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W 

ith the dire humani-
tarian situation in 
Yemen a driving 
motivator, the Unit-
ed Nations is hoping 

for mid-November talks to achieve a 
political solution to end the fighting 
in the Gulf state, a target Western of-
ficials and diplomats are optimistic 
is within reach.

“I expect that before mid-Novem-
ber, God willing, a date will be spec-
ified and I expect that the dialogue 
must begin before mid-November, 
as a minimum,” UN envoy Ismail 
Ould Cheikh Ahmed told Reuters in 
Bahrain.

Ould Cheikh Ahmed said UN 
representatives were shuttling be-
tween Riyadh and Muscat to deter-
mine the date, location and subjects 
to be discussed within the context 
of UN Security Council Resolution 
2216.

Indications of a slowdown in mili-
tary activities were noted recently.

“We detect the military phase of 
this campaign is coming to a close 
as the coalition forces have estab-
lished a dominant military position 
in the country,” British Foreign Sec-
retary Philip Hammond said Octo-
ber 28th during a news conference 
in Riyadh after meeting with Saudi 
Arabia’s King Salman bin Abdulaziz 
Al Saud.

The indication of a shift towards 
a political solution was echoed 
by Saudi Foreign Minister Adel al-

Jubeir, who pointed to the accept-
ance of Resolution 2216 by former 
president Ali Abdullah Saleh and 
Houthi rebels as an indication that 
the military campaign was nearing 
an end.

“We also see the gains that have 
been made on the ground. Most of 
Yemen’s territory that was captured 
by the rebels has been recaptured,” 
Jubeir said.

During a US Senate Foreign Rela-
tions Committee hearing the same 
day as the Saudi-UK meeting, Anne 
Patterson, US assistant secretary 
of State for Near Eastern Affairs, 
said there were hopeful signs from 
Saudi Arabia of its intention to end 
military activities.

“Most Saudis understand this 
can’t go on much longer because 
it’s going to turn the Yemeni popu-
lation against them and because 
they’re going to be responsible for 
rebuilding the country,” she said.

The conflict in Yemen pits the 
Iran-allied Houthi rebels and fight-
ers loyal to Saleh against forces loy-
al to the UN-recognised President 
Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi and an 
Arab coalition led by Saudi Arabia.

Although the parties have pub-
licly agreed to implement Resolu-
tion 2216, which calls on Houthi 
and Saleh forces to withdraw from 
main cities and surrender their 
arms, Hadi and the coalition have 
demanded that this happen before 
talks begin. The Houthis and Saleh 
want talks to address mechanisms 
for implementing Resolution 2216.

The likelihood of an all-encom-
passing end to the fighting is com-
plicated by realities on the ground, 
analysts say.

“We’ve heard things like this be-
fore and on a larger level a political 
solution has always been out there,” 
said Adam Baron, a fellow at the 
European Council on Foreign Re-
lations. “But what it really comes 
down to is whether the actors in-
volved can make a push for a politi-
cal solution on their own.”

Baron said there are interjecting 
conflicts in Yemen and the one that 
directly involves Saudi Arabia is just 
one of them. Even if a resolution to 
that particular conflict is found, he 
said, fighting, particularly in south-
ern and central Yemen, would likely 
continue.

“You have different forces with 

different aims. This is particularly 
true in the south part of the country, 
where different militias are fighting 
there; some are pro Yemen-unity, 
while others are very pro-secession 
and both sides cannot win,” Baron 
said. “Even if… they are fighting on 
the same side, we are already seeing 
dissension as things progress.”

Approximately 4,000 people 
have died in the fighting, which 
erupted in March. The United Na-
tions estimates that more than 80% 
of Yemen’s population of about 28 
million is in urgent need of humani-
tarian assistance.

UN humanitarian chief Stephen 
O’Brien said funds were already 

flowing from a relief organisation 
founded by Saudi Arabia, which 
signed agreements with the United 
Nations to provide $244 million in 
aid for Yemen. The United Nations 
appealed for emergency aid for 
Yemen in April, and in May Saudi 
Arabia pledged to fully fund the ap-
peal.

The United Nations has had a dif-
ficult time kick-starting talks be-
tween the warring factions. The 
most recent set of UN-sponsored 
talks resulted in fisticuffs and the 
breakdown of negotiations.

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

he war of words between 
regional rivals Saudi Ara-
bia and Iran continues to 
escalate amid mounting 
tensions concerning wars 

in Syria and Yemen.
World and regional powers, in-

cluding Iran and Saudi Arabia, met 
in Vienna to discuss a political so-
lution to Syria’s civil war. However, 
angry exchanges between repre-
sentatives of Saudi Arabia and Iran 
cast doubts on the likelihood of a 
consensus on the future of Syrian 
President Bashar Assad or good rela-
tions between the two countries, for 

that matter.
Furthermore, the Iranian delega-

tion in Vienna threatened to quit the 
Syria talks, citing what it described 
as Saudi Arabia’s “unconstructive 
role,” while Iranian President Has-
san Rohani appeared to launch a 
personal attack on Saudi Foreign 
Minister Adel al-Jubeir.

“An inexperienced young man 
in a regional country will not reach 
anywhere by rudeness in front of el-
ders,” Rohani was quoted as saying 
although he did not name Jubeir by 
name.

For his part, the 53-year-old Saudi 
foreign minister, who US officials 
say was the target of a 2011 assas-
sination plot by Iran’s security ser-
vices when he was an ambassador 
in Washington, accused Tehran of 

attempting to smuggle weapons 
into Bahrain and Saudi Arabia, as 
well as meddling in Lebanon, Syria, 
Iraq and Yemen. That, he said, was 
“driving the negativity” in Saudi-
Iranian relations, despite numerous 
attempts by the kingdom to repair 
relations.

The escalation in rhetoric is a 
consequence of Saudi Arabia and 
its Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) 
allies’ success in cutting off Iran’s 
on-the-ground support for Houthi 
rebels and supporters of former 
Yemeni president Ali Abdullah 
Saleh. This resulted in Iran’s state-
controlled media starting an aggres-
sive campaign against the GCC and 
Saudi Arabia in particular.

The hardline Fars news agency 
over the summer released a video 

clip showing Saudi Arabia’s King 
Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud mor-
phing into Saddam Hussein, the late 
Iraqi dictator and one of the most 
hated modern figures in Iran.

When an Iranian court sentenced 
an activist to more than 12 years in 
prison on charges including draw-
ing cartoons of Iranian lawmakers, 
the Islamic Republic sponsored a 
cartoon contest about the Yemen 
war, with an emphasis on lampoon-
ing the Saudis. The winning work 
depicted the Islamic profession of 
faith on the Saudi flag being erased 
as bombs fell in Yemen.

“They are trying to turn on its 
head the narrative that Iran is al-
ways the one destabilising the re-
gion,” said Julien Barnes-Dacey of 
the European Council on Foreign 
Relations

Tensions between the Iran and 
other GCC members have been well 
documented. At a security confer-
ence in Manama, Bahraini Foreign 
Minister Sheikh Khalid bin Ahmed 
al-Khalifa compared Iran’s subver-
sive activities in Arab states, as big 
of a threat to the region as the Islam-
ic State (ISIS). He also accused Iran 
of smuggling arms into Bahrain.

Bahraini security officials recently 
uncovered a large stash of weapons 
and arrested a number of people 
suspected of having links to Iran. 
Bahrain then recalled its ambas-
sador from Iran and ordered the Is-
lamic Republic’s envoy to leave.

A statement by Bahraini Foreign 
Ministry said that the steps were 
taken in response to “continuing 
interference by Iran in the affairs 
of the kingdom” and an attempt by 
Tehran to foment “confessional se-
dition”.

The United Arab Emirates, home 
to hundreds of thousands of Iranian 
expatriates, has accused Iran of stir-
ring up unrest in Arab states, with 
tensions dating to a 1971 dispute 
over the islands of Greater and Less-

er Tunbs and Abu Musa. Abu Dhabi’s 
involvement in the war in Yemen 
also increased tensions between the 
two countries.

Before a meeting at Camp David 
with US President Barack Obama 
regarding the Iran nuclear deal, UAE 
Minister of State for Foreign Affairs 
Anwar Gargash said: “The main 
problem in the relations between 
Iran and the Arab world is Iran’s 
wish for expansion. The nuclear 
agreement between Tehran and the 
West creates a new dynamism that, 
based on indications, is not in fa-
vour of the moderate camp in Iran. 
The nuclear agreement will help 
Iran expand internationally at the 
expense of the Arabs.”

At the recent Manama meeting, 
GCC Secretary-General Abdullatif 
al-Zayani called on Iran to stop in-
terfering in GCC affairs and end its 
occupation of three UAE islands.

In Kuwait in August, after secu-
rity officials seized an arms cache 
hidden in a house near its border 
with Iraq, 26 suspects were arrested 
for being members of a Hezbollah-
linked cell. The weapons included 
rocket-propelled grenades, more 
than 100 kilograms of explosives, 
firearms, ammunition and detona-
tors.

The negotiations and proxy wars 
continue.

Saudi-Iranian tensions escalate over regional issues

Saudi Foreign Minister Adel al-Jubeir speaks at the International Institute of Strategic Studies 
conference Manama-Dialogue 2015 at Manama, Bahrain, in October.

The escalation in 
rhetoric is a 
consequence of 
Saudi Arabia and its 
Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC) allies’ 
success in cutting 
off Iran’s 
on-the-ground 
support for Houthi 
rebels.

The Arab Weekly staff

News & Analysis Yemen   Gulf


