THE WAR IN YEMEN AT CROSSROAD

Shaul Shay
(Senior research fellow at the International Institute for Counter-Terrorism (ICT) at
the Interdisciplinary Center Herzeliya (IDC) and former Deputy Head of Israel
National Security Council)

Copyright: Research Institute for European and American Studies
(www.rieas.gr) Publication date: 13 August 2019

Note: The article reflects the opinion of the author and not necessarily the views of
the Research Institute for European and American Studies (RIEAS).

Three military targets in the southern part of Yemen came under attack within 48 hours.
Yemen'’s southern port city of Aden was shaken by double attacks and a military camp in
Abyan province was raided by Al Qaeda militants. The three separate attacks killed at least
70 people and wounded dozens. The attacks were the deadliest since November 2017, when
the Islamic State affiliate in Yemen targeted Aden's security headquarters. The terror
campaign included:

e The first attack, on July 31, 2019, was a car bombing on a police station in Aden's
Sheikh Othman area, which killed 11 officers and wounded at least 20 others. *
The Islamic state claimed responsibility for the attack.

e The second attack, on July 31, 2019, targeted Al Jalaa military camp in Aden’s
Buraiqa district, leaving at least 40 people killed and dozens injured. The Houthi
rebels claimed responsibility for the attack.

e The third attack, on August 1, 2019, Al-Qaeda militants stormed Al-Mahfad army
base in Abyan province, in southern Yemen, killing at least 19 soldiers and wounding
others.

e In a different type of attack, on August 1, 2019, the Houthi rebels launched a long
range missile at Dammam city in east Saudi Arabia.

Since the Houthi rebels seized the country's capital, Sanaa, in September 2014, Aden has
served as the temporary seat of President Abdu-Rabbu Mansour Hadi 's internationally
recognized government.
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Aden is also at the center of violent divisions within the Saudi-led coalition fighting the
Houthis. Ostensibly, the coalition aims to restore Yemen’s internationally recognized
government but the Southern separatist movement backed by the UAE is favoring a south
Yemen autonomy. Pro-UAE and pro-government militias waged bloody battles in Aden in
early 2017. Since then, such violence has eased.

The terror attacks came against the backdrop of escalating tensions in the Persian Gulf amid
a crisis between Washington and Tehran following the U.S. pullout last year from the nuclear
deal with Iran and new American sanctions on Iran.

The Houthi rebels for the first time showcased on July 7, 2019, a number of new
domestically-built unmanned aerial vehicles and a missile, which they said will have game-
changing effects once they are wused against Saudi Arabia and its allies.
Houthi President of the Supreme Political Council, Mahdi al-Mashat ,said that the next phase
of engagement with the Saudi-led military alliance against Yemen will be full of surprises,
emphasizing that the new weapons will make a profound difference in the balance of
power.’

The attack on Al Jalaa military camp

The attack happened as senior commanders were overseeing a passing out parade for
newly graduated cadets at Al-Jalaa Camp, in the city's neighborhood of Breiqa, 20 kilometers
from the center of Aden. The explosion has killed at least 40 people and wounded dozens,
belonging to a militia loyal to the United Arab Emirates, known as the Security Belt forces.
A senior commander was among those killed. > The blast occurred behind the stand where
the ceremony was taking place.

The Houthi rebel movement, claimed responsibility for the attack. The Houthi-linked al-
Masirah TV said the group launched a medium-range ballistic missile and armed drone at the
parade. "Air Force Command and missile force targeted a camp of invaders and mercenaries
in Aden, killing and wounded dozens" the rebel group said. "The military parade that was
targeted in Aden was preparing to march towards Houthi positions in Dalea and Taiz,"
Houthi Brigadier General Yahya Sari claimed.*

Houthi spokesman Yahya Sari said in a speech on rebel-run Al-Masirah TV, on August 2,
2019, that the rebels had gathered “precise intelligence and secured the collaboration of
some elements” inside Aden, adding that the attack was part of a pre-emptive strategy

aimed at “thwarting plans for escalation by the coalition of aggressors.””
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The UAE had trained about 90,000 Yemeni combatants, drawn from among southern
separatists, including "Security Belt forces", and coastal plains fighters.® Brigadier General
Muneer al-Yafee, also known by his nickname Aboul Yamama, a leading figure of the
southern separatists, was among those killed in the attack. ’ It was not the first time that the
Houthi rebels targeted a military parade.

The drone attack in Al Anad airbase

On January 10, 2019, a Houthi drone, attacked a Yemeni government military parade in Al
Anad airbase in Lahaj province some 60 kilometers north of Aden, killing seven people and
injuring 11 others. High-ranking Yemeni officers were injured : the Yemeni army’s deputy
chief of staff, the commander of the military police , the army commander of the fourth
region and the intelligence officer, Brigadier General Saleh Tamah that later died of his
wounds.? Footage of the attack showed a drone exploding over a podium around which
dozens of military personnel were standing.’

The Houthis said the drone strike was a reprisal for actions by the Saudi Arabian-backed
government of Abd Rabbu Mansour Hadi.*

The attack on police station in Aden

On July 31, 2019, a car laden with explosives and three motorcycles targeted a police station
in the city's Omar al-Mokhtar neighborhood shortly before the morning police lineup at the
start of the workday. Four assailants were involved in the attack, which killed 11 and
wounded at least 29. '

The Islamic State group's affiliate in Yemen has claimed responsibility for the deadly attack
on the police station. The Islamic State said in a statement posted on August 2, 2019, on a
militant-linked website that it targeted "apostate" officers loyal to the United Arab
Emirates.™
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In February 2019, twin suicide bombings claimed by the Islamic state hit a base of an Aden
counter-terrorism unit, killing five people, including a child. Five months later, two people
were killed when an attacker blew himself in the city.

The attack on Al-Mahfad base in Abyan province

Al-Qaeda militants stormed Al-Mahfad army base in Abyan province, in southern Yemen, on
August 1, 2019, killing at least 19 soldiers that belonged to the UAE-trained, Security Belt's
forces. The gunmen attacked the camp with rocket propelled grenades and automatic rifles
around midnight. The militants remained inside the base for several hours before military
reinforcements reached the place.”

Following the deadly attack the Security Belt's forces sent reinforcements to pursue the
militants. Meanwhile, Saudi-led forces launched airstrikes on al-Qaeda targets in the area.**

The missile attack on the far-eastern Dammam city

Yemen’s Houthis launched a ballistic missile attack on the far-eastern Dammam city on
August 1, 2019, the first such long-range cross-border attack. “The force launched an
advanced long-range ballistic missile towards an important military target deep into Saudi
Arabia’s Dammam in a new and practical test of the Yemeni missile force," Houthi Brigadier
General Yahya Sari said in a statement. There was no confirmation from the kingdom of an
attack on Dammam.*

Dammam is located in the easternmost part of Saudi Arabia and is an essential center for
economic companies including Saudi Aramco, a major oil export hub.'® The distance
between the Houthi held parts of northern Yemen to Dammam is about 1300 kilometers.

Iran and the missiles and drone attacks

The Saudi envoy to Yemen, Mohammed bin Saeed Al Jabir, accused Iran of being behind the
attack on the military parade in Aden that the Houthi militia has claimed responsibility for.
The Saudi envoy, in a Twitter post, also blamed Iran for the attack on the police station in
the southern port city, which Islamic state later claimed responsibility. He said that the
attacks indicate that Iran "shares common goals with fellow terrorists such as IS and al-
Qaeda"." Iran denied any involvement in Yemen.'®
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Yemen's Prime Minister, Maeen Abdulmalik also accused Iran of being behind the parade
attack and the blast at the police station. The Yemeni government said that the "source and
purpose (of the attacks) were the same. The two attacks prove the Houthi militia rebels and
other terrorist groups are sharing roles and complementing each other in a war against the
Yemeni people." *°

Saudi Arabia has claimed that Iran supplied the missiles or at least helped the Houthis
manufacture them from parts that were in Yemen before the war. Iran has repeatedly
denied supplying the Houthis with drone or ballistic missile technology, both of which the
rebels have increasingly used, including to target Saudi Arabia. *°

Summary

The conflict in Yemen began with the 2014 takeover of northern and central Yemen by the
Houthi rebels, driving out the internationally recognized government from the capital,
Sanaa. In March 2015, a Saudi-led coalition launched an air campaign to prevent the Houthis
from overrunning the country's south. The Houthis have used drones and missiles to attack
Saudi Arabia and have targeted vessels in the Red Sea. **

There are three things going on now which may have the potential to change the war: >
e The increased ability of the Houthis to hit back against Saudi-Emirati backed forces.
e The UAE's decision to reduce its military presence in Yemen.

o InJuly 2019, for the first time in six years, Emirati officials met an Iranian delegation
in Tehran. But the meeting in itself was a significant step.

In recent months Houthi rebels have increased cross-border attacks on the Saudi kingdom,
though the attack on Dammam is the first to demonstrate the rebels’ long-range capabilities.

In July 2019, the UAE said it was scaling down its presence in Yemen, pulling some troops
from areas including Aden and the western coast deployed for operations against the
Houthis in the main port city of Hodeidah, where a U.N. - brokered ceasefire has been in
place since December 2018.2 The UAE troop withdrawal had created a security vacuum in
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southern Yemen and the Houthis, Al Qaeda and Islamic state took advantage of the
situation.

The independent attacks by three different terror groups ,highlighted the complexity of the
war in Yemen and the precarious security situation even in the southern parts of the country
that are under the control of Saudi led coalition's forces. The latest Houthi attacks are a
message that neither the south of Yemen nor the Saudi territory are safe and without a
peace agreement with the Houthis there cannot be security and stability.

What now lies ahead for the Saudi coalition and is there any room for diplomacy?

Since Iran is the main sponsor of the Houthi rebels, any political solution will be connected
to the regional tension between Iran and the US and its regional allies including Saudi Arabia
and UAE.

The escalating violence in Yemen could complicate U.N.-led efforts to implement the
Stockholm agreement and a troop withdrawal in Hodeidah, the main entry point for
Yemen’s commercial and aid imports. The implementation of the agreement in Hodeidah is
an essential step to pave the way for political talks to end the war amid mistrust among all
parties and competing agendas of Yemen’s fractious groups.*
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