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D 

espite having its calls for 
secession rejected by the 
Gulf Cooperation Coun-
cil (GCC) and the Arab 
League, Yemen’s South-

ern Mobility Movement pledged to 
support the Arab coalition at war 
with the Houthis.

However, major reservations re-
garding the government of Yem-
eni President Abd Rabbo Mansour 
Hadi, which the coalition is backing, 
remain.

Former Aden Governor Aidarous 
al-Zubaidi, an ally of the United 
Arab Emirates, announced the for-
mation of a political council to gov-
ern southern Yemen, with the aim 
of eventually seceding. Zubaidi said 
the 26-member council was willing 
to continue working with the Saudi-
led coalition in the war against the 
Houthi militia and its allies.

The internationally recognised 
Yemeni government rejected the 
formation of the council, saying 
that it “targets the country’s inter-
ests, its future and social fabric.”

Hadi fired Zubaidi as governor a 
week before the announcement of 
the council, which resulted in an-
gering southern separatists, who 
had a rally in Aden on May 4 calling 
for secession.

Yemeni sources said the conflict 
between Hadi and Zubaidi relates 
to Hadi’s alliance with the Mus-
lim Brotherhood-affiliated Al-Islah 
Party, which could open the door 
for militant organisations affiliated 
with it to seize control of cities in 
southern Yemen.

This could also lead to another 
conflict between Al-Islah and its af-
filiates and the southerners after 
the expulsion of the Houthis from 
Yemen.

This was an issue of contention 
in February when Hadi travelled to 
reassure UAE officials there that ef-
forts by the Muslim Brotherhood 
and its affiliates to take over control 
of liberated areas in Yemen would 
not be tolerated.

Hadi’s visit was after reports 
that elements of Yemen’s govern-
ment and members of the Yemeni 
branches of the Muslim Brother-

hood and al-Qaeda had been work-
ing to undermine UAE efforts to sta-
bilise southern Yemen.

Yemeni sources said that a high-
ranking military figure in the south 
expressed a lack of confidence in 
Hadi and the Muslim Brotherhood. 
He said the latter would not abide 
by agreements or guarantees pro-
vided by the Arab coalition related 
to the administration of Yemen af-
ter the war ends.

“The new council would be eager 
to open channels of communication 
with representatives of the Arab alli-
ance to present to it the background 
to the council’s establishment and 
its objectives, as well as to confirm 
the Southern Mobility Movement’s 
continued support during the war 
and on the ground alongside the 
coalition forces and that it will not 
change its alliances in the war be-
cause of differences with parties 

from the Transitional Authority,” a 
council statement said

Although Saudi Arabia and the 
UAE arm and finance the southern 
forces in the war, they do not sup-
port secession and say they are 
fighting for a united Yemen.

A military source said Zubaidi’s 
decision to put together the council 
was a natural reaction to the Hadi 
government’s inability to alleviate 
the suffering of citizens as well as an 
attempt to play a political role and 
engage in conflicts that far exceed 
its capabilities and effectiveness.

Secretary-General of the GCC 

Abdul Latif al-Zayani said the GCC 
countries urged Yemenis to reject 
the calls of division and secession 
and to back Hadi’s government.

Arab League Secretary-General 
Ahmed Aboul -Gheit said he was 
“disturbed” by developments in 
Yemen and called for unity among 
feuding factions. In a statement, 
Aboul- Gheit said: “All Yemeni  
forces should work together and get 
united at this critical time to fend 
off the perils of splits and divisions.”

He urged continued support for 
the legitimate government “until 
it imposes its full control over all 
Yemeni territories, and restores sta-
bility.”

The call for secession in southern 
Yemen has been an issue since 1994, 
due to southerners feeling exploit-
ed by leaders in the north, mainly 
former President Ali Abdullah Saleh 
and his associates. The anti-Saleh 

sentiment led to the formation of 
the Southern Mobility Movement 
in 2007, which has the re-establish-
ment of South Yemen as an inde-
pendent state as its main goal.

The conflict in Yemen began when 
the Houthi rebels took control of 
Sana’a in September 2014 and then 
seized most of the country, leading 
the internationally recognised gov-
ernment to flee to Riyadh.

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. Recent develop-
ments, particularly calls for seces-
sion, could further complicate a war 
that has claimed more than 10,000 
lives.

Saleh Baidhani is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in Sana’a.
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Ghosts of secessionism. Aidarous al-Zubaidi (R), the dismissed governor of the southern Yemeni port city of Aden, waves to supporters 
of the separatist Southern Mobility Movement.                                                                                                                                                                    (Reuters)

Calls for secession 
could further 
complicate a war that 
has claimed more 
than 10,000 lives.

Searching for a new formula in Yemen

N
o reasonable person 
can deny that the 
Yemeni unification 
27 years ago was the 
best solution for 
both North Yemen 

and South Yemen at the time.
A few months preceding the 

unification announcement of May 
22, 1990, there was no other choice 
available to both former entities of 
the Yemen Arab Republic and the 
People’s Democratic Republic of 
Yemen but to carry out reunifica-
tion. Even then, leading figures in 
South Yemen warned against mov-
ing too fast with unification.

Can we now, 27 years later, say 
the unification programme was 
disastrous to all parties involved 
and that it is time to rescind the 
merger? Is it really that easy, as 
some people are saying, to rescind 
unification?

The answers to those questions 
are not simple. The experiment 
of an independent state in South 
Yemen was a colossal failure. It was 
a series of bloody coups and had 
to be stopped one way or another. 
The Republic of South Yemen was a 

by-product of the Cold War and had 
to go when the Soviet Union disin-
tegrated. The People’s Democratic 
Republic of Yemen was anything 
but democratic. It was a single-
party rule and dissent was not pos-
sible, a far cry from the proverbial 
Happy Yemen.

There were important benefits 
of unifying both sides of Yemen. 
Unification put an end to sporadic 
wars between the North and the 
South and to the continuous ten-
sions along the border.

Without unification, it would not 
have been possible to negotiate and 
fix the Yemeni-Omani borders and 
the Yemeni-Saudi borders. Even 
the civil war of the summer of 1994 
and its nefarious consequences 
on the south did not wipe out the 
hope of being able to fix things 
from the capital, Sana’a, in the 
north.

In this respect, one should insist 
that former Yemeni President Ali 
Abdullah Saleh and his entourage 
were not solely responsible for the 
misery in South Yemen. Extremist 
Islamists took part in the war of 
1994 and they believed that their 
mission was to change the secular 
nature of society in the south. They 
succeeded to a large extent to make 
life miserable for everyone.

Today, only the spirit of a unified 
Yemen has survived and it must be 
preserved despite calls to the con-
trary. A unified Yemen is part of the 
regional structure and changing it 

will affect the structure as a whole.
Still, innovative solutions for 

Yemen must be found for we can 
no longer go back to the power-
sharing formula that existed before 
the Muslim Brotherhood took it 
upon itself to remove Saleh from 
power.

The old power formula is gone 
and the Houthis took Sana’a in 
September 2014. What’s next? Just 
as in 1990, when the unification 
option was clearly the only viable 
path, the only way ahead now is to 
limit the action zone of the Houthis 
and their ally for the occasion: 
Saleh supporters.

Operation Decisive Storm — the 

Saudi-led Arab effort to support 
the internationally recognised 
government — curtailed Iranian 
expansionism in the area. Now the 
shoreline north of Mocha and up 
to Hudaydah and Midi must also 
be secured. Great efforts must be 
expended to rehabilitate areas 
recaptured from the Houthis and 
urgent remedies must be found for 
long-standing urban problems in 
major cities such as Taiz.

It is necessary for Yemen to 
remain unified; but how?

There is a need for a new vision 
for Yemen. The country must be 
reconstituted, keeping in mind the 
recommendations of the National 
Dialogue Conference of 2013-14, 
which agreed on a federal structure 
for the new Yemen. Then again, 
did any of the proposed six regions 
give a possible model for what a 
region in the new Yemen would be 
like?

Let’s be frank; did any type of 
legitimate authority in Yemen give 
a single model for what a safe zone 
in Yemen would look like? Did any 
of them come up with a new and 
feasible idea instead of the usual 
general and vague discourse?

It is high time we took a new look 
at Yemen’s future because previous 
models of power structures and old 
formulas are no longer valid for a 
new Yemen.

Khairallah Khairallah is a Lebanese 
writer.
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