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welcome, once again, to the traditional 
appointment with the newest issue of our 
Commentary, which this time is dedicated 
to  the situation in Yemen. This country 
perfectly represents many of the contra-
dictions and challenges the people of Ye-
men and the international community are 
facing nowadays. 

Yemen has been attempting to start a 
democratic transition with the Govern-
ment of National Unity under the lead-
ership of President Abdrabuh Mansour 
Hadi, who came to power in an election 
held in February 2012 following the well-
known street protests that led to the resig-
nation of former President Ali Abdullah 
Saleh. The political transition in Yemen 
will be inspired by the guiding principles 
of the Implementation Mechanism Agree-
ment, which has been brokered under the 
so called Gulf Initiative. The new instru-
ment in this framework, which has been 
assigned a crucial role in preparing the 
ground for a new constitution and prepare 
elections, is the National Dialogue Con-
ference. The NDC opened officially on 18 
March 2013,  and  constitutes a historical 
opportunity for  finding, through a dia-
logue which must involve all the relevant 
stakeholders,  effective  solutions to the 
political, social and economic problems 
that the country has been struggling with 
for years. The importance of this Confer-
ence, and the risks that there might be 
forces interested in preventing the NDC 
to reach a positive conclusion, has been 
highlighted by the UN Security Council. 
In a presidential statement, the Council 
stated that the Conference should be con-

ducted in an “inclusive manner involving 
the full participation of all segments of 
Yemeni society, including representatives 
from the South and other regions, and the 
full and effective participation of youth 
and women”. Last week the UN Special 
Envoy for Yemen, Jamal Ben Omar, said 
that the situation in the country remains 
fragile and that many tasks lie ahead for 
the transition to succeed. “While progress 
has been made and the transition remains 
largely on track, it is clear that there has 
been active resistance to the transition”, 
Mr. Ben Omar commented, adding that 
“it is clear to whom these are attributable 
to”.

In this complex situation, the interna-
tional community is requested to play an 
important role of watchdog to make sure 
that the Guiding principles of the imple-
mentation mechanism are respected and 
that the Conference is carried out in a 
participatory and peaceful manner.
Beyond the political transition, Yemen - 
one of the poorest countries in the Arab 
world - faces massive economic and social 
challenges. UN-OCHA, the United Na-
tions office that coordinates humanitar-
ian affairs, estimates that almost half the 
population does not have enough to eat. 
In some regions, every third child is mal-
nourished. Officially, the unemployment 
rate is 35 percent, with the young gen-
eration the worst affected. There are also 
power blackouts that leave even the capi-
tal Sana’a without electricity for hours.

The difficult  issues the country has to 
face - from poverty and food insecurity 

to the risk of disaggregation, from fight-
ing terrorism to dealing with significant 
migrations and IDPS, from incredible 
international pressure to the revitaliza-
tion of the economy -  are additional ele-
ments which contribute to make the whole 
situation almost explosive if not managed 
properly.  In this  issue of our Interna-
tional Commentary the various contribu-
tors share their knowledge to explain the 
existing situation, the political and legal 
implications of the possible solutions and 
to suggest a few possible ideas on how to 
overcome the most dramatic and urgent 
problems.

In addition, you will find in the last pages 
of the Commentary some basic info about 
the next Courses we will be running in 
the framework of the International Train-
ing Program for Conflict Management 
of the Scuola Superiore Sant’Anna. Feel 
free to share the info with your colleagues/
friends who might be interested in attend-
ing any of these. As you will notice, we 
are undergoing a major effort to increase 
their number and scope, to continuously 
update their content and to offer courses 
dealing with new issues that are becom-
ing more and more relevant.
We hope you will enjoy reading this issue.  
Warmest greetings to all of you and to 
your families

Dear friends of the ITPCM,

Foreword

Andrea de GUTTRY
Director, ITPCM

Pisa, April 3, 2013
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Yemen on the verge of change

continued

“We should always remember that we 
entered this hall in order to exit with 
Yemeni-made solutions of a national 
flavour to our problems”. It is using 
these words that President Hadi ad-
dressed the audience in front of him 
in his opening speech of the National 
Dialogue Conference (NDC). Nev-
ertheless, the six-month-long forum, 
which started last March 18, was born 
out of an initiative from the Gulf Co-
operation Council (GCC), as detailed 
in the foreword to this issue by Pro-
fessor de Guttry. 

The 565 delegates, gathered in the 
luxury Mövenpick Hotel in the cen-
tre of Sana’a, are timidly resorting 
to dialogue whilst getting familiar 
with the rules of procedures of the 
nine thematic committees established 
by the Hadi’s administration. While 
they are preparing the discussions of 
‘funding’ issues across old regiment-
ed divisions, political/cultural differ-
ences and rivalries,  events outside 
in the streets of the capital town and 
of other major urban centres seem to 
speak a different language. On Satur-
day, March 23 an alleged assassina-
tion attempt on Sheikh Abdulwahid 
Abu Ras, a leading Houthi figure, 
took place in Sana’a, not far from the 
Conference premises. Two days later, 
on March 25, something similar hap-
pened to Dr. Abdulla Al-Fadli, the 
head of State Lands and Real Estate Au-
thority. On Sunday, March 31, while 
Christians around the world were cel-
ebrating Easter, new clashes occurred 
in Aden – between the police/security 
forces and Hirak members holding 
their protests against an “illegitimate” 
NDC – and caused the forth death in 
a week. Ten days earlier, an armed act 
hit also the international community 
when a Russian aid worker of the In-
ternational Committee for Red Cross 
was shot and severely wounded in 
Sana’a.

Although the insecure situation of 
Yemen has been a reason of concern 
for decades, these last series of events 

are too exceptional not to be some-
how associated with the beginning 
of the conference works. Tamed and 
warned by this renewed spiral of vio-
lence, the members of the National 
Dialogue – when they have not yet 
decided to suspend their participa-
tion – need to be aware of how vital 
security can be. Under these circum-
stances the state priorities and the le-
gitimate use of force are more likely 
to silence and compact the country in 
a supposedly democratic and anti-ter-
rorist amalgam under whose weight 
all submerged issues can be flattened 
again. 

It is always a matter of framing.
The international community, as well 
as the national Yemeni government, 
has always tended to look at the coun-
try as a mere set of security issues that 
needs to be addressed or, in some cas-
es, get rid of, once and for all. What 
has been said, aired and written about 
Yemen in the last couple of years 
tends to approximate a same chorus 
of opinions. Yemen is primarily the 
war on terror against Al-Qaeda, the 
Hirak secessionist movement in the 
South, the autonomist Houthis in the 
north, the inescapable centrifugal role 
played by the tribes and their sheikh 
leaders, the divisions within the army, 
the internal displacements and the 
plague of refugees. More recently this 
list has been updated – not without 
a great mystification – by adding the 
problems posed by an inexperienced 
and naïve revolutionary youth, which 
of course also needs to be led and 
tamed. The most pressing women 
and gender issues were also placed 
under this same post and label. 

By adopting such an approach, the 
security agenda looks like the only 
viable political enterprise with which 
the national transitional government 
can possibly be confronted. If - to en-
rich and complete this scenario - one 
draws from the old literature and 
rhetoric about water scarcity, energy 
security, the humanitarian situation 

and the food gap, a sentiment of ur-
gency and emergency is clearly re-
stored to its ruling role, not only with-
in the country but also among outside 
actors. As a result, the need for inter-
national support and tutelage can eas-
ily spread among the wholehearted and 
worrisome interventionists.

It is within this framework that the 
NDC is a great success and oppor-
tunity for the national transitional 
government: a comprehensive and 
democratic way to settle down long-
lasting [security] issues and to tackle 
some new ones that more recently 
challenged the old political system. 
A great result, without any doubt, 
which makes people, politically and 
culturally as distant as the secular so-
cialists and as the religious Islamists 
can be, rub shoulders together while 
sitting at the same table.

As a matter of fact, the political parties 
and the aged political elite are well 
represented in the NDC. A same priv-
ilege is shared with the old-regime 
opposition groups and – in principle 
- the country most troubling sources 
of tension, notably the Houthis and 
the Hiraks. If they are not fully com-
mitted yet, they are highly urged to 
do so and to participate in the confer-
ence works, under the auspices of the 
UN convoy representative Jamal Ben 
Omar.  A cross-cutting 30% female 
quota along with 40 delegates repre-
senting the youth and the independ-
ents - unilaterally appointed by the 
transitional president - complete the 
conference’s composition. The more 
the assembly is inclusive the more it 
is legitimate, and the more it is likely 
to shape a new order for the country. 

But this kind of approach is guiltily 
neglecting the existence of an ongo-
ing and still incubating revolution 
that only two years before manifested 
itself shacking the country from its 
roots. Intentionally or unintention-
ally, the central institutions in Sana’a, 
the social and political elites in the 

Beyond the security agenda
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country and a compliant regional and 
international community are oblivi-
ous of the reason why all this proc-
ess was originally set in motion. If 
it is true that in the sparking of the 
revolution the Southern Movement 
played a major role, it is also true that 
addressing it as mere good governance 
and federalist issue reflects, anach-
ronistically, that security biased ap-
proach mentioned above. Fixing the 
date for the NDC’s opening session on 
March 18, the anniversary of the “Fri-
day of Dignity”, when in 2011, over 50 
youth were killed and hundreds were 
injured, can again be interpreted as 
way to seize control of the legacy of 
the revolution while downplaying its 
true nature and essence.

Yemen witnessed a widespread re-
volt, from north to south and across 
the country, well beyond the tradition-
al political segmentations. The trans-
formative power of collective action, 
which many of them experienced, 
deeply affected the way they view 
themselves, others, and their common 
struggle.  This movement eventually 
led to the rise of a public opinion, 
giving birth to a political conscience 
and to newly-formed solidarities that 
cannot be undone and that are not 
reflected in the actual composition 
of the NDC. How Yemen is currently 
addressing the internal political situ-
ation risks to prove obsolete by the 
real living changes smouldering in 
the country’s civil society. A new insti-
tutional order inspired much more by 
the preservation of the past than by 
the developments of the present can 
plunge the country into chaos once 
again. The Yemeni civil society has 
stepped ahead of its institutions, the 
activists and the revolutionists, more 
than expected, are ready to regain - if 
needed - the first square, the square of 
the popular act.

The youth in Yemen represent over 
the 50% of the entire population. They 
aim at the full enjoyment of social and 
political rights, and ultimately their 
quest is for democracy. But above 
all, they are mostly unemployed and 
when they speak about dignity they 

mean a job. When they speak about 
anti-corruption they mean education 
and a more equal distribution of the 
internal resources. They are weary 
of being left unaddressed by an old-
fashioned security agenda that keeps 
dividing them along established po-
litical patterns and descriptive repre-
sentations, which are more a labelling 
of possible ways out than the cause of 
their dissent. 

Yemen as a whole needs to be looked 
at under a different light by the ruling 
class and the international commu-
nity alike. From the abundant young 
labour force - as a key resource for 
a new development strategy - to the 
legal implication of the war on terror 
carried out through unmanned tech-
nologies, a full range of aspects come 
into question here. It is their overall 
impact on the everyday life and the 
livelihood of the people of Yemen that 
matters. 

It is bearing this in mind that this is-
sue of the ITPCM International Com-
mentary tried to take an updated pic-
ture of the so called Arabia Felix today. 

Michele Gonnelli
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*INTERSOS is an Italian humanitarian aid 
organisation. In Yemen it is currently active 
in assisting refugees and in responding to the 
humanitarian needs of the IDPs returnees in 
the Abyan Governorate.
www.intersos.org
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Division Capital City Area km² Pop (2012)

Former 
North 
Yemen - 
Yemen 
Arab 
Republic - 
until 1990

‘Amran ‘Amran 9,587 967,634
Ad Dali’ Ad Dali’ 4,786 597,936

Al Bayda’ Al Bayda’ 11,193 660,105
Al Hudaydah Al Hudaydah 17,509 2,687,674

Al Jawf Al Jawf 30,620 534,408
Al Mahwit Al Mahwit 2,858 599,340

Amanat Al Asimah San’a’ 126 2,575,347
Dhamar Dhamar 9,495 1,645,436
Hajjah Hajjah 10,141 1,811,394

Ibb Ibb 6,484 2,505,816
Ma’rib Ma’rib 20,023 291,403

Raymah Raymah 2,442 483,196
Sa’dah Sa’dah 15,022 887,482
Sana’a San’a’ 15,052 1,042,468
Ta’izz Ta’izz 12,605 2,817,696

Former 
South 
Yemen - 
People’s 
Democratic 
Republic of 
Yemen - 
until 1990

‘Adan Aden 1,114 589,419
Abyan Zinjibar 21,939 764,342

Al Mahrah Al Ghaydah 82,405 122,453
Hadramaut Al Mukalla 191,737 1,263,754

Lahij Lahij 15,210 865,791
Shabwah Ataq 47,728 546,467

Yemen San’a’ 528,076 24,259,561

Central Statistical Organisation of Yemen. General Population Housing and Establishment Census 2012 Final Results 

GOVERNORATEs 
OF YEMEN
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YEMEN’s 
WEALTH LIEs IN 
ITs LABOUR FORCE

by Charles schmitz

Professor of Geography,
at Towson University,

Baltimore, USA

WHILE THE CAuSAL LInkS bETWEEn POPuLATIOn GROWTH, nATuRAL 
RESOuRCES DEPLETIOn AnD POvERTY ARE quESTIOnAbLE, DOMESTIC 
InvESTMEnT AnD A YOunG LAbOuR FORCE ARE THE kEYS TO GROWTH In 
YEMEN.

Security is clearly the number one 
concern of the United States, Saudi 
Arabia, and Europe in dealing with 
Yemen. Without the presence of al-
Qaeda and now Iran in Yemen, there 

would be far less concern about 
Yemen’s political and economic chal-
lenges.  Many countries, particularly 
in Sub-Saharan Africa, suffer from 
greater economic and political cri-

ses, yet none receives the attention 
that Yemen has over the last couple 
of years.  Yemen attracts the attention 
of global powers because of threats 
to Saudi Arabia’s oil, Iran’s challenge 

Western security concerns

Photo: Carpenter at work in the Suq, Sana’a, © Francesco Veronesi, 2009
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to Saudi/American hegemony in the 
Gulf, and al-Qaeda’s threat to the 
United States and Europe.   

Foreign concern with Yemen’s pov-
erty is not derived from sympathy 
with the plight of ordinary Yemenis 
but rather is rooted in the assumed 
relationship between poverty and 
political extremism.  Poverty allows 
al-qaeda to recruit fighters by paying 
them a monthly stipend, as it did in 
the south of Yemen during the politi-
cal crisis of 2011.  Poverty also allows 
Iran to gain influence, it is argued, by 
showering cash on political pretend-
ers such as Ali Salem al-Beidh, the 
stalwart of the secessionist camp in 
southern Yemen.  

Similarly, Yemen’s political crises are 
not at all unique in the former colo-
nial world.  Many countries are char-
acterized by fractured polities that 
suffer from de facto secession of large 
swaths of their territory.  However, 
political instability in the case of Yem-
en threatens the geopolitical interests 
of the powerful.  Political instability in 

Yemen might allow regional rival Iran 
to gain influence by supporting seces-
sionist factions, or instability may al-
low al-Qaeda to organize its activities 
without fear of attracting the attention 
of otherwise occupied security forces.  

So while on a global scale Yemen is 
not the poorest or the least stable state 
by far, its geopolitical significance 
focuses the attention of the world’s 
powers on Yemen rather than the 
Congo.  The concept of the failed state 
says less about the ontological reality 
of the state than about the geopoliti-
cal significance of that state to global 
powers.

Resources depletion, population 
growth and poverty: false myths
Yemen is often described as the poor-
est Arab country with a burgeoning 
population and dwindling natural 
resources.  While this description is 

not inaccurate, the assumptions made 
about the causal links between pover-
ty, natural resources, and population 
growth are.  

It is true that Yemen’s population 
growth rate is one of the highest in 
the world.  By the World Bank’s data, 
Yemen’s 3.1% annual growth rate 
is the eleventh highest in the world 
(data.worldbank.org).  But Yemen’s 
population growth is slowing.  In the 
1980s and 1990s Yemen was famous 
for its high fertility rate of 8.1 births 
per woman (data.worldbank.org), but 
by 2010 Yemen’s Total Fertility Rate1 
was 5.1 and in urban areas Yemen’s 
TFR is 4.6 (Central Statistics Office, 
2010).  Still, at 5.1 Yemen’s TFR is one 
of the highest in the world, and half of 
Yemen’s population is under 20 years 
old.  

However, population growth in itself 
is not a problem.  A look at those coun-
tries with higher growth rates compli-
cates any simple correlation between 
high population growth and poverty, 
for example.  The fastest growing 
population, according to the World 
Bank data, is Qatar, growing at a rate 
twice that of Yemen, followed by the 
United Arab Emirates, and Bahrain.  
Obviously, these countries are not ex-
periencing widespread poverty.   

Clearly, population growth is not a 
problem if there are abundant re-
sources to provide for a growing 
population.  However, if resources 
are limited, population growth reduc-
es income and increases poverty.  As 

1     The Total Fertility Rate is the aver-
age number of children women are expected to 
have during their childbearing years.   A stable 
population with no growth has a TFR of 2.1, or 
what is known as replacement level.  Yemen’s 
TFR is still much higher than replacement level 
and therefore the population is growing rap-
idly. 

Malthus argued, population growth 
reduces the per capita availability of 
natural resources.  Qatar, the UAE, 
and Bahrain may have faster growing 
populations, but they have abundant 
resources for a growing population.   

Even in Yemen, per capita incomes 
rose continuously in the decade pri-
or to the uprising in 2011 (CS0 2011) 
because income from Yemen’s oil 
exports provided sufficient funds to 
keep income rising in spite of pop-
ulation growth.  Rising world oil 
prices increased Yemen’s revenue in 
the 2000s even while the quantity of 
crude oil exported from Yemen de-
clined.  Yemen reached its peak oil in 
2001 at about 450,000 barrels of oil per 
day after which production declined 
to 162,000 in 2011. Nevertheless, the 
price of a barrel of oil in 2001 was 
about 33 USD whereas a decade later 
the price of a barrel of oil had tripled 
to average around 100 USD (Energy 
Information Administration, eia.gov).   

Saudi Arabia produces about elev-
en million barrels per day, Iran four 
thousand, and Iraq two and a half 
million in comparison, so Yemen’s 
oil was never significant by regional 
standards.  However, Yemen’s oil 
revenues were very important to its 
economy during the 2000s.  Oil con-
stituted about a third of total econom-
ic activity during the 2000s and oil 
provided about three quarters of the 
state’s income (CSO 2011), so while 
Yemen was not a major producer of 
oil, oil was a major source of revenue 
for the economy and the state.  

The world recession in 2009 caused 
oil prices to plunge and Yemeni per 
capita income decreased for the first 
time in the 2000s.  Prices and income 
recovered in 2010, but the shock of 
2009 starkly revealed Yemen’s oil de-
pendence at a time when people were 
very aware of the impending deple-
tion of Yemen’s oil.  This dependence 
coupled with continual production 
declines drove the neo-Malthusian 
narratives of resource depletion, par-

Foreign concern with Yemen’s 
poverty is not derived from sympathy 
with the plight of ordinary Yemenis 
but rather is rooted in the assumed 
relationship between poverty and 
political extremism

Yemen is often described as 
the poorest Arab country with 
a burgeoning population and 
dwindling natural resources.  While 
this description is not inaccurate, 
the assumptions made about the 
causal links between poverty, 
natural resources, and population 
growth are

Oil constituted about a third of 
total economic activity during the 
2000s and oil provided about three 
quarters of the state’s income
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ticularly when set against Yemen’s 
rapid population growth.

Reports of impending water crises re-
inforced narratives of the Malthusian 
nightmare.  The introduction of bore 
wells dramatically increased Yemen’s 
capacity to draw groundwater.  In the 
1970’s, remittances sent from Yemeni 
workers in Saudi Arabia increased 
income dramatically and drilling rigs 
became ubiquitous.  Yemeni farmers 
and growing urban areas began to 
withdraw groundwater at a greater 
rate than was replenished by the rains.  

Most of Yemen’s water is renew-
able, meaning that once drilling and 
withdrawals are regulated the water 
tables will rise again. However, with-
out effective regulation water tables 
continue to fall in Yemen.  Journalists 
reported wells going dry and assume 
that Yemen is running out of water, 
but in reality, Yemen’s water supplies 
come for the rain and rain continues 
to fall regularly in Yemen.  Yemen 
does have serious water issues, some 
cities such as Taizz have been without 
regular tap water for many years al-
ready, but Yemen’s water issue is one 
of effective management rather than 
natural resource depletion.  

The food gap: a matter of 
distribution
A related Malthusian narrative con-
jures the specter of hunger due to the 
limits of Yemen’s agriculture.  Yem-
en’s agriculture is limited by rainfall.  
About half of Yemen’s agriculture 
is rain fed and the rest is irrigated 
by wells and irrigation schemes that 
channel overland flow of rainwater 
into canals that water the dry alluvial 
plains of the coasts of the Red Sea and 
Gulf of Aden.  Only about 3% of Yem-
en’s land is arable as a result.  If Yemen 
had access to more water, far more of 
Yemen’s land could be cultivated, but 
scarce water resources limit the extent 
of cultivable land in Yemen (Ministry 
of Agriculture 2011).  

However, Yemenis do not depend 
upon their agriculture for their food.  

Yemen’s staples are rice and wheat.  
All of Yemen’s rice and 90% of Yem-
en’s wheat is imported. Therefore, 
Yemen’s food supply is dependent 
less upon natural resource endow-
ments and much more upon Yemenis 
entitlements in the world economy – 
the ability to import food.  Reliance 
upon global markets for food is not 
a liability; it is an asset.  Yemen can 
exploit its comparative advantage in 
high value cash crops such as coffee 
that do not require lots of water and 
import food crops such as rice that 
require large amounts of water.  This 
allows Yemen to “import” virtual wa-
ter.

Yemen’s nutritional crises are relat-
ed to domestic entitlements, mean-
ing the social means by which peo-
ple gain access to food, rather than 
Yemen’s agricultural resources.  In a 
market economy, the ability to earn 
money determines access to food re-
sources, rather than the ability to pro-
duce food itself.  The World Bank es-
timated that half of Yemen’s children 
are suffering from malnutrition.  How 
this figure was arrived at is unclear, 
malnutrition is notoriously difficult to 
define, but poorer Yemenis are clearly 
suffering from lack of income.  Rais-
ing incomes of the poorest will re-

solve Yemen’s nutritional crises rather 
than expanding agricultural produc-
tion.  The Gulf States have no real ag-
riculture, but they do not experience 
hunger because they have the ability 
to import food.  

Labour force: a renewable resource 
for the future
Oil is not a renewable natural re-
source; oil reserves in Yemen are run-
ning out, and people wonder what 
Yemenis will do for a living in the fu-

ture.  The oil industry never employed 
many Yemeni workers, but oil reve-
nues filled the state’s coffers, which in 
turn paid the wages of state employ-
ees and stipends to tribal sheikhs who 
distributed the money among their 
followers.  Outside of government 
employment, which constitutes about 
ten percent of Yemen’s labor force, 
about a third of Yemenis work in ag-
riculture and about fifteen percent are 
employed in commerce.  Construc-
tion and transportation make up the 
next largest sectors of the labor force.  
Manufacturing is only five percent of 
Yemeni labour so the productive sec-
tors of the Yemeni economy today are 
oil and agriculture (CSO 2011).  Ag-
riculture is limited by water supplies 
and oil is running low.  Yemen devel-
oped a Liquid Natural Gas facility to 
exploit its gas reserves, but revenue 
from gas will not compensate for the 
loss of oil.   What will fuel the Yemeni 
economy in the future?  

Missing in the Malthusian narra-
tives of depleting resources and ris-
ing population is the awareness that 
the wealth of an economy is not built 
upon natural resources.  The Japanese 

economy is natural resource poor, but 
very wealthy, and many sub-Saharan 
African economies are natural re-
source rich, but impoverished (Collier 
2010).  Wealth is produced by human 
labor and the key to growth in Yemen 
is putting Yemeni’s to work.   In the 
Yemeni case, this does not mean in-
vesting in labour saving technology, 
but rather expanding employment.  
Yemenis currently are severely under-
employed2. Yemenis are industrious.  
Over the centuries Yemenis carved 
agricultural terraces on the slopes of 
the rugged mountains of the high-
lands.  Yemenis have emigrated to the 
four corners of the earth in search of 
work.  The largest Yemeni communi-
ty in the United States is in Michigan 

2    With a labour force of about 7,158 
million the 42.5% is currently unemployed. 
Data Yemen Minister for Planning and Interna-
tional Cooperation, March 2013.

Most of Yemen’s water is renewable, 
meaning that once drilling and 
withdrawals are regulated the water 
tables will rise again

Reliance upon global markets for 
food is not a liability; it is an asset.  
Yemen can exploit its comparative 
advantage in high value cash crops 
such as coffee that do not require 
lots of water

Yemen’s nutritional crises are 
related to domestic entitlements, 
meaning the social means by which 
people gain access to food, rather 
than Yemen’s agricultural resources

Missing in the Malthusian narratives 
of depleting resources and rising 
population is the awareness that the 
wealth of an economy is not built 
upon natural resources
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where Yemenis arrived in the 1920s 
to work in the auto factories.  In the 
1970s Yemenis built the modern cities 
rising from the sand in neighbouring 
Saudi Arabia.  The key to Yemen’s 
economy of tomorrow is harnessing 
the energies of Yemen’s young labour 
force.  
 
Conventional policy proscriptions 
are a set of vague “reforms” that vary 
little from policy ideas in the early 
1980s.  These focus on liberalizing 
the economy, freeing the market, and 
enticing the private sector to invest.  
Political “reforms” include balancing 
the state’s budget; providing physical 

and social infrastructure such as edu-
cation, transportation, and utilities; 
and instituting “good governance” 
which in essence seems to mean con-
taining the local population so that it 
does not cause any political or secu-

rity headaches for the international 
community.  

Under laying these reforms is the idea 
that maintains that macroeconomic 
stability and social peace will grow, 
which has certainly been the case (Ro-
drick 1999), but economic and social 
stability are only part of the necessary 
ingredients for growth.  The key to 
cultivating growth is increasing Yem-
en’s labour productivity, putting Yem-
enis to work, or, more precisely, giv-
ing ordinary Yemenis the confidence 
that investments in their future will 
pay off. Currently Yemenis send their 
wealth abroad because they do not 
trust that their investments are safe in 
Yemen or that the efforts of their la-
bour will blossom in the future.  

Creating an environment that fosters 
the industriousness of ordinary Yem-
enis will bring sustained growth, not 
the reliance upon natural resources.  
Of course foreign investment is wel-
come, but foreign investment will 
not foster growth in Yemen.  Foreign 
investment looks for opportunity to 
profit where growth is already oc-
curring.  As Rodrik shows, foreign 
investment is rarely the engine of 
growth in an economy.  Foreign in-
vestment can bring “spill over effects” 
of technological or social innovations, 
access to sources of capital and for-
eign markets, but it rarely spurs the 
development of an economy.  Foreign 

investors appear only after a dynamic 
investment environment has been 
created. Domestic investment, mean-
ing local Yemen investors, both from 
the existing private sector and new 

Photo: Like an ancient greek theatre the terraced crops draw several circular steps, by Ai@ce, © Franco Pecchio, 2006

Conventional policy proscriptions 
are a set of vague “reforms” that vary 
little from policy ideas in the early 
1980s

The key to cultivating growth 
is increasing Yemen’s labour 
productivity, putting Yemenis to 
work, or, more precisely, giving 
ordinary Yemenis the confidence 
that investments in their future will 
pay off

Creating an environment that fosters 
the industriousness of ordinary 
Yemenis will bring sustained growth, 
not the reliance upon natural 
resources
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investor who want to put their sav-
ings to work, is far more important 
for growth (Rodrick 1999).  And while 
the current Yemeni private sector is 
important for domestic investment, it 
is de facto a cross section of current so-
cial structure, largely inherited from 
the Saleh regime that includes those 
that benefit from commercial monop-
olies and political connections to the 
establishment.  What Yemen needs 
is domestic investments that employ 
Yemen labour and develop the econ-
omy’s capacity.  Some of the domestic 
private sector looks forward to new 
investments and developing the pro-
ductive capacities of Yemeni labour, 
but effective policies will induce more 
Yemenis to invest in their own future.

Conclusions
In the current transitional period 

Yemen’s leaders have been focused 
on resolution of Yemen’s political is-
sues and rightly so.  The state’s abil-
ity to regulate society is dependent 
upon its legitimacy.  Without broad 
legitimacy, without resolution of the 
pressing political conflicts, the state 
cannot manage the economic transi-
tion facing Yemen.  Yemen is moving 
from an economy dependent upon oil 
resources to a more diversified one.  
Diversity is an asset; diverse econo-
mies are less prone to the shocks of 
volatile markets. 

In the short term the most pressing 
need of the Yemeni state is to increase 
its capacity to tax.  For the last two 
decades, the state depended upon oil 
revenues.  The new Yemeni regime 
must be able to raise revenues from 
domestic sources.   In the transition 
period the Yemeni state has benefited 
from the largess of Saudi Arabia.  In 

the post transition, the Yemeni state 
will need to collect income, corpo-
rate, and commercial taxes.  Effective 
taxation will give the Yemeni state 
the ability to invest in the physical 
and social infrastructure required for 
future growth.  but effective taxation 
will not occur without the trust of or-
dinary Yemenis and private means, 
and trust is built upon the real resolu-
tion of political crises. 
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sources of capital and foreign 
markets, but it rarely spurs the 
development of an economy
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Introduction

OF PUBLIC 
OPINION IN YEMEN
Yemen, as a country, is known for its 
young population; at least fifty per-
cent of Yemenis are under 20 years of 

age1. It is also a rural country in the 

1     CIA World Fact book, https://www.
cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-fact-
book/geos/ym.html

sense that two thirds of its people 
live in villages2. Only 40 percent of 

2     Urban demographics from the 
unDP Country Profile information on Yemen 

Photo: Barber Shop, Sana’a, © Francesco Veronesi, 2009
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the country is connected to the na-
tional power grid; only 60 percent of 
the population have access to clean 
water through the national water net-
work and only 53 percent have sani-
tation services through the sewage 
network3. We hear horror stories even 
today of women in remote rural areas 
who are raped as they had to relieve 
themselves in isolated hidden places. 
Moreover, 11 percent of Yemeni chil-
dren die under the age of five years 
old because of diarrhoea caused by 
the lack of hygiene and proper sanita-
tion4.

Yet perhaps the most alarming statis-
tic is the high illiteracy rate, as one in 
three men is illiterate and one in two 
women cannot read or write.5 At the 
same time, since the country has no 
rivers, lakes or significant dams that 
would provide for an alternative, Ye-
men’s underground water reserves 
are drying out quickly as they are ag-
gressively used in agriculture. Farm-
ers have to dig as deep as 200 metres 
in order to find water for their crops. 
The irony is that of the 90 percent 
share of water resources that goes to 
agriculture, qat farms - the green leaf 
stimulant that most of the nation is 
addicted to and wastes money, time 
and water on - take at least 37 per-
cent6.

Not only will the underground water 
run dry, also the little fuel Yemen has 
is quickly running out. In 2004, Ye-
men produced at least 420,000 barrels 
of oil per day (bpd). Today the num-
ber is less than 250 thousand bpd7. 
All this, along with an exponentially 
expanding population, which is pre-

http://www.undp.org.ye/y-profile.php
3     World Bank Data per country 2011, 
http://data.worldbank.org/indicator
4     Committing to Child Survival: A 
Promise Renewed, UNICEF Progress Report 
2012
5     ADuLT AnD YOuTH LITERACY, 
1990-2015: Analysis of data for 41 selected 
countries, unESCO 2012
6     Wikipedia Water Supply and Santi-
taion in Yemen; http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Water_supply_and_sanitation_in_Yemen
7     Mundi Index, Yemen Oil Production 
http://www.indexmundi.com/yemen/oil_pro-
duction.html

dicted to double by 2030 reaching at 
least 41 million inhabitants8, is what 
development experts like to call “a 
ticking time bomb.”

On the other hand, Yemen is a coun-
try found in a strategic location at 
the end of the Arabian Peninsula fall-
ing on two seas, the Red Sea and the 
Arabian Sea. It has the longest coast-
line in the region of 2000 kilometres 
long and an incredible marine life. 
The lobsters, shrimp, tuna, crab and 
amazing variety of fish are interna-
tionally recognized and appreciated 
by visitors. It also has many historical 
landmarks and amazing sites dating 
as old as 2300 B.C. Relics of the Queen 
of Sheba’s throne and her empire, the 
Kingdom of the Sun, are still visible 
even today. The first skyscrapers in 
the world can be found in Shibam of 
Hadramout, the land of honey.

So what happened to this potentially 
significant country that, instead of be-
coming an international tourist desti-
nation, became a haven for terrorists 
and a home for Al-Qaeda in the Ara-
bian Peninsula? The answer is simple, 
the nation has always remained un-
der one form or another of corrupt 
dictatorship that used the country’s 
wealth for its own personal interests. 
The Yemeni population throughout 
the years was deprived of having a 
say in its own future. The relationship 
between citizens and the state was 
one of fear and mistrust. National se-
curity was, and still is, preoccupied 
with harassing those who try to think 
differently or ask for their rights. 

Media, especially the broadcast chan-
nels, was controlled by the former rul-
ing party, the General People’s Congress 
(GPC), which dictated what should 
be said on the radio or Tv. Consider-
ing that many Yemenis are illiterate, 
their only source of information was 
controlled by the very ones who did 
not want them to question or think for 
themselves. Therefore for decades Ye-
menis remained in the dark, ignorant 
and oblivious to how they can make 
their lives better.

8     Population Pyramid of the World: 
http://populationpyramid.net/Yemen/2030/

Yemen’s Arab Spring
Some could argue that historically 
Yemen enjoyed a margin of political 
freedoms and plurality that was not 
viable in the other countries in the re-
gion. Since 1990 there were relatively 
strong political parties that played a 
role in politics alongside the GPC9. It 
was, however, an urban phenomenon, 
exclusive to the rather older men who 
come from a certain class or socioeco-
nomic level. Somehow it was an elites’ 
business concerning only a few hun-
dred people in the entire country.10

Yet the access to private newspapers 
run by political parties and private 
businesses, although limited to the 
cities, helped make the educated Ye-
menis aware of alternatives to the 
one regime they knew for more than 
three decades. Also the satellite chan-
nels, especially pan-Arab ones such 
as Al-Jazeera, opened new windows 
that were not available before.11 Op-

position political parties that were 
interested in power realized that the 
democratic way through elections 
could not work with the corrupt sys-
tem and that they needed the general 
public to be the vessel and the bridge 
taking them to the position of power. 
A coalition of five opposition politi-
cal parties was created in 2005 and 
was called the Joint Meeting Parties 
(JMP)12. Ironically this coalition in-
cluded parties that were very differ-
ent ideologically, such as the Islamists 
and the Socialists. But having a com-
mon enemy united the under-dogs 
even if temporarily.

9     Yemen Political parties Wikipedia: 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Political_parties_
in_Yemen
10     Elite Politics, Street Protests and 
Regional Diplomacy: Chatham House: http://
www.chathamhouse.org/publications/papers/
view/132823 
11     Al-Jazeera and the Arab Spring, 
Chatham House: http://www.chathamhouse.
org/publications/papers/view/181515
12     Yemen’s transition recreates dead-
lock among political parties: 
http://www.examiner.com/article/yemen-s-
transition-recreates-deadlock-among-political-
parties
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one in three men is illiterate and one 
in two women cannot read nor write

Considering that many Yemenis 
are illiterate, their only source of 
information was controlled by the 
very ones who did not want them to 
question or think for themselves
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Gradually, starting from 2007, small 
politically-driven public protests took 
place in the city centres for various 
reasons. Opposition leaders and activ-
ists used the resentment, frustration 
and hunger people had for better life, 
and channelled it against the regime. 
Civil society organizations operating 
on donor money also started talking 

about human rights, gender equality, 
freedoms, democracy, and all the hot 
jargon used to make a case for regime 
change13. Then suddenly, in 2011, Tu-
nisia broke out, followed by Egypt 
and an early Arab Spring was starting 
to form in Sana’a through educated 
independent youth - mostly univer-
sity students who had had enough. 

Opposition political parties under-
stood that this was their chance and 
it was either then or never. They lob-
bied the predominantly young Ye-
meni masses and took them to the 
streets and dominated the revolution 
squares. They brought size, order, 
and resources to the budding Yemeni 
Spring and in return they wanted the 
protestors to repeat after them ‘Do 
you want a better life? Do you want 
a job? Do you want equal opportuni-
ties? Then this regime must go!’14 The 
sentiments soared and the helpless 
Yemenis, passionately believing that 
this was their chance for salvation, 
dived into confrontations with the 
armed security forces. They believed 
that if the head of the regime went, 
i.e. former President Saleh, then ev-
erything would have been fine.

The youth-based protests continued 
nationwide for around ten months 
starting from February 3, 2011. Ap-
proximately a thousand Yemenis 
were killed in the process. Eventu-
ally on November 23, 2011, former 
President Saleh caved in and signed 

13     Understanding the Revolutions of 
2011, Jack A. Goldstone: http://www.foreignaf-
fairs.com/articles/67694/jack-a-goldstone/un-
derstanding-the-revolutions-of-2011
14     Politicizing the youth revolu-
tion: http://www.carnegieendowment.
org/2011/04/27/politicization-of-yemen-s-
youth-revolution/6b7t 

the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) Ini-
tiative in Riyadh. The GCC Initiative 
gave Saleh immunity in return for 
him handing-over power to his dep-
uty Hadi, who is President today15. 
The initiative, which was sponsored 
by regional and international players 
including the UN, marked the start 
of a two year transition period that is 
supposed to end on February 24, 2014 
with general elections and the launch 
of a new government, the way the Ye-
meni protesters demanded.

Public opinion matters
Political parties that joined the op-
position front during the 2011 events 
co-signed the GCC agreement and 
shared power with the former regime. 
A new government led by the opposi-
tion was created, comprising a 50-50 
split of former regime-former opposi-
tion members. The opposition parties 
realized that they were closer to their 
dream of running the country than 
ever before. But they had essentially 
to face two problems. 

First, given the fact that the JMP is ac-
tually a coalition of five very different 
parties, problems among them began 
to arise.16 This is strongly reflected in 
the media wars between the various 
political entities that used to be on 
the same side. Today each established 
political party has a newspaper on its 
own, a website, and a satellite chan-
nel. They use their media products 
to attack each other and convey mes-
sages to one another and to the gen-
eral public trying to win them over.17 
The second issue those parties failed 
to realize in due time, was the emer-
gence of a strong public opinion they 
had contributed to mould. Citizen 

15     Next Steps in Yemen’s Transition, 
IFES working paper: http://www.ifes.org/~/
media/Files/Publications/White%20PaperRe-
port/2012/Next_Steps_in_Yemens_Transition_
paper.pdf
16     Yemen’s transition recreates dead-
lock among political parties: 
http://www.examiner.com/article/yemen-s-
transition-recreates-deadlock-among-political-
parties
17     Yemen Times, http://www.yemen-
times.com/en/1558/news/623/Hadi-struggles-
to-calm-media-war.htm

empowerment, once achieved, cannot 
be undone, and so the parties found 
themselves confronted with the mon-
ster they gave birth to: the public 
opinion.

Since 2012 the number of private me-
dia organisations increased signifi-
cantly. Today there are eleven satel-
lite channels, two private radios - one 
of which is Yemen’s first community 
radio, four new newspapers, at least 
ten new news-websites, and the num-
ber of Facebook subscribers doubled, 
reaching almost half a million18. More-
over, in 2012 a law guaranteeing ac-
cess to information was passed by the 
parliament19. The media boom meant 
access to alternatives. It meant a better 
educated public and a strong interest 
in shaping this public opinion.

Politicians realized that the people 
in the street mattered. They realized 
the importance of building a good 
connection with the people and to be 
remembered in a positive light. Ever 
since, a national change in the percep-
tion of public opinion has occurred. 
More importantly, citizens under-
stood that their engagement in poli-
tics was important. They know now 
that they have a say, and what they 
do matters to politicians. Advocacy 
and lobbying maneuvers became the 
trend among youth activists online 
and offline. new youth-based initia-
tives and coalitions were created and 
new political parties came to the sur-
face.

Moreover, Yemen’s unique some-
what peaceful version of the Arab 
Spring brought the attention of inter-
national donors who came with their 
money, wanting to play a role in shap-
ing the new Yemen. Educated youth 
realized this and overnight new civil 

18     Press Freedom: Yemen through 
looking glass, Doha Center for Media Free-
doms: http://www.dc4mf.org/en/content/press-
freedom-yemen-through-looking-glass
19     Yemen Times, http://www.yemen-
times.com/en/1567/news/759/Parliament-ap-
proves-access-to-information-law.htm
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‘Do you want a better life? Do you 
want a job? Do you want equal 
opportunities? Then this regime 
must go!

Today each established political 
party has a newspaper on its own, a 
website, and a satellite channel

Citizens empowerment, once 
achieved, cannot be undone and 
so the parties found themselves 
confronted with the monster they 
gave birth to: the public opinion
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society organizations were created in 
order to profit from donor money by 
designing and implementing projects 
aiming at democratization, empower-
ment and equal opportunities20. The 
wheels started turning: empowered 
youth meant more projects, which in 
turn resulted in even more empow-
ered youth, in a virtuous circle.

Even the old urban-rural equation 
was invalidated. The protests took 
place at the city centres while politi-
cal parties needed the support of the 

masses usually present in the rural ar-
eas.  Politically driven migration from 
rural to urban took place across the ten 
months of Yemen’s Spring. For many 

20     Understanding the Revolutions of 
2011, Jack A. Goldstone: http://www.foreignaf-
fairs.com/articles/67694/jack-a-goldstone/un-
derstanding-the-revolutions-of-2011

people from the villages this was an-
other opportunity to make money. It 
was their chance to earn income in the 
city where everything was happen-
ing. But since the nature of the new 
job was political, a by-product of their 
being in the centre of political action 
was their political training. They be-
came more aware and better informed 
about issues they had never thought 
about before.

Although this kind of suddenly en-
forced education might be argued as 
superficial and even dangerous, it has 
created a dent in the isolating wall 
between rural and urban cultural di-
mensions. Many of the rural Yemenis 
who eventually went back home after 
the toppling of the regime continued 
working in the political sphere using 
their newly acquired skills to create 
even more cultural change in their 
own areas.

Rise of minorities
Just as the youth, who used to be ex-
cluded from decision-making pro-
cesses, found themselves at the centre 
of events, other groups such as wom-

en, religious minorities or even Ye-
menis abroad found and created plat-
forms for themselves to have a say as 
well. The case of Yemeni women in 
the revolution is a success story on its 
own. The male-dominated patriarchal 
culture suddenly not only accepted 
women to be publically active, but 
also encouraged them to do so. They 
went for it because they realized that 
the demand for regime change had to 
come from all groups of the society 

in order to be legitimate and forceful. 
Women had to be present alongside 
men in this plead, as well as some 
younger teenagers21. 

21     Afrah Naser, Yemen’s two revolu-
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Yemen’s unique some-what peaceful 
version of the Arab spring brought 
the attention of international donors 
who came with their money, wanting 
to play a role in shaping the new 
Yemen

this kind of [...] education [...] has 
created a dent in the isolating wall 
between rural and urban cultural 
dimensions. Many of the rural 
Yemenis who eventually went back 
home after the toppling of the 
regime continued working in the 
political sphere using their newly 
acquired skills to create even more 
cultural change in their own areas

Photo: Women, Sana’a, © Francesco Veronesi, 2009
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Moreover, in order to attract the 
world attention, Yemeni women, who 
have always been hidden behind 
closed doors, had to come out and 
demand the toppling of the regime. 
This did not only shock and impress 
the world, but Yemenis themselves. 
Women, who could never dream of 
even continuing their education or 

having a job, became politically ac-
tive. They were also taught lobbying 
and advocacy techniques which they 
continued to use once the protests 

tions: http://edition.cnn.com/2011/11/17/opin-
ion/yemen-revolution-afrah-nasser 

were over. They also learned the im-
portance of networking and media. 
Many women became popular at even 
the international level because of their 
contribution to Yemen’s Arab Spring. 
Nobel Peace Prize winner Tawakul 
Karman is a clear example of this22.

The way forward
Today Yemen has dived deep into a 
transition process which is supposed 
to end with the adoption of a new 
constitution. Yemen’s version of the 
Arab Spring may not have been like 
Tunisia or Egypt but it has proven 
that political agreements can also cre-
ate revolutionary change. 

22     Revolutionary Role of Yemen’s 
women: http://www.executive-magazine.com/
op-ed/Revolutionary-roles-for-Yemens-wom-
en/5075

Yemenis today are more aware and 
empowered. They are aware of the 
power of media and public opinion 
and have no problem using them both 
to create change. The country is going 
through an amazing new political ex-
perience through a national dialogue 
with all political and social players, 
and in a way that remains unprec-
edented in the whole world. Yemenis 
today are making history and prov-
ing that nothing should be taken for 
granted, especially by dictatorship 
regimes.
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The male-dominated patriarchal 
culture suddenly not only accepted 
women to be publically active, but 
also encouraged them to do so

Photo: Veiled Women, Sana’a © Francesco Veronesi 2009
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COnFROnTED WITH nORTH/SOuTH DIvISIOnS, AL-qAEDA PEnETRATIOn, 
AuTOnOMY MOvEMEnTS AnD RELIGIOuS/TRIbAL RIvALRIES, YEMEn nEEDS 
GREATER SuPPORT FROM THE InTERnATIOnAL COMMunITY.
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Introduction

The current political situation in Ye-
men is heavily affected by the tran-
sition process, which began more 

than a year ago. After almost nine 
months of protests, in the wake of 
the so called “Arab Spring”, former 

President Saleh, on November 23, 
2011, finally accepted the agreement 
for the transfer of power to his dep-
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uty, the current President Abdrabuh 
Mansur Hadi. The agreement, medi-
ated by the Gulf Cooperation Council 
(GCC) and supported by the United 
States and the United Nations, came 
after months of fierce violence in the 
country and international pressure 
on Saleh to decide to take a step back. 
Since then, many decisions have 
been taken towards a stabilization of 
the situation, however the future still 
faces many threats: the problems of 
the separatist movement in the south, 
which continues to be a thorn in the 
side of the government of Sana’a; the 
insurgents connected to the Houthi 
tribe, which, bringing together a 
large Zaydi community, belonging to 
Shiism, claims more autonomy from 
the capital and has repeatedly been 
accused of receiving funding from 

Iran; finally, the destabilizing action 
of the movement of al-Qaeda in the 
Arabian Peninsula (AQAP). In addi-
tion, during the last months, Sanaa 
has seen a real struggle for power 
between the main tribes, which once 
supporters of the President, are now 
trying to take over each other. In this 
context, Saleh remains a shadow 
looming on the transition process 
and on his successor, thus increas-
ing doubts as to whether the former 
President is really determined to step 
aside.

A difficult transition in a divided 
country
On the political level, there is a 
strong commitment on Hadi’s part 
to search for a dialogue with the op-
position. The attempt to organise the 
Conference for the National Dialogue, 
an assembly scheduled by the tran-
sition plan for the post-Saleh, where 
all parties are represented, is a very 
important step in the process of insti-
tutional reconstruction of the coun-
try: the objective is to lay the foun-
dations for a new constitution and 
parliamentary elections for the next 
year. However, the conference, origi-
nally scheduled for last November, 
has been postponed several times 

due to the refusal of the leaders of 
the separatist groups in the south 
to take part. The desire for indepen-
dence of broad segments of society in 
the south remains a difficult obstacle 
to overcome towards stabilisation. 
Yemen, which was unified in 1990, 
remains a country strongly divided 
along the line that once marked the 
border between the Arab Republic of 
Yemen, in the north, and the People’s 
Republic of Yemen, in the south. 

The division that caused the bloody 
Civil War of 1994 is still intact in a 
country that has never felt very unit-
ed1. This is because in Sana’a there 
has never been the will to implement 
policies of integration between those 
who were once two states. Indeed, 
the redistribution of income from 
natural resources, for the vast major-
ity concentrated in the south, sub-
stantially benefited the capital, fuel-
ling the discontent of the population 
in the southern regions. This division 
has not found a solution through the 
tribal dynamics either, whose inter-
connections could create a clearing-
house. 

The Saleh’s attitude towards the is-
sue did not allow for dialogue and 
separatist unrest now has, with the 
central institutions so weak, the 
space to express all its disapproval. 
Also, Hadi has failed so far to re-
new the ties between the two parts 
of the country and southerners live 
in an increasingly urgent situation 
of alienation, as confirmed by the re-
cent increase in clashes between the 
autonomy movement and the Yeme-
ni security forces.

This lack of stability is amplified by 
the fact that the power structure put 
in place by Saleh has been affected 
by his dictatorial behaviour. During 
the events of 2011, Saleh repeatedly 
assured his willingness to step back 
only to keep reneging on all of his 
promises, thus exasperating people 
and plunging the country into a 
spiral of violence. This led to a real 
struggle for power within the inner 
circle of Saleh: on the one hand, the 
faction loyal to the former President, 

1     Cfr. victoria Clarck, Yemen: Dancing 
on the Heads of Snakes, New Haven, Yale Univer-
sity Press, 2010.

close to the Republican Guard, the 
elite group of the Army commanded 
at the time by Saleh’s son, Ahmed; 
and, on the other hand, representa-
tives of the tribes of the al-Ahmar. 
briefly, Saleh’s attitude caused a de-
finitive break in the confederation of 
Hashid, formed by both the tribe of 
Saleh and that of Sheikh Sadiq al-Ah-
mar, leader of the whole confederacy 
and historic supporter of the former 
President2. The Yemeni crisis and 
the difficulties in controlling Saleh’s 
manifestations, had perhaps led the 
leader of al-Ahmar to see a glim-
mer of hope for the removal of the 
President and the seizure of power. 
Indeed, Sadiq al-Ahmar is also the 
leader of the tribal confederation 
of al-Islah, the Islamist party is the 
second political force in the country 
after the General People’s Congress of 
Saleh. 

The attitude of al-Islah against the 
government in Sana’a has always 
been ambiguous, opposing Saleh, 
but never clashing with him. Its 
stance changed just after the rupture 
between the former President and 
the al-Ahmar family. Now al-Islah 
has become the main political entity 

of the opposition front that sparked 
the protests and is going to give a 
hard time to Hadi in the forthcom-
ing elections. Nonetheless, the vari-
ous political souls within the party 
remain a reason for concern among 
supporters and stakeholders. Along 
with moderate Islamists, there are 
also various factions that have their 
ideological vision in Salafism, a mod-
ern Sunni Islamic movement deeply 
rooted in the country.

Two types of insurrection
The problematic security environ-
ment further compounds all these  
dynamics. The difficulties the coun-

2     For an exhaustive analysis of tribal 
dynamics in Yemen: Paul Dresch, Tribes, Gov-
ernment and History in Yemen, Oxford, Claderon 
Press, 1989.

the redistribution of income from 
natural resources, for the vast 
majority concentrated in the south, 
substantially benefited the capital, 
fuelling the discontent of the 
population in the southern regions

Now al-Islah has become the main 
political entity of the opposition 
front that sparked the protests and 
is going to give a hard time to Hadi in 
the forthcoming elections
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try faced over the recent years have 
resulted into a lower state control in 
the southern and eastern provinces. 

In this situation, the network of al-
Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula has 
found fertile ground. The group was 
formed in early 2009 through the 
merger between the Saudi arm of 

al-Qaeda and the Yemeni members 
of the network of Osama bin Laden. 
Since the beginning, AQAP was im-
mediately characterised as the most 
dangerous reality of al-Qaeda for the 
security of the international commu-
nity. On Christmas of 2009, a member 
of the group, Umar Farouk Abdul-
mutallab, tried to blow up an airliner 
flying from Amsterdam to Detroit3. 
Since then, the group has been able to 
proliferate in the country, especially 
in the provinces of Abyan, Shabwah, 
Marib and Hadramawat, where the 
leaders of the movement had stron-
ger tribal ties. Between 2011 and 
2012, AQAP has conquered villages 
such as Zinjibar and Jaar, occupying 
the local military bases and sidelin-
ing the local institutional authorities. 
In this way, al-Qaeda militants have 
begun to get closer to Aden, Yemen’s 
second largest city, but also a major 
strategic hub for international traffic 
through the Strait of Bab-el-Mandeb.

These progresses were eased by the 
fact that, among broad sections of 
the Yemeni society, the Salafi ideol-
ogy behind al-Qaeda is not perceived 
as something foreign and implanted 
from outside, but it is firmly rooted 
in both the social context and the re-
ligious beliefs of large portions of the 
population4. This view might explain 

3     Rajeev Syal and Mark Townsend, 
How a radical student joined the global terror net-
work, 3 January, 2010, on The Guardian, http://
www.guardian.co.uk/world/2010/jan/03/ter-
rorism-uksecurity 
4     Cfr. Gregory Johnsen, The Last Ref-
uge: Yemen, al-Qaeda, and America’s War in Ara-
bia, New York, WW Norton, 2012.

an odd phenomenon, which was ob-
served in Yemen, as opposed to what 
happened in other places where al-
Qaeda found refuge in the past. 

AQAP was not a guest to the local 
community, but a real movement 
that expressed its authority in the 
villages it controlled. More specifi-
cally, between 2011 and 2012, in such 
villages, the members of AQAP were 
those who enforced the respect of 
Sharia and, ultimately, acted as  de 
facto administrative and judicial au-
thorities.  Whereas the strength of the 
group has been limited to the south-
ern provinces,  it is still possible to 
find important tribal leaders sym-
pathizing with al-Qaeda ideology in 
the north as well, and, more specifi-
cally, in the region of al-Jawf. This is 
proved by the fact that, on Septem-
ber 2011, Anwar Awlaki, a former 
American imam and leading figure 
for the jihadist indoctrination in the 
West, was killed by a U.S. operation 
in that area while he was a guest in 
the house of Khamis bin Arfaaj5. The 
latter is a Yemeni Islamist and former 
member of the Parliament for the al-
Islah Party, related to Abdul Majeed 
al-Zindani, a prominent figure of the 
Yemeni Salafi world. This phenom-
enon clearly shows the current en-
demic weakness of the Yemeni insti-
tutional system.

Certainly Hadi has received spe-
cific help in the fight against al-qa-
eda from the United States. If during 
the Saleh Administration Ameri-
can support was indirect, mainly 
through funding, in recent months 
the Obama administration has opted 
for a firmer commitment in support 
of the new President to uproot the 
threat of al-Qaeda from the country. 
As a first step, the u.S. decided to 

5     Peter Finn and Sudarsan Ragha-
van, Yemeni al-Qaeda took a blow but remains 
a threat to U.S., 2 October , 2011, on Washing-
ton Post, http://www.washingtonpost.com/
world/us-born-al-qaeda-leader-aulaqi-is-
killed/2011/09/30/gIqAO7Pf9k_gallery.html

employ drones in its counterterror-
ist operations in Yemen. The action 
was primarily directed to weaken 
the qaedist militia in the occupied 
villages and facilitate the operations 
of the troops on the ground; how-
ever, drones were also used to target 
and kill a number of leaders. In this 
way, the Yemeni army was able to 
organize a counteroffensive, which 
seems to have brought some results. 
In fact, after months under the con-
trol of the jihadist militia, the villages 
of Jaar, Zinjibar and Shuqra are back 
under the control of the authorities 
of Sana’a. As a result al-Qaeda was 
forced to retreat to its stronghold of 
Azzan, in Shabwa province, where 
the United States has subsequently 
conducted air raids by drones in or-
der to further weaken the militia6. 

Despite these setbacks, however, the 
network of AQAP is still able to de-
liver attacks to the heart of the insti-
tutional system of Yemen. And while 
the U.S. air strikes have sapped the 
strength of al-Qaeda in southern Ye-
men, they have also created a wide-
spread anti-American sentiment in 
large sections of the local population.

In this framework, there remains the 
threat of the autonomist demands 
from the North. Here the situation 
has improved compared to few years 
ago, when the Houthi tribe managed 
to organize a real insurgency against 
the central government, leading to a 
conflict involving Saudi Arabia. 
The demands for greater autonomy 
in the region are the result of years of 
discriminatory policies towards the 
local community of Zaydi religion, a 

branch of Shiism. In a country with 
a Sunni majority, with a prevailing 
conservative and Salafi view of Is-
lam, the Zaydi minority has always 
been kept away from power and 
social policies. The Houthis have 

6     Cfr. Jeremy M. Sharp, Yemen: Back-
ground and U.S. Relations, 1 November, 2012, 
Congressional Research Service, http://www.
fas.org/sgp/crs/mideast/RL34170.pdf 

among broad sections of the 
Yemeni society, the Salafi ideology 
behind al-Qaeda is not perceived as 
something foreign and implanted 
from outside, but it is firmly rooted 
in both the social context and the 
religious beliefs of large portions of 
the population

it is still possible to find important 
tribal leaders sympathizing with al-
Qaeda ideology in the North as well, 
and, more specifically, in the region 
of al-Jawf

The demands for greater autonomy 
in the region are the result of years of 
discriminatory policies towards the 
local community of Zaydi religion, a 
branch of shiism
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no real political representation in 
the parliament nor benefit from hu-
manitarian aid from the international 
community, blocked by Sana’a. For 
these reasons they began an insur-
rection in 2004, that reached its peak 
in 2009 when a real civil war broke 
out, where local armed groups con-
fronted the national army.  Currently, 
the northern region of the country 
presents a more stable situation, but 
the demands of the Houthi leader-
ship remain, causing other security 
threats for the country. The Houthis 
are still active and, above all, they 
have not disarmed their militias. Pe-
riodically, accusations from Sana’a 
reveal about alleged arms supplies 
to the rebel tribes from Iran7. Often, 

7     Eric Schimitt and Robert F. Worth, 
With Arms for Yemen Rebels, Iran Seeks Wider Mid-
east Role, 15 March, 2013, on New York Times, 
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/03/15/world/
middleeast/aiding-yemen-rebels-iran-seeks-
wider-mideast-role.html?pagewanted=all&_
r=0

the supposed support of Tehran to 
the Shia Houthi has been referred 
to as an element of a regional chess-
board where the Sunni monarchies 
of the Gulf are opposed to Iran, as 
the champion of Shiism.

Conclusion
The future of Yemen is still shrouded 
by many clouds. Threats to the sta-
bility and security are closely con-
nected to the very tribal structure of 
the country. Moreover, many of the 
issues that led Saleh to step back, 
still  persist and make it difficult for 
the new President Hadi to pursue a 
successful transition process. The in-
ternational community is confronted 
with a set of unsettled matters that 
could lead the Yemeni crisis not only 
to have regional implications, but 
also to represent a threat for the in-
ternational security. 

Moreover, Yemen remains a coun-
try deeply affected by a  profound 
economic crisis, exacerbated by the 
depletion of the energy resources. 

The already dilapidated state coffers 
risk becoming empty shortly. There-
fore, support for the new institutions 
of Sana’a should not be limited to 
counterterrorism, but also allow for 
a wider economic and political plan 
that would provide the country with 
a chance to move towards a real re-
form process. Only in this way, will 
the Yemeni institutions be able to 
deal with internal problems, defuse 
social tension and seek a dialogue 

between the diverse tribal realities of 
the country. In this possible new sce-
nario, threats to the stability would 
have less room to manoeuvre and Ye-
men could effectively head on a new 
institutional path.

support for the new institutions 
of sana’a should not be limited to 
counterterrorism, but also allow for 
a wider economic and political plan 
that would provide the country with 
a chance to move towards a real 
reform process

Photo: Sana’a Old City, UNESCO World Heritage site, 2011, © Eesti
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Photo: End of the day in the Square, Sana’a, © Francesco Veronesi, 2009
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DESPITE YEMEN’S STATE FRAGILITY, THERE IS NEITHER A GENERAL FEELING 
OF InSECuRITY AMOnG YEMEnI CITIZEnRY nOR IS THERE OPPOSITIOn 
TOWARDS InCREASED STATE InvOLvEMEnT.

Fragile statehood and [in]security

Literature on the prevalence of (in)
security in fragile states in general 

and Yemen in particular often rests 
on the assumption that fragile state-

hood necessarily entails insecurity for 
all citizens throughout the country. 
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This lack of security is mainly seen 
as a result of the fact that the security 
apparatus is concerned with the inter-
ests of the political elite rather than 
with the security of ordinary citizens, 
which again is perceived to lead to 
distrust and antagonism within the 
citizenry towards the central state. 
While it is true that Yemen’s security 
apparatus has mainly been used as an 
instrument in the power play of the 
major political actors, it is our argu-
ment here that this has not necessarily 

resulted in a general feeling of insecu-
rity pervading Yemeni citizenry nor 
has it resulted in antagonism towards 
more state involvement. Rather, both 
notions of insecurity as well as sup-
port (or lack thereof) for increased 
state involvement vary significantly 
from region to region. This is as much 
a result of geographical and social di-
versity as it is a result of historical and 
more recent experiences with involve-
ment state as well as non-state secu-
rity actors. 

In November and December 2012, 
the Yemen Polling Center (YPC) imple-
mented a nation-wide representative 
survey1 on Public Perceptions of the Se-
curity Sector and Police Work in Yemen. 
This survey is part of a wider YPC 
project on security sector governance, 
which is funded by the European 
Union within the framework of its 
Stability Instrument. It aims at bring-
ing society into the ongoing reform 
of the security sector within the Ye-
meni transition process and is headed 
by the authors of this paper. This re-
form is part of the current transition 
process following the GCC-brokered 
deal that formalized the end to Ali 

1 Interviews were conducted face to face in 
Arabic (Yemeni dialects) among a random na-
tional sample of 1990. All interviewees were 
above the age of 18 and there was an even num-
ber of male and female respondents. In line 
with the actual distribution of Yemen’s popu-
lation, 72% of respondents lived in rural areas, 
while 28% lived in urban areas. Sampling was 
done proportionally to population size in each 
of Yemen’s 21 governorates. Major results can 
be accessed via http://www.yemenpolling.org/
Projects-en/YPC-SSG_survey-major_results-
print_version.pdf.   

Abdallah Saleh’s rule brought about 
by the upheavals of 2011. Security sec-
tor reform (SSR), which involves both 
the Ministry of Interior (MoI) and the 
Ministry of Defence (MoD), became 
an essential part of this process, not 
only but also because security forces 
had effectively split between oppos-
ing sides in the wake of the 2011 pro-
tests. Against the backdrop of region-
al diversity and a multitude of non-
state (in)security actors in Yemen, the 
survey aimed at understanding the 
nature of insecurity in Yemen as well 
as that of local security provision. A 
further objective was to investigate 
public attitudes towards the police 
and possible future state involvement 
in the provision of security on the lo-
cal level.

Against the backdrop of the Houthi 
rebellion in the North, an increasingly 
determined secessionist movement 
in the South, al-qaeda and affiliated 
groups like Ansar al-Shari‛a active in 
several Northern and Southern gov-
ernorates, and the security forces still 
divided and mainly intent on secur-
ing their ground in the main cities, Ye-
men continues to be portrayed in me-
dia and academia as “on the brink” to 
“Somalisation”, “Talibanisation”, and 
“state failure”. It is therefore quite 
surprising to find that 45% of Yemeni 
citizens answer that they personally 
always feel safe in contrast to only 5% 
who state that they feel always unsafe 
(mostly safe: 28%; neither safe nor un-

safe: 11%; mostly unsafe: 11%). On the 
governorate level, however, things 
are much more complex: more than 
75% of respondents in the Red Sea 
governorate al-Hudaida say that they 
always feel safe, whereas no respon-
dent from al-Jawf (located north-east 
Sana‛a) shares this feeling. Here, as 
well as in the neighbouring governor-
ate Marib (east of Sana‛a), more than 
25% of those interviewed responded 
that they always felt unsafe. 

[In]Security actors on the local level
In public discourse, both Marib and 
al-Jawf are considered as particu-
larly “unruly” and adverse to state 
involvement, especially when ‘the 
tribe’ is pitted against ‘the state’ in 
an attempt to explain or justify state 
fragility. Both governorates have a 
long history of tribal conflict and 
widespread small arms proliferation. 
The latter has exacerbated the former 
particularly in recent years as social 
change has resulted in a weakening 
of tribal norms that have for a long 
time contributed to the containment 
of violence in the absence of a central 

power. The lack of state presence in 
these two regions in recent decades 
can be attributed to several factors. 
Among them, their rugged mountain 

Figure 1: On a scale ranging from 1 to 5 in which “1” means “always very unsafe” and “5” 
means “always very safe”, how safe do you personally feel?

Yemen continues to be portrayed 
in media and academia as “on 
the brink” to “somalisation”, 
Talibanisation”, and “state failure”“

45% of Yemeni citizens answer that 
they personally always feel safe in 
contrast to only 5% who state that 
they feel always unsafe 
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landscape renders these regions dif-
ficult to access, particularly as state 
funds are limited, but then Saleh’s 
rule was also based on what Phillips 
has coined the “politics of permanent 
crisis”2, which entailed the creation of 
instability for the sake of maintaining 
power. Moreover, tribal shaykhs, long 
the representative that one turned to 
for conflict mediation, became em-
broiled in this game of violence and 
have in some cases lost the backing 
of their fellow tribesmen. Particularly 
in Marib, respondents expressed dis-

trust in the ability of tribal shaykhs to 
contribute to the provision of security. 
When asked whether they would feel 
more or less secure if there were more 
tribal leaders in this area, more than 
60% said that they would feel less se-
cure. The role of tribal leaders in al-
Jawf, in contrast, is seen much more 
positively there as significantly more 
respondents stated that they would 
feel more rather than less secure if 
more tribal leaders were present.

In regard to permanent state pres-
ence, 100% of respondents in both 
governorates (as well as in five others) 
answered that there was no police sta-
tion in their area. Instead, in Marib al-
most 40% answered that it was tribal 
shaykhs who brought security to the 
area. In the neighbouring governor-
ate al-Jawf, most people either replied 
that it was ‘the people themselves’ 
or ‘popular committees’ (about 30% 
each) who bring security to the area, 
the latter being local militias formed 
last year to combat the presence of al-
qaeda and Ansar al-Shari‛a not only 
in this governorate, but also in Aby-
an, Lahj, and elsewhere (see below). 
About 20% responded that it was trib-
al shaykhs who brought security to 
alJawf, followed by the Houthis, pow-
erful people in the area in general, or 
the ‛aqil. Figure 2 demonstrates how 
diverse security provision in Yemen is 

2     Phillips, Sarah 2011, Yemen and the 
politics of permanent crisis, Routledge, Abing-
don.

and that state actors are few and far 
between.

As has been the case with some tribal 
shaykhs in recent decades, the above-
mentioned security providers can 
come to be perceived as spoilers of 
security as well. This also pertains to 

state institutions such as army, police, 
the government, and local officials, 
which demonstrates that these groups 
have not necessarily been concerned 
with citizens’ safety in the past. In 
Marib, therefore, it is particularly 
al-qaeda and Ansar al-Shari‛a, the 
Houthis and the two biggest political 
parties—the former ruling party Gen-

eral People’s Congress (GPC) and the 
former opposition party Hizb al-Islah 
(both now blocking each other in the 
unity government)—, but also tribal 
shaykhs and extremists who are said 
to spoil security in the area. In al-Jawf, 
it is especially al-Qaeda and Ansar al-
Shari‛a as well as extremists, followed 

by the Houthis and tribal shaykhs, 
who according to respondents spoil 
security in the governorate. 

Figure 2: Would you feel more or less secure if there were more tribal leaders in this area?

Figure 3: In reality, who brings security to this area? (open question, record one answer)

Marib and alJawf [governorates] are 
considered as particularly “unruly” 
and adverse to state involvement, 
especially when ‘the tribe’ is pitted 
against ‘the state’ in an attempt to 
explain or justify state fragility

About 20% responded that it was 
tribal shaykhs who brought security 
to alJawf, followed by the Huthis, 
powerful people in the area in 
general, or the ‛aqil
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Forms of state involvement
Despite negative experiences in the 
(recent) past with regards to the in-
volvement of the state in the provision 
of (in)security, however, Yemenis are 
not necessarily adverse to more state 
involvement. When asked whether 
security provision in their area should 
rest in the hands of the state alone, 
more than 50% of respondents in both 
Marib and al-Jawf replied positively. 

That such state involvement must 
be based on clearly defined mecha-
nisms and principles, which should 
not make the provision of security 

to Yemen’s citizens a bargaining chip 
for non-state security actors is, how-
ever, something the Yemeni state 

has yet to learn. In the past and un-
til now, the state has often delegated 
its duties to non-state actors, paying 
and arming them for this purpose. In 

Abyan, for example, the government 
has recently relied on local militias 

referred to as ‘Popular Committees’ 
already mentioned above to assist its 
troops in driving insurgents linked to 

al-qaeda and Ansar al-Shari‛a out of 
the region. The militias were armed 
for this purpose and many members 
received government benefits for 
the service rendered. However, this 
strategy could easily backfire as the 
militias will quickly figure out that 
eliminating the presence of these 
militant Islamist groups will put an 
end to the money currently flowing in 
from Sana‛a. Also, given that Abyan 
is a Southern province, the weapons 
distributed to these temporary allies 
might one day turn against the cen-
tral government in Sana‛a should the 
secessionist endeavours of the South 
lead to a military struggle between 
North and South.

Future collaboration by the state with 
non-state security actors thus needs 
to take into account the diverse social 
structures on the local level and the 
impact state involvement can have 
on the prevailing power structures in 
the region. Instead of a distribution of 
benefits to non-state actors that might 
ultimately result in an extension or 
expansion of local and regional con-
flicts, collaboration in security provi-
sion (both from the MoI and the MoD) 
should be complementary to the work 
of state institutions only. The state 
must work to gain control over the 
entire process of security provision 
in the country. That this is not going 
to be easy is obvious from the diverse 
nature of (in)security on the local 
level, the widespread proliferation 
of small arms, and the economic in-

terests of state and non-state security 
actors in a country with widespread 
poverty. 

In the past, however, state fragility in 
Yemen has been largely a result of a 
lack of willingness rather than a lack 
of ability to provide more stability 
and security to the citizens of Yemen. 
It is for President Hadi, the MoI, and 
the MoD to show that this at least has 
changed in Yemen.

the government has recently 
relied on local militias referred to 
as ‘Popular Committees’ already 
mentioned above to assist its troops 
in driving insurgents linked to 
alQa‛ida and Ansar alShari‛a out of 
the region

Figure 4: In reality, who ruins security in this area? (open question, record one answer)

Figure 5: In this area specifically, do you believe that the provision of security should rest in 
the hands of the state alone?

this strategy could easily backfire 
as the the militias will quickly figure 
out that eliminating the presence of 
these militant Islamist groups will 
put an end to the money currently 
flowing in from Sana‛a
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IN THE YEMEN
THE uSE OF ARMED DROnES   RAISES A nuMbER OF COMPLEx LEGAL 
ISSuES unDER InTERnATIOnAL LAW. THE LEGALITY OF SuCH POLICIES 
HInGES PRIMARILY On THE ExISTEnCE OF  STATE COnSEnT AnD On THE 
InTERPRETATIOn OF THE RELEvAnT RuLES.

Assitant Professor for International Law, 
Scuola Superiore Sant’Anna, 

Pisa, Italy

Photo: Secret US Drone Base, border Arabia Saudita/Yemen, March 2013, © Danger Room, WIRED

Introduction

Many may have heard about the 13-
hour filibuster staged by a Republi-
can senator in early March this year 
that forced the US Senate to delay the 
expected confirmation of John bren-
nan as CIA director. Not everyone 
may however be aware that the pro-

test was aimed at drawing attention 
to the concerns raised by the admin-
istration’s use of Unmanned Aerial 
vehicles (uAvs, commonly known as 
“drones”) in its fight against terror-
ism.

While it should be stressed that in 
Washington the preoccupation sur-
rounding the employment of drones 
was solely due to the abstract possi-
bility of their use to carry out lethal 
strikes against an American citizen 
and on US soil, the episode shows 
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that, ironically, the issue has become 
divisive even among policymakers of 
the country that wholeheartedly em-
braced the use of this technology.  
Elsewhere, it is the actual - rather than 

hypothetical - use of armed drones 
that spurs legal controversies. Par-
ticularly worrisome for human rights 
groups, UN experts and scholars alike 
is their employment away from tradi-
tional, recognized war zones, linked 
with the fact that such use is shroud-
ed in a veil of secrecy. 

Last January, Ben Emmerson, the 
United Nations Special Rapporteur on 
human rights and counter-terrorism, 
formally launched an inquiry into the 
civilian impact of the use of drones 
and other forms of targeted killing.1 
The investigation will focus on the 
applicable legal framework and will 
include an analysis of strikes carried 
out by the US, the UK, and Israel in 
Afghanistan, Pakistan, the Palestin-
ian territories, Somalia and Yemen. 
Yemen is in fact one of the countries 
most concerned by targeted killings 
conducted by means of uAvs. In-
deed, the first credibly reported drone 
strike outside a “hot” battlefield oc-
curred on Yemeni soil in 2002, when a 
CIA-controlled Predator drone fired a 
missile at a Suv, killing six suspected 
members of al-Qaeda. 

Since 2002, the covert program to tar-
get and kill al-Qaeda commanders 
based in Yemen has involved dozens 
of drone strikes, but there is no ex-
act account of the casualties caused, 
especially not the civilian ones. US 
authorities rarely mention collateral 
civilian damage linked to uAv strikes 
and, when they do, the figures are 

1     Targeted killing has been defined 
as the intentional and deliberate use of lethal 
force, “with a degree of pre-meditation, against 
an individual or individuals specifically iden-
tified in advance by the perpetrator”, Report 
of the Special Rapporteur on Extrajudicial, 
Summary or Arbitrary Executions, Study on 
Targeted Killings, 28 May 2010, UN Doc. A/
HRC/14/24/Add.6, para. 9 (hereinafter Alston 
Report).

strikingly low. Yet independent re-
ports dispute this data, claiming that, 
“the numbers of civilians killed are 
undoubtedly far higher than the few 
claimed by uS officials”.2 The US gov-
ernment’s lack of openness about its 
drone program, and the objective dif-
ficulties in carrying out independent 
investigations in the field, make it ex-
tremely difficult to obtain exact esti-
mates as to the number of individuals 
(whether terrorists or civilians) killed 
or injured. There are however differ-
ent organizations that produce aggre-
gated data on strikes and their impact. 
According to one of the most widely 
quoted, the Bureau of Investigative 
Journalism, since the inception of its 
drone campaign in Yemen the US 
has carried out between 120 and 148 
drone strikes, in which a number of 
individuals fluctuating between 505 
and 768 have been reportedly killed. 
The number of civilians killed ranges 
between 35 and 94 and among them 
11 or 12 are purportedly children. Ci-
vilians injured number between 135 
and 238.3 

now the Obama administration plans 
to accelerate the use of armed drones 
against what it says are suspected 
terrorists in other areas. We have 
learned, for instance, that the Penta-
gon is considering the establishment 
of a drone base in northwest Africa, to 
step up the surveillance activities on 
al-qaeda affiliates and other extrem-
ist groups in the region, and perhaps 
to later attack them.

In legal circles, targeted killings raise 
controversies under both domestic 
and international law. Within the lat-
ter, three specific sets of rules are to be 
taken into account in assessing the le-
gality of drone strikes: the treaty and 
customary rules governing the resort 
to force by States in international re-
lations (forming the so called jus ad 
bellum); International Humanitarian 

2     International Human Rights and 
Conflict Resolution Clinic at Stanford Law 
School and Global Justice Clinic at NYU School 
Of Law, Living Under Drones: Death, Injury, and 
Trauma to Civilians From US Drone Practices in 
Pakistan, 2012, p. 29.
3     These figures are calculated by sum-
ming data concerning confirmed strikes with 
the ones pertaining strikes that – on the basis 
of certain indicators – can reasonably be attrib-
uted to US action.  

Law (IHL) which regulates how force 
should be applied in times of armed 
conflict; and International Human 
Rights Law (IHRL), setting out the 
legal obligations that states have to 
respect, protect and fulfill the rights 
of individuals falling within their re-
spective jurisdiction, including the 
right to life. What follows is an at-
tempt – mainly focused on jus ad bel-
lum and IHL considerations and with 
no claim to exhaustiveness - to set out 
the relevant norms and apply them to 
the Yemeni scenario. 

Jus ad bellum considerations
As is known, under Article 2.4. of the 
UN Charter (and under customary 
international law) States are forbid-
den from using force in the territory 
of another State. It is however well 
established that the consent of a gov-
ernment represents a valid legal basis 
for the conduct of military operations 
by a State on the territory of the con-
senting State.4 Of course, the interven-
tion will be subject to any limitation 
or condition posed by the consenting 
State, which are normally included in 
a formal or informal agreement be-
tween the two countries. In order to 
be valid, consent must be expressed 
by the authority that has the power – 
under both national and international 
law - to grant such permission.

Considering the relevant elements 
with regards to Yemen, it appears that 
current jus ad bellum rules have been 
respected. According to official state-
ments by president Obama “[t]he uS 
military has (…) been working closely 
with the Yemeni government to op-
erationally dismantle and ultimately 
eliminate the terrorist threat posed 
by al-Qa’ida in the Arabian Penin-
sula”, a wording that suggests that 
the US have sought and obtained ap-

4     L. Doswald-Beck, The Legal Validity of 
Military Intervention by Invitation of the Govern-
ment, in bYIL, vol. 56, 1985, pp. 189-252. 

Yemen’s president has recently 
expressed its unqualified 
endorsement of Us drone strikes, 
thanking the American military for 
its assistance in helping to quash 
al-Qaeda activities in the country’s 
south

in Yemen the Us has carried out 
between 120 and 148 drone strikes, 
in which a number of individuals 
fluctuating between 505 and 768 
have been reportedly killed
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proval from local authorities.5 Indeed, 
Yemen’s president has recently ex-
pressed its unqualified endorsement 
of US drone strikes, thanking the 
American military for its assistance in 
helping to quash al-Qaeda activities 
in the country’s South.

The US, however, has also invoked 
an alternative legal justification for 
the use of force in foreign territory, 
namely the inherent right to self-de-
fense every State is entitled to exer-
cise when it is made the object of an 
“armed attack”. Self-defence is rec-
ognized and regulated by Article 51 
of the UN Charter and by customary 
international law. The extraterritorial 
use of lethal force in self-defence – in-
cluding under the form of targeted 
killings – is permitted, as long as that 
force is necessary, proportionate and 
its use occurs within a reasonable 
timeframe in relation to when the at-
tack has materialized.  

In a recently leaked White Paper, the 

5     Letter from President Obama to the 
Speaker of the US House of Representatives, 15 
June 2012.

US Department of Justice contends 
that “the United States is in an armed 
conflict with al-qa’ida and its associ-
ated forces” and may use force against 
individuals belonging to such groups 
in the exercise of “the inherent right 
to national self defense recognized in 
international law”, suggesting that 
the 9/11 events constituted an “armed 
attack” in the sense of Article 51 of 
the Charter. In such circumstances, if 
a State is unable or unwilling to stop 
an “armed attack” launched by an or-
ganized armed group from its territo-
ry against another State, a proportion-
ate use of force by the attacked State 
against members of the group would 
neither be in breach of the prohibition 
on the use of force nor be inconsistent 
with the international legal principle 
of sovereignty.

Important scholars have endorsed 
the idea that the right to self-defence 
can be triggered by an “armed attack” 
carried out by an organized armed 
group, if such attack is comparable 
in scale and effect to a conventional 
armed attack launched by a State. 6 
Most importantly, this development 

6     T. Gill, Legal basis of the right of self-
defence under the UN Charter and under customary 
international law, in T. Gill and D. Fleck (Eds), 
The Handbook of the International Law of 
Military Operations”, OuP, 2012, p. 190. The 
Institute of International Law also endorsed 
this view in its 2007 Resolution 10A on “Self-
defence”, para. 10. It should be borne in mind 
that only the “the most grave forms of the use 
of force” constitute an armed attack triggering 
the right of self-defence. ICJ, Case Concerning 
Oil Platforms (Islamic Republic of Iran v. United 
States of America), Judgment of 6 November 
2003, para 51.

seems to be supported by recent 
State and Security Council practice. 
Yet over the last few years the Inter-
national Court of Justice (ICJ) has on 
two different occasions expressed 
the view that Article 51 cannot be in-
voked if an armed attack originates 
from a non-State actor, unless it can 
be shown that said actor is in reality 
controlled by a State.7 The argument 
based on self-defence would hence 
only be valid if a more robust notion 
of self-defence is embraced.
 

Even if one accepts this reading of Ar-
ticle 51, the use of force would only 
be authorized against members of 
the armed group that launched the 
armed attack triggering the right to 
self-defence. This implies that US 
strikes against another armed actor 
not belonging to al-Qaeda would not 

7     ICJ, Legal Consequences of the Con-
struction of a Wall in the Occupied Palestinian Ter-
ritory, Advisory Opinion of 9 July 2004, para. 
139 and Armed Activities on the Territory of the 
Congo (Democratic Republic of Congo v Uganda), 
Decision of 19 December 2005, paras. 146 and 
160. Note that in both instances some of the 
judges dissented from the majority’s restrictive 
reading of Article 51.

the Us Department of Justice 
contends that “the United states is in 
an armed conflict with al-Qa’ida and 
its associated forces” and may use 
force against individuals belonging 
to such groups in the exercise of 
“the inherent right to national self 
defense recognized in international 
law

Important scholars have endorsed 
the idea that the right to self-
defence can be triggered by an 
“armed attack” carried out by an 
organized armed group, if such 
attack is comparable in scale and 
effect to a conventional armed 
attack launched by a state

US Covert Action in Yemen 2002–2013

Confirmed US drone strikes: 43-53
Total reported killed: 228-325 
Civilians reported killed: 12-45 
Children reported killed: 2 
Reported injured: 62-144
Possible extra US drone strikes: 77-95
Total reported killed: 277-443
Civilians reported killed: 23-49
Children reported killed: 9-10
Reported injured: 73-94
All other US covert operations: 12-76
Total reported killed: 148-366
Civilians reported killed: 60-87
Children reported killed: 25
Reported injured: 22-111

www.thebureauinvestigates.com

Figure 1: US Covert Attacks in Yemen, Minimum Confirmed Killed per Year - Source: Bureau of 
Investigative Journalism, www.thebureauinvestigates.com
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be legally justified unless it can be 
proven that the latter had launched a 
different armed attack against the uS. 
While the Obama administration rou-
tinely labels all individuals it targets 
as “al-qaeda affiliates”, a point could 
be made that strikes aimed at mem-
bers of armed groups distinct from al-
qaeda would not be justified as acts 
of self-defence. 

To sum up, from a jus ad bellum per-
spective the drone campaign in Ye-
men should be considered legal if 
and as long as it enjoys the consent of 
the local government. Reliance on the 
self-defense argument, on the other 
hand, furnishes a less solid legal ba-
sis.8

The existence of an “armed conflict”
Establishing whether or not the US is 
engaged in an “armed conflict” with 
al-Qaeda is central to the assessment 
of the legality of targeted killings. 
Qualifying a situation as an “armed 
conflict” implies that the applicable 
legal framework is that of IHL, which 
arguably has more permissive rules 
for intentional deprivation of life than 
does IHRL or the domestic laws of the 
States concerned.  Nils Melzer - author 
of one the most authoritative studies 
on targeted killings - underscores that 
under IHRL any deprivation of life by 
the State must be ‘absolutely neces-
sary’. This implies that the intention-
al, deliberate and premeditated kill-
ing of an individual would be lawful 
only if in the concrete circumstances 
such killing is indispensable for the 
removal of an imminent threat posed 
by the individual, and only if such 
threat amounts to ‘an unlawful attack 
on human life’.9 Under IHL, instead, 
the targeted killing of an enemy com-
batant would be justified even if the 
latter does not pose an immediate 
threat to anyone’s life and limb.10

8     The Pakistani government, for in-
stance, maintains that the US drone campaign 
on Pakistani soil does not enjoy its consent and 
therefore the strikes constitute a violation of 
Pakistan’s sovereignty and territorial integrity.
9     N. Melzer, Targeted Killings under 
International Law, OuP, 2008, p. 424.
10     Note, however, that recent develop-
ments suggest that – under certain narrow cir-
cumstances – IHL forbids the killing an enemy 
fighter when this is manifestly unnecessary and 
capture is instead possible. R. Goodman, The 
Power to Kill or Capture Enemy Combatants 
(February 8, 2013). European Journal of Inter-

Positive IHL recognizes two kinds 
of “armed conflicts”: “international” 
and “non international” ones. Ac-
cording to a widely accepted defini-

tion, an international armed conflict 
(IAC) exists “whenever there is a re-
sort to armed force between States”, 
while the armed conflict is “non in-
ternational” (nIAC) if there is “pro-
tracted armed violence between 
governmental authorities and orga-
nized armed groups or between such 
groups within a State”.11 In order 
to distinguish NIACs from internal 
disturbances (to which IHL does not 
apply), it is required that the armed 
group(s) opposing the State (or fight-
ing each other) possess a certain level 
of organization and that the clashes 
reach a minimal threshold of intensity 
and duration.12

As mentioned above, the US claims to 
be involved in a NIAC with al-Qaeda, 
yet one that is not only limited to the 
territory of one specific State (e.g. 
Afghanistan) but instead extends to 
wherever members of al-Qaeda are 
found.  While it may be accepted that 
the territorial scope of a NIAC may 
occasionally extend beyond the terri-
tory of the State in which the bulk of 
the fighting takes place into the terri-
tory of neighbouring countries (the so 
called “spillover effect”) a nIAC with 
no geographical limit is a notion that 
has yet to be accepted under either 
conventional or customary interna-
tional law.13 This, however, does not 

national Law, vol. 24, 2013; nYu School of Law, 
Public Law Research Paper No. 13-02.
11     International Criminal Tribunal for 
the former Yugoslavia (ICTY), Prosecutor v. 
Dusko Tadic, Decision of the defence motion for 
interlocutory appeal on jurisdiction, 2 October 
1995, para. 70 (emphasis added). 
12     ICTY, Prosecutor v. Ramush Haradinaj, 
Idriz Balaj and Lahi Brahimaj, Judgement, 3 April 
2008, paras. 37 – 60.
13     M. Milanovic & v. Hadzi-vidanovic, 

mean that IHL could not be applica-
ble to US military activities in Yemen. 
The US could be considered as a State 
intervening on the side of the Yemeni 
government to assist it in the context 
of an ongoing NIAC between the 
government itself and an armed op-
position group. Yet IHL would only 
apply from the moment in which the 
internal conflict has reached the level 
of intensity and the armed group the 
quantum of organization required. 
Otherwise anti-terrorism operations 
should be conducted in accordance 
with the law enforcement paradigm, 
which is informed by IHRL. 

Obligations under IHL
Military operations on foreign soil, 

even if carried out with the consent of 
the territorial State, must be in com-
pliance with relevant rules and prin-
ciples of human rights and, in armed 
conflict situations, of humanitarian 
law. IHL applicable in NIACs does 
allow the intentional targeting of a 
pre-selected of enemy fighter, yet the 
attacking party must comply with 
certain legal requirements when plan-
ning and conducting the attack.  

First of all, the principle of distinction 
dictates that the attacker must do ev-
erything possible to ascertain that the 
target is indeed an enemy fighter or 
a civilian who is “directly participat-
ing in hostilities”. Performing this as-
sessment may not always be straight-
forward, especially in the context of 
a NIAC where members of armed 
groups may fail to distinguish them-
selves from civilians. According to a 
recent ICRC study, during a NIAC en-
emy fighters (i.e. civilians who assume 
a “continuous combat function”) can 

A Taxonomy of Armed Conflict, in Nigel White & 
Christian Henderson (Eds),  Research Hand-
book On International Conflict And Security 
Law, Edward Elgar, 2013.

Establishing whether or not 
the Us is engaged in an “armed 
conflict” with al-Qaeda is central 
to the assessment of the legality 
of targeted killings. Qualifying a 
situation as an “armed conflict” 
implies that the applicable legal 
framework is that of IHL, which 
arguably has more permissive rules 
for intentional deprivation of life

In order to distinguish NIACs [non 
international armed conflict] 
from internal disturbances (to 
which IHL does not apply), it is 
required that the armed group(s) 
opposing the State (or fighting each 
other) possess a certain level of 
organization and that the clashes 
reach a minimal threshold of 
intensity and duration
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be targeted at any time, for as long as 
they do not detach themselves from 
the armed group to which they are af-
filiated.14 On the other hand, civilians 
who take part in hostilities on a spon-
taneous and occasional basis can only 
be targeted for the time of their partic-
ipation.15 Individuals falling outside 
these two categories are instead not 
legitimate military targets and are en-
titled to protection from direct attack. 
In case of doubt on whether a person 
is a member of an armed group or a 
civilian directly participating in hos-
tilities, he or she shall be presumed to 
be immune from attack.16 

Even if an individual is singled out as 
a legitimate target, an attack against 
such a person may still be prohibited 

under the rule of proportionality if it 
would cause incidental civilian casu-
alties or incidental damage to civil-
ian objects (or a combination thereof) 
that is excessive in relation to the an-
ticipated military advantage.17 While 
performing this assessment, it is im-
portant to bear in mind that impor-
tant and capable military leaders are 
usually considered “high-value tar-
gets”, and may hence justify a greater 
incidental harm than low-ranking 
fighters. 

A further rule prohibits attacks on in-
dividuals who are “hors de combat”, 
i.e. “(a) anyone who is in the power of 
an adverse party; (b) anyone who is 
defenceless because of unconscious-

14     International Committee of the Red 
Cross, Interpretive Guidance on the notion of di-
rect participation in hostilities under international 
humanitarian law (hereinafter ICRC Guidance), 
2009, p. 34
15     Protocol Additional to the Geneva 
Conventions of 12 August 1949, and Relating 
to the Protection of victims of International 
Armed Conflicts, 8 June 1977 (hereinafter Ad-
ditional Protocol I), art. 51.3. According to the 
ICRC Study on Customary International Hu-
manitarian Law Rules (hereinafter ICRC Cus-
tomary Law Study), this principle is also valid 
in NIACs (Rule 6).
16     Additional Protocol I, Art. 50.1. See 
also ICRC Guidance, p. 74.
17     ICRC Customary Law Study, Rule 
14.

ness, shipwreck, wounds or sickness; 
or (c) anyone who clearly expresses 
an intention to surrender”18, provided 
that they do not commit hostile acts 
and do not attempt to escape.

In addition, IHL demands that all 
feasible precautions are taken in the 
choice of the means and methods to 

be employed to avoid (or at least min-
imize) incidental civilian harm. Final-
ly, it is forbidden to employ weapons 
whose use is prohibited under cus-
tomary international law or by the 
treaties binding on the attacking State 
(e.g. poisonous weapons, expand-
ing bullets, chemical and biological 
weapons and, more generally, weap-
ons that cause superfluous injury or 
unnecessary suffering).

Applying these legal tenets to the US 
drone campaign in Yemen is no easy 
task, as there is not much public in-
formation available on how decisions 
regarding the status of an individual 
or the acceptable collateral damage 
are made.19 However, the legality of 
at least certain aspects of the military 
operations has been the subject of 
controversies.

One is the resort to so called ‘signa-
ture strikes’, i.e. attacks against indi-
viduals “who bear certain signatures, 
or defining characteristics associ-
ated with terrorist activity, but whose 
identities aren’t known”.20 Signatures 
allegedly relied upon by the US to de-
termine the permissibility of a strike 
include a) being a male of military age 
or b) carrying weapons in areas where 

18     ICRC Customary Law Study, Rule 
47.
19     Indeed, Alston suggests that refusal 
by States who conduct targeted killings to pro-
vide transparency about their policies is per se 
“a violation of international legal framework 
that limits the unlawful use of lethal force 
against individuals”, Alston Report, para. 87.
20     D. Klaidman, Kill or Capture: The 
War on Terror and the Soul of the Obama Presi-
dency, Harcourt, 2012, p. 41. See also A. En-
tous, S. Gorman, J. Barnes, U.S. Relaxes Drone 
Rules, Wall Street Journal, 26 April 2012.  

terrorists usually operate. Simple as-
sociation with known militants has 
also been deemed sufficient to estab-
lish the lawfulness of a target. Yet 
these elements alone are clearly insuf-
ficient to establish either “continuous 
combat function” within an armed 
group or direct participation in hostil-
ities, and attacks conducted on the ba-
sis of such criteria run a serious risk of 
violating the principle of distinction.21   
 
Looking at the overall number of ci-
vilians killed and injured as a result 
of the strikes in Yemen (and assuming 
that the individuals determined to be 
“enemy fighters” or “civilians direct-
ly participating in hostilities” actually 
belonged to these categories) it may 
appear that, on the whole, collateral 
damage was limited.  However, the 
proportionality of an attack must be 
assessed for each individual strike, 
and media reports suggest that, on 
occasions, civilian casualties were ex-
cessive.

On the other hand, the choice of weap-
onized uAvs as the means to conduct 
the strikes can hardly be deemed in 
contrast to the targeting law as it is 
currently understood. As highlighted 
by Professor Alston “a missile fired 
from a drone is no different from any 
other commonly used weapon, in-
cluding a gun fired by a soldier or a 
helicopter or gunship that fires mis-
siles. The critical legal question is the 
same for each weapon: whether its 
specific use complies with IHL”.22

Conclusions
To sum up, while consent by the 
“host” State may bring the use of 
force across sovereign borders in line 
with the current jus ad bellum frame-
work, reliance on other justifications 
appears more contentious.  Whereas 
the legality of the use of drones to 
carry out targeted killings outside 
an armed conflict scenario is highly 
questionable, the policy seems to pose 
fewer problems if the rules of IHL are 
applicable. Indeed, with specific ref-
erence to Yemen, even Human Rights 
Watch director Kenneth Roth accepts 
that, assuming that the situation was 

21     K. J. Heller, ‘One Hell of a Killing Ma-
chine’ - Signature Strikes and International Law, in 
JICJ, vol. 11, 2013, pp. 97-99.
22     Alston Report, para. 79.

the attacker must do everything 
possible to ascertain that the target 
is indeed an enemy fighter or a 
civilian who is “directly participating 
in hostilities”

[under IHL] important and capable 
military leaders are usually 
considered “high-value targets”, 
and may hence justify a greater 
incidental harm than low-ranking 
fighters
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governed by the laws of war, the kill-
ing in 2002 of a top al-Qaeda operative 
might have been lawful.23 Advocates 
of drones point out their advantages 
in identifying targets and striking 
with precision, causing less collateral 
damage. The ability of armed uAvs 
to monitor the target area for long 
periods before launching the strike 
means the operators are better placed 
to verify the nature of a proposed tar-
get and will attack only when there is 
no or little risk of incidental loss of life 
or injury. Moreover, the accuracy of 
these systems is further improved by 
the use of precision-guided weapons. 
All these features, it is argued, turn 

the “war on terror” into a more hu-
man and hence more acceptable kind 
of conflict. Hence governments per-
ceive drones as more efficient, more 
effective and more affordable, in both 
economic and political terms.

23     K. Roth, The Law of War and the War 
on Terror, in Foreign Affairs, vol. 83, 2004, p. 2. 

Those opposing the use of uAvs ex-
press not only legal but also ethical 
and political doubts on their advanta-
geousness. They claim these systems 
are far less accurate and “clean” than 
depicted by the governments deploy-
ing them. Moreover, the physical dis-
tance between drone operators and 
the people they target might lead to 
a sense of detachment from the dam-
age caused and increase the risk “of 
developing a “Playstation” mental-
ity to killing”.24 The absence of risk 
for the operators may also induce 
decision-makers to resort to armed 
force more easily, making traditional, 
non-violent alternatives less appeal-
ing. It is also suggested that the US 
drone strike policy may alienate the 
local government and population, fo-
ment anti-western sentiment and aid 
recruitment to terrorist and other ex-
tremist groups.

What seems inescapable, however, 
is that the use of drones will become 
more prevalent, up to the point where 
unmanned aircrafts will take over the 
vast majority of the tasks currently 
undertaken by manned systems. The 
military advantage offered by such 
methods is simply too significant, and 

24     Alston Report, para. 84.

international regulators are unlikely 
to succeed in tightening the legal 
framework relating to their use. While 
the US may be the market leader in 
the use of drone technology, there are 
currently almost 80 states with uAv 
technology, and further proliferation 

is easily predictable.
Given these prospects, it is to be 
hoped that the US and other govern-
ments resorting to uAvs to lunch 
deadly strikes will become more open 
about the process by which they reach 
targeting decisions and more eager to 
put in place effective mechanisms to 
investigate incidents in which civil-
ians have been harmed and to ensure 
some form of accountability. Absent 
such an effort, drones might increas-
ingly be perceived as “an unregulat-
ed, unaccountable vehicle for states to 
deploy lethal force with impunity”.25

25     M. Zenko, Reforming U.S. Drone 
Strike Policies, Council on Foreign Relations 
Press, 2013, p. 4.

Photo: Drone © www.courrierinternational.com
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DEPLETIOn OF OIL RESERvES, AnTI-GOvERnMEnT ACTIvITIES AnD 
POOR InFRASTRuCTuRE ACCOunT FOR THE DECLInInG OIL ExPORT In 
YEMEn. SAuDI ARAbIA’S REGIOnAL ROLE COuLD FuRTHER HInDER A FREE 
TRAnSITIOn.

In an exceptional region such as the 
Arabian Peninsula, Yemen represents 
the exception inside the exception.  
Surrounded by countries whose GDP 
per capita is among the highest on 

earth, Yemen is the poorest country in 
the Arab world, as well as one of the 
most populated. Its 24 million citizens 
used to survive, until 2011, on an in-
come of around US $ 2,306 GDP per 

capita based on purchasing-power-
parity (PPP)1. In 2011, Yemen’s GDP 

1  International Monetary Fund, World Eco-
nomic Outlook Database 2012.  

Introduction
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fell by a dramatic 10.5% compared to 
2010’s economic performance. High 
dependence on the hydrocarbon sec-
tor (oil represents 90% of Yemen’s to-

tal exports) is posing a serious threat 
to the economy of the country, as Ye-
men’s oil reserves, the smallest com-
pared to other countries in the region, 
are quickly running out. The political 
crisis of 2011 led to a decline both in 
policy development and in the supply 
of basic commodities. Yemeni people 
faced fuel shortages, while anti-gov-
ernment groups attacked electrical 
systems and the main pipelines of 
the country, forcing the government, 
once a net oil exporter, to import half 
of its oil supply. Water scarcity spread 
throughout the country, while the 
price of food and water skyrocketed.
Saudi Arabia, deeply committed to 
the stability of its neighbour, inter-
vened through the Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC) in order to reach an 
agreement between the parties and 
build national government unity at 
the end of 2011.

A decreasing oil production
Although the International Monetary 
Fund (IMF) assures that the new gov-
ernment, operating from February 
2012, is succeeding in stabilising the 
economy, Yemen is facing a series of 
threats, the gravity of which was high 
even before 2011. First of all, there is 
the decline of Yemen’s oil production, 
which in 2002 was 457,000 bpd, while 
in 2008, before the Yemeni crisis, it 
had fallen to 180,000 bpd. In 2009, the 
production dropped another 40%: ex-
perts say that, unless there are new 
(but very unlikely) discoveries, this 
trend is only going to worsen2. In 
2011, following the unrest and the an-
ti-government activity in the country, 
the situation went from bad to worse. 
The progressive decline in oil produc-
tion, the profits of which used to com-
pose 70% of government revenues, 

2     In 2011, the GDP per capita (PPP) of 
the countries in the Arabian Peninsula – except 
Yemen - ranged from US $ 24,237 (Saudi Ara-
bia) to US $ 102,943 (Qatar).

is being exacerbated by tribal attacks 
and terrorist activity inside the coun-
try. Since the power vacuum of 2011, 
attacks on pipelines carried out by in-
surgents and tribesmen are increasing 
in number, causing fuel shortages and 
damaging oil exports.3

It is not always easy to identify such 
‘subversive elements’: Yemen is home 
to a number of anti government move-
ments, such as the Shi’a al-Houthis 
in the North – whose ‘rebels’ where 
bombed by Saudi fighter jets in 20094– 
or the Southern Movement calling for 
secession, as well a multitude of tribal 
groups fighting Sana’a for obtaining 

3     Torosyan (2009), Energy Security in 
Yemen, Centre for Operational Research and 
Analysis, Montreal: Defence R&D Canada
4     Ghobari and Aboudi (2013), ‘Yemen 
resumes oil flow in main export pipeline’, Re-
uters, 12 January, available online: http://www.
reuters.com/article/2013/01/12/yemen-oil-
idUSL6N0AH1FF20130112

exclusive control over the territory 
where they are settled.
In addition to such threats, piracy 
activity along the shores of Somalia5, 
in front of Yemen’s territory, over the 
last few years, has been threatening 
the passage of international vessels 
through the Bab al Mandeb strait, a 
strategically relevant channel linking 
the Red Sea to the Indian Ocean.
The activity of such movements, as 
well as the insecurity in the Gulf of 
Aden and bab al Mandeb, is setting 
back the economic development and 
stability of Yemen, thus damaging oil 
production and export system, both 
within the territory of the country and 
on the maritime passages for interna-
tional oil tankers.

Limited access to domestic modern 
energy
From the domestic demand perspec-
tive, Yemen’s energy crisis is repre-
sented by the inadequate access to 
energy for ‘low income families’. In 
a country where poverty is a concern 

5     Hiltermann (2009), ‘Disorder on 
the Border. Saudi Arabia’s War Inside Yemen’, 
Foreign Affairs, 16 December, available online: 
http://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/65730/
joost-r-hiltermann/disorder-on-the-border

there is the decline of Yemen’s 
oil production, which in 2002 was 
457,000 bpd, while in 2008, before 
the Yemeni crisis, it had fallen to 
180,000 bpd. In 2009, the production 
dropped another 40%

High dependence on the 
hydrocarbon sector (oil represents 
90% of Yemen’s total exports) 
is posing a serious threat to the 
economy of the country

Figure 1: PEPA www.pepa.com.ye, Yemen’s pipelines:
1- Masila-Ash Shihr 24” Pipeline; 138 Km long with a capacity of 400,000 BPD.
2- Shabwah- Bir Ali  21” Pipeline; 204 km long with a capacity of 268,976 BPD.
3-  Marib-Ras Issa 24-26” pipeline; 438 km long with a capacity of 400,000 BPD 
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for the majority of an ever growing 
population, the lack of access for the 
poor to modern forms of energy, such 
as electricity, can turn what is a criti-
cal issue into tragedy.

As the Oxford Institute for Energy Stud-
ies reports6, nearly 80% of the poor-
est people in Yemen have no access 
to electricity, therefore lacking light-
ing and food refrigeration. The situa-
tion is dire in rural areas, where 58% 
of the local population has no access 
to household electricity, while in ur-
ban centres only 7% of the population 

lacks it.
Even those who can afford access to 
energy for basic use have experienced 
troubles in recent years: increasing oil 
prices and attacks on the main pipe-
lines are making it difficult to power 
the electrical systems, thus increasing 
discontent among the population.
The result of this situation is a more 
widespread use of cheap and avail-
able fuels in households in Yemen.
Biomass7 is the most widely used 
form of energy for cooking and heat-
ing, both by low income and richer 
households (74% of total households). 
Among the various biomass fuels, 
fuel wood is the most widespread 
across all income groups (60% of total 
households)8.

Kerosene, LPG and diesel are the 
most used liquid fuels9, the first one 

6     ‘Somali piracy - Just taking a break’, 
The Economist (23 October 2012), available 
online: http://www.economist.com/blogs/bao-
bab/2012/10/somali-piracy
7     According to El-katiri and Fattouh 
(2011), p.31, biomass ‘includes fuel wood, char-
coal, crop residues, and dung’. Biomass is used 
in Yemeni household for cooking and heating. 
Fuel wood is the most widespread biomass fuel 
among Yemenis: 74% of total households use it 
for cooking and heating especially in rural ar-
eas, where wood is more available than in ur-
ban centres.
8     El-katiri and Fattouh (2011), Energy 
Poverty in the Arab World: the Case of Yemen, 
Oxford: The Oxford Institute for Energy Stud-
ies
9     The majority of liquid fuels cur-
rently used are produced from petroleum: they 
are gasoline, diesel and kerosene. El-Katiri and 
Fattouh (2011), p.33, report that kerosene is 

being the most widespread. It is most-
ly used for cooking and lighting. De-
spite this, LPG use is quickly spread-
ing among Yemeni households (74% 
of the total), for cooking, heating and 
lighting. It is also used (10% of total 
consumption) for road transport. The 
reason for increased LPG use is clear: 
its low price; albeit not the market 
price, due to heavy subsidies from the 
Yemeni government. As a result, the 
distortion in prices has made LPG the 
cheapest liquid fuel in Yemen.

Fuel subsidies: asset or obstacle?
The case of LPG is not unique. The 
Yemeni government has been making 
extensive use of energy subsidies in 
the last few years. Actually, applica-
tion of fuel subsidies is not regulated 
in Yemen, leaving the government 
free to play with prices, according to 
its macroeconomic or political needs 
of the time. Subsidies cover mostly 
liquid fuels and electricity, the pro-
duction of which and provision is en-
tirely controlled by the government.
While subsidies can allow low income 
families greater access to energy in 
the short term, such policies often fail 
in the medium to long term, if their 
application is not regulated and they 
are not followed by complementary 
measures. This has been the case in 
Yemen.

According to the World Bank10, the 
elimination of energy subsidies 
would increase the poverty rate in Ye-
men by 8.2%: that means that low in-
come families, the majority in Yemen, 
rely on subsidised fuel price. This is 
an unsafe and unstable energy access 
system for population, as well as a 
very expensive one for the govern-
ment. As Ministry of Finance statistics 
show, in 2009 Sana’a spent 22% of its 
budget, 6.5% of its GDP, on petroleum 
subsidies.

the most used petroleum-derivate liquid fuel 
by Yemeni households, for cooking and for 
lighting. Liquefied petroleum gas (LPG) is a 
gas derivate liquid fuel. According to El-Katiri 
and Fattouh (2011), p.35 it is primarily used in 
Yemen for cooking, but also for lighting, heat-
ing, powering fridges and agricultural pumps. 
10% of LPG total consumption is used for road 
transport.
10     Government of Yemen, World Bank, 
and UNDP (2007). Yemen Poverty Assement, 
volume I, november 2007

The need for more infrastructure
Energy scarcity in Yemen has several 
causes: they include increasing inter-
national prices and poor infrastruc-
ture when it comes to distribution of 
energy. While the increasing prices 
are not necessarily linked to Yemen’s 
domestic situation, but rather interna-
tional market forces, infrastructure is 
certainly a national matter. From the 
perspective of energy distribution to 
households, Yemen lacks a modern 
electricity system. Only 54% of the to-
tal households in Yemen are provided 
with electricity: the main Public Elec-
tricity Company provides energy for 
a mere 36% of them, while the rest 
rely on village-based mini-grids or 
self-generators fuelled by expensive 
gasoline or diesel. Improved infra-
structure would mean a more efficient 
system for the distribution of energy 
to the population as well as a more 
sophisticated and updated system for 
production, refinery and transporta-
tion of resources to the main ports 
of the country.  The equation, at its 
most basic level, is that more efficient 

means of exporting would lead to 
more revenue to the government for 
investments in electricity infrastruc-
ture. That would, in turn, result in 
greater energy access for the popula-
tion.

The recent falling of Yemeni oil 
production – as mentioned above - 
should incentivise the government to 
undertake the development of new 
infrastructure. Modern systems of 
production and transportation could 
help Sana’a avoiding further waste of 
resources and increase the profitabili-
ty of those resources it does have, thus 
giving the government some breath-
ing space to concentrate on develop-
ing new sectors and sources of income. 
Currently, Yemen relies on three main 
oil terminals for its exports, each one 
linked by a pipeline to its supplying 
oilfield: Ras-Issa terminal, connected 
by a 138 km long pipeline from Marib 

in rural areas [...] 58% of the local 
population has no access to house-
hold electricity, while in urban cen-
tres only 7% of the population lacks it

According to the World Bank, the 
elimination of energy subsidies 
would increase the poverty rate in 
Yemen by 8.2%... [...] As Ministry of 
Finance statistics show, in 2009 
Sana’a spent 22% of its budget, 6.5% 
of its GDP, on petroleum subsidies
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oilfield, is located on the western Red 
Sea Coast, while Bir Ali and Ash Shi-
hr terminals, connected respectively 
from Shabwah and Masilah oilfields, 
overlook the Arabian Sea, just be-
fore the Gulf of Aden (Figure 1). This 
means that the majority of Yemeni oil 
exports – amounting to, according to 
Pepa’s figures11, 4,330,000 bpd out of a 
total capacity of the three terminals of 
about 7,330,000 bpd - is carried on oil 
tankers going to Europe through the 
Suez Canal via the dangerous Gulf 
of Aden and Bab el Mandeb strait 
mentioned above. Other countries in 
the region are currently elaborating 
new plans to avoid both the Strait of 
Hormuz and the Gulf of Aden/Bab al 
Mandeb area while transporting their 
precious hydrocarbons. One example 
is the double railway line connecting 
Dammam, on the east coast of Saudi 
Arabia, to Jeddah, on its west coast: 
if such a project were realised, the 

Saudi export system will be able to 
avoid both dangerous straits and save 
10 shipping days12. And Yemen will be 
cut off from one of the most strategi-
cally relevant passage in the world.

Such plans, as well as the devel-
opment of a new pipeline system 
throughout the Arabian Peninsula in 
order to avoid the straits13, represent a 
threat to Yemen’s interests and should 
suggest that Yemen must become en-
gaged in more cooperation with GCC 
member states for energy projects on 
a regional perspective.

11     Yemen’s Petroleum  Exploration and 
Production Authority, Pipelines & Terminals, 
available online: http://www.pepa.com.ye/Pro-
duction%20Activities/pipelines.htm
12     1. England and Allam (2009), 
‘Saudi Arabia on track for railway boon’, Fi-
nancial Times, 13 April, available online: http://
www.ft.com/intl/cms/s/0/976c265c-35aa-11de-
a997-00144feabdc0.html
13     ‘Pipeline grid to bypass Hormuz 
vulnerable’, United Press International (27 July 
2012), available online: http://www.upi.com/
Business_News/Energy-Resources/2012/07/27/
Pipeline-grid-to-bypass-Hormuz-vulnerable/
UPI-60431343412995/  

Regional perspective and 
constraints
The Yemeni government is called to 
face a wide range of challenges con-
nected to energy: energy poverty, oil 
depletion, political instability, as well 
as growing energy prices.

On top of that, another element is 
currently playing, and will play, an 
essential role in Yemeni transition: 
the neighbourhood of Saudi Arabia. 
Saudi Arabia is the leading country 
in the Arabian Peninsula: it owns the 
widest territory, the most numerous 
population, the largest oil reserves. In 
addition, Saudi Arabia is the most in-
fluential member in the regional main 
decision-making body – the GCC.
Following the wave of ’Springs’ in 
2011, Saudi Arabia committed itself to 
safeguarding the stability of Arabian 
Peninsula14. In the same year it suffo-
cated several protests carried out by 
the local Shi’a minority on its eastern 
region – where the largest oil reserves 
are located - and it sent its troops to 
Bahrain to protect the Sunni monar-
chy from the uprisings by the local 
Shi’a majority.

Needless to say, Riyadh is very con-
cerned by what is going on in its 
southern neighbour’s territory as 
well. After the 2009 bombing on al-
Houthis, in 2011 Saudi monarchy 
intervened in the Yemeni crisis, giv-
ing its support to former President 
Ali Abdullah Saleh, while acting as a 
mediator between parties in order to 
reach an agreement. In addition, in 
June 2011 Riyadh provided the Aden 
refinery with a one-off donation of 
three million barrels of oil, to help re-
store the Yemeni economy from the 
crisis it had sunk into15.

14     Bradley, ‘Saudi Arabia’s Invisible 
Hand in the Arab Spring’, Foreign Affairs, 13 
October, available online: http://www.for-
eignaffairs.com/articles/136473/john-r-bradley/
saudi-arabias-invisible-hand-in-the-arab-
spring  
15     Salisbury (2011), Yemen’s Economy: 
Oil, Imports and Elites, Chatham House. Mid-

For those who wonder if Saudi Arabia 
intervention will help the transition in 
a positive way, the answer depends 
on the perspective from which one 
considers the situation.

It is very unlikely that Saudi Arabia 
will help Yemen’s transition to de-
mocracy from a western perspective: 
Saudi Arabia is not interested in de-
mocracy and it is more interested in 
oil price stability. From the begin-
ning of the 2011 uprisings in the Arab 
World, Saudi Arabia has shown to be 
committed to silencing every revolu-
tionary voice throughout the Arabian 
Peninsula, from Bahrain to its own 
eastern territory, up to Yemen. All in 
the name of stability. Stability of oil 
exports system and oil price control 
whose centre is Saudi Arabia itself. 
Stability of the region where such sys-
tem is based, the Arabian Peninsula.

In defence of such system, Saudi Ara-
bia will lead the Yemeni transition 
to stability. That does not necessar-
ily mean, in the Saudi view, democ-
racy, but rather absolutely no upris-
ings at all cost. And possibly, under a 
friendly and compliant government. 
On the other side, it is actually hard 
to imagine a government in Yemen in 
contrast with Saudi Arabia and its en-
ergy policy. First of all because Sana’a 
is currently too weak to face the chal-
lenges linked to the energy issues that 
have just been analysed: it needs a 
sort of ‘big brother’ helping the gov-
ernment economically, politically and 
in terms of security. Economically, be-
cause Saudi Arabia used to invest a lot 

in Yemen before the crisis and it could 
be an important partner for common 
energy projects. Politically, because 
Saudi Arabia could be the gateway 
for Yemen to gain access to important 
organisations (the GCC, for instance). 
Finally, from a security perspective, 
because Saudi Arabia could deploy 
armed forces from which Yemen can 

dle East and North Africa Programme Paper 
MENA PP 2011/02, p. 13

It is very unlikely that saudi Arabia 
will help Yemen’s transition 
to democracy from a western 
perspective: saudi Arabia is not 
interested in democracy and it is 
more interested in oil price stability

the majority of Yemeni oil exports – 
amounting to [...] 4,330,000 bpd out of 
a total capacity of the three terminals 
of about 7,330,000 bpd - is carried on 
oil tankers going to Europe through 
the suez Canal via the dangerous Gulf 
of Aden and Bab el Mandeb strait

the double railway line connecting 
Dammam, on the east coast of saudi 
Arabia, to Jeddah, on its west coast: 
if such a project were realised, the 
saudi export system will be able to 
avoid both dangerous straits and 
save 10 shipping days
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benefit in order to protect its central 
apparatus and system against various 
anti-government groups.
Saudi support, anyway, is not for free, 
and Riyadh is gaining, in reward for 
it, a lot of leverage inside Yemen.
This is the recipe, that for Pax Arabi-
ca, Riyadh is proposing to every un-
stable country in the region. Yemen 
will need to balance the necessity of 
a ‘good neighbourhood’ with the in-
dependence every young aspirant de-
mocracy is bound to demonstrate.

Figure 2: Yemeni Ministry of Oil and Minerals
Petroleum Exploration and Production Authority (PEPA) - Concession Map, March 2013

Yemen has very large concession areas distributed 
between its middle and eastern parts. In addition, 
offshore areas are of a big volume located in Aden 
Gulf, the Red Sea and Suqatra Island.

On close scrutiny of the Yemeni Concession map, it 
is possible to infer the following:

• The total number of Concession blocks are 
105.

• There are 13 producing blocks operated by 11 
oil companies.

• 26 blocks are at the exploratory phases oper-
ated by 14 oil companies.

• There are 66 open blocks.
[...]

The oil reserves of the Republic of Yemen estimate at 
9,718 billion barrels. It is worth noting that fresh in-
formation on sedimentary basins in Yemen indicates 
that there are many promising concession areas lo-
cated at 12 sedimentary basins. At the time being, 
Yemeni oil production is only from 2 sedimentary 
basins out of the above-mentioned 12. [...]

[Excerpts from PEPA Concession Map Overview, www.pepa.com.ye]
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by Arwa A. Al-Badani

YEMEn’S RELIAnCE On MASSIvE GRAIn IMPORTS HAS ExPOSED THE 
COunTRY TO THE InTERnATIOnAL FOOD PRICE vOLATILITY. InTERnAL 
TuRMOIL, WATER AnD PRODuCTIvE LAnD SCARCITY FuRTHER AFFECT 
THOSE LIvInG In POvERTY. 
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Sheba Center for Strategic Studies
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Sana’a - Yemen

Photo: Al-Mazraq, Yemen Oct. 9, 2009. A boy waits in line for food at the Mazraq refugee camp in Hajjah 
province. The displaced persons at Mazraq camp have fled the ongoing fighting in the Sa’ada province of 
northern Yemen. © Paul Stephens

Food security in Yemen is a key con-
cern. The crisis that began in 2011 re-
vealed the vulnerability of millions 

of people and alarmed many about 
the risk of hunger and malnutrition. 
Many regional and international or-

ganizations operating in Yemen have 
been challenged by a food insecurity 
crisis that has reached unprecedented 

FOOD GAP,
CROPLAND AND 
PRICEs DYNAMICs



39

ITPCM International Commentary April 2013 ISSN. 2239-7949

peaks at the macroeconomic, individ-
ual and family levels. 

The global recession has further exac-
erbated this situation, deeply affect-
ing the exports-imports balance of 
trade. For instance, the fractional food 
insecurity reached 32%, with a peak 
of 37% in rural areas compared to 
18% in the urban quarters. Malnour-
ished children under 5 years old have 
soared past 60%.1

Challenged by the political unrest 
started in 2011 this lack of stability 
has resulted in a sharp increase in 
the prices of all basic amenities. This 
particularly harmed the poorest seg-
ments of the population in the Yemeni 
society who spend the largest portion 
of their incomes on food. 

Food Gap 
Yemen suffers from a deficit between 
production and domestic consump-
tion of agricultural commodities, due 
to the low productivity per hectare of 
cultivated land. At the same time the 
country suffers from a high popula-
tion growth rate of 3%2 and from the 
scarcity of water resources. This has 
made Yemen heavily dependent on 
food imports in order to cover the 
gap. The average food imports over 
the last three years reached 2.5 bil-
lion USD3, of which 51% is spent on 
grains. The value of the food gap dur-
ing 2011 amounted to 2.3 billion USD, 
equal to 20.4 USD per individual4, 
which makes Yemen a very low self-

1    Source: National Strategy for Food 
Security 2010, Ministry of Planning and Inter-
national Cooperation
2    Source: Statistical Yearbook 2006, 
Central Statistical Organization, 12 March 
2013, http://www.cso-yemen.org/content.
php?lng=english&
3    Source: Statistical Yearbook 2011, 
Central Statistical Organization, 12 March 
2013, http://www.cso-yemen.org/content.
php?lng=english&
4    Estimates Sheba Center for Strategic 
Studies, 2013.

sufficiency country.

Grain is the staple food in Yemen and 
represents the largest share in the 
value of the food gap. Since 2011, the 
grain production declined by 12 per-
cent as the cultivated area fell by 15 
percent due to several factors, such as 
the rise of prices of oil derivatives by 
150 percent, as well as the sabotaging 
of electric power stations that caused 
higher production costs per hectare. 
This resulted in sharp decline in the 
production of wheat and maize by 25 
percent and 19 percent respectively.5

Succession of Crises & Rising of 
Food Prices
All these dynamics must be observed 
bearing in mind that the GDP per 
capita in Yemen does not exceed 
1,179 uS.  When this figure is com-
pared to the neighbouring countries 
the discrepancy is shocking: in Qatar 
it is 92,897 USD, Saudi Arabia 21,046 
USD, Lebanon 9,915 USD and in Jor-
dan 4,622 USD6.

Food prices directly affect an individ-
ual’s access to food, especially among 
the poorest segments of a population, 
due to their lower purchasing power. 

Moreover, in Yemen domestic prices 
have been affected by changes in the 
world economy. During the period be-
tween 2007–2008, Yemen was affected 
by two global crises. The global food 
crisis of the second half of 2007 and the 
financial crisis of 2008. both crises had 
a negative impact on domestic prices 
causing a sharp rise in the inflation 
rate propelled by imports. The price 
of grains increased locally by 9.05% 
in 2006 and again by another 36.02% 
by the end of 2008. The index of food 
consumption prices rose in the third 

5     Ibid.
6    Source: Joint Economic Report 2011, 
Arab Monetary Fund, 11 March 2013, http://
www.amf.org.ae/content/joint-arab-economic-
report

quarter of 2007 from 123% to 133.56% 
and reached a 143.80% in the fourth 
quarter of the same year. This rise con-
tinued in 2008, reaching a peak in the 
fourth quarter when prices increased 
by 167.77% and inflation rate reached 
13.61%. Afterwards the annual infla-
tion rate of customer prices fluctuated 
again, falling to 10.98% and 7.81% in 
2010 and 2009 respectively. This was 
mainly due to the decrease in the 
prices of food commodities and non-
alcoholic beverages, which contrib-
uted to a decrease in the inflation rate 
from 11.80% to 7.58%. In spite of this, 
it remained very high and reflected 
inefficient government performances. 

During the civil unrest, in August 
2011, prices of food commodities 
started to rise again with an inflation 
rate that reached 21.03% compared 
to 12.87% of January 2011. This trend 
continued unaltered until the begin-
ning of January 2012 when it reached 
quota 22.26%. Afterwards, as a result 
of the national reconciliation process 
and the formation of a new transition-
al government, expectations changed 
gradually and were positively re-
flected in the relative decrease in food 
commodity prices. The inflation rate 
declined again to reach the current 
7.03%.7

Availability of Water & Agricultural 
Land
The lack of adequate arable land is an 
obstacle in light of the high popula-
tion growth. The total land area of 
Yemen total land area is 45.55 million 
hectares while the cultivable area is 
merely 1.61 million hectares. None-
theless, in 2009, the actual cultivated 
area reached 1.31 million hectares. 
In the same year 1.5 million hectares 
were jungles and forests, and 22.6 
million hectares were left for pas-
tures.8 The total area of unusable land 
in Yemen is 85.44%, including dry 
farmland (0.03% of the total area) and 
water-eroded land (11.13%).9 

7    Consumer Prices index in 2011, 
Central Statistical Organization, 11 March 
2013, http://www.cso-yemen.org/content.
php?lng=arabic&cid=144
8    Agricultural Statistics Year Book 
(2011), 11 March 2013 http://agricultureyemen.
com/page.php?id=432
9    Classification of Agricultural lands 
in Yemen, 11 March 2013. http://agricultureye-
men.com/pointers/1.jpg

since 2011, the grain production 
declined by 12 percent as the 
cultivated area fell by 15 percent due 
to several factors, such as the rise 
of prices of oil derivatives by 150 
percent, as well as the sabotaging of 
electric power stations that caused 
higher production costs per hectare

During the civil unrest, in August 
2011, prices of food commodities 
started to rise again with an inflation 
rate that reached 21.03% compared 
to 12.87% of January 2011. This 
trend continued unaltered until the 
beginning of January 2012 when it 
reached quota 22.26%
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However, more than the scarcity 
of agricultural land, it is the lack of 
water resources in sufficient quanti-
ties that crucially limit agricultural 
production. Agriculture consumes 
approximately  93% of the available 
water resources, and Yemen is among 
the 10 poorest countries in the world 
for water. The Official Strategic vi-
sion for Yemen until 2025 estimated 
that the underground water reserves 
available in all basins amounted to 20 
billion cubic meters. Yemen consumes 
annually more than 12.02 billion cu-
bic meters, and the average annual 
individual share of renewable water10 

10     The water that rains compared to 
the underground water. Water can be con-
sidered a renewable material when carefully 
controlled usage, treatment, and release are 

is only 125 cubic meters,11 which is 
about 10% of what a person has access 
to in the Middle East and North Af-
rica.12 Therefore, the Yemeni govern-
ment seeks to set policies and take ac-
tion that will contribute to raising the 
productivity of agricultural land, to 
expand farmland, and to manage and 
develop water resources efficiently. 
This needs substantial financial re-
sources, which Yemen aspires to re-
ceive in the very near future, given 
the donor commitments undertaken 
at the last Riyadh Conference, held on 
May 24, 2012.

It is expected that food security will 
remain low over the coming decade; 
thus, Yemen will remain vulnerable 
and susceptible to the external global 
changes. Within this framework, and 
in cooperation with the International 

followed. If not, it would become a non-
renewable resource at that location. For ex-
ample, groundwater is usually removed from 
an aquifer at a rate much greater than its very 
slow natural recharge, and so groundwater is 
considered non-renewable. 
11    The Strategic vision for Yemen until 
2025
12    FAO, http://www.fao.org/index_
en.htm

Institute for Food Policy, a national 
strategy has been drafted to tackle the 
following sectors: agriculture, trans-
portation, trade, education and health, 
which are basically all those sectors 
relevant for food security. This strat-
egy aims at creating a quick change 
in the industrial sector towards more 
export-oriented productions while at 
the same time at decreasing imports. 
It also envisages resource reallocation 
in order to develop other sectors, in 
particularly agriculture. To this end it 
proposes to expand the watered and 
rained arable lands as well as the cash 
cropping that needs less water.

However, food insecurity in Yemen is 
not only related to the structural lack 
of resources, the absence of right poli-
cies or the government inefficiency. 
More importantly it is due to state 
mismanagement and ill coordina-
tion between state agencies as well as 
to the low absorptive capacity of the 
public sector. Therefore, it is impor-
tant that international partners and 
donors intervene to help Yemen over-
coming these dysfunctions. 

Yemen total land area is 45.55 
million hectares while the cultivable 
area is merely 1.61 million hectares. 
Nonetheless, in 2009, the actual 
cultivated area reached 1.31 million 
hectares. In the same year 1.5 million 
hectares were jungles and forests, 
and 22.6 million hectares were left 
for pastures

Land Use in Yemen
Source: www.en.worldstat.info

Only 2.9 percent of Yemen is considered to be arable land, and less than 0.3 percent of the land is planted with permanent crops. About 4,900 square kilometres 
(1,900 sq mi) of land are irrigated. According to the United Nations, Yemen has 19,550 square kilometres (7,550 sq mi) of forest and other wooded land, which 
constitutes almost 4 percent of total land area

Land use in Yemen

Total area Km2 555 000

Land area (% of total area) 100.0

Water surface (% of total area) 0.0

Agricultural land (% of total area) 44.7

 Arable land (% of land area) 2.6

Permanent crops (% of total area) 0.5

Permanent meadows and 
pastures (% of total area) 41.7

Forest area (% of total area) 1.0

Other land (% of total area) 54.2
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MIGRATION AND 
DIsPLACEMENT IN
OnGOInG CLASHES AnD WIDESPREAD InSECuRITY HAvE InCREASED THE 
nuMbER OF DISPLACED PERSOnS WHILE THE FRAGILE SITuATIOn In THE 
HORn OF AFRICA HAS MADE YEMEn A DESTInATIOn FOR TRAnSIT.

Finding protection in Yemen

YEMEN

Photo: Mazrak camp in the tough mountainous scrublands of Yemen’s north-west border with 
Saudi Arabia is now home to more than 10,000 people displaced by the escalating war between the 
government and rebels from the Huthi clan. © Annasofie Flamand, IRIN, www.irinnews.org

After the end of the 33-year rule of 
President Ali Abdullah Saleh, Yemen 
has entered a critical transitional phase. 

President Abd Rabbuh Mansour Hadi 
and his Government of National Unity 
are trying to move forward the tran-

sition process brokered by the ‘Gulf 
Cooperation Council Initiative and 
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Implementation Mechanism’ (GCC)1. 
The ‘Initiative’ includes, among other 
measures, convening a National Dia-
logue Conference, restructuring the 
security and armed forces, supporting 
national reconciliation, and pursuing 
constitutional and electoral reform, 
including the holding of general elec-
tions by 20142. However, the country 
is still facing a rising separatist move-
ment in the south which emerged in 
May 2011, and an increase in the mili-
tary activities of the Islamic militant 
group Ansar al-Sharia, while the truce 
with the Houthis remains fragile. The 
resulting political instability, coupled 
with an impoverished economy, high 
unemployment, natural disasters such 
as flash floods, drought and land ero-
sion, and the consequent food inse-
curity has left many Yemenis in acute 
need of humanitarian assistance. 

The country lies at the crossroads 
of two untenable situations. On the 
one hand, ongoing clashes and wide-
spread insecurity in the country have 
increased the number of displaced 
people, hindered their return, and 
hampered efforts to address protract-
ed displacement situations. At the 
same time, the fragile situation in the 
neighbouring Horn of Africa has made 
Yemen a destination of transit and 
refuge for thousands of people flee-
ing war, drought, famine, and human 
rights abuses. 

Despite the fragile socio-political  en-
vironment, Yemen hosts more than 
230,000 registered refugees, with So-
malis making up the majority, and re-
mains ‘one of the most generous refu-
gee hosting countries’3. However, the 

1     Signed on November 23, 2011. See 
http://www.yementimes.com/en/1627/view-
point/1646/Happy-Birthday-GCC-initiative.
htm, [last accessed 18 February 2013]
2     See SC Res S/RES/20151, 12 June 
2012, available on https://www.un.org/news/
Press/docs/2012/sc10671.doc.htm

[last accessed 18 February 2013]
3     See UNHCR website, ‘news and 
views section’ of 16 november 2012 http://
www.unhcr.org/50a644266.html, [last accessed 
20 February 2013]

situation of the migrants, refugees and 
asylum seekers is far from rosy. In the 
midst of scarcity of available resources 
and innumerable categories of people 
in need, the Yemeni government is un-
able to provide essential life saving as-
sistance, basic services and protection 
to the majority of this population. The 
extremely complex humanitarian situ-
ation is mainly addressed by interna-
tional organisations, such as the UN 
and its agencies, the ICRC4, the IOM5, 
along with other international and Ye-
meni nGOs, such as the Society for 
Humanitarian Solidarity (SHS)6. Their 
work is done in coordination with the 
Government and with the de facto 
authorities in the north and armed 
groups in the south of the country, in 
strict adherence to international hu-
manitarian principles. 

The plight of refugees and migrants 
from the Horn of Africa
For some years now, Yemen has been 
playing a pivotal role in the exodus 
of asylum seekers and ‘economic’ mi-
grants from the Horn of Africa, who 
are seeking a better future in the Mid-
dle East. Mixed flows of refugees from 
Somaliland, Djibouti, and Puntland 
disembark on the shores of the Red 
Sea or Arabian Sea, with Al Hudaydah 
in the north and Aden in the south be-
ing the main ports of arrival, together 
with the shores directly in front of Dji-
bouti‘s coast.

UNHCR and its International/Nation-
al implementing partners7 are carrying 
out crucial humanitarian intervention, 
including border patrol and life-saving 
assistance to the thousands of refugees 

4     See http://www.icrc.org/eng/where-
we-work/middle-east/yemen/index.jsp [last ac-
cessed 20 February 2013]
5    See https://www.iom.int/cms/en/
sites/iom/home/news-and-views/press-brief-
ing-notes/pbn-2012/pbn-listing/stranded-ethi-
opian-migrants-aril.html [last accessed 20 Feb-
ruary 2013]
6     See http://shsyemen.org/en/ [last ac-
cessed 20 February 2013]
7    UNHCR Yemen National Imple-
menting Partners are Yemeni Government 
Agencies; The national Committee for Refu-
gees; The Executive Unit for IDPs; and others 
like the university of Sana’a, IOs and un Agen-
cies, YRC, Save the Children Sweden, ADRA, 
InTERSOS, CARE, DRC, Oxfam Gb, IRD, Al 
Tadhamon, Al Takamol, CSSW, SHS, IDF, Al 
Dumir, RasMarbat, ADPSN, Al Amel, SCWA, 
Triangle, Islamic Relief` Yemen and Qatar 
Charity.

and migrants8. Most of them arrive un-
aware of the fragile and unstable situ-
ation in Yemen, and due to the hard-

ship of flight and life in displacement, 
are less resilient and in higher need of 
protection. 

Drought, conflict, political instability, 
human rights violations, and famine 
are among the leading causes of dis-
placement and forced migration of 
people in the Horn of Africa. Notwith-
standing their need of protection, such 
persons generally do not fall under the 
traditional definition of ‘refugee’ of 
the 1951 Geneva Convention, as they 
do not ‘strictly’ face persecution on 
account of one of the given grounds9. 
As a matter of fact, from the moment 
that the international community tried 
to tackle the issue of forced migratory 
movements, it was generally recog-
nised that a few categories of people 
remained outside the restricted op-
erative area of the Refugee Conven-
tion10 despite their need of protection11 

8     See UNHCR website and, in par-
ticular,  http://www.unhcr.org/4d1361cd2.html; 
[last accessed 23 February 2013]
9     See Art. 1(A)(2), Convention Relat-
ing to the Status of Refugees, 1951 (adopted 28 
July 1951, entered into force April 22, 1954) 189 
UNTS 15. Article 1 states that the term ‘refugee’ 
shall be applied to any person who: ‘[...] ow-
ing to well founded fear of being persecuted 
for reasons of race, religion, nationality, mem-
bership of a particular social group or political 
opinion, is outside the country of his national-
ity and is unable or, owing to such fear, is un-
willing to avail himself of the protection of that 
country; or who, not having a nationality and 
being outside the country of his former habitu-
al residence as a result of such events, is unable 
or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to return to 
it’. For a detailed analysis of this provision see 
UNHCR, Handbook on Procedures and Crite-
ria for Determining Refugee Status, Geneva, 
1992 (first edition 1979). Yemen accessed to 
both the Convention and its 1967 Protocol on 
18 January 1980. 
10     unHCR ExCOM ‘Conclusion Spe-
cific to Comprehensive Approach’ no. 80 (xL-
vII), (1996)
11     The definition of ‘refugee’ contained 
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neighbouring Horn of Africa has 
made Yemen a destination of transit 
and refuge for thousands of people

Drought, conflict, political instability, 
human rights violations, and famine 
are among the leading causes of 
displacement and forced migration 
of people in the Horn of Africa. 
Notwithstanding their need of 
protection, such persons generally 
do not fall under the traditional 
definition of ‘refugee’ of the 1951 
Geneva Convention
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Be that as it may, since the outbreak 
of civil war in Somalia, Yemen has 
granted Somalis prima facie refugee 
status,12 with all the benefits it entails, 
such as documents, freedom of move-
ment, possibility to earn a living, and 
access to basic services like primary 
education and healthcare, at least ‘on 
paper’. In fact, the flight en masse of 
the Somali population, due to the long-
standing internal conflict between dif-

ferent clans, widespread indiscrimi-
nate violence and lack of institutional 
presence makes it unnecessary - and 
mostly impossible, given the elevated 
number - to conduct individual asy-
lum interviews for everyone who has 
crossed the border.  

For the non-Somalis, ‘refugee status 
determination for asylum seekers’ is 
conducted by UNHCR. For these mi-
grants, Yemen is just a hub, a point of 
passage and a gateway to wealthier 
countries and job opportunities. How-
ever, their journey often ends on Ye-
meni soil, or, worse still, in the Red 
Sea’s perilous waters. Despite the lack 
of opportunities in Yemen and the 
difficulties of the hazardous sea jour-
ney across the Gulf of Yemen, some 
107,500 African refugees and migrants 
in 201213 and 103,000 in 2011 have been 
estimated to have arrived in Yemen14. 
More than the 80% were Ethiopians, 
while the rest was made up of Somalis. 
A majority of them have paid smug-
glers to cross the sea, some have been 
beaten and robbed; women have been 
raped during the journey by the same 
traffickers who, to avoid Yemeni coast-

in Article 1A(2) of the 1951 Refugee Convention 
seems to be therefore a legal and semantic exer-
cise that pays lip service to the events occurred 
before, during and after World War II. The 
restrictive criteria contained there are impreg-
nated with the political fear of giving a blank 
cheque to unrestricted movements of migrants. 
12     Also Kenya and Ethiopia granted the 
Somali prima facie refugee status.
13     See UNHCR news stories, 15 Janu-
ary 2013 http://www.unhcr.org/50f5377e11.
html; [last accessed 23 February 2013]
14     See http://reliefweb.int/report/
yemen/80000-internally-displaced-people-re-
turn-home-southern-yemen; [last accessed 23 
February 2013]

guards, have no qualms forcing their 
‘human cargo’ into the water, causing 
over 100 deaths per year15. Once they 
have arrived, often exhausted, dehy-
drated, malnourished and in a state 
of shock, only a very low percentage 
of Ethiopians decide to apply for asy-
lum, either because they are not aware 
of such possibility, or, mainly, because 
they do not qualify for international 
protection. In fact, although some Ethi-
opians might have a true claim to refu-
gee status, the majority are economic 
migrants fleeing from the extreme 
poverty of the region.

Since failed asylum seekers and illegal 
migrants risk being arrested by Yeme-
ni authorities16 and deported back to 
their countries of origin17, they usually 
try to abscond from Yemeni authorities 
and fall in the hands of traffickers, by 
whom they are exploited, beaten and 
sexually abused, hoping to travel for-
ward to the Gulf States. Moreover, the 
unstable and fragile situation in Ye-
men has reduced police presence and 
gives human traffickers and smug-
glers more room to operate18.

It is believed that thousands of Af-
ricans have been crossing through 
into Saudi Arabia almost daily. Of the 
many Somali and Ethiopian refugees 
that arrive on the shores of Yemen 
daily, an unknown number attempt 
to make their way to Saudi Arabia 
travelling through the Harad district 
and then try to continue the journey 
towards the Gulf States, where the 
demand for menial labour is higher. 
Those who are unsuccessful find 
themselves as ‘stranded migrants’19 

15     See UNHCR news stories, 15 Janu-
ary 2013 http://www.unhcr.org/50f5377e11.
html; [last accessed 23 February 2013]
16     For those detained in Sana’a, 
the ICRC provides for basic detainees wel-
fare, while the detaining conditions of those 
held in other Yemeni prisons or expulsion cen-
tres are desperate and mostly inhumane. 
17     See ‘Desperate Situation of Eritrean 
Afar Refugees in Yemeni City of Al-Heeded’, 
11 May 2012, http://asmarino.com/press-
releases/1399-desperate-situation-of-eritrean-
afar-refugees-in-yemeni-city-of-al-heeded; [last 
accessed 23 February 2013]
18     See Al-Jazeera news http://
w w w . a l j a z e e r a . c o m / n e w s / a f r i -
ca/2012/01/201212014491829564.html; [last ac-
cessed 23 February 2013]
19     UNHCR, High Commissioner’s Dia-
logue on Protection Gaps, Closing Remarks, 9 
December 2010, available at: http://www.unhcr.

in Yemen, unprotected and unable 
for legal or practical reasons to return 
home. According to IOM, since 2010, 
when the Haradh Migration Response 
Centre was set up, more than 35,031 
Ethiopian migrants have been medi-
cally assisted. In fact, the desperate 
living conditions due to lack of food, 
poor sanitation and sleeping in the 
open have caused widespread health 
problems. The IOM-managed camps 
register 40-50 people a day. Those 

wishing to return to Ethiopia are reg-
istered for voluntary return. Each per-
son receives a flight from Hodeidah in 
Yemen to Addis Ababa in Ethiopia and 
a grant of 100 dollars. Funds are pro-
vided by the OCHA-managed Central 
Emergency Response Fund (CERF), 
while the Swiss Agency for Develop-
ment and Cooperation20 and the Dutch 
Government recently provided large 
sums. Data from the organisation re-
veal about 9,500 destitute Ethiopian 
migrants that have been helped by 
IOM to leave Yemen since 201021.

The Humanitarian crisis
In addition to the influx of migrants, 
Yemen is also coping with significant 
internal displacement22. Much of the 
country is directly affected, with 11 out 
of 21 governorates hosting IDPs. The 
huge population of IDPs23 in Yemen is 

org/pages/4ca099226.html.
20     SDC donation amounted to 250.000 
US dollars, while the Netherlands provided 2.1 
million uS dollars. See IOM, news section 11 
December 2012 ‘Stranded Ethiopian Migrants 
Airlifted from Yemen’ at http://www.iom.
int/cms/en/sites/iom/home/news-and-views/
press-briefing-notes/pbn-2012/pbn-listing/
stranded-ethiopian-migrants-aril.html [last ac-
cessed 28 February 2013]
21     Ibid.
22     Refugees and IDPs have in common 
the involuntary nature of the movement, how-
ever, what distinguishes them is whether or not 
they have crossed an international border.
23     Paragraph 2 the Guiding Principles 
defines who is considered to be an internally 
displaced person. Accordingly, the document 
refers to: ‘(…) persons or groups of persons 
who have been forced or obliged to flee or to 
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is conducted by UNHCR. For these 
migrants, Yemen is just a hub

Despite the lack of opportunities 
in Yemen and the difficulties of the 
hazardous sea journey across the 
Gulf of Yemen, some 107,500 African 
refugees and migrants in 2012 and 
103,000 in 2011 have been estimated 
to have arrived in Yemen
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mainly a result of the past and ongoing 
conflict as well as of the failure of the 
government to provide basic services 
in vast areas of its territory.  In fact, 
the widespread destruction of houses, 
schools, hospitals, and wells, and the 
indiscriminate targeting of civilians 
together with the widespread use of 
mines have displaced hundreds of 
thousands of civilians. Their number is 
estimated being around 475.000, with 
390.000 directly assisted by UNHCR24. 

The country is facing two serious and 
simultaneous displacement causes. 
The situation in the northern gover-
norates see roughly 335,000 IDPs in 
a protracted displacement situation 
since the outbreak of the conflict with 

the Houthis in 2004; while the fight 
between government forces and an 
armed group in Abyan governorate 
since May 2011 have displaced some 
209,000 people. Insecurity in the north 
hinders large-scale return, while in the 
South more than 100,000 IDPs have 
returned home and started to rebuild 
their lives thanks to the de-mining car-
ried out by the Yemen government and 
other security improvements. Never-
theless, tensions remain and sporadic 
clashes are reported25. Returnees are 
still in need of humanitarian assis-
tance. Their houses have been severely 
damaged or destroyed and access to 
essential services such as healthcare, 

leave their homes or places of habitual resi-
dence in particular as a result of or in order to 
avoid the effects of armed conflict, situations 
of generalized violence, violations of human 
rights or natural or human-made disasters, and 
who have not crossed an internationally-recog-
nized State border.’
24     Due to the scarcity of Government 
resources, and the lack of access to those dis-
placed in the northern regions, true statistics 
regarding the number of IDPs are impossible 
to procure. The national authorities officially 
started to collect data in late 2009. Only in 2012, 
a partnership between the government’s Execu-
tive Unit for IDPs, the World Food Program 
and UNHCR made it possible to begin a veri-
fication process with the aim of updating and 
improving the registration system’s accuracy.
25     See UNHCR news stories, 31 De-
cember 2012, http://www.unhcr.org/50e171549.
html [last accessed 28 February 2013]

water, electricity, and education, have 
been cut off completely in some areas. 
Acute food insecurity and water scar-
city affects an estimated 35% of the 
population, posing serious problems 
to the poor Yemeni economy. 

Of those who are still displaced, only 
10% of them live in camps26. The ma-
jority of IDPs live in host communi-
ties renting overcrowded houses or in 
makeshift shelters, school and clinics. 
Gender-based violence is a harsh re-
ality, and is the main protection chal-
lenge, together with arbitrary arrest, 
looting of properties, and confiscation 
of documents, while exhaustion of as-
sets and food insecurity27 increases 
families’ vulnerability. Children bear 
the brunt of war28, being forced to 
work by begging, smuggling or col-
lecting rubbish to supplement the 
family income29, while psychological 
distress and trauma are among the ef-
fects of exposure to violence, forcible 
recruitment, sexual abuse or forced 
marriage, all of which increase during 
times of crisis. 

The role of the international 
community
Ever since the formation of the new 
government of National Unity, the in-
ternational community has prompted 
the government to make reforms 
and set a legal framework for assist-
ing IDPs. Since the outset, internal 
displacement has been considered a 
matter of internal affairs and the inter-
national community has always pre-

26     This is due mainly to the lack of live-
lihood opportunities and cultural norms that 
dictates women not to be seen by men other 
than close relatives. However, it is a very com-
mon phenomenon with IDPs, which are often 
absorbed within the host community, especial-
ly if the host community is of the same tribe or 
clan.
27     In 2012, WFP also conducted a Com-
prehensive Food Security Survey, which found 
that more than 10 million Yemenis—nearly half 
the population—are food insecure. Five mil-
lion of those, 22 percent of the population, were 
found to be severely food insecure, unable to 
produce or buy the food they need. See http://
www.wfp.org/countries/yemen last accessed 
22 February 2013]
28     See http://www.unicefusa.org/news/
news-from-the-field/children-struggle-yemen.
html; http://www.irinnews.org/Report/93532/
YEMEn-violence-threatens-children-s-health 
[last accessed 26 February 2013]
29     http://www.irinnews.org/Re-
port/97263/In-Brief-More-than-1-3-million-
child-labourers-in-Yemen [last accessed 22 Feb-
ruary 2013]

ferred a collaborative approach with 
national institutions to deal with the 
issue30. This also explains why there is 
no specific agency within the un sys-
tem responsible for the overall protec-
tion and assistance of IDPs and why 
the protection of internally displaced 
people is still missing an international 
binding document31 that deals with it 
exclusively. The sole guidelines pro-
duced by the international community 
are the ‘Guiding Principles on Internal 
Displacement’32. Even though the Prin-
ciples are a soft law instrument, they 
‘reflect and are consistent with inter-
national human rights law and inter-
national humanitarian law’, notwith-
standing the fact that some lacunae still 
exist in some important areas concern-
ing their protection and assistance33. 
However, the ideal solution would be 
the development of a national instru-
ment for addressing the humanitarian 
plight of internal displacement, which 
would provide for a more responsible 
approach of the government to the 
protection of its own citizens, despite 
institutional fragility34. Still, the pri-
mary responsibility to care for IDPs 
also requires national authorities to 
open the doors to international actors 
whenever national capacities or will 
are lacking. 

Over the last two years, humanitarian 
programming has increased nearly 
threefold in scale and the funding re-
ceived for the Yemen Humanitarian 
Response Plan (YHRP) has increased 
from 121 million US dollars in 201035 

30    D. Fisher, ‘Guide to International 
Human Rights Mechanisms for Internally 
Displaced Persons and their Advocates’, The 
Brookings Institution – University of Bern Proj-
ect on Internal Displacement (2006), pp. 25-26. 
31    The Kampala Convention entered 
into force in December 2012, though it is only 
related to IDPs in Africa.
32    The ‘Guiding Principles’ bring to-
gether the guarantees and rights important 
to the protection of the IDPs worldwide in 
all phases of displacement. See UN Doc. E/
CN./4/1998/53/Add.2 of 17 April 1998. The UN 
Human Rights Commission has taken note of 
these Guiding Principles. See its Resolution 
1998/50 of 17 April 1998
33     See Mr. Francis M. Deng ‘Introduc-
tory Note by the Representative of the Secre-
tary-General on Internally Displaced Persons’, 
OCHA Guiding Principles on Internal Dis-
placement, (2nd edn, 2004). 
34     N. Schrepfer, ‘Addressing Internal 
Displacement through National Laws and Poli-
cies: A Plea for Promising Means of Protection’, 
24 IJRL 4 (2012), pp. 667 ff..
35     In total nine clusters are active with 
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is estimated being around 475.000
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Photo: Yemen IDP, Al-Mazraq, Yemen Oct. 9, 2009. A young girl ties down her family’s tent at the Maraq refugee camp in Hajjah province, ©  Paul Stephens

- with the beginning of the cluster-
based approach36 - to 329 million in 
2012. Despite the generosity of these 
sums, the average funding is just 88 
US dollars per person37. UNHCR has 
assumed the lead role for the clusters 
of protection, emergency shelter and 
camp coordination and management 
for conflict-induced IDPs, with sup-
port from UNICEF and Islamic Relief 
of Yemen38. In the same year, the Rep-

regular meetings and activities (Food and Ag-
riculture, Protection, WASH, CCCM/Shelter, 
Health, ER, Nutrition, Logistics and Educa-
tion). In addition to the clusters, there is a 
Multi-Sector Group led by UNHCR working 
with the refugees in the southern governorates. 
The cluster also coordinates with organizations 
that are not formally part of it, for instance, the 
International Committee of the Red Cross’s 
(ICRC).
36     In 2005, motivated by the gaps in the 
coverage of disasters situations and internally 
displaced people’s needs, the UN decided to 
replace the ‘collaborative approach’ with the 
‘cluster approach’, in which ‘individual agen-
cies take a leading role in coordinating the 
activities of all interested agencies in certain 
specific sectors’. See D. Fisher, ‘Guide to Inter-
national Human Rights Mechanisms for Inter-
nally Displaced Persons and their Advocates’, 
The Brookings Institution, University of Bern 
Project on Internal Displacement (2006), p. 26.
37     See YHRP 2013, OCHA, Switzerland 
38    Although UNHCR’s mandate does 
not include a specific responsibility for IDPs, 
the foundation for its engagement with IDPs is 
widely attributed to un General Assembly Res 

resentative of the UN Secretary Gen-
eral on the human rights of the IDPs, 
initiated the process for developing a 
Yemen National Strategy on Internal 
Displacement39. However, no national 
framework was set up by the govern-
ment, besides a cabinet’s decree which 
has major shortfalls and insists on re-
turn, overlooking any possibility of 
integration or resettlement as options 
for IDPs in situations of protracted dis-
placement40. 
In conclusion, notwithstanding the ef-

53/125 (1998), §16.
39     See Draft Yemen national Strategy 
on Internal Displacement due to Natural Disas-
ters, Conflict and Other Causes, revised draft, 
25 Oct. 2010
40     On 27 December 2009, the Executive 
Unit for Internally Displaced People was estab-
lished under the Council of Ministers’ supervi-
sion and headed by a member of the Supreme 
Committee, the Minister for Parliamentary 
Affairs. The Executive unit is responsible for 
advocating for IDPs, managing the registra-
tion and verification processes in locations 
accessible to government workers, as well as 
liaising and coordinating with all humanitar-
ian actors providing assistance to the general 
IDP population. In this capacity, the Executive 
Unit has become the day-to-day operational 
counterpart for WFP, unHCR, IOM and other 
humanitarian actors. Ministerial decree num-
ber 38 of March 2012 renewed the Executive 
Unit’s mandate and reinforced the transitional 
government’s intention to facilitate returns and 
address IDPs’ needs in Abyan, Sa’ada, al-Jawf 
and other affected governorates 

forts of the international community 
and the relative openness of the new 
government, the humanitarian crisis 
related to forced displacement wors-
ens day by day and requires a political 
exit. Migrants, refugees and asylum 
seekers are often exposed to violence 
and harassment, while the situation 
of those internally displaced has dete-
riorated due to the rising cost of living 
and the erosion of public facilities. The 
only way to cut back the main pitfalls 
and shortcomings that those in need 
of protection encounter in such a frag-
ile environment as that of Yemen, is 
to bring an end to the hostilities and 
set up a state-building framework fo-
cused on economic and political ac-
tions. A viable and durable solution for 
both refugees and IDPs would require 
a safe return, local integration, or re-
settlement. However, ongoing clashes 
and insecurity from other sources of 
conflict continue to cause new dis-
placement and to hamper returns and 
reconstruction efforts41.

41     See IDMC website, ‘last news’ sec-
tion, 17 December 2012 http://www.internal-
displacement.org/8025708F004bE3b1/(httpInf
oFiles)/8D24A4E89B93B100C1257AD7005259
4b/$file/yemen-overview-dec2012.pdf [last ac-
cessed 22 February 2013]
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by sama’a Al-Hamdani

FEMALE
AGENCY IN YEMENI 
TRANsITION
SInCE THE uPRISInGS OF 2011, WOMEn ISSuES HAvE bEEn COnSIDERED AS 
POLITICAL OnES, MAkInG THEM COnTROvERSIAL. In ORDER TO ACHIEvE 
SOCIAL REFORM YEMEnI WOMEn MuST ADOPT A DIFFEREnT STRATEGY.

Blogger (www.yemeniaty.com) and Free-Lance 
Analyst, The George Washington University, 

Washington DC, USA

The Context

For the first time since unity in 1990, 
Yemeni women are challenging tra-
dition. Breaking curfews, participat-

ing in political activities after night-
fall, and reciting folkloric poetry and 
shouting revolutionary slogans be-

came common during and after the 
Revolution. For women, the Revo-
lution was truly exceptional. They 

Photo: Ensuring Every Girl a Right to an Education in Yemen, by Malak Shaher, © USAID/YMEP
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participated in sit-ins and addressed 
mixed crowds. The decoration of No-
bel Peace Prize Laureate Tawakkul 
Karman underscored the activism of 
Yemeni women around the world. Ye-
meni women were featured in numer-
ous magazines, websites and news-
papers as champions of civil society. 
During the uprising, women were 
equally as influential as men.

In essence, women initiated a revolu-
tion within a revolution. The presence 
of Arab women in the public sphere 
during the Arab Spring misled many 
observers to believe that a women’s 
right movement was underway. Oth-
ers were skeptical, warning that once 
political regimes began to collapse, 
the status quo would be restored. 
Only a few bothered to ask: what do 
women want from their Revolution?
Yemeni women cannot uniformly 
answer this question because their 
experiences are not monolithic. The 
political dichotomy of the North and 
South produced alternate realities 

for women, especially as the North is 
more conservative and tribal than the 
South. After the unity in 1990, these 
realities continued to change based 
on the location, affluence and heritage 
of a woman’s family. Coupled with 
Yemen’s patriarchal and conservative 
culture, it was difficult to establish a 
unanimous movement for women.  

The current transitional government 
has three women Ministers out of 35. 
The Technical Preparatory Commit-
tee (TPC)1 for the National Dialogue 
was composed of 19% women. One 
female out of 301 members is a par-
liamentarian and two women are 
members of the Shura Council. These 
political positions, none of which are 
decision-making, give the impression 
that women in Yemen have a greater 

1     A 31-member Committee commis-
sioned by President Hadi to decide on the size 
of participants, the rules for eligibility and for 
the mechanisms used during the dialogue.

role in the executive branch. The term 
“feminism” in itself remains contro-
versial, and gender issues must be 
handled with care. In a system that 
is discriminatory in its legislation2 
against women, “feminist” objectives 
can be sidelined. 

Since women’s freedoms were re-
stricted after Saleh’s fall, it became 
apparent that some of the women 
who participated in the uprisings 
were merely pawns for opposition 
parties. Despite these setbacks, there 
have been minor improvements to 
women’s political participation. On 
March 18, the National Dialogue be-
gan, leaving the fate of Yemen’s entire 
female population in the hands of a 
few women from various political 
backgrounds. Their goal is to simul-
taneously advocate on behalf of their 
parties and organizations, as well 
as women more broadly. As of now, 
existing accommodations made for 
women are insufficient, making it dif-
ficult for the national Dialogue to fa-
cilitate gender equality. Women must 
lobby for their rights outside of poli-
tics, and approach the problem from 
a different perspective to see results.

As Feminists or as Politicians at the 
National Dialogue?
Current president, Abd Rabbuh Man-
sour Hadi, made a point of advocat-
ing a 30% female quota in the na-
tional Dialogue. The conference will 
separate members into nine working 
committees.3 Members have submit-
ted their committee choice to the Pres-
ident4 of the dialogue and his six dep-
uties, none of which are women. Soon, 
these committees will begin their de-
liberations. Even though women’s is-
sues deserve broader representation 
across the board, the topic will be 
examined under the eighth commit-
tee, “Rights and Freedoms”. Consti-
tutional reform will be discussed in 

2     Laws do not dictate but rather per-
mit discrimination. For example, the Personal 
Status Law on wife’s obedience sanctions 
marital rape and restricts women’s freedom of 
movement.
3     Committees are divided based on 
Issues: Southern Issue, Sa’dah Issue, National 
Issues, State-building, Good Governance, Mili-
tary & Security building, Independent Agen-
cies, Rights & Freedoms, and Comprehensive 
Development.
4     President of the Dialogue is Presi-
dent Hadi.

a separate committee, “Good Gover-
nance”. The structure of the dialogue 
does not support wholesale changes 
to the status of women’s rights, and it 
is not evident that discussion of wom-
en’s issues will make it into questions 
concerning constitutional reform. 
 
The status of women and their in-
ability to affect change through the 
Dialogue are exacerbated by two 
problems. First, some of the women 
selected to participate are at a cross-
roads: are they feminists or politicians 
first? Are they representatives of their 
party or of women? Yemen’s “demo-
cratic” transition has played out as an 

exclusively political process through 
which women are incentivized to 
champion ideas that oppress other 
women. unified by gender but divid-
ed by politics, women in the National 
Dialogue will frame gender issues 
like women’s security, economic pov-
erty and illiteracy as political issues. 
Based on political divisions, the meth-
odology of dealing with these topics 
will vary. Religious parties like Islah, 
Ansar Allah (Zaydi), Al-Haq (Zaydi 

and Hanafi) and Al-Rashad (Salafi) 
would approach women’s issues 
from a Shar’iah perspective, but ideo-
logical differences are likely to cause 
disagreements. Socialist groups, in-
dependents and even Ba’thist will 
advocate non-religious reforms or 
a mixture of both. A single group of 
unified women is much more pow-
erful than smaller groups of women 
that are at odds. These political issues 
will polarize the women’s agenda and 
make it susceptible to the principle of 
divide and rule.

Second, the same tactics used to ques-
tion the legitimacy of the dialogue 
can be used to challenge solutions 

In essence, women initiated a 
revolution within a revolution. The 
presence of Arab women in the 
public sphere during the Arab spring 
misled many observers to believe 
that a women’s right movement was 
underway

In a system that is discriminatory 
in its legislation against women, 
“feminist” objectives can be 
sidelined

Unified by gender but divided by 
politics, women in the National 
Dialogue will frame gender issues 
like women’s security, economic 
poverty and illiteracy as political 
issues
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proposed to promote women’s rights. 
Any “feminist” agenda could be 
quickly dismissed as part of a West-
ern conspiracy, since the dialogue it-

self is viewed as a foreign initiative 
rather than the result of a grassroots 
national process. Like several Arab 
Spring nations, Yemen is witnessing a 
rise in Islamic fundamentalism. Four 
religious parties will participate in 
the dialogue, and since Islah gained 
more influence beginning in 1994, 
female judges were dismissed as “in-
competent in Islamic Law” and public 
schools were gender segregated after 
the sixth grade.5  A narrow implemen-
tation of Islamic Shari’ah is expected. 
In Yemen, female equality is argued 
as a social liberalization process an-

tithetical to religion, which could 
guarantee its failure. In Yemen’s con-
servative culture, religion dominates 
politics. The prevalence of early mar-
riages in Yemen provides a revealing 
case.

When Islah gained influence in 
Saleh’s government, the marriage age 
of 15 was abolished6. Since 2007, sev-
eral governmental and non-govern-
mental campaigns were launched in 
hopes of mandating a marriage age, 
but none of them succeeded. Radical 
interpretations of Islam were used 
to manipulate and limit the scope of 
female self-determination. The prob-
lem of child marriages still persists. 
According to Amal Basha, the spokes-
person of the TPC, it has been a strug-
gle to add the issue of underage mar-
riage to the agenda of the National 

5     Molyneux, Maxine, “Women’s 
Rights and Political Contingency: The Case 
of Yemen, 1990-1994.” Middle East Journal 49.3 
(1995): 418-31. 
6     Khalife, Nadya, How Come You Al-
low Little Girls to Get Married?: Child Marriages 
in Yemen. New York, NY: Human Rights Watch, 
2011.

Dialogue. Eventually, TPC members 
“unanimously agreed to give it so-
cial priority.” Addressing child mar-
riages, again, as a social issue with the 
same political actors makes it hard 
to fathom how social transformation 
can emerge through the National Dia-
logue. If previous methods proved 
futile, Yemeni women need to seek 
alternatives.
 
Gender Strategies Outside the Social 
Realm
To improve women’s conditions, 
women need to frame their arguments 
outside of politics. A strategy that 
separates women’s issues from tradi-
tional values could prove successful 
in Yemen. Currently, 54% of Yemeni 
women are married before they reach 
the age of 18.7 By tackling the “side ef-
fects” of child marriages, Yemenis can 
limit its social prominence without 
causing an overwhelming social back-
lash. About 58% of Yemeni women 
are illiterate.8 Educational policies put 
in place by the government can assure 
that more girls are going to school. In 
Yemen, marriage means being a full-
time homemaker, and if more girls 
are going to school, then they are less 
likely to marry or having children 
at a young age. Other strategies can 
tackle the same problem. Innova-
tive health policies can produce sub-
stantial changes in reducing the high 
maternal and infant mortality rates.9 
Poverty alleviation programs are an-

other method through which women 
can lobby for reform. Since 44% of the 
Yemeni population is acutely mal-

7     “Yemen: A Wake Up Call to Early 
Marriage.” Oxfam International Blogs. Oxfam, 30 
August 2012, retrieved on-line 15 March 2013.
8     According to World Bank Indicators, 
2010.
9     “Yemen: A Wake Up Call to Early 
Marriage.” Oxfam International Blogs. Oxfam, 30 
August 2012, retrieved on-line 15 March 2013.

nourished10, financial incentives can 
promote the use of contraceptives11 
to control population growth and ad-
dress food scarcity. 

It is unlikely that women’s issues will 
receive special attention, since Hadi’s 
administration has been preoccupied 
with more pressing issues like securi-
ty and military reforms. With soaring 
inflation and an unemployment rate 
at 42.5%12, the nation is facing several 
challenges. Therefore, women need 
to address their needs by mobilizing 
collectively. Between Sa’dah’s six wars 
and Al-Qaeda’s occupation of Abyan, 
50% of Yemen’s Internally Displaced 
Persons (IDPs) are between 5-17 years 
old13. Only a quarter of IDPs from all 
age groups return to their homes14. 
These challenges impose damage on 
the female body. Displacement can 
also lead to rape, gender violence, 
human trafficking, and prostitution. 
Women as a group need to realize 
that protecting their gender is feasible 
through security programs.

Another collective concern is the dete-
riorating economy. In March, Friends 
of Yemen pledged around 7.5 bil-
lion dollars15 in assistance to Yemen. 
While the majority of the money is al-
located to development programs, the 

10     Burki, Talha, “Yemen’s Hunger Cri-
sis.” The Lancet 380.9842 (2012): 637-38.
11     Only 9.3% of Yemen’s population 
uses a modern form of contraception. USAID 
Country Health Statistical Report, Rep. Washing-
ton DC: Bureau of Global Health, 2009. 
12     The Second National Millenium De-
velopment Goals Report. Sana’a: United Nations 
Development Fund and the Republic of Yemen, 
2010. 
13     The Republic of Yemen. Operational 
Unit for IDPs Camps. Information Center.Sum-
mary Showing the Number of Households by the 
Orginal District and Governorates. Sana’a: ROY, 
2013. 
14     Ibid.
15     Andersen, Inger. “Friends of Yemen: 
World bank vice President Inger Andersen 
urges Support for Yemen’s Transition.” Friends 
of Yemen: World Bank Vice President Inger An-
dersen Urges Support for Yemen’s Transition, The 
World Bank, 7 March 2013 retrieved on-line 14 
March 2013.

Like several Arab spring nations, 
Yemen is witnessing a rise in 
Islamic fundamentalism

Any “feminist” agenda could be 
quickly dismissed as part of a 
Western conspiracy, since the 
dialogue itself is viewed as a foreign 
initiative rather than the result of a 
grassroots national process

A strategy that separates women’s 
issues from traditional values 
could prove successful in Yemen. 
Currently, 54% of Yemeni women are 
married before they reach the age 
of 18. By tackling the “side effects” 
of child marriages, Yemenis can 
limit its social prominence without 
causing an overwhelming social 
backlash

Displacement can also lead to rape, 
gender violence, human trafficking, 
and prostitution. Women as a group 
need to realize that protecting their 
gender is feasible through security 
programs
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government must assign a portion of 
it to specifically empower female en-
trepreneurship Without change, the 
nation will continue to be the lowest 
ranked country in the world in gen-
der equality. Increasing female par-
ticipation in the labour market can 
decrease harmful social traditions. 
Using women as agents of economic 
reform can result in the creation of a 
new workforce that facilitates the self-
determination of women. 

Conclusions
The national dialogue promoted the 
inclusion of women in the transitional 
process, but this inclusion does not 
guarantee a transformation of real-
ity in Yemen. Previous tactics, like 
addressing women’s issues as social 

concerns, could lead to political ma-
nipulation. Also, these measures have 
been proven ineffective. The dialogue 
is still in its infancy. Until a clearer 
picture of the Dialogue’s trajectory 
emerges, women will not be able to 
formulate a viable strategy.

The national Dialogue is attempt-
ing to address numerous concerns 
at once, while struggling to maintain 
unity and reform a corrupt political 
system. For the time being, women 
need to advocate through each of the 
nine working committees. The female 
members of the dialogue are respon-
sible for tackling women’s issues stra-
tegically from every possible front, 
because the obstacles facing them are 
not independent of each other, but are 
closely related and must be treated as 
such.

To restrict the harmful consequenc-
es of tradition, non-social solutions 
should be considered. For instance, 
increasing female participation in ed-

ucational programs, health programs 
and in workforce can alleviate prob-
lems such as child marriage. If more 
girls are going to schools then less of 
them are available for marriage. Af-
fordable and accessible health care 
can reduce early deaths amongst 
young mothers and infants. Economic 
opportunities for women can pro-
vide families with additional income. 
While it is challenging to demand 
equality in a conservative culture, it is 
reasonable to demand equal access to 
health, education and economic op-
portunities.

For the full emancipation of women, 
Yemen’s constitution must clearly 
delineate women’s rights, otherwise 
laws will continue to sanction the op-
pression of women. Women in the di-
alogue need new methods and must 
remain cautious of political ploys. 
Gender equality is difficult to achieve, 
but it will only become possible once 
we are aware of alternative options.

For the full emancipation of women, 
Yemen’s constitution must clearly 
delineate women’s rights, otherwise 
laws will continue to sanction the 
oppression of women

Photo: Displaced persons in School Room, Sana’a, Yemen, © INTERSOS, 2013
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YOUTH
BEYOND THE 
BARRIER OF FEAR
WHILE THE TRAnSITIOnAL GOvERnMEnT ADOPTS A COSMETIC APPROACH 
TO REFORM AnD TRADITIOnAL POLITICAL FORCES kEEP THE REvOLuTIOn 
HOSTAGE, THE YEMEnI YOuTH  ARE READY TO REGAIn THE PubLIC 
SQUARE.

Researcher in Social Sciences at 
Sheba Center for Strategic Studies (SCSS), 

Sana’a, Yemen

The Context

The Yemeni revolution has become a 
unique model for popular uprisings 
in the Arab world, as it created a new 

institutional reality whereby Yemen 
experienced an extended political 
and societal change. The process be-

gan with the handing over of power 
in late 2011 from long-standing Pre-
sident Ali Abdullah Saleh to then 

Photo: Yemen Revolution, © Susan Soosay,September 19, 2011
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vice-President President Abdurabu 
Mansour Hadi, who thereby became 
President of a national unity gover-
nment in the framework of a political 
solution initiative. This deal was pre-
sented by the Gulf States and adopted 
by the United Nations and the inter-
national community as a way out of 
the crisis being experienced by Yemen 

since early 2011. The initiative requi-
red entering into a transitional phase 
where both the old system and the 
building of a new one, intersect. The 
Yemeni revolution in its initial phase 
of eruption presented new features 
from other uprisings, with alterna-
tions between enthusiasm and ratio-
nality, collective mind and individual 
will, forces of political organization 
and mass crowds, planning and 
spontaneity. Such binaries interacted 
together harmoniously and produced 
a new model of revolutionary action. 
However, this unique combination 
of political ingredients present major 
challenges in the current phase. Some 
of them are closely related to the na-
ture of transitional periods in general, 
while others are problems specific to 
the Yemeni case that is propelled by 
the wishes of the young revolutionary 
forces in plazas. 

Young people rejected the mechanism 
adopted by the ex-regime in dealing 
with their issues and with the tradi-
tional political forces and organiza-
tions. They criticize the ex-regime for 
taming such forces and organizations, 
and for achieving through them the 
ability to maintain power for over 
three decades. All this poses a set of 
challenges facing the current transi-
tional government; the most impor-
tant of which is how to manage this 
phase and realize the hopes and aspi-
rations of revolutionists. This is requi-
red in order to ensure the building of a 
democratic system, the establishment 
of a consensual change process, and 
achieving social justice and equal op-
portunities, especially for the youth: 

the fuel of the revolution. 

A number of objective factors were be-
hind the public movement that emer-
ged in early February 2011, and led to 
the displacement of a regime which 
was heavily loaded with internal 
problems. The movement sought to 
replace the regime with a new gover-
ning structure capable of achieving 
the aspirations of the Yemeni street, 
including involving young people 
in the political process, providing 
opportunities and enabling them to 
attain their right to employment and 
free education. This, however, has 
not been reached thus far. Nearly half 
of the transitional period has passed 
over with the first anniversary of the 
transfer of power to the Interim Presi-
dent celebrated last month. A number 

of difficulties and problems have con-
tributed to sharpening the continuous 
crisis, including:

(1) The control that traditional poli-
tical forces and party organizations 
maintain over the revolutionary coa-
litions that carried out the revolution; 
the political forces who were oppo-
nents of the regime could control the 
revolutionary movement by using 
their considerable experience in po-
litical work and their organisational 
expertise. By doing so, such forces 
directed young people in a certain 
direction, exploiting their growing di-
scontent against the old regime, and 
this has continued even after the han-
dover of power to the unity President. 
This has contributed to weakening 
the ability of young people to effect 

change, reducing their influence in 
the political arena and relegating the 
adoption of decisions to the hands of 

dominant party and tribal leaders. 

(2) The continued split in the army. 
Although decisions to restructure the 
armed forces were issued to cancel the 
two key factions in the Yemeni army 
– the First Armored Division and the 
Republican Guard - and to merge 
them in brigades and other areas, in 
practice, this cancellation and sepa-
ration has not yet been implemented. 
This is reflected in the transitional go-
vernment’s ongoing inability to tackle 
and solve the troubled security situa-
tion.

(3) The failure of the transitional go-
vernment in the management of this 
phase. A slow and partial – even co-
smetic/reformist approach - remains 
dominant and comes in instalments: 
the worst legacy from the ex-regime. 
However, this approach proved to be 
effective in absorbing popular pressu-
re and exhausting elite forces. It gives 
sense to go towards the reproduction 
of the ex-regime, but with new faces 
that are wanted to be reintegrated 
into political life.  This slow pattern of 
management, tricky and ambiguous, 
encouraged the emergence of an un-
pleasant mood within the revolution. 

Such mood began to show publicly 
and to raise its voice against the ru-
ling establishment while storming the 
fragile security status of the current 
phase. As a result, the revolutionary 
forces experienced a deterioration of 
their popularity and a relative loss 
of community support when adop-
ting protest mechanisms such as sit-
ins, assemblies and demonstrations. 
On top of that, the unity President 
also witnessed the emergence of new 
complications in his relationship with 
the political forces, even those with 
whom he used to be more compati-
ble. Contradictorily addressing the 
requests and appeals submitted by 
the political forces, he proved unable 
to find solutions and alternatives to 
the renewed inadequacy of the (tran-
sitional) government. 

Laxity in addressing the problems 
of the transitional period and its cri-

The Yemeni revolution in its initial 
phase of eruption presented new 
features from other uprisings, with 
alternations between enthusiasm 
and rationality, collective mind and 
individual will, forces of political 
organization and mass crowds, 
planning and spontaneity

traditional political forces and party 
organizations maintain [the control] 
over the revolutionary coalitions 
that carried out the revolution

decisions to restructure the armed 
forces were issued to cancel the 
two key factions in the Yemeni 
army – the First Armored Division 
and the Republican Guard - and to 
merge them [...] this cancellation 
and separation has not yet been 
implemented

a slow and partial – even cosmetic/
reformist approach - remains 
dominant and comes in instalments: 
the worst legacy from the ex regime
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ses has become the salient feature 
and headline in the aftermath of the 
revolution. This phase has been cha-
racterized by confusion and random-
ness, lack of transparency, increased 
rate of financial and administrative 
corruption, the upholding of special 
(factional, partisan or tribal) interests 
rather than public interests, and the 
complete absence of will for creating 
actual change or reform. Perhaps the 
most important concern is the negli-

gence witnessed in the management 
of this delicate juncture, of the priori-
ties imposed by the time factor. Those 
in charge of the process seem comple-
tely unaware of the significance and 
the requirements of the political stage 
Yemen is confronted with. 

This momentum does not call for 
stopping everything in anticipation 
but embarking on the work needed 
to start building the new regime and 
getting rid of the downsides of the 
past. Failure to resolve matters that 
cannot wait hinders the whole pro-
cess and paralyses it, causing turmoil. 

In other words, a large part of the cha-
os and lack of transparency is not due 
to reciprocal doubts and plots, but lies 
on the lack of definition of transition 
tasks that are required to be done by 
key officials, civil and popular forces 
alike. 

What troubles the political elites du-
ring this phase is the loss of focus on 
the issue of the democratic system in 
terms of concepts, institutions and 
guarantees to be recognized. Lost 
amid many other pressing issues, the 
transitional government has proved 
incapable of building an alternative 
regime. If a political alternative was 
agreed upon, fairly and mutually, it 

would help prevent a repetition of 
the excesses of the past regime while 
paving the way to new elected gover-

nments able to cope with the social 
and economic problems. 

For the Yemeni youth and the political 
forces that contributed to the revolu-
tion, the engagement in answering a 
series of political questions, in order to 
reach a state of law and ensure equal 
citizenship rights for all, has been a 
pivotal identity process. Such que-
stions include: How to protect free-
doms? How to establish professional 
and non-politicized state institutions? 
How to ensure the independence 
of the judiciary and prevent it from 
being politicized? How to eliminate 
corruption, especially in the admini-
strative apparatus of the state? How 
to prevent the tyranny of the minority 
against the majority? How to genera-
lize the concept of equal citizenship 
and cultivate a culture of dialogue? 
What are the penalties that prevent 
penetration of the law?  

The construction phase requires bro-
ad participation. It is self-evident to 
all in Yemen, or at least it should be. 
In times of instability this process 
should not be subject to the weights 
of political forces; state institutions 
ought to be neutral and not involved 
in political conflicts. understanding 
the difference between democracy - 

as the rule and common framework 
- and policies, as governments’ tools, 
which can reflect different ideologies, 
is important. This period requires the 
ability to reach consensus on cross-

cutting issues that are simmering on 
the political and economic scene, and 
which affect the stability of the si-
tuation, threatening it to collapse. In 
this sensitive phase, while the Gover-
nment adopts only cosmetic measures 
that suggest a blurred involvement in 
the democratic process, neglecting 
the demands of revolutionists and the 
youth will certainly lead back to the 
first square: the square of the popular 
act. 

The latter act will not let traditional 
elites stay for a long time. The young 
people succeeded where the traditio-
nal political elites and forces proved 
to fail, dropping a regime that had 
always been seen as impervious to 
change. They are in turn able to renew 
the experiment and make any autho-
ritarian regime fall, because they have 

been able to break the barrier of fear 
while the tools they used are still avai-
lable. Their recent success gives them 
great impetus to try again. Therefore, 
it would be highly recommendable 
to listen to young people, getting to 
know their visions and attitudes, and 
creating spaces for dialogue among 
them. Their pressing issues need to 
be addressed constructively and they 
must be integrated in the national 

dialogue on the bases of the aspired 
political system. Their participation 
must be activated at all levels and in 
every political, economic, social and 
developmental sector. Dealing with 
a number of issues related to youth 
and targeting their concerns, such as 
unemployment, education and incre-
ased crime rates, would be one of the 
vital steps to be undertaken in the co-
ming period.  

This momentum does not call for 
stopping everything in anticipation 
but embarking on the work needed 
to start building the new regime and 
getting rid of the downsides of the 
past

a large part of the chaos and lack 
of visibility is not due to reciprocal 
doubts and plots, but lies on the 
lack of definition of transition tasks 
that are required to be done by key 
official, civil and popular forces 
alike

For the Yemeni youth and the 
political forces that contributed 
to the revolution, the engagement 
in answering a series of political 
questions, in order to reach a state 
of law and ensure equal citizenship 
rights for all, has been a pivotal 
identity process

In this sensitive phase, while the 
Government adopts only cosmetic 
measures that suggest a blurred 
involvement in the democratic 
process, neglecting the demands 
of revolutionists and the youth 
will certainly lead back to the first 
square: the square of the popular 
act

[the young people] are in turn able 
to renew the experiment and make 
any authoritarian regime fall, 
because they have been able to 
break the barrier of fear while the 
tools they used are still available

targeting their concerns [of the 
youth], such as unemployment, 
education and increased crime 
rates, would be one of the vital steps 
to be undertaken in the coming 
period
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For decades, Yemeni media professionals 
have been living and working in an ex-
tremely difficult, even hostile, environ-

ment. Yemen is found toward the bottom 
of all international press freedom rank-
ings, e.g. 171 out of 179 on Reporters 

Sans Frontières’ Press Freedom Index of 
2012, and 181 out of 197 on the list of 
Freedom House, which categorizes Ye-

**
* 

MEDIA COnTExT In YEMEn
*Excerpts from “Yemen Country Programme”, March 2013, International Media Support

Photo: Playing football outside the Old City, Sana’a, © Francesco Veronesi, 2009
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men as “not free.” Although independent 
media were allowed to operate during the 
long rule of President Saleh, they were 
seriously undermined by the govern-
ment’s control over broadcast and print 
institutions, distribution outlets and ad-
vertising. Journalists were inadequately 
protected by the country’s legal system 
and a culture of fear surrounded editorial 
coverage of a wide range of issues, leading 
to self-censorship.

The political changes of the past two years 
and the current transition process appear 
to present an opening for the country’s 
media. Problems and restrictions persist, 
but there is a sense that journalists and 
media workers are freer to operate than 
previously and therefore can play a con-
structive role in support of the political 
transition and efforts to democratize the 
country. In the area of media legislation, 
a solid Access to Information Law was 
adopted in April 2012 and efforts to pass 
several other media laws are also under-
way. It appears that real efforts are made 

among state media to move toward public 
service, while government monopoly on 
broadcast is being eroded by new satellite 
TV channels and efforts to launch inde-
pendent radio stations. Although internet 
penetration remains low (around 5%), 
some online media are rather influential 
and many newspapers have launched 
online versions. Altogether, especially 
compared to the hardship of 2011, there is 
renewed activity as well as new ideas and 
initiatives in the sector.

Nevertheless, the media sector remains 
weak and is facing numerous challenges, 
including financial strains and lack of ob-
jectivity and professionalism. Notably, it 
appears that the political divisions in the 
country are reflected in the media sector, 

as private outlets have become increasing-
ly partisan and divided along sectarian, 
political or regional lines. It is a serious 
problem that, rather than enjoying and 
taking advantage of a more liberal envi-
ronment, media are being restricted by 
and becoming part of the political battles 
in the country1. As a result, there is very 
little independent or objective journalism 
at a time when it would be most needed in 
order to keep the population informed and 
decision-makers accountable. 

The media sector as a whole suffers from 
fragmentation and lack of unity on issues 
of mutual concern. For instance, while 

agreeing that examples of bad journalism 
affect their overall credibility, media ac-
tors have not been able to reach agreement 
on a common code of ethics. Also, dis-
agreements have prevented the establish-
ment of a publishers’ union or an associa-
tion for online media. On a positive note, 
the Yemen Journalists’ Syndicate (YJS) 
has survived the 2011 crisis reasonably 
unscathed, and its membership of 2,400 
remains strong and relatively unified. Ef-
forts are underway to open up its mem-
bership to all branches of the business, not 
only the print journalists. 

TV is the medium with the farthest reach 
(85% of the population, according to 
a BBC survey), followed by radio. In a 

country with a large rural population and 
high illiteracy rates, newspapers are only 
read by a small segment of the population, 
primarily in Sana’a and other urban cen-
tres. Nevertheless, newspapers and online 
media are important in terms of forming 
political and other opinion. 

Safety remains an issue for Yemeni jour-
nalists, many of whom continue to face 

1    See in this issue the contribution 
by Nadia Al-Sakkaf The rise of public opin-
ion.

harassment and direct attacks as a result 
of their work. Less the target of govern-
ment forces, media workers are now the 
victim of intimidation and assaults by 
tribal groups and other armed elements. 
Moving around the country is also a 
problem for journalists, especially to/
around certain regions such as Abyan 
province and Houthi-controlled areas, 
meaning that coverage of events outside 
the major population centres is sparse. In 
a heavily male-dominated society, includ-
ing the media sector, there are few women 
journalists. Female media workers are 
often even more restricted in their work, 
inhibited by social norms as well as secu-
rity concerns. 

It appears that real efforts are made 
among state media to move toward 
public service, while government 
monopoly on broadcast is being 
eroded by new satellite TV channels 
and efforts to launch independent 
radio stations

Although internet penetration 
remains low (around 5%), some 
online media are rather influential 
and many newspapers have 
launched online versions

Notably, it appears that the political 
divisions in the country are reflected 
in the media sector, as private 
outlets have become increasingly 
partisan and divided along 
sectarian, political, or regional lines.

TV is the medium with the farthest 
reach (85% of the population, 
according to a BBC survey), followed 
by radio

Moving around the country is also a 
problem for journalists, especially 
to/around certain regions such 
as Abyan province and Houthi-
controlled areas, meaning that 
coverage of events outside the 
major population centres is sparse

Yemen at a glance

Population 
(World Bank 2010)

24 
million 

Main language Arabic
Radios per 1,000 people 
(2004) N/A

Tv sets per 1,000 people 
(2004)

336

GDP per capita 
(World Bank 2011)

$1,070

Adult literacy rate 
(unESCO 2009)

62.4% 

Mobile phone penetration
(Government 2010)

46% 

Mobile phone subscribers 
(ITU 2010)

11.1 
million

Mobile network coverage N/A

Internet subscribers 
(ITU 2010)

2.5-3.0 
million

Ranking in UN Human 
Development Index 2011

154 (out 
of 187)

Ranking in RSF World Press 
Freedom Index 2010

171 (out 
of 179)

Courtesy of Robert Powell at infoasaid, 
www.infoasaid.org, Yemen Country Guide 2012
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[...] Yemenis are addicted to Arabic lan-
guage satellite television channels beamed 
in from abroad. These provide their main 
source of news and entertainment. All lo-
cal radio and TV stations are run by the 
state-owned Yemeni General Corporation 
for Radio and Television (YGCRT) and are 
tightly controlled by the government.1 Un-
til recently Al Jazeera2 and Al Arabiya 
were the most popular channels for news 
and information about events in Yemen 
and the wider world beyond. However, 
other satellite channels, beamed specifi-
cally at Yemeni audiences, became popular 
in 2011 as they began to give extensive 
coverage to the protest movement against 
President Ali Abdullah Saleh. Foremost of 
these were London-based Suhail TV and 
Cairo-based Al-Sa’idah.

A media consumption survey of 1,000 peo-
ple conducted by the BBC World Service 
Trust in 2010 found that 86% of respond-
ents watched TV on a daily basis, whereas 
only 19% listened to radio. Nearly all 
those questioned had a satellite dish at 
home and 65% said they watched inter-
national Arabic channels more frequently 
than local TV. [...] Only 14% of viewers 
said they preferred to watch Yemeni state-
run TV rather than international satellite 
channels. The survey found that 57 % of 
respondents regarded international Ara-
bic broadcasts as the best source of news 
about their own country, whereas only 
26% thought local TV was best for this. 

[...] women watched significantly more TV 
each day than men. This is not surpris-
ing. In socially conservative Yemen, many 
women are confined to their house for most 
of the day. 

The BBC World Service Trust survey 
found that 65% of Yemenis never listened 
to the radio at all. However, radio still has 
some importance in rural areas of Yemen 
which have limited access to electricity. 
The state-run YRTC runs two national 
radio networks that broadcast from stu-
dios in Sana’a and Aden, and a chain of 
10 local radio stations based in the coun-
try’s main cities. The BBC World Service 

1    Given the extremely fluid political 
situation in Yemen, all data & info contained 
here might not reflect any longer the actual 
‘media landscape’ of the country these days.
2    Editor’s emphasis here & elsewhere

Trust survey found that nearly two thirds 
of those Yemenis who do listen to radio 
only tune in to Yemeni radio stations. It 
showed there was only a small audience for 
international radio broadcasts. The survey 
also found that radio mainly appeals to 
people over the age of 30. These regular lis-
teners mostly tune in to Islamic religious 
programmes, readings from the Koran and 
news and current affairs programmes. 

[...] newspapers only circulate amongst the 
educated elite in the main towns and their 
reputation as a source of reliable news is 
quite low. Only 3% of those surveyed by 
the BBC World Service Trust said they re-
garded newspapers as an important source 
of information about events in Yemen.

Internet use has been growing steadily 
from a low base. Since many news web-
sites operate from outside Yemen, online 
news often circumvents the government’s 
heavy handed controls on information and 
is taken more seriously than news printed 
in local newspapers. The International Tel-
ecommunications Union (ITU) estimated 
that just over 12% of the Yemeni popula-
tion used the internet to some extent in 
2010. This would imply that nearly three 
million Yemenis use the internet to some 
extent. According to YemenNet, the coun-
try’s main internet service provider, there 
were 88,000 subscribers to high-speed 
ADSL internet services in the first quarter 
of 2011, and about 500,000 subscribers to 
slower speed dial-up services.

UNESCO estimated in 2009 that just 
over 62% of the adult population of Yemen 
could read and write. The literacy rate 
stood at 80% for men, but only 45% for 
women. The 2010 BBC World Service 
Trust survey found that only 12% of Yem-
enis read newspapers on a daily basis and 
only 4% accessed the internet every day.

However, the use of mobile phones is 
widespread, with all major population cen-
tres covered by the country’s four mobile 
networks. According to government statis-
tics, 46% of the population owned a mobile 
phone in 2010. The ITU said more than 
11 million mobile phones were in use in 
the country at the end of the same year [...
However, there are no restrictions on satel-
lite television reception. Several satellite 
TV channels aimed mainly at Yemeni au-

diences have sprung up overseas. In March 
2011, Al-Mu’tamar [...] showed that Qa-
tar-based Al-Jazeera was the most popular 
TV channel. It was watched by 61% of 
respondents to the survey. Dubai-based 
Al-Arabiya was second on 47%. London-
based BBC Arabic was third on 37%. 
State-run Yemen TV only came fourth on 
just under 37%.

However, viewing habits appear to have 
changed since as the conflict between gov-
ernment supporters and opponents has 
intensified. Another online opinion poll 
published by Al-Mu’tamar in May 2011 
suggested that UK-based Suhail TV had 
become by far the most popular station 
since the start of the anti-government pro-
tests. Nearly 84% of the 7,000 respondents 
to the May 2011 survey said Suhail TV, 
which showed extensive footage of anti-
government demonstrations, was now 
their most watched channel.

Only 3% said that they mainly kept their 
TV sets tuned to government TV stations 
[...]

The conservative nature of Yemeni soci-
ety was reflected in the 2010 BBC World 
Service Trust media consumption survey 
through the answers given to a series of 
questions about general attitudes to life. 
92% of respondents described prayer as an 
important part of their daily lives. 79% felt 
strongly that religious observance was very 
important in modern society. Most Yemeni 
women veil their faces in public and sen-
sitivity surrounds the public discussion 
of subjects such as religion and sexuality. 
It is not unusual for journalists to regard 
promoting religious beliefs and values as a 
key part of their professional duty.

[...] International groups monitoring press 
freedom say independent journalism in 
Yemen is severely hampered by govern-
ment intimidation and harassment [...]

The Press and Publications Law pro-
hibits the publication of anything which 
prejudices the Islamic faith. It also bans 
the spread of ideas that are contrary to 
the principles of the Yemeni Revolution or 
which are prejudicial to national unity.
In addition, it prohibits any criticism of the 
person who is head of state [...]

YEMEn MEDIA AnD TELECOMS LAnDSCAPE GuIDE
*Excerpts From “Yemen Country Guide 2012”, February 2012, courtesy of Robert Powell at infoasaid
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The ITPCM 

Next Events & Trainings
For complete info about trainings, research, project evaluation, design and delivery please refer to our 
website: www.itpcm.sssup.it

Trainings/Education When Info & ContactsApplication Deadline

Informare, Persuadere, 
Mobilitare 7 - 8 June 2013 6 May 2013 comunicare@sssup.it

www.itpcm.sssup.it

On the Fron Line - Hostile
Environment Training for
Media Professionals

8 - 13 July 2013 20 May 2013 mediasecurity@sssup.it
www.itpcm.sssup.it

Comunicare la Cooperazione 
e la Solidarietà Internazionale

3 - 6 
June 2013 6 May 2013 comunicare@sssup.it

www.itpcm.sssup.it

The Civilian Personnel of 
Peacekeeping & Peacebuilding 
Operations

July 1 -12 
2013

itpcm@sssup.it
www.itpcm.sssup.it13 May 2013
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