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Yemen’s economy a victim of war
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A 

prisoner exchange has 
been conducted ahead 
of the scheduled April 
10th cessation of hostili-
ties in the war in Yemen 

and warring factions have agreed 
to UN-sponsored talks in Kuwait a 
week later.

The Iran-allied Houthi rebels, 
who control Sana’a, completed a 
prisoner swap with Saudi Arabia on 
March 27th, releasing nine Saudis 
in exchange for 109 Yemenis.

The move is “a sign of Saudi 
goodwill” before the Kuwait ne-
gotiations, Andreas Krieg of the 
Department of Defence Studies at 
King’s College told Agence France-
Presse, adding that it indicated a 
willingness of both sides “to make 
compromises to bring these talks to 
a successful end”.

However, the fate of former pres-
ident Ali Abdullah Saleh hangs over 
the peace talks and was evident a 
day before the prisoner swap at a 
rally in Sana’a to mark the first an-
niversary of the start of the war.

The rally, which the Houthis 
banned their members and sup-
porters from attending, saw Saleh 
give what analysts described as a 
rambling, incoherent speech. He 
blasted the Saudi-led coalition and 
the United Nations but also called 
for direct talks with Riyadh.

Yemeni analysts saw this as an 
attempt by Saleh to build political 

capital ahead of the Kuwait talks.
“I expected the Saleh rally to 

generate large numbers, particular-
ly from tribes around the outskirts 
of Sana’a, however these ‘popu-
lar’ rallies weren’t helpful to him 
in 2011 and won’t be today,” ana-
lyst Abdullah Ismail told The Arab 
Weekly, adding that public rallies 
are a part of Saleh’s repertoire, 
which includes short-term deal 
brokering and utilising of money to 
gain political clout.

“That doesn’t change that truth 
on the ground that he has been 
isolated from the talks between 
the Houthis and the coalition,” he 
added.

Despite the former Yemeni presi-
dent’s bravado, reports surfaced 
that Russia and Oman are mediat-
ing with the Yemeni government 
to secure Saleh’s and his family’s 
departure.

According to US geopolitical in-
telligence firm Stratfor, Oman did 
not want to host Saleh in 2012 but 
now providing refuge to the for-
mer president would help the in-
ternationally recognised Yemeni 
government. Russia could also take 
Saleh in.

The Saudi-funded London-based 
Asharq Al-Awsat newspaper quot-
ed an unnamed Yemeni minister as 
saying the mediation aims at secur-
ing Saleh’s departure with a guar-
antee of immunity; in return his 
guards would lay down their weap-
ons and hand over Sana’a without 
further confrontations.

The United Nations plans to form 
a committee that includes promi-

nent Yemenis to monitor the cease-
fire. It has requested both warring 
factions to draft a “concept paper” 
concerning key negotiation points.

“This is really our last chance,” 
UN Envoy Ismail Ould Cheikh 
Ahmed said. “The war in Yemen 
must be brought to an end.”

The announcement of talks 
comes as militants, mainly al-Qae-
da in the Arabian Peninsula and 
an Islamic State (ISIS) offshoot, 
exploited the fighting and made 
gains on the ground in Yemen. 
The Pentagon on March 22nd an-
nounced that a US drone strike on a 

terrorist camp had “removed from 
the battlefield” dozens of al-Qaeda 
fighters in Yemen’s Hadramawt 
governorate. Local officials put the 
death toll as high as 50.
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Gulf editor of The Arab Weekly.
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hicken is on the dinner ta-
ble for Ibrahim el-Tayyar’s 
family only four times a 
month compared to three 
times a week a year ago. 

The family is far from alone in hav-
ing trouble affording meals as they 
used to in war-torn Yemen, where 
prices of food have jumped an av-
erage of 40% since the start of the 
war.

Tayyar, a father of three who 
makes $215 working for the govern-

ment, said he can no longer meet 
his family’s needs. The entire econ-
omy in Yemen has been adversely 
affected by the year-old fight pit-
ting a Saudi-led coalition against 
Iran-supported Houthi rebels.

An Oxfam survey found that two-
thirds of Yemen’s families borrow 
money to buy food, although, due 
to growing defaults, it is becoming 
harder to find lenders. The study 
warned that poorer Yemenis would 
not be able to cope with the situa-
tion for much longer.

Nearly 14.4 million Yemenis 
— more than half the country’s 
population — do not eat enough, 
said Sajjad Mohammad Sajid, 

Oxfam country director in Yemen.
Yemen’s economic ills began be-

fore fighting began a year ago, ex-
perts say, blaming conditions on 
poor government management and 
corruption.

Warring parties exchange accu-
sations for putting the economy 
near collapse. Yemeni President 
Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi and his 
Riyadh-based government blame 
Iran-backed Houthi rebels and mili-
tants supporting former president 
Ali Abdullah Saleh, who was forced 
to resign in 2012 after a popular up-
rising. The rebels say coalition air 
strikes are to blame.

The Houthis say they overthrew 

Hadi to reverse price reforms initi-
ated in 2014, increasing the price 
of oil products 70%. Hadi says their 
actual plan was to establish a pro-
Iranian government in Yemen.

The reality is that the economic 
ills date to Saleh’s 33-year despotic 
rule, said Mohammed Afandi, head 
of the Yemeni Centre for Strategic 
Studies. “Saleh and his General Peo-
ple’s Congress and supporters took 
most government positions and 
revenues,” he said. “There was no 
minimum governance.”

Pointing out that Yemen’s dec-
ades-long tribal and political con-
flicts, especially between 2000 and 
the 2011 revolution, contributed to 
the country’s economic ills, Afandi 
said the country relied too heavily 
on aid from the United States and 
Saudi Arabia instead of initiating 
reforms.

Under a Gulf Cooperation Coun-
cil (GCC) initiative, Saleh resigned 
in 2011 in return for judicial im-
munity for himself and hundreds 
of family members, relatives and 
supporters. Despite that, economic 
deterioration continued and the 
heavy losses inflicted by coalition 
air strikes led to a severe drop in 
government revenues.

However, government finances in 
Houthi-controlled Sana’a remained 
intact as have many business and 
institutions.

Ahmad Zibara of Yemen’s Central 
Supervision Agency said the Hou-
this realised when they captured 
Sana’a in September 2014 that they 
would be held responsible for any 
mismanagement and embezzle-
ment of public funds so they put 
representatives of their revolution-
ary commissions in key posts to 

monitor finances. “Much corrup-
tion was contained,” he said.

Yemen, a small producer of crude 
oil, has suffered a strangling short-
age in oil products since the war 
made it difficult for suppliers to 
reach sales outlets. This led to a 
sharp jump in the prices of oil prod-
ucts and a consequent hike in the 
prices of food. The Houthis accused 
the Saudi-led coalition of trying to 
hurt the economy to turn Yemenis 
against them.

Since the war started, the coali-
tion intended to weaken the Yem-
eni riyal, said Ahmad el-Tayyar, a 
financial analyst. “They cause the 
hike in oil prices, expanded the 
black market and dumped Yemen’s 
markets with unnecessary GCC 
goods to pump foreign currencies 
out of the country,” he said. Fi-
nance Ministry Director-General 
Ahmad Mohammad Hijir supported 
this view.

However, the Houthis’ decision 
to liberate the oil-product mar-
ket came at the wrong time, said 
economist Mohammad Said, add-
ing: “Yemen already suffers from a 
shortage in foreign currencies and 
oil imports worsened this shortage.”

According to a government re-
port, state revenues dropped 53.7% 
in 2015 compared to 2014. Econo-
mist Nabil el-Tayri said Yemen’s 
economy shrank 34.7% over the pe-
riod and estimated economic losses 
at $75 billion.

In February, the central bank 
stopped guaranteeing foreign ex-
change rates for sugar importers 
and is believed to be planning to do 
the same for rice and wheat. Finan-
cial instability worries importers, 
who may abstain from importing 
food, Oxfam said, warning of fur-
ther hikes in food prices.

Mohamad Abul-Qassem, a 
pseudonym used for security 
reasons, is a reporter based in 
Sana’a.
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A worker transports food aid outside a food distribution centre for poor families in Sana’a in this 
March 17, 2016 file photo.

 Prices of food have 
jumped an average 
of 40% since the 
start of the war.


