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M 

ohammad Mouthan-
na, 27, stands in a 
long queue along 
with tens of others 
waiting with empty 

butane cylinders in front of a refill 
centre on Northern 60th Street in 
western Sana’a. Mouthanna, who 
has two cylinders, says he is there 
to refill them for another person in 
return for a small fee.

He started doing this “job” on 
weekdays after the Saudi-led Arab 
alliance launched its air military 
campaign against Houthi militants 
in March 2015.

The war, raging in several Yemeni 
governorates, worsened living con-
ditions in one of the poorest Arab 
countries. Butane and oil products 
are increasingly hard to find and 
expensive. Prices of food and other 
consumer goods have skyrocketed.

“I lost my job at a travel and 
tourist agency, which shut down 
and laid off all its employees, 
and I could not find another job,” 
Mouthanna said. “Three months 
ago, someone offered me to stand 
in queue to fill butane cylinders for 
him in return for 2,000 riyals ($7). 
I said yes and I started doing this 
job.” 

Before the war, more than half 
of Yemen’s population lived in 
extreme poverty (less than $1.90 
a day) and more than half of the 
youth were unemployed, the World 
Bank says. These numbers have in-
creased and more than 20 million 
Yemenis — 82% of the population 
— are considered poor. 

Although the money Mouthanna 
makes is not commensurate with 
his long wait in imminent danger 

of bombings and extreme weather, 
he is happy to be making it.

Other young men, such as Mouk-
htar Qassem, 22, found jobs as 
street petrol vendors in Sana’a, 
which is under blockade by the 
Arab coalition.

Qassem, a refugee from Taiz gov-
ernorate, spends 12 hours every day 
selling petrol barrels and bottles of 
various sizes at the main entrance 
to the University of Sana’a, he says. 
“I get food, water and 1,000 riyals 
($3.50) every day selling petrol. 
The money goes to my family back 
home because I am its only bread 
earner.” Qassem’s father was one of 
the more than 2,200 civilians who 
have died in the war.

International aid organisations 
have lambasted the blockade, os-
tensibly imposed to stop weapons 
shipments from Iran to the Hou-
this. The World Food Programme 
has accused the coalition of stop-
ping a relief ship from reaching the 
port city of Hodeida.

Oil products are hard to find in 
stations authorised by the govern-
ment-owned Yemen Oil and Gas 
Corporation. Instead, importers 
sell their shipments to intermedi-
aries for resell to consumers.

This created a black market in 
which petrol sells for $26 per 20 li-
tres; triple the official price. Tank-
ers parked along roadsides sell 
most of the imported oil products 
directly to Yemenis.

Jamil el-Hashedi, a taxi driver, 
relies on these supplies. “I fill my 
car from these tankers in order to 
avoid stopping work for days while 
waiting for my turn at petrol sta-
tions,” he said.

If black market supplies were 
unavailable, he would be obliged 
to queue for petrol at a station, 
sometimes for several days. “In 
this event, I would take turns with 
another person in return for 2,000 
riyals per day,” Hashedi said.

The war has taken a severe toll 
on Yemen’s economy, with its gross 
domestic product shrinking 28.1% 
in 2015, the International Mon-
etary Fund said. The country’s oil 
production was 70,000 barrels 
per day (bpd) in 2015, down from 
111,000 bpd in 2014 and 190,000 
bpd in 2011, according to the UN 
Economic and Social Commission 
for Western Asia. As a result, oil 
revenues dropped to $70 million in 
2015 from $4.5 billion in 2014 and 
$7.7 billion in 2011.

“It is possible that soon there 
will be no oil revenues in Yemen 
because there are no investments 
in the oil sector, not to mention 
the damage inflicted on it by armed 
competing tribes and factions,” 
economist Rashid Haddad said.

He said inflation — 30% in 2015 
— will increase with declining riyal 
exchange rates and shrinking for-
eign reserves at the central bank.

“Who still lives in Yemen?” he 
asks. “Those who cannot afford to 
flee or those who are profiteering 
from the war. The overwhelming 
majority is paying heavily for hav-
ing to live in very bad economic 
conditions.”

Mohamad Abou Kassem, a 
pseudonym used for security 
reasons, is a reporter based in 
Sana’a.
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Yemenis queue for a whole day to fill a gas canister amid high 
shortage caused by restrictions on imports.

Troops participating in joint military exercises in Hafr Al-Batin, near Saudi 
Arabia’s border with Iraq, on February 16th.

Saudi offer of troops in Syria may not be so ‘irreversible’

M 

ilitary units from 
20 predominantly 
Muslim countries 
began assembling 
in Saudi Arabia in 
mid-February for 

what was billed as the Gulf 
region’s biggest military exercise.

The stated purpose of the Opera-
tion Northern Thunder exercises, 
announced just days before, was to 
send a clear message demonstrat-
ing that the kingdom and its allies 
in the Middle East, Africa and Asia 
“stand united in confronting all 
challenges and preserving peace 
and stability in the region”, accord-
ing to the official Saudi Press Agen-
cy (SPA).

The announcement came hard 
on the heels of a statement by 
Brigadier-General Ahmed Asiri, a 
Saudi military spokesman, that the 
kingdom had taken an “irreversible 
decision” to send ground troops to 
Syria to fight the Islamic State (ISIS).

ISIS might well be the nominal 
military target of any such interven-
tion but the underlying diplomatic 
objective of the new Saudi mode 
was to put pressure on the US ad-
ministration.

Riyadh’s frustration at Washing-
ton’s reluctance to make a bigger 
commitment to intervention in 
Syria, beyond conducting air strikes 
against ISIS, has grown in the face 
of the mounting engagement of 
Russia in the conflict on the side of 
President Bashar Assad’s regime in 

Damascus.
The prospect of such a Saudi mili-

tary initiative provoked dire warn-
ings from Moscow of the risks that 
Saudi “adventurism” would pro-
voke a wider war, as well as ridicule 
from the kingdom’s regional rival, 
Iran, which dismissed the threat to 
send in troops as a bluff by Riyadh.

Even some of Saudi Arabia’s 
friends were unenthusiastic. Sameh 
Shoukry, the foreign minister of 
Egypt, which is taking part in the 
Northern Thunder exercises, said 
Saudi intervention would be a 
unilateral decision and that Cairo 
would continue to focus on sup-
porting moves towards a diplomatic 
solution to the war.

US President Barack Obama’s ad-
ministration, meanwhile, politely 
welcomed the contribution that 
Saudi Arabia might choose to make 
to enhance coalition efforts to con-
tain ISIS. But it expressed no incli-
nation to be pressured by the Sau-
dis, or indeed Washington’s NATO 
partner Turkey, into a more robust 
response that could lead to direct 
conflict with the Assad regime or its 
Russian ally.

Riyadh was soon rowing back, 
stressing that any Saudi initiative 
would be limited and would be 

strictly in the context of the US-led 
coalition’s strategy against ISIS.

During a visit to Morocco, Saudi 
Foreign Minister Adel al-Jubeir said: 
“There is a discussion with regard 
to a ground force contingent, or a 
special forces contingent, to oper-
ate in Syria by this international 
US-led coalition against ISIS and 
the kingdom of Saudi Arabia has 
expressed its readiness to provide 
special forces to such operations 
should they occur.”

That conditional statement ap-
peared to fall short of an “irrevers-
ible decision” to commit ground 
forces and reflected the caution and 
conservatism of traditional Saudi 
foreign policy, which has generally 
ruled out unilateral action, particu-
larly on the military front.

In the year since the accession of 
King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud, 
however, Saudi Arabia has dis-
played a more aggressive and activ-
ist position on regional affairs. It has 
become increasingly bogged down 
in the Yemen civil war, in which it 
first intervened within months of 
Salman becoming king.

The Yemen quagmire, which Ri-
yadh sees as part of its proxy con-
flict with Iran, is one reason cooler 
heads in Saudi Arabia might be 

questioning the wisdom of a further 
military intervention in Syria.

Like many recent initiatives, the 
idea for creating an anti-terror alli-
ance of Sunni states came from the 
30-year-old deputy crown prince 
and defence minister, Moham-
med bin Salman bin Abdulaziz.  
Asiri, who announced the decision 
to commit forces to Syria, is the 
prince’s military adviser.

As to the impenetrable nature of 
decision-making within the House 
of Saud, it is impossible to say how 
much support there is for a more 
activist stance in foreign affairs. 
Among commentators who have 
detected tension among the leader-
ship, Simon Henderson of the Wash-
ington Institute for Near East Policy, 
a Middle East think-tank, recently 
wrote: “Few doubt the intense ri-
valry in the House of Saud between 
Crown Prince Mohammed bin Nayef 
bin Abdulaziz, and Deputy Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin Salman, re-
spectively the notional intended 
successor and successor-in-waiting 
to the ageing King Salman.”

He suggested that “along with 
the sense that Saudi military capa-
bilities are being stretched, a grow-
ing perception holds that the MbN 
(Nayef) versus MbS (Salman) ten-
sions are unsustainable within the 
Saudi power structure”.

Jubeir’s recent clarification on 
the terms of any Saudi intervention 
in Syria, along with Riyadh’s prag-
matic decision to agree with Rus-
sia to freeze oil production levels 
to reverse international crude price 
falls, may be an indication that the 
pragmatists are in the ascendancy, 
however temporarily.

Harvey Morris has worked in the 
Middle East for many years and 
written several books, including 
No Friends but the Mountains: 
The Tragic History of the Kurds 
published in 1993.
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