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Rights groups making uncorroborated claims 
regarding Yemen war: UK MP

London

H
uman rights 

organisations 
are making 
dangerous and 
uncorroborated 
accusations 
that could hurt 
British-Saudi 

relations and lead to the destabi-
lisation of the Middle East, British 
MP Daniel Kawczynski said.

“There is a huge number of or-
ganisations in this country — Am-
nesty International is one of them 
— which are trying to make the 
most serious allegations possible 
against the Saudi-led coalition… 
They are actively trying to prevent 
Britain from selling weapons and 
aeroplanes to Saudi Arabia,” said 
Kawczynski.

“I think, if this succeeds, it will 
be cataclysmic for both the Middle 
East and ourselves and we are 
entering into a very dangerous 
position.”

Kawczynski, along with other 
members of the Foreign Affairs 
and Trade and Industry Select 
Committees, is sitting on the Com-
mittee on Arms Export Control, 
which is hearing evidence about 
the use of British-manufactured 
arms in Yemen. A Saudi-led Gulf 
coalition has been fighting along-
side the internationally recognised 
government of Yemen against 
Iran-backed Houthi rebels and 
forces loyal to former president Ali 
Abdullah Saleh since March 2015.

Amnesty International has ac-
cused the coalition — led by Saudi 
Arabia and including the United 
Arab Emirates, Egypt, Bahrain, 

Kuwait, Qatar, Morocco, Jordan 
and Sudan — of deliberately target-
ing civilians and called on the 
government to stop selling arms 
to Riyadh. Amnesty International 
said there have been at least 30 
air strikes since the start of the 
conflict in March 2015 that appear 
to have violated international 
humanitarian law.

Many analysts, citing deficien-
cies in intelligence gathering, have 
sought to express caution regard-
ing allegations of civilian target-
ing. Given the volatile situation in 
Yemen, it is difficult for investiga-
tors to reach sites of alleged war 
crimes. Many reports rely on satel-

lite images, photographic evidence 
and witness accounts taken by 
third parties.

“No report can be taken seri-
ously if its authors weren’t even in 
Yemen to conduct investigations,” 
Saudi analyst Mohammed Alyahya 
said earlier this year, commenting 
on a leaked UN investigation.

“What proof do they have? Spe-
cific, technical proof… that a pilot 
has deliberately avoided the trajec-
tory of where he has been sent, 
seen a civilian target and deliber-
ately dropped bombs on civilians?” 
Kawczynski asked, calling for 
stricter corroboration process.

Kawczynski said there was a 

“disjoint” between those mak-
ing the allegations and the Gulf 
coalition, offering to serve as an 
intermediary between the human 
rights organisations and the mili-
tary alliance.

“If Amnesty International or any 
other body has a specific allegation 
that they want to put to us on the 
Foreign Affairs Select Commit-
tee — real evidence, not hearsay, 
something tangible, photographs 
with eyewitness accounts — we 
will take that directly to the Saudis 
and challenge them about that and 
call for a formal explanation,” he 
said.

“The onus should be on those 
people who are seeking to cast 
these aspersions to come up with 
credible evidence that they can 
bring to us that we can challenge 
them directly. Rather than con-
tinue by peddling these allegations 
through the media. We [the For-
eign Affairs Select Committee] can 
act as an interlocutor between the 
two — and a very public one.”

Kawczynski said he has been in 
touch with Saudi officials, includ-
ing the head of the Saudi Air Force, 
who told him it has nothing to hide 
and would welcome the opportu-
nity to dispel allegations surround-
ing the issue.

Amnesty International acknowl-
edges that it has not received a 
formal response from Saudi Arabia 
or the coalition regarding its al-
legations, Oliver Sprague, Amnesty 
UK’s arms control programme 
director, said.

“Yes, we more than welcome 
this… and if he wants to take the 
material to get the answers that 
we haven’t been able to get, then 
absolutely,” Sprague added.

Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent in London.
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D 

espite reports of sporad-
ic fighting and a suicide 
bombing in the south-
ern port city of Aden, 
the fragile ceasefire in 

Yemen between government and 
Houthi rebel forces continues to 
hold, raising hopes that peace talks 
due to start in Kuwait on April 18th 
can resolve the 1-year-old conflict.

Most of the reported cease-
fire violations occurred in the 
south-western city of Taiz, which  
the United Nations described as 
“pockets of violence”. There were 
breaches in Marib province, east 
of the capital Sana’a, but the Sau-
di-led coalition described them 
as “minor”. The suicide bombing, 
which targeted an army recruit-
ment post in Aden and killed sev-
eral people, was believed to be car-
ried out by Islamist militants.

Monitoring teams made up of 
Yemeni representatives from both 
sides of the conflict were stationed 
in three provinces to report cease-
fire violations to a committee su-
pervised by the United Nations.

The spokesman for the Houthi 
negotiating committee, Muham-
mad Abdelsalam, blamed ceasefire 
breaches on “merchants of war and 
those who hate peace and stabil-
ity”.

Abdelsalam said the military and 
security situation in Yemen was 
more complex and intertwined 
than ever. Yemen “is in dire need 
for a clear-cut political agreement 
outlining the contours of a state,” 
he told the pan-Arab daily Asharq 
Al-Awsat.

Political developments that 
could affect peace talks have also 
come to the fore, particularly the 
Southern Separatist Movement’s 
renewed calls for secession. The 
movement has organised what it 
billed as a million-man march be-
fore the peace talks. According to 
insiders, the march is being held 
out of fear that the movement’s de-
mands would not be a part of nego-
tiations.

According to a Southern Sepa-
ratist Movement statement, the 
march aims to “deliver a message 
to the nations gathered at the 
meeting in Kuwait, especially the 
Arab coalition led by Saudi Arabia” 
that the south “will not accept any 
outcome detracting from its right 
to liberation and independence”.

The statement said: “Stability in 
the south, Yemen and the whole re-
gion depends on resolving the issue 
of the south through the return of 
full sovereignty of the south.”

Yemen was split into rival north 
and south states from the late 1960s 
and fought a series of bitter wars 
before unification in 1990.

Observers say this may torpedo 
the peace talks, especially in light 
of the recent cabinet reshuffle in 
which vice-president Khaled Bahah 
was sacked by Yemeni President 
Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi. Hadi 
dismissed Bahah on April 3rd. In 
a statement, Hadi said Bahah had 
“failed to ease the suffering of our 

people, resolve their problems and 
provide for their needs”.

Hadi selected Ahmed bin Dagh-
er, former secretary-general of the 
General People’s Congress (GPC) 
party, as prime minister. The posi-
tion of vice-president went to Gen-
eral Ali Mohsen al-Ahmar.

Political sources in Sana’a de-
scribed Mohsen as a contentious 
figure, dating to the 1978 coup in 
which he was one of the strongest 

supporters of the regime of Ali Ab-
dullah Saleh. Mohsen later helped 
to oust Saleh from power in the 2011 
uprising tied to the “Arab spring”.

Dagher also has a colourful his-
tory. He fought against Saleh as 
head of the Socialist Party and was 
exiled in 1994. He was pardoned 
and joined Saleh as a member of the 
GPC. Dagher defected to the Hadi 
camp in the autumn of 2015.

The conflict in Yemen began in 

March 2015 when Arab coalition 
forces led by Saudi Arabia and sup-
ported by the United States, began 
air strikes against the Houthis to 
restore the UN-recognised govern-
ment of Hadi to power. The war has 
resulted in the deaths of more than 
6,000 people and led to severe food 
shortages.

Saleh Baidhani is an Arab Weekly 
contributor based in Sana’a.
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A Yemeni fighter loyal to the country’s exiled president salutes on top of a tank at a checkpoint on a 
road in the south-western city of Taiz.

Monitoring teams 
from both sides of 
the conflict were 
stationed in three 
provinces.


