
2 September 10, 2017

News & Analysis

London

T 

he alliance between the 
Houthi rebels and former 
Yemeni President Ali Ab-
dullah Saleh and his sup-
porters appears to be on 

shaky ground, despite claims to the 
contrary from the General People’s 
Congress (GPC) party leader.

Saleh appeared on Yemen Today 
TV network on September 4, claim-
ing there were no tensions between 
him and the Iran-allied Houthi mi-
litia.

“There is no crisis or differences 
whatsoever but only in the im-
agination of those who want these 
decisions,” Saleh said, adding that 
there were no plans for a coup 
against the Houthis.

The interview was cut off unex-
pectedly, giving credence to reports 
that Saleh was under some form of 
house arrest.

Saleh’s comments were viewed 

by many as an attempt to ease ten-
sions with the Houthis and it was 
reported that Iran had brokered a 
shaky truce. However, a spokes-
man for the militia acknowledged 
that issues remained between the 
two parties.

Muhammad Ali al-Houthi called 
for a “committee of scholars” to 
address discrepancies in organisa-
tions under Saleh’s control, Al Ara-
biya news channel said.

Reports from Yemen said the at-
mosphere in Sana’a was tense, with 
Saleh’s home heavily fortified and 
Houthis and their supporters seen 
removing posters of the former 
president.

“Sana’a is now divided between 
the two camps, with the Houthis 
holding about 70% of the capital 
and most of the north. More vio-
lence is all but certain; whether it 
can be contained is an open ques-
tion,” wrote former CIA analyst and 
a senior fellow at the Brookings In-
stitution Bruce Riedel in Al-Moni-
tor.

Tensions between the two fac-

tions came to a head recently after 
Saleh’s GPC staged a massive rally 
in celebration of 35 years since its 
founding. The Houthis responded 
with a military parade. Clashes 
erupted after Saleh and Houthi 
leader Abdelmalik al-Houthi gave 
heavily charged speeches at their 
respective events.

The altercations in Sana’a result-
ed in the death of Colonel Khaled 
al-Radhi, a member of Saleh’s inner 
circle and the GPC’s vice-president 
of external relations. Radhi was 
killed at a Houthi checkpoint after 
an argument between his convoy 
and the rebels escalated to a shoot-
out, local reports said.

Saleh called for the arrest of Ra-

dhi’s killers, although he did not 
mention the Houthis by name. 
“The political leadership… must 
take responsibility and accelerate 
the investigations and the arrest of 
the perpetrators and bring them to 
justice,” he said.

The situation should not be a sur-
prise considering that the alliance 
between the two factions is a mar-
riage of convenience and that there 
is a long, bloody history between 
the Houthis and the GPC.

The last decade of Saleh’s 34 
years as Yemen’s president saw 
his government constantly at war 
with the Iran-allied militia. How-
ever, in 2015, three years after step-
ping down from power due to the 
“Arab spring” protests, Saleh joined 
forces with his former enemies and 
together they seized Sana’a, forcing 
the internationally recognised gov-
ernment to flee to Aden and later 
Riyadh. That ignited the current 
war, which has claimed more than 
10,000 lives, UN estimates state.

Saleh’s motivations are unclear 
but analysts said he was possibly 

trying to parlay domestic dissatis-
faction with the Houthis to reignite 
his political career.

“Saleh wants to capitalise on 
popular opposition to both the 
Houthis and the government, po-
sitioning himself as an alternative,” 
Adam Baron, a visiting fellow at the 
European Council on Foreign Rela-
tions, told Reuters.

“He certainly wants to secure a 
place for his family in any post-war 
order… The Houthis are very para-
noid that Saleh may cut a deal with 
Saudi Arabia and the UAE that will 
leave them out to dry.”

Analysts said the tensions be-
tween the GPC and the Houthis 
could signal the beginning of the 
end of the Saudi-led military in-
tervention, which began in March 
2015.

“A war within the rebel camp has 
a potential for dividing the king-
dom’s enemies. Some senior Saudi 
officials have told their American 
counterparts that this may be their 
best chance to end the war on fa-
vourable terms,” wrote Riedel.
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He said politicisation of the 
meeting came with claims that 
Riyadh was imposing an alterna-
tive to Qatari Emir Sheikh Tamim 
bin Hamad al-Thani.

Hail noted that, once the haj 
issue was resolved, Qatari citizens 
began to view Sheikh Abdullah as 
a viable alternative to the coun-
try’s current leadership, without 
him having actively sought that 
role.

Factoring heavily into Hail’s 
calculations is what he explained 
as growing popular resentment at 
the Qatari government’s policy of 
supporting foreign radical groups. 
He accused the Qatari govern-
ment of using political Islam and 
the Muslim Brotherhood as tools 
to influence the region and its 
politics.

Hail said the “hypocrisy of the 
Qatari government is evident.”

“It tries to convince the West 
that it is led by a constitutional 
monarchy and is committed to an 
open society, especially by using 
initiatives such as the World Cup, 

which it is due to host in 2022, 
while at the same time assuring 
Islamists of its full support,” he 
said.

“Other examples of this duplic-
ity can be seen with their good 
ties with both Israel and Hamas… 
In Doha, you have the American 
Embassy on one side and the Tali-
ban Embassy on the other.”

Hail said it is paramount for 
other Qatari voices to be heard 
and emphasised his movement’s 
independence.

“There are no contacts with 
either Saudi or the UAE govern-
ments on any level. Zero,” Hail 
said, adding that efforts by the 
Qatari government to discredit 
the conference will not work.

Hail also said members of the 
ruling al-Thani family and those 
close to it endorsed the Septem-
ber 14 conference. However, he 
stressed that the event is not 
about individual figures but about 
addressing the problems in Qatar.

“There is a crisis and you have 
to talk about it,” he said.
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during London 
conference
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W
ith the 
crisis in 
the Gulf 
into its 
third 
month, 
and the 
latest 

attempt at direct dialogue 
between Doha and Riyadh result-
ing in additional tensions, 
Qatar’s opposition is trying to 
play an active role in the politics 
of their country.

Khalid al-Hail, a Qatari opposi-
tion activist in exile, said condi-
tions caused by the crisis make it 
imperative that alternative voices 
to the leadership in Doha be 
heard. Towards that end, he said, 
a Qatar, Global Security & Stability 
Conference will convene Septem-
ber 14 in London.

In an exclusive interview with 
The Arab Weekly, Hail stressed 
that the Gulf crisis would likely 
extend into 2018 and may result 
in a major civil disobedience 
drive in the tiny gulf state, with 
a “white coup” being a possible 
outcome.

“Civil disobedience is highly 
likely, although still far off,” Hail 
said, adding that many factors 
could lead Qatari citizens to say 
“Enough! Where is the solution?”

Hail said the showdown 
between Doha and the Saudi-
led quartet could continue for 
months as Qataris find themselves 
increasingly cut off from their 
neighbours and their families in 
the Gulf.

Saudi Foreign Minister Adel 
al-Jubeir recently said: “We are 
ready for the continuation of the 
crisis with Qatar… We will decide 
whether there are other sanctions 

on Doha according to circum-
stances.”

The London conference is to 
bring Qatari opposition figures to-
gether with experts and academ-
ics to discuss likely scenarios to 
end the crisis.

One such situation would be a 
negotiated settlement based on 
Kuwaiti mediation. Hail said this 
is unlikely, however, considering 
the unwillingness of Saudi Arabia, 
the United Arab Emirates, Bahrain 
and Egypt to compromise on their 
13 demands.

A more plausible scenario, he 
said, would be a coup from within 
the Qatari royal family. The oppo-
sition activist said military action 
could occur under certain condi-
tions. He speculated that, if a coup 
was staged from within Qatar, 
the government is likely to seek 
the help of the Turkish military 
against its own citizens.

“The moment that that hap-
pens, neighbouring Gulf Arab 
countries will not stand idly by 
to watch the Qatari people, many 
of whom share tribal affiliations 
with their Gulf Arab brethren, face 
a Turkish military crackdown, 
alone,” Hail said

Outside intervention to coun-
ter such a Turkish intervention 
“would be, in fact, welcomed by 
the Qatari people,” he said.

The stand-off between Qatar 
and the Saudi-led Arab bloc has 
seen new Qatari figures rising to 
prominence, with some being 
viewed as possible alternatives 
to the country’s leadership. One 
such figure is Sheikh Abdullah bin 
Ali bin Jassim al-Thani, a member 
of the Qatari royal family living in 
exile in Saudi Arabia.

“Sheikh Abdullah is not a 
politician but an influential Qatari 
citizen with great integrity who 
met with [Saudi] King Salman [bin 
Abdulaziz Al Saud] to mediate and 
resolve the haj issue,” Hail said.
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