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THE UNITED STATES AND YEMEN: A HALF CENTURY OF ENGAGEMENT

'. l Yiere are times when it is more productive to speak softly and gain confidence than only
brandish a big stick and thereby maintain an atmosphere of misunderstanding, resentment,
and festering hostility.

—J.E. Peterson, Conflict in the Yemens and Superpower

Involvement

Yemen has rarely played a prominent role in America’s foreign policy or in its national
discourse. In fact, until the October 2000 attack on the USS Cole in the Yemeni port city
of Aden, statements on Yemen often elicited the question: “Where is that?” Yemen is a
conservative, Islamic, tribal, Arab nation located in the southwest corner of the Arabian
Peninsula. Although Yemen currently produces 438,500 barrels of oil per day, it is considered
one of the world’s twenty-five least developed countries,’ with an estimated per-capita GDP of
$508 in 2003 and a literacy rate of only 50 percent.”

Yet notwithstanding Yemen’s poverty and perceived unimportance, since 1946 the
United States has maintained varying levels of contact with it. Several factors have contributed
to this continued engagement, including strategiclocation, Cold War realities, regional stability,
and terrorism. As with the rest of the Middle East, external influences have been a significant
force in shaping Yemen. According to Avi Shlaim, “the key to . . . Middle East [development]
lies in the relations between outside powers and local forces”® As the United States has been
an important actor—and is now a primary actor—in Middle East affairs, an understanding
of US policy toward Yemen is therefore essential in understanding its contemporary history,
culture, and politics.

This paper aims to delineate the nature of US engagement in Yemen over the span of
said bilateral relationship and, in particular, the goals and effects of US policy toward Yemen.
Has the United States followed a consistent policy line toward Yemen, or has US policy been
haphazard and unevenly applied? What effects, intended or unintended, has our engagement
had upon Yemen? Has it strengthened our bilateral relations? What form should bilateral
engagement take in the future?

This paper is organized as follows. After defining the various levels and types of
engagement, I outline the recent history of Yemen to provide an appropriate context for
the reader. In the main section of the paper, which follows, I examine in depth specific
programs and activities through which the United States has sought to influence the Yemeni
government on matters of local and regional policy. In the final section, I analyze American-
Yemeni relations with regards to major issues of the post-World War II political landscape
and assess the effectiveness of US policies. I conclude with recommendations for future policy
approaches to engage Yemen.
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I. DEFINTIONS

Terms such as “influence” and “economic assistance” are often used indiscriminately and am-
biguously. It is essential therefore that these terms be defined and consistently used and ap-
plied. In the following section, I establish clear and concise definitions for the major terms
and concepts used in this paper to describe international engagement.

Engagement may be defined as a foreign policy approach that uses “involvement and
interaction as opposed to isolationism.”* This definition implies that a nation-state may, in
order to shape the perceptions and influence the behavior of other nation-states, opt to use
various forms of interaction, including diplomacy and economic and moral suasion. Engage-
ment may be used as a primary foreign policy strategy or may be combined with more nega-
tive approaches, such as sanctions.

Levels of Engagement

This paper distinguishes three different levels of engagement: influence, involve-
ment, and intervention. Influence usually connotes normal diplomatic interaction between
nation-states and may be defined as the attempt to arrive at a consensus. It also implies the
absence of direct interference in the affairs of another state. As such, influence is the mildest
form of engagement. Howard Wriggins sees influence as a necessary and ever-present means
of international interaction among nation-states.’

Involvement can be defined as a close, working relationship between two (or more)
states, as often happens when states work together to achieve a specific common goal. The
cultivation of one country’s natural resources, such as oil, by another, more advanced state,
qualifies as an example of involvement. Involvement may be relatively benign when pressure
is applied that can benefit the target country (for example, a recipient of development or
economic aid). Often, however, involvement may result in unfavorable terms for, or even
exploitation of, the weaker country.

Intervention has the most negative implications of the three forms of engagement. It
connotes action on foreign territory, but where purposes diverge and a threat is implicit. Two
states are involved, but not in mutually acceptable activities. Intervention may be characterized
as an effort to manipulate the internal affairs or foreign policy activities of another state; and
is generally accompanied by the threat of hostile action.® Israeli and Syrian actions within
Lebanons boundaries are conspicuous examples of intervention. Although interventions
are frequently conducted in the name of protecting minorities, in the Middle East they have
tended to be more opportunistic in nature as external powers vie to enhance their positions
and power.” As Fulbright observed, in the long run, interventions often harm the interests of
the intervener as well as intervened.®

Types of Engagement
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In addition to levels of influence, involvement, and intervention, a country may
engage other countries in various formal and informal ways. The major types of engagement
considered here include development assistance, economic assistance, military assistance,
and educational/cultural exchange.

Development assistance encompasses a wide-ranging category of programs from
basic education projects, public health projects, and road building, to water and environmental
conservation schemes. In the United States, the agency primarily responsible for administering
development assistance programs is the United States Agency for International Development
(USAID), which extends assistance for both idealistic and pragmatic reasons. When aid is
given to relieve the suffering of illiterate and malnourished populations, the goal is idealistic.
But insofar as poverty, high birth rates, and illiteracy foster conditions of social unrest, political
instability, and perhaps terrorism, development assistance is pragmatic in seeking to mitigate
such causal factors. The US governments Economic Support Funds, although a separate US
government budgetary line item, are administered by USAID and are most often focused on
development assistance projects.’

In contrast with development assistance, economic assistance may be offered to help
integrate a nation’s financial markets into the global economy, stabilize a currency, launch
fiscal initiatives such as loans and grants, provide for debt relief, or to embark upon large
infrastructural development projects designed to enhance a nation’s economic capacity.”® It
may also seek to build relationships between countries through the encouragement of trade
and business contacts."! Although the United States does not have a specifically designated
economic assistance agency, the US has played and continues to play a dominant role in
the international organizations—most notably the World Bank and International Monetary
Fund—responsible for developing and administering economic assistance and structural
adjustment programs.

Military assistance may take the form of weapons transfers, International Military
Education and training programs, basing or pre-positioning agreements, and access
agreements. This form of engagement can be especially effective because in many developing
nations the military is a “key institution in political and social life”** and thus, military
assistance allows the United States to exert its influence through an important institution.
Such engagement, which is exercised by the Department of Defense, allows the United States
to influence the receiving military in the present as well as the future.”” One drawback of this,
however, is that the recipient population, especially a repressed population, may view such
assistance less favorably.

Educational/cultural exchange is an important but often overlooked and under-
funded instrument in the engagement tool box. In contrast with economic aid such as currency
restructuring or military aid such as port access agreements, both of which are “invisible” and
may even be perceived as harmful in the short run by local citizens," educational assistance
not only brings long-term benefits to local citizens and society, but is also highly visible."®
Furthermore, it is less likely to be directly beneficial to a regime that is considered repressive or
an ideological opponent.*® No other form of aid permits citizens such broad and close contact
with another culture—instilling understanding if not love, empathy if not agreement, for
differing cultures and value systems. As one scholar notes, “even if [exchange programs] do not
always promote positive feelings, they probably do promote more realistic mutual perceptions.”"’
Senator Fulbright saw education as one of the key components in contemporary human and
international relations: the “attributes of...empathy and understanding between cultures” are
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essential for the kind of leadership demanded in contemporary times.*® It is important to note,
however, that some Islamic fundamentalists fear penetration of their societies by Western
education and values and do not readily support educational and cultural exchange.

Until October 2000, the United States Information Agency (USIA) was responsible for
administering educational and cultural exchange programs at which time, an act of Congress
eliminated the agency and integrated it into the Department of State under the name Bureau
of Educational and Cultural Affairs. Assistance programs may overlap two or more spheres.
A good example of this in Yemen is the US Humanitarian Demining Program, established
in 1998.% The title might lead one to classify it as a development assistance program; indeed,
it included funds to generate public awareness about mine safety and to establish a physical
therapy and prosthetics center. However, it was implemented by the US military’s Central
Command (CENTCOM) and involved military training and cooperation between US liaison
officers and the Yemeni military. The program also had an educational exchange component
in that Yemeni demining trainees were sent to the offices of America-Mideast Educational
and Training Services (AMIDEAST), an American nongovernmental organization (NGO),
for English language training. One can also argue that it had an economic dimension: a major
initial focus was to clear the area that surrounds Aden’s planned free trade zone; an area, that
once cleared, will hopefully to bring business and investment following the example of Dubai’s
Jebal Ali Free Zone.

Il. HISTORICAL OVERVIEW

One millennium before the Christian era, the region now known as Yemen hosted a
flourishing maritime and caravan trade. This trade fueled the establishment and growth of
fabled ancient Yemeni kingdoms, including Saba, Ma’in, Hadramawt, Ausan, and Qataban.
Following the spread of Islam to Yemen in 629 AD, Yemen’s commercial and political fortunes
fluctuated, and the region was rarely united under one governing entity. Before discussing US
engagement with Yemen, it is therefore necessary to consider the separate experiences and
disparate internal political developments of what were commonly known as North Yemen
(formally referred to as theYemen Arab Republic) and South Yemen (People’s Democratic
Republic of Yemen) before they unified in 1990.

The Yemen Arab Republic (North Yemen)

For more than a millennium a unique theocratic regime based on the Zaidi sub-sect
of Shia Islam ruled North Yemen. The first of the Zaidi imams, al-Hadi ila’l Haqq, arrived in
Yemen in 893 AD and established what was to become one of the longest-lasting dynasties in
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the Middle East. His line of rulers governed a kingdom comprising varying portions of what
is now modern Yemen until 1962.%

In 1962, Colonel Abdullah al-Salal headed a military coup that overthrew the last
of the imams, Muhammad al-Badr. Al-Badr, who managed to escape, rallied many of the
conservative northern tribes and began an opposition movement against the new, military-
dominated republican regime. Thus commenced a protracted civil war, which affected not
only Yemen but several other Arab states as well. The Egyptians, under President Gamal
Abdul Nasser, supported Salal and the republicans by sending tens of thousands of troops to
fight the royalists under al-Badr, who, in turn, received political and financial support from
Saudi Arabia.”> The war finally ended in 1970, more than two years after the Egyptians had
withdrawn from Yemen and after the revolutionaries had managed to coopt a number of
conservative tribes.”

President Abd al-Rahman al-Iryani, who had replaced Salal in 1967, presided over the
state until 1974. During his tenure, an era of “national reconciliation” was initiated,* through
which royalist opposition groups were integrated into the government, thereby broadening
its base of support. However, discontent fueled by internal rivalries and economic hardships
remained a primary source of instability.

On June 13, 1974, a bloodless military coup led by Lt. Col. Ibrahim al-Hamdi
overthrew the Iryani regime. Hamdi proved to be a popular leader and initiated numerous
reforms and development measures, which were not wholly successful, but his efforts
succeeded in extending the authority of the central government over some of the northern
tribal areas.” His overtures toward South Yemen, however, antagonized influential military
and tribal leaders in Yemen and their Saudi supporters.?®

Hamdi was assassinated on October 11, 1977. The assassins were most likely army
officers who disagreed with some of his policies and who feared being purged by him; they
decided to act before he became too suspicious.” Colonel Ahmad Husayn al-Ghashmi, the
former Armed Forces Chief of Staff, succeeded to the Presidency and held the office only until
June 24, 1978, when he too was assassinated by a bomb delivered by a reportedly unwitting
South Yemeni emissary.?®

From 1978 until 1990, North Yemen was ruled by Colonel Ali Abdullah Saleh. Although
Saleh initially had difficulty stabilizing his regime,” by the 1980s his power situation had
improved.* Oil was finally discovered in Yemen in 1984,” and in 1988, North Yemen produced
the Arabian Peninsula’s first elected assembly,** the Majlis al-Shura (Consultative Council), in
what foreign observers called “authentic elections””* President Saleh presided over the unification
of the two Yemens in 1990 and has, since that time, been president of the unified republic.

The People’s Democratic Republic of Yemen (South Yemen)

The history of South Yemen before the nineteenth century is basically a compendium
of internecine tribal disputes and localized wars. Aden, the only city of any significance in
South Yemen, had reached its commercial zenith long before the British arrived there. In fact,
by the time the British established a colony in Aden in 1839, the “city” had long since fallen
into decay and had become “a village of less than two thousand permanent inhabitants”**
The British ruled Aden for nearly 130 years, and they maintained it as a

telecommunications link, a coal depot for steamers on their way to and from India, and later,
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a major bunkering facility and transhipment hub in the Middle East. Under British rule, Aden
rapidly developed once again into a sizable town,* but the tribal hinterland was ignored by the
British until the twentieth century. In the early 1900s, the British began negotiating a series
of alliances and treaties with local rulers, with the aim of bringing the various neighboring
sheikhdoms into their sphere of influence.*® Aden continued to gain importance and in 1937
the British formally declared their complete sovereignty over Aden. They made the city a
Crown Colony, administering it from London rather than India.””

As political changes, including nationalism and Nasserism, began to grip the Middle
East, the British sought to integrate Aden with the hinterland functionally and politically.*®
To accomplish this, they spawned the ill-fated South Arabia Federation in the early 1960s.
The Federation crumbled because-the rural south Arabian tribes were politically and socially
incompatible with the urbanized and Westernized Adenis.

Meanwhile, two internal dissident groups had begun to challenge British rule: the
Front for the Liberation of Occupied South Yemen (FLOSY, a Nasser-supported nationalist
party) and the National Liberation Front (NLE, a broad coalition of organized left-wing
dissidents against British rule). During the 1960s the two groups began to carry out insurgent
activities against the British and each other. Concurrent with an escalation in NLF- and
FLOSY-sponsored violence, political changes in London made Britain less willing to support
her remaining colonies, especially where British blood was being spilled. In 1967 Britain
finally withdrew, allowing the NLF to fill the power vacuum.

Initially, the NLF (called the “National Front” after independence) was a nationalist
movement with leftist tendencies. However, in 1969, a radical Marxist faction within the party
seized power from Qahtan al-Shaabi, South Yemen’s first president and a relative moderate, and
tilted South Yemen even further to the left. Coups and assassinations continued, and in 1979
internal tensions were compounded by external ones: a border conflict flared up with North
Yemen that required mediation by the Arab League.” Although the war ended with a treaty and
an agreement on unity, few practical steps were actually taken to implement the agreement, and
until the late 1980s, unification seemed a remote possibility.

Ironically, a further move toward radicalism by the extreme leftist faction in South
Yemen in January 1986 set in motion a chain of circumstances that proved favorable to unity
between the two Yemens. The subsequent internal power struggle resulted in a bloody civil
war, the exile of the former president, and the death of numerous factional leaders. In the span
of less than twenty years, the government of South Yemen had attempted to impose a Marxist
ideology on an ancient tribal system. The attempt proved unsuccessful; during the 1986 coup,
tribal disputes shattered the People’s Democratic Republic of Yemen’s thin veneer of Marxism
and became the primary motivating force behind the violent upheaval.*°

As the country recovered from this period of turmoil, new policies gradually emerged
in Aden. Since the civil war in 1986 the new government in Aden [headed by Haydar Abu Bakr
al-Attas]—an uneasy coalition of factional groups reflecting tribal and ideological differenc-
es—had committed itself to improving relations with its neighbors, furthering the process
of unification with the YAR, and establishing better relations with the West in its quest for
greater international respectability and increased foreign aid.*'

The collapse of the Soviet Union and many affiliated communist regimes in 1990-91
not only left South Yemen without an ideologically-compatible patron state, it also left South
Yemen without the subsidies and assistance that the East Bloc had provided and on which the
impoverished nation had relied.* Thus, external political and economic pressures, as well as
national mythos, drove the two Yemens on the path to unity.
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Unity

Yemeni unity was officially proclaimed on May 22, 1990, and North Yemen
President Ali Abdullah Saleh became the ruler of the new entity officially known as the
Republic of Yemen. Despite the widespread rejoicing, however, there were many signs that
pointed to a difficult transition period. North Yemen had a much larger population than
South, North Yemen was capitalist and the South was socialist, North Yemen dominated
the new government (both the executive and legislative branches),* complaints persisted
over the distribution of government revenues and services, and many structural aspects
of unity had not been implemented. Furthermore, the two countries’ former currencies
were both in use, the militaries were largely separate, and many ministrial positions were
redundant.

The unification of the two Yemens was strained significantly by the second Gulf War,
precipitated by Saddam Hussein’s August 1990 invasion of Kuwait. Yemeni public opinion
and official Yemeni policy refused to support Western-led intervention to expel Iraqi forces
from Kuwait. This stance prompted Saudi Arabia and other Gulf countries to expel nearly one
million Yemeni expatriate workers, who returned jobless and often homeless to the newly uni-
fied country. Similarly, donor nations and agencies significantly reduced their presence and
funding levels in Yemen.

By 1993, the Yemeni political situation had deteriorated, and Vice President Ali
Salem al-Baidh (the former president of South Yemen) holed himself up in the former
southern capital of Aden and refused to return to Sana a. The discovery of oil and, begin-
ning in 1993, its export from the southern province of Hadramawt,* gave southern leaders
more confidence that they could “go it alone.” Consequently, in May 1994, civil war broke
out. From the outset however, the southern “secessionists” were on the defensive and the
war lasted only two months. Northerners proclaimed victory on July 7, 1994, and Yemen
remained unified.

Following the civil war, economic issues came to the forefront as Yemen faced the
costs of the war and began working with the IMF to implement a structural adjustment pro-
gram.* Although some of the adopted policies (such as eliminating the bread subsidy) caused
urban riots and popular discontent, Yemen moved forward to bring its economy in line with
those of other nations.* Yemen was also plagued with kidnapping incidents as disgruntled Ye-
meni tribes sought governmental concessions by kidnapping local citizens, tourists, expatriate
workers, and diplomats. Rising international petroleum prices and a government crackdown
on kidnapping helped improve the economic and political situations by the end of the decade.
However, Yemen was catapulted into international notoriety on October 12, 2000 when a sui-
cide attack on the USS Cole (DDG-67) in Aden’s harbor killed seventeen sailors and wounded
dozens more. This event and subsequent incidents served to highlight the growing presence
of international terrorism in Yemen, a country whose control over much of its hinterland and
tribal structures remains weak."
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I1l. US ENGAGEMENT IN YEMEN: PAST AND PRESENT

North Yemen, an isolated, mountainous, and authoritarian country, remained insulated from
most outside contacts until the latter half of the twentieth century. Its xenophobic rulers pur-
sued a policy of isolationism perhaps (qualified just in case there were other reasons) to quell
internal discontent and maintain strong control over their population.*® The coming of the
Cold War, however, and the search for surrogates by the superpowers, as well as some minor
moves by Imam Ahmed to open doors to assistance, education, and trade, meant that Yemen’s
isolationism was increasingly challenged.”

Colonial Aden was by all definitions a city-state and not a nation, and unlike North
Yemen, the latest products, ideas, and movements circulated freely among the multinational
inhabitants of the city, including British colonialists, non-Adeni Arabs, Indian bureaucrats,
and Somali laborers. The tribal hinterland, however, like North Yemen, remained almost en-
tirely impervious to developments in Aden and to international political trends.

Imamate Era in North Yemen (1918-1962)

The United States was a latecomer to the Arabian Peninsula. Unlike a number of
European nations and companies that had established formal relations, colonies, treaties, and
trading posts there by the seventeenth century, official and sustained American involvement
in Arabia, and Yemen in particular, did not begin until well into the twentieth century.” The
United States established diplomatic relations with North Yemen only in 1946, and even then,
the US opted not to set up a permanent US presence there.”' Relations slowly developed as
the United States, worried that Marxism was gaining a foothold in the developing world and
specifically in North Yemen, began to make friendly overtures toward the regime of Imam
Ahmed.” A variety of US missions—oil, research, and archaeological-were initiated, despite
opposition from Europe and China.*

In the late 1950s, the United States sent an economic mission and a diplomatic mis-
sion to explain the Eisenhower Doctrine and assess foreign assistance prospects.> Military aid
was not considered at the time, despite Yemeni requests.” In 1959, ostensibly to gain more
information and to offset developing Yemeni-Soviet relations, the United States opened a
legation in the then capital of Taiz.*®* An aid program was initiated at the same time under the
US International Cooperation Administration, and drought relief was provided in the form
of food assistance.”

Throughout this period, the US presence in Yemen may be characterized as one of
influence. Contacts slowly expanded following the establishment of diplomatic relations, but
US engagement did not at that time approach the level of involvement.

Colonial Era in the South (1839-1967)
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American relations with the Southern portion of this country are more appropri-
ately considered bilateral relations with Britain, because Aden had become a Crown Colony
in 1939 and was administered directly by London. The United States maintained a consulate
in Aden, which performed routine consulate duties as well as reporting on the Southern tribal
sheikhdoms, North Yemen (before a US embassy was established there), and the Arabian Pen-
insula in general.”®

North Yemen’s Revolution and Civil War (1962-70)

The United States recognized the Yemeni republic on December 19, 1962, three
months after the September 26th revolution that ended the rule of the Zaidi Imamate and
installed a republican regime.* Harold Ingrams, British resident adviser in Mukalla, and oth-
ers interpreted US “recognition as an instrument of policy,” whose aim was to further stability
in the region and to protect US paramount interests in Saudi Arabia.®® Zabarah, on the other
hand, viewed the recognition as primarily a response to offset potential communist influences
and to give the United States the ability to mediate all parties in the ensuing civil war.®" All
motives likely had merit;** what is significant is that the United States decided that recognition
of a revolutionary Arab regime with ties to Nasser was more important to US interests than
acceding to the wishes of its monarchical, pro-Western, Arabian allies, notably Saudi Arabia
and Jordan.®

The revolution spawned an extended civil war in Yemen between royalist and re-
publican forces and developed into a regional conflict involving Egypt and Saudi Arabia on
opposing sides. The United States attempted to mediate an end to Egyptian and Saudi in-
volvement,* and to encourage acceptance of its mediation efforts, it instituted development
assistance projects under the auspices of the newly established USAID.® These projects in-
cluded the building of the 225-mile, $22-million Sana‘a—Taiz—Mocha highway, the $33-mil-
lion Kennedy Memorial Water Project in Taiz and other water systems, the funding of schol-
arships and technical training missions, and the provision of surplus food stores for hunger
alleviation.® In 1966, the embassy was also moved to Sana‘a, the capital of the new republic.
President Abdullah Salal nevertheless expressed dissatisfaction with the aid package, saying
that he had “expected greater generosity from such a rich country.”*’

The United States was firm on not granting military aid to Yemen. It did, however,
seek to reassure Saudi Arabia and to demonstrate to the Egyptians and the Soviets its inter-
est in preserving the stability of the Kingdom.68 To that end, a US Air Force squadron was
dispatched to the Kingdom, the Saudi Air Force was augmented, and a small over-the-horizon
naval presence was maintained.®

Eventually, regional politics intervened to help alter the matrix of players involved in
Yemen. The 1967 June war with Israel prompted Egypt to reassess its intervention in Yemen
and to begin withdrawing its troops.” Also as a result of the war, on June 6, 1967 the Yemeni
regime severed relations with the United States in the name of Arab nationalism.”

Throughout this tumultuous period, Egypt and Saudi Arabia were the primary ex-
ternal actors in North Yemeni affairs and intervened extensively in the fighting, by providing
funds, equipment, and (in Egypt’s case) troops.”” In effect, they fought each other physically
and ideologically by proxy.” Other nations, including China, the Soviet Union, and Germany,
refrained from military involvement but did have significant aid programs.’ By contrast, US
engagement was not extensive and ended with the severance of diplomatic relations in 1967.

11
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South Yemen'’s Revolutionary Era (1967-69)

The British left Aden in 1967, taking with them not only their officials and their
support for local rulers and sultans, but also their economic and development aid.” Local
groups vied to fill the power vacuum; the NLF ultimately succeeded. Despite the violence and
the factional infighting immediately preceding Britain’s withdrawal, the United States main-
tained its consulate in South Yemen.” Shortly after South Yemen declared its independence,
the United States recognized the fledgling country on December 7th and upgraded its consul-
ate to an embassy.”” The British withdrawal from Aden in 1967 and from the Persian Gulf in
1971 presaged an increasing American involvement in Arabia as protector of the region’s vast
oil supply and as counterweight to communist influence.”®

Bilateral US-South Yemeni relations were strained, however.” South Yemeni offi-
cials, facing economic and political crises, were unable to secure any foreign assistance from
the United States and further accused it of attempting to undermine the new republic.®
Then, on October 24, 1969, following a coup that moved the regime farther left, South Ye-
men broke relations with the United States as it increasingly sought to ally itself with other
radical Arab states.81 At this time, however, it did not ally itself strongly with the USSR.
Thus during this time period, bilateral relations with South Yemen began with normal and
minimal diplomatic influence, but ended with complete disengagement and the severance
of all official ties.

North Yemen (1970-90)

Diplomatic relations between the United States and North Yemen were reestab-
lished in 1972 following an official visit by Secretary of State William P. Rogers to Sana a
in June of that year.*> A new USAID agreement was signed the next year and from 1973 to
1990, development assistance focused on health, education, agriculture, and water resourc-
es. The USAID program was further reinvigorated by a Peace Corps presence. Moreover,
according to David Ransom (Deputy Chief of Mission 1975-78), the United States sought
to encourage the Saudis to support the central government and to limit their support for
the independent tribes in the north. North Yemen, suffering from a weak central regime,
did its best to steer a middle course between the “Scylla of the South [South Yemen] and the
Charybdis of the North [Saudi Arabia],” both of whom sought to influence events in North
Yemen.*

For the first time, educational and cultural exchange programs were implemented
on a large scale in Yemen. In the late 1970s, several initiatives began and were expanded upon,
many of them coaxed to life by Marjorie Ransom, the Public Affairs Officer.*® During her
tenure, two US-government-supported institutions specializing in educational and cultural
affairs were established or formalized: The Yemen-American Language Institute (YALI), and
the American Institute for Yemeni Studies (AIYS). Two years later, a third organization, AM-
IDEAST, was also established.®

According to Bill Helz, YALI director of courses:
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YALI has been an integral component in the US’s public diplomacy efforts in Yemen over the past
28 years, with many Yemeni government leaders having received their English language training
from YALI and with requests for subsidized seats in the program ever growing. As such, YALI has
gained a great deal of respect in the Yemeni community.¥’

YALI has grown significantly and now trains 1,500 Yemenis during each of its eight, five-
week sessions. YALI is also significant in that language training introduces Western cultural
concepts to Yemenis in a moderated environment quite different from that afforded by the
currently ubiquitous satellite television or Internet cafes.

ATYS was established in 1978 to facilitate and promote research by American schol-
ars in Yemen.® Since its inception, it has arranged for and overseen a wide variety of research
projects, ranging from archaeological digs to zoological investigations. It also maintains links
with the Yemeni government and the Yemeni academic community, administers a hostel, and
coordinates the programs of American Fulbright scholars.®” AIYS has helped document, pre-
serve, and disseminate information about Yemen’s unique cultural and environmental heri-
tage through publications, lectures, and symposia.

AMIDEAST, although a private organization, officially established its presence in
Yemen in 1981 with support and funding from USIA. AMIDEAST receives federal funding
to coordinate a variety of US-sponsored programs, including the Fulbright scholarship (for
Yemeni scholars) and other educational exchange programs, development aid projects, and
advising services for students wishing to study in the US. During the 1980s, AMIDEAST ad-
ministered scholarships on behalf of USAID; both the Department of State and the scholar-
ship recipients claim that they were the “best” investment that the United States ever made in
Yemen.” All three institutions have continued to provide their services to Yemeni citizens to
the present day.

American assistance, however, went beyond development aid and educational ex-
change. In 1975 the United States established a trilateral military aid arrangement, whereby
Saudi funds purchased US weapons to equip and strengthen North Yemen’s military forces.”
In this way, the United States provided North Yemen with training, aircraft, and ground-based
material.”? Saudi Arabia, always nervous about the potential threat from the radical regime in
Aden, made sure that South Yemen did not gain the upper-hand in the conflict and endanger
the Kingdom’s southern flank.”> The United States also initiated an International Military
Education and Training program for North Yemen in 1976, under which Yemeni officers at-
tended US Armed Forces service schools.

During the 1979 border conflict with South Yemen, President Carter approved $400
million in military sales to the Northern regime in what represented a significant expansion of
trilateral aid.”> Washington, viewing the conflict within the global context of the revived Cold
War and fearing potential victory by the Marxist regime of South Yemen, sought to bolster the
ability of the North to withstand any Southern onslaught. Accordingly, the Carter administra-
tion provided these arms to North Yemen through Saudi Arabia on an emergency basis under
the Arms Export Control Act without receiving congressional approval.”* The main concern
here was that a Southern victory could directly threaten Saudi Arabia and the entire Arabian
Peninsula. That the United States minimized its contacts with Yemeni officials and worked
primarily through Saudi officials indicates that the primary US concern was for Saudi and not
Yemeni stability.”” To further help assuage Saudi fears, an aircraft carrier task force was also
sent to the Red Sea as a deterrent.”®

At the end of the short-lived border conflict, however, the Saudis reduced the large
aid package to Yemen, fearing that a significant expansion of the North Yemeni military could
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have unintended repercussions for the Kingdom.*” The Yemenis resented the manner in which
the Saudis controlled the arms transfers and decided to assert partial independence from their
wealthy patron.'® Accordingly, the Saleh regime renewed its friendship with the Soviets de-
spite US pressure and South Yemeni attempts to end the relationship.’”! Between 1979 and
1981, the Soviets supplied the North Yemenis with $600 million in military aid on easy credit
terms (unlike the United States, which wanted payment in full).'*

North Yemen entered a period of greater stability with the accession of President Ali
Abdullah Saleh to the presidency in 1978. Diplomatic relations were strengthened through a
bilateral exchange of visits by Yemeni and American leaders. In 1986, Vice President George
Bush visited Yemen; a few months prior to Yemeni unity in 1990, Saleh visited the United
States.!® Saleh also attempted to maintain amicable relations with Saudi Arabia, South Ye-
men, and the Soviet Union, which proved a delicate political juggling act.'* Although Ameri-
can military engagement had diminished sharply, by 1990 educational exchange was flourish-
ing and the United States was officially providing the Saleh regime with about $42 million in
development assistance annually.'® Unofficially, Washington also maintained involvement in
Yemen through the presence of the Hunt Oil Company and other private businesses operat-
ing in the country.' During the two decades preceding Yemeni unification, the United States
had rapidly moved from a position of influence to one of involvement. In general, however,
the multifaceted, ongoing, and expanding involvement was benign in nature and according to
AMIDEAST Yemen’s Country Director, Yemenis fondly remember that period as a highlight
of Yemeni-American relations.'"’

Marxist South Yemen (1969-90)

For a twenty-year period there were no diplomatic relations or official contacts be-
tween the United States and the People’s Democratic Republic of Yemen.!”® The interests of
the two nations were diametrically opposed: South Yemen was engaged in spreading Marxism
and promoting radical Arab nationalism, whereas the United States, which had moved to fill
the void in the Gulf left by the departing British, was focused on containing the spread of
communism and assuring the stability of the region.!” The United States considered South
Yemen to be a state sponsor of terrorism; South Yemen, in turn, was threatened by American
moves such as a naval deployment in response to a blockade of the Straits of Bab al-Mandeb,
the establishment of a large naval base at Diego Garcia (March 1973), the expansion of Ameri-
can military interests in Oman, and its steadfast support for Saudi Arabia.'® Furthermore,
although South Yemen had not initially been a Soviet satellite, by the late 1970s the USSR
had incorporated South Yemen into its sphere of influence.'" Relations, such as they were,
were hostile at best between the two nations, with Aden denouncing America as “the sweetest
enemy of the Arab revolution.”!*?

US Congressman Paul Findley did make two unofficial visits there: once on behalf of
an imprisoned constituent and once as a stop-over several years later. On his first visit, Findley
carried with him two “diplomatic ‘feelers’” from Secretary of State Henry Kissinger and As-
sistant Secretary of State for Near Eastern and South Asian Affairs Alfred Atherton indicating
a general American desire to establish stronger ties with the Arab world.'”’ Findley met with
President Salim Rubayya Ali on this first visit and left feeling convinced that Ali was also try-
ing to put feelers out to Washington; however, the US administration did not even attempt
to establish a dialogue at that time. Indeed, a variety of events served to push the two nations
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farther apart following Findley’s initial visit.'"*

South Yemen’s interest in reestablishing dialogue with the United States was strength-
ened by regional events, including Egyptian President Anwar Sadat’s opening to the United
States, the more active US role in the Arab-Israeli conflict, and the shifting conflict between
Ethiopia and Somalia (1977-78).""> A subsequent meeting between Ali and Findley at the UN
headquarters in New York in 1977 produced a promise for exploratory talks between Secretary
of State Cyrus Vance and People’s Democratic Republic of Yemen Foreign Minister Mohammed
Motie, but these talks did not materialize by the time of Findley’s second visit to Aden in 1978.!1¢
Nevertheless, Findley left South Yemen with the following message from President Ali:

Please extend my warm greetings to President Carter. Kindly inform him that we are eager to
maintain smooth and friendly relations between Democratic Yemen and the United States. We rec-
ognize that President Carter is concerned about maintaining friendly relations with all countries.
We feel that it is a positive policy. We believe our relations should be further strengthened.'"’

Carter responded by establishing a date for talks. However, Marxist hardliners succeeded
in removing Ali from power and executing him the same day that the US delegation under
Joseph Twinam arrived in Sana a.''® The mission was aborted and the delegation returned to
the United States, despite requests by South Yemen to reconvene.'” In fact, the US position
further hardened toward the Marxist state as detente faltered between the United States and
the USSR.'® The subsequent border conflict, in which the United States supported North
against South Yemen, effectively ended any attempts at normalizing relations.'*!

It was also during the Carter administration that terrorism became an important
item on the US policy agenda. The United States accused South Yemen of aiding and abetting
groups it considered to be terrorist, such as the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine
(PFLP). Findley’s pleas notwithstanding, the administration refused to consider altering its
stance toward South Yemen. The stance of the United States was partly influenced by Saudi
Arabia’s perspective on the issue, as Robert Pelletreau of the US State Department noted.'*
Pleas for the United States to remove its Cold War goggles fell on deaf ears:

The [People’s Democratic Republic of Yemen] is not the preying wolf of the Gulf, but a small, poor,
undeveloped country surrounded by what it perceives as hostile neighbors. . . . Even the possibility
of any personal expression of the American viewpoint in Aden, no matter how slight its chances of
successful persuasion, would seem preferable to the appearance of total hostility.'*

Following the 1986 coup, South Yemen began cautiously to court nations outside
the Soviet bloc, but both Aden and Washington had little incentive to reestablish diplomatic
ties.'** Halliday claims that although the United States did not involve itself in this crisis, it de-
veloped a better understanding about the extent of the Southern regime’s weakness and about
how this might be exploited.125 Nevertheless, the United States continued to view South Ye-
men primarily within the context of its role as a Soviet proxy.'?

It was only on 30 April 1990—after the Cold War had all but ended and unity was
imminent between the two Yemens—that the United States and South Yemen formally reestab-
lished diplomatic relations, but no move was made to reinstitute an embassy. In summary, US
contacts with South Yemen during the twenty years of Marxist rule were minimal and incho-
ate. For all intents and purposes, there were no bilateral relations and thus no engagement.'”
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Unification Era (Phase I: 1990-94)

The initial period of Yemeni unification was difficult. Not only did the new state
have to integrate two different political systems, two different economic systems, and two
populations, but it had to contend with an unexpected international crisis: the 1990 inva-
sion of Kuwait by Saddam Hussein. Yemen, which by chance held one of the UN Security
Council’s rotating seats that year, voted “no” in a resolution authorizing the “use of force” to
expel Saddam’s forces from Kuwait. Essentially, Yemen opposed the Iraqi invasion, but it did
not support the US approach to reversing it. The consequences of this de facto support of
Saddam’s regime were swift and dramatic. Regionally, nearly one million Yemeni expatriate
workers were expelled from neighboring Gulf states, which regarded Yemen’s stance as a form
of treachery against their monarchical regimes.'*

The newly unified country not only had to absorb the massive influx of these return-
ing workers, but it had to do so in the face of reduced regional and international aid. Saudi
Arabia terminated its extensive aid to the Yemeni government and began funding opposition
groups including Northern tribes and Islamist organizations.'” US aid of nearly $50 million
annually was almost completely terminated except for humanitarian assistance (PL-480 food
assistance programs continued through 1994)."*° USAID’s budget was slashed to $2.9 million
in FY 1991, although funding was increased slightly in subsequent years until the USAID mis-
sion was terminated completely in 1996.""

Nonetheless, the United States gave verbal support to Yemen’s “watershed” 1993 par-
liamentary elections; and, through funding allocations to the National Democratic Institute
(NDI), it continued to support Yemen’s incipient democratization process.”*> Educational ex-
change programs such as the Fulbright scholarship were sustained and YALI and AIYS main-
tained their presence in the country as well. Furthermore, during the civil war that erupted
between Northern and Southern Yemen in May 1994, the United States issued appeals for ne-
gotiations and for the preservation of a unified nation. It did not recognize the “Democratic
Republic of Yemen” proclaimed by the southern governorates, nor did it intervene in any way,
despite Saudi pleas to assist the secessionist regime.'”

It is worth noting here that President Saleh relied on and used Islamists and returned
“Afghani” Yemeni mujahideen in his bid to purge southern Marxists and to capture the key
city of Aden during the civil war."** As a result, following the civil war, conservative Islamists
enjoyed a modicum of political acceptance and respectability. More significantly, as hardened
and trained fighters with probable links to Osama Bin Laden and al-Qaeda, their influence on
Yemen’s politics and internal social trends would have a lasting impact.'*

This tumultuous period witnessed a significant decrease in US involvement. In con-
trast to 1990 when the United States fronted a large, albeit benign, presence, by 1994 it had a
minimal level of involvement. US policy shifted from a multifaceted engagement to a tactic
of isolating and weakening the Yemeni regime, with a few carrots thrown in. This policy was
amplified by the withdrawals of other Western donors and Persian Gulf states, most notably,
Saudi Arabia.136 Such a dramatic reduction in aid and the reduction in presence were to
weaken the central regime and create a vacuum of influence that other state, non-state, or
domestic actors could exploit.'”
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Unification Era (Phase Il: 1994-2000)

The years following Yemen’s civil war were just as difficult as the initial period of
unity. Yemen had to face the difficult task of reconstructing the south and beginning in 1995,
it started to implement a series of IMF-sponsored initiatives designed to help its economy
transition to the global economy.*® In addition to floating the Yemeni currency, the govern-
ment slashed subsidies on staples such as bread, milk, and petrol. Riots in major cities ensued
as angry citizens protested a five-fold increase in the price of bread.'* Tribal kidnapping of
foreigners, though not usually politically-motivated at the time, became rampant as varying
groups competed for attention, assistance, and concessions from the central government.'*

During this period, the United States continued to reduce the scope and depth of its
engagement with Yemen, especially in the field of development assistance. The Peace Corps
presence had been terminated with the commencement of civil war and it was subsequently
decided that the internal security situation did not permit its reestablishment. USAID ter-
minated its mission in 1996; however, residual funds for a Global Training for Development
(GTD M) project from 1990 were administered by a USAID representative based in the US
Embassy. AMIDEAST managed the final portion of these funds from 1998 to 2000; in Sep-
tember of that year, the USAID representative office was closed and the last USAID programs
terminated.'!

The US government maintained limited educational exchange programs, includ-
ing the Humphrey Fellowship and the Fulbright Scholarship.'** ESF grants helped fund an
expanded Fulbright program and Ambassador Barbara Bodine (1997-2001) was able to uti-
lize 416(b) revenues for limited assistance programs.'*® Additionally, the US government’s
educational advising center at AMIDEAST continued operations. A few cultural exchanges
took place through 1999; however, a deteriorating internal security situation after that period
brought cultural programming to a halt.

Engagement in the form of military aid and cooperation, however, increased dra-
matically. Mainly as a result of Ambassadors David Newton and Barbara Bodine’s efforts to
recreate the Yemeni-US relationship, the United States set up a de-mining project and negoti-
ated a refueling agreement for US Navy ships in Aden Harbor.'** The de-mining project was
to provide the Yemeni military with funds, equipment, and training through 2005."*> The US
government saw several benefits in such an arrangement: it kept its engagement with Yemen
limited as it sought to deflect some of its critics for its failure to support the 1997 Internation-
al Campaign to Ban Landmines. The de-mining program also brought in additional donor
nations and agencies; UNDP and Germany used it as a vehicle to expand their engagement
with Yemen.'*

The 1999 naval refueling agreement was urged by Ambassador Newton (1994-97),
promoted by General Anthony Zinni (head of the US Central Command), and implemented
during Ambassador Bodine’s tenure (1997-2001). Refueling—a minor source of income for
Aden’s port, an opportunity to “show the flag,” and a way of boosting strategic bilateral rela-
tions—was not done extensively,'”” but it was to have serious and unintended repercussions
when suicide bombers attacked the USS Cole in October 2000 while she was refueling in
Aden’s harbor (see the next section).

In summary, Yemen experienced severe economic and political strains and reduced
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regional and American aid and engagement throughout the 1990s. Yemen was no longer a
proxy in the Cold War, but it was not to be easily embraced following its stance during Opera-
tion Desert Storm. In this period of political and economic unrest, other actors began to play
a role and exert influence in Yemen. An Islamist network set up its own school system, the
brand of Saudi export-Wahhabism known as “Salafism” gained adherents, and terrorist cells
infiltrated the country with relative impunity.'

The retrenchment of religious conservatism throughout the country was best illus-
trated in Aden. Before unification (and up to the civil war), Aden’s women could move about
with their hair uncovered wearing modest Western dress, and students attended co-educa-
tional classes throughout their academic careers. A local brewery made a rich, dark German
brew known as “Sira Beer.” Dance clubs and bars were common. However, after the civil war
and by the mid-1990s, women covered their hair with scarves and their bodies with black
abayas. The brewery was destroyed, bars were closed, and primary and secondary students
were segregated by gender. More ominously, new and darker forces were at work and, in the
absence of attractive alternatives, were gaining footholds in darkened bazaar alleys and lofty
mountain villages throughout this rugged country.

The New Millennium and the Rise of Transnational Terror (2000-Present)

Yemen burst dramatically into the international news when the USS Cole, an Ameri-
can destroyer refueling at Aden under an agreement enacted in 1999, was attacked in Aden’s
harbor by a suicide boat. Seventeen sailors were killed, nearly forty were wounded, and the
Cole was so seriously damaged that she had to be returned to the United States aboard the
Blue Marlin, a Norwegian ship designed for transporting oil derricks."*” American military
and other investigative forces arrived quickly on the scene in a manner that upset Yemeni
authorities and may have contributed to subsequent difficulties that the investigation would
encounter.””® American investigators remained in Aden for several months but eventually
evacuated after receiving credible security threats. Although the web of involvement in the
Cole bombing may never be fully known, eventually some individuals associated with it were
brought to trial and American authorities believe that al-Qaeda played a role."!

Following the September 11 terrorist attacks and in response to Bush’s proclamation
that “you’re either with us or against us,” President Saleh proclaimed his support for America
in its war on terrorism.'** Initially, however, Yemen did little to combat potential terrorism. US
policymakers saw the country as a minimally useful ally because of the government’s inability
to extend its control to all portions of the country. Indeed, the country’s rugged terrain and
porous borders made it an ideal hiding place for al-Qaeda cells (believed to be present in Ye-
men). Finally, President Saleh could not easily or quickly alienate jihadists and their bases of
support as he had previously enlisted them in his civil war. Notably these “Afghan Yemenis,”
as they are known, were well represented in the ranks of detainees in Guantanamo Bay.'>®

Nevertheless, during the tenure of Ambassador Edmund Hull (2001-2004), a sub-
stantial amount of aid was allocated to help Saleh combat terrorism and since 2002, he seems
to have ratcheted the war on terror. During the latter half of 2002, the United States deployed
FBI experts, Special Forces units, and military advisors to train security forces, improve bor-
der security, and establish a coast guard.'>* Pressure was put on Saleh to stop subsidizing Islah-
run schools and to expel expatriate Muslims studying at Yemen’s religious institutions.”*> In
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November 2002, Saleh acquiesced in a covert US operation in which a CIA-operated Preda-
tor (an unmanned aerial vehicle or “UAV”) destroyed a Land Cruiser carrying suspected Bin
Laden associate and al-Qaeda operative Ali Qaed Senyan al-Harthi. By the end of 2002, the
United States had helped Yemeni ports implement computerized tracking systems for passen-
gers and cargo that were networked to American command facilities for monitoring arrivals
and departures.'*® The exact monetary value of the security assistance is difficult to determine
because an unspecified portion of it is covert. The amount of $400 million, quoted in several
press reports, is described by US Ambassador Edmund Hull as pure “fiction.”'™” With regards
to military assistance, open sources indicate that Foreign Military Financing was a modest
$1.9 million in FY 2003, but has increased to an estimated $15 million in FY 2004, with a
similar request pending for FY 2005."

Notwithstanding the increased assistance, there have been some setbacks in the war
on terror during this time period. A suicide attack near the Yemeni port of Mukalla on the
French supertanker Limburgh—believed to have been carried out by an al-Qaeda cell'*® —re-
sulted in a drastic reduction in shipping and a sharp increase in maritime insurance rates. A
diplomatically embarrassing incident occurred in December 2002, when Spain apprehended
a freighter carrying SCUD missiles from North Korea to Yemen. Yemen protested that it had
ordered these missiles some time ago and promised that it would not be ordering any more.
The United States, unable to find a suitable legal precedent for apprehending the cargo, reli-
ant on Yemen as a partner in the war on terror, and busy cultivating local support for action
against Iraq, asked Spain to release the ship.'s

US involvement in Yemen has not been limited to strictly military and security as-
sistance. In June 2003, USAID reestablished its mission in Yemen (closed since 1996). Charged
with administering a $10-20 million annual budget, USAID Yemen is focusing on primary
health care, basic education initiatives, food and health care security, and democratization
and civil society initiatives.'®!

In December 2002, US Secretary of State Colin Powell officially announced the cre-
ation of the “Middle East Peace Partnership Initiative” (MEPI). Currently administered by
Alina Romanowski, the goal of MEPI is to strengthen the position of Arab and Islamic moder-
ates in the Arab world through a series of partnerships and associations between the Ameri-
can government and private and public Middle Eastern organizations.'®> MEPI seeks to build
a more peaceful, democratic, and prosperous Middle East by focusing on four specific areas
or “pillars:” the economic pillar, the educational pillar, the political pillar, and the women’s
pillar.’®® Although originally funded at a modest $29 million, MEPI funds were boosted by
an additional infusion of $90 million in FY 2003, an estimated $90 million in FY 2004, and a
request for $150 million in FY 2005.164 Additionally, most USAID funding to Middle Eastern
countries now falls within the domain of MEPI and is thus subject to Department of State
approval.'®

In Yemen, MEPI funds have been spent on a variety of fronts, including literacy proj-
ects, training programs, and democratization reforms. Within the rubric of the educational
pillar, MEPI funds have been allocated on a pilot project to establish e-learning classrooms in
twenty-four schools throughout Yemen. The goal of this $1.5 million project is to establish a
connectivity network among the Internet-linked schools in Yemen and, eventually, with sis-
ter institutions in the United States. Another initiative, a $2 million pilot project to improve
women’s literacy in Yemen, falls within the framework of both the women’s and educational
pillars.'®

The US State Department’s Educational and Cultural Affairs Bureau also continued
to support (with non-MEPI funds) its official educational advising centers throughout the
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Middle East and in Yemen. A major bureau effort launched after the September 11 attacks,
the “Partnership for Learning” (P4L), has contributed to a variety of educational exchanges
in the Middle East. These exchanges include an expanded Fulbright scholarship program, an
undergraduate exchange program (PLUS), and the Youth Education and Study Program. The
latter provides funding for students from a number of Arab countries, including Yemen, to
study for one year at the high school level in the United States. Currently, nineteen Yemeni
students are pursuing their studies in the United States through this program.'¢’

It is evident that US engagement with Yemen has increased dramatically since 2001
and has been both more extensive and more varied than at any previous time. A US Embassy
Sana a publication reports that US government assistance to Yemen for the years 2001-2004
exceeded $290 million, making the US the largest national development provider in Yemen.'®
Unfortunately, America’s invasion of Iraq served to diminish some of the potential goodwill
that might arise from this multifaceted involvement. A majority of the world’s population,
including Yemenis, were strongly opposed to the invasion and continue to express their op-
position today.'® Although the United States has won over the Saleh regime, the “hearts and
minds” of Yemeni citizens have, if anything, been hardened. It will require a substantial and
sustained effort to redirect current perceptions of the United States in Yemen.'”

The war on terror, in addition to expanding American engagement with Yemen, has
had unanticipated consequences as well. Most notably, Saleh has been able to leverage US sup-
port for counter-terror operations into silencing internal opposition, co-opting tribes with
payments, and strengthening his political base.'” For example, by 2003, over two-thirds of all
senior government posts in the port of Aden were held by northerners allied with Saleh. As
a result of this consolidation of power, Saleh has effectively marginalized some of the demo-
cratic strides that Yemen took in the 1990s."7? Thus, America seems to be acknowledging that
regime maintenance—not democracy—better serves US interests at this time.'” In 1990, Ye-
men lost its role as Cold War proxy state; however, like Pakistan, it has found a new role as one
of America’s partners in the war on terror.'”*

IV. US FOREIGN POLICY AND US-YEMENI RELATIONS: AN ANALYSIS

For more than fifty years, the United States has maintained a sporadic presence in Yemen,
and its Yemeni policy has been haphazard or fomented by regional or global concerns rather
than by internal Yemeni needs or domestic American political concerns. For example, Ameri-
can engagement with Yemen has been far more modest than that with Saudi Arabia or even
with the Netherlands.'” The rationale behind the bilateral engagement with Yemen, however
unfocused it may have been, merits review.

During the Cold War and in the years immediately following, scholars argued that
US policy in the Middle East was shaped by American attempts to assure the survival of Israel,
contain Communism, protect its supply of oil, and advance certain principles such as rule of
law and self-determination.'”® However, recent trends augur for a reassessment of those policy
goals. Assuring the supply of oil and maintenance of support for the state of Israel certainly
remain paramount principles in American policy. America continues also to promote prin-
ciples of democracy and constitutional liberalism, such as rule of law, educational reforms,
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and self-determination, insofar as these principles do not upset stability in the region. Presi-
dent George W. Bush’s recent commitment to transforming the Middle East into a democratic
showcase has highlighted US interest in this aspect of US Middle East policy.'”” However, with
the diminution of the communist threat has come the rise of a new threat: that of the trans-
national terrorist organizations exemplified most prominently by al-Qaeda. The “War on Ter-
rorism,” accelerated in the wake of September 11, has therefore added a new dimension to US
policy in the Middle East and complicated the pursuance of US goals in the region. That is,
democracy and counter-terror efforts may at times directly conflict with one another, so the
concurrent promotion of both may present policymakers with an unresolved dilemma.'”®

In its bid to contain the spread of Communism in southern Arabia, the United States
made concerted efforts to assure that the Soviet Union did not enjoy freedom of action in
North Yemen.'” Yet it made only dilatory efforts to counter the Soviet presence in South Ye-
men, the only Marxist state in Arabia, and initiate dialogue with its leaders. This stance may
have been determined by a desire to maintain a conciliatory approach with the Soviet Union,
or at least to avoid a direct confrontation with it, and by the sense that a non-Marxist North
Yemen could balance the south and obviate direct US engagement there.

Yemen’s oil exports and reserves, only recently exploited, remain modest, so the pres-
ervation of Yemeni oil flows was not a critical component of US policy during the Cold War.
However, Yemen is adjacent to the largest oil reserves in the world and figured prominently
in the US policy of maintaining the stability and integrity of Saudi Arabia and the other
oil-exporting Gulf states.'®(175) Both Yemens represented anti-monarchical forces on the
periphery of the Arabian Peninsula that could threaten to destabilize the region and, by ex-
tension, jeopardize continuity in the supply and pricing of oil.'*' Although North Yemen had
a “republican” government that was theoretically at odds with the traditional monarchies of
the Gulf, the greater threat in Saudi and US eyes lay in the revolutionary Marxist regime of
South Yemen.'®* Statements by Joseph Sisco, then Assistant Secretary of State for Near East
and South Asia, confirm that the United States was sensitive to Saudi security concerns, and
thus, by supporting North Yemen to a certain degree, it bolstered a counterweight to South
Yemen and assuaged the anxiety of the Gulf monarchies.® However, US aid was kept modest
to assure that North Yemen did not become so strong that it could threaten Saudi Arabia or
other Gulf monarchies.'®*(179)

Another reason for US engagement with Yemen related to the Straits of Bab al-
Mandeb. This strategic waterway controls all shipping into and out of the Red Sea. Bordered
by Djibouti on one side and Yemen on the other, this narrow waterway;, if closed, could seri-
ously disrupt commercial shipping and also interfere with a US naval presence in the region.
In fact, during the Arab-Israeli war in October 1973, South Yemen and Egypt did cooperate in
blockading the Straits for several weeks, and the United States did send an aircraft carrier task
force as a “visible demonstration of US presence and interest.”'® Although no military en-
counters between American and South Yemeni forces occurred, positive relations with Yemen
were seen as helping to maintain unrestricted access to the Straits and to avoid the potential
for a military confrontation.

The collapse of the Soviet Union and the abrupt termination of the Cold War had a
significant and almost immediate impact on US engagement with Yemen.'® First, this event
may have prompted Saddam Hussein to try to assert himself as a regional hegemon. His inva-
sion of Kuwait and Yemen’s vote of “no” in the UN Security Council created an immediate
rationale for the United States to reduce or terminate its engagement with Yemen. Second, the
collapse of the USSR and the unity of the two Yemens ended the threat that Marxism posed
to the Gulf’s traditional monarchies. Thus, Yemen ceased to be a strategic concern to US poli-
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cymakers. In fact, one could argue that a weakened Yemen was in US interests as a united and
resurgent Yemen could pose a greater threat to the Gulf states.'® Finally, with the dissolution
of the Soviet Union, the creation of the CIS countries, and the sharp rise in humanitarian
interventions throughout the 1990s, funds for Yemen had to be factored in an increasingly
competitive foreign policy environment.'®® Yemen, being a low priority, witnessed a steep de-
cline in US funding and engagement for more than ten years.

The attack on the USS Cole was a wake-up call that was only partially acknowledged
at the time. In hindsight, the Cole incident served more to reconnect Yemen and America
than it did to seriously redirect American policy toward Yemen. In the immediate aftermath
of the attack, counter-terrorism operations and concerns did not leap to the top of the policy
agenda; it would take an attack on the US homeland to significantly shift US bureaucratic pri-
orities. Only then was Yemen no longer seen as “marginal,” but rather as a “breeding ground
for terror that could lead to attacks on the US homeland.”'®

The abrupt American awakening to the dangers of international terrorism follow-
ing the September 11 attacks has, more than anything else, sparked a renewed interest and
a commitment on the part of US policymakers to engage the Arab world, including Yemen.
Fighting terrorism has rapidly become institutionalized as one of the United States’ primary
policy pillars in the Middle East. In Yemen this policy has produced funds for port security,
coast guard development, special forces training, reproductive health and literacy campaigns,
public diplomacy initiatives, and increased intergovernmental cooperation. It is likely that as
long as al-Qaeda or other terrorist networks remain in Yemen, American support will con-
tinue. However, should the war on terrorism shift elsewhere, the future of US-Yemeni policy
remains less certain. If past Yemeni engagement is any guide, however, it is probable that the
United States will once again limit its engagement with Yemen.'°

US and regional neglect of Yemen and other Cold War proxies such as Pakistan dur-
ing the 1990s, coupled with the withdrawal of Soviet aid, may have made them fertile ground
for the emergence and proliferation of extremist groups and terrorist networks.”' Yemen,
faced with a dramatic decline in US and regional aid, ostracized for its support of Saddam
Hussein, and bearing the burden of unity, was left without sufficient funds and other resourc-
es to limit the rise of alternative and often extremist viewpoints. Abrupt US disengagement in
1990 helped create a vacuum that other actors including terrorist organizations were quick to
fill."*

There is no unanimity on this point. Ransom says that it is impossible to “pin that
tail on the US donkey.”**(186) Charles Schmitz, a Fulbright scholar during the 1990s, sees
events in Yemen at that time as being “driven [primarily] . .. by domestic struggles for hege-
mony” in a weakened nation-state."”* However, others perceive a lack of external engagement
as aggravating negative internal trends and influences by narrowing governmental spending
options, weakening reforms, and, in essence, depriving citizens of alternative narratives of dis-
course and development. USAID specifically identifies its renewed development program in
Yemen as being a “component to the War on Terrorism.”'*> The FY 2005 Congressional Budget
Justification highlights the importance of assuring continuing funding to Yemen in order to
directly and indirectly combat terrorism and promote internal reform.'

The United States was not the only source of aid to Yemen; the international com-
munity gave billions of dollars to fund development there. Saudi Arabia, for instance, was a
major donor and has always exercised a heavy hand in internal Yemeni affairs.'’ It is there-
fore likely that the withdrawal of aid to Yemen by the international community as a whole
weakened the regime and created a situation conducive to the rise of opposition and extrem-
ist groups.'”® Furthermore, it is reasonable to assert that a reduction of engagement, at the
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minimum, means a diminution of empathy and understanding on the part of the recipient
nation’s population, making it susceptible to exploitation by radical groups.

V. WHITHER ENGAGEMENT? POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

This study recommends a policy of engagement at the level of involvement, a policy to
which the United States has now returned. Routine influence is not sufficient to counter the
strong forces of fundamentalism and extremism extant in Yemen and the region. America
needs to engage Islamic moderates and offer a viable, reasoned, and attractive alternative
to the vision proferred by the likes of Osama Bin Laden.”” As Bronson notes, “deterrence
is easier, and often cheaper, than compellence. By the same token, conflict prevention is
easier, and often cheaper, than conflict resolution”*® According to Hoyt, “It is ultimately in
the enlightened self-interest of the West to pay greater attention to the developing world, to
develop a better understanding of the causes of instability, and to craft long-term responses to
these problems”*" Through a policy of positive involvement, it is necessary to ensure that the
Yemeni government and population see the benefits of a relationship with the United States.
Failure to engage moderate Arab regimes such as Yemen’s will likely “exacerbate” current
problems and affect regional US policy.**

Heavy-handed engagement or intervention, on the other hand, is forewarned by both
experience and contemporary trends.?”® The Middle East has, for too long, perceived itself as
a victim of foreign power intervention. If America wishes to win the “hearts and minds” of
the majority of moderate Arabs, then direct intervention in Arab affairs is to be scrupulously
avoided.

Furthermore, involvement must be multifaceted.® Emphasizing one kind of
involvement—especially the less visible and ever unpopular military aid—at the expense
of others should be avoided.” In the 1990s, US involvement with Yemen had a significant
military component. This involvement did not resonate with the population and may have
created more hostility than amity. It is critical to balance military aid with other forms of aid,
such as economic, developmental, and educational.®® As Cronin notes:

The more effective policy instruments in the long run will be nonmilitary. The United States needs
to expand and deepen its nonmilitary instruments of power: intelligence, public diplomacy . . .
economic assistance and sanctions. . . When faced with a long-term threat, American power is
most strongly bolstered by political, economic, and military elements, in that order.*’

US and third party economic and development aid to Yemen should continue.
However, there are three important caveats. First, in the past, most foreign aid was spent on
infrastructural projects such as buildings, dams, roads, and power facilities. But the real needs
in Yemen lie in human capacity and rural development.?*® According to Yemen’s deputy minister
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for planning, Hisham Sharaf, Yemen needs “more trained managers and administrators; more
capable workers—not more roads and buildings. We have enough buildings”**” David Ransom
concurs, adding that with nearly three-quarters of the Yemeni population living in villages
and engaging in agriculture, it is critical that the needs of rural citizens be addressed. This
would be best accomplished through literacy training, public health programs, and through
such simple investments as generators and the provision of disease-resistant crop strains.?"°

Second, the proffered aid has often been controlled by one side, with the provider
deciding how and in what manner it will be spent. There is limited coordination with Yemenis
at the official and unofficial levels in assessing needs and wants. The typical international
aid organization decides to allocate funds in a specific region for a discrete task. Yemenis
may disagree with this allocation, but in fact they have little chance to alter the course of the
project once it has been approved. The subsequent difficulties that many aid organizations
face may be due in part to recalcitrance on the part of government officials who view the
project implementation as the phase in which they might be able to influence the process and
thereby recapture some of their damaged pride and, by extension, what they view as infringed
sovereignty.*!!

Damaged pride aside, this leads to the third caveat: too often, officials expect to
benefit financially from any aid or economic projects. In Yemen, as in many developing
nations, a sizeable bureaucracy has sprung up to administer these projects and informally
ensures that a significant amount of the proceeds stays in the hands of wealthy, urbanized
elites. Corruption is so widespread and acknowledged in Yemen that many Yemenis shrug
off new development or economic initiatives. They sense that these initiatives at best only
help those who do not need help; and, at worst, are borne on the backs of average Yemeni
citizens when the initiatives are financed by loans that must be repaid. Thus, actors engaging
in development and economic assistance should be aware of the unintended consequences of
their aid and do their best to mitigate such effects.'* Aid can, if indiscriminately awarded and
poorly monitored, serve to reinforce the very patronage networks that stifle democracy and
stymie the development of free markets.

It is well to keep in mind that economic and development aid does not always trans-
late quickly into political capital that the donor nation can build upon or exploit. PL-480 food
aid, for example, is designed around a fairly complicated mechanism that transfers surplus
grain to a foreign government, which pays for the grain; these funds are then returned to the
foreign nation in the form of a loan.*”® Clearly, it is not easy for foreign nationals to perceive
the impact or even be aware of the indirect benefits of such types of aid.

The more visible and higher impact education and cultural exchanges are therefore
essential, but here too, they must be undertaken carefully. The benefits from such programs
accrue in the long-term, but their funding is often short-term and prone to politicization. It is
therefore critical that efforts be directed to assuring that these projects have time to mature. It
is also essential that the range of educational exchange programs be broadened. As one long-
serving, former USIS officer noted, shorter term (nondegree) programs are often just as useful
and productive as long-term ones and the former allow many more people to benefit. Given
the scarcity of funds, Marjorie Ransom advocates a mix of undergraduate, graduate, short-
term training, and international visitor programs. Two-way exchanges remain all too rare: It is
as useful for US students, scholars, and English teachers to work in Yemen as it is for Yemenis
to come to the United States.

Needless to say, it is crucial that these educational and cultural exchanges not
alienate those targeted for engagement-after all, these programs are specifically designed
to promote empathy and understanding.?'* Yet there is the very real danger in the current
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political and security environment that these programs may “backfire” First, there is the sense
among Yemenis that only elites are awarded such scholarships and that those without “wasta”
(connections) stand no chance. It is essential, therefore, to assure objective and transparent
selection processes and to encourage participation of individuals from outside Sana‘a.
Second and more significantly, America has enacted stringent new visa and immigration
procedures to stop terrorists from entering the country.*® Yet according to officials who
run scholarship and exchange programs, these procedures have led to long waits, repetitive
requests for information, and brusque encounters with consular officials—even though the
State Department’s Educational and Cultural Affairs has actually selected the individuals
in question for USG programs.*'¢ Regrettably, it is also common for individuals selected by
the US government to receive prestigious grants or partake in important seminars to face
extended waits and harassment upon arrival in the United States.'” For example, a Yemeni
delegation taking part in a US-government-sponsored cultural symposium suffered harsh
treatment-including the handcuffing of one of its members, upon arrival.?'® The right hand
does not know what the left is doing, and there is the very real danger that such exchanges,
designed to promote greater understanding and empathy among peoples, will backfire if the
US government does not handle them carefully and responsibly.?"® There is also the very real
potential to reduce severely the number of foreign students studying in the United States,
thus putting US universities at a competitive disadvantage.””® The Institute of International
Educations annual “Open Doors” survey reveals that enrollments of foreign students at
US universities has leveled off after years of growth. More pointedly, the statistics state that
enrollment of Arab students in US universities has fallen by 10 percent since last year.?*' There
is thus a clear need for improving and streamlining the processing of visitor visas—especially
for those visitors who have been awarded US government scholarships.

Improving America’s image and engaging Yemenis, Arabs, and other populations is
critical. To effectively deal with terrorism, the United States must recognize that although few
Arabs are terrorists, terrorism cannot exist without at least tacit support by larger segments
of the population.? Among the broader population in the Middle East, there is a sense that
American policies are unjust, and this sense gives terrorism the veneer of legitimacy in the
eyes of many.”? America’s strong support for Israel and the perception by many Muslims that
the United States is waging a war against Islam antagonizes significant sections of the Arab
and Muslim peoples.??* Furthermore, Americas support for corrupt or illegitimate regimes,
its stationing of troops in the Arabian Peninsula, and its “pollution” of Muslim culture with
its own cultural values anger militants and moderates alike.””> America must recognize that
its goals of promoting democracy and stability in the region may come directly into conflict
with its fight against terrorism, for stable regimes in the Middle East are often repressive
and authoritarian. It is easy to see how domestic resentment of these regimes carries over
to the foreign powers that keep them in power.”® Over fifty years ago in the context of the
Cold War, the following advice was given to policymakers: “There is only one way of meeting
and neutralizing Soviet influence and expansion and that is by outbidding her in decency
and winning with deeds, not words, the friendship of the billion awakening Africans and
Asiatics”* The same advice, in the setting of the war on terror, rings true today.

One last caution: there is the danger of seeing al-Qaeda behind every bush in the
Middle East. Prior administrations fell into a similar trap as they zealously pursued an anti-
communist agenda in the Middle East and elsewhere.?”® By seeing events through a “global
lens,” they tended to dismiss or disregard local movements and issues that were often quite
distinct from communist ideology-or even diametrically opposed to it.?* In some cases, this
distortion may well have pushed state and non-state actors into the Marxist embrace and
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kept them there-perceptions became a self-fulfilling prophecy.*® A similar caution applies
to Western perceptions of Islam, which seems to have simplistically replaced the bugaboo of
Communism in many policymaker’s eyes. Islam is far from being a monolith, and there exist
both strong, divergent trends of fundamentalist retrenchment and reformism.?*' Yet all too
often these distinct tendencies are misunderstood and lumped together into a dangerous,
unwieldy, and unlikely conception of “political Islam” or “Islamic fundamentalism”*** Not
only is this perception simplistic, but it can be counterproductive or even dangerous by
undermining support for Islamic moderate and reformers and driving more into the camp of
extremist “neo-Islamic totalitarianism.*?

In conclusion, it is important to note that US relations with Yemen have not been
strictly determined by on-the-ground realities in Yemen. Rather, they have been shaped and
influenced by the exigencies of global politics. Global concerns-the Cold War-initiated and
sustained US engagement with Yemen in the past, a case in point being the 1979 border
war between the two Yemens.”** Today, global concerns (now in the form of transnational
terrorism) give impetus to a reinvigorated US presence in Yemen. Whether US engagement
continues into the future will likely be determined, in large part, by the course that the
international system takes.?*

A more active consideration of the internal politics of foreign nations is warranted.
The United States needs a multi-pronged, sustained, and consistent policy in dealing with
terrorism’s roots rather than a haphazard one dealing with its symptoms and driven by short-
term tactical concerns.”®® The United States should appreciate further that its perceptions of
strategic trends in the Middle East are often limited, that its emphasis on fighting terror often
obscures the real causes of terror, and that there are many things that are beyond its capacity
to control.”?” Consequently, our nation must develop more refined analyses of longer-term
challenges and threats in the Arab world.”® For starters, it should recognize the impact that its
policies and support for politically repressive regimes have in creating negative perceptions of
America among citizens of the Middle East*® and that, without grappling with the “demand
side” of terrorism (that is, the conditions that give rise to it), America will be engaged in
a losing battle.® For, in a region currently experiencing unprecedented population growth
rates, diminished sustainability, divisive social change, repressive political systems, anger, and
despair, terrorists will be made much faster than we can hope to eliminate them.>"'®
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