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BEXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Although its notoriety may be newfound, Yemen'’s fragility is not. Nor is the presence
there of threats to U.S. and international security. For these reasons, Yemen has proven
a constructive case study for the Bipartisan Policy Center’s Stabilizing Fragile States
project, which considers how to revise and restructure U.S. policy towards weak states.

Yemeni-based terrorism predates the 9/11 attacks by nearly a decade, reaching as far
back as al-Qaeda’s December 1992 bombing of an Aden hotel hosting U.S. servicemen.
Since then the Yemeni government has committed to combating violent extremism
within its borders, albeit with decidedly mixed results.

Terrorist threats continue to emanate from Yemen not because the government lacks
the military strength to eradicate them, but because until recently the regime had little
incentive to confront al-Qaeda or resolve the myriad of social, economic, and political
problems that have encouraged extremism to flourish there. The counterterrorism
offensive begun in December 2009, while effective and welcome, only serves to highlight
the lack of successes in years past.

Ali Abdullah Saleh, the President of the Republic of Yemen, has compared the difficulty
of governing his country to “dancing with snakes.” It is an equally apt description,
however, of the governing style he has inherited. History, demography and geography
have conspired to bequeath Yemen a legacy of factionalism and civil conflict, distrust
and resource competition. Over the years, the rulers of the multiple political entities that
now form present-day Yemen all found it easier to maintain a semblance of stability by
playing various factions against each other in an effort to ensure that no one ever grew
powerful enough to challenge the regime.

Saleh has continued this practice, particularly in regards to al-Qaeda and other
extremist groups. For most of the last decade, Yemen has carefully calibrated and
controlled the threat of terrorism to reap the greatest advantage. The regime has
maintained a “covenant of security” with militant extremists, even using them as
mercenaries, to prevent the terrorist organization from turning against it.2 At the same
time, Yemen has been accepting counterterrorism and military assistance.

Indeed, partnership with the international community in the fight against extremism
has been lucrative for Yemen. With foreign military assistance from a number of
sources, including over $1 billion in arms sales from Russia over the past decade, Yemen
boasts a large and well-equipped security apparatus. It has even been called the “best-
stocked arms bazaar west of Peshawar.”3 Yet, Yemen’s military might is more often
turned to quelling civil conflicts than rooting out extremists. While this delicate

! Andrew Lee Butters, “The Most Fragile Ally,” Time, January 18, 2010.
2 Brian O'Neill, “Is Yemen really a centralized state?” Daily Star (Lebanon), September 12, 2009.
3 “The world’s next failed state?” The Economist, September 10, 2009.
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balancing act, a true dance among snakes, has enabled Saleh’s thirty-year reign, it also
perpetuates the conflicts and cleavages that destabilize Yemen.

Thus, additional military aid and security assistance alone is likely to have a limited
effect in solving Yemen's terrorism problem. As part of the Bipartisan Policy Center’s
Stabilizing Fragile States project, this paper lays out the intricate interconnections
between Yemen'’s fragility and the presence of violent extremism there. Until Yemen
develops both the capacity and will to address its underlying social, economic, and
political weaknesses—by building partner security capacity and promoting civic
resilience—it will continue to be a threat to international security. Recommendations for
how to tackle such problems, and about what sort of capacity the U.S. foreign policy
apparatus needs to develop in order to do so, will be contained in this project’s final
report.
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INTRODUCTION

Nearly a decade after the September 11, 2001, attacks first brought terror to America’s
shores, a Nigerian-born and Yemeni-trained would-be terrorist reminded the world that
global threats continue to emanate from fragile states, no matter how distant and
remote. The calls for excising this latest terrorist cancer—al-Qaeda in the Arabian
Peninsula (AQAP)—have been swift and all but unanimous. A more profound lesson
that policymakers could learn from examining Yemen, however, is that state fragility
and extremism are intricately interwoven—the threats emerging from fragile states
cannot be addressed effectively without a commitment to stabilization.

The modern Republic of Yemen is a flimsy cartographical construct, even by Middle
Eastern standards. Cobbled together from various entities with divergent histories only
twenty years ago, it is plagued by many overlapping regional and tribal cleavages that
have long simmered in this area, often boiling over into secessionist struggles or civil
war. These divisions are only aggravated by deeply-entrenched political problems,
including: ineffective governance, particularly the continued practice of patronage; poor
economic performance, which is compounded by the dependence on depleting reserves
of oil, natural gas, and water; dire demographic indicators; and a quickly-degrading
security environment.

Extremist groups have persisted, indeed thrived, in Yemen by exploiting these
weaknesses and the state’s resultant lack of legitimacy. By manipulating persistent tribal
grievances, militant extremists have gained acceptance amongst tribesman. This then
forces the government to walk a fine line between rooting out terrorists and waging a
war on its own people. At the same time, however, the Yemeni government has been
hesitant to resolve conflicts and stabilize society. By ensuring a divided society, it has
maintained its own precarious position.

The contrast between Yemen’s long-standing fragility and its sudden prominence is a
clear illustration of how weak states are too often left to fester until they metastasize into
international threats. Addressing such threats will require developing the will, strategy
and capacity to stabilize strategically important fragile states.
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WBEY ERAGILE STATES?

As the events of 9/11 horrifically demonstrated, a few determined individuals can
threaten U.S. strategic interests. Their actions benefitted from the inability of a number
of states to control their borders and enforce stability, showing that fragile states are
central in today’s international security landscape.

While “near-peer” competitors and rogue states continue to present a military challenge
to the U.S. and its allies, the globalization and integration of economies, transportation,
communication, and ideas, mean that serious threats can emerge not only from
countries in which a strong government is present to push against American interests,
but also from countries in which government is itself weak or absent.

FRAGILITY AS THREAT

This is not to suggest that every fragile state poses a strategic threat to the U.S. While
many fragile states contain threats to themselves and neighbors (e.g., spillover effects
from civil wars, famine, disease), this project of the Bipartisan Policy Center specifically
concentrates on threats to the U.S. and international community that emanate from
fragile states.

Fragile Strategic
States Threats

Proiect’s Area of Inauiry

Such threats can be of two kinds: direct and indirect. Direct threats endanger U.S.
interests, almost exclusively through the actions of rogue or non-state actors, and can be
further divided into physical and economic threats. Examples include: the rise of
violent radical or fundamentalist organizations;# international criminal organizations
and narcotics traffickers;> the transfer of materials for weapons of mass destruction
(WMD);8 and restricted U.S. access to vital natural resources such as oil. Indirect threats
include spillover effects that worsen regional instability, geopolitical considerations, and
any activities (or lack thereof) that give rise to direct threats.

4 See U.S. Department of State Office of the Coordinator for Counterterrorism, “Chapter 5 - Terrorist Safe Havens
(7120 Report),” Country Reports on Terrorism 2007 (April 2008).

5U.S. Government Interagency Working Group, International Crime Threat Assessment (2000); and NIC (2004),
op. cit. See also U.N. Office on Drugs and Crime, World Drug Report (2007).

6 International Atomic Energy Agency, lllicit Trafficking Database (2006). See also Fund for Peace, Threat
Convergence: New Pathways to Proliferation? (2006), and U.S. Department of Defense, National Defense Strategy
(2005).
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Unlike more conventional national security threats, those emanating from fragile states
could be addressed by those states themselves, if only they had sufficient institutional
capacity to do so. Suddenly, the United States needs to learn not just how to break
hostile enemies, but how to build stable allies.

DEFINING FRAGILITY AND STABILITY

We identify two crucial axes of statehood: ability and will. The former is the traditional
focus of political science approaches to the state” and is often captured by the concept of
sovereignty—the ability of a state to exert control over its own territory and population.
A state that lacks any centralized power structure capable of exerting such authority is
clearly failed.

A FAILED state lacks any effective ability to control any significant

portion of its territory or to provide basic services to its citizens. Lacking

sovereignty, it is entirely unaccountable to the international community.
Willling

States, however, do not exist in a

vacuum. The effects of their exercise of

sovereign authority may well spill across

borders, impacting other states. Those

states that consider the ramifications of

their actions on other states are willing FRAGILE STABLE

members of the international

community. Thus, we consider as stable Able

those states that are both able to secure ‘ *

their territory and willing to do so as

part of an international security scheme.

i ] FAILED ROGUE
A STABLE state maintains a

monopoly on the use of force

within its territory, enjoys

legitimacy in the eyes of its

citizens, provides basic services

for the wellbeing of its population, Unwillling
and remains accountable to the international community.

The distinction between “fragile” and “failed” state encompasses both ability and will.
Unlike a failed state, a fragile one has leadership that is willing to resolve internal

7 According to the renowned sociologist Max Weber, the state is “a human community that (successfully) claims the
monopoly of the legitimate use of physical force within a given territory.” See: Max Weber, “Politics as a Vocation,” in
Hans Heinrich Gerth and C. Wright Mills, eds. and trans., From Max Weber: Essays in Sociology (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1958), 77. A state is also expected to uphold its end of what 17th-century British philosopher Thomas
Hobbes termed the “social contract,” where citizens give up some rights to the state in exchange for social order.
(Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, 1651). Contemporary thinkers go beyond Hobbes'’s initial “contract” and include other
“political goods” owed to citizens, such as: security, justice, education, health services, economic opportunity, and so
forth. See: Robert Rotberg, “The Failure and Collapse of Nation-States: Breakdown, Prevention, and Repair,” in
Robert Rotberg, ed., When States Fail (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2003), 5-10.
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problems and remain accountable to the international community; however, unlike a
stable state, a fragile one is increasingly, though perhaps not totally, unable to do so for
lack of institutional capacity and effective governance. Ultimately, fragile states suffer
from an authority vacuum. Three key examples include: Nigeria, Yemen and Pakistan.

A FRAGILE state exists somewhere between a functional and failed state in
terms of institutional capacity, has a reasonable chance of failure, and has
a government that is willing but increasingly unable to fulfill the functions
of a state.

Governments that are reasonably able to fulfill the internal functions of a state, but are

unwilling members of the international community—such as North Korea, Syria or
Myanmar—commonly referred to as rogue states.

FRAGILITY AND EXTREMISM IN Y EMEN 6



WHY YEMEN?

Even before its newfound prominence, Yemen was a compelling case study in fragility.
Not only does Yemen represent the full spectrum of challenges to state stability—deep
social cleavages, weak state legitimacy, dwindling natural resources, a skyrocketing
population, crippling poverty, and the presence of extremist groups—it is also a known
terrorist haven. But while the Yemeni government under President Saleh has been, for
the most part, a willing partner in the attempt to root out violent extremism, this
dedication to counterterrorism, supported by foreign military aid, has had limited
success in disrupting terrorist activities, let alone bringing stability to the country.
Examining Yemen brings to light not only the complexities and interdependencies of
state fragility, but also the need for a comprehensive approach to stabilization.

YEMEN’S STRATEGIC IMPORTANCE

The spate of attacks against U.S. targets and interests launched by Yemeni-based or -
trained terrorists over the past decade—the 2000 bombing of the USS Cole, the 2008
attack on the U.S. Embassy, and the Christmas Day airliner attempt being the most
memorable—leaves little doubt about the danger emanating from within Yemen.

But Yemen also has a particular geostrategic importance. Lying on the Red Sea and Gulf
of Aden, Yemen borders the fourth-busiest oil shipping lane in the world. With the Gulf
of Aden already plagued by Somali pirates, a further deterioration of Yemen’s security
could pose a real risk to the world’s energy supply.

YEMEN AS FRAGILE

Since at least 2005, Yemen has qualified as a fragile state in most indices that track such
information. It routinely ranks particularly poorly in terms of corruption, accountability,
government effectiveness, human development, freedom, and the absence of violence.

For 2009, Yemen was ranked eighteenth out of sixty countries that qualified as being at
some level of risk for state failure (with “1” being a completely failed state), according to
the Failed States Index.8 In 2008, the Brookings Institution’s Index of State Weakness
in the Developing World ranked Yemen as the thirtieth-weakest out of 141 developing
countries, qualifying as a “weak” but not “critically weak” state.® George Mason
University Center for Global Policy’s annual State Fragility Index listed Yemen as a
“highly fragile” state alongside Pakistan and Zimbabwe, although not “extremely fragile”
like Afghanistan, Somalia, or Nigeria.l® The World Bank’s International Development
Association ranked Yemen as a “marginally fragile” state (twenty-second-most fragile
out of seventy-five countries), giving the country poor marks for “rule-based

8 Failed States Index (2009), published jointly by Foreign Policy and the Fund for Peace.
9 Susan E. Rice and Stewart Patrick, “Index of State Weakness in the Developing World,” Brookings Institution, 2008.

10 J. Joseph Hewitt, Jonathan Wilkenfeld, and Ted Robert Gurr, Peace and Conflict 2010: Executive Summary
(Center for International Development and Conflict Management, University of Maryland, 2010), 6.

7 BIPARTISAN PoLICcY CENTER



governance,” gender equality, and financial sector regulation.!! Freedom House’s
Freedom in the World Report for 2009 ranked Yemen as “partly free.”12

RECENT DEVELOPMENTS

The failed bombing of Detroit-bound Northwest Airlines flight 253 on Christmas Day
2009 has intensified international focus on Yemen. The suspect, Umar Farouk
Abdulmutallab, is reported to have been recruited and trained by al-Qaeda in the
Arabian Peninsula (AQAP; the merger of Saudi and Yemeni al-Qaeda militants)
operating out of Yemen. The attempted attack is an example of AQAP’s growing potency
and ambition.13 It has thrived in Yemen’s vast ungoverned reaches, capitalizing on the
central government’s weakness and illegitimacy.

Before mid-December, Yemen’s campaign against al-Qaeda amounted to little more
than informal truces punctuated by raids and other limited incursions against suspected
hideouts.4 However, after uncovering al-Qaeda plans for suicide attacks inside Yemen,
the government launched a series of major airstrikes in multiple provinces on December
17 and 24, followed by other military and police actions in the wake of the failed
Christmas Day attack. The December airstrikes targeted al-Qaeda’s regional
commander, Nasir al-Wahayshi (formerly Osama bin Laden’s secretary), deputy Said al-
Shihri, and a number of former Guantdnamo Bay detainees—although it is unclear if
they survived—as well as training camps and hideouts.!> Security forces have begun
setting up checkpoints in the capital city (Sanaa) and on major highways near al-Qaeda’s
rural strongholds,!¢ while also pursuing and arresting dozens of suspected militants
across the country.t?

This ongoing offensive represents a sharp escalation in the fight against al-Qaeda, in
three ways. First, Yemeni security services are engaged in across-the-spectrum
operations, from airpower to police work. By pursuing and striking targets for days in a
row, creating checkpoints, and arresting suspects, Yemeni forces at least appear to be
reversing their previous trend of pinprick attacks against jihadist hideouts followed by
prompt withdrawals and truces. Second, the offensive covers urban areas and remote
rural provinces simultaneously, using thousands—as opposed to scores or hundreds—of
security personnel to launch large attacks and sweeps. For example, the December
airstrikes killed a combined sixty suspected militants (more than were Killed in the
preceding eleven months).18 Finally, the U.S. has begun providing communications and

1 “IDA Resource Allocation Index (IRAI) — 2008 (Yemen),” World Bank (2008).

12 Freedom House, Freedom in the World, 2009 Edition (Washington, DC: Freedom House, 2009).

13 Christopher Boucek, “A Fraying Yemen’s Terrorism Problem,” Council on Foreign Relations, December 29, 2009.
14 “Yemen Claims 30 Killed in Raid on al-Qaeda,” Associated Press, December 24, 2009.

15 “Yemen ‘foils al-Qaeda plot’ killing 34,” BBC News, December 17, 2009.

16 Mohamed Sudam, “Yemen arrests three Qaeda militants, targets leader,” Reuters, January 6, 2010.

7 “News Wrap: Yemen Vows to Step Up Hunt for al-Qaeda,” PBS NewsHour, December 28, 2009.

18 Robert F. Worth, “Yemen Says Strikes Against Qaeda Bases Killed 34,” New York Times, December 17, 20009;
“Airstrike in Yemen Targets Terror Operatives,” PBS NewsHour, December 24, 2009.
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satellite intelligence—as well as firepower—for the airstrikes.1® U.S. General David
Petraeus met with Yemen'’s President Ali Abdullah Saleh in early January in an attempt
to further U.S. counterterrorism cooperation with Yemen.20

Most importantly, the U.S. and British governments issued new promises of support.
The U.S. pledged to increase counterterrorism assistance to Yemen (including
earmarks) from $67 million in FY2009 to $190 million for FY20102—on top of $121
million in development aid over the next three years22—while Britain increased its
overall assistance from $32 million in 2009 to a pledged $80 million for 2010. In
addition, both countries agreed to fund a new Yemeni counterterrorism police unit.23
U.S., British, Arab, and other aid donors met with Yemeni officials in London on
January 27, 2010, where Yemen’s government issued a statement acknowledging the
need for serious economic and political reforms to stabilize the country.24

19 Eric Schmitt and Robert F. Worth, ‘U.S. Widens Terror War to Yemen, a Qaeda Bastion,” New York Times,
December 27, 2009.

20 Elizabeth Williamson and Alistair MacDonald, “Petraeus Visits Yemen as U.S. Beefs Up Counter-Terror Ops,” Wall
Street Journal, January 4, 2010.

21 Elizabeth Williamson, Charles Levinson, and Tochi Dreazen, “Al Qaeda Threat Escalates,” Wall Street Journal,
January 4, 2010; Mohamed Sudam, “U.S. says Yemen raid allowed embassy opening,” Reuters, January 5, 2010.

22 Christopher Boucek, “Yemen’s Problems Will Not Stay in Yemen,” CNN, December 30, 2009.
23 “UK says it, U.S. agree to fund Yemen police unit,” Reuters, January 3, 2010.
24 “Yemen Pledges Urgent Reforms to Tackle Al Qaeda,” Reuters, January 27, 2010.
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BACKGROUND

GEOGRAPHY

Yemen occupies the southwestern corner of the Arabian Peninsula between Saudi
Arabia and Oman, covering an area about twice the size of Colorado. The Red Sea and
Gulf of Aden separate it from the Horn of Africa. Bab el Mandeb, the eighteen-mile-
wide strait which connects these two bodies of water, is the fourth-busiest oil shipping
lane in the world, and is considered a “world oil transit chokepoint” by the U.S.
Department of Energy. Around 3.3 million barrels of oil from the Persian Gulf pass
through this strait daily en route to the U.S. and Europe.2>

Though Yemen boasts a remarkably varied terrain, it possesses no permanent rivers.
The interior of the country’s north and west—generally referred to as “Upper Yemen”—is
mainly an arid highland region with relatively few natural resources and little irrigated
farmland. The majority of Yemen’s population, including major cities like Sanaa
(Yemen’s capital) and Ta'’izz (the third-largest city), is located in this region. The coastal
areas of the country’s south and east—and the Red Sea lowlands in the west—are much
more fertile. This area is often referred to as “Lower Yemen,” with the port city of Aden
being its main urban area. Finally, the eastern expanses of the country are mostly
sparsely populated stretches of scorching hot deserts. Yemen is subdivided into twenty-
one provinces, often referred to as “governorates.”

DEMOGRAPHY

With twenty-four million citizens, Yemen is the second most-populous country on the
Arabian Peninsula, behind only Saudi Arabia. This is due largely to a rapid growth rate,
which doubled Yemen’s population in the span of only two decades. In fact, Yemen had
the world’s twelfth-highest birth rate in 2009.26 This dramatic population explosion
appears set to continue apace—projections call for Yemen’s population to double yet
again in the next twenty-five years. 2’ The consequence of this growth is a pronounced
youth bulge. With a 3.4% average annual population growth rate (8% in Sanaa28), a
staggering fifty-seven percent of Yemenis are under the age of twenty, and nearly one-
third of the entire population is under the age of ten:

25 “World Oil Transit Chokepoints,” Energy Information Agency (U.S. Department of Energy), January 2008.
26 The World Factbook 2009 (Central Intelligence Agency).

27 Moneer al-Omari, “Yemen’s Population to Reach 43 Millions in 2035,” Yemen Post, July 21, 2008; major statistical
databases on population (e.g., UN, IMF, and World Bank) provide similar estimates.

28 Population Reference Bureau, “Demographic Highlights for Yemen” (2008).
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Chart 1: Yemen Population Distribution, 200929
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Chart 2: Yemen Population Growth (Forecasted 2009-2030)ze
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Currently, the majority of Yemen'’s population lives in Upper Yemen'’s arid highlands.
Continued population growth will stretch Yemen'’s already depleting resources even
thinner and increase competition for resources between different regions of the country.

Indeed, resource competition has been a greater source of contention for most Yemenis
than sectarianism, especially when compared to other Middle Eastern countries.
Nevertheless, there is a soft geographical sectarian divide within the country. Much of

29 Data retrieved from: UN Statistics Division, Demographic Yearbook 2007 (New York: United Nations, 2009), 221-

222.

30 Data retrieved from: Population Division of Department of Economic and Social Affairs of UN Secretariat, World
Population Prospects: The 2008 Revision (March 11, 2009); World Development Indicators, World Bank Group,

20009.
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Upper Yemen, including parts of the capital city, feature majority populations of Zaydis,
a Shiite sect that forms around forty percent of the country’s overall population.3! The
Zaydi heartland of Sa’dah in northern Yemen is the site of an ongoing insurgency
against the regime, but the grievances underlying it are as much political and economic
as sectarian. Lower Yemen and the remote eastern deserts are predominantly Shafii, a
Sunni order that makes up between half and two-thirds of Yemen’s total population.32
Ethnically, the vast majority of Yemenis are Arab, but the regime has welcomed large
numbers of Afro-Arab refugees from the nearby Horn of Africa. By the government’s
reckoning more than 800,000 Somalis reside in Yemen. Although Yemen has never had
deep ethnic cleavages, fissures could begin forming if the country becomes increasingly
unstable.33

Chart 3: Yemen'’s Ethnic and Religious Breakdowns+
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HISTORY

Yemeni civilization and culture date back millennia. Modern Yemen, on the other hand,
is more cartographical construct than coherent nation-state. An amalgamation of
multiple historical entities, modern Yemen came about when the country of North
Yemen—which covered most of Upper Yemen, parts of Lower Yemen, and the Red Sea
coastline—absorbed the formerly independent South Yemen in 1990. Each of these, in
turn, had been subject to decades of internal conflict, composed as they were of varied
communities and tribes that had been ruled with varying degrees of control from places
as divergent as Ta'izz, Sanaa, Aden, Bombay, Istanbul, and London.

This troubled past is reflected in Yemen’s uncertain and fragile present: ineffective
central government, strong tribalism, an insurgency in the country’s north, secessionism
in the south, and the growth of an al-Qaeda franchise in multiple provinces.

31 “Country Profile: Yemen,” Library of Congress — Federal Research Division, August 2008, 6.
32 “Country Profile: Yemen,” Library of Congress — Federal Research Division, August 2008, 6.

33 Michel Moutot, “Qaeda threat compounds woes of Yemen'’s Somali refugees,” Agence France Presse, January 24,
2010.

34 Perry-Castarieda Library Map Collection (University of Texas-Austin), 2002. Data for religious affiliation collected
from 2009 Report on International Religious Freedom (U.S. Department of State, October 26, 2009); ethnic data
collected from Joshua Project website (January 21, 2010).
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North Yemen: From Imamate to Arab Republic, 1911 - 1990

OTTOMAN RULE AND IMAMATE, 1911 - 1962
Historically, the Upper Yemen region had been dominated by large tribal confederations
(the Hashid and Bakil), and was under the intermittent control of the Ottoman Empire.
In 1911, after incessant warfare between Ottoman troops and highland tribes, Istanbul
signed the Treaty of Da’an with the Zaydi Imam Yahya Mahmud al-Mutawakkil,
granting the latter personal rule over much of Upper Yemen. Upon the Ottoman
Empire’s disintegration in 1918, Yahya turned this territory into the first modern
independent Yemeni state, with its capital in Ta’izz.35> Yahya's Mutawakkilite Kingdom
of Yemen (often referred to simply as North Yemen) was officially a theocracy ruled by a
Zaydi Imam. The imam’s succession was supposed to be determined by a council of
Zaydi elders, but Yahya simply named his eldest son Ahmad as his successor.3¢ Yahya
spent most of the 1920s and 1930s trying to expand his Zaydi Imamate at the expense of
his neighbors, but was rebuffed by the British in the south, the Saudis in the north, and
Yemeni tribes almost everywhere.37

Based in and around the arid highlands of Upper Yemen, Yahya’s kingdom was poor in
resources but rich in population, at least compared to its immediate neighbors. This mix
provided the recipe for modern Yemen’s governing traditions and institutions. Yahya’'s
Imamate was based (at least in theory) on Islamic law (sharia), but the region’s large
tribal confederations—and the concomitant status enjoyed by tribal leaders (shaykhs)—
ensured that many people in his kingdom still adhered to tribal customary law (‘urf
gabali).38 Although these customs helped mediate and resolve inter-tribal disputes,
continual conflict among tribes—and between tribes and the government—over land and
resources (particularly water and food) led Yahya to devise a system of governance that
endures today.

First, he recruited soldiers from the highland tribes and encouraged them to plunder
more fertile regions like Lower Yemen. In addition to alleviating resource shortages, this
practice redirected the tribes’ energies away from conflict with Yahya. Second, he
rewarded loyal tribes by allowing them to loot and plunder disloyal tribes’ lands and
villages. Third, he simply bought off other restive shaykhs in the tribal confederations
with monthly stipends. Finally, he (literally) held hostage the sons and brothers of
shaykhs as a deterrent against tribal unruliness.3®

While this divide-and-conquer strategy allowed the new Yemeni state to expand,
develop, and persist, it did less to resolve conflict with the kingdom’s neighboring tribes.

35 F. Halliday, “Yemen,” in Raymond A. Hinnebusch and Anoushiravan Ehteshami, eds., The Foreign Policies of
Middle East States (Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner, 2002), 260.

36 “Yemen: The Eighth Son,” Time, January 26, 1948.
37 Spencer Mawby, British Policy in Aden and the Protectorates (London: Routledge, 2005), 25.

38 Shelagh Weir, A Tribal Order: Politics and Law in the Mountains of Yemen (Austin, TX: University of Texas Press,
2006), 156.

39 Elham M. Manea, “La tribu et I'Etat au Yémen [Yemen, the tribe, and the state],” in Mondher Kilani, ed., Islam et
changement au Yémen (Lausanne, France: Editions Payot, 1998), 205-218. English translated version provided by
www.al-bab.com.
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It fomented frequent conflict with tribes in Lower Yemen and other fertile areas, and
hence the popular saying: the “Yemen of the Bread” (i.e. fertile Lower Yemen) is always
being plundered and oppressed by the “Yemen of the Army” (i.e. the raiders from Upper
Yemen).40 This tension very much exerts an influence on Yemen today.

CiviL WAR, 1962 - 1967
Yahya was killed in a 1948 coup and quickly replaced by his son Ahmad. Called “the
Devil” by many for his extreme corruption and repression, Imam Ahmad aroused the
hostility of tribal shaykhs, military leaders, Arab nationalists, and reformists alike.4!
This created a succession crisis upon his (peaceful) death in 1962.42 Within months, full-
blown civil war broke out between the “republicans” led by Abdullah as-Sallal and
“royalists” led by Ahmad’s son Muhammed al-Badr. In general, the republicans’ pledges
to modernize the extremely underdeveloped country won support from Lower Yemen
and major cities, while the royalist guerrillas were backed primarily by Upper Yemen’s
Zaydi tribes.43

Egyptian President Gamal Abdel Nasser supported the new republican government that
set itself up in Sanaa, with the Soviet Union providing additional weaponry, while Saudi
Arabia, Jordan, and Britain sent money and weaponry to the royalists. At the war’s peak
in mid-1965, Nasser had dispatched nearly 75,000 of Egypt’s premier troops to North
Yemen to prop up Sallal’s regime and to foment anti-British insurrection in what he
termed “the occupied South.”44 By the time it withdrew in 1967, the magnitude of
Egypt’s losses was such that “Yemen” in Egypt’s collective memory would become
analogous to “Vietnam” in the U.S.’s.45

YEMEN ARAB REPUBLIC, 1967 - 1990
The republicans eventually prevailed after five years of brutal and exhaustive fighting
which killed at least 100,000 North Yemenis and as many as 26,000 Egyptian troops.46
North Yemen officially became the “Yemen Arab Republic,” The old regime’s specifically
Zaydi character was abandoned and a new constitution, at least putatively based on
sharia, adopted. Ali Abdullah Saleh, Yemen’s current president, rose to power in a 1978
coup and began instituting a divide-and-rule strategy based on his predecessors’. In
1990 the Yemen Arab Republic changed its name to the current “Republic of Yemen”
upon the absorption of South Yemen.

40 Sarah Phillips, Yemen's Democracy Experiment in Regional Perspective (London: Palgrave Macmillan, October
2008), 41-42.

41 “Yemen: Arabia Felix,” Time, October 26, 1962; “Yemen: Worn Out,” Time, July 7, 1961.
42 “Yemen: After Ahmad the Devil,” Time, October 5, 1962.

43 “Yemen: For Allah & the Imam,” Time, March 8, 1963.

44 “Yemen: Visit from Nasser,” Time, May 1, 1964.

45 Michael B. Oren, Six Days: June 1967 and the Making of the Modern Middle East (New York: Presidio Press,
2003), 21.

46 Yemeni statistics collected from: Melvin Small & Joel David Singer, Resort to Arms: International and Civil Wars
1816-1980 (Newbury Park, CA: Sage Publications, 1982) Egyptian statistics collected from: Kenneth M. Pollack,
Arabs at War: Military Effectiveness, 1948-1991 (Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press, 2002), 56.
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South Yemen: From British Outpost to People’s Republic, 1839-1990

BRITISH OUTPOST, 1839 - 1967
There is surprisingly little overlap between the history of the entities that eventually
formed South Yemen and that of its northern neighbor. North Yemen was a semi-
unified entity under the Ottomans before becoming an autonomous state in 1918. By
contrast, South Yemen existed only as a highly-fragmented federation of fiercely
independent tribes and an autonomous colony ruled by various organs of the British
Empire until the late 1960s.

In 1839, the British East India Company conquered the port of Aden for use as a coaling
station en route to India. Initially, the British simply wished to avoid the surrounding
tribal areas altogether. However, fears of a growing Ottoman presence in Upper Yemen
spurred the British Governor-General of India to sign advisory and protection treaties
with various tribes in southern Yemen beginning in 1873.47 By 1886, British India had
entered into some ninety treaties with individual Yemeni tribes in Lower Yemen and the
remote eastern desert, establishing the “Aden Protectorate” and carving out a sphere of
influence in southern Yemen, albeit without creating a coherent political entity.48 The
protectorate encompassed more than the port city’s immediate environs, including the
traditionally independent sultanate of Hadhramout in the eastern deserts. Historically,
Hadhramout had traded with India and Southeast Asia—not the Arabian Peninsula—
and thus did not consider itself bound very closely to the tribes of Lower Yemen.4°
Meanwhile, the port of Aden remained an entirely separate entity ruled directly from
India.

On the eve of World War I, London and Istanbul settled their outstanding differences in
1914 by drawing the so-called Violet Line to demarcate their respective spheres of
influence in southern Arabia. As was the case all too often in the region, outside powers
decided Yemeni borders rather arbitrarily, without consulting any Yemenis and despite
the fact that this line bisected established tribal regions. The Violet Line would
approximate the general boundary between the two Yemens until unification in 1990.

The British further compartmentalized southern Yemen by splitting the Protectorate
into East and West halves in 1917, transferring control of these units from India to the
British Foreign Office, and then making Aden a separate Crown Colony in 1937. While
Aden became a prosperous hub of global commerce (especially oil bunkering), the
British created the East Aden Protectorate as a separate administration for the
Hadhramout region, after discovering potentially significant oil deposits in its eastern
desert. This was a natural fit for the Hadhramout region, given its historical autonomy
from the rest of the region. London maintained a modicum of control over these and
other tribal areas by combining financial aid and other inducements with aerial
bombing campaigns. This was especially true in the West Aden Protectorate, which

47 Spencer Mawby, British Policy in Aden and the Protectorates (London: Routledge, 2005), 14.
48 Spencer Mawby, British Policy in Aden and the Protectorates (London: Routledge, 2005), 18-19.

49 Sarah Phillips, Yemen’'s Democracy Experiment in Regional Perspective (London: Palgrave Macmillan, October
2008), 43.
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encompassed most of Lower Yemen and had borne the brunt of Upper Yemen’s raids. In
fact, the British paid tribes in the West Aden Protectorate to fight against North Yemen
during an undeclared—but destructive—border war in the 1950s. Such British
“pacification” efforts in the hinterland fossilized the existing fragmentation of authority
and deepened the autonomous nature of modern Yemen'’s eastern provinces, ultimately
contributing to the distrust felt by this region toward Sanaa today.5° As British Prime
Minister Harold Macmillan noted, “it would be better to leave the local shaykhs and
rulers in a state of simple rivalry and separateness, in which they [can] be played off one
against the other rather than mould them into a single unit...”5!

Following the Second World War, Britain hoped to create a major outpost in the Middle
East by uniting Aden Colony with the protectorates. As part of this plan, Britain divided
its Middle East Command and established the headquarters of the newly created British
Forces Arab Peninsula at Aden in 1958.52 By 1962—when North Yemen’s entire army
numbered only 12,000 men—40,000 British troops were stationed in Aden.53 However,
the British did little to ameliorate Aden’s poor social conditions or distribute tax
revenues, thereby alienating large parts of the populace.>* In an effort to offset rising
anti-British agitation and consolidate its hold over the area, London presented the fig
leaf of unification by converting the West Aden Protectorate into the Federation of
South Arabia (including Aden Colony) in early 1963. This new federation even had a
4,000-strong British-officered army.>> Importantly, the East Aden Protectorate did not
join this new federation, but instead remained a more loosely-incorporated protectorate
(renamed the Protectorate of South Arabia in 1963).56

THE ADEN EMERGENCY, 1963 - 1967
These gestures failed to quell rising instability. Encouraged in part by Nasser’s forces in
North Yemen, trade unions in Aden and tribal leaders throughout the south began
staging anti-British strikes, riots, and attacks. The British declared a state of emergency
throughout the region in late 1963 (the “Aden Emergency”) as its forces confronted an
array of conflicts. From 1963 to 1967, British soldiers, Marxist militias, and
impoverished rural tribes all fought one another in extremely brutal clashes in city
streets and mountain redoubts across the newly-created Federation of South Arabia.5”
Egypt armed and paid Marxist groups and tribal leaders to form rebel coalitions like the
“Red Wolves of Radfan” that exacted a heavy toll on British forces in the hinterlands and
cities.58

50 John Peterson, “Nation-Building and Political Development in the Two Yemens,” in B.R. Pridham, ed.,
Contemporary Yemen: Politics and Historical Background (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1984), 89.

51 Philip Murphy, Alan Lennox-Boyd: A Biography (London: I.B. Tauris, 1999), 192.
52 paul Dresch, A History of Modern Yemen (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 85.
53 “Aden: The Last Base,” Time, October 5, 1962; “Yemen: After Ahmad the Devil,” October 5, 1962.

54 S.R Ashton, and S.E. Stockwell, eds., Imperial Policy and Colonial Practice 1925-1945, Part Il (British Documents
on the End of Empire Project, Series A, vol. 1, 1996), 204.

5 “Aden: It's No Eden,” Time, May 15, 1964.
56 “Aden: At Full Flood,” Time, April 14, 1967.

57 Julian Paget, Last Post: Aden 1964-1967 (London: Faber and Faber, 1969), 39; Denis Doble, British Diplomatic
Oral History Programme (Cambridge: Churchill Archives Centre, 2004), 9.

58 “Yemen: The Forgotten War,” Time, August 14, 1964.
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Britain’s situation became strategically untenable as casualties mounted and the press in
London decried a “war which drags on with no end in sight.”> In 1966 Britain
announced it would leave Yemen altogether by 1968. In a testament to its desire to
extricate itself from Yemen, the last British troops actually withdrew in 1967.

PEOPLE’S DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC OF YEMEN, 1970 - 1990
This precipitous departure created a power vacuum in Aden as it became clear that
antagonism toward British occupation was the lowest common denominator uniting
southern Yemenis.6% The two leading Marxist groups—the National Liberation Front
(NLF) and Front for the Liberation of Occupied South Yemen (FLOSY)—fought each
other for control of the newly-liberated territory.6! Eventually the NLF prevailed®2 and
assumed nominal control of the liberated territories, but various NLF factions then
fought one another until 1970.63 At that point, the most radical Marxist NLF faction
seized power from the more moderate ruling faction and declared the People’s
Democratic Republic of Yemen (PDRY).

The NLF became the ruling Yemeni Socialist Party (YSP) and set out to start building a
state in a territory divided between the former British buffer zone of autarkic tribes and
a prosperous, industrialized colony led by urban elites.64 According to the new PDRY
constitution, this project centered on the “liberation of society from backward
tribalism,” both within South Yemen and against its neighbor to the north.65 Indeed, the
Marxists in charge in Aden would expand work begun by their British predecessors to
break down the region’s tribal traditions. They would also continue the British practice
of fomenting instability in North Yemen.

Unified Yemen: Civil War and Jihadism, 1990-Present

UNIFICATION, 1990
The merger of the two Yemens in 1990 would turn out to be at best a marriage of
convenience between two substantially different states. North Yemen was formally a
republican, conservative regime ruling over a highly tribal society, while South Yemen
was a radically Marxist state seeking to transform its society along socialist lines.
Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, inter-Yemen relations were often hostile, with a
border war erupting in 1972 and nearly again in 1979. Sanaa spent this period building
relations with the Arab and Western worlds, while Aden became the Soviet Union’s

59 “Aden: It's No Eden,” Time, May 15, 1964.

60 Spencer Mawby, British Policy in Aden and the Protectorates (London: Routledge, 2005), 76.

61 “South Arabia: Gone With the Wind,” Time, September 15, 1967.

62 “South Arabia: Itching Toward Independence,” Time, November 10, 1967.

63 Paul Dresch, A History of Modern Yemen (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 102.
64 Spencer Mawby, British Policy in Aden and the Protectorates (London: Routledge, 2005), 25, 76.

65 Sarah Phillips, Yemen's Democracy Experiment in Regional Perspective (London: Palgrave Macmillan, October
2008), 46.

FRAGILITY AND EXTREMISM IN Y EMEN 18



main Middle Eastern client (by 1986 five thousand Soviet advisers were stationed in
South Yemen).6¢ It also maintained strong relations with communist China.

South Yemen was weakened politically and militarily by a civil war between rival
socialist factions in 1986, which resulted in the deaths of 10,000 people. Hopes for
recovery were buoyed by the Soviets’ extensive oil exploration and production
operations in its eastern provinces in the late 1980s,57 but thereafter South Yemen
abruptly lost its Soviet lifeline as Moscow had to deal with its own disintegration. As a
result, South Yemen acceded to absorption by North Yemen once it became apparent its
Soviet sponsor would not be able to support it much longer.68

Given the precipitous implosion of the Soviet Union in 1991, preliminary unification
negotiations that had been underway since the 1980s were fast-tracked. Significantly,
this haphazard unification process necessitated at least limited democratization, as this
seemed to be the most pragmatic means of reconciling the divergent economies and
polities of North and South Yemen. Although South Yemen accounted for only one-fifth
of unified Yemen’s population, the North’s ruling party (the General People’s Congress,
or GPC) agreed to share power relatively equally with the YSP during a transitional
period before general elections could be held. However, the hurried nature of the merger
left many issues unresolved: elections were postponed, military units failed to integrate,
the economy was unsteady, and revenues from energy exports were up in the air.69

CiviL WAR, 1994
Civil war broke out in May 1994. Though brief, its consequences were significant. In the
wake of the North’s quick victory, Saleh tightened the regime’s grip on the country’s
natural resource wealth—most of which is located in the former South Yemen—purged
most southerners from his patronage networks, and placed northerners in charge of the
south’s economy and security. This was made all the easier by the fact that the former
South Yemen’s oil infrastructure was just coming online by the early 1990s. During the
war, Saleh’s security services helped deepen the north-south divide by recruiting so-
called “popular armies” of tribesmen, itinerant jihadists, and former mujahedin as proxy
militias to help prosecute the war against the South.” As a result, today the regime’s
legitimacy throughout much of the south is severely compromised and secessionist-
inspired violence is a recurrent theme in southern provinces.

66 Murray J. Gart, “South Yemen: New Thinking in a Marxist Land,” Time, January 9, 1989.
67 Murray J. Gart, “South Yemen: New Thinking in a Marxist Land,” Time, January 9, 1989.

68 Sarah Phillips, Yemen’s Democracy Experiment in Regional Perspective (London: Palgrave Macmillan, October
2008), 46-47.

69 Paul Dresch, A History of Modern Yemen (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 186-196

70 Christopher Boucek, “Event Transcript: The Resurgence of Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula,” Carnegie
Endowment, November 19, 2009, 5.
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BURRENT CHALLENGES TO YEMENI STABILITY

In addition to continued unrest in the South, since 1994 the Yemeni regime has had to
contend with the wax and wane of al-Qaeda within its borders and a Zaydi-led uprising
in the north. Unfortunately, these conflicts are not the only challenges confronting
Yemen. Looming resource and demographic challenges, combined with poor
governance, also threaten the viability and legitimacy of the state itself. These problems
mutually reinforce one another and further undermine Sanaa’s competence and
legitimacy.

SECURITY

Yemen’s government is illegitimate in the eyes of many of its people, its economy is
stagnant if not sinking, and genuine moderate civil society organizations are struggling
to survive. Grievances against the ruling regime have been accumulating in recent years,
and groups hostile to the government have found ample under-governed space in which
to operate. Driven in large part by Yemen’s fractious history, it is not surprising that
multiple, overlapping security problems confront the regime: a major insurgency
centered on the northern governorate of Sa’dah; a simmering secessionist movement in
multiple southern governorates; a growing al-Qaeda threat in the eastern and southern
governorates; and the rise of piracy in the Gulf of Aden.

Sa'dah (“Houthi”™) Insurgency, 2004-Present

In June 2004, fighting broke out in the Zaydi-majority northern Sa’dah governorate
between Yemeni security forces and a group calling itself “Shabab al-Muminin” (SAM;
translated as “Youthful Believers”). The proximate cause of fighting was the
government’s attempt to arrest SAM leader Hussein Badreddin al-Houthi for criticizing
the regime’s ties with both Sunni extremists and U.S. counterterrorism forces. But this
conflict has deeper roots, including the historical animosity between Zaydis and the
Yemeni government that overthrew them in the North Yemen Civil War, and the fact
that the peripheral and mountainous Sa’dah governorate has often been beyond the
reach of Sanaa’s limited ability to provide security, infrastructure, or public services.”

The first round of fighting lasted from June through September 2004 (see Appendix),
when al-Houthi was killed by security forces. Houthi’s three brothers assumed
leadership of the insurgency, while their father became the group’s spiritual leader. Each
successive round of fighting only inflames the conflict, as each side repeatedly accuses
the other of violating or rejecting truces while the continued violence aggravates existing
grievances.”2 While the Zaydi insurgents initially waged a rural guerrilla war in the
remote reaches of Sa’dah, they have since expanded the scope of their operations to
include sophisticated terrorist attacks in urban areas (although not in Sanaa). The
government has responded by arresting activists and cordoning off suspected rebel

1*Yemen: Defusing the Sa’dah Time Bomb,” International Crisis Group Middle East Report, no. 86, May 27, 2009, 7.
72*Yemen rebels warn of ‘long war’ after offer rejected,” Reuters, September 2, 2009.
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areas with a combination of roadblocks, checkpoints, airstrikes, artillery strikes, and a
controversial food blockade.”?

Saleh staked his most uncompromising position in the sixth round of fighting, setting
stark ceasefire terms, deploying a “popular army”74 similar to the 1994 civil war, and
launching a no-holds-barred ground and air offensive (ominously named “Scorched
Earth”).”> This intensification reflects Saleh’s intent to force the Houthis into a position
of utter weakness in any future negotiations,’¢ but may instead exacerbate the conflict.
Currently, the regime is devoting $200 million of foreign currency reserves per month
to fight the Houthis, despite the fact that this money is desperately needed to address
Yemen'’s other security and economic problems.”” It is also distracting Sanaa’s attention
from other pressing matters, including al-Qaeda, as Foreign Minister Abu Bakr al-Qirbi
admitted recently.”® Moreover, the government’s current strategy of leveling Sa’dah and
organizing Sunni militants to help subdue the rebellion will likely inflame the current
situation. Although precise figures are hard to come by, it is estimated that at least one
thousand government troops have been killed—and six thousand more injured—since
fighting began in 2004.7° The number of rebel and civilian dead is difficult to determine,
but estimates range from 3,700 to 5,500 (and are rising).

While Houthis downplay their sectarian identity—instead couching their grievances in
terms of Sanaa’s alliance with the U.S.80 and Sanaa’s inability and/or unwillingness to
provide basic services—there is an underlying wariness on the part of Zaydis in general
toward what they perceive to be Sanaa’s previous comfort level with Salafist and other
Sunni extremist groups®8! such as al-Qaeda. These divisions have been exacerbated by
the regime’s policy of co-opting tribes in neighboring governorates to help fight the
Houthis, as this threatens to upset the region’s deep-seated tribal structures. Since
November 2009, Saudi Arabia’s cross-border raids, airstrikes, and naval blockade
threaten to further escalate the conflict by drawing in Shiite Iran,82 and by aggravating a
refugee crisis that has already displaced as many as 200,000 Yemenis since 2004 (many
of whom are women and children).83 Riyadh has also replicated Sanaa’s practice of co-
opting rival tribes to fight the Houthis.84 Finally, Sanaa’s refusal to open humanitarian

73 Jack Freeman, “The al Houthi Insurgency in the North of Yemen: An Analysis of the Shabab al Moumineen,”
Studies in Conflict and Terrorism, vol. 32, no. 11 (November 2009).

74 Christopher Boucek, “Event Transcript: The Resurgence of Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula,” Carnegie
Endowment, November 19, 2009, 5.

75 Alistair Lyon, “Analysis: Yemen war on northern rebels compounds instability,” Reuters, August 24, 2009.
76 Owen Bennett-Jones, “Crises multiply for divided Yemen,” BBC News, December 15, 2009.

77 Christopher Boucek, “Yemen'’s Problems Will Not Stay in Yemen,” CNN, December 30, 2009; “Airstrike in Yemen
Targets Terror Operatives,” PBS NewsHour, December 24, 2009.

8 “Yemeni official: Other conflicts diverted focus from al Qaeda,” CNN, January 6, 2010.

9 “Yemeni Authorities Set Conditions for Ending Military Operations in Sa’ada,” Yemen Post, August 13, 2009.
80 “Yemen forces launch major offensive — Shi’ite rebels,” Reuters, August 11, 2009.

81 Pierre Bernin, “Yemen’s Hidden Wars,” Le Monde diplomatique, October 2009.

82 Salah Nasrawi, “Adviser: Saudi navy blockades north Yemen coast,” Associated Press, November 10, 2009.

83 Lisa Schlein, “More Civilians Fleeing Conflict in Northern Yemen,” Voice of America, November 10, 2009. The
number of displaced civilians has escalated sharply with the sixth and seventh rounds of fighting.

84 Patrick Martin, “Saudis suffer heavy losses in Yemen'’s other war,” The Globe and Mail, January 30, 2010.
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corridors for emergency relief has intensified this refugee problems8s and deepened the
conflict. It will also likely reinforce the tendency of many northern Yemenis to rely on
community ties instead of the government to provide security and meager basic
services.86

For its part, the government tries to emphasize the Zaydi and Shiite character of the
rebellion in an effort to galvanize popular support for the war. Sanaa accuses the
Houthis of trying to restore the pre-1962 Zaydi monarchy®8’ that ruled North Yemen, and
declares that Iran has been providing aid for the revolt. While the Iranian state’s official
Shiism differs from Zaydism,88 Tehran has begun using the conflict to undermine Saudi
Arabia’s standing in the region. Iranian and Houthi leaders deny the existence of any
material support, but Iran has provided moral support to the rebels, even going so far as
to warn the Saudis not to “pour oil on the fire” by intervening.8® Amid increasingly
sectarian recriminations from both the Yemeni-Saudi and Houthi-Iranian sides,% the
extent to which Saudi Arabia and Iran will intervene remains unclear. Regardless, this
latest phase of the conflict threatens to deepen existing antagonisms and grievances
within Yemen, especially as previously neutral tribes have begun turning against the
government’s heavy-handed tactics.9!

Sanaa has also tried to portray, to both domestic and international audiences, its
campaigns in Sa’dah as counterterrorism efforts against fundamentalist insurgents.92
These efforts have been effective thus far, as the U.S. has been reluctant to risk
compromising counterterrorism cooperation with Sanaa by pushing the regime toward a
political settlement with the Houthis.?3 However, in their mid-December phone call
President Obama pressed Saleh to open a dialogue with the Houthis, primarily to free
up military resources to go after al-Qaeda.®* Nevertheless, in December 2009 General
Petraeus revealed that U.S. naval forces had been tasked with intercepting arms
destined for Houthi rebels. Considering that the Houthis claimed Sanaa’s ties with the
U.S. as a casus belli in 2004, it is not surprising that Houthi rebels immediately
organized anti-U.S. rallies and blamed the U.S. for airstrikes in Sa’dah. Saudi
intervention is likely to further complicate matters, since many neutral tribes in
northern Yemen bear historical enmity towards the Saudis.9
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In late January 2010, Houthi leaders declared a unilateral ceasefire with Saudi Arabia,%
which Riyadh rejected unless the rebels withdraw from the Saudi-Yemen border. On
January 31, Houthi leaders then signaled their willingness to accept Sanaa’s September
2009 ceasefire terms,9” under which the rebels would disarm, release captured soldiers
and property, remove roadblocks, and withdraw from mountain strongholds. In
response, the regime vowed to continue operations until the rebels complied with the
terms. Yemeni defense officials also reiterated Saudi Arabia’s demand that the Houthis
withdraw from the border.?8 The regime’s tough line, in which neither it nor the Saudis
should cease operations until the rebels lay down their arms and cede their strategic
positions, reinforces the conclusion that Sanaa wants to “negotiate” an end to the Sa’dah
conflict once and for all by pounding the Houthis into submission. By adding the
condition that the rebels must also withdraw from the border, it appears that Sanaa
doesn’t mind if Saudi Arabia assists in the effort.

Southern Secessionism

Separatism in the former South Yemen is driven by economic and political grievances.
Southerners were largely excluded from Saleh’s patronage networks after unification,®®
which led many to feel that they had been excluded purposely from the regime’s
largesse.100 Such feelings were amplified by the fact that Sanaa used southern energy
resources to expand its patronage system, without including many southerners in the
deal. This divide was deepened after the 1994 civil war, which Saleh used as an
opportunity to install northern-born military governors in southern provinces, and to
purge southern military and civil officers from the regime’s patronage networks.10! On
top of this, Sanaa’s use of “popular armies” and radical clerics in 1994 to buttress its war
effort has left lasting scars in the memories of many southerners.102

Today many southerners—especially Aden residents—perceive themselves to be subject
to “internal colonialism” by the north, manifest in everything from pension rights and
tribal family law to property disputes and government bureaucracies.03 The recent
acceleration of major energy infrastructure projects in the southern governorates of
Ma'rib and Hadhramout may likely compound existing north-south disparities. Sanaa’s
illegitimacy in the region is reflected in recurrent ambushes and low-level violence
against government security forces, popular protests in Abyan against economic
stagnation—including a July 2009 shootout between security forces and protestors that
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left eight dead and eighteen wounded!%4—and in Aden against water shortages.105
Although large protests erupted throughout south Yemen on the 2007 anniversary of
unification, Sanaa’s neglect of the region’s political and economic grievances was on full
display in 2009, as some of Saleh’s important tribal allies and mujahedin have criticized
his policies and even defected to the secessionist movement.196 Most recently, a
secessionist YSP politician was fatally shot in Abyan on January 31, 2010.197 The regime
maintains that it has always called for dialogue with secessionist leaders, but that these
offers are met only with violence.108

At the same time, al-Qaeda has begun ingratiating itself to southern tribes by decrying
government policies and providing stipends. It has shrewdly picked up on secessionists’
and other southern tribes’ sense of being excluded from patronage networks by
publishing the argument that “the inhabitants of [energy-rich] Shabwa, Hadhramout,
and Ma’rib are paying for their own oppression.”19? In May 2009, al-Qaeda leader Nasir
al-Wahayshi went so far as to voice publicly his extremist Islamist group’s support for
the socialist-inspired secessionist movement.!10 Sanaa’s ongoing attacks on al-Qaeda
strongholds in the south have actually made things worse, since they reinforce
southerners’ perceptions of a regime determined to rule through coercion alone.1!

Al-Qaeda

In addition to Sa’dah and secessionism, the government faces the growing threat of an
al-Qaeda able and willing to use the regime’s weaknesses to its own advantage. Although
al-Qaeda is an increasingly clear and present danger to Yemeni security, only recently
has it become an urgent one for the regime. Indeed, Yemen was slow to realize the
evolution of extremism that occurred within its own borders over the last decade. In the
place of the Sanaa-allied, externally-focused mujahedin, al-Qaeda in the Arab Peninsula
(AQAP) has risen to become a major threat to Yemen and to the U.S. AQAP is a new
generation of terrorists, hardened by experiences in Iraqg, Saudi Arabia, and
Guantanamo Bay and determined to target U.S. and Yemeni interests alike.

SANAA WALKS A LINE BETWEEN THE U.S. AND TERRORISTS
Given its need to deal constantly with insurgencies, border wars, and other uprisings,
Sanaa has tended to view the extremists and militants that have trickled into Yemen
more as a fortuitous mercenary force than a true security threat. The current regime has
raised “popular armies” composed of rival tribesmen, itinerant jihadists, and former
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mujahedin as proxy militias to help fight the 1994 civil war and the Sa’dah conflict
(2004-present).112 In return, the militants enjoyed the government’s “benign neglect”113
which allowed them to establish bases on Yemeni territory, just so long as they only
operated against foreign targets. In fact, in the 1990s Sanaa brokered a “covenant of
security” with hundreds or thousands of Yemeni mujahedin returning from
Afghanistan: the regime would allow these groups safe haven in return for assisting the
government in military operations against northern and southern uprisings.14 In some
instances after the 1994 civil war, Sanaa even permitted mujahedin to control land and
abide by sharia in various areas throughout the country.115

After al-Qaeda’s attack on the destroyer USS Cole in Aden harbor in October 2000 and
an earlier botched attack on the destroyer USS The Sullivans in the same harbor in
January 2000,16 Saleh started cooperating with the U.S. on counterterrorism
intelligence and operations. Working with the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) and
U.S. Special Operations Forces, Yemen launched attacks against al-Qaeda leadership
targets in its eastern deserts in 2002-03.117 In the wake of these operations, Yemen
arrested two hundred suspected al-Qaeda associates, but its December 2001 offensive
resulted in dozens of casualties among security personnel and local tribes.18 Despite
these efforts, terrorists struck again in October 2002, attacking the French crude oll
tanker SS Limburg in Aden harbor in an attempt to target (indirectly) the U.S. military
presence in the Middle East,19 killing one crewmember. It required the CIA’s November
2002 UAV strike in Ma’rib to successfully eliminate Ali Qaed Sunian (“Abu Ali”) al-
Harithi, the reputed head of al-Qaeda in Yemen and the suspected organizer of the Cole
attack, as well as five of his associates.120

While Sanaa cooperated with the U.S. in hunting down those responsible for these
particular attacks, it had no intention of abrogating its pre-existing “covenant of
security” with the mujahedin. In fact, the regime purposely calibrated the threat of
terrorism in Yemen as a means of ensuring continued U.S. military aid.12! For much of
2002, the regime let the U.S. invest millions of dollars in cash payments and
infrastructure assistance to lure tribes away from sheltering al-Qaeda, but refused to
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cooperate with the U.S. investigation into the Cole bombing.22 Indeed, although the
U.S. and Great Britain began working with Yemen’s Political Security Organization
(PSO) to raid safe houses and gather intelligence against al-Qaeda,?3 Sanaa was intent
on covering up the U.S. role in hunting down those responsible for the Cole bombing,
lest it be caught up in a popular backlash.124 Even so, the U.S. State Department briefly
shuttered its embassy in Sanaa in the wake of the UAV strike.

With U.S. and jihadists’ attention focused on Iraq and elsewhere beginning in 2003,
Yemen was no longer a frontline battleground for al-Qaeda. U.S. military assistance to
Sanaa continued past 2003, albeit at reduced levels. Sanaa did attempt a large offensive
against al-Qaeda strongholds in Ma’rib governorate in 2004, but Yemeni security forces
suffered dozens of casualties without dislodging al-Qaeda or undermining the group’s
clout in that province.125

Given these setbacks, plus the monetary and political costs of attacking tribes and
militants upon which the regime traditionally relied for support, Sanaa switched
strategies, favoring the carrot over the stick. At the same time the U.S. was pursuing al-
Harithi, the regime was setting up the Committee for Religious Dialogue under Minister
for Foreign Affairs Hamoud al-Hitar to reeducate and rehabilitate imprisoned al-Qaeda
sympathizers.126 The program was criticized for only seeking to deter future attacks
inside Yemen.!27 In addition, it had high recidivism rates,!?8 and many “graduates” were
absorbed directly into the security services.!2® The program was shut down in 2005.

In February 2006, twenty-three top al-Qaeda members—including those convicted of
the Cole and Limburg attacks—escaped from a PSO detention center.130 There was even
speculation that perhaps PSO members had turned a blind eye to the jailbreak. These
escapees began regrouping in remote areas of Ma'rib, Shabwah, and al-Jawf
governorates!3! under the leadership of Naser al-Wuhayshi, a former Osama bin Laden
deputy, and al-Harithi’s successor as head of al-Qaeda’s operations in Yemen.132 Once
Riyadh and Baghdad began aggressive counterterrorism campaigns, this core group was
soon joined by al-Qaeda and affiliated militants returning to Yemen from Saudi Arabia
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and Irag.133 Graduates of the Committee on Religious Dialogue—some of whom had
previously been detained at Guantanamo Bay—rounded out the group.134

SANAA AND EXTREMISTS TURN AGAINST EACH OTHER
Yemen'’s combination of weak central government, ambivalent security services, remote
provincial regions, and autonomous tribal traditions created the ideal setting for a new
base of operations for this new generation of terrorists. Whereas the older mujahedin
generation still viewed Yemen’s power vacuum as a sanctuary and Saleh as a partner,
the younger generation had cut its teeth in Yemeni prisons and Iraqi cities. For the most
part, this new generation had not been party to the “covenant of security” or Sanaa-
mujahedin cooperation in the 1994 civil war. Instead, it saw Yemen as a battleground,
and sought to punish Sanaa for its supposed closeness to the U.S. since 2000.

The reconstituted al-Qaeda in Yemen sought to correct its previous mistakes in Irag and
Saudi Arabia by currying favor with local tribes. This was accomplished through
intermarriage, delivery of basic services (e.g., digging wells, providing security, and even
handing out cash), and adoption of local practices.!3> This process was made easier by
the regime’s low legitimacy in much of southern and eastern Yemen'’s tribal areas.!3¢ In
fact, al-Qaeda may even have begun developing connections with the country’s other
insurgencies—despite their sectarian and ideological differences—in an effort to increase
its freedom of maneuver and appeal.!3” Before long, al-Qaeda was able to establish itself
in what is widely referred to as the “triangle of evil”38—a swath of territory beginning in
al-Jawf (near Sa’dah and the Saudi border) and running south through energy-rich
Ma’rib to Shabwah, which is home to secessionists as well as oil and natural gas
pipelines and terminals. Since then, it has likely been able to infiltrate the PSO, thanks
to the government’s previous history of cooperating with various militants.139

Yemen came under attack as al-Qaeda entrenched itself in tribal structures. In
September 2006 an oil export terminal at Ash Shihr, in Hadhramout, and a refinery in
Ma’rib were attacked, but without lasting damage.140 After demanding Sanaa halt its
“cooperation” with the U.S. in summer 2007, al-Qaeda and affiliated groups began
going after another pillar of Yemen’s fragile economy: tourism. Spanish tourists in
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Ma’rib were Killed in July 2007, Belgian tourists in Hadhramout were killed in January
2008, and German and Korean tourists were kidnapped and killed in Hadhramout in
March 2009.

By early 2008, al-Qaeda had gained enough steam to begin publishing a regular journal
(Echo of Battles [Sada al-Malahim]) and to plan larger attacks. After attacking the U.S.
embassy in Sanaa in March and September 2008,4! the Yemeni and Saudi branches of
al-Qaeda merged to form al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) in January 2009.
Although AQAP is based in Yemen and its membership is predominantly Yemeni, the
merger signaled the group’s heightened ambitions and sense of security. Despite being
composed of only one hundred-odd members, AQAP no longer saw itself as merely a
local actor: it could now afford to plan and execute attacks on a regional and perhaps
global scale.142 This ambition was borne out in its audacious, but ultimately
unsuccessful, attack on Saudi counterterrorism chief Prince Mohammed bin Nayef in
Riyadh in August 2009.143 If, as Yemeni defense officials suspect, AQAP provided
training and instruction to Umar Farouk Abdulmutallab in Shabwah in October 2009,144
the failed Christmas Day airliner bombing would be only the latest attempt by AQAP to
expand its operations outside of Yemen.

Sanaa has been actively pursuing elements of al-Qaeda since the 2006 jailbreak. Beyond
arresting or killing many of the escapees, however, Yemen has been reluctant to
confront the deepening al-Qaeda presence in its southern and eastern tribal areas.
Various elements within the security services were wary of disrupting the “covenant of
security” with its militant proxy forces and other allies,!4> plus the regime realized that
rooting out al-Qaeda would arouse the hostility of tribes into which al-Qaeda had
insinuated itself.146 However, the second attack on the U.S. embassy increased U.S.
pressure on Sanaa to make a more concerted effort against the group. Saudi pressure
began to grow around the same time.14” Beginning in early 2009, the U.S. sent Special
Operations commandos and CIA counterterrorism field operatives to provide training to
Yemeni security services.148 Hostilities escalated throughout 2009: Yemen’s military
and intelligence personnel came under increasing attack in Ma’rib and al-Jawf!49 as

141 Ellen Knickmeyer, “Attack Against U.S. Embassy In Yemen Blamed on Al-Qaeda,” Washington Post, September 18,
2008.

142 *Qaeda’s resurgent Gulf wing stirs security fears,” Reuters, November 16, 2009; Gregory D. Johnsen, “AQAP in
Yemen and the Christmas Day Terrorist Attack,” CTC Sentinel (Combating Terrorism Center, West Point), January
2010 (special issue), 3.

143 Sudarsan Raghavan, “In Failed Strike on Saudi Prince, A New Fear of Al-Qaeda’s Tactics,” Washington Post,
October 7, 2009.

144 Sudarsan Raghavan, “Yemen links accused jet bomber, radical cleric,” Associated Press, January 1, 2010.

145 Elizabeth Williamson, Charles Levinson, and Tochi Dreazen, “Al Qaeda Threat Escalates,” Wall Street Journal,
January 4, 2010.

146 Michael Knights, “Yemen bombing attack underlines challenges face by weak states fighting terrorism,” Policy
Watch, no. 1404, September 24, 2008.

147 Andrew England, “Al-Qaeda in Yemen ‘a threat to Saudis’,” Financial Times, April 23, 2009; “Airstrike in Yemen
Targets Terror Operatives,” PBS NewsHour, December 24, 2009.

148 Eric Schmitt and Robert F. Worth, “U.S. Widens Terror War to Yemen, a Qaeda Bastion,” New York Times,
December 27, 2009.

149 “Al-Qaeda claims killing of top Yemen security officers,” Agence France Presse, November 5, 2009.

29 BIPARTISAN PoLICcY CENTER



Sanaa upped its efforts to split local tribes away from AQAP.150 At the same time, AQAP
began urging tribes to rebel against the regime.!s!

U.S. PUSHES SANAA TO ESCALATE
In June 2009, Saleh responded to the growing domestic terrorism threat by launching
an offensive—the “Battle of Ma’rib,” backed by a personal visit from General Petraeus
and plenty of U.S. funding—against an al-Qaeda hub. Yemeni security services’
ineptitude was a major factor in the operation’s failure, as poor training and
coordination led to collateral damage.'52 Unfortunately, this was not an isolated
incident; military incompetence has often led to fairly indiscriminate campaigns in
Sa’dah and the south, with a September 2009 airstrike in Harf Sufyan against supposed
Houthi rebels killing eighty women and children. Such catastrophes are
counterproductive, since they turn the local populace against the regime.153 Regardless
of poor execution, however, the Battle of Ma'rib hinted at increased in U.S. pressure on
Sanaa to confront the terrorist threat.

The strongest indicator of Sanaa’s new resolve to combat AQAP came in December
20009. In a pair of airstrikes on December 17 and 24 encompassing Abyan, Lahij, and
Shabwah governorates, the Yemen Air Force killed scores of AQAP suspects, but also
dozens of civilians. The U.S. provided intelligence and “firepower,” but was not involved
in the actual execution of the attacks. After a late December phone call from President
Obama and a second visit from General Petraeus, Saleh ordered ten thousand troops to
Marib and al-Jawf, increased the number of security checkpoints,'54 began rounding up
domestic terrorism suspects in Sanaa,!®> and boosted coast guard patrols to intercept
any potential inbound militants from Somalia.16 By its own tally, Sanaa’s campaign
resulted in the deaths of seventy AQAP suspects and their affiliates, and the detention of
another seventy-seven.157 According to the U.S. military, Sanaa mounted thirty strikes
against AQAP—and killed several top leaders—between late December 2009 and late
January 2010.158 Sanaa has also published a “wanted list” of suspected AQAP
members.159

The failed Christmas Day airliner bombing attempt was certainly not a cause, but likely
an effect, of the ongoing conflict between AQAP on the one hand, and the Yemeni
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regime, the U.S., and Saudi Arabia on the other. Planning for the Detroit attack
coincided with increased U.S. resolve to push Sanaa to go after AQAP, but preceded the
December airstrikes, which were themselves based on actionable intelligence about
planned AQAP attacks and activities inside Yemen.160 Despite the U.S.-Sanaa effort
against AQAP—and despite its successes in eliminating and dislocating AQAP
leadership—underlying problems remain. In December 2009 U.S. officials halted their
earlier decision to repatriate a fraction of Yemeni detainees from Guantdnamo Bay—
even though Yemenis account for fully 45% of total detainees—due to the White House’s
concern that Sanaa is “not capable” of handling them.16! Furthermore, AQAP has used
Sanaa’s campaign as an opportunity to portray itself as the vanguard of opposition to an
illegitimate regime,162 even going so far as to hold open-air rallies with secessionist
rebels to denounce Saleh as an “American lackey.”163 This point has been underscored
by security services’ recurrent need to negotiate with local tribes to hand over terrorism
suspects.164 In mid-January 2010, negotiations were ongoing between the regime and
the Awalek tribe in Shabwah to hand over Anwar al-Awlaki, the radical cleric suspected
of ties to Umar Farouk Abdulmutallab, Nidal Hasan (the suspect in the November 2009
Fort Hood, Texas, shooting), and two of the 9/11 hijackers.165

FIGHTING ON
In many ways, Sanaa has backed itself into a corner. On the counterterrorism front,
AQAP is becoming a clear and present threat to the regime, but Saleh appears unwilling
to eradicate this danger fully. To be sure, the December 2009 airstrikes, ground
offensive, and arrests do represent a sharp escalation in Sanaa’s anti-AQAP campaign.
That being said, the regime will tread carefully. Saleh knows he must deliver results for
the U.S., Saudis, and others to continue providing military assistance, but operations
against terrorist safe havens also alienate local populaces, influential tribal shaykhs, and
the militants comprising the regime’s “popular armies.”166 This imperative is heightened
by the fact that AQAP’s strongholds are in energy-rich provinces where Sanaa’s writ is
limited.167 Saleh demonstrated his reluctance to pursue AQAP full-bore and alienate
mujahedin by offering to talk to terrorists willing to renounce violence.168 In essence,
this represents the regime’s attempt to reinvigorate the “covenant of security” that has
worked to Sanaa’s benefit in the past.
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At the same time, the regime’s low legitimacy means it will remain wary of appearing
too close to the U.S.169 Sanaa will try to appear to be combating AQAP by itself, although
in reality the country’s security forces and economy are consumed by the commitment
in Sa’dah.170 Yemen’s national security chief, foreign minister, and interior minister
have all claimed publicly that the threat posed by AQAP is “exaggerated,” while
declaring that the regime should be able to disburse U.S. security assistance as it sees fit.
The regime has also ruled out joint Yemen-U.S. operations, saying instead that the two
will only cooperate on intelligence and logistical matters.1’? According to senior U.S.
officials, since the December 2009 airstrikes the Pentagon (and perhaps the CIA) have
increased the number of surveillance drones and armed unmanned aircraft flying over
Yemen.172

The regime is walking on a tightrope. AQAP has capitalized on the state’s weakness to
cement itself as the most pressing threat to Yemeni stability and regional security.
Campaigns against AQAP may weaken the group, but they are likely they hurt the
regime more. As the British discovered during their 1958-62 aerial bombing campaign
against tribes in Abyan, the iron fist approach can backfire by transforming local
squabbles into showpiece confrontations between the central government and the
tribes.173 Shortly thereafter, the NLF began a systematic offensive against British
Petroleum pipelines and refineries in the south.174 The current situation in that exact
province—and indeed throughout the country—is remarkably similar. Sanaa’s neglect
created an opening for AQAP to insinuate itself into disaffected tribes and threaten
energy revenues, thereby making it counterproductive for the regime to try and simply
bomb AQAP out of existence. AQAP’s safe havens depend upon the tolerance of local
tribes, so preventing Yemen’s slide into state failure requires that Sanaa address the
underlying grievances on which AQAP thrives.

Other Security Problems

Despite the multiple conflicts under way in Yemen, until the Christmas Day bombing
attempt the most publicized security threat in the region had been piracy. In the eight
months ending August 2009, there were 88 piracy attacks in the Gulf of Aden, 31 of
which targeted oil and gas tankers.1’> Although most regional piracy operations operate
out of the Horn of Africa, they are likely to pose threats to the security and viability of
Yemen'’s energy exports in the region. This could disrupt the backbone of the country’s
economy and thus complicate necessary efforts to help Yemen transition toward a more
stable, non-energy-based economy. At the very least, it means that Sanaa will have to
choose whether to devote its precious time and money to naval escorts, radar stations,
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and regional anti-piracy coordination, or to battling al-Qaeda and other security
problems. This dilemma has been made more acute by the Somali militant group al-
Shabaab’s February 2010 pledge to support AQAP by sending fighters across the Gulf of
Aden.176

Another security problem is the proliferation of small-arms weaponry among the
Yemeni population. Senior government officials and tribal leaders alike rely on illegal
sales of military hardware for power and revenue, thereby helping to perpetuate
violence in conflict zones like Sa’dah.1’7 Such weaponry is fairly easy to come by, as
widespread corruption ensures that the windfall procurement levels needed to prosecute
Yemen'’s wars disappear into private hands,’® and in many parts of Yemen serves as the
de facto currency of tribal negotiations.’® As one French counterterrorism official
stated, “anyone who has been to Yemen knows that automatic arms, explosives, and
even rockets are sold out in the open [on] street corners.”180

YEMENI SECURITY CAPACITY

Yemen'’s security forces are substantial and benefit from significant amounts of foreign
military assistance. However, they are plagued by the same sorts of systemic governance
problems that beset all other sectors in Yemen. Patronage, corruption, nepotism, and a
concern for regime stability, above all else, have until recently rendered Yemeni forces
less than effective. However, the success of counterterrorism operations in the wake of
the attempted Christmas Day airliner bombing demonstrates that Sanaa has sufficient
capacity, though not always the necessary incentives, to combat AQAP.

The Security Cerberus

There are three main groups of Yemeni security forces (see Appendix). First, the
Political Security Organization (PSO) is responsible for internal security and
intelligence-gathering, and has worked previously to organize the “popular armies” of
militants used to fight in Sa’dah and the south. It also operates maximum-security
detention facilities that house former Guantdnamo Bay detainees. Alongside the PSO is
the National Security Bureau (NSB), which was created in 2002 to work with Western
intelligence agencies to induce Yemeni tribes away from al-Qaeda. Both the PSO and
NSB report directly to Saleh, but the extent of PSO-NSB cooperation remains unclear.

Second, the Ministry of Interior’s Central Security Organization (CSO) contains the
paramilitary Central Security Forces (CSF) responsible for manning security
checkpoints, tracking terrorism suspects, and undertaking special forces operations
(including operations against al-Qaedal8!). The Ministry of Interior’'s Criminal
Investigative Department (CID) does just that, in addition to operating prisons.
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Finally, the military consists of the army, navy, air force, and coast guard. The Ministry
of Defense assumes responsibility for Yemeni military forces. This includes the
Republican Guard which forms the core of the regime’s defenses against external and
internal threats, not to mention any potential coup plotters. Over half of the military’s
active strength is currently devoted to the Sa’dah campaign and to assisting the CSF
with highway checkpoints, thus motivating the regime to continue recruiting “popular
armies” to fill out the margins.182 The PSO, NSB, and CID have been criticized by the
U.S. State Department and human rights organizations for human rights abuses against
southern secessionists, Sa’dah insurgents and civilians, terrorism suspects, and political
prisoners.183

As the multiple layers of security services would suggest, this results in extensive
duplication of effort and capability between the police, army, and interior ministry.
Furthermore, this promotes inter-service rivalries and stovepiping of security
ministries, 184 thereby preventing the military from potentially uniting to overthrow the
regime. At the same time, this reduces effectiveness. For example, chief of staff for the
CSF, Brig. Gen. Yahya Saleh, one of President Saleh’s nephews, has complained publicly
about his unit’s inability to coordinate its counterterrorist activities with the Air Force,
since the Ministry of Defense controls the latter.185

A Family Affair

Nepotism further compromises effectiveness. Saleh has built the country’s security
apparatus as the bedrock of loyalty to the regime; this may ensure continuity, but
undermines accountability. Key military posts are awarded to members of Saleh’s tribe
(Sanhan), while his close relatives command important positions.186 Within the Ministry
of Defense, Saleh’s eldest son Ahmed (believed to be Saleh’s top choice for a successor)
is a colonel in charge of the Republican Guard and special forces units, half brother Gen.
Ali Muhsin al-Ahmar is the Commander of the Northwestern Military Zone (in charge of
the Sa’dah campaign), half brother Brig. Gen. Ali Saleh al-Ahmar is the chief of staff of
the military’s general command, and half brother Brig. Gen. Mohamed Saleh al-Ahmar
is Commander of the Yemeni Air Force. Sanhan members command the military zones
of troublesome Aden and energy-rich Hadhramout, while one of Saleh’s brothers-in-law
is the political head of the Aden governorate. President Saleh’s nephews occupy
important positions in the Ministry of Interior (including CSF), Presidential Guard, and
the cabinet.
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As with the command structures, loyalty trumps meritocracy in determining the
composition of the various security organizations; many soldiers draw salaries without
performing any actual duties.!87 In fact, in September 2007 the regime announced it
would reinstate compulsory military service in part to counter unemployment.188
Moreover, some 30,000 “ghost” troops are on the military’s payrolls to ensure that
enough money makes it to the officer class to keep them loyal.!89 This practice is abetted
by the fact that Yemen'’s total military budget is a single line item in the national
budget.19 Thus, although the regime devotes up to forty percent of its budget to military
expenditure, a significant fraction likely disappears into the patronage system. Not
surprisingly, many security personnel lack adequate training.19!

A Wealth of Security Assistance, a Bloated System

Nevertheless, Yemen boasts a sizable and well-equipped security apparatus. The country
spends a robust 5-6% of its gross domestic product (GDP) on defense—the seventh-
highest rate in the world!92—to support the Arabian Peninsula’s second-largest military
force (behind Saudi Arabia). It also receives significant amounts of military assistance
from a variety of suppliers. In fact, at almost two cents for every dollar Yemen has the
world’s third-highest ratio of conventional arms imports per dollar of GDP.193

Since the USS Cole bombing in 2000, the U.S. has provided military equipment and
financing to Yemen, in addition to standing up counterterrorist, coastguard, and police
forces. However, even if General Petraeus’s promise of $150 million in overall security
assistance for Yemen in 2010 is fulfilled,194 this will be dwarfed by other suppliers’
deliveries of conventional military equipment alone. In fact, the U.S. is currently
Yemen'’s smallest arms supplier, at around one percent of total imports.195

Since unification, more than half of Yemen’s arms imports have come from Russia and
fully 83% have come from the former Soviet Union.196 During 2001-08, Russia
accounted for $600 million in arms deliveries to Yemen, about half the total for this
period, and sixty percent of the total since 2004. These statistics conform to arms
imports patterns since unification (Chart 4), and will likely hold for the foreseeable
future. In February 2009 Saleh added a $1 billion arms deal with Moscow!97 as part of
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