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WAR WITHIN WAR: ON SAUDI'S INTERVENTION IN
YEMEN
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The Saudi-led coalition’s intervention in Yemen is proof of how things can go wrong with an ill-
conceived, poorly strategised and geopolitics-driven military interference that cares little about
human lives. After four years of war, the Saudis have not met their declared goal — pushing
back the Shia Houthi rebels from the capital Sana’a and restoring the ousted government which
is now temporarily headquartered in the southern city of Aden. On the contrary, the war has
pushed Yemen into what the UN calls the worst humanitarian crisis. Thousands have been
killed, tens of thousands displaced and about two thirds of the country’s 28 million people do not
have enough to eat. And now, there is a rebellion within the coalition. Last week, the Southern
Transitional Council (STC), a militia group that was fighting the Houthis as part of the Saudi-led
coalition, turned against their masters and captured the presidential palace in Aden as well as
the city’s main port. In return, Saudi jets targeted STC fighters before a tenuous ceasefire set in.
It now looks like a three-way conflict. The Shia Houthis, who the Saudis claim are backed by
Iran, are controlling much of the country’s north including Sana’a. Yemen’s internationally-
backed government of Abdrabbuh Mansur Hadi, the Saudi ally, is controlling the south, though
Mr. Hadi is running the purported administration from Saudi Arabia. The STC wants the south to
be an independent entity, like it was till the Yemeni unification in 1990.

The STC’s rebellion also signals the growing friction in the multi-national coalition Saudi Arabia
has stitched together to fight the Houthis. The STC is backed by the UAE, a crucial partner of
Saudi Arabia in its foreign policy adventures. They stayed together in propping up the military
dictatorship of Abdel Fattah el-Sisi in Egypt, in countering the spread and influence of the
Muslim Brotherhood in the Arab world, in opposing the Iran nuclear deal and on blockading
Qatar. But when it comes to Yemen, the Saudis see the Hadi government and Sunni Islamic
parties, including the Islah, as allies who could stabilise and rebuild the whole country after the
Houthis are defeated, while the UAE, already frustrated by the coalition’s failure to defeat the
rebels, counts on the STC and is staunchly opposed to the Islah party, which has ties to the
Brotherhood. The UAE has already pulled out of the Yemen war leaving it to Saudi Arabia to
defeat the Houthis. And with their continued backing to the STC, the Emiratis appear less
concerned about defeating the Houthis than maintaining their influence in southern Yemen. This
should be a moment of reckoning for Mohammed bin Salman, the Saudi Arabian Crown Prince
and the main architect of the Yemen intervention. He has lost the war and his coalition is
crumbling, while Yemen is left with unimaginable human suffering. It is time for a nationwide
ceasefire and talks with all stakeholders under the mediation of a willing UN to find a political
settlement to the crisis.
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