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UAE backs UN peace plan for Yemen
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F 

or the past few years Iran 
has been charged by Saudi 
Arabia and its Arab Gulf 
allies of supporting the 
Houthi insurgency against 

the government of Yemeni Presi-
dent Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi.

Numerous reports have articu-
lated Iranian support for the Houthi 
insurgency based around weapons 
transfers, financing and training 
support to Houthi fighters since 
about 2004, though the coopera-
tion appears to have intensified 
strongly over the past 24 months.

Several Iranian shipments carry-
ing AK-47s, rocket-propelled gre-
nade launchers and other weapons 
to Yemen have been intercepted by 
Yemeni authorities and US forces 
since 2010.

Former president Ali Abdullah 
Saleh, who ended his decades-long 
opposition and fight against the 
Houthis in 2013, had repeatedly 
spoken about Iranian support of the 
Houthis. According to Saleh, the 
Houthis’ anti-US rhetoric and op-
position to Israel earn them much 
sympathy in Iran.

Iran has acknowledged its moral 
support for Houthi fighters though 
it dismisses charges of material sup-
port to the insurgency. However, 
the Houthis’ credentials as a Shia 
militia and their political opposi-
tion to Saudi Arabia clearly make 
them a useful partner for Tehran in 
its cold war with Riyadh.

Reports suggest that Iran has di-
rected Hezbollah to support Houthi 
insurgents. Hezbollah, however, 
may have limited its activity to ad-
visers and trainers to Houthi com-

manders rather than taking to the 
front lines. Regional observers have 
also tried to link the Yemen con-
flict with the Syrian war, with one 
theory suggesting that Iran seeks to 
use Yemen as leverage against Sau-
di Arabia for achieving its desired 
outcome in Syria by raising the re-
gional costs of Saudi confrontation 
with it.

Others point to how the Houthis 
provide Tehran with a new advan-
tage in its rivalry with Saudi Arabia, 
given that its traditional allies Hez-
bollah, Hamas and the Assad regime 
in Syria are not focused on direct 
military competition with Saudi 
Arabia along Saudi territories.

Despite its Shia theology and 
revolutionary ideals, the Houthi 
ideology has subtle but important 
divergences from Iran. The Houthis, 
whose official name is Ansar Al-
lah, are a religious-political move-
ment composed of Zaidi Muslims. 

The Zaidi branch of Islam initially 
emerged following the failed upris-
ing of Zayd ibn Ali, the grandson of 
Hussein ibn Ali, against the Umayy-
ad Caliph, Hisham ibn Abdul Malik, 
who ruled between 724-743.

Zaidis are among the oldest 
branches of Shia Islam. However, 
as far as Islamic jurisprudence goes, 
they are regarded to be close to the 
Hanafi school of Sunni Islam. Zaidis 
have been described as the closest 
of Shia sects to Sunni Islam.

Unlike Twelver Shias, who repre-
sent the majority of Shia Muslims, 
Zaidis do not believe in the infalli-
bility of imams and do not believe 
that the imamate must pass heredi-
tarily, though it can be only claimed 
by a descendant of the Prophet’s 
daughter, Fatimah.

Zaidis have their own historical 
line of imams, established about 
897, who then implemented a mix 
of religious and secular rule in parts 

of present-day Yemen until a repub-
lican revolution ended the Zaidi 
imamate in 1962.

However, the Zaidi imamates 
never managed to truly unify Yem-
en or form solid foundations for 
their rule. Following the removal of 
the last Zaidi caliph, large numbers 
of Zaidis in the north were reported 
to have converted to Sunni Islam. 
Nonetheless, Zaidis are estimated 
to make up half of the Yemeni popu-
lation today, mainly concentrated in 
the north.

The Houthis are composed main-
ly of Shia tribesmen renowned 
for their combat skills and surviv-
ability in the rugged, arid regions 
from which they hail. The Houthis 
originally formed as a more mod-
erate group in the Sa’dah governo-
rate called the Believing Youth in 
1992. Since then, the Houthis, who 
get their popular name from their 
founder, Badreddin Houthi, have 

undergone much transformation 
as they grew into the very effective 
and dangerous insurgency.

Culturally and ideologically, the 
Zaidis retain a distinct identity from 
Twelver Shias, one that at least until 
now Iran has been unable to effec-
tively penetrate from a political-re-
ligious perspective.

How the conflict in Yemen devel-
ops and how the clerical establish-
ment of Iran and its revolutionary 
flag carriers can court the Houthis 
and wider Zaidi diaspora may alter 
their future relationship but, for 
now, the alliance seems to remain 
built on current mutual interests 
rather than on any truly unifying 
and binding ideological commit-
ment to one another.
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he United Arab Emirates, 
a leading member of the 
Arab coalition fighting 
Houthi rebels in Yemen, 
has endorsed a UN peace 

plan designed to end the war but 
which appears to sideline Presi-
dent Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi.

UAE Minister of State for Foreign 
Affairs Anwar Gargash described 
the plan put forward to the rebels 
as a political solution to the Yemeni 
crisis.

Gargash, posting on Twitter, said: 
“The aim of a political settlement 
is to give priority to the interest of 
Yemen and regional stability. UN 
efforts represent a chance to bring 
Yemenis back to the political track. 
Other alternatives are gloomy.”

Details of the UN peace plan have 
not been released but Reuters re-
ported that it all but relegates Hadi 
to being a symbolic figure.

The UN plan states: “As part of 
the signing of a complete and com-
prehensive agreement, the current 
vice-president (Ali Munsen al-Ah-
mar) will resign and President Hadi 
will appoint a new vice-president.”

“After the completion of the 
withdrawal from Sana’a and the 
handing over of heavy and me-

dium weapons (including ballistic 
missiles), Hadi will transfer all his 
powers to a vice-president, and the 
vice-president will appoint a new 
prime minister… (who will form) 
a national unity government,” it 
added.

The Hadi government is yet to of-
ficially comment but in previous 
statements its members insisted 
that Hadi’s legitimacy was a red 
line.

Former president Ali Abdullah 
Saleh, a Houthi ally and head of 
the General People’s Congress, is 
apparently gearing up for a power 
grab. Sources told The Arab Weekly 
that Saleh has been overstating 
his role and involvement in the 
Supreme Political Council, which 
was set up by the rebels to run the 
country’s affairs but is viewed as 
illegitimate by the international 
community.

The aim by Saleh is to strength-
en his hand during negotiations, 
which has irked the Houthi lead-
ership and was conveyed during a 
meeting with UN Special Envoy Is-
mail Ould Cheikh Ahmed.

The Houthis continued to fire 
ballistic missiles at Saudi Arabia, 
with the latest such attack aimed 
at the holy city of Mecca, the Saudi 
press agency said.

Coalition forces intercepted a 
missile launched by Houthi militias 
October 27th from Sa’dah province 

towards Mecca, the agency said. 
The missile was destroyed about 
65km from Mecca without caus-
ing any damage. It added that the 
coalition subsequently targeted the 
missile launch site.

Houthi media confirmed the mis-
sile attack but said the intended 
target was King Abdulaziz Interna-
tional Airport in Jeddah, which is 

part of the Mecca region. The Iran-
allied militia said a Volcano-1 vari-
ant missile was used in the attack.

Shia Houthis and their allies 
overran Sana’a in September 2014, 
seizing most of the country and 
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. The United Na-
tions estimates that more than 
7,000 people have been killed in 
the fighting and 2.8 million people 
displaced.
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Shia tribesmen, known as Houthis, attend a tribal gathering  in Sana'a, Yemen, last December.                                                                              (AP)

UN envoy for Yemen Ismail Ould Cheikh Ahmed speaks to reporters upon his departure at Sana’a 
airport following a two-day visit to Sana’a, Yemen.                                                                                        (Reuters)
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