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As violence escalates in Yemen between the Iran-aligned Houthi 

movement and the Saudi led coalition in the north of the country and the 

corona virus pandemic, Saudi Arabia has proposed a framework to end 

the latest standoff in southern Yemen between Southern Transitional 

Council (STC) and President Abd-Rabbu Mansour Hadi.1 

Yemen's government and southern separatist forces have agreed on a 

ceasefire and will begin talks in Saudi Arabia on implementing a peace 

deal, the kingdom's ambassador to Yemen said on June 22, 2020.2  

Background 

The British established a colony in Aden in 1839 and remained there until 

withdrawing in 1967, when Aden joined other southern regions to form 

an independent South Yemen republic. In 1970, a socialist republic was 

declared, which forged close ties with the erstwhile Soviet Union.3 

South Yemen was an independent country from the 1967 British 

withdrawal - after which it went on to become a Soviet-backed 

communist one-party state - until it united with the north in 1990.             An 

attempt to break away again in 1994 sparked a short-lived civil war that 

ended with it being overrun by northern forces. 

The political landscape in the south is complex. The STC is a political 

movement that was formed in 2017 and its members describe it as an 
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extension of the southern separatist movement that was formed after the 

1994 war. 

Houthi rebels took over Yemen's capital Sanaa in 2014, forcing the 

government of President Hadi to relocate to Aden, in the south.            

When the Saudi-led Arab coalition intervened in March 2015 to fight 

Houthi rebels the southern separatists have fought together in the Saudi-

led coalition's war against Yemen's Houthi rebels.4  Since 2016, the UAE 

has provided military and financial backing to the STC-dominated 

paramilitary group comprised of some 90,000 Yemeni fighters.5  

Tensions in Aden rose in April 2017 when President Hadi accused the city's 

governor, Aidarous al-Zubaidi, of disloyalty and dismissed him. Aidarous 

al-Zubaidi had a history of favoring autonomy for the formerly 

independent south.  On May 11,2017 that year, following mass protests 

against al-Zubaidi's removal, the STC was formed, with the former Aden 

governor chosen to preside over the 26-seat council.6 

The secessionist Southern Transitional Council (STC), is the political 

representative of the Southern people that has widespread support 

across southern Yemen. The STC is pushing for southern secession.7 

In August 2019, deadly clashes broke out between the government and 

STC forces who seized control of Aden, ousting unionist forces who had 

set up base there when President Hadi fled the Houthi-held capital Sanaa 

in February 2015.8 

Yemen's government accused the UAE of backing a "coup" and of 

launching air strikes against its troops in support of separatist fighters, 

reportedly leaving dozens of dead. The UAE confirmed the strikes, but 

said it had targeted "terrorist militias" in self-defense. 

The negotiations and the Riyadh accord  9          

In September 2019, Saudi Arabia demanded separatists return captured 

military and civilian facilities, warning that otherwise they will be "dealt 

with firmly".  

On October 14,2019, the UAE handed over to Saudi forces key positions 

in Aden, including an airbase and the international airport, in a bid to 

defuse tensions between separatists and the government. On October 
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25,2019, sources from both sides announced they reached a power-

sharing deal. 

Saudi Arabia increased its military presence in southern Yemen, airlifting 

in additional troops, armored vehicles, tanks and other military 

equipment.10 The Saudis stepped in to separate the forces in Aden, 

asserting their control over the strategic port city, and prevailed over the 

Southern Transitional Council (STC) and the Hadi government to sign an 

agreement merging their political and military institutions, at least on 

paper. 11 

The accord was signed in Riyadh on November 5,2019, put end to the 

deadly standoff between Yemen's government and the separatist 

Southern Transitional Council (STC). The deal reportedly handing the STC 

a number of government ministries and allowing the government to 

return to Aden. The deal stated that STC-linked forces should be 

incorporated into the government, reunifying the coalition against the 

Houthi rebels; their initial opponent at the war's outset in March 2015.12   

The implementation of the Riyadh Agreement 

Implementation has been slow, following the pattern of one step forward 

and two steps back. Since November 2019, little progress has been made 

on the political, military or security fronts. Instead, deadline after 

deadline has been missed on the composition of a new government, the 

redeployment of forces in southern Yemen from positions seized during 

fighting between the sides since August 2019, and the formation of a 

unified military command ultimately answerable to Riyadh. 

The Southern Transitional Council (STC) "self-governance" declaration 

The Southern Transitional Council (STC), on April 25, 2020, declared self-

governance in the south after electricity was cut from Aden four days 

following deadly flash flooding.13 

The STC’s announcement came after at least 21 people were killed in flash 

flooding this month, with Aden's streets submerged and homes 

destroyed. Hundreds of angry protesters took to the streets of Aden after 

electricity was cut in the city for four consecutive days due to the flooding. 

The protesters cut off several roads in the city and burned tires in the 

street. They also tried to set fire to government buildings. The STC has 
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accused the government of shirking its responsibilities in implementing 

the Riyadh Agreement. Government officials, on the other hand, have said 

that they have not been able to return to Aden and resume their duties. 

The southern governorate of Abyan has witnessed unprecedented 

escalations after the separatists sent hundreds of troops to the area in 

what it says was to "strengthen its sovereignty" against the government. 

Both sides have accused each other of destabilizing military actions in the 

south, particularly in Abyan province.  

Heavy fighting broke out on May 11, 2020 in south Yemen as government 

forces launched an offensive to recapture areas controlled by the 

separatist Southern Transitional Council (STC) including the port city of 

Aden. The two sides engaged in clashes on the outskirts of Zinjibar, the 

capital of Abyan province, after the launch of an offensive by pro-

government troops. 

On May 19, 2020, fighting had abated after the Saudi-led coalition invited 

council leaders for talks with the government in Riyadh to end fighting 

and put into place the Riyadh Agreement.14 

But Southern Transitional Council (STC) forces captured on June 21, 2020, 

Hadibo, the Socotra island’s largest town, and gained control of the 

strategic Socotra island. The developments in Socotra came days after 

Saudi Arabia announced its initiative and the mistrust between the two 

sides runs deep and risks derailing Saudi Arabia's newly-announced 

efforts.15    

The new Saudi proposal 
 
Saudi Arabia has sent an official invitation from Saudi Crown Prince 
Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz, to the warring parties to 
open discussions.  

Saudi Arabia submitted in June 2020 a new proposal to implement the 

"Riyadh agreement " brokered by Saudi Arabia in November 2019 in 3 

phases: 16 

• It calls for a cease-fire in Abyan province and for STC to rescind 

emergency rule.  



5 
 

• Saudi-backed President Abd-Rabbu Mansour Hadi would 

appoint a governor and security head for Aden, and name a 

premier to form a cabinet that includes the STC. 

• The STC would then remove its forces from Aden and redeploy 

in Abyan, following which the new government would be 

formed. 

 

Summary 

The conflict in Yemen is a proxy war between Saudi Arabia and Iran.             

At the end of 2019, after close to 5 years of war, Saudi Arabia appeared 

determined to get out of the Yemeni quagmire. 

Riyadh launched indirect talks with the Houthis and reduced dramatically 

air strikes, but given the lack of progress in Houthi-Saudi talks and with a 

Houthi military offensive in the north-east of the country there is a low 

likelihood to achieve an all-Yemen peace agreement. 

Saudi Arabia considers its campaign against the Houthis to be its main 

effort in the Yemeni arena and it wants to end the conflict in southern 

Yemen in order to concentrate its efforts on the Houthi war. 

The anti-Houthi alliance has deep differences that may not be easy to 

overcome. The Riyadh Agreement between the separatist Southern 

Transitional Council (STC) and President Hadi’s government was intended 

to unify and restore cooperation within the anti-Houthi coalition.  

As long as the war between the Hadi government and the coalition led by 

Saudi Arabia and the Houthi rebels continues, there is a low likelihood 

that an all-out civil war will erupt in southern Yemen between the STC and 

Hadi's government. Saudi Arabia and the UAE, the main supporter of the 

STC, will make every effort to contain the conflict and prevent civil war in 

southern Yemen. 

The implementation of the Riyadh agreement that the opposing parties 

signed in November 2019 is the basis for restoring peace and stability to 

the south but ongoing clashes between the STC and Hadi's government 

greatly jeopardize the fate of the Riyadh agreement. 
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The STC's decision to declare self-administration and not independence, 

despite its secessionist agenda, left a window of opportunities for further 

negotiations with Hadi's government, and both sides are open for talks 

that take into account the realities on the ground. 

The new Saudi peace initiative revived hopes that the Riyadh Agreement 

would be implemented but it has to be seen if the warring parties will be 

able to overcome the complex obstacles. 
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