The fight 
for Aden and the south featured 
an odd alliance among Hadi’s 
forces, armed tribes, southern 
secessionists (al-Hirak), Islam-
ist groups and al-Qaeda in the 
Arab peninsula (AQAP). Their 
only common interest is a shared 
hatred of the Houthis.

Phase two of the operation is 
under way to secure Aden and 
capture surrounding governo-
rates. Yet, multiple challenges 
await Hadi’s government. Push-
ing Houthis and Saleh loyalists 
back to the north will not be easy 

and controlling key areas in the 
south will put Hadi’s forces in a 
defensive position and leave them 
vulnerable to insurgency.

Weapons caches held by south-
ern militias, such as the Popular 
Resistance, might become an 
obstacle to stability, as could the 
ambitions of southern secession-
ists, some of whom share with 
the Houthis a common disdain for 
Hadi’s regime.

The attempt to restore Yemen’s 
exiled and weak government 
beyond parts of the south has 
been an elusive, long-term goal for 
which Yemenis are paying a high 
price. 

More than 4,300 Yemenis, 
half of them civilians, have been 
killed. The coalition has imposed a 
near-blockade on Yemen, cutting 
off trade in food and fuel. More 
than 21 million people — 80% 
of Yemen’s population — are in 
need of aid; 13 million face food 
shortages and more than 9 million 
struggle to get access to water.

AQAP has expanded its influ-
ence in Hadramawt governorate, 
in particular its capital, Mukalla, 
a tourist city of almost 500,000 
with access to the Indian Ocean. 
Now the Islamic State (ISIS) is 
challenging the control of al-
Qaeda in these areas, while both 
groups have been launching at-
tacks on Houthi targets in Sana’a 
and across Yemen.

The United States is stepping 
up drone strikes on key AQAP 
leaders, signalling that al-Qaeda’s 
threat is still a top US priority in 
Yemen. 

The most recent drone strike, 

August 12th, targeted five al-Qae-
da fighters in Mukalla.

Once Hadi’s government secures 
control of the south, it will neigh-
bour Hadramawt, where AQAP is 
solidifying its gains and connec-
tions to local tribes.

Brigadier-General Ahmed Asiri, 
the spokesman of the Saudi-led 
coalition, told the New York Times 
in June that there is no rush in 
Yemen, likening it to US and NATO 
efforts in Afghanistan, which took 
“a decade”.

Since March, Saudi Arabia’s role 
has evolved in Yemen from that 
of powerbroker to interventionist. 
While failing so far to establish 
a sustainable regional balance 
of power with Iran, Saudi Arabia 
is facing frequent attacks on its 
southern border and is alienating 
Yemenis in Sana’a and beyond.

The Saudi intervention came as 
a reaction to the Houthis’ reckless 
decision to overrun the military 
barracks of Sana’a and put the 
government under siege. Even 
though they might have had legiti-
mate demands, Houthis sought to 
turn the table.

When the Yemeni revolution 
in 2011 threatened Saleh’s rule, 
regional actors intervened to give 
him an easy way out: a transfer 
of power to Hadi in return for im-
munity. 

The short-lived co-existence 
between Hadi and the Muslim 
Brotherhood not only proved 
fruitless but further marginalised 
the Houthis and inspired them to 
forge an alliance with Saleh.

Instead of using their leverage 
to push for a deal that gives them 

a voice in the central government, 
the Houthis continue to target 
civilians, use coercion against 
tribes, intentionally interrupt 
basic public services, and feed a 
civil war that further estranges 
them from potential partners in 
the country.

As battle lines are drawn, the 
crisis in Yemen seems to have 
moved beyond the Gulf Coopera-
tion Council (GCC) Initiative. 

The idea of federalism, under a 
loose central government, is gain-
ing traction, suggesting that the 
north would go for the Houthis 
and the south for al-Hirak, while 
Hadramawt and beyond are al-
ready an autonomous region with 
al-Qaeda influence. With no end 
in sight of the war, what at stakes 
now is the unity of the country.

A possible way out of this sce-
nario is an internationally backed 
third-party mediator, working 
parallel to UN efforts. Oman could 
open doors to the Houthis but is 
not strong enough to carry the 
burden alone. 

A more serious and engaged ap-
proach is needed by the interna-
tional community.

In most, if not all, attempts at 
reconciliation in Yemen since 
2011, major actors were excluded 
from the process, which made it 
fragile and prone to collapse. To 
have any chance of success, any 
diplomatic effort to resolve the 
crisis in Yemen must be compre-
hensive and inclusive.
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