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 Al-Birin Muhamasheen camp, west of Taiz City, on Februrary 21, 2021, Sana’a Center photo by Ahmed al-Basha. 

The Sana’a Center Editorial

The Urgency to Protect Yemen’s Minorities

Through periods of tolerance and persecution, marginalization has remained a 
constant in the treatment of racial and religious minorities in Yemeni society. During 
the ongoing conflict, however, violence and subjugation against these marginalized 
groups has increased dramatically, to the point that it is fundamentally reshaping 
Yemeni society. For Yemen as we know it to continue to exist it needs to assure the 
existence of its minorities, as something fundamental to the makeup of a nation dies 
when its minorities perish.

Yemen’s Jewish community, with a history tracing back millennia, played a 
foundational role in developing Yemeni culture and commerce, and creating much 
of the artisanal industries for which the country is known. While the community had 
already been dwindling in recent decades, persecution at the hands of the armed 
Houthi movement following its takeover of Sana’a in 2014 has driven almost all the 
remaining Jewish families into exile, thereby extinguishing a part of Yemen’s soul. 
Similarly, as a recent Sana’a Center report details, Yemen’s Baha’i community is 
rapidly being driven out of existence by a systematic Houthi campaign of vilification 
and erasure.
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The Muhammasheen – an ethnic underclass in Yemen literally referred to as Al-
Akhdam, meaning ‘the servants’, by many in the country – have proved more useful 
to the various warring parties. As another Sana’a Center report details, both the 
Houthis and their rivals have actively sought out Muhammasheen communities at 
the margins of society to recruit their young men for the frontlines. At the same time, 
all sides in the conflict routinely deny wounded Muhammasheen access to healthcare 
and compensation and remove their families from the lists of beneficiaries for 
international humanitarian aid.

There is a reckoning with intolerance Yemeni society must undergo. No Yemeni – 
regardless of religion, race, sex, sexual orientation or other difference – should be 
denied legal rights and social protections. The incredible and liberating acceptance 
of difference that was alive amongst Yemenis of all backgrounds in the streets and 
squares during the 2011 revolution is a proof of concept that Yemeni society is capable 
of so much better.

The war, however, has brought urgency to the plight of marginalized groups in the 
country. While almost all Yemenis are suffering from this conflict, the struggle of 
marginalized groups has become an existential threat to these communities. Yemenis 
and regional and international stakeholders must take assertive steps to protect these 
vulnerable groups. For a just peace to emerge from any United Nations-led mediation 
efforts, the new UN special envoy must also seek to integrate protections for Yemen’s 
marginalized communities into the peace process.
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The Old City of Sana’a has been inhabited for over 2,500 years; it boasts unique architecture – those distinctive 
multistory towers with delicate white-trim designs – and UNESCO world heritage status. Today, this built 
heritage, and the human history it evinces, face multiple threats. Heavy rains have recently caused damage to 
around 1,000 houses, starkly exposing the city’s precarious situation and the extent of the problems in the service 
sector // Sana’a Center photo.

June at a Glance

THE POLITICAL ARENA

By Casey Coombs

Developments in Government-Controlled Territory

STC seizes control of state-run Saba News Agency

June 2: Forces loyal to the Southern Transitional Council (STC) stormed an office 
of the state-run Saba News Agency operated by the internationally recognized 
government in the interim capital, Aden. The head of the STC’s media department, 
Mukhtar al-Yafei, led the raid in Aden’s Al-Tuwahi district. 

Al-Yafei claimed that he had directives from STC President Aiderous al-Zubaidi 
and Aden’s Governor Ahmed Lamlas to take control of the newsroom and rename 
it the Aden News Agency, a Saba employee told the Sana’a Center. Saba’s director, 
Mahmoud Thabet, contacted Lamlas, who denied knowledge of the raid and said he 
would communicate with Al-Zubaidi to resolve the situation, the employee said. As of 
June 9, Saba journalists reportedly remained locked out of the office, but continued 
to cover news remotely. 



EYE ON THE EAST | JUNE 2021
Yemen ReviewThe

7

On June 7, STC forces raided a second Saba office in Aden, according to the Yemeni 
Journalists Syndicate. In recent months, several journalists and news outlets in Aden 
and surrounding governorates have been targeted based on their affiliation with 
internationally recognized government or the STC.

Government arrests STC media official from Shabwa prison  

June 2: Political Security Organization (PSO) agents aligned with the internationally 
recognized government in Shabwa governorate arrested Thabet Abdullah Al-Khulaifi, 
the STC’s head of media operations in Shabwa’s capital, Ataq, for undisclosed 
reasons. Local media reported that he was released from the PSO prison there on 
June 17, which was also independently confirmed by the Sana’a Center. Al-Khulaifi 
was arrested in mid-February by the same intelligence agency and held for three 
months for reasons which have still not been disclosed.

Aden governor launches ban on guns, unmarked vehicles in the 
interim capital

June 22: Aden authorities extended enforcement of a ban on unlicensed arms, 
unregistered vehicles and the unauthorized sale of military attire, part of efforts to 
consolidate the authority of Aden’s security and military forces. Governor Ahmed 
Lamlas, who met with security officials to evaluate the first week of the campaign, 
said unlicensed light weapons and ammunition had been seized, without indicating 
the quantity. Awareness efforts preceded enforcement, and traffic police chief, Col. 
Jamal Diane, said that more than 1,420 cars had been properly registered in the week 
since the campaign began. 

‘Socotra Dream’ ferry service unveiled 

June 8: Prominent Mahri businessman and politician Abdullah Issa bin al-Afrar 
unveiled a newly acquired ship called Socotra Dream, which will shuttle passengers 
to and from the island of Socotra from Al-Mahra governorate. In a series of tweets, 
Al-Afrar provided details about the ship and praised the late Omani leader Sultan 
Qaboos bin Said for bankrolling the purchase of the boat. Al-Afrar has aligned with 
competing Gulf powers vying for influence in Al-Mahra and Socotra throughout 
Yemen’s civil war. After falling out with the Saudi-led coalition in 2017, he moved to 
Muscat and supported an Oman-backed peaceful protest movement in Al-Mahra that 
seeks to expel the Saudi military from the governorate. Since June 2020, when the 
UAE-backed STC forces seized Socotra’s capital from the internationally recognized 
government, Al-Afrar has gravitated back into the Saudi-led coalition’s orbit, having 
endorsed the STC’s armed takeover (see also, Dueling Mahri Scions Reveal Gulf 
Competition in Eastern Yemen).
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STC forces detain activist on Socotra

June 8: STC-affiliated forces detained Yemeni activist Abdullah Bidahen for four days 
in Socotra for criticizing the group’s Emirati influence on Facebook. It is the second 
time Bidahen has been detained by STC forces since the separatists seized control of 
the archipelago from the internationally recognized government in June 2020. 

National Resistance Forces on Mayun Island, says Tareq Saleh  

June 15: The commander of the National Resistance Forces, Brigadier General Tareq 
Saleh, has claimed his Emirati-backed troops are stationed on Mayun island near 
the Bab al-Mandab Strait, where an air base is under construction. The comments 
by Saleh, who is the nephew of the late President Ali Abdullah Saleh, follow an 
Associated Press story in May that highlighted the base’s construction. Ship-tracking 
data showed that at least two Emirati-owned vessels had traveled to Mayun in the 
first two weeks of June.

Gov’t special forces arrest STC’s Hadramawt delegation in Shabwa

June 18: Special forces affiliated with Yemen’s internationally recognized 
government in Shabwa governorate’s southern Radum district detained the head of 
the STC’s Hadramawt branch, Dr. Muhammad Jaafar bin Al-Sheikh Abu Bakr, as 
well as his deputy for coordination of university affairs, Dr. Hassan Saleh Al-Ghulam 
Al-Amoudi, and a number of other STC officials as they were returning to Hadramawt 
from Aden. The STC officials were taken to a special forces’ prison in Radum district, 
sources in the 2nd Marine Infantry Brigade in the district told the Sana’a Center.

STC security forces clash in Aden 

June 23: Rival STC forces clashed with each other in Aden’s Sheikh Othman district, 
highlighting internal tension in the UAE-backed secessionist group that controls the 
interim capital. Forces under Salafist Security Belt Commander Mohsen al-Wali and 
the commander of the Third Support and Backup Brigades, Nabil al-Mashushi, fought 
those under Col. Karam al-Mashraqi, who leads a unit of the Security Belt forces in 
Sheikh Othman. The Security Belt forces and the Support and Backup Brigades are 
the most prominent security forces in Aden and present themselves as one institution 
on their shared website. Video footage showed smoke rising from the Ministry of 
Education building as a result of the street fighting. After the battle, Al-Mashraqi, who 
is from Sheikh Othman and whose forces are based there, said in a video circulated 
on social media that Al-Mashushi would not be allowed to enter the district. Al-Wali 
and Al-Mashushi are from the Yafei region in Lahj governorate, from where a number 
of senior STC officials hail. Two days after the clashes, on June 25, STC President 
Aidarous al-Zubaidi appointed Al-Wali top commander of the Security Belt forces.
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Government forces detain STC officials in Shabwa

June 23: Soldiers at a checkpoint in Shabwa detained a member of the STC National 
Assembly, Ahmed al-Awlaqi, Salah Abu al-Khalaf, and others on their way to attend 
demonstrations in the Abadan area west of the capital Ataq to condemn kidnappings 
and other heavy-handed treatment by the internationally recognized government in 
Shabwa. They were released the next day.

STC pulls out of Riyadh Agreement talks

June 26: STC spokesman Ali Abdullah Al-Kathiri announced the suspension of 
communication with the internationally recognized government on negotiations to 
implement the Saudi-sponsored Riyadh Agreement. Al-Kathiri cited the “Muslim 
Brotherhood militias’” recent crackdown on the STC in the Abadan areas of Nisab 
district, which he said was “organized by the people of Shabwa governorate to express 
their aspirations and their rejection of the aggressive and oppressive approach that 
these militias practice through intermittent operations, warring, raids of villages and 
homes, and continuous kidnappings against the people of Shabwa and the south in 
general.” The internationally recognized government in Shabwa has tried to prevent 
large-scale demonstrations in the governorate, fearing that they could spur a power 
grab by the STC, which tried and failed to seize control of Ataq in August 2019.

Hadi travels to US for medical checkup

June 26: President Abdo Rabbu Mansour Hadi began a trip to the United States for 
a medical check up. He has made several medical visits to the Cleveland Clinic over 
the past six years. 

Developments in Houthi-Controlled Territory

Houthi leaders say UN Talks over Red Sea oil tanker halted 

June 1: After 10 days of intensive talks in which the UN tried to negotiate access to 
the FSO Safer oil tanker, the Houthis released a statement saying that the discussions 
had reached a deadlock. Stephane Dujarric, spokesman for UN Secretary-General 
Antonio Guterres, said the statement from the group “would seem to confirm that 
Ansar Allah is not ready to provide the assurances the UN needs to deploy a UN 
mission to the Safer tanker.” 

UN special envoy Martin Griffiths told the Security Council that the Houthis want the 
UN mission “to actually repair the tanker and not just assess and do the small repairs 
that are maybe needed to stabilize it.”
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Human Rights Watch details Houthi campaign to stifle COVID-19 
information

June 1: Health workers told Human Rights Watch that the Houthis had embedded 
a special intelligence unit under the command of its political security arm in medical 
facilities to intimidate health care staff and limit the information they can disseminate 
regarding the COVID-19 outbreak. Houthi authorities have tried to limit information 
on the effects of coronavirus in Houthi-controlled areas throughout the pandemic.

Houthis ban singing at weddings, regulate marriage dowries 

June 22: A memo from the Houthi governor of Sana’a, Abdul Basit Al-Hadi, banned 
singing at weddings in the capital in order to “curtail the phenomenon of artists and 
artists performing at events and weddings by promoting Quranic awareness within 
the community.” Days earlier, several documents surfaced on social media showing 
Houthi directives obliging tribal sheikhs to help limit the cost of marriage dowries 
in an effort to make it easier for people to marry, with bride prices in Sana’a not to 
exceed 600,000 Yemeni rials (though price limits varied by governorate). In January, 
the Houthi-run Ministry of Health and Population banned the use of birth control as 
part of broader efforts to raise the birth rate.

Following abuse in Houthi prison model attempts suicide, lawyer 
suspended

June 28: Imprisoned Yemeni actress and model Entisar al-Hammadi attempted 
to hang herself after being referred to the “prostitution section” of the Central 
Prison in Sana’a, according to her lawyer Khaled al-Kamal. A Human Rights Watch 
investigation summed up Al-Hammadi’s mistreatment in Houthi custody: She was 
arrested on February 20 by Houthi forces and held at the Criminal Investigation 
Department in Sana’a for 10 days before anyone was notified of her whereabouts. 
She was transferred to the Central Prison in Sana’a in March, where guards verbally 
abused her, calling her a “whore” because of her profession and “slave” due to her 
dark skin and Ethiopian origin. 

Plans for a forced “virginity test” were halted after Amnesty International published 
a report on the development. Houthi authorities suspended her lawyer, Al-Kamal, 
prior to her first court hearings on June 6 and on June 9, in an attempt to undermine 
the trial. Al-Kamal had previously received threats to walk away from the case. In late 
April, Houthi authorities replaced a prosecutor who ordered al-Hammadi’s release 
after concluding she was not guilty of a crime. 
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Specialized criminal court orders crucifixion of convicted AQAP 
leader 

June 29: The Houthi-run court in Sana’a sentenced Majdi al-Mutawakel, the 
Sana’a emir of Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP), after convicting him of 
assassinating the Houthi representative to the National Dialogue Conference (NDC), 
Ahmed Sharaf El-Din, in January 2014, and killing five other men between 2011 and 
2015. The sentence stipulates death by firing squad in Al-Sabaeen square in Sana’a, 
after which his body is to be displayed for two days on a cross in the square. 

International Developments

Omani delegation travels to Sana’a to facilitate peace talks

June 5: An Omani delegation arrived in Sana’a for a week of talks with Houthi leaders 
to push for peace. The visit coincided with a visit to Muscat by the internationally 
recognized government’s Foreign Minister Ahmed bin Mubarak. On June 11, the 
Omani delegation departed Sana’a, accompanied by the head of the Houthi negotiating 
delegation, Mohammed Abdel Salem, with no announcements of progress from the 
talks. 

Hamas honors Houthi leader in Sana’a

June 7: Moaz Abu Shamala, a representative of the militant Palestinian organization 
Hamas, gave senior Houthi leader Mohammad Ali al-Houthi a gift of appreciation for 
launching a fundraising campaign to support the group amid Israel’s recent military 
campaign in Gaza.

US seizes domains of Houthi-run news outlet Al-Masirah 

June 22: The US Justice Department seized the domains of 33 websites associated 
with a sanctioned Iranian broadcaster affiliated with the Islamic Revolutionary Guard 
Corps-Quds Force, including the Houthi-run site Al-Masirah. The 33 domains, which 
are owned by a US company, were illegally obtained and not registered with the US 
Treasury Department’s Office of Foreign Assets Control. While the websites using the 
US domains are no longer active, many of the sites, including Al-Masirah, continue 
to operate under other domains.

Casey Coombs is a researcher at the Sana’a Center for Strategic Studies and an 
independent journalist focused on Yemen. He tweets @Macoombs
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STATE OF THE WAR

By Abubakr al-Shamahi

Marib: Fighting ramps up but frontlines unchanged

The stalemate in Marib continued in June, with the Houthis unable to make any 
significant progress on the governorate’s frontlines, and Yemeni government forces 
unable to push the group back away from their positions near Marib city. The first half 
of the month saw relatively low-level fighting in areas to the west and northwest of 
Marib city, in Al-Kassarah, Al-Zour, Al-Mashjah, and Al-Tala’ah Al-Hamraa. Yemeni 
government forces continued to hold their ground on the frontlines in those areas, 
much as they have since April, with Saudi-led coalition airstrikes helping to deter 
Houthi advances.

Instead, Houthi forces have fired frequent missiles at Marib city, hitting both military 
and civilian areas. Particularly deadly attacks included a June 5 missile attack on a fuel 
supply station run by the Yemeni government’s 3rd Military Region forces in Marib 
city’s Al-Rawdhah area, which killed 21 people, including two children, according to 
locals and media reports. On June 10, Houthi forces attacked a compound in Marib 
city housing government buildings with missiles and drones, killing four civilians and 
10 security personnel, according to victims’ relatives and media reports.

The second half of June saw some of the most intense fighting on the frontlines in 
Marib since mid-May. However, the focus of the fighting was not on the previously 
mentioned frontlines directly to the west and northwest of Marib city, but rather in 
Raghwan district, further to the north, where control is divided between the two sides. 
On June 19, the Houthis launched two attacks on Yemeni government positions, in 
western and northwestern Raghwan respectively. While the Houthis were initially 
able to make some advances, Yemeni government and allied tribal forces, backed by 
Saudi-led coalition airstrikes, were quickly able to push them back on the same day. 
Fighting continued in Raghwan throughout the rest of the month, with pro-Yemeni 
government sources telling the Sana’a Center that dozens had been killed on both 
sides.

The Houthi push in Raghwan appears to be an attempt to launch a new starting point 
for attacks toward Marib city, in light of the stalemate on the other frontlines near the 
city. However, the Yemeni government forces’ tactics in Raghwan may be an attempt 
to drain the Houthi forces by soaking up their attacks; the Yemeni government has 
reinforced its forces in the district, fortified its positions, and can also rely on the 
support of coalition airstrikes.

In another effort to strengthen their position in Marib, Houthi forces have also made 
a renewed effort to take the Yemeni government’s Al-Khanjar base, in southwestern 
Jawf governorate, to the north of Marib governorate. On June 3, Houthi forces 
captured the northern gate of the base, before being forced to retreat in the face of a 
counterattack from the Yemeni government’s 6th Military Region forces, backed by 
coalition airstrikes, Houthi and government military sources told the Sana’a Center. 
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Fighting continued around Al-Khanjar for the rest of June, with both sides sending 
new commanders and reinforcements to the area, reflecting the importance of the 
base to controlling the Jawf-Marib road.

Taiz: Continued clashes within the anti-Houthi coalition

Fighting between Yemeni government and Houthi forces continued in Taiz 
governorate, concentrated in Maqbanah and Hayfan districts. However, no advances 
were reported on either side, and a government offensive that began in March has 
effectively ended. Instead, infighting within the government ranks emerged once 
again, as a result of long-running tension between the Islah-dominated Taiz Military 
Axis and rival political forces within the broader anti-Houthi camp. The Islah-
affiliated 5th Support Brigade clashed with Central Security Forces units on several 
occasions in mid-June near Al-Turbah, a city in southwestern Taiz’s Al-Shamayatayn 
district. The fighting resulted in the Central Security Forces units withdrawing from 
their positions in Jabal Munif and Jabal Bayhan, as pro-Islah forces continue their 
expansion in Taiz governorate, most notably in Al-Hujariah area, which includes Al-
Turbah.

At the same time, tensions increased in mid-June in Hayfan district, after the 4th 
Hazm Brigade refused to allow the leadership of the Islah-affiliated 4th Military 
Region forces to pass through Wadi Al-Dhabab. The 4th Hazm Brigade is largely 
made up of members of the Al-Sabiha tribes, which are affiliated with the Southern 
Transitional Council (STC). Local mediation efforts throughout the second half of 
June were able to prevent clashes, but on June 28 and 29 the Taiz Military Axis moved 
the 4th Mountain Brigade to the borders of Tur Al-Bahah district in Lahj, a decision 
that has angered the STC. The Houthis, meanwhile, may seek to use the divisions 
within the anti-Houthi camp to their advantage, and seize the initiative in Taiz.

Al-Dhalea, Lahj, Aden, and Shabwa: Gov’t and STC rivalry 
intensifying

Divisions within the anti-Houthi camp have been prominent in Yemen’s southern 
governorates, despite fighting against the Houthis continuing in June in Al-Dhalea 
and Lahj governorates. Both the Yemeni government and the STC have intensified 
their media campaigns against each other, and this has been coupled with the 
takeover of government-run media buildings in Aden by gunmen affiliated with 
the STC, and arrests of STC-affiliated civilians, politicians, and fighters by Yemeni 
government forces in Shabwa. On June 25, clashes occurred between the Yemeni 
government’s Joint Security forces and the STC-affiliated Southern Resistance forces 
in Abadan area, western Shabwa governorate, after government forces prevented 
STC supporters from travelling to a pro-STC event in Ataq that was scheduled for the 
next day.
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AQAP kidnaps officers, bombs market in Abyan

Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) activity was also reported in Shabwa in 
June. The group kidnapped five officers from the Ataq-based Criminal Investigation 
Department in Wadi Khawrah, southwestern Shabwah, on June 14. AQAP released 
a video of the five officers on June 25, and is demanding the release of more than 
10 AQAP members held in coalition prisons. Meanwhile, in Abyan, a June 11 bomb 
attack near Zinjibar city’s qat market was blamed by security officials on AQAP. Two 
civilians and six soldiers were killed in the attack. 

Abubakr Al-Shamahi is a researcher at the Sana’a Center for Strategic Studies.
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ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENTS

By the Sana’a Center Economic Unit

US Department of Treasury lists one of Yemen’s biggest 
money exchangers

On June 10, the US Department of the Treasury’s Office of Foreign Assets Control 
(OFAC) added one of Yemen’s biggest money exchangers to its list of specially 
designated nationals list (SDN). Swaid & Sons For Exchange Co. was listed in 
connection with ‘Turkey-based Syrian national Talib ‘Ali Husayn al-Ahmad al-
Rawi and Greece-based Syrian national Abdul Jalil Mallah,’ who were also listed by 
OFAC. Swaid & Sons For Exchange was identified as a key facilitator for the transfer 
of millions of dollars to Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps-Quds Force officials 
deployed in Yemen. The US Department of Treasury stated that ‘al-Rawi has worked 
with Sa’id al-Jamal to transfer millions of dollars from Qatirji Group purchases of 
Iranian petroleum products to Swaid and Sons in Yemen.’ 

On June 15, Swaid & Sons For Exchange issued a statement in which it expressed its 
readiness to challenge the OFAC listing and denied the allegations made against the 
company. The Sana’a-based Yemeni Exchangers Association (YEA) issued its own 
statement on June 17 in defense of Swaid & Sons For Exchange Company. The YEA 
reiterated its repeated calls for the depoliticization of financial and banking activities 
in Yemen.

On June 17, the Aden-based public prosecution office issued a decree related to the 
parties designated by the US Treasury Department, placing them on a terrorism 
blacklist, ordering that any operating licenses be revoked and banning any commercial 
and financial transactions with them. Four days later, the Yemeni government-
controlled central bank in Aden issued a circular demanding Yemeni commercial 
banks and money exchange outlets implement the public prosecution office’s decree.

CBY–Sana’a aims to restrict circulation of rial banknotes 
issued by CBY-Aden

The Central Bank in Sana’a issued several circulars during the last week of June that 
aimed to regulate the circulation and use of ‘new’ 1,000 Yemeni rial (YR) banknotes 
issued by the Central Bank in Aden. The Houthis accused the internationally recognized 
Yemeni government of feeding newly-printed YR1,000 banknotes into Houthi areas 
that bear a very close resemblance with existing ‘old’ Yemeni rial banknotes (i.e. those 
issued before 2016). In a circular that the Central Bank in Sana’a issued on June 22, 
it claimed that the new YR1,000 banknotes arrived as part of a shipment of YR400 
billion to Mukalla port, adding that the government then circulated YR60 billion of 
these new banknotes in Aden and Mukalla on June 21.

The same June 22 circular that the Central Bank in Sana’a issued contained specific 
details on how to distinguish between the permitted ‘old’ YR1,000 banknotes, with 
reference to the serial numbers used on both the ‘old’ and ‘new’ bills. Only YR1,000 
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banknotes with a serial number starting with the letter (ا) will be accepted, all others, 
such as those starting with the letter (د) are not permitted. Businesses operating in 
Houthi-controlled areas, as well as the general public, appear to have widely abided by 
the decree. Those caught violating the decree have had their new YR1,000 banknotes 
– which the CBY-Sanaa have deemed “forged” – confiscated by Houthi authorities.

The Central Bank in Sana’a later issued a separate circular stating that people 
travelling from non-Houthi areas to Houthi areas were restricted to carrying no more 
the 100 ‘old’ YR1,000 bills with them.

Houthi-run YPC announces introduction of new ‘official’ 
fuel prices

On June 11 the Houthi-run Yemen Petroleum Company (YPC) announced the 
introduction of new ‘official’ prices in Houthi-controlled territories for fuel sold at 
YPC stations or privately owned stations that are agents of the YPC. The price of 
petrol was set at YR8,500 per 20 liters while the price of diesel was set at YR7,900 
per 20 liters. 

The official announcement sees ‘official’ fuel prices fall from YR11,000 per 20 liters 
for both petrol and diesel that was introduced at the end of April and continued to 
be implemented throughout May. Although the ‘official’ price is now lower than in 
previous months, the amount of fuel that is available at the official price is limited. 
There are continued consumer restrictions in place, with consumers only permitted 
to fill up their vehicles with 30 liters of petrol or diesel once every six days. There are 
a small number of fuel stations selling fuel at the official price during different time-
slots spread out over a twelve-hour period during the day. There are long queues at 
these fuel stations, leading consumers to purchase fuel at the inflated, parallel market 
price of YR12,500 per 20 liters as sold at privately-owned fuel stations in Houthi areas. 

Since the beginning of the year, there has been reduced import activity at Hudaydah 
Port and increased import activity at other sea ports, specifically Aden and Mukalla. 
Fuel is then being transported overland to Houthi-controlled territories. Although 
there is a correlation between reduced import activity at Hudaydah Port and 
increased fuel prices in Houthi-controlled territories, correlation does not equate to 
causation. In reality, the Houthis almost certainly increased the official price of fuel 
and ensured more fuel is sold at the parallel market price in order to try and recoup 
the fuel revenues they would be in position to generate when fuel enters directly via 
Hudaydah Port uninhibited.

Houthis Demand Access to Funds Held by Tadhamon Bank

On June 27, the head of the Houthi Specialized Criminal Court, Abdullah Mohammed 
Zahra, issued a circular demanding that Tadhamon Bank transfer billions of Yemeni 
rials and Saudi riyals held in three separate accounts believed to belong to Yemeni 
President Abdo Rabbu Mansour Hadi. The Specialized Criminal Court ordered 
Tadhamon Bank to transfer the money to an account at the Central Bank in Sana’a 
(account number: 00-2000145). 
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Client’s name Amount Currency Account No.

Abdrabbu Mansour 
Hadi

31,289,623.900 Yemeni Riyal 001-886-271107-000
636,221,984.25 Saudi Riyal 112-682-211101-000
907,722,643.44 Yemeni Riyal 112-886-211101-000

Zahra referenced previous rulings from the Specialized Criminal Court (No. 102 of 
2019, and case No. 407 of 2019) in which the court sentenced Hadi to execution in 
absentia and declared its intention to confiscate Hadi’s fixed and movable assets. The 
Financial Information Unit (FIA) of the Central Bank in Sana’a issued its own letter 
on June 28 referenced the order from the Specialized Criminal Court and called on all 
financial institutions to freeze any Tadhamon Bank deposits and funds.

Tadhamon Bank responded with a detailed letter to the Governor of the Central 
Bank in Sana’a, Hashem Ismail Ali Ahmad, on June 28. In the letter Tadhamon 
Bank explicitly opposed the demands made by the Specialized Criminal Court. 
Tadhamon Bank stated that if it were to transfer the funds held in the accounts listed 
by the Specialized Criminal Court then it could face action from the UN Sanctions 
Committee that monitors compliance with UN Security Council sanctions. Tadhamon 
Bank also highlighted warnings that Yemeni banks had received from the UN 
Sanctions Committee regarding the acceptance of decisions made by the Houthi-run 
Specialized Criminal Court and the Judicial Guards, headed by Saleh Misfar Saleh 
al-Shaer. Compliance with demands made from either institution could be deemed 
as a direct contravention of anti-money laundering and combatting the financing of 
terrorism principles. Tadhamon stressed how any subsequent action taken by the 
Sanctions Committee against Tadhamon (or any other bank) would exacerbate the 
existing difficulties that the formal banking sector in Yemen faces, such as reduced 
access to correspondent banks.

On the same day as Tadhamon Bank issued its response, the head of the Houthi-
run Financial Information Unit of the CBY-Sana’a, Wadih Muhammad al-Sada, 
issued a circular to money exchange companies located in their areas of control to 
“immediately seize all funds of Tadhamon International Islamic Bank deposited with 
you and provide us with all the seized funds and balances today.” 

In the latest UN Panel of Experts on Yemen report, the Panel identified Al-Shaer 
as ‘a key figure in the Houthis’ efforts to confiscate assets from opponents and 
businessmen, and a very close ally to Abdulmalik al-Houthi, a listed individual.’ The 
Panel described him as ‘the judicial custodian of funds and assets appropriated from 
Houthi opponents’ and noted how the Specialized Criminal Court essentially gave Al-
Shaer and the Judicial Guards the legal cover to confiscate the funds and assets of the 
Houthis political opponents. 

Tadhamon Bank noted that funds held in the Yemeni rial account were invested in 
Islamic bonds at the Central Bank in Sana’a, while the Saudi riyal account concerned 
a foreign investment account the client owned that was covered by agreements that 
date back to 2014.
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Features

EYE ON THE EAST

The governorates of Hadramawt and Al-Mahra in Yemen’s east, and the island of 
Socotra offshore, have been spared the frontline fighting that has ravaged much of the 
country during the ongoing conflict. This distance from the battles, however, has also 
placed these areas outside of the spotlight, even while evolving regional geopolitical 
factors and local economic and cultural dynamics are bringing about societal changes 
at a rapid pace.

This month, The Yemen Review focuses on the country’s east. Shaima bin Othman 
writes about the summer of protests in Hadramawt, discussing how one of Yemen’s 
most prosperous governorates has effectively split in two, with a coastal Hadramawt 
controlled by the governor and head of the 2nd Military Region, Faraj al-Bahsani, 
and Wadi Hadramawt, which is largely under the control of the 1st Military Region 
in Sayoun. Also in Mukalla, Nabhan Abdullah bin Nabhan discusses how, despite the 
huge economic challenges the country is facing, a determined segment of expatriate 
Yemeni entrepreneurs returning from Saudi Arabia have been starting successful new 
businesses in the city. Meanwhile, Shroq al-Ramadi writes about how a vibrant arts 
and culture scene has been making a comeback five years after Al-Qaeda’s occupation 
of Mukalla.  

Farther east, Casey Coombs writes about the internal divisions within Al-Mahra’s 
dynastic Al-Afrar family, in which Abdullah al-Afrar has been trying to balance 
alliances between Gulf patrons of Saudi Arabia and Oman, both of which are 
competing for supremacy in the governorate. In Socotra, home to another branch of 
the Al-Afrar family, Quentin Müller captures the natural beauty and recent social and 
political changes on the island in a photo essay. 
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PROTESTS SIMMER AS 
HADRAMAWT ENTER A LONG, HOT 

SUMMER 

By Shaima bin Othman

For much of the past three years, periodic protests have rocked Mukalla, a port city 
and the capital of Yemen’s Hadramawt government. The cause, typically, is Mukalla’s 
poor electrical grid and frequent outages, although at times politics and Yemen’s 
broader war have bled into the protests. In turn, the authorities have continued to 
intensify their response this year in attempting to quash the unrest. In March 2021, 
for instance, it was university students who took to the streets, frustrated with the 
declining value of the Yemeni rial (YR) and rising fuel costs. Days after that, security 
and military forces cracked down hard on yet another protest, firing live and rubber 
bullets at the demonstrators, killing one and injuring several others. 

Faraj al-Bahsani, the governor of Hadramawt, declared a “state of emergency” and 
said he was forming a committee to investigate the incident. Ibrahim Haidan, the 
Minster of the Interior, also formed a special committee to investigate. Neither 
committee has yet to release its results.

While Bahsani’s emergency declaration effectively banned public demonstrations it 
has done little to change the public’s mood. Electricity coverage is still poor and the 
rial recently reached an all-time low in southern Yemen, trading at YR1,000 against 
the US dollar.

Mukalla has witnessed protests periodically over the past three years, including this one in September 2018. Public 
anger often boils over regarding rapid inflation and failing public services. // Sana’a Center file photo by Suliman 
al-Nowab
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A Multitude of Protests

The student protest in March was organized by the Hadramout University Students’ 
Union, and leaders demanded the government reverse its decision to raise fuel prices, 
prevent the devaluation of the currency, control the cost of food and housing while 
also reducing school fees to account for the rial’s loss in value. Many protestors have 
blamed Al-Bahsani, the governor, who is also head of the 2nd Military Region and 
commander of the Hadrami Elite Forces, which are backed by the UAE. Al-Bahsani 
has dismissed many of these as “paid saboteurs.” There have also been frequent 
demonstrations against reduced purchasing power, violations of human rights, as 
well as calls to release political prisoners.

Even women have taken to the streets. In March 2021, women marched with their 
children, calling for an end to corruption and asking officials to deal with the currency 
collapse and rising prices.

Their demonstration, as well as that of the students, came at a time of rapidly rising 
fuel prices in Hadramawt. Between January and March 2021, fuel prices rose 30 
percent. For the student protesters, this means that many could no longer afford to 
travel to university for classes. 

Tariq Banni, a student at Hadramout University said, “Dozens of students from my 
city will have to stop studying if the (situation) continues in this manner. Parents who 
receive a monthly salary of YR70,000 cannot provide a YR25,000 transportation fee 
per child. Not to mention the tuition fees and the student’s needs of books, stationery, 
and other items.”

Governor Al-Bahsani formed a committee in early March to look into the students’ 
demands and produce recommendations. But with no solution in sight, the governor 
suspended university operations under the justification of a new wave of COVID-19.

In June, universities reopened, but fuel prices remained high. In coastal Hadramawt, 
local authorities took no steps to remedy the situation. However, in Wadi Hadramawt, 
Esam al-Kathiri, vice-governor for Wadi Hadramawt and Desert affairs, formed a 
committee that recommended supporting all student transport costs to offset the 
fuel price increases. Unlike coastal Hadramawt, Wadi Hadramawt is relatively less 
socially unstable, with better service provision and electricity. Since 2018, there 
has only been one significant public demonstration, with protesters denouncing the 
security situation, especially the increasing cases of assassinations.

Extrajudicial Detention

Along with the protests, concerns about rights and freedoms are intensifying due 
to the manner in which Al-Bahsani is dealing with citizens. On May 27, 2020, 
authorities arrested several individuals working at the Governor’s Office, including 
Abdullah Bukair, a media specialist, Ahmed Alyazidy, an IT specialist, and Fahmi 
Baafia, a cook. On June 3, the Specialized Criminal Prosecution (SCP) issued a press 
release justifying the detentions, claiming that the arrests foiled an assassination plot 
targeting Governor Al-Bahsani. However, no arrest warrants were ever issued.
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After four months of detention, and amidst an ongoing campaign by journalists, 
human rights organizations, and activists, the Specialized Criminal Prosecution in 
Mukalla agreed to start prosecution procedures. In April 2021, nearly one year after 
the arrests – following a drawn out trial in which no solid evidence was ever produced, 
protests, and a hunger strike by the detainees, which led to their deteriorating health, 
according to Reporters Without Borders – Bukair and the others were released.

Media Crackdown

According to the Media Freedoms Observatory in Yemen, Hadramawt recorded 49 
cases of violations against members of the press from 2015 until September 2020, 
including kidnappings, arrests, threats, and torture. Local activists claim that 
authorities established a “monitoring room” to track journalists’ and activists’ posts 
on social media. 

Muhammad al-Yazidi, a local journalist, said on Facebook that in September 2020 
he was threatened, pursued, and the victim of an attempted kidnapping by armed 
men in civilian clothes, who he later said were affiliated with Military Intelligence in 
Hadramawt. The security authorities in Hadramawt arrested his brother two months 
later, in November, which Muhammad said was an attempt to intimidate him and 
stop him from reporting on corruption cases and the collapse of public services in 
Hadramawt. The authorities are currently pursuing Yazidi through the courts and he 
has fled Mukalla.

At the same time, Mu’taz al-Naqib, a reporter for Yemen Shabab TV, was assaulted 
and his equipment confiscated by soldiers from the 2nd Military Region. Also, Al-
Mahariya TV correspondent Zakaria Muhammad was arrested after covering a 
protest in front of the gate of the governorate building.

As Hadramawt’s infrastructure continues to languish it is likely that the protests will 
also continue, particularly as the summer heats up and the difference between the 
availability of electricity in Wadi Hadramawt and Coastal Hadramawt becomes more 
pronounced.

Shaima Bin Othman is a policy analyst, activist, and social researcher, and 
a fellow with the Sana’a Center’s Yemen Peace Forum. She has published in al-
Madaniya magazine and with the Yemen Policy Center. She is currently an MA 
candidate in Middle East studies at the American University in Beirut. 
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EXPAT RETURNEES AND 
MUKALLA’S ENTREPRENEURIAL 

RESILIENCE

By Nabhan Abdullah bin Nabhan

When Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) took control over Mukalla in 2015, 
a young man opened a shop to sell fast food in our neighborhood. The shop was 
popular; the food it served was the first of its kind in the city. The diverse menu, 
impressive packaging and employees’ professionalism reflected good management 
during a period when job opportunities were scarce, consumers were focused mostly 
on only buying essentials and many of the city’s established merchants were fleeing 
eastward toward the security of neighboring Oman.[1] Investing in a new venture at a 
time of such uncertainty might seem strange, but the enterprising restaurant owner 
had little choice. He was one of hundreds of thousands of Yemeni expatriate workers 
compelled to abandon their lives in Saudi Arabia due to an intensifying campaign in 
the kingdom to reduce its reliance on foreign workers. 

Remittances from Saudi Arabia to Yemen total billions of dollars annually and are 
currently the country’s largest source of foreign currency.[2] As expat workers return 
home and these transfers fall, so too do the incomes of hundreds of thousands of 
Yemeni households that depend on them. Less foreign currency in Yemen also puts 

[1] Mohammed Ali al-Aidaroos, Deputy Manager of al-Aidaroos Kitchens Mukalla, Interview with the author via the 
internet, March 2020.

[2] Wadhah Al-Awlaqi, Saleh al-Hada and Yousef al-Shawthabi, “Yemen’s Expatriate Workforce Under Threat: The 
Essential Role Of Remittances In Mitigating Economic Collapse”, Sana’a Center for Strategic Studies, May 2019, 
https://devchampions.org/uploads/publications/files/Rethinking_Yemens_Economy_No5.pdf

A sweets seller does brisk business during Ramadan festivities in Mukalla, April 20, 2021 // Sana’a Center photo by 
AbuBakr Belfakih
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pressure on the Yemeni rial, driving up prices for many basic commodities and other 
goods.[3] These economic impacts are undeniably devastating on a broad scale. A less 
discussed consequence of the repatriation of Yemeni workers, however, is that they 
include a segment of skilled entrepreneurs who are being reintegrated into the Yemeni 
market, many of whom are keen to build their businesses despite the challenges of 
operating in Yemen’s conflict-torn economy. 

While no statistics regarding the precise number of expatriate returnees is available, 
it is clear that they are a budding segment of Mukalla’s small- and medium-sized 
business sector. This article looks at the specific cases of two enterprising young 
women who overcame multiple barriers to build businesses in niche market segments, 
and uses their examples to highlight the types of opportunities and challenges facing 
new entrepreneurs in the city.

Background of the Business Environment 

Mukalla is the capital city of Hadramawt governorate. Prior to the war, commercial 
activity in Mukalla was stable relative to most urban centers in Yemen, with the largest 
employment sector being the construction industry – fueled by investments from a 
wealthy Hadrami diaspora – followed by the public service, commercial activities, 
industry, transportation, fishing, and tourism.[4] The city’s main streets and public 
squares – such as Khour al-Mukalla, Cornish al-Mukalla, Cornish al-Mahader and 
Al-Aroud Square – had profited from tangible development and expansion in 2005, 
work done as part of commemorations marking 15 years since Yemen’s unification. 
Notably, however, there were no projects to expand electricity, sanitation or water 
services at that time. Nearby Al-Rayyan Airport was then operating domestic and 
international flights and the city’s main port handled more than 1 million tons of cargo 
in 2014.[5] Yemen’s macroeconomic woes over the years have presented challenges 
for businesses across the country. Yet in Mukalla, a small city of just under 350,000 
people in 2014, the factories, hotels, hospitals and various companies that make up 
the commercial sector did not face severe local challenges.[6][7] This population has 
since risen to an estimated 536,000, due in part to returning expatriate workers but 
more so because of the influx of people displaced by the war.[8] Even during AQAP’s 
presence in the city, Mukalla received an estimated 150,000 displaced people from 
Aden and other governorates.[9]

[3] Al-Awlaqi, Hada and Al-Shawthabi, “Yemen’s Expatriate Workforce Under Threat”

[4] “Mukalla: Gateway to the Hadramout - Local Economic Development Strategy”, Ministry of Planning and 
International Cooperation, 2008, https://www.citiesalliance.org/sites/default/files/mukalla.pdf

[5] “Detailed statistics for the activity of (Mukalla Port) from 2007 to 2016”, Arabian Sea Ports Institution, 2018, 
http://portofmukalla.com/assets/EnglishReportBrochure-brochures/af9626bee4/Mukalla-Port-Statistics-from-
2007-2016-English.pdf

[6] Ibrahim bin Qafla, Head of Programs Department at Mukalla Public Policy Forum, phone interview with the 
author, March 2021.

[7] Yemen Metro Area Population 1950-2021, Macrotrends (n.d.), https://www.macrotrends.net/cities/23741/al-
mukalla/population

[8] Moneef Lahamdi, acting director of the Hadramaut Chamber of Commerce, interview with the author via the 
internet, April 2021.

[9] Saeed al-Batati, “The Truth Behind Al-Qaeda’s Takeover of Mukalla: An Interview with Abd al-Hakim Bin 
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Since the escalation in the war in 2015, rising inflation and a falling currency value 
have eroded incomes and savings across the country. Mukalla has been no exception.[10] 
Although AQAP made some initial investments in the city’s infrastructure to try and 
curry favor with residents,[11] the extremist group’s rule quickly became oppressive 
and drove many of Mukalla’s merchants to look for opportunities elsewhere. Many 
chose to make a new base in the Omani city of Salalah or in the free zone area of Al-
Mazyunah between Oman and Yemen.[12] The central bank branch in Mukalla was 
shuttered and looted, and commercial banks were closed for a number of weeks. 
When they resumed, activity was minimal.[13]

On April 24, 2016, AQAP was ousted from Mukalla by United Arab Emirates-backed 
local forces. The internationally recognized Yemeni government took back control 
of the city under the leadership of Governor Ahmad Bin Breik, who took a series of 
measures to help restore commercial activity.[14] For instance, prior to AQAP’s control 
of Mukalla, entrepreneurs in the city had been required to undergo a time-consuming 
process of obtaining their licenses centrally from the Ministry of Trade and Industry. 
To facilitate investment, Bin Breik authorized the ministry’s local offices to handle 
this task, streamlining the process and making it easier for new businesses to be 
opened.[15]

‘Studio Basma’ Seizes on a Telephoto Opportunity

Basma Fares, a Yemeni in her 20s, has family roots in Hadramawt, although she was 
born and raised in Saudia Arabia. When she was compelled to leave the kingdom in 
2018, she decided to take a risk and set up her own business in Mukalla. 

“That was the first time I visited Yemen,” she said. “I had no idea how the situation 
was, but I focused on achieving my dream there, no matter [what], and on not giving 
up and surrendering to failure, which would haunt me for life.”

Fares was already a keen amateur photographer, but when she moved to Yemen, she 
decided to turn her hobby into a profession. She opened Studio Basma using a family 
loan of $1,000, which she has since repaid out of her profits. Fares focused her business 
on female clients, taking photos and videos at women’s events and home gatherings, 
as well as photos of babies and children. She also worked in product photography. 
Fares was able to expand by using her profits rather than borrowing money. 

Mahfood,” Al-Jazeera, September 16, 2015.

[10] Ibrahim bin Qafla, Head of Programs Department at Mukalla Public Policy Forum, phone interview with the 
author, March 2021.

[11] Tawfeek al-Ganad, Gregory Johnsen, Muhammed al-Katheri, “387 Days of Power: How Al-Qaeda Seized, Held 
and Ultimately Lost a Yemeni City”, Sana’a Center for Strategic Studies, January 5, 2021, https://sanaacenter.org/
publications/main-publications/12247

[12] Mohammed Ali al-Aidaroos, Deputy Manager of al-Aidaroos Kitchens Mukalla, interview with the author via 
the internet, March 2020.

[13] Ibrahim bin Qafla, Head of Programs Department at Mukalla Public Policy Forum, phone interview with the 
author, March 2021.

[14] Ahmed Al-Tamimi, Head of Administration and Economics Department at Al-Ahqaf University, interview with 
the author via the internet, 12 June, 2021.

[15] Ibid.
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At first, Fares had difficulty finding services for printing, and places from which to buy 
photo albums and photography equipment. However, she turned these obstacles into 
an opportunity and began offering these services and products herself, expanding 
her activity to printing photos and selling albums. She currently employs six women 
who work in photography, editing and printing. Employing only women has allowed 
her to secure a female customer base since many women prefer to deal with women. 

Fares hopes to expand her business to other parts of Yemen, but said that even if she 
is offered the chance to work abroad, she will stay in Yemen “because there are great 
opportunities that must be seized.”

Fares said that access to loans for youths to support their creative projects, such as 
photography, would help them find jobs and become small business owners, adding: 
“At the beginning, I sought to turn my passion and hobby into a job opportunity, and 
now I run my own business in the field I am fond of.”

‘Café Shawa’ Makes Space for Women in Mukalla

When returning expatriate Farea’a Ahmad Badokhan was opening her new café 
in 2016, purchasing equipment and supplies from abroad was still the only option 
available. 

Badokhan returned to Yemen in early 2016, a year after the war erupted, due to 
measures limiting job opportunities for non-Saudis in the kingdom. “It was not clear 
how the situation was in Yemen, but I decided to return because I had to work,” 
she said. “I returned to Yemen even though I was not familiar with it, since I was 
born to a Saudi mother and grew up in the kingdom.” Badokhan, who holds a degree 
in business management from King Faisal University, worked in Saudi Arabia as a 
secretary and administrative assistant, and also in the fields of quality management 
and marketing. 

Badokhan opened Café Shawa in the center of Mukalla’s women’s market after 
realizing that the city didn’t have a single café for women. The café offers hot and cold 
beverages, Arabic and Western food, and includes a library. She funded the project 
herself with help from her family, but furnishing and stocking the café was expensive. 
“We had to import many resources from abroad, like furniture, equipment and raw 
material for beverages and food as they are not available in the local market,” she 
said. “This posed a challenge and was also costly.”

Badokhan said that opening the café had been difficult from the start. Her first 
challenge was the lack of qualified and trained employees. However, given her 
experience in business management, she trained the employees herself to provide 
proper services to her customers. In time, the café gained fame not only for being the 
first women-only venture of its kind in Mukalla, but also for the quality of its service.

Challenges were not limited to just opening the café; there were also difficulties 
keeping the business running due to fluctuating exchange rates, having to pay rent 
in hard currency and lack of access to basic services such as electricity, especially in 
summer. The concept itself also became an issue. Mukalla society did not easily accept 
the idea of the café at first and a number of rumors spread regarding its reputation 
and the purpose behind it. However, this attitude changed with time. 
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Badokhan said she believes the café meets an essential requirement for women in 
Mukalla, where public spaces are often dominated by men meeting to chew qat. She 
noted that the café’s profits were not as high as she had expected given the size of her 
investment, but that she has been studying ways to expand her business.

The challenges faced by Badokhan have been echoed across Mukalla’s commercial 
sector, from small enterprises such as hers, to larger endeavors in the manufacturing 
and production sectors. 

Even though the security situation in Mukalla is good compared with other cities in 
Yemen, it still suffers from difficulties arising from the conflict. The depreciation of the 
rial and prices of oil derivatives pose persistent challenges, and restrictions to internal 
travel make it difficult for business people to meet to make trade deals.[16] Although 
commercial flights have returned,[17] the suspension of international flights at Al-
Rayyan Airport is also a major obstacle for the commercial sector.[18] Poor electrical 
supply causes regular and prolonged power cuts that delay production and result 
both in wasted time and higher production costs incurred by expensive alternative 
power supplies.[19] Another common complaint from business owners is that qualified 
labor is very rare, and even qualified employees often lack professionalism and 
commitment.[20]

How to Help Bolster SMEs in Mukalla

Even while much of the wider economy in many areas of Yemen has been devastated 
during the war, at least 140 new businesses[21] that have been founded and managed 
to grow in Mukalla from 2018 to 2020 represent the resilience of the entrepreneurial 
spirit in the city. The jobs they bring also help create alternative employment options 
for youth in the city, many of whom otherwise have little choice but to sign up for the 
local military forces for the salary.

Being the capital of Hadramawt and the largest city in the east of Yemen, Mukalla 
is also a hub for international non-governmental organizations in the area, which 
spend and provide jobs locally, helping to boost the level of disposable income in 
circulation and support the local business environment.

Achieving peace in the country is the most crucial step in stabilizing the general 
economy and restoring public services across the country, and Mukalla is no 
exception.[22] However, in the absence of this, there are still opportunities for local 

[16] Ibid.

[17] Osan Salem, “Yemen: Al-Rayyan Airport Restarted After Hiatus of Years” , Al Arabiya, April 09, 2021, https://
bit.ly/2U4R6XP [AR]

[18] Moneef Lahamdi, acting director of the Hadramaut Chamber of Commerce, interview with the author via the 
internet, April 2021.

[19] Ibid.

[20] Mohammed Ali al-Aidaroos, Deputy Manager of al-Aidaroos Kitchens Mukalla, interview with the author via 
the internet, March 2020.

[21] Ibid;  49 new businesses were recorded by the Hadramaut Chamber of Commerce in 2018, 55 in 2019 and 36 in 
2020.

[22] Moneef Lahamdi, acting director of the Hadramaut Chamber of Commerce, interview with the author via the 
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socio-economic progress. Until now, entrepreneurs in Mukalla have been largely left 
to fend for themselves. The city lacks a cohesive plan to best exploit the money and 
expertise from returning expatriates and has failed to provide financial, procedural, 
and advisory facilities.[23]

Financial institutions can also develop their activities and services to help foster 
promising entrepreneurial ventures. Small projects face obstacles related to financing, 
as many instruments available to them are expensive or require sizable guarantees that 
price many would-be business owners out of the market. Few financing institutions 
provide advice to these emerging projects that might help them better navigate the 
intricacies of acquiring the necessary capital to get off the ground.[24]

Many of the returning expatriates are bold and well-trained, and willing to take the 
kind of calculated risks essential to succeed in business. All they require is access to 
capital and business advice to allow them to realize their potential contribution, both 
to the economy of Mukalla and for the country more broadly.[25]

Nabhan Abdullah bin Nabhan is an activist and researcher interested in Yemen 
and Gulf issues. He is currently doing an MA in Public Policy and Global Affairs 
at the American University in Cairo. His writings have appeared in al-Madaniya 
magazine and other regional and international publications. Nabhan is a fellow 
with the Sana’a Center’s Yemen Peace Forum.

internet, April 2021.

[23] Ahmed Al-Tamimi, Head of Administration and Economics Department at Al-Ahqaf University, interview with 
the author via the internet, 12 June, 2021.

[24] Ibid.

[25] Ibid.
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MUKALLA’S ARTS & CULTURE 
COMEBACK AFTER AQAP

By Shroq Al-Ramadi

When Al-Qaeda entered the city of Mukalla in April 2015, the cultural and artistic 
movement froze. Artists were intimidated, writers were muzzled, and performances 
were banned. Cultural visionaries and artists were singled out and targeted by AQAP. 
Today, five years after Al-Qaeda was forced out of Mukalla, art is slowly making a 
comeback. “Most of our work was on near-zero budgets to the point where we had to 
use the same banner 15 times,” says Shaima bin Othman, who co-founded the Meemz 
Arts Initiative.

Meemz was launched in 2018 under the theme “Art Returns” with the objective of 
promoting arts and artists and re-introducing them to the job market. Since then the 
organization has held more than 17 events, including workshops to empower artists 
and teach graphic design, film-making camps, karaoke events, and oud playing. Bin 
Othman, the young Hadrami woman, sees her role as two-fold. First, to resurrect the 
arts scene post Al-Qaeda. Second, to help break the long pattern of male dominance 
of local arts. Bin Othman hopes that, along with other women in Mukalla, arts can 
play a role in reducing gender segregation in the city. 

Another group, the Takween Cultural Club in Mukalla, founded in 2017 by six young 
women in their late teens and early 20s, is also helping to break gender barriers (Full 
Disclosure: I am one of the founders). The club, which started as an informal group 
to teach school children, has since expanded to include both male and female artists, 

Ramadan festivities in Mukalla, April 20, 2021 // Sana’a Center photo by AbuBakr Belfakih
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who can collaborate and work with one another across gender lines. The club has 
hosted poetry readers, book groups, training sessions, and film viewings all with the 
aim of reviving Hadramawt’s cultural and artistic heritage.

However, there are still challenges. Even though AQAP fled Mukalla in early 2016, 
there are still remnants of extremist ideology in the city and not everyone is happy 
about mixed gender events. In 2019, for example, young people from the dance 
group, Wax on Crew, were arrested by local authorities for engaging in so-called 
“extraneous practices.” Authorities forced the dancers to sign pledges to give up hip-
hop performances. This was later revoked following a local outcry, and the dancers 
were subsequently invited to perform at a government-sanctioned ceremony. 

The Year Without Art

When Al-Qaeda began its rule in Mukalla in 2015, it initially attempted to govern 
through a front group, calling itself the “Sons of Hadramawt.” It was always clear, 
however, who was in charge. Al-Qaeda banned street art and removed any public 
depictions of women, including billboards and cardboard cutouts in markets and 
shops. The group also launched a broad campaign to demolish Sufi shrines, which 
represent a branch of Islam they considered a form of religious heresy. To help with 
this, Al-Qaeda formed the Al-Hisbah Authority (religious police) which, among 
other things, prepared lists of sites to be demolished. One of these, the famous 
Mausoleum of Yaqub, was destroyed in 2015. Al-Qaeda exhumed graves, plundered 
the mausoleum, and then blew up the shrine. The explosion caused extensive damage 
to the surrounding houses. The Mausoleum of Al-Mahjoub and the Mausoleum of 
Bazara’a Mosque were later destroyed as well.  

Al-Qaeda also banned Mawlid celebrations for the birthday of the Prophet Muhammad, 
as well as the accompanying haḍra lectures, which discuss the life of the Prophet and 
are often broadcast via loudspeaker in mosques, on the pretext that these were an 
unacceptable Sufi heresy. Many in Hadramawt worried that Al-Qaeda’s actions would 
not stop there, but that the group would eventually ban anything they considered 
heretical, including many local religious practices such the al-khatayim, which 
celebrates completing a reading of the Quran, and is held throughout Hadrami cities 
during the month of Ramadan. Instead, AQAP disseminated religious and jihadist 
hymns, while banning wedding parties, art exhibitions, theatrical performances, and 
international book fairs and seminars.

Not surprisingly, there was little local resistance to Al-Qaeda’s crackdown on the 
arts. Some artists withdrew from public life, attempting not to draw attention to 
themselves. Others traveled abroad or abandoned their art during that period. “The 
year under the rule of Al-Qaeda was terrible,” Saeed al-Jariri, a Yemeni poet who fled 
to the Netherlands after receiving threats against his life, told me via text message. 
“The year under Al-Qaeda’s rule created an intellectual base within society that looks 
down upon creativity, and where creative people’s morality and values were defamed, 
overshadowing the fact that he/she reflects aesthetics of morality and values that 
elevate humankind and overcome the monstrosity that dwells in him/her.”
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The Return of Culture

Hadrami culture, through the poems of Hussein Al-Mihdhar or the songs of Karama 
Mirsal, is widely known in countries throughout the Middle East and Asia, and its 
return is rightly celebrated. It has distinctive visual arts, dance, folk stories, songs, 
and the Hadrami “Dan” cadence. During the 1960s, Hadramawt was characterized 
by cultural diversity and creativity in various spheres, particularly theater. Over time, 
the theater was transformed from a private enterprise to a more official status, with 
performances supported and sponsored by the then-ruling sultan. Additionally, book 
fairs and publishing houses grew to become a significant aspect of cultural activity.
According to novelist Saleh Ba’amer, the 1980s were a period of cultural prosperity 
in Hadramawt and the south as a whole, despite the political conflict in that decade. 
He said Ali Nasser Mohammed, the former president of what was then South Yemen, 
contributed to the prosperity and flourishing of culture in a way that kept pace with 
the economic, political and social reality. This included festival performances that 
were widely popular and toured internationally.
Hadrami culture is also apparent abroad, among the notable examples being India 
and Indonesia. Hadrami migrants traveled through much of the world, particularly 
in Asia, bringing local culture with them wherever they went, as British explorer Sir 
Richard Burton took note of in the 19th century: “It is generally said that the sun rises 
not upon a land that does not contain a man from Hadramawt.” Those who returned 
to Hadramawt brought other customs back with them. For instance, the sarong is the 
prevailing clothing style in the coast and valley of Hadramawt. There are also many 
borrowed words used throughout Hadramawt, such as barouta bread, shitni peppers 
and oush’ar, an Indian spice, which are indulged by Hadramis in their daily meals. 
These foods are originally from India and have become, over time, an integral part of 
Hadrami cuisine.
In the 1990s, cultural activities were further shaped by political and ideological trends. 
This time, cinemas were closed, cultural activities were curtailed and publishing houses 
were restricted under communal and religious censorship. Even the limited role of the 
Ministry of Culture and Information was further reduced due to budget cuts.
Nonetheless, Hadramawt in general and Mukalla in particular held artistic and 
cultural events that reflected Hadramawt’s rich and distinctive heritage at May 
22nd celebrations in 2005 that marked 15 years since the unification of Yemen. 
The highlight of the event was “A’aras Al-Juzur,” an operetta showcasing beautiful 
costumes and songs, and telling the story of how Yemeni lives have changed while 
also reviewing Yemen’s history of accomplishments and battles for victory and 
unity. In 2008, Mukalla hosted its first international book fair with 80 local and 
Arab publishing houses participating from Gulf states, Syria, Egypt, Lebanon and 
Jordan. Intellectuals and artists continue to write, publish, revive cultural and artistic 
seminars in the region and to celebrate civilization.

It is this history that groups like Meemz and Takween are hoping to build upon as 
they attempt to bring back a rich and diverse art scene to Hadramawt. 

Shroq Al-Ramadi is an architect, social and cultural entrepreneur, and a fellow 
with the Sana’a Center’s Yemen Peace Forum. She is also a researcher at Yemen 
Polling Center, and co-founder of Takween Cultural Club.
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DUELING MAHRI SCIONS REVEAL 
GULF COMPETITION IN EASTERN 

YEMEN 

By Casey Coombs

On June 6, Abdullah bin Issa al-Afrar, a local politician and scion of the last Sultan of 
Al-Mahra and Socotra, announced on Twitter the purchase of a 40-meter ferry boat 
to shuttle passengers between Yemen’s easternmost governorates of Al-Mahra and 
Hadramawt and the archipelago of Socotra in the Arabian Sea.

Named Socotra Dream, the air-conditioned ship can transport up to 300 passengers 
plus vehicles and merchants’ cargo, offering residents and traders on the isolated 
islands a safer alternative to the rickety fishing vessels and smaller passenger boats 
typically used to make the days-long, 500-kilometer voyage to and from the mainland. 
A one-way trip on the Socotra Dream would take roughly 24 hours.

The ferry is the first of its kind in Al-Mahra and Socotra, and figures into Al-Afrar’s 
dream of reviving an autonomous region similar to the dynastic Sultanate of Qishn 
(in Al-Mahra) and Socotra that his late father ruled until it was annexed by the 
Marxist state of South Yemen in 1967. However, since the escalation of Yemen’s civil 
war in March 2015, Al-Mahra and Socotra have been caught in an intense Gulf power 
struggle over the two governorates that pits Omani-backed groups against those 
supported by Saudi Arabia and the UAE. Al-Afrar’s story is symbolic of this wider 
struggle.

Mahri tribesmen, flying both the Yemeni and old al-Mahra flags, prepare for a protest in the Touf area of Hat 
district against the Saudi military presence in al-Mahra, September 24, 2018 // Sana’a Center photo by Yahya 
al-Sewari
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In his tweets announcing the new ferry service, Al-Afrar praised the late Omani leader, 
Sultan Qaboos bin Said, for putting up most of the funds to purchase the Socotra 
Dream. The hat tip is noteworthy, as Al-Afrar had a falling out with Muscat after he 
endorsed the June 2020 armed takeover of Socotra by the pro-secession Southern 
Transitional Council (STC), which is backed by Oman’s rival the UAE. Oman has 
since supported a campaign to undercut Abdullah al-Afrar’s political influence by 
backing his distant cousin, Mohammed bin Abdullah al-Afrar. 

Abdullah and Mohammed come from different branches of the dynastic Al-Afrar 
family that ruled the former Sultanate of Qishn and Socotra from the 16th century 
until the formation of the now-defunct People’s Democratic Republic of Yemen in 
1967. Like most dynasties, the house of Al-Afrar has internal divisions, particularly 
when it comes to political issues. Two distinct branches of the family have existed since 
at least the 1880s: the Socotra branch, where the last five ruling sultans (including 
Abdullah’s father) resided, and the Qishn branch, based in and around the coastal 
town of Qishn on the mainland in Al-Mahra. Mohammed belongs to a minor offshoot 
of the Qishn branch in the nearby town of Itab, while Abdullah hails from the Socotra 
branch and remains popular on the island. The two main branches have internal 
divisions of their own, as much of the Qishn wing still supports Abdullah to this day.  

In 2012, when Abdullah was tapped to lead a post-Arab Spring political body called 
the General Council of the Sons of Al-Mahra and Socotra, both branches of the Al-
Afrar family accepted him as their representative. Splitting his time between his 
then-home in Saudi Arabia and eastern Yemen, Abdullah presented himself as a 
middleman among the governorates’ competing powers, cultivating the style of 
popular consensus that underpinned the former sultanate. 

However, as the current civil war has dragged on and the political landscape has 
become more polarized, Abdullah has struggled to maintain his broad political appeal 
and has even faced political competition from two of his five brothers. One of them, 
Fahd, sought Abdullah’s seat with the backing of Al-Mahra’s prominent bin Ashur 
family between 2013 and 2016. In 2017, when Abdullah played a role in rejecting 
Emirati military inroads into Al-Mahra, the UAE unsuccessfully backed another 
brother, Faisal, for Abdullah’s position before withdrawing most of its support from 
the governorate. The same year, Saudi Arabia refused to renew Abdullah’s travel 
documents to the kingdom, where he had been living at Riyadh’s invitation for much 
of his life. Shortly thereafter, he took up residence in Oman and sided with Al-Mahra’s 
Oman-backed protest movement opposing the Saudi-led coalition’s military presence 
in Al-Mahra. Oman granted him citizenship and patronage privileges, including the 
ability to sponsor much sought after Omani entry visas and residency permits. 

This arrangement held until June 2020, when the UAE-backed STC wrested control 
of Socotra’s capital from Yemen’s internationally recognized government. Saudi 
troops stationed on the island offered no resistance. It marked the first military battle 
in the island’s modern history and stoked fears that Riyadh might allow a similar 
coup to take place in Al-Mahra. 

Abdullah, seeing a path to restore his standing on the island, shifted loyalties once 
again and endorsed the takeover. On July 10, the Al-Mahra-based Qishn branch of 
the family, which opposes Saudi and Emirati influence in Socotra and Al-Mahra, 
signaled their rejection of Abdullah’s decision by appointing Mohammed as their 
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representative. Following suit, five months later, on December 28, 2020, a bloc of 
anti-Saudi members of the General Council of the Sons of Al-Mahra and Socotra 
elected Mohammed as head of an Oman-backed breakaway faction of the council.    

Since then, the two Al-Afrars and their Gulf patrons have carried out competing 
influence campaigns claiming to be the true representatives of both the family and the 
general council. On February 1, Mohammed presided over a meeting of the council 
in Al-Mahra’s capital Al-Ghaydah, stressing the need to maintain the security and 
stability of the governorate during the “difficult circumstances” it was experiencing.

Ten days later, Abdullah held a public meeting in Al-Ghaydah attended by hundreds 
of supporters carrying banners rejecting the election of Mohammed. Critics of 
Abdullah have framed his latest shift as a betrayal of his homeland in exchange for 
Saudi largesse, which has over the years included Saudi passports, housing and 
other support for him and his family, and a Saudi-funded battalion referred to as the 
“Sultan’s force” in financial documents. 

How the Socotra Dream ferry service will factor into the ongoing Gulf power 
struggle remains unclear. It could help bridge the divide between the polarized local 
populations that have a shared history, or it could be used as a tool of further division 
if politicized. The aptly-named boat seems certain to boost Abdullah’s standing on 
the isolated archipelago, which may have been his dream all along. 

Casey Coombs is a researcher at the Sana’a Center for Strategic Studies and an 
independent journalist focused on Yemen. He tweets @Macoombs
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SOCOTRA: A PARADISE DIVIDED

Photo essay by Quentin Müller

When the ongoing Yemeni conflict escalated in 2015, no place in the country felt 
farther from the frontlines than Socotra governorate. Indeed, this four-island 
archipelago – of which the main island, Socotra, lies almost 350 kilometers southeast 
of the Yemeni mainland in the Arabian Sea – has existed somewhat apart from the 
wider world for much of its history. 

The name is thought to originate from Sanskrit and mean “island abode of bliss.” 
More than one-third of the plant species that grow in the interior mountains and 
coastal plains are unique to the island. The population, with historic ties to the Mehri 
of eastern Yemen, today stands at some 60,000 people, with livelihoods primarily in 
small-scale fishing and farming-related activities. 

By 2018, however, the political crises and conflicts of the mainland began landing on 
the island. The first major incident came when the United Arab Emirates deployed 
military aircraft and troops to Socotra. Though they subsequently withdrew, a Saudi 
military presence became a permanent fixture on Socotra. Yemenis displaced from 
frontline areas on the mainland also began trickling onto the island in search of 
safety. Then, in an unprecedented escalation of violence for the governorate, clashes 
between forces loyal to the internationally recognized Yemeni government, and those 
affiliated with the Southern Transitional Council (STC), broke out in April 2020, 
involving tanks, artillery and heavy weapons. While the fighting subsided, the STC 
subsequently seized control of the capital, Hadibo, and has had effective control of 
the governorate since. 

In the following photo essay, journalist Quentin Müller, who visited Socotra in April 
this year, gives us a glimpse of both the island’s beauty and the ways in which the war 
has begun to divide its people.



EYE ON THE EAST | JUNE 2021
Yemen ReviewThe

35

The island archipelago of Socotra was named a UNESCO World Heritage site in 2008 for 
its unique flora and fauna. Among these is the Socotra Desert Rose, known as Adenium 

obesum. The appearance of the desert rose varies widely and tends to be shaped by wind 
patterns on the island as well as the location of each particular plant. The Desert Rose 

produces a poisonous sap, which “discourages predation.” Most of the flowers on the island 
are believed to be hundreds of years old. // Sana’a Center photo by Quentin Müller

In June 2020, forces loyal to the STC took control of the island of Socotra. // Sana’a Center 
photo by Quentin Müller
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The Dragon Blood tree, like the Desert Rose above, is native to the island of Socotra and 
takes its name from its dark red resin, which is called “dragon’s blood.” The resin was 

known to the Greeks and Romans and was used as a dye, paint, as well as for medicinal 
purposes. Some believe that the bright red resin is responsible for “the intense color of 

Stradivarius violins.” The tree also produces berries, which locals on the island use to feed 
livestock.

The Dragon Blood tree is heavily dependent on the monsoon rains, which sweep through 
Socotra from June to September. The tree’s unique umbrella shape allows its leaves to 

maximize capture of the moisture in the air. However, shifting rain patterns due to climate 
change is likely to negatively impact the Dragon Blood trees, which are already classified 

as “vulnerable to extinction.” // Sana’a Center photo by Quentin Müller

Pro-Yemeni government figures gather at a March 25 tribal meeting, which took place 
at Hala‘a Deedom, a cave 50 kilometers outside the capital of Hadibo. The meeting was 

subsequently broken up by security forces. // Sana’a Center photo by Quentin Müller
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The island of Socotra appears in the First Century AD Greek navigational manual, 
Periplus of the Erythraean Sea, as well as in the Travels of Marco Polo, although the 

Italian explorer never visited the island. Hadibo is the capital and administrative center of 
Socotra. // Sana’a Center photo by Quentin Müller

Abdallah, whose last name is being withheld for security reasons, is from Kamaran Island 
just off the coast of Hudaydah. He says life on the Red Sea island became untenable due to 
the fighting in nearby Hudaydah in 2018. Socotra, he said, was an obvious choice for his 

family. “I had moved to Socotra for work a few years ago and remembered that there was 
never a war there and that the people were friendly.”

According to Abdullah, a community leader among the Hudaydis in Socotra, more than 
110 families from Hudaydah are now living in cramped conditions on Socotra. Many of the 

men work as day laborers. The displaced mainlanders have not always been welcomed, 
however, with some Socotris blaming them for a variety of social and political problems. 

// Sana’a Center photo by Quentin Müller
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Ali Saad says he longs for what the island used to be like, before the war divided Socotra. 
“We are all Socotris above all. I miss the days when old-timers would say, ‘Thanks to Allah, 
problems of the continent do not cross the sea’.” // Sana’a Center photo by Quentin Müller

Fishing boats by the seaside near Hadibo, Socotra. // Sana’a Center photo by Quentin 
Müller
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HUDAYDAH, 30 MONTHS ON SINCE 
THE STOCKHOLM AGREEMENT:  

A REPORT FROM THE FRONTLINES

By Salam al-Harbi

In December 2018, the internationally recognized Yemeni government and Ansar 
Allah (the armed Houthi movement) signed a UN-sponsored agreement in Stockholm 
to halt the fighting in Hudaydah. Although the battles stopped and frontlines between 
forces loyal to both parties are relatively stable, several entrances to the city are still 
closed. The most important of these entrances is the Kilo 16 route, east of the city. The 
northern entrance toward As-Salif is now the alternative route to enter Hudaydah but 
it extends the trip from Sana’a by roughly 45 kilometers.

Along the northern route, there are several military sites that make the city look like 
it’s ready for war or war has just ended. There are large barriers made up of cargo 
containers filled with sand, while a local told me the area was also scattered with 
landmines. The main barrier is made up of two adjacent rows of containers. This is 
in addition to dozens of trenches dug on the main road at regular intervals, which are 
concentrated in As-Salif, 10 kilometers north of Hudaydah city. 

There is barbed wire on both sides of the road to prevent citizens from reaching the 
mined areas. According to local citizens I spoke with, some Houthis have been killed 
when they wandered into the minefields. 

On my way to Hudaydah from Sana’a, I saw a number of giant trucks and tractor 
trailers. They leave Sana’a empty and return loaded with different goods from 
Hudaydah. Many of these trucks carry fuel containers. But they drive recklessly 
and quickly, and there are frequent accidents along the road between Sana’a and 
Manakhah, a mountainous area roughly halfway to Hudaydah. 

On the day I headed to Hudaydah, two trucks had flipped due to poor loading and 
unsafe driving. One of them was loaded with wood. The other truck was loaded with 
bags of wheat from the World Food Programme, which spilled onto the road blocking 
traffic. My friend who traveled on this road a few months earlier noted sarcastically: 
“It seems the siege tightened on the Hudaydah Port as I haven’t seen the road this 
crowded with trucks for decades. It was never this crowded up until 2020.” 

Typically, there is one truck for every ten or twenty passenger vehicles on the road. 
But in June 2021, by my unofficial tally, somewhere between a third and a half of all 
traffic between Hudaydah and Sana’a were cargo trucks. When traveling at night, 
you can see the bright lights of these trucks along the curves of the mountains of 
Manakhah and Al-Haymah, which helps indicate your location from the mountain 
as you ascend on the unlit road in the pitch-dark night. You can also count dozens 
of cargo trucks queuing to enter the oil company in the area of Sabaha, at Sana’a’s 
western entrance. 

But for all the traffic between Hudaydah and Sana’a, there isn’t a single gas station on 
the road that will sell you fuel for the official price of 8,500 Yemeni rials (YR) per 20 
liters. Instead gas stations sell it for between YR 11,500 and YR 12,000, which is the 
price of the commercial fuel set by the company weeks ago. 
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Approaching Hudaydah, there are a number of checkpoints where Houthi fighters 
inspect people’s identity cards and inquire why they’re visiting the city. In Bajil, 
50 kilometers east of Hudaydah, the enormous growth of the city can be seen, as 
many of Hudaydah’s merchants moved there in 2018. Bajil’s streets are full of money 
exchange and money transfer shops and new Houthi fighters for the western front are 
trained in the surrounding area.

The first thing one notices in Hudaydah is the presence of Houthi slogans. They’re 
on the fence of the General People’s Congress (GPC) headquarters and plastered on 
walls throughout the city. Along Sana’a Street, the most important street in the city, 
the Houthis have changed the name of the Al-Alfi Hospital, which was named after 
one of the Yemeni army officers who tried to assassinate Imam Ahmad in 1961, to the 
Center of Martyr Al-Sammad, after former Houthi president Saleh Ali al-Sammad, 
who was killed near Hudaydah in an Emirati drone strike in 2018. This move is part 
of the Houthis’ efforts to change the identity of the city. They’ve also replaced imams 
and preachers with Houthi loyalists. 

Loudspeakers in mosques now air the speeches and lectures of the movement’s 
leader, Abdelmalik al-Houthi, and there are also loudspeakers installed in the 
main intersections of the city for the same purpose. Employees and young men are 
pressured to attend special “cultural” courses held by the movement. Hudaydah’s 
residents are mainly Sunni but the Houthi courses are based on a Shi’a doctrine, 
which promotes the Hashemite lineage’s exclusive right to governance. 

An extreme heat wave, with temperatures rising above 40 degrees Celsius, forced me 
to stay in my air-conditioned hotel room all day. Outside hotels, however, most of the 
city’s residents have no escape from the heat. Anyone with an air conditioner in their 
home has to pay a premium of around YR250 for the state-generated power – which 
cuts out frequently – and YR350 for the privately-generated power for each hour of 
operating the AC. The AC consumes an average of one kilowatt of power per hour, so 
if it’s on for only ten hours per day, the electricity bill for AC alone would be around 
YR105,000 a month (around $177), which is far greater than the income of a typical 
family in Hudaydah. 

Sometimes, the electricity is on for only an hour during the day and an hour at night. 
The official excuse is lack of fuel. Most families are not even able to keep water cold in 
the refrigerators, so they purchase ice cubes from the market.

In 2018, Hudaydah was practically a ghost town due to the intensity of the fighting, 
which caused many residents to flee. Those who can afford it have largely remained 
outside Hudaydah, but the poor have no other options. Beggars in the city used to 
be children and the elderly, but now young women are asking others for help. When 
only the poor remain, that help is nowhere to be found. Hudaydah used to be a tourist 
destination for Yemenis, but now hardly anyone risks the trip.

The city’s coastline is mostly closed, save for a small rocky beach between the largest 
and most beautiful sandy coasts in Al-Kuthaib in the north and Al-Durayhimi in the 
south. Al-Durayhimi is home to the fresh fish market and Hudaydah University, but 
the area has been a no-go zone since it became a frontline in 2018. The Al-Nukhaylah 
area, south of the city, has been closed off for the same reason. Clashes have sputtered 
on even after the Stockholm Agreement in late 2018 was supposed to have brought 
them to an end. Roads are closed and the fear of new battles deters most visitors. 
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The most famous cafeteria in the city, near Alshaab Garden, which used to be full of 
customers and open 24/7, now only has a few employees and no customers at dawn 
like it used to be.

The sidewalks and streets are lined with Houthi slogans and the photos of the 
movement’s symbols and deceased fighters face only one competitor: the hundreds of 
miserable citizens who sleep under these banners at night or lean on the walls they’re 
pasted on during the day to shield themselves from the burning sun. Even the water 
is often cut off without prior warning, and many can no longer afford to purchase 
water from private sellers. 

One perfume seller I spoke to complained that there were only a few customers and 
very low sales. “I’d see a woman approaching (the shop) and she looks like she is 
about to buy something but in the best case she buys some cheap material to make 
incense at home to sell for money to buy food for her children. Sometimes, she even 
shyly asks for help as begging is new to her.”

Yet officially Hudaydah, which is so afflicted by poverty and war, is donating to 
Gaza in Palestine. The Houthi supervisors collected “donations” from merchants 
last month while residents were dying because they could not get the necessary 
medical treatment or dialysis fluid. Kidney problems are prevalent in the area due to 
dehydration from the high heat.

President Abdo Rabbu Mansour Hadi’s house, on the coast, is plastered with photos 
of deceased Houthis fighters. The houses of former President Ali Abdullah Saleh and 
Vice President Ali Mohsen Al-Ahmar are a few hundred meters away to the south, in a 
frontline area near Hudaydah University. That area is closed due to fighting. Passenger 
buses are almost completely absent as citizens no longer need transportation between 
Hudaydah and other cities; factories in Hudaydah’s outskirts, which once employed 
many, have been mostly destroyed during the war.

Geographically, the city is divided between the anti-Houthi Joint Forces and the 
Houthis. The airport, south of the city, is surrounded by the Joint Forces from the 
south and east along Al-Khamseen Street and from the west toward Al-Khamseen 
roundabout. Only the northern side is under the control of the Houthis. The University 
of Hudaydah separates them. From there and through Al-Khamseen Street, the Joint 
Forces are deployed up until Al-Saleh city, north of Hudaydah city, near the port. 

However, these forces are besieged from the east even though they control most of 
Sana’a Street, which links the Kilo 16 area and Alshaab Garden. The international 
route which links Taiz and Hudaydah in the east is under the control of the Houthis 
while the Joint Forces control the coastal area which is parallel to it in the west. 
Although heavy fighting largely stopped in late 2018 in accordance with the Stockholm 
Agreement, missiles continue to strike residential neighborhoods. 

As one resident of Hudaydah told me about life under Houthi rule: “If you complain 
to them, they will oppress you (no matter who you are) as long as you are not one of 
them,” he said.“If your rival is a (Houthi) supervisor, all you can do is pray that God 
gets rid of him.”

Salam Al-Harbi the pseudonym for a Sana’a-based writer and researcher whose 
identity is being withheld for security reasons.
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Commentaries

THE VIEW FROM IRAN AFTER 
RAISI’S ELECTION

By Adnan Tabatabai

Early this year, months before Iran held its presidential elections, significant security 
talks between Iran and Saudi Arabia were held in Baghdad. Security and military 
officials from both countries reportedly met at least three times. Little is known about 
the actual substance of the talks, other than that they involved Yemen-related affairs. 
But the composition of the delegations on each side suggests these talks were genuine 
and substantive.  

While it is inaccurate to view Iranian-Saudi tension as the sole driver of all armed 
conflict in the Middle East, peace talks between the two could go a long way toward 
solving some of the most pressing regional issues such as the war in Yemen, the 
situations in Syria and Iraq as well as the worsening crisis in Lebanon. All expectations 
are that meetings will resume on this newly established track shortly after Eid al-
Adha in late July.

Observers in the European policy community suggest that Saudi Arabia has a clear 
interest in entering these talks, as they see the kingdom being stuck in Yemen. These 
same observers question Iran’s incentives for actually making a deal. But Iran, too, 
has a lot to gain from these talks.

First, on the Yemen file: Tehran is eyeing two political wins. Iran is increasingly 
viewed by Saudi Arabia as an important player with a significant role to play in ending 
the war, at least the geopolitical dimensions of it. For years, Saudi Arabia had rejected 
any role for Iran. Indeed, Riyadh launched its military intervention in Yemen in 2015 
largely out of fear that Tehran might gain a foothold on its southern border. That 
Saudi perceptions are changing is a win for Iran. Iran would also almost certainly 
welcome Saudi Arabia’s willingness to grant a share of political power to the Houthis 
in a reconstituted Yemen. Seeing their allies being elevated from a rebel group to an 
acknowledged political actor would also be considered a “win” in Tehran. Although 
Yemen has never been of inherent value to Iran, it is in Yemen that Iran has improved 
its geopolitical position in the Arabian Peninsula toward Saudi Arabia and the United 
Arab Emirates, as well as vis-à-vis the United States. In the future, Washington will 
have to worry about a new front from which Iran could threaten its regional allies in 
times of increasing US-Iran tensions.

Second, initial reports of Saudi intelligence chief Khalid al-Humaidan’s trip to Syria 
suggested that a gradual rehabilitation process of Syrian President Bashar al-Assad 
and the reintegration of Syria into the Arab League could be in the making. Iran would 
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welcome such a step. After all, this would be a clear sign that Saudi Arabia is willing 
to accept the Assad-led political order of Syria. This shift and potential rehabilitation 
process of Syria as an Arab nation mirrors Saudi Arabia’s shift towards diplomatic re-
engagement of Iraq back in 2016 after cutting diplomatic relations in 1991. In similar 
fashion, Iranian officials and stakeholders welcomed the opening toward Baghdad 
because it illustrated the political will on Riyadh’s part to accept the post-Saddam 
order in Iraq and engage with a political establishment perceived as Tehran-leaning.

Third, while regional security talks in Baghdad are kept separate from nuclear talks 
in Vienna, these two channels certainly feed into each other. Iran had insisted on a 
moratorium on regional issues when addressing the nuclear dossier, but it has always 
been willing to speak about regional affairs with regional actors. And the purely 
regional nature of the Baghdad talks will help Iran’s position in nuclear negotiations 
with the P4+1 (and in its jockeying with the US specifically) because, ideally, Saudi 
Arabia and the United Arab Emirates will be less keen to exert pressure on the JCPOA-
related talks, allowing for the nuclear deal to be restored.

Fourth, with trade with Iran being increasingly criminalized under an encompassing 
US sanctions regime, exploring new trade avenues in its immediate neighborhood 
is of significant importance to Iran. Therefore, a gradual re-engagement with Saudi 
Arabia and the UAE may broaden Iran’s options for new trade routes. This is of 
value to Iran even if sanctions were to be lifted as part of a restoration of the JCPOA. 
After all, for Iran it is a key strategic goal to minimize to the extent possible the risks 
of being put back into the very same sanctions regime with a new government in 
Washington from 2024 onward. In other words, while re-entering the JCPOA is the 
fastest path toward the lifting of sanctions, improving regional ties can be a promising 
path toward neutralizing sanctions, as new options for sanctions circumvention can 
be explored.

Fifth, when engaging Saudi Arabia, Iran will probably also seek to further discourage 
the kingdom from formally normalizing ties with Israel. In Iran, the Abraham Accords 
had been discussed as a potential geostrategic threat, with Israeli intelligence power 
and potential operational capacities coming closer to Iranian territory. Tehran 
likely seeks to build on the perceived reluctance within the Saudi leadership, and to 
use the sentiments generated after the latest escalation in Gaza and the Jerusalem 
neighborhood of Sheikh Jarrah to promote the idea of regional arrangements that 
exclude Israel.

Finally, it is important to bear in mind that Iran will continue to view the region in 
light of its conflict with the US. The higher the tension with the US, the more Iran will 
be inclined to advance its defense capabilities – whether through asymmetric warfare 
(i.e. investing in allies on the ground, such as militant non-state and hybrid groups) 
or deterrence (i.e. its ballistic missile program). Should the JCPOA be restored, and 
the ‘maximum pressure’ campaign of the US finally come to an end with sanctions 
lifted, Iran will be much more willing to engage in reconciliatory talks with regional 
rivals because it will feel much less threatened by the US.

The officials involved in the Baghdad talks will continue to be around when the new 
government in Tehran, led by President-elect Ebrahim Raisi, is formed. There is no 
reason to assume Raisi and his team will change anything in the approach adopted 
so far in the talks. When it comes to regional security affairs, the Supreme National 
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Security Council is the decisive body shaping security policies – and Raisi has been a 
member of this body since 2019 as head of the Judiciary and will soon preside over 
the body as the incoming president.

During his first press conference after the election, Raisi emphasized that regional 
countries will be a key priority, and that he sees “no obstacles” in restoring diplomatic 
ties with Saudi Arabia. These signals had been sent before, but they are now being sent 
in conjunction with a serious dialogue track that has been set up and can hopefully be 
consolidated. The manifold incentives for Iran outlined above suggest that Tehran is 
interested in working in this direction.

Adnan Tabatabai is co-founder and CEO of the Germany-based Center for Applied 
Research in Partnership with the Orient (CARPO). As an Iran analyst he is consulted 
by European policymakers and businesses on Iran related affairs. Tabatabai is the 
author of the book “Morgen in Iran” (Oct. 2016, Edition Körber-Stiftung). 

This commentary is part of a series of publications by the Sana’a Center examining 
the roles of state and non-state foreign actors in Yemen.
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REDEFINING WHAT PEACE IN 
YEMEN MEANS AND HOW TO 

ACHIEVE IT

By Osamah al-Rawhani

Yemenis are losing hope that the warring parties are capable of reaching a peace 
agreement that can pave the way for a new political transition process. Since the 
signing of the Stockholm Agreement in late 2018, the United Nations special envoy 
has failed to convince representatives of the warring parties to meet face-to-face and 
agree on a more comprehensive peace pact. Even intensive US-led efforts since early 
2021 have so far failed to jumpstart the UN-led peace process. The failure of these top-
down diplomatic efforts involving the highest levels of leadership from each faction – 
known as ‘Track 1’ negotiations – is made worse by the fact that they remain the go-to 
approach even as the country has continued to break apart into smaller fragments. 

Even among Yemenis, discussions about peace often revolve around the progress of 
these Track 1 political negotiations. But the focus on creating a political formula to end 
the conflict has so far proven a dead end. Indeed, the prospect of peace has become 
more elusive as the war has dragged on. UN special envoy to Yemen Martin Griffiths 
admitted as much during his final briefing on June 15 to the UN security council: 

“Over the course of the conflict, armed and political actors have multiplied and 
fragmented. Foreign interference has grown not diminished. What was possible in terms 
of conflict resolution years ago is not possible today. And what is possible today may 
not be possible in the future. And I believe that possibly an international conversation 
of process may need to restate the realistic goals for a negotiation process.”

The pursuit of peace primarily through the office of the UN special envoy has proven to 
be a failed approach and has failed to prevent the further deterioration of the situation. 
In fact, the UN envoy has merely added another layer of complexity to addressing the 
country’s many conflicts. This is not to belittle the envoy’s efforts, whose mandate in 
Security Council resolution 2216 is largely restricted to Track 1 negotiations, but to 
suggest that eyes and efforts should also be directed toward the other approaches that 
can improve living conditions and contribute to a sustained peace. 

With a new UN special envoy soon to take the helm, it is necessary to rethink the 
approach to achieving peace in Yemen in order to remind people that peace is not 
only possible but worth struggling for. Perhaps the first step is to recognize that the 
current approach is not working. 

Why Have Peace Efforts Failed? 

The warring parties have consistently blamed the UN envoy for the failure of the peace 
process, at times accusing him of being biased toward the other side. While I have not 
been a fan of the UN-led peace process and its chaotic approach, I understand that 
the UN does not have the magical wand. It is merely a mediation tool. The power to 
end the conflict lies with the warring parties. Unfortunately, both sides profit from 
continued conflict, and neither has much incentive to work toward achieving peace 
and all of the unknowns it will usher in. 
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In many cases, the warring parties have actively undermined peace-related work 
conducted by other peace tracks. The Houthis, for example, ban all peace-related 
activities in their areas of control while centralizing power in Sana’a to unprecedented 
levels using a brutal police state. The internationally recognized government, 
meanwhile, has struggled to establish a presence in non-Houthi areas. That has 
allowed non-state actors like the Southern Transitional Council (STC) to gain 
traction, which has fueled more conflict. In essence, the gun is the only legitimacy 
the belligerent parties have with the population under their control. That seems to 
encourage the emergence of more armed groups.

Although it is essential to continue top-down, Track 1 efforts to broker a political deal 
between the warring parties, this should not be the sole focus. Bottom-up, Track 2 
and Track 3 approaches – involving mid-level and grassroots leadership, respectively 
– could help build the necessary leverage on the main combatants to push Track 1 
negotiations toward a political deal. With Track 1 efforts stalled, Yemenis too must 
invest in Track 2 and Track 3 to push forward peace efforts. At the local level this 
could help prevent the widening of the conflict and halt further fragmentation by 
providing greater incentives for stability. These efforts could consist of supporting 
local peace initiatives and creating platforms for local communities to engage in 
active dialogue to address the issues they are facing. These efforts could contribute 
to local and regional peace while the two main warring parties drag their feet on an 
agreement at the national level. 

But these alternative tracks need support. Past efforts have been limited. For example, 
many Track 2 programs have operated more like workshops, given their lack of 
structure and consistency. They lack synergies with other tracks, especially Track 1, 
due to pushback from the warring parties who tend to monopolize power and rob the 
local level of agency. Paradoxically, expanding direct engagement with local actors 
might pressure the warring parties to work more in the interests of the populace 
rather than profiting off of their misery. If anything scares the warring parties, it is 
stability and local cohesion. 

In order to move toward a multi-track peace process, we must redefine what kind of 
peace Yemen wants. The current approach to peace has focused on what the Americans 
and the Saudis and the warring parties want. But it has become increasingly clear 
that peace in any meaningful sense features nowhere on the agendas of the warring 
parties. And neither the Houthis nor the internationally recognized government have 
even signaled their desire for a prosperous and united country. They have provided 
no vision of what the new and better Yemen should like after it emerges from the war 
– and that is unconscionable. 

So is peace for the warring parties to define? Partially, yes. But the peace process goes 
far beyond that. The peace process in Yemen should be viewed through its various 
levels of society, from the hyper-local level all the way up to the national political 
leadership. Thus, a multi-track peace process is the way forward. Working locally 
is essential. That is where peace should be pursued. It is up to the local leadership 
and local communities to address the issues they are facing and not to wait for the 
national or international powers to reach a deal. 

Osamah al-Rawhani is the deputy executive director of the Sana’a Center for 
Strategic Studies.
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Old City of Sana’a, July 30, 2020 // Sana’a Center photo.

In Focus

THE OLD CITY OF SANA’A: A 
LIVING HISTORY UNDER THREAT

By Wael al-Ahnomi

The Old City of Sana’a has been inhabited for over 2,500 years; it boasts unique 
architecture – those distinctive multistory towers with delicate white-trim designs 
– and UNESCO world heritage status.[26] Today, this built heritage, and the human 
history it evinces, face multiple threats. Heavy rains have recently caused damage to 
around 1,000 houses, starkly exposing the city’s precarious situation and the extent 
of the problems in the service sector. These issues present a major challenge to the 
preservation of the Old City, but they also raise questions about the role of the General 
Organization for the Preservation of the Historic Cities of Yemen. The GOPHCY is the 
primary party in charge of preserving Yemen’s historic cities, according to Law No.16 
of 2013.

This article will outline the history of the Old City of Sana’a and the most pressing 
challenges facing the city, and it will detail the role of the GOPHCY in preserving the 
city – examining that organization’s current work and its operational challenges.

[26] “The Old City of Sana’a,” World Heritage Center, UNESCO, https://whc.unesco.org/en/list/385/
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Historical Overview of the Old City of Sana’a

The history of the Old City of Sana’a is threaded through with mystery, legends 
and divergent accounts. Evidence of early human activity in the area, based on 
archaeological research, has been dated back 1.6 million years, to the Paleolithic 
period. Some say construction of the city itself began with Shem, the son of Noah,[27] 
although no historical data confirms this narrative.[28] Still other sources suggest that 
Sana’a is a Sheban city, built by Halk Amr, king of Sheba and Dhu Raydan, in the 
years 140-150 of the Sheban calendar, or 1070-1080 BC.[29] UNESCO, however, dates 
the city’s founding to just a little over 2,500 years ago.[30]

Sana’a city is situated 2,350 meters above sea level, in a mountain valley at the 
center of a plateau that extends from the areas of Nuqum, in the east, to Ayban, in 
the west; and from Naqil Yaslah, in the south, to Shibam al-Firas, in the north.[31] Its 
strategic location, allowing control of trade routes between the kingdom of Sheba, in 
Marib, and the city of Tihama, on the Red Sea Coast, helped it prosper in the second 
millennium BC.[32] By the second century BC, Sana’a had become established as a seat 
of power in the region and went on to be the capital of Yemen’s ancient kingdoms, 
such as that of Sheba and Himyar.

Conflict between states in the area that became modern-day Yemen broke out during 
the era of the Abbasid Caliphate (which spanned from roughly 750-1250 AD), and 
Sana’a was a prize desired by many.[33] For the Ziyadid dynasty, the city of Sana’a 
represented a launching pad to control all of Yemen, while the Rasulid dynasty 
viewed the city as a crucial strategic camp for its soldiers; Sana’a became an arena 
of political and military conflict between the two.[34] The Ya’furid dynasty, which had 
broke away from the Abbasid Caliphate, emerged triumphant from a series of battles 
with Ziyadid forces in 819 AD. With Sana’a as its capital, its jurisdiction extended 
across Yemen to Hadramawt, with its rule lasting until roughly 1000 AD.[35]

[27] Iman Baydani, “Economic life in Sana’a in the third and fourth centuries hijri,” The History and Civilization of 
Sana’a, Vol. 2 (2005), 20.

[28] Mohammed Abdulaziz Saad Yusr, The Cultural Heritage of Old Sana’a (Sana’a: Sana’a University, 2013), 56-57.

[29] Mohammed Hussein al-Farah, “Sana’a’s old civilizational history,” Ministry of Culture and Tourism, 2004, 39.

[30] “The Old City of Sana’a,” World Heritage Center, UNESCO.

[31] Abdullah Abdelsalam Saleh al-Hadad, Sana’a, its history and ancient homes [AR] (Dar al-Afaq al-Arabiya, 1999, 
Cairo), 24.

[32] Roland Lewcock, The Old Walled City of Sana’a (Belgium: United Nations Educational, 1987), 
19-20. https://www.google.com/url?q=https://unesdoc.unesco.org/in/rest/annotationSVC/
DownloadWatermarkedAttachment/attach_import_5318fc1e-5efa-43d4-b182-89080a8c6cb8?_%3D071940eng.
pdf%26to%3D200%26from%3D1%23pdfjs.action%3Ddownload&sa=D&source=editors&ust=1621280874968000
&usg=AOvVaw2Rdf7005-niLQFCB61VUl-

[33] Iman Muhammad Awad Bidhani, “Sana’a in the Writings of Muslim Geographers and Historians in the 4th 
century AH, from 300 AH - 400 AH”, House of Arab Culture for Publishing, Sharjah - United Arab Emirates, 2001, 
first edition, p. 208.

[34] Mohammed Abdo al-Sururi, “The History and Civilization of Sana’a,” Fifth International Conference on Yemeni 
Civilization, Vol. 2 (2005), 159.

[35] Yusr, Cultural Heritage of Old Sana’a, 113.
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The Three Phases of Old City Construction 

First phase: The Pre-Islamic period (910 BC - 525 AD). In the first century BC, the 
Ghamdan Palace was built.[36] The palace was the main reason the Old City of Sana’a 
prospered, consolidated and expanded from its origin as scattered villages. A wall 
of clay was built around the city sometime between 115 and 80 BC, with four main 
entrances: Bab al-Yemen, Bab Shaoub, Bab al-Sabah and Bab Satran. Subsequently, 
the Al-Qalis Church was built. These monuments, as well as the city’s souk (market) 
constituted Sana’a’s most important landmarks during this period.[37]

Second period: The Islamic era (627 AD-1229 AD). Building resumed and Sana’a 
continued to expand during the Umayyad and Abbasid periods.[38] In 6 hijri (627 
AD), the Great Mosque was built. A cemetery, Musalla al-Eid, was built in 998 AD 
north of the Old City and soon surrounded by houses.[39] The city prospered during 
the days of Caliph Haroun al-Rashid, its borders reaching the stream of Al-Saila and 
encompassing 70,000 houses.[40] In 525 hijri (1131 AD), the Sulayhid dynasty built 
the east wing of the Great Mosque, restored the city walls and added seven entryways. 
The city expanded west during the Ayyubid era, in the 12th century AD, with the 
construction of Al-Nahryan neighborhood. Bustan al-Sultan, the ruler’s headquarters, 
was built on the southern side of Al-Nahryan.[41]

[36] This castle has been destroyed; some of its stones were used in the construction of the Great Mosque and houses 
in the Old City. Mohammed Abdulaziz Saad Yusr believes that Ghamdan Palace was west of the Salt Market. For 
more, see: Yusr, Cultural Heritage of Old Sana’a, 87-89. 

[37] Ibid., 75-77.

[38] Youssef Mohammed Abdullah, Papers on the history of Yemen and its impacts [AR] (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr), 119.

[39] Iman Muhammad Awad Bidhani, “Sana’a in the Writings of Muslim Geographers and Historians in the 4th 
century AH, from 300 AH - 400 AH”, House of Arab Culture for Publishing, Sharjah - United Arab Emirates, 2001, 
first edition, p.89.

[40] Yusr, Cultural Heritage of Old Sana’a, 109-111.

[41] Ibid., 115-119.

The souk in the Old City of Sana’a, May 7, 2019 // Sana’a Center photo.
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Third period: The Ottoman era (1547 AD -1629 AD). A new neighborhood, Bir al-
Azab, was built on the western side of Sana’a, to be inhabited by employees of the 
Ottoman Empire.[42] The Ottomans built a wall around it, complete with towers, so 
that it resembled the walls of the original Old City. They expanded the palace fortress 
and built Al-Bukayriyah Mosque.[43] In the 17th century AD, the Jewish quarter was 
established in the area of Souq al-Sabha, currently Al-Sabah, outside the western 
portion of the Old City wall.[44] Since that time, other neighborhoods have been built 
to the east and west.

Today, the built heritage of the Old City of Sana’a is a material record of the city’s 
history. Having maintained its urban fabric and architecture – its residential and 
religious buildings, its markets, streets and squares – the city offers a vivid example 
of Islamic cities of the Middle Ages.[45]

World Heritage Status

United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) named 
the Old City of Sana’a a world heritage site in 1986, and has described the area as 
such:

“The Old City of Sana’a is defined by an extraordinary density of rammed earth and 
burnt brick towers rising several stories above stone-built ground floors, strikingly 
decorated with geometric patterns of fired bricks and white gypsum. The ochre of the 
buildings blends into the bistre-colored earth of the nearby mountains. Within the 
city, minarets pierce the skyline and spacious green bustans (gardens) are scattered 
between the densely packed houses, mosques, bath buildings and caravanserais.”

[42] Abdullah, Papers on the history of Yemen, 120.

[43] Yusr, Cultural Heritage of Old Sana’a, 147-150.

[44] Ibid., 180.

[45] Ali Mohammed Amer, “Providing educational needs to the Old City of Sana’a according to the concept of 
sustainable conservation,” Journal of the Arab American University, Vol. 2, No. 2 (2016),

Old City of Sana’a, April 21, 2020 // Sana’a Center photo.
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UNESCO’s World Heritage Committee has a set of 10 criteria it uses for classifying 
any archaeological or historically significant site as a World Heritage Site, with only 
one of these criteria necessary to meet the classification.[46] The Old City of Sana’a met 
three of these criteria (the fourth, fifth and sixth) in earning its designation.[47]

The Old City is distinguished by its buildings made of clay, burnt brick and stone.[48] 
Their roofs are covered with gypsum and qadad, a mixture of plaster, gneiss and lime 
that has been used in Yemen since the fifth century BC.[49] These buildings are four 
to nine stories high. They emerge from a network of markets, neighborhoods, tall 
minarets, narrow streets, groves, orchards and gardens. The Old City is estimated 
to cover an area of between 5.87 kilometers square.[50] Its roughly 56 residential 
neighborhoods contain 7,000 residential buildings, 42 mosques, 40 markets, and 
15 hammams.[51] The population as of 2004, according to that year’s census, was 
156,569.[52]

[46] General Authority for the Preservation of Historic Cities, http://www.gophcy.org/79/79/

[47] Old City of Sana’a, World Heritage Center, UNESCO, at the link https://whc.unesco.org/en/list/385

[48] Al-Hadad, Sana’a, 27.

[49] Mohammed Ahmad Abdelrahman Inab, “Preserving the cultural heritage of Yemen,” Arrafid, March 1, 2020, 
https://arrafid.ae/Article-Preview?I=QyNr2kNX6Gg%3D&m=5U3QQE93T%2F0%3D

[50] Yusr, Cultural Heritage of Old Sana’a, 50-51; Wael Abduljalil Moqbel Saad al-Bana’a, “The impacts of 
humanitarian aspects in preserving historical buildings in Yemen (Sana’a City as a case study),” master’s thesis, 
Faculty of Engineering, Asyut University, Egypt (2008), 144.

[51] Ibid., Wael Abdel-Jalil Moqbel Saad Al-Banna, “The Impact of Human Aspects on Preserving Historic Buildings 
in Yemen (Sana’a City as a case study)”, Master Thesis, Faculty of Engineering, Assiut University, Egypt, 2008 AD, 
p. 144.

[52] Yusr, Cultural Heritage of Old Sana’a, 50.
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Difficulties Facing the Old City 

Rainfall in August 2020 exposed the extent of the difficulties the Old City faces: of its 
6,400 houses, according to UNESCO,[53] 1,000 were damaged severely, moderately 
or lightly.[54] This most recent acute damage compounds underlying issues in the 
service sector as a result of long-term degradation, ongoing conflict, and a lack of 
maintenance and repair.

A 2017-19 study by the GOPHCY, funded by UNESCO and the EU, assessed the 
condition of Old City infrastructure.[55] It found that important services – water, 
sanitation, roads, electricity and energy and telecommunications – were completely 
or partially defunct.[56]

The sewage network has exceeded twice its life expectancy and has not been updated 
at all since 1982.[57] The water network, which has almost 6,900 connections, equating 
to some 50,000 residents (with roughly seven people per household) is dilapidated 
and since 2011 has been effectively unable to provide water.[58]

A project began in 1984 to pave roads in the Old City, with the intent to thereby help 
preserve its buildings by redirecting rainwater away and preventing it from settling 
around the buildings’ foundations. However, ruptures and leaks in the water and sewage 
networks have caused extensive damage to the Old City’s roads. Some 66 percent of the 
Old City’s main and side streets have sustained moderate to substantial damage.[59]

According to Abu Bakr al-Jamra, a GOPHCY employee and vice president of the 
committee tasked with assessing buildings damaged by rain, catastrophic water 
leaks from the underground network are one of the greatest threats facing Old City 
buildings – greater even than the threat of heavy rainfall accumulation at ground 
level.[60] Since 2011, given that the main water pressure has remained weak, citizens 
have dug into the roads to connect their own pipes to the water network to supply 
their homes with drinking water; this results in leakages, affecting house foundations 
and road surfaces.[61]

Since the beginning of the war, the public electricity and energy providers have 
stopped servicing most areas of Yemen; the Old City of Sana’a is no exception. Many 
citizens have resorted to generators or solar power installations, resulting in a dense 
web of haphazard power lines that distort the city’s appearance and streetscape.[62]

[53] “The Old City of Sana’a,” World Heritage Center, UNESCO.

[54] Statistics obtained by the author after the first survey of rainfall damage in August 2020.

[55] This study was part of a regional project by the EU that aims to protect cultural heritage and diversity in 
complicated emergency situations, in order to serve peace and stability. See: https://en.unesco.org/themes/culture-
in-emergencies/Protecting-Cultural-Heritage-and-Diversity-in-Complex-Emergencies-for-Stability-and-Peace

[56] The General Organization for the Preservation of the Historic Cities of Yemen (GOPHCY), Study 2017-2019, 
http://www.gophcy.org/املشاريع-واالنجازات/

[57] Ibid.

[58] Ibid.

[59] Ibid.

[60] Abu Bakr al-Jamra, telephone interview by the author, October 14, 2020.

[61] GOPHCY Study 2017-2019. 

[62] Ibid.



EYE ON THE EAST | JUNE 2021
Yemen ReviewThe

53

Over the years, the telecommunications 
sector has also suffered damage 
due to neglect, obsolescence, lack of 
maintenance, and more recently the 
ongoing conflict and Saudi airstrikes 
in Sana’a. This has led to intermittent 
landline telecommunications network 
service in seven neighborhoods in the 
Old City.

The GOPHCY’s Role in 
Preserving Historic Cities

The General Organization for the 
Preservation of the Historic Cities of 
Yemen was established over a decade 
after the Old City of Sana’a was named 
a World Heritage Site. The 20th century 
had not been kind to the Old City, 
particularly after the September 26, 
1962 revolution, when a post-revolution 
modernization effort took hold and the 
Old City walls were partially destroyed 
to make room for new houses.[63]

In 1979, there were calls to establish an 
independent governmental agency in 
charge of the Old City’s preservation. In the mid-1980s, two bodies were formed to 
handle this,[64] but their work was limited to determining the suitable ways to preserve 
historic cities.[65] The decision to establish the GOPHCY was made in 1997.[66]

According to Article 5 of Law No.16 of 2013, the GOPHCY is charged with preserving 
historic cities.[67] It has a broad mandate to take action to protect and preserve cities 
on the world heritage list or national heritage list. However, the law does not grant 
the organization the necessary power to prevent and punish violations, making its 
mandate impossible to fulfill. The issues that hamstring the GOPHCY are outlined 
below.

[63] Abdullah Abdullah Saad al-Fawri, “Legal framework for the restoration of historic cities in the Republic of 
Yemen,” master’s thesis, Institute of Arab Research and Studies, Egypt (2008), https://historicalcities.wordpress.
com/اإلطار-القانوين-لتنظيم-املدن-التاريخ/

[64] In 1984, a board of trustees was established to preserve the Old City of Sana’a. In 1985, the executive office to 
preserve the Old City of Sana’a was established in response to UNESCO’s first appeal on the matter.

[65] Al-Bana’a, “Impacts of humanitarian aspects in preserving historical buildings in Yemen,” 210.

[66] Al-Fawri, “Legal framework for the restoration of historic cities.”

[67] National Information Center, Law No. 16 of 2013, Article 5, https://yemen-nic.info/db/laws_ye/detail.
php?ID=69331

Mosques in the Old City of Sana’a, March 22, 2020 // 
Sana’a Center photo.



EYE ON THE EAST | JUNE 2021
Yemen ReviewThe

54

Legal Loopholes

The decision to establish the GOPHCY was issued in 1997, but the law the organization 
relies on to perform its work was not issued until 2013. During the 16 intervening 
years, plenty of violations occurred, many involving the use of improper building 
materials that threaten the character of the area, which the public prosecution for 
heritage preservation could neither curb nor punish.[68] The law itself, when it came, 
did not seriously deal with these violations; rather, it created a loophole allowing 
property owners to simply mask their alterations with traditional materials at 
the organization’s expense.[69] This practice – essentially the erosion of heritage – 
contravenes the recommendations of the World Heritage Committee and threatens 
the Old City’s status as a world heritage site.[70]

Although Article 126 of Law No.16 (2013) granted the organization’s employees 
the authority of law enforcement, it rendered this status toothless by limiting the 
organization’s work to simply identifying violations, rather than intervening to 
control or remediate them.[71]

Al-Jamra, the GOPHCY employee, outlined the organization’s work mechanism 
in responding to violations committed by citizens. When a violation occurs, the 
organization’s inspector tries to stop the person responsible and ameliorate the 
violation; however, in many cases, the person responsible does not respond to 
GOPHCY orders. The organization then files a report on the violation to the relevant 
security body. The organization’s work ends here; the issue is now in the hands of 
the relevant police department. Most of the time, these authorities do not prevent 
violations – often, according to al-Jamra, they just file a report on the violator’s 
failure to respond to orders.[72]

As a result, operations affecting built heritage continue in the Old City with no 
oversight or accountability. Between 2015 and 2018, the GOPHCY recorded 150 
demolition operations and cement constructions, along with 15 instances of digging 
in search of treasure.[73]

Yemeni historic and cultural heritage, including the Old City of Sana’a, is also subject 
to additional regulations issued by, for instance, the ministries of tourism, public 
works and roads, water and environment, endowments and guidance, and local 
councils. Often, the priorities of these bodies conflict with those of the GOPHCY; 
they frequently obstruct the latter’s work, even issuing construction licenses without 
GOPHCY oversight.[74]

[68] Abd al-Baset al-Noua’a, “The draft law on preserving historical cities .. has it been withdrawn from Parliament?”, 
Al-Thawra Official Newspaper April 18, 2018, http://althawrah.ye/archives/41562.

[69] National Information Center, Law No. 16 of 2013, Article 145.

[70] Rachid al-Hadad, “Draft law on preserving historic cities allows covering up buildings and is granting licenses 
allowing distortions, violating the recommendations of the world heritage council” [AR], Alsabaei News Agency, 
July 20, 2013, https://wwwalsabaeinet.blogspot.com/2013/07/blog-post_7784.html

[71] Ibid.

[72] Abu Bakr al-Jamra, telephone interview by the author, October 14, 2020.

[73] Mohammed al-Faiq and Belqis Mansour, “Sana’a, resisting fragrance and a history that never dies” [AR], Al-
Thawra, Issue 19476, March 2018.

[74] Al-Fawri, “Legal framework for the restoration of historic cities.”



EYE ON THE EAST | JUNE 2021
Yemen ReviewThe

55

The Work Mechanism of the GOPHCY

In most of its work – whether conducting disaster response, maintenance, restoration 
or field surveys – the GOPHCY relies on domestic and international funding. When 
this support is not available, the organization’s work cannot continue. The GOPHCY’s 
weak response to the heavy rains in the Old City – its failure to save around 1,000 
houses – has demonstrated its limited capacity.

The GOPHCY capital budget does not exceed YR260,000 monthly; it receives no 
more than YR2 million monthly from the Social Fund for Development (SDF), which 
covers the salaries of the organization’s 117 employees and 40 contractors.[75] Official 
wages have been largely suspended, however, since public sector wages in general 
were halted in mid-2016, and the organization’s income from building and restoration 
license fees and technical consultations is negligible. This extremely limited funding 
stream makes it impossible for the GOPHCY to carry out its work.

Currently, restoration works are being implemented in the Old City by the SDF, with 
the support of UNESCO and the EU. The project is part of a cash-for-work program 
that began in September 2018 and ends in August 2021, targeting historical buildings 
in four Yemeni cities.[76] The GOPHCY is relegated to a supervisory role: it has no 
contact with UNESCO and does not receive direct support from it. The SDF does 
not liaise with the GOPHCY on restoration work; instead, the former provides all 
the practical support for the project. But it is woefully inefficient. According to al-
Jamra, the SDF releases project funding in fits and starts, delaying work for months. 
The GOPHCY can’t order the SDF to quickly finalize the project, but it shoulders the 
responsibility for the delay.

[75] Interview with Eng. Mujahid Tamish - Head of the General Authority for the Preservation of Historic Cities, 
Negotiable Program, Yemen Today Channel, February 19, 2021, (video: 15:52) https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=ZRRGLnM2sAk

[76] The project aims to restore historical buildings in Aden, Sana’a, Shibam and Zabid. In Sana’a, the project 
intends to protect 129 buildings. See: “Cash for work: Promoting livelihood opportunities for urban youth in 
Yemen,” UNESCO, https://en.unesco.org/doha/cashforworkyemen

Old City Sana’a, March 8, 2020 // Sana’a Center photo.
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According to al-Jamra, this project 
was intended to restore 129 houses in 
the Old City, but so far only 80 have 
seen any work done. Some houses 
that were completely destroyed in 
the floods have yet to be worked on. 
The restoration work is prioritized 
according to the historic and aesthetic 
value of the buildings, without 
reference to humanitarian need. 
Nasser, a resident of the Old City, 
said: “My neighbor, whose economic 
situation has deteriorated, lost his 
daughter after the roof of their house 
collapsed. The GOPHCY included him 
in their inventory of damages and he’s 
now waiting for help – but has not 
yet received any.” Even those who do 
receive help might have restoration 
work halted partway through, on the 
basis of funding. As a result, many 
residents must either abandon their 
building or take on the repair costs 
themselves.[77] In Sana’a, numerous 
buildings remain completely or 
partially destroyed. 

Coordination is lacking between 
governmental bodies in charge of 
restoration. These include the Ministry 
of Public Works and the Ministry of 
Endowments and Guidance, as well 
as the Amanat al-Asimah (Capital 
Municipality) district administration. 
This failure to coordinate can be 

dangerous. For instance, where 
building foundations have collapsed due to street washouts and repairing the latter 
is the job of the Amanat Al-Asimah public works office, restoration work has been 
limited to the building itself. Such an approach fails to protect against the wholesale 
collapse of the building.[78]

The GOPHCY’s work is extremely slow, because it tries as much as it can to restore 
houses faithfully, preserving any remnants. Once restoration work is finalized, the 
organization does not require the owners to return home or carry out maintenance 
work. This is counterproductive: restored houses that are abandoned may collapse 
due to neglect. Often, inhabitants are not incentivized to maintain the house because 
they are renters, or because the house is built on endowments, or Awqaf, property. 

[77] Abu Bakr al-Jamra, telephone interview by the author, October 14, 2020.

[78] Ibid.

Old City of Sana’a, June 2021 // Sana’a Center photo.
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The latter situation pertains to 70 percent of Sana’a’s historic buildings – and most 
of the seriously damaged properties.[79] According to Article 26 of Law No.13, houses 
on Awqaf property fall under the jurisdiction of the Ministry of Endowments and 
Guidance. As a result, the GOPHCY cannot carry out, intervene in or fund these 
works; its role is circumscribed to planning restoration projects and supervising their 
implementation.

Ultimately, the GOPHCY lacks the power and capacity to preserve the Old City of 
Sana’a and, indeed, all historic Yemeni cities. The organization relies on the support 
of governmental bodies and international organizations. Its strictly supervisory and 
preparatory role leaves it unable to shepherd through projects and liable to bear 
responsibility for their failure or delay. The law governing its work contains inherent 
contradictions: it stipulates that the GOPHCY is responsible for preserving historic 
cities but does not grant it the necessary powers – nor does it oblige other relevant 
bodies to carry out the work in their remit. A lack of awareness, conflicting priorities 
and weak coordination and cooperation between these bodies and the GOPHCY result 
in a chaotic implementation landscape that further limits the organization’s capacity, 
endangering the unique built heritage of Sana’a, and of Yemen more broadly.

Wael Al-Ahnomi is a participant with the Sana’a Center’s Yemen Peace Forum. 
He holds a degree in political science from Sana’a University and has worked in 
journalism and has participated in political projects.

[79] Ibid.
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