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Yemen risks becoming a failed state

Y
emen looks set to 
remain in the regional 
and international 
headlines for some 
time to come. What 
happened in Yemen in 

2015 will likely reverberate 
throughout 2016 and beyond.

Yemen desperately needs a new 
vision, one that has yet to manifest 
itself for a number of reasons, 
not least that the collapse of the 
regime that was established by Ali 
Abdullah Saleh was accompanied 
by the collapse of the entire system 
in Yemen and marked the end of the 
central government’s control over 
all of Yemeni territory, including 
the capital, Sana’a.

So what happens after the 
collapse of the Yemeni central 

government and the confirmation 
that the first president of a 

unified Yemen — Saleh — would also 
likely be the last?

There has always been conflict 
in Yemen. During the Saleh 
era, the conflict in Yemen was 
managed from Sana’a. There was 
conflict with the Shia Houthis in 
the furthest north of the country, 
which ended after the Muslim 
Brotherhood’s coup against the 
former president. Then the conflict 
was relocated to Sana’a itself.

The Muslim Brotherhood simply 
did not realise that it would be the 
Houthis who would fill the vacuum 
left by Saleh. During the early 
parts of the “Arab spring”, Saleh 
truly faced a popular revolution 
led by Yemen’s youth but this 
was ultimately hijacked by the 
Brotherhood, which sought, and 
failed, to monopolise power.

The Houthis’ takeover of Sana’a 
also did not stop the conflict, 
whether in Yemen generally or 
Sana’a and its environs specifically. 
This is a conflict that will go on and 
on, not least because it is impossible 
for a backward rebel group, backed 
by Iran, to control a city like Sana’a, 
let alone a country like Yemen.

More than this, nobody can 
imagine the alliance between Saleh 

and the Houthis lasting forever. 
These two parties fought more than 
six wars with a combined death 
toll of more than 30,000 during the 
Saleh era. What we are seeing is a 
temporary alliance based on mutual 
interests.

Until recently, Saleh had been 
known as a pragmatist but based 
on his alliance with the Iran-
backed Houthis and the chaos that 
it has wrought across the country, 
it seems that he has completely 
misread the situation in the country 
and region. There has even been 
speculation that the ex-president is 
not in his right mind, with Yemeni 
former-prime minister Abdul Karim 
al-Iryani speculating that Saleh 
has become overcome with a desire 
for revenge after he was almost 
killed in a 2011 bomb assassination 
attempt.

Following the Houthi takeover, 
Arab Gulf states had no choice but 
to carry out this military operation 
to confront Iran’s attempts to 
take de facto control of Yemen. 
The fighting is ongoing, despite 
ceasefire attempts, and the Houthis 
cannot seem to understand that the 
Gulf coalition will not withdraw 
until it achieves victory on the 

ground and Sana’a is back under 
government control.

But many questions remain: How 
can the Arab Gulf forces return the 
situation in Yemen to the status quo, 
forcing the Houthis to retreat en 
masse from a number of different 
provinces? Even if they do pen them 
back in Saada, their traditional 
northern stronghold, what next?

How can we find a political figure 
capable of uniting Yemen’s disparate 
forces and filling the void left by 
Saleh?

More importantly, how can we 
confront al-Qaeda and the Islamic 
State (ISIS) after the latest chaos in 
Yemen has helped terrorist groups 
take control of entire provinces, 
cities and neighbourhoods?

Yemen is teetering on being a 
failed state. What happens next 
will be crucial. Will there be a quick 
resolution or will the unrest last for 
years and what price will the Yemeni 
people pay?

Khairallah Khairallah is a Lebanese 
writer. The commentary was 
translated and adapted from the 
Arabic. It was originally published 
in the London-based Al Arab 
newspaper.
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E
ngagement is the 
watchword for 
MP Daniel 
Kawczynski, 
famously, or 
perhaps infa-
mously, one of 
the most pro-
Saudi British 

parliamentarians in recent 
history.

A member of the Foreign Affairs 
Select Committee and chairman of 
the All Party Committee on Saudi 
Arabia, Kawczynski has consist-
ently taken positions in support of 
the kingdom. Speaking to The Arab 
Weekly in his office in Westmin-
ster, he acknowledged the criticism 
he has received for his pro-Saudi 
stances but said this would not 
stop him from speaking out.

“I think it’s very fashionable to 
be anti-Saudi. A lot of politicians 
get a lot of accolades for denigrat-
ing Saudi Arabia and challenging 
the way they do things but my 
concern is British national stra-
tegic interests. We have a very 
longstanding relationship with 
Saudi Arabia and a huge amount of 
cooperation in terms of energy, in-
dustry and jobs,” said Kawczynski, 
a member of the ruling Conserva-
tive party.

“We also cooperate a great deal 
in terms of counterterrorism. Brit-
ish lives have been saved because 
of the information that Saudi 
Arabia has given us.”

That message is not one that the 
British media is interested in hear-
ing, he said, pointing to the cover-
age of the January 2nd execution 
of 47 Saudi nationals convicted 
on terror-related charges as an ex-
ample, with media furore swirling 
almost exclusively around just one 
name: Shia cleric Nimr al-Nimr.

“What is wrong is how lazy the 
British media are in terms of not 
challenging, probing and scrutinis-
ing the court process and the Saudi 
judiciary system as to why this 
man was actually put to death,” 
Kawczynski said.

He acknowledges that Saudi 
Arabia could do a better job of 

getting its message out, saying: “I 
hope, for their sake, they will be 
more proactive in engaging with 
the media to explain why Nimr 
al-Nimr was put to death even if 
it means releasing the transcripts 
of the court proceedings… I think 
that is eminently sensible.”

Nimr was executed along with 
46 other Saudis, most of them 
al-Qaeda members convicted on 
terrorism-related charges. Nimr 
had been found guilty of a number 
of terrorism-related allegations, 
including instigating sedition. He 
was arrested after firing on police.

“I think they even actually need 
help,” Kawczynski said. “What 
they need is a proper public 
relations company to proactively 
engage on their behalf to the me-
dia because at the moment their 
message is not getting across.”

The issue goes beyond UK-Saudi 
relations to encompass a Mid-
dle East that is more chaotic and 
divided than at any other time in 
recent years, with Saudi Arabia 
and Iran in the midst of a region-
wide proxy war and the spectre of 
the Islamic State (ISIS) rising.

“I think relations between Saudi 
Arabia and Iran are the worst they 
have been in the last 25 years. And 
they are getting worse,” Kawczyn-
ski said.

He seemed to tacitly acknowl-
edge that much of the fault lies 
with Iran, which Saudi Arabia 
accuses of fomenting unrest in the 
Middle East through its support of 
Houthi rebels in Yemen, Hezbollah 
in Lebanon and the Assad regime 
in Syria.

The P5+1 nuclear deal with Iran 
has been roundly praised inter-
nationally but Saudi Arabia and 
Gulf Arab states remain sceptical 
of Iran’s intentions. Kawczynski 
concedes that it was ill-advised 
not to involve the Saudis in the 
P5+1 talks.

“I think that was a big mistake 
because the discussions with the 
Iranians focused primarily on the 
nuclear issue and there were no 
assurances given, nor sought, to 
my knowledge, that as part of this 
agreement to bring Iran in from 
the cold that they would stop 
funding terrorist organisations,” 
he said.

“The Saudis have been very 
good allies to us but at the last 

minute we just ignored their plea 
[to participate in the talks] and 
got this agreement with Iran while 
Iran is continuing to create insta-
bility in the region. That’s wrong.”

Using the new UK government 
designation and Arabic acronym 
for ISIS, he said this is one area in 
which Saudi Arabia and Iran can 
cooperate, even amid deep suspi-
cions and infighting elsewhere.

“Daesh poses just as much a 
threat to Iran as it does to Saudi 
Arabia. It is in both countries’ 
interests to set their differences 
aside and at least in the interim, 
in the short term, collaborate on 
helping to eliminate this mutual 
threat,” he said.

Kawczynski says there is room, 
even among the latest diplomatic 
crisis, to manoeuvre.

“If we can get Saudi Arabia and 
Iran around the same table to 
come to some sort of understand-
ing, which is sustainable, this will 
benefit not just those two coun-
tries but the world,” he said.

“It would be very difficult. The 
talks would be tortuous and they 
would be prolonged and they 
would stall and there would be a 
lot of tension, concern, fear and 
exasperation, maybe over weeks, 
months or years… But I do know 
that if we don’t attempt this, then 
we will be letting the next gen-
eration down and the problems 
that exist at the moment would 
continue and be exasperated.”

Perhaps Kawczynski, the only 
parliamentarian born under Com-
munism (he was born in Warsaw, 
under the Polish People’s Repub-
lic), has a unique view and belief 
in the power of diplomacy.

“We’re not reinventing the 
wheel. This is something that has 
happened since modern diploma-
cy has been devised and I’m sure a 
formula acceptable to both Riyadh 
and Tehran could be facilitated,” 
he said.

“Senior politicians from both 
countries have expressed a 
willingness to engage with their 
counterparts. Once they finish in-
sulting the other side, they admit 
that they would be prepared to sit 
down and negotiate. Let’s put that 
to the test.”

Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent in London.
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Kawczynski: British media getting
it wrong on Saudi Arabia

“British lives have been saved 
because of the information that 
Saudi Arabia has given us.”

MP Daniel Kawczynski


