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Obama remarks prove controversial before Saudi visit 

News & Analysis Yemen

Sana’a

C 

lad in military fatigues, 
14-year-old Walid al-
Kadmi proudly boasts 
of his agility in handling 
an automatic rifle, which 

is almost as long as he is tall. The 
Yemeni boy seldom parts from his 
lethal “toy”. He is among a great 
number of children recruited on 
both sides of Yemen’s conflict pit-
ting Houthi rebels against armed 
forces and militias supporting 
President Abd Rabbo Mansour 
Hadi.

Taking up a weapon is a sign of 
manhood in the Arab world’s poor-
est country, which has the world’s 
second-highest number of arms 
per capita after the United States.

“I have always wanted to enlist 
in the army and was waiting to be-
come 18, the official age of recruit-
ment, to join its ranks,” Kadmi said. 
More than a year ago, however, he 
was drawn into the Iran-backed 
Houthi militia to help feed his fam-
ily — he has nine sisters and broth-
ers. They could barely survive on 
their father’s retirement pension.

“The Houthis have promised my 
father to recruit me officially in 
their cadres and pay me a regular 
monthly salary,” Kadmi said. His 
effort helps put food on the table, 
a main incentive behind parents 
allowing him to be recruited in re-
turn for $4-$5 a day.

After the Houthis seized control 
of Sana’a in January 2015, Kadmi 
served as a security guard out-

side a government bank. He was 
later summoned to the front in 
the southern port city of Aden and 
is now posted at a checkpoint in 
northern Sana’a.

Kadmi considers himself “luck-
ier” than others his age who have 
either been killed or captured in 
the conflict.

Around one-third of combatants 
in Yemen’s civil war are children, 
according to the UN Children’s 
Fund (UNICEF). Both the Houthi 
rebels and militias fighting on be-
half of Hadi have been sending 
children to the front lines of the 
war, in which more than 7,000 
people, including 2,800 civilians, 
have been killed.

UNICEF indicated that an aver-
age of eight children are killed or 
maimed daily, charging that both 
the Houthis and the government 
have gone back on pledges to end 
using children as soldiers.

“Efforts to put an end to the re-
cruitment of child soldiers in Yem-
en were aborted due to the ongo-
ing war,” said Ahmad al-Qurashi, 
chairman of Seyaj Organisation for 
Childhood Protection.

“Throughout Yemen’s turbulent 
history, children have been armed 
and sent into battle by all parties 
which run militias, though at dif-
ferent rates. The expansion of the 
Houthis has definitely increased 
that rate but we cannot say the 

other parties are innocent. They 
are all doing it,” Qurashi said.

Abdel Basset Hatami, a social 
studies professor at Sana’a Univer-
sity, said economic factors were 
the main reasons for children join-
ing militias.

“The family plays a big role in 
engaging their children because 
of their lack of resources,” he said. 
“Children are used as a merchan-
dise sold in return for income, a 
trend that is further aggravated by 
the parents’ ignorance and lack of 
awareness.”

Warning about the long-term ef-
fects of the practice, Hatami cau-
tioned that child fighters develop 
wrong assumptions and hatreds 
that could prolong the conflict for 
generations. “At that age, they just 
can’t assimilate what is post-con-
flict. They will always feel that an 
enemy is out there and should be 
resisted,” he said.

Psychology professor Sadiq 
Basha said Yemen might end up 
having a “more aggressive” and 
violent generation, adding: “Child 
soldiers could become physically 
impaired and develop psychologi-
cal handicaps which would make 
them a burden on their families 
and the society after the conflict 
has ended.”

“Many children, driven by a lack 
of resources or a desire to seek re-
venge for their families, are fight-

ing eagerly in the front lines,” Ba-
sha said. “I know of many orphans 
who were dragged into fighting 
and turned into merciless and 
restless killing machines.”

The war has sparked a humani-
tarian disaster in the country, 
already the poorest in the Arab 
world. About 1.3 million children 
under 5 years old are at risk of 
malnutrition and at least 2 million 
children are out of school, accord-
ing to UNICEF.

 UN data indicate that 747 chil-
dren were killed and another 1,108 
injured since March 2015 and at 
least 700, with ages ranging from 9 
to 17, were pressed into some form 
of military activity.

Yemeni social researcher and 
expert with UN Economic and So-
cial Commission for Western Asia 
(ESCWA) Rasha Jarhum called on 
the international community to 
establish a comprehensive reha-
bilitation programme to help rein-
tegrate child soldiers into society.

“These children should be of-
fered shelters and safe havens, 
their recruiters should be brought 
to justice and the Yemeni govern-
ment must implement a plan to 
prevent the recruitment of child 
soldiers,” Jarhum said.

Until better prospects come 
along for Yemen’s children, Kad-
mi insists on keeping his weapon 
close to his chest. “It is a source of 
pride and dignity,” he said, point-
ing at his rifle.

Mohamad Abul-Qassem, a 
pseudonym used for security 
reasons, is a reporter based in 
Sana’a.

More child soldiers fighting in Yemen war

A 2015 file picture shows Yemeni children, one holding a weapon, 
sitting in a car boot during a march of supporters of the Houthi 
movement in Sana’a.
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Children have been 
armed and sent into 
battle by all parties 
which run militias.

More focus needed on Yemen crisis: UK MP

London

“
 T

here are very 
strong ties 
and there 
always have 
been, between 
this country 
[the United 
Kingdom] and 

Kuwait. I think, the desire, both 
on our part and on the part of the 
Kuwaiti parliamentarians, was to 
strengthen not only the bilateral 
relationship between us and 
Kuwait but also the ties that bind 
our parliaments,” British MP 
Stephen Phillips said following a 
visit to Kuwait.

Britain has a history of sending 
parliamentary delegations to liaise 
with foreign parliamentarians to 
build intra-parliamentary rela-
tions and strengthen bilateral ties. 
This is a practice that British MPs 
particularly pursue with Arab and 
Gulf parliaments, given the crises 
facing the region, from the rise of 
the Islamic State (ISIS) to conflicts 
in Syria, Libya and Yemen.

Phillips, a lawyer by trade, said 
he has become increasingly inter-
ested in the Middle East, given the 
impact the region has on the wider 
world. Although not a member of 
the British parliament’s Foreign 
Affairs Select Committee, the 
Conservative MP for Sleaford and 
North Hykeham in Lincolnshire 
said he has sought to raise issues 
such as the Yemen conflict or the 
deteriorating security situation in 
Libya in the House of Commons 
and the media to shed light on 
them.

“I raised Yemen with a number 
of [Kuwaiti] government min-
isters… I’m not sure I’ve been 
particularly outspoken in relation 
to backing one side or another or 
taking a particular position, but I 
think the humanitarian situation 
is so dire and became, as we heard 

from the UN, as bad as in Syria in 
just five months, that it’s some-
thing that clearly the region needs 
to be focused on,” Phillips said.

Kuwait is part of the Gulf coali-
tion, led by Saudi Arabia, that is 
fighting Iran-backed Houthi rebels 
and forces loyal to ex-president 
Ali Abdullah Saleh, in defence of 
Yemen’s internationally recog-
nised government led by Abd 
Rabbo Mansour Hadi. Peace talks 
to resolve the conflict have been 
taking place in Kuwait, although 
few believe a resolution is immi-
nent.

“I think it’s very difficult,” Phil-
lips said. “I think the eyes of the 
world are elsewhere. Everybody is 
focused on Syria and one conse-
quence of this is the number of 
displaced people in Yemen and the 
situation which those who remain 
are facing. It is simply not on the 
agenda either of the media or the 
governments in the region or in 
Europe and the US and until that 
changes and there is a desire to 
bring what is essentially a proxy 
war to an end, we are not going to 
see the situation improve.”

Libya is another crisis that 
Phillips is watching, given mount-
ing fears of the rise of ISIS in the 
war-torn North African state. With 
the eyes of the world firmly fixed 
on tackling ISIS in Syria and Iraq, 
Libya looks to become a future 
battlefield in the fight against ter-
rorism.

US President Barack Obama 
accused British Prime Minister 
David Cameron of mishandling the 
post-revolution situation in Libya 
and has accused Britain, along 
with Gulf states such as Kuwait, of 
being in effect “free riders” on US 
foreign policy muscle.

“Britain obviously played a key 
role in the removal of the [Qaddafi] 
regime. As with all such opera-
tions, what comes afterward is 
more important,” Phillips said. “I 
don’t agree with the view ex-
pressed by Obama that the prime 
minister took his eye off the ball. I 

know from my dealings with him 
and with foreign office ministers 
that it was something on which the 
UK was focused on… [but] I can 
see with hindsight that more could 
have been done to prepare the 
country for a peaceful transition to 
democracy.”

The parliamentarian reiterated 
criticism he had previously made 
of US disengagement from the 
Middle East. “I think that much 
of the foreign policy that has been 
pursued by the Obama White 
House has been to disengage from 
the Middle East — for perfectly 
understandable reasons given the 
US’s previous involvement in the 
region,” he said.

“This has created difficulties. It’s 
created a vacuum that others have 
been unable to fill in terms of influ-
ence and indeed military hardware 
and I think the consequence of an 

isolationist foreign policy… has 
been to make the Middle East a 
less stable place than otherwise it 
might have been.”

Still, he backed the United King-
dom’s overall engagement in the 
Middle East and said he intended 
to continue being active on Middle 
East issues.

“I think personally, particularly 
if we and the US and Europe, work 
in partnership with Middle East 
governments in trying to deliver 
not our version of our culture but 
try to deliver better democratic 
accountability of governments to 
people in the Middle East, then I 
think there is a very bright future 
for all of us,” Phillips said. “It’s 
partly that which drives me to 
think that these ties, like the ties 
between the British parliament 
and the Kuwaiti parliament, are 
very important going forward.”
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“Yemen is simply 
not on the 
agenda either of 
the media or the 
governments in 
the region or in 
Europe and the 
US.”

British MP 
Stephen Phillips


