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Summary

Yemen’s leaders consider their sporadic war against the Houthi rebels a con-
fl ict they can win and, in so doing, discourage southern secessionists—a more 
immediate threat to their hold on power and the nation’s territorial integ-
rity. Instead, this war in the North has exposed greater vulnerabilities for the 
regime, weakened the central government, and emboldened other threats to 
Yemeni and global stability such as al-Qaeda.

The confl ict in Saada has occurred in six distinct rounds and come at a high 
price, affecting noncombatants disproportionately. Since hostilities began in 
2004, more than 250,000 people have been displaced; the number of casual-
ties is unknown.

But fi ghting the Houthis—Shi’i Zaidi revivalists who, when the crisis 
began, were protesting the dilution of Zaidi infl uence and identity—has failed 
to improve security or stability. Yemen faces a very serious fi nancial crisis, and 
fi ghting the Houthis has rapidly accelerated that crisis.

In the six years of fi ghting in Saada, the war has evolved from a local insurrec-
tion into a national challenge. The cease-fi re that began in February 2010 likely 
will fail, because the central government has shown little interest in addressing 
the Houthis’ core grievances and as a result of growing intransigence within the 
rebel movement. Without a serious international effort at mediation, further 
fi ghting is inevitable—and poses a serious threat to Yemeni stability. 

Since 2004 the Yemeni government has been mired in a militarily unwinnable, 
sporadic civil confl ict against the Houthis, a group of Shi’i Zaidi revivalists in 
the northern governorate of Saada. The war has had a disproportionate toll on 
noncombatants and has led to a widespread humanitarian crisis: More than 
250,000 people have been displaced, and signifi cant civilian infrastructure has 
been destroyed. There is no good data on casualties, but estimates of the num-
ber killed range from several hundred to several thousand. The war has not 
improved security and stability in Yemen; rather, it has exposed greater vulner-
abilities for the regime, weakened the central government, and emboldened 
other threatening actors such as al-Qaeda. However, the most severe threat 
to Yemen is its economic crisis, which the confl ict’s fi nancial costs have rap-
idly accelerated. Conditions went from bad to worse in November 2009 when 
Saudi Arabia’s military entered the confl ict, internationalizing what had been 
a domestic confl ict. 
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Yemen faces daunting, interconnected challenges: a failing economy, mas-
sive unemployment, runaway population growth, resource exhaustion, a rap-
idly falling water table, dwindling state capacity, an inability to deliver social 
services throughout much of the country, and interwoven corruption and 
governance issues. The Houthi confl ict exacerbates these challenges, as do a 
growing secessionist movement in the former South Yemen and a resurgent al-
Qaeda organization. The war in Saada takes precedence over concurrent secu-
rity challenges such as confronting al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) 
and resolving secessionist aspirations in the South. 

The government’s tacit support of hard-line Salafi  activists in Saada has 
diluted Zaidi infl uence there. The Houthi rebels are protesting this dilution 
as well as the historic underdevelopment of the governorate. The government 
has accused the Houthis of seeking to establish a Shi’i theocracy in Saada and 
wanting to revive the Zaidi imamate that ruled for nearly a thousand years 
until being overthrown in the 1962 republican revolution. In actuality, the 
confl ict arose from a complex combination of competing sectarian identities, 
regional underdevelopment, perceived socioeconomic injustices, and historical 
grievances.1 It is exacerbated by tensions between the indigenous Zaidi Shi’i 
population and Sunni Salafi  fundamentalists who have relocated to the area. 
Tribal rivalries also complicate matters, because the regime has recruited tribal 
fi ghters to combat the insurrection.

The Yemeni government has sought to link the rebellion to the larger “war 
on terrorism” and garner international support by claiming the Houthis’ sup-
porters include secular Libya, radical Sunni extremist al-Qaeda, Lebanese 
Hizbollah, and Shi’i Iran. The state has not yet produced evidence that the 
Houthi rebels are receiving outside military assistance, or proven its recent 
assertions that Iran is meddling in the confl ict. 

The war grew more dangerous in November 2009 when Saudi Arabia openly 
entered the fi ghting. Riyadh, responding to Houthi incursions, launched a 
major military operation on its southern border—the fi rst unilateral Saudi mil-
itary operation in decades. Some analysts have expressed concern that Saudi 
involvement in the Houthi confl ict might prompt Iran to follow suit, adding 
a dangerous international dimension to the war. Saudi Arabia’s actions have 
compounded the complexity of the situation and dramatically complicated 
future international mediation efforts. 

In the long term the Saada war is not the most immediate security threat 
to the country; that title goes to the growing challenge of the southern seces-
sionist movement, which imperils Yemeni territorial integrity and the current 
Yemeni government. National unity has been an overriding preoccupation for 
the regime since Yemen’s 1990 unifi cation and the 1994 civil war to prevent 
separation. Much of Yemen’s hydrocarbon resources, as well as the natural 
deepwater port of Aden, are in the South, so the prospect of half the country 
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splitting off is perceived as a direct threat to the country’s economy. The gov-
ernment considers the energy resources and port as possible future sources of 
income, although hydrocarbon resources are quickly running out. Secession 
would threaten the national economy but, more ominously for leaders in Sanaa, 
directly challenge the ruling order; the government has taken a zero-tolerance 
policy on secession. The Southern Movement is the biggest threat to Yemeni 
stability in the long run, but the regime is most involved in Saada for two key 
reasons: fi rst, Yemen’s leaders view the war in Saada as winnable, and second, 
the government uses its military operations in the North to send a message of 
resolve to southern agitators for secession. 

Neither the rebels nor the government can expect a military solution to the 
confl ict after nearly six years of fi ghting. A grinding status quo has emerged, 
characterized by ongoing low-level hostilities that periodically escalate into 
larger bouts of sustained and prolonged fi ghting. These rounds of fi ghting—
there have been six—are especially brutal and indiscriminate, and local civil-
ian populations have suffered greatly. The Yemeni army is untrained and 
unequipped to fi ght a classic counterinsurgency campaign and has increas-
ingly relied on indirect fi re, artillery, and airpower. The Houthis have been 
accused of indiscriminate, brutal methods that have increased civilian casual-
ties, destroyed infrastructure, and resulted in more than 250,000 internally 
displaced persons. The misery in Saada is compounded by reported food 
blockades, and there are allegations that the government repeatedly has cut off 
telephone and other communications there.

Rumors of shadowy arms deals and other nebulous fi nancial transactions 
frequently circulate in Yemen, as do claims that regime fi gures have used the 
confl ict and related arm sales for their personal enrichment. Such stories are 
notoriously diffi cult to verify, yet they contribute to the confusion that sur-
rounds the war in Saada. There is some talk that the fi ghting in Saada is com-
plicated by struggles to determine a successor for President Ali Abdullah Saleh, 
who came to power in 1978. There are reports of clashes between General Ali 
Mohsin, the commander of the northern military district, and Ahmed Ali 
Abdullah Saleh, the president’s son and commander of the Republican Guard. 
Again, such rumors are extremely diffi cult to confi rm; however, a look at the 
major regime personalities prosecuting the war in Saada helps explain why 
such stories are repeated so frequently.

Understanding Saada and Zaidism

The governorate of Saada is along Yemen’s northern border with Saudi Arabia. 
Saada historically has suffered from underdevelopment and was among the 
last Yemeni regions incorporated into the republic. The central government in 
Sanaa has had a greater presence in other portions of the country; it does not 
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have full control of Saada. Some analyses suggest that portions of Saada have 
never been under central government control but are governed by local author-
ities. Saada is among Yemen’s poorest governorates and receives little in the way 
of civil services: It is one of the few governorates where the Water Ministry has 
not established a local water corporation. However, the regime has not com-
pletely ignored it: Recent offi cial fi gures show Saada receives approximately 12 
percent of all water subsidies (second after Sanaa, which received 48 percent). 

The government is fi ghting Shi’i Zaidi revivalists, who were originally fi ght-
ing to protest the dilution of Zaidi identity and infl uence. Most Yemenis follow 
the Shafi  school of Sunni Islam; only 35 percent to 40 percent of Yemenis are 
Zaidis, and most members of this school live in Yemen. Zaidism frequently is 
viewed as a Sunni school of Shi’ism and Shafi sm as a Shi’i school of Sunnism.2 
Zaidism is a very small subset of the global Shi’i community, and in practice 
it is very similar to Sunni Islam. It is doctrinally different from the more com-
mon “Twelver Islam” practiced in Iran and elsewhere. This leads many observ-
ers to doubt that Tehran would support the Houthis. 

The role of the imam is central to traditional Zaidi belief. Zaidi doctrine 
holds that the leader of the community, the imam, must be a sayyid, or descen-
dant of the Prophet Mohammed through his daughter Fatimah. A Shi’i Zaidi 
imamate governed Yemen for nearly a thousand years, until the revolution of 
1962. Following the overthrow of this monarchy, the status of Yemen’s Zaidi 
community—and in particular that of the Zaidi sayyids—declined dramati-
cally. Today’s Yemeni Zaidi community appears divided on the need for an 
imam. Indeed, the current absence of an imam is a key aspect of contemporary 
Zaidism in Yemen, and it underscores a central government argument that 
Houthis seek to revive the imamate under their own leadership.

The current reasons for the war in Saada bear little resemblance to the causes 
of the initial outbreak of fi ghting in 2004. Then, the confl ict was driven by a 
sense of sectarian marginalization, economic underdevelopment, and displea-
sure at governmental policies on cooperation with the United States and Saudi 
Arabia. Today the war is about broader anger and dissatisfaction with the Saleh 
regime. Throughout the confl ict, the Houthi leadership has been very careful 
to not identify many specifi c demands. While this can in part be attributed to 
a calculated attempt to not get pinned down by the government, it also demon-
strates the leadership’s lack of unity and a coherent vision. Today, it seems that 
the primary Houthi position is opposition to the central government, and the 
movement’s raison d’ être is resistance to Yemeni military offensives. 

This transformation—and the movement away from demands—have 
greatly complicated any resolution to the confl ict. As the Congressional 
Research Service noted in a recent report, the confl ict has “transformed from 
an ideological/religious revival movement into more of a classical insurgency.”3 
One analyst, writing during the recent sixth round of fi ghting, observed that 
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… the insurgency is more a reaction to a dysfunctional government than an 
inspired, centralized, ideological movement. Although there is a core of ideo-
logically motivated fi ghters, most members do not appear to have any kind of 
consistent national or international objective.… the Houthi leadership has por-
trayed its position as purely defensive against the acts of state oppression and 
attacks by the Yemeni army.4 

Lack of Reliable Information

Throughout the war in Saada, several factors have made it extremely diffi cult 
to obtain accurate information about conditions there. This has severely com-
plicated outside analyses of the confl ict. The Yemeni government has severely 
restricted reporting from Saada and has prosecuted several reporters and media 
organizations on dubious allegations of supporting the insurrection. Fighting 
and government restrictions have meant foreign media have little access to 
Saada, so the majority of reporting is based on two sources: the offi cial state 
media and the Houthi rebels. Both have incentives to report favorable and 
distorted interpretations of the confl ict; this has been the norm throughout 
the rebellion. International humanitarian and relief organizations have also 
suffered from a lack of access. However, in the past year there have been several 
very thorough reports.5 This has improved the outside understanding of the 
situation in Saada, but many questions remain.

The Six Rounds of Confl ict

Round 1: June 2004 to September 2004

The armed confl ict began in 2004 following anti-government demonstrations 
by members of the Believing Youth (Shabab al-Mumin) movement, which 
originated in the early 1990s as an informal advocacy group for Zaidi educa-
tion and culture. The group was tolerated, and even supported, by Saleh and 
the government to counter the growth of Salafi sm in Yemen.6 

In 2004 militants associated with the group disrupted mosque services in 
Saada, shouting anti-government, anti-American, and anti-Israeli slogans. The 
disturbances soon spread to Sanaa, with protesters criticizing the Saleh regime 
for its counterterrorism cooperation with the United States. Exact details are 
diffi cult to come by, but reports suggest that some 600 Zaidi protesters were 
detained in Sanaa following the outbursts. That June, after an unsuccessful 
reconciliation effort, the government attempted to arrest Believing Youth 
leader Hussein Badr al-din al-Houthi, a former member of parliament repre-
senting the al-Haqq party. The government accused him of fomenting unrest 
and seeking to revive the Zaidi imamate. 
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Government forces clashed with Houthi rebels throughout June, with 
reports of fi erce fi ghting in Marran and Haydan. Government rhetoric against 
the Houthis escalated, including allegations that the group sought to “incite 
sectarianism” and spread “extremism” and “deviancy.”7 The fi ghting contin-
ued into July, when the government offered a bounty of 10 million Yemeni 
riyal ($55,000) on al-Houthi. During July, the government deployed more 
forces to Saada and began to link the Houthis to Iran and Hizbollah—a 
charge the Houthis swiftly rejected. Al-Houthi countered that he and his 
movement were loyal to Yemen but opposed the government’s close coopera-
tion with the United States and Saudi Arabia’s involvement in domestic affairs. 
By September more government forces were deployed in Saada, and the con-
fl ict continued to escalate. Hussein al-Houthi was killed in early September, 
leading the government to proclaim unilateral victory in Saada and the defeat 
of the Houthi rebels. This marked the end of what has been termed the fi rst 
round of fi ghting; Yemeni press reports that more than 1,000 civilians died in 
this round. However, since September 2004, the al-Houthi family has led fi ve 
additional rounds of fi ghting.

Round 2: March 2005 to May 2005

Hussein al-Houthi’s father, Badr al-Din al-Houthi, assumed leadership of the 
movement following Hussein’s death. The Yemeni government charged Badr 
al-Din al-Houthi, a noted Zaidi scholar, and Abdullah al-Ruzami, a former 
member of parliament from the al-Haqq party, with resuming the insurgency. 
Al-Ruzami countered that Yemeni President Ali Abdullah Saleh did not want 
the confl ict to end. After a series of skirmishes, the confl ict escalated in late 
March with heavy fi ghting taking place in Majz, Sahar, Baqim, and Dahyan. 
Saleh accused two political parties—al-Haqq and the Union of Popular 
Forces—of supporting the rebellion, charging them with terrorism against 
the government, the military, and attempts to kidnap ambassadors to Yemen. 
According to reports, Saleh appeared on television in May to pardon Badr al-
Din al-Houthi, although during this time other prominent Houthi supporters 
were tried and convicted on charges of espionage and insurrection.8 According 
to press reports, Badr al-Din rejected the pardon offer. Saleh reportedly used 
the anniversary of the 1962 republican revolution to declare an amnesty for 
Houthi prisoners, although it seems that many remained in detention. In May 
2005, the government again announced a unilateral victory and declared an 
end to hostilities. However, sporadic fi ghting continued.

Round 3: November 2005 to Early 2006

This round began with tribal fi ghting between the pro-government Hamdan 
tribe of Sheikh Abdullah al-Awjari and tribes supporting the Houthi rebels. In 
late 2005 government forces began heavy fi ghting in Saada. The government 
also released a large number of Houthi detainees, although others reportedly 
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were put on trial. In early 2006 Houthi rebels were accused of attempting 
to assassinate a Ministry of Justice offi cial in Dhamar, south of Sanaa.9 The 
elderly Badr al-Din al-Houthi reportedly died of natural causes in February 
2005, and two of his sons, Abdul Malik al-Houthi and Yahya al-Houthi, 
assumed leadership of the rebellion, which has continued under the leader-
ship of Abdul Malik. Yahya, a former member of parliament from the rul-
ing General People’s Congress party, is currently in exile in Germany and has 
served as one of the movement’s spokesmen. 

The government was pressured to end the fi ghting before voting began for 
the September 20, 2006, presidential and municipal elections. Saleh amnes-
tied some 600 prisoners, including Mohammed Badr al-Din al-Houthi, and 
announced a new governor for Saada in an effort to end the fi ghting. It was 
also reported that Saleh ordered that government forces hand over the home of 
Hussein al-Houthi and that the Houthi family receive a government salary.10 
This relative lull, however, would not last. 

Round 4: January 2007 to June 2007

The government maintains this round was sparked in part by Houthi threats 
against the indigenous Jewish community in Saada. Fighting quickly escalated, 
spreading throughout Saada and into neighboring governorates. Government 
allegations of Iranian and Libyan support for the Houthis resurfaced, and 
Sanaa recalled its ambassadors from Tehran and Tripoli; Houthi leaders denied 
these charges of foreign intervention. In February 2007 the Yemeni govern-
ment sought to extradite Yahya al-Houthi from Libya, where he had sought 
refuge; Yahya travelled to Germany and sought political asylum. During this 
time, according to Reuters News Agency, the Yemeni government stripped 
Yahya al-Houhti of his parliamentary immunity and began to actively recruit 
tribal levies to deploy in Saada. This signifi cant development permanently 
altered the complexion of the confl ict: Introducing tribal fi ghters has added 
new layers of complexity to the confl ict, injecting tribal politics into what had 
thus far been a largely sectarian confl ict. This shift would prove to be a lasting 
factor of subsequent fi ghting, as the war in Saada metastasized.

Qatari mediation ended this fourth round. In May 2007 Qatari Emir Hamad 
visited Yemen, and a delegation from the Qatari foreign ministry met with 
the Houthi leadership. Shortly thereafter Yahya al-Houthi traveled to Qatar. 
Following these meetings, a list of general principles was created, which led to a 
cease-fi re in mid-June 2007. The Qatari peace plan, called the Doha Agreement, 
was initially kept secret. It included several broad components, including a gov-
ernment amnesty, the reconstruction of Saada, a commitment by the Houthis 
to give up their heavy weapons, and the establishment of a committee to work 
out the specifi cs of a peace settlement. That committee comprised representa-
tives from the Yemeni government, the Houthis, and the Qatari government. 
The subsequent agreement included a halt to all military operations, the release 
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of all prisoners within one month, and the establishment of committees to han-
dle compensation and reconstruction. It also called for senior Houthi leaders 
including Abdul Malik al-Houthi, Abdul Karim al-Houthi, and Abdullah al-
Ruzami to go into permanent exile in Qatar. These were important fi rst steps, 
although fi ghting in Saada persisted throughout this process. 

Despite this progress the Doha Agreement failed, because it provided no 
specifi cs on how to reconstruct Saada or arrange the exile of the senior Houthi 
leaders, and because of Saudi displeasure at Qatar’s involvement. The Yemeni 
government also complained that the Qatari mediation efforts led the Houthis 
to believe that they were equal to the state. The agreement collapsed, but its 
fundamentals remain the likely basis for any future settlement. 

Round 5: March 2008 to July 2008

Sporadic fi ghting continued from the summer of 2007 until March 2008, 
when the fi fth round of fi ghting broke out. Conditions seriously deteriorated, 
and fi ghting spread beyond Saada, reaching Bani Hushaysh on the northern 
outskirts of Sanaa. The fi ghting steadily intensifi ed until Saleh declared a uni-
lateral cease-fi re on July 17, 2008—the thirtieth anniversary of his rule. The 
Yemeni Republican Guard saw combat, and tribal militias fought on behalf of 
the government. 

According to some reports, the proximity of the fi ghting to Sanaa led to con-
cern among regime elites. According to the Congressional Research Service, 
during this time there were also rumors of an “aborted coup and shakeups 
within the military.”11 Saleh was rumored to have sought a cease-fi re for several 
reasons: international pressure, the scale of the humanitarian toll, local media-
tion, and concern about the proximity of the rebel advance. 

In March 2009 tensions again began to rise. Throughout the spring and 
summer, violent clashes came more frequently, and in June 2009 nine for-
eign aid workers were abducted in Saada governorate. The bodies of the three 
female victims were discovered several days later; they apparently had been 
executed shortly after the kidnapping. The level of violence and absence of any 
conditions for releasing the captives distinguished this abduction from previ-
ous kidnappings. It was more like al-Qaeda-style abductions, such as those 
seen in Iraq and Pakistan. It has been suggested by some observers that Islamist 
militants staged the kidnapping in Saada to provoke the Yemeni government 
into restarting the war in Saada and to divert focus from AQAP. 

Round 6: August 2009 Through February 2010

The kidnappings set the stage for this most recent round of the Saada war, 
which followed rebel closures of several key roads, including the road linking 
Saada and Sanaa. The Yemeni government started this round by launching 
Operation Scorched Earth in August 2009.
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Operation Scorched Earth

President Saleh asserted that the Houthis would be handled once and for all, 
and declared the regime’s resolve to crush the rebellion with an “iron fi st.” 
Despite early promises to swiftly defeat the Houthis, this latest round of 
fi ghting deteriorated into consistent and ongoing fi ghting. A month into the 
government offensive, the Houthis had seized Baqim and al-Safra districts in 
Saada, and fi ghting had spread to Harf Sufyan district in neighboring Amran 
governorate. Several cease-fi res were declared, but none has lasted. 

According to a January 2010 report in Jane’s Intelligence Review, the Yemeni 
government has deployed more than 40,000 soldiers in support of Operation 
Scorched Earth. This represents a major increase from previous episodes. 
Fighting in previous rounds had spilled out of Saada, but the war further 
metastasized during Operation Scorched Earth through the potent combina-
tion of tribalization and indiscriminate fi re. The government has also deployed 
the Popular Army, an amalgam of tribal levies and informal fi ghters. Tribal 
rivalries are playing out in the theater, leading to violence and fi ghting unre-
lated to the actual war. Reports of tribal fi ghting include confl icts between the 
Shaker and Sufi yan tribes of the Bakil tribal confederation; between Kharef 
and other tribes of the Hashid tribal confederation; and between the Najar 
and al-Farhan tribes. 

Previous rounds of fi ghting have included indiscriminate fi re, but the sixth 
round increasingly has featured government artillery and aerial bombard-
ments. Such tactics disproportionately target noncombatants, increase civilian 
collateral damage, and increase local animosity to the central government. 

According to local Yemeni sources, the government’s decision to re-launch 
the war in Saada was driven by a perception that the regime could fi nally 
vanquish the Houthi rebels. The central government likely also was driven by 
a desire to reopen roads from Sanaa to Saada closed by the Houthis. It is prob-
able that the Yemeni government sought to use the war in Saada as an example 
for southern secessionists. 

It is extremely unlikely that Sanaa would have begun military operations 
without consulting Riyadh and other regional actors. Saudi Arabia allegedly 
has helped fi nance the recent fi ghting, and it is likely that the Saudis pro-
vided some international political cover for the Yemeni government. For sev-
eral months after Operation Scorched Earth began in August 2009, there was 
surprisingly little international criticism of the war. On the contrary, the Gulf 
Cooperation Council voiced its support for Yemen (and later Saudi Arabia) 
as the government sought to contain the Houthis. A number of Arab Sunni 
countries have lobbied in Washington to encourage support of the Yemeni 
government’s military action. 
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The Current Cease-Fire

A cease-fi re was reached in mid-February 2010, ending immediate hostilities in 
Saada. As of this writing, the cease-fi re holds. However, the government shows 
no interest in addressing the underlying causes of the war, which is now six 
years old, or the grievances that have perpetuated the confl ict. The sixth round 
of fi ghting in Saada was dramatically more violent than earlier rounds, and the 
current cease-fi re can in part be explained by exhaustion on both sides. Based 
on recent fi eld research in Yemen, it is likely that the current lull in violence 
will last longer than previous interludes, in larger part due to mutual exhaus-
tion. Nonetheless, because nothing has been done to resolve the grievances at 
the heart of the confl ict, it is also extremely likely that fi ghting will resume. 
Some sources claim that the Houthis have stockpiled enough arms for another 
two years of fi ghting.

Throughout the confl ict, the Houthis have complained that the expansion 
of Sunni Salafi  beliefs, propagated in part in schools, dilutes Zaidi culture and 
identity. Houthi leaders allege that the central government has been complicit 
in this process. Senior Yemeni government offi cials have noted that the govern-
ment is prepared to acquiesce on certain Houthi demands, including the estab-
lishment of a Zaidi university in Saada and the creation of a political party; it 
is more circumspect on changing the national school curriculum. Yemeni offi -
cials claim they cannot unilaterally change a national curriculum; that would 
require action in the Ministry of Education and other agencies. 

The growing radicalization among elements of the Houthi movement fur-
ther complicates matters. According to local analyses, some rebels consider 
having survived recent Yemeni and Saudi military operations as a Houthi vic-
tory. Local observers fear that such interpretations might embolden further 
Houthi attacks against the Yemeni government and encourage some rebel ele-
ments to expand military operations with the aim of overthrowing the regime. 
This marks a major deterioration: The Houthis previously had never made any 
claims outside of Saada. This worrisome development underscores the need for 
immediate steps to defuse tensions and minimize violence in Saada. 

A Proxy Confl ict?

There is no evidence that Operation Scorched Earth is a proxy confl ict between 
Sunni Saudi Arabia and Shi’i Iran. There are more than enough grievances 
in Yemen and Saada to perpetuate the fi ghting without drawing in regional 
dynamics. Saudi Arabia has supported the Yemeni government in war, but a 
Saudi–Iranian regional rivalry is not playing out in Saada. However, Saudi 
military operations on the Yemeni border—and Saudi forces’ inability to 
defeat the Houthis—might lead Iran to play a more provocative role in Saada 
in order to pressure Saudi Arabia. 
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The Yemeni government has never produced any evidence to support its 
allegations that Tehran is supporting the Houthis; in fact, some Yemeni offi -
cials have confi ded that such assertions are unfounded. No Iranians have been 
killed or captured in Saada, and proof of Iranian weapons transfers never has 
been produced. The Iranian government and state media have been support-
ive of the Houthis, and it is likely that some private Iranians have informally 
funded the insurgency. However, this is far from offi cial Iranian government 
support for Hizbollah, Hamas, and Iraqi insurgents. Some low-level represen-
tatives from the Ministry of Intelligence and Security or Revolutionary Guards 
might have meddled in Saada in an ad hoc fashion; however, such interference 
is neither offi cial nor sustained. 

Saudi Involvement

In early November 2009, Saudi Arabia openly entered the confl ict with signifi -
cant military operations against the Houthis. The action followed persistent 
rumors of clandestine Saudi military operations on the border against Houthi 
rebels. The Saudi offensive followed reports of Houthi incursions in Saudi ter-
ritory that killed several Saudi border guards.

In the days preceding the Saudi offensive, the Yemeni military was allowed to 
transit through Saudi territory in order to fl ank Houthi rebel positions. Perhaps 
the Houthi leadership intended to internationalize the confl ict by shooting at 
Saudi border guards. That gunfi re also might have been an attempt to punish 
the Saudis for their tacit cooperation with the Yemeni government. On the 
other hand, the Saudi involvement might have been an unintended escalation. 
The Saudi–Yemen border is not well-demarcated, and armed Houthi guerril-
las might have crossed the border unwittingly, provoking a confrontation with 
Saudi border guards anxious to keep out infi ltrators. 

The resulting Saudi military response clearly was preplanned, not reaction-
ary. Its swiftness suggests that Saudi forces were prepared to respond, needing 
only a pretext—such as the attack on a Saudi border post—for action. Saudi 
offi cials had expressed concern about deteriorating conditions in Yemen for 
some time before the incursion and reportedly had established a Special Forces 
unit specializing in mountain warfare on its southern border. 

The Saudis consider Yemen a major security challenge. Signifi cant num-
bers of Saudi militants (including eleven Guantanamo returnees12) have 
fl ed to Yemen since AQAP established itself there, and they pose a growing 
threat to the kingdom. In August 2009 one such Saudi national returned 
to the kingdom and tried to assassinate Saudi counterterrorism chief Prince 
Mohammed bin Nayef. 
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A Serious Threat to Stability

The fi ghting in Saada has done little to advance stability or security in Yemen. 
The humanitarian and fi nancial costs have been enormous, yet conditions on 
the ground make these costs impossible to accurately discern. Prosecuting the 
war has hampered the Yemeni military’s effectiveness, preoccupied the cen-
tral government to the exclusion of nearly every other issue, led to widespread 
humanitarian suffering, and rapidly accelerated the country’s economic crisis. 

Over the course of the six-year confl ict, nearly every aspect of the Yemeni 
military has seen combat in Saada, including the Central Security Force 
Counter-Terrorism Unit. Some analyses maintain that the only units that have 
not been deployed to Saada are the regime defense and personal protection 
units—in itself a very telling fact. The toll on the Yemeni armed forces has 
been signifi cant, with reports of desertions, falling morale, and allegations of 
black market sales of state munitions and materiel. The required post-deploy-
ment re-equipping and refi tting is a cost that the Yemeni government can little 
afford. This strain on the military has led to questions about its ability to 
simultaneously engage in other operations such as combating Islamist extrem-
ism, fi ghting AQAP, and extending state control throughout the country. 

The government’s failure to decisively put down the rebellion has prompted 
concerns that other domestic challengers might be emboldened and perceive 
the regime as vulnerable. Islamist militants or other disaffected groups could 
mount attacks on other fronts while the government is distracted in Saada. 
The longer that the war in Saada goes on, the weaker the central government 
appears. Yet some Yemeni offi cials have argued that stopping hostilities would 
show weakness and a lack of state resolve. 

The humanitarian toll has been signifi cant. The war has produced an 
estimated 250,000 internally displaced persons in Saada, Amran, Hajja, and 
Sanaa; most were displaced during the most recent round of fi ghting. Relief 
organizations have complained about a lack of access and the diffi culty in 
delivering supplies to those most affected. 

The war in Saada’s greatest consequence has been its devastation of the 
Yemeni economy. The war has consumed many resources, dramatically accel-
erating the nation’s fi nancial crisis. All other challenges facing the country 
are linked to the economy. Previous assessments had suggested that Yemen’s 
economic crisis was several years in the future, but the costly war effort has 
accelerated the timetable. Sanaa has been spending money it does not have 
to fi nance the war, and every riyal spent on the war effort is a riyal that is 
not spent on delivering human services, ensuring food security, or combating 
AQAP. By some estimates, the central government has spent more than $1 
billion in hard currency reserves during the sixth round of fi ghting; this fi gure 
does not include subsidies from the Saudis and other countries. Estimates of 
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this year’s budget defi cit range from 9 percent to 23 percent, and it is unclear 
how the Yemeni government can meet this shortfall without foreign assistance. 
Despite new natural gas revenues and royalties, oil exports continue to decrease 
and state income is falling. Roughly 80 percent of the Yemeni budget is sala-
ries, pensions, and diesel subsidies—areas off limits to any cuts. As the econ-
omy deteriorates, every other problem worsens and Sanaa’s ability to manage 
concurrent crises decreases. 

The war in Saada has received little international attention, despite the wide-
spread humanitarian toll. U.S. and Western concerns vis-à-vis Yemen focus 
solely on al-Qaeda and international terrorism. The Houthis do not threaten 
Western interests, so the international community has been little concerned 
with the deteriorating situation in Saada. For the Yemeni government, how-
ever, the war in Saada has been all-consuming. 

The regime and republic face an existential threat from the Houthi rebel-
lion and southern secessionist movement. Both confl icts illustrate the fraying 
of the Yemeni state. The government’s uncompromising position in Saada has 
exacerbated local grievances and rapidly accelerated Yemen’s economic crisis. 
Neither the Yemeni government nor the Houthis can de-escalate the confl ict at 
this point, and there is no political will to end the war. Doing so will require 
foreign intervention, but no foreign actors are inclined to act. Given the level 
of tensions, further fi ghting is likely.
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