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T 

he Arab coalition has ex-
ceeded expectations in 
its land and air offensive 
against Houthi rebels and 
their allies in Yemen.

The coalition, led by Saudi Ara-
bia, has managed to retake most of 
southern Yemen and made gains 
in the north, where the terrain is 
mountainous and rugged, and is 
edging slowly towards the capital, 
Sana’a.

Iran is the main backer of the 
Houthis and has supplied them with 
arms and training to weaken the 
Yemeni state and spread Tehran’s 
influence in the Arabian peninsula.

In doing so, Iran has implemented 
a strategy of hybrid warfare, which 
is a combination of guerrilla and 
conventional forces alongside the 
use of social media to spread its 
message. The Houthis’ guerrilla 
warfare skills have combined with 
the conventional firepower of regu-
lar forces loyal to former president 
Ali Abdullah Saleh and a sophisti-
cated media campaign to solidify 
public support among the Zaydi 
Muslim community.

This strategy has been imple-
mented by Iran elsewhere in the 
Middle East where Tehran has be-
come a dominating influence in 
Lebanon through Hezbollah, and on 
Iraq through the Popular Mobilisa-
tion Forces. Using proxies such as 
these allows Iran to avoid attribu-
tion and retribution.

The Arab alliance has countered 
in Yemen however in what has 
become a fourth-generation war, 
where state and non-state actors are 
engaged in a decentralised conflict 
through combat, economic, cultural 
and social means.

The Arab alliance created an-
other non-state actor in the form of 
Popular Resistance Forces militias 
that are fighting alongside Yemeni 
troops loyal to the internationally 
recognised government of President 
Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi.

At the same time, the Arab alli-
ance has made plans to improve so-
cio-economic conditions of Yemen 

and resolve long-standing political 
disputes with the help of the United 
Nations.

On the media front, the Arab alli-
ance paid particular attention to the 
importance of social networks and 
new media and has had daily media 
briefings to address issues and con-
cerns related to military operations 
and other aspects of the Yemeni 
conflict.

To counter Houthi ideology, Arab 
alliance media have focused on as-
sociating the Houthi actions with 
Iran’s ambitions and Tehran’s ex-
ploitation of the Shias and Zaydis in 
the region to serve its own political 
and expansionist objectives. The 
Houthis have lost popular support 
in many parts of the country, espe-
cially the south where the alliance 
made quick gains on the ground.

Meanwhile, Saudi-led coalition 

air power has steadily degraded the 
capabilities of the Houthis and their 
allies and reduced their ability to 
launch counter attacks and retain 
territory.

The land operation has proved 
challenging, especially due to the 
lack of sufficient manpower in the 
early stages of the war but the in-
volvement of African states such 
as Sudan and the steady training 
of Yemeni recruits have helped the 
alliance enlarge its land forces and 
hold territory captured from the 
Houthis.

The Arab alliance has consolidat-
ed its political position internation-
ally and locally. On the one side, it 
won international support through 
UN Security Council Resolution 
2216, which calls on the Houthis to 
end violence, withdraw from cities 
they occupied and to surrender all 
heavy weapons to Yemeni authori-
ties. The alliance has turned many 
Houthi supporters in Yemen against 
the group.

Resolution 2216 has also enabled 
the alliance to impose an air and na-
val embargo on Yemen that has sub-
stantially reduced the size of mili-
tary aid from Iran to the Houthis.

The alliance’s losses have been 
low in view of the duration and 
scale of the military operations with 
the loss of only three jets and a few 
dozen troops. The biggest challenge 
for the alliance was protecting the 

Saudi borders from daily shelling 
and infiltration attempts by the 
Houthis. Several Saudi civilians and 
border guards were killed on border 
clashes.

The military offensive continues 
at a time when the Houthis are ne-
gotiating in the Saudi capital and 
making concessions, including ac-
cepting Resolution 2216. A forth-
coming peace conference in Kuwait 
is expected to produce an agree-
ment between the Yemeni factions.

The persistence and efficiency of 
the Arab alliance operations have 
prevented the Houthis and Iran 
from achieving their goals in Yemen.
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A September 2015 file picture shows an Emirati gunner watching for enemy fire from the rear gate of a Chinook military helicopter flying 
over Yemen.

The coalition has 
managed to retake 
most of southern 
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No clear winners in Yemen war

W 

ith peace 
negotiations 
expected to 
start soon, it is a 
good time to 
assess what has 

come out of the Yemen conflict 
and where the various parties 
stand.

For Saudi Arabia, the main 
outside power involved in the war, 
the conflict gave the royal family 
an opportunity to play to Saudi 
nationalism. At least initially, the 
war was popular in Saudi Arabia 
because it showed that Riyadh 
could launch a military operation 
in its backyard without outside 
approval.

Saudi officials portrayed the 
war as necessary to prevent Iran 
— the main external supporter of 
the Houthi rebels, who follow the 
Zaidi branch of Shia Islam — from 
gaining a foothold on its border 
and pursuing “adventures” in the 
Arab world.

But the war did not go as well as 
the Saudis hoped.

Both Egypt and Pakistan refused 
requests to provide ground troops 

to aid the Saudi-backed govern-
ment of Abd Rabbo Mansour 

Hadi, though Egypt did deploy 
navy ships to keep the vital Bab el 
Mandeb strait open. While Riyadh 
boasted of a large coalition, Saudi 
UAE troops made up the bulk of 
ground forces. Despite spending 
billions on the war, the Saudis do 
not have much to show in terms of 
military gains.

Although Hadi, after initially 
fleeing Yemen with his cabinet, es-
tablished himself in Aden with the 
help of Saudi forces, Yemeni forces 
loyal to Hadi did not make much 
headway on the ground. They 
regained some territory north and 
west of Aden but the Houthis still 
control the Yemeni capital, Sana’a, 
the Red Sea port of Hodeida and 
the northern territory that is their 
homeland. The Houthis have been 
aided by forces loyal to former 
Yemeni president Ali Abdullah 
Saleh and have proven to be tough 
fighters.

Perhaps more disconcerting for 
the Saudis has been the public 
relations aspect of the conflict. UN 
Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon 
has criticised the Saudi campaign 
because of civilian casualties. 
More than 6,000 Yemenis have 
died in the conflict and probably 
more than half were civilians, 
including hundreds of children.

One of the reasons the Saudis 
now want a negotiated settlement 
is to mitigate accusations by the 
international community about 
perceived Saudi indifference to ci-
vilian casualties. The other reason 
has to do with not getting bogged 
down indefinitely in a Yemeni 

civil war the way Egypt was in the 
1960s.

With low oil prices eroding Sau-
di government revenues, authori-
ties fear that sustaining the war 
will become a drain on financial 
resources requiring greater auster-
ity. First and foremost, the Saudi 
leadership wants to ensure against 
internal unrest that could jeopard-
ise the rule of the royal family.

The Houthis have also conclud-
ed that the war is unsustainable. 
Iran’s aid is probably limited and 
Houthi stockpiles of missiles and 
ammunition may be running low.

Although the Houthis have 
fended off efforts by pro-Hadi 
forces to take Sana’a, they may not 
be able to hold the capital indefi-
nitely. The Houthis may have de-
termined that using their hold on 
Sana’a as a bargaining chip is the 
best means of ensuring a promi-
nent role in a new Yemeni govern-
ment, broader autonomy for their 
region and an end to Wahhabi 
proselytising in the region.

The United States came to Saudi 
Arabia’s aid with intelligence, 
logistical support and ammuni-
tion, primarily to prove to Riyadh 
that it is a reliable partner — and 
to ease Saudi concerns about the 
Iran nuclear deal. There have been 
downsides for the United States. 
The war has created greater insta-
bility in Yemen and has allowed 
al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula 
to make gains in southern and 
eastern Yemen and this al-Qaeda 
affiliate has been responsible for 
more anti-US plots than any other. 

The Islamic State (ISIS) also has 
taken advantage of the chaos in 
Yemen

Washington is also concerned 
about being connected to Saudi 
Arabia in the eyes of the Yemeni 
people, who have suffered severe 
hardships. Recent reports have 
suggested that an Saudi air strike 
that resulted in civilian deaths 
used US munitions.  In addition 
to the civilian deaths, 2 million-3 
million Yemenis are internally 
displaced and much of the country 
lacks sufficient food, water and 
medical supplies.

Washington fears that some 
of the anger many Yemenis feel 
towards the Saudis will be directed 
at the United States and hinder its 
efforts to contain al-Qaeda and ISIS 
elements in Yemen.

The United States continues to 
use drones to attack al-Qaeda in 
Yemen but it wants stability to re-
turn to the country so it can reopen 
its embassy and return its special 
forces to the country to fight the 
terrorists on the ground. That 
can only happen if the upcoming 
negotiations succeed and a unity 
government is established.

Until then, Yemen will remain a 
safe haven for terrorists and a hu-
manitarian disaster with long-term 
political ramifications.
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concluded that the war is 
unsustainable.


