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The conflict in Yemen is a multi-layered war where internal rivalries are often fueled
by regional powers and interests. Over the past decade, the Houthi movement "Ansar
Allah" has been at the center of international attention in Yemen due to two wars
waged by the movement:

Yemen’s civil war began in 2014, when the Houthis swept down from their northern
stronghold and seized the capital, Sanaa, along with much of the country’s north. The
rebel group has been at war with the government, backed by a Saudi-led coalition
since 2015, in a conflict that has killed hundreds of thousands of Yemenis and
triggered a major humanitarian crisis.! Both sides signed in April 2022 an UN-
brokered ceasefire.

The involvement of the Houthis in the " Iron Sword" war between Israel and Hamas.
The Houthis sided with Hamas, attacked Israel with missiles and drones and closed
the Red Sea to shipping as part of their solidarity with the Palestinians.

As of January 2026, the focus of the conflict has shifted from the "Houthis vs.
Government" to an internal power struggle within the anti-Houthi coalition between

Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates (UAE) through their local proxies.

Yemen is effectively split between two councils: the Saudi-backed and internationally
recognized Presidential Council, led by President Al-Alimi, and the UAE-backed
Southern Transitional Council (STC), headed by Aidarus Al-Zubaidi, which partially
governs southern Yemen while operating under the Presidential Council’s supervision.

The Presidential Council includes members from various factions, including former
loyalists of the late President Ali Abdullah Saleh, tribal leaders, and Sunni Islamist
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affiliates, all of whom oppose the Houthi movement, which controls most of northern
Yemen.?

The ceasefire agreement between the Houthis and the legitimate government of
Yemen (the Presidential Council) and Saudi Arabia, which has been maintained since
2022 and the Houthis' focus on the campaign against Israel and the maritime traffic in
the Red Sea, reduced the Houthi threat that was the unifying factor of the anti-Houthi
coalition and past rivalries among the anti-Houthi coalition erupted violently.

In December 2025 the STC launched an offensive and within a short time controlled
the oil-rich Hadhramaut and Al-Mahrah provinces, the territories that made up the
former South Yemen.

Yemen is currently more divided than at any point in its 36-year history of unification
and this rift threatens to permanently dissolve the 1990 unification of North and South
Yemen and create a security vacuum ripe for exploitation by the Houthis and other
extremist actors.

Background

The current tension stems from the 1990 unification of North and South Yemen as the
Republic of Yemen with Ali Abdallah Saleh as president. But many southerners felt
marginalized by the northern-led government of Ali Abdullah Saleh and between May
and July 1994, President Saleh declared a state of emergency and dismisses Vice-
President Ali Salem Al-Beid (from the South) and other southern officials, who
declared the secession of the South before being defeated by the national army loyal
to Saleh in a brief civil war in 1994.3

The "Southern Movement" (Al-Hirak) formed in 2007, promoted southern autonomy
by peaceful protests eventually radicalized after government crackdowns. The STC
grew out of the Southern Movement that controlled areas in the southwest, around and
including Aden. The STC was established in April 2017 as an umbrella organization
for groups that seek to restore South Yemen as an independent state, which was
known as the People’s Democratic Republic of Yemen between 1967 and 1990.

During the civil war (2014 — 2022) the STC was part of the anti-Houthi coalition. In
2019 a Saudi-brokered deal incorporated the STC into the internationally recognized
government.* STC is chaired by Aidarous al-Zubaidi, who is also vice president of the
country’s Presidential Leadership Council, the ruling organ of the internationally
recognized government.’ But the STC has long demanded that any settlement of the
conflict in the country should give southern Yemen the right of self-determination.

The STC is the most powerful group in southern Yemen and enjoys loyalty through
much of southern Yemen. The STC receives financial and military support from the
UAE. ©
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The military campaign of the Southern Transitional Council

In December 2025 the Southern Transitional Council launched "Operation Promising
Future" and expanded its control over Yemen’s south oil-rich Hadhramaut and Al-
Mahrah regions.

In Aden the STC forces took advantage of the withdrawal of Saudi forces from bases
in Aden in November 2025, as a part of a Saudi “repositioning strategy.” 7 The UAE-
backed forces seized the presidential palace, which served as the seat of the ruling
Presidential Council, forcing presidential guards to vacate the facility.®

Hundreds of STC supporters took to the streets in Aden to call for the establishment
of an independent state in the south. The demonstrators raised the flag of South
Yemen and pictures of Aidarous al-Zubaidi, the STC leader.

The STC forces marched to Hadramout seized Seiyun, and took over crucial oil fields
and energy installations, including PetroMasila, Yemen’s largest oil company,
following brief clashes with the Yemeni military and allied tribes. °

This move took place after the Saudi-backed Hadramout Tribal Alliance seized the
PetroMasila oil facility in late November 2025 to pressure the government to agree to
its demands for a bigger share of oil revenues and the improvement of services for
Hadramout’s residents. '

STC forces were also deployed across the strategic Wadi Hadramout area, which
includes major urban centers and military bases and then advanced to the province of
Mabhra, on the borders with Oman and took control of a border crossing between the
two countries.!!

The STC sought to portray its military advances as necessary to restore stability in the
region, and to fight the Iran-backed Houthis, al-Qaeda and the Islamic State group. It
said that Hadhramaut Valley has turned into a “platform for smuggling operations” for
the Houthis and “hotbeds” for al-Qaeda and IS militants, and that its operations there
came after “the exhaustion of all options proposed in recent years to restore stability.”

The counter attack of the Homeland Shield forces - '"Operation Restoring the
Camps"

On December 30, 2025, Saudi Arabia bombed the port of Mukalla, targeting what it
claimed was a UAE weapons shipment for the STC and the Yemeni government
ordered all UAE forces to leave within 24 hours.

The Saudi-led coalition launched repeated air strikes: on January 2, 2026, a strike on
the Al-Khasha military camp and next day, on January 3, 2026, Saudi warplanes had
carried out "intense" air strikes on Barshid camp west of Mukalla. '
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The head of Yemen’s internationally recognized government and the head of Yemen’s
Presidential Leadership Council (PLC), Rashad al-Alimi, declared a 90-day state of
emergency, including a 72-hour air, sea, and land blockade.

He also issued a decree appointing Hadramout Governor Salem al-Khanbashi to
command the Homeland Shield forces in Hadramout, granting him full military and
security authority in the governorate.

Homeland Shield is a reserve military unit established by Yemen’s Presidential
Leadership Council (PLC) in 2022 as part of the government’s armed forces,
primarily active in the eastern provinces of Hadramawt and Al-Mahra.'?

On January 2, 2026, the Homeland Shield forces have launched a military operation
dubbed “Taking Over the Camps” in Hadramout, aimed to retake swathes of territory
seized by the STC. '

Homeland Shield forces entered Mukalla, the capital of the Hadramout governorate,
al-Rayyan airport and other coastal areas and completed securing the cities of Wadi
Hadramout, including Seiyun and its vital facilities within a few days.!?

Separately, the Homeland Shield forces said that STC forces in al-Mahra gave up their
weapons and that a safe exit to Aden has been secured for them.

The Homeland Shield forces were supported by Saudi Airforce. Salem Al-Khanbashi,
the Hadramawt governor who took over as commander of the Homeland Shield forces
in the province said that attacks and ambushes targeted the peaceful movement of the
Homeland Shield Forces, prompted Saudi airstrikes against the attacking forces and
those carrying out the ambushes. !¢

The conflict between Saudi Arabia and the UAE

The anti-Houthi coalition is fundamentally split by the differing visions of its two
main patrons: Saudi Arabia and United Arab Emirates.

Saudi Arabia supports the Presidential Leadership Council (PLC) and the "Nation’s
Shield" forces. The core of the 2026 Saudi policy is that "Yemen's unity is a pillar of
regional stability." Saudi officials have made it clear that while they recognize the
"historical and social dimensions" of the southern cause, they will not recognize any
state (like the proposed "South Arabia") that emerges through military force or
unilateral action. Riyadh views southern secession as a recipe for chaos that would
only benefit the Houthis. The goal of Saudi Arbia is to form a stable, unified Yemen
that would be an ally of Saudi Arabia against Iran and its Houthi proxy.

The United Arab Emirates (UAE) supports the STC. The UAE trained and equipped
the Security Belt, Giants Brigades, and Hadrami Elite Forces. They view the STC as
the most effective local partner for counter-terrorism and maritime security.
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Riyadh and Abu Dhabi have long supported rival groups in Yemen's divided
government. A December offensive by the STC, in which it took control of
Hadramawt and Mahra, angered Saudi Arabia, and the rift between Saudi Arabia and
the UAE reached its widest point in decades.!”

Saudi Arabia accused Abu Dhabi of supporting southern separatists and demanded
that the UAE end all military presence in Yemen within 24 hours. The United Arab
Emirates, meanwhile, insisted that its approach was in line with Saudi Arabia's goal of
"supporting a political process” to settle the multi-layer conflict in Yemen and it said
the country’s governance and territorial integrity is “an issue that must be determined
by the Yemeni parties themselves.” 18

On January 2, 2026, the UAE, which rejected the Saudi accusations that it was arming
separatists announced the voluntary end of its counter-terrorism mission in
Yemen, withdrawing its remaining specialized teams from the country and called for
de-escalation."

The United Arab Emirates declared that: "The UAE concluded the presence of its
counterterrorism forces and the UAE remains committed to dialogue, de-escalation,

and internationally supported processes as the only sustainable path to peace".?’

The Saudi Arabian peace initiative

As of January 6, 2026, the Saudi Arabian peace initiative has evolved from a focus on
the Houthi conflict into a multi-track effort aimed at stabilizing both Northern and
Southern Yemen. Following a series of dramatic escalations in late 2025, the initiative
now centers on a "comprehensive conference" to be held in Riyadh.

On January 3, 2026, Saudi Arabia officially endorsed a request by Yemen’s
Presidential Leadership Council (PLC) to host a new round of inclusive talks. The
primary objective is to resolve the "Southern Question" through political dialogue
rather than unilateral declarations of independence. Saudi Arabia has invited all
southern factions, including the Southern Transitional Council (STC), to develop a
"unified vision" for the south's future within a unified Yemeni framework.?!

Yemeni parties welcomed Saudi Arabia's efforts to unite Yemeni ranks to help restore
calm and tackle fundamental issues, starting with the southern cause.

Yemeni Foreign Minister Dr. Shaya Mohsin Zindani said the dialogue is an
opportunity to address pending issues in the South. It will act as a platform for
southerners to come up with a united stance so that they can move from managing the
crisis to coming up with a clear policy that includes goals, guarantees and
mechanisms, he stated.??

The Southern Transitional Council welcomed Saudi Arabia's call to hold the
conference, saying the STC believes that dialogue is the only way to address pending
political issues, starting with the southern issue and the right of the people to reclaim
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their state. A delegation led by Aidrous al-Zubaidi, head of Yemen’s Southern
Transitional Council (STC), will travel to Riyadh, sources said.??

The initiative has received official support from the Sultanate of Oman (Jan 4, 2026)
and the Organization of Islamic Cooperation (OIC). Even the UAE, despite its support
for the STC, called for de-escalation and dialogue.

The Saudi Peace Initiative has successfully "stemmed the bleed" by compelling the
STC to trade its recent territorial gains for a seat at the negotiating table. However, the
long-term viability of these talks remains contingent on whether the STC will
rescission its independence bid.

The Houthis and the conflict in the South

As of January 2026, the Houthi movement (Ansar Allah) has adopted a stance of
strategic opportunism. Their official rhetoric frames the recent infighting in the south
as proof of the "failure and betrayal" of the Saudi-led coalition, while their military
posture is one of high-alert waiting.

The Houthis are using the conflict between the Saudi-backed National Shield Forces
and the UAE-backed STC to reinforce their own domestic legitimacy. They contrast
the chaos in the south with the "security and stability" of the north, claiming they are
the only force capable of maintaining a unified, independent Yemen free from Gulf
interference. They argued that Saudi Arabia and the UAE are deliberately "recycling
tools of conflict" to keep Yemen weak and divided so they can continue to control its
ports and islands (like Socotra).

Following the STC’s "Constitutional Declaration" 2*of a two-year transition to

independence (January 2, 2026), the Houthi Deputy Foreign Minister, Hussein al-Ezzi,
and military spokespersons issued a series of statements:

On Sovereignty: "we will not allow the partitioning of Yemen. The movements in the
occupied south are a 'theatrical play' directed by foreign powers (the UAE and Saudi
Arabia) to tear the Yemeni fabric and loot our national wealth."

The "Red Line" warning: a Houthi military official warned of a "Decisive Battle" if
the internal fighting among coalition factions leads to a total collapse of security near
Houthi-controlled borders. They stated that the "Armed Forces are ready to intervene
to protect the unity of the homeland and its people from separatist projects.

"On the Oil Fields: the Houthis explicitly warned that the oil and gas fields in
Hadhramaut and Marib belong to the "entire Yemeni people" and any attempt by the
STC to monopolize these resources for a breakaway state would be met with a direct
military response from the North.

Warning to Foreign Backers: Houthi media has characterized the Saudi airstrikes on
STC positions in Mukalla and Seiyun (January 2-3) as proof of the "internal collapse"
of the Saudi-led coalition. They warned that they are "monitoring every movement"
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and are prepared to intervene to "protect sovereignty" if the chaos threatens national
stability.

The Houthi-PLC frontlines have been largely stable since a national ceasefire in 2022.
So far, the Houthis have refrained from exploiting the situation in the south for their
own military move, but it appears that they are also making preparations for such a
possibility.

The Houthis have intensified military preparations, dispersing forces along the contact
lines in Marib (northeast) and Taiz (southwest). Intelligence reports indicate the
Houthis have moved ballistic missile batteries and drone units closer to the frontlines
of Marib and Al-Bayda to exploit any vacuum left by southern forces redeploying to
Hadhramaut.

They have reportedly initiated "coordination" with anti-STC tribal elements in the
East, offering themselves as a "national alternative" to both the STC and Saudi-
backed forces.

Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) and the conflict in the South

The internal strife between the STC and the government creates security vacuums,
which extremist groups like AQAP can exploit to regain influence. Securing areas like
Hadramawt, a former AQAP stronghold, remains crucial, as destabilization allows the
group to regroup and re-establish power.

A senior figure in Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP), known as Abu al-
Baraa al-San‘ani, has released an audio recording in a closed group, addressing recent
military and security developments in Hadramawt and Al-Mahra governorates. The
message came shortly after forces of the Southern Transitional Council (STC) seized
strategic positions in the two eastern governorates. In the recording, al-San‘ani issued
incitement calls urging attacks against STC forces, while attempting to rally support
among residents of Marib and other regions.”> Local observers said that such
propaganda highlights the group’s strategy of leveraging instability to expand
influence.

Amid the chaos of the fighting and rapid retreats, at least 18 suspected militants
affiliated with Al-Qaeda had escaped from Mukalla's detention center.?®

Summary

Yemen has entered its most critical phase since the 1990 unification. The
fundamental struggle is no longer just "Houthis vs. Government," but a high-
stakes power contest between Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates (UAE)
played out through local proxies.

The anti-Houthi alliance has effectively fractured. The Presidential Leadership
Council (PLC), led by President Rashad Al-Alimi, is now in direct military and
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political opposition to its own member, the Southern Transitional Council (STC), led
by Aidarus Al-Zubaidi.

On January 2, 2026, the STC issued a "Constitutional Declaration" announcing a two-
year transition toward an independent "State of South Arabia." This followed the
STC’s December 2025 offensive into the oil-rich Hadhramaut and Al-Mahrah
governorates, regions historically aligned with the central government and Saudi
interests.

Saudi policy in 2026 is rooted in the doctrine that "Yemen's unity is a pillar of
regional stability." Riyadh views a unilateral southern secession as an existential
threat that would create a chaotic "failed state" on its southern border.

Saudi Arabia responded to the STC move with unprecedented force, launching
airstrikes against STC positions in Mukalla and Seiyun in early January 2026 and
carrying out a counter-offensive by forces loyal to the PLC.

Following the military campaign, Saudi Arabia pivoted to diplomacy, hosting a
Comprehensive Peace Conference in Riyadh. The goal is to force a "South-South"
dialogue that addresses southern grievances without dismantling the Republic of
Yemen.

The current fragmentation of the anti-Houthi coalition has created significant tactical
vacuums:

The Houthis are using the southern chaos to frame themselves as the only "stable" and
"unifying" force in Yemen.

Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) is actively exploiting the security vacuum
in Hadhramaut. The distraction of Saudi-backed forces and STC fighters has allowed
AQAP to reorganize and potentially seize rural territories in the eastern desert.

The success of the Riyadh talks is uncertain. If they fail, Yemen faces a high
probability of a "permanent partition,"” potentially leading to a new, prolonged
internal conflict that will further empower the Houthi and AQAP.
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