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I 

t was a low-profile hostage 
case being dealt with in utter 
confidentiality until online 
footage was released by the 
kidnappers of Tunisian hu-

manitarian worker Nourane Houas 
in which the employee of the In-
ternational Committee of the Red 
Cross (ICRC) in Yemen appealed to 
her employer and governments to 
help free her.

The ICRC, which has been oper-
ating in Yemen for more than 50 
years, has been tight-lipped since 
Houas was abducted December 1st 
as she was leaving her home for 
work in Sana’a. A Yemeni man who 
had kidnapped with her was later 
released.

After confirming that the woman 
clad in a black veil who appeared 
in the May 6th footage was Houas, 
the ICRC requested the media re-
frain from sharing the video “out 
of respect and consideration for 
Nourane’s family and loved ones”.

“We would like to refrain from 
answering to any question in re-
lation to the video, the potential 
identity of abductors or the mes-
sages put forward. The ICRC is do-
ing its best to secure her release 
through its contact network, but 
we cannot discuss any details pub-
licly or enter into speculations,” 
ICRC spokeswoman in Sana’a Rima 
Kamal, said.

In the 39-second video, shared on 

Yemeni news sites, Houas pleads in 
French for Yemeni President Abd 
Rabbo Mansour Hadi and French 
President François Hollande to as-
sist her.

Kamal stressed that since 
Houas’s abduction the ICRC has 
mobilised all channels possible to 
secure her release.

“Over the past five months, we 
have certainly had some leads,” Ka-
mal had said earlier. “We are, how-
ever, unable to share or elaborate 
on these leads publicly due to the 
sensitivity of any abduction case. 
What matters now is Nourane’s 
safe return to her family as soon as 
possible.”

It is usual in hostage-taking 
cases to keep efforts for securing 
the release of victims under the 
radar, whether the efforts are un-

dertaken by governments or non-
governmental organisations, out 
of concern that publicity would 
jeopardise chances of liberation. 
The media are also often used or 
manipulated by kidnappers to put 
pressure on the negotiations and 
push for their demands to be met.

Sana’a has been controlled for 
the past year-and-a-half by the 
Houthi rebel militia, an Iran-allied 
group. The capture of Sana’a by 
the Houthis provoked armed in-
tervention by a Saudi-led Arab al-
liance that has been waging an air 
campaign against the Houthis and 
allied soldiers loyal to former presi-
dent Ali Abdullah Saleh.

Kidnappings of foreigners in 
Yemen are far from new but in the 
present state of anarchy and law-
lessness in a country where the 

majority of the people, not fighters 
only, are armed, kidnappings, es-
pecially for ransom, have been on 
the rise.

Since 2011, kidnapping a foreign-
er has become one of the most lu-
crative cash cows. Armed criminals 
kidnap foreigners and often sell 
them to al-Qaeda in the Arabian 
Peninsula. No longer motivated by 
lingering issues with the govern-
ment, kidnappers have money in 
mind.

Tunisian journalist and expert 
on armed groups Nizar Makni ar-
gues that Houas is likely being held 
hostage by an armed gang looking 
for ransom money, rather than a 
jihadist group with an ideological 
purpose.

“The Tunisian hostage has re-
peatedly said the word ‘legitimate’ 
Yemeni President Abd Rabbo Man-
sour Hadi in her plea as she read 
from the paper she was holding. 
This carries a clear message from 
the kidnappers that they are loyal-
ist to the exiled president,” Makni 
was quoted as saying in comments 
published on Tunisian website Ha-
kaekonline.

He said, in addition to being a 
holder of dual Tunisian-French na-
tionality, Houas sought the assis-
tance of Paris because it has much 
experience in negotiating the re-
lease of French hostages held by 
armed militias.

Operating in conflict zones is 
becoming more dangerous for hu-
manitarian workers. Respect for 
humanitarian workers seems to 
have declined as well as the com-

mitment to ensure their safety. 
The increasing number of attacks 
against humanitarian workers 
seems testimony to that.

The ICRC has suffered several se-
curity incidents in Yemen over the 
past year. In addition to Houas’s 
abduction, the organisation had its 
offices in Aden attacked and two 
of its local staff members killed. 
Houas was active in “Protection”, 
the organisation’s department re-
sponsible for visiting prisoners and 
detainees to monitor living con-
ditions and ensure that they are 
treated with humanity and dignity.

The conflict in Yemen has forced 
more than 2 million people to flee 
their homes and claimed more 
than 6,000 lives since March 2015. 
More than 30,000 people, includ-
ing women and children, have 
been wounded. With the country 
already suffering from decades of 
conflict and under-development, 
its communities are ill-equipped 
to handle the magnitude of needs 
that necessitate the presence and 
intervention of humanitarian or-
ganisations such as the ICRC.

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly’s 
Travel and Society sections editor.
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T 

he deployment of US 
special operations troops 
to southern Yemen was 
eyed with suspicion by 
both sides in the coun-

try’s war.
Opponents of the Iran-backed 

Houthis and their allied forces loyal 
to former president Ali Abdullah 
Saleh argue that US forces in Yemen 
would serve the rebels, who, on 
their part, say the Americans are a 
backup for the Arab alliance fight-
ing in support of President Abd 
Rabbo Mansour Hadi.

Adnan al-Odaini, a senior mem-
ber of the anti-Houthi Islamic Re-
form Party maintained that the 
return of US troops to Yemen will 
serve the Houthis and Saleh’s fol-
lowers by providing them with a 
pretext to perpetuate their rebel-
lion.

Odaini said Washington has been 
acting in favour of the Houthis in 
many instances. “One, America was 
the first to oppose the designation 
of the Houthis as a terrorist group, 
though they do raise the slogan of 
‘Death to America’,” he said.

“Second, Washington was the 
one that forced the Yemeni govern-
ment and Saudi Arabia to stop fight-
ing against the Houthis in the ear-
lier wars (in the northern province 
of Saada) and ordered the handover 

of the garrisons and state weapons 
to the Houthis through the traitor 
Saleh and his loyalist officers.”

Houthi leader Abdelmalik al-Ajri 
contended that the US involvement 
coincided with a surge in al-Qaeda 
attacks. “They wanted to have forc-
es in al-Anad base (south Yemen) 
in addition to the bases they have 
in Saudi Arabia and Djibouti, to 
launch ground operations such as 
the ones that occurred in Lahj and 
Shabwa,” he said.

“Under the banner of helping 
Yemeni forces combating terror-
ism, the Americans have slowly 
revealed that their real wish is to 
have a military presence in more 
than one Yemeni region, after their 
ambassador had taken the reins of 
political decision in the country.”

The Pentagon, on May 6th, said 
it sent a special operations team to 
Yemen to work with Arab military 
forces battling to push al-Qaeda 
militants out of areas captured 
during the country’s civil war. US 
commandos were deployed to Mu-
kalla, after Yemeni and Saudi-led 
coalition troops retook the strategic 
seaport, which was under al-Qaeda 
control for a year.

A US military presence in Yemen 
is not new but it has been renewed 
to support the Hadi government, 
said Abdel Salam Mohamad, head 
of Aba’d Centre for Strategic Stud-
ies in Sana’a.

“It is common knowledge that 
US advisers and special forces are 
there since Saleh’s days as part of 
the programme for combating ter-
rorism,” he said. “The difference 
now is that they have returned in 
cooperation with the UAE, whose 
troops are effectively in control of 
al-Anad base.”

The Pentagon previously had 
more than 100 special operations 

forces advising the army in Yemen 
but withdrew them in early 2015 as 
the country slid into an all-out war.

The latest US deployment cast 
a shadow on UN-sponsored peace 
negotiations in Kuwait, where the 
delegation grouping the Houthis 
and Saleh’s party cautioned that 
such developments could jeopard-
ise the talks and a peaceful solution 
to the conflict.

Mohamad Abdel Salam, head of 
the Houthi delegation, was quoted 
as saying: “The violation of Yemeni 
sovereignty by foreign forces will 
scuttle negotiations.”

Pro-Houthi political analyst Za-
karia Monser sees the US deploy-
ment as an alternative to Saudi 
involvement. “Since April 8th, Ri-
yadh has been overconfident that 
the Yemenis would stick to peace-
ful negotiations regardless of the 
cost,” he said. “However, almost a 
month has passed since the start of 

the talks in Kuwait and the cease-
fire remains extremely volatile. We 
can safely say that it has collapsed 
and it is only a matter of time before 
the death of talks and the truce is 
announced officially.”

He said the Hadi government, 
which relies on the support of the 
Arab alliance in fighting the Hou-
this, had no plausible reaction to 
the US move.

But Mohamad said: “There is a 
clear manipulation of the Ameri-
can deployment by the Houthis 
especially in the Kuwait talks. The 
Houthis are trying to score points 

but they have no genuine demands 
to end the American presence be-
cause they regard the Americans as 
neutral towards them, unlike the 
Arab Alliance.”

Combating al-Qaeda in Yemen 
provided an opportunity for the 
United States to return to an area 
where regional conflicts are tightly 
linked to the US-Russian race for in-
fluence on the Middle East, accord-
ing to Mohamad.

“The return to al-Anad base coin-
cided with the establishment of an 
American base in the Kurdish area 
in Syria,” he said, “but I believe that 
the Yemen issue will remain a Gulf 
issue par excellence, minimising the 
possibility of a Russian-American 
competition.”

Mohamad Abul-Qassem, a 
pseudonym used for security 
reasons, is a reporter based in 
Sana’a.
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Young demonstrators protest the recent deployment of US special forces to Yemen, outside the UN 
offices in Sana’a, on May 12th.
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