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Sana’a

A 

vessel transporting 
wounded Yemenis, 
aid and civilian pas-
sengers was attacked 
while passing through 

the Bab el Mandeb strait. It was 
hit by guided missiles launched 
by the Iran-allied Houthi rebels, 
according to a statement by the 
UAE Foreign Ministry, which 
called the incident “an act of ter-
rorism”.

The UN Security Council 
strongly condemned the Octo-
ber 1st attack, saying that it took 
“threats to shipping around Bab 
el Mandeb, a strategically impor-
tant shipping passage, extremely 
seriously and stressed that free-
dom of navigation around Bab el 
Mandeb in accordance with rel-
evant international law must be 
upheld”, while also calling for a 
cessation of such attacks.

US State Department spokes-
man John Kirby called on the 
Houthis “to immediately cease 
attacks against all vessels. These 
provocative actions risk exacer-
bating the current conflict and 

narrow the prospects for a peace-
ful settlement”.

“This condemnation from the in-
ternational community represents 
a clear stand against the irresponsi-
ble practices of the Houthi militias 
and the Saleh group who have vio-
lated international norms and con-
ventions,” UAE Minister of State 
Anwar Gargash said in a statement.

“The recurrence of such attacks 
and targeting of the civilian ship 
proves that the militias are against 
any political settlement of the Yem-
en crisis,” he said.

The attack, which apparently 
caused no injuries, led the United 
States to beef up security around 
Bab el Mandeb. Three US war-
ships are operating off the coast of 
Yemen, US Defense officials told 
Fox News. The officials also said 
that the “shoulder-fired rockets” 
that nearly destroyed the UAE ves-
sel were supplied to the Houthis by 
Iran.

“Sending the warships to the area 
is a message that the primary goal 

of the (US) Navy is to ensure that 
shipping continues unimpeded in 
the strait and the vicinity,” the un-
named US Defense official said.

Additional political manoeu-
vring by the Houthi militia came 
a day after the attack. The group 
announced a “national salvation” 
government in a bid to rival the 
internationally recognised govern-
ment of President Abd Rabbo Man-
sour Hadi.

It said a cabinet of 27 ministers, 
headed by former Aden governor 
Abdel Aziz Ben Habtoor, a long-
time associate of former president 
Ali Abdullah Saleh, would run the 
country’s affairs. The move was re-
jected by the United Nations, which 
said it only recognised the Hadi 
government.

Government sources told The 
Arab Weekly that UN Special En-
voy for Yemen Ismail Ould Cheikh 
Ahmed was in Oman recently to 
implement a ceasefire approved by 
the Hadi government as a prelude 
to the resumption of peace consul-
tations.

The sources said the Houthis 
had made a “secret” offer through 
intermediaries to withdraw from 
Taiz province but that move was 
viewed by the Hadi government as 
being financially motivated.

The offer comes as the Houthis 
are strapped for funds after Hadi 
fired the country’s central bank 
chief Mohammed bin Hammam, 
replacing him with government 
loyalist Mansar al-Kaiti and or-
dered the bank’s headquarters relo-
cated from rebel-controlled Sana’a 
to government-controlled Aden.

The war in Yemen began when 
Shia Houthis and their allies over-
ran Sana’a in September 2014, seiz-
ing most of the country. Hadi fled to 

Saudi Arabia.
A Saudi-led Arab coalition, sup-

ported by the United States and 
Britain, began an air campaign 
against the rebels in March 2015. 
Arab coalition ground troops later 
entered the fight. According to UN 
estimates, more than 6,400 people 
have been killed in the fighting and 
2.8 million people displaced.

Saleh Baidhani is an Arab Weekly 
contributor based in Sana’a.
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US-Saudi relations — dark clouds ahead

“C
riticism of Saudi 
Arabia has come 
out of the closet 
and I don’t think 
it’s going to go 
back in.”

That observation is from 
Bruce Riedel, one of the leading 
US experts on Saudi Arabia. 
Anti-Saudi sentiment in the 
United States has rarely been as 
widespread and bipartisan as 
in the past few months. “Public 
opinion (of Saudi Arabia) in 
Congress and in America is at 
a low,” agreed US Senator Bob 
Corker, R-Tennessee, the chairman 
of the Senate Foreign Relations 
Committee.

Congressional scrutiny of ties 
with Saudi Arabia, Washington’s 
oldest ally in the Middle East, 
was spurred this summer by 
debate over a bill that would allow 
the families of victims of the 
September 11th, 2001, attacks on 
the United States to sue the Saudi 
government. Fifteen of the 19 
hijackers were Saudi citizens and 
the families allege that some of 
them had ties with Saudi officials, 
a claim the government denies.

Unusual in a country as deeply 
divided as the United States, the 
bill was passed unanimously by 
both the Senate and the House of 
Representatives despite an intense 
Saudi lobbying campaign to stop 
it. US President Barack Obama 
vetoed the bill, arguing it would 
open the door to lawsuits against 
the US government from citizens 
of foreign countries.

The Senate rejected Obama’s 
veto on a 97-1 vote. The House 
followed to complete the first veto 
override in Obama’s presidency.

Did the wrangling over the 
bill, pitting powerful lobbyists 
against each other, signify a 
temporary setback for Saudi sway 
in Washington or does it mean the 

end of an era when the publicity-
shy kingdom exerted enormous 
behind-the-door influence not 
only on Congress but also on 
White House policymakers? 
Many analysts suggest the latter 
and think the relationship is 
likely to become more distant no 
matter who wins the presidential 
elections on November 8th.

Judging from comments on 
Saudi Arabia and its reaction to 
the victims’ bill, officially known 
as the Justice Against Sponsors 
of Terrorism Act, both Hillary 
Clinton and Donald Trump would 
rethink the complicated US 
relationship with Saudi Arabia. 
Both candidates said they would 
have signed the bill.

Trump has been harshly critical 
of Saudi Arabia, arguing that the 
Saudis were not doing enough to 
compensate the United States for 
military protection under the tacit 
oil-for-security agreement that 
has underpinned the relationship 
for seven decades. Clinton has 
accused Riyadh of supporting 
schools and mosques around the 

world that preach Wahhabism and 
for not doing enough to stop Saudi 
citizens from funding extremist 
organisations.

That is the kind of criticism 
that Riedel, a former Central 
Intelligence Agency analyst 
who now heads the Brookings 
Institution’s Intelligence Project, 
has in mind. It is not new but it 
is voiced more loudly and more 
publicly than before, a reflection 
of growing doubts over the nature 
of the relationship.

Inside the US foreign policy 
establishment, the debate revolves 
around the major pillars of the 
relationship and assumptions that 
were once conventional wisdom. 
Those assumptions were set out 
in an essay by two experts on 
the kingdom, Michael Stephens, 
head of the Royal United Services 
Institute in Qatar, and Thomas 
Juneau of the University of 
Ottawa.

On their list: Saudi Arabia 
is stable and it has a strong 
preference for maintaining the 
regional status quo and therefore 

tended to refrain from starting 
wars, preferring to back friendly 
regimes with cash and using its 
diplomatic weight quietly behind 
the scenes. Quiet diplomacy went 
out of the window 18 months ago 
when Saudi Arabia went to war in 
Yemen against anti-government 
rebels aligned with Iran, the 
kingdom’s rival for regional 
dominance.

Analysts say there are questions 
over internal stability after drastic 
cuts in financial benefits for public 
sector employees, the majority 
of the workforce, to pay for the 
war in Yemen and make up for 
shortfalls in oil revenues.

Oil is one of the main reasons 
the discussion of US-Saudi ties, 
once muted and largely restricted 
to the foreign policy elite, is 
conducted more widely and at 
higher volume: Increased oil 
production at home makes the 
United States less dependent on 
imports from Saudi Arabia and 
other Middle East oil producers. 
As Trump, who likes to express 
himself bluntly, put it: “The 
primary reason we are with Saudi 
Arabia is because we need the 
oil. Now, we don’t need the oil so 
much.”

Last April, when Obama 
visited Saudi Arabia to reassure 
the royal rulers that the United 
States remained a reliable ally, a 
prominent member of the royal 
family broke protocol to publicly 
air doubts over Washington’s role 
in the Middle East. Prince Turki 
al-Faisal, a former chief of Saudi 
intelligence, questioned in a CNN 
interview “how much can we rely 
on steadfastness from American 
leadership” and wondered about 
the wisdom of depending on 
America.

“We need a recalibration of 
our relationship,” he said. Next 
January, with the inauguration of 
a new US president, that process is 
almost certain to begin.

Bernd Debusmann is a writer 
on foreign affairs based in 
Washington. He has reported from 
more than 100 countries and was 
wounded twice while covering the 
civil war in Lebanon.
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Both Hillary 
Clinton 
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Trump said 
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the bill.

President Barack Obama vetoed 
the bill, arguing it would open 
the door to lawsuits against 
the US government from 
citizens of foreign countries.

US Senators Chuck Schumer (L), Richard Blumenthal, and John Cornyn, speak 
after the Senate voted to override US President Barack Obama’s veto of a bill that 
would allow lawsuits against Saudi Arabia’s government over 9/11 attacks, on 
September 28th.                (Reuters)

 The UN Security 
Council strongly 
condemned the 
October 1st attack.


