
  
  

Houthis attack UAE
For Prelims: Houthis, Location of Yemen and the neighbourhood, Red Sea, Gulf of Aden, Drones, Shia,
Sunni, Zaydis, Arab Spring, Operation Rahat

For mains: Houthis and related concerns, Significance of the houthi conflict, India’s Interest

Why in News

Recently, a suspected drone attack in Abu Dhabi, the capital of the United Arab Emirates (UAE),
caused multiple explosions in which two Indians were also killed.

The Shia Houthi rebels of Yemen, who have been controlling the northern parts of the
country, including the capital Sana’a, for almost seven years, have claimed responsibility for the
attack.
India has conveyed solidarity with the UAE in face of such unacceptable acts.
Earlier in 2021, there was a ballistic missile attack by the Houthis on the Saudi capital
Riyadh.
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Key Points

Houthis:
The roots of the Houthi movement can be traced to “Believing Youth” (Muntada al-
Shahabal-Mu’min), a Zaydi revivalist group founded by Hussein al-Houthi and his
father, Badr al-Din al-Houthi, in the early 1990s.
Badr al-Din was an influential Zaydi cleric in northern Yemen. Inspired by the Iranian
revolution of 1979 and the rise of Hezbollah in southern Lebanon in the 1980s, Badr
al-Din and his sons started building vast social and religious networks among the
Zaydis of Yemen, who make up roughly one-third of the Sunni-majority country’s
population.
But when the movement turned political and started attacking the “corrupt” regime of
Ali Abdullah Saleh (in Yemen) and his support for the US’ war on terror, it became a
thorn on Saleh’s side.
They called themselves Ansar Allah (Partisans of God), mobilising tribesmen in the
north against the government.
In 2004, Saleh’s government issued an arrest warrant against Hussein al-Houthi. He
resisted the arrest, starting an insurgency.
In September 2004, the government troops attacked the rebels and killed Hussein. Since
then, the government launched multiple military campaigns in Sa’dah, the Zaydi
stronghold, to end the resistance, which was locally called the Houthis
movement, after their “martyred” leader.
But it only strengthened the Houthis, who, by 2010, when a ceasefire was reached, had
captured Sa’dah from the government troops.

Zaydis

Zaydis are the oldest branch of the Shia. The Zaydis are named after Zayd Bin Ali, the great
grandson of Imam Ali, Prophet Mohammed’s cousin and son-in-law who Shias, Sunnis and Zaydis
revere.
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Zayd Bin Ali had led a revolt against the Ummayad Caliphate in the eighth century. He was
killed, but his martyrdom led to the rise of the Zaydi sect. While the Zaydis are seen part of
the Shia branch of Islam, both in terms of theology and practice, they are different from the
‘Twelver’ Shias of Iran, Iraq and Lebanon.
For centuries, the Zaydis were a powerful sect within Yemen.
After the collapse of the Ottoman Empire in 1918, the Zaydis would establish a monarchy (the
Mutawakkilite Kingdom) in the country. But their dominance would come to an end in 1962 when
the Egypt-backed republicans overthrew the monarchy.

Reason for Houthis Rise:
When protests broke out in Yemen in 2011 as part of the Arab Spring protests that felled
Tunisian and Egyptian dictators, the Houthis, now confident from their military
victories and the support they enjoyed in Sadah, backed the agitation.
President Saleh, a Zaydi who was in power for 33 years, resigned in November
2011, handing the reins to his deputy, Abdrabbuh Mansur Hadi, a Saudi-backed Sunni.
Yemen, under the tutelage of Saudi Arabia and the UAE, started a national dialogue to
resolve internal differences.
The Houthis were part of the dialogue. But they fell out with the transitional
government of Mr. Hadi, claiming that the proposed federal solution, which sought to divide
the Zaydi-dominated north into two land-locked provinces, was intended to weaken the
movement.
They soon got back to insurgency. Saleh, who was sidelined by the interim government
and its backers, joined hands with his former rivals and launched a joint military operation.
By January 2015, the Houthi-Saleh alliance had captured Sana’a and much of
northern Yemen, including the vital Red Sea coast. (Later the Houthis turned against
Saleh and killed him in December 2017).

Reason for Saudi Arabia’s Attack on Yemen:
The rapid rise of the Houthis in Yemen set off alarm bells in Saudi Arabia which 
saw them as Iranian proxies.
Saudi Arabia started a military campaign in March 2015, hoping for a quick victory against
the Houthis. But the Houthis had dug in, refusing to leave despite Saudi Arabia’s aerial
blitzkrieg.
With no effective allies on the ground and no way-out plan, the Saudi-led campaign
went on with no tangible result. In the past six years, the Houthis have launched
multiple attacks on Saudi cities from northern Yemen in retaliation for Saudi air
strikes.
In 2019, the Houthis claimed the attack on two Saudi oil installations that knocked out,
briefly, half of the kingdom’s oil output (the Houthi claim was disputed by experts and
governments, who said the attack was too sophisticated for the rebels to carry out. The US
has blamed Iran).
The Houthis have established a government in the north. There are serious
allegations against both the Saudis and the Houthis in the war.
While the Saudi bombings caused a large number of civilian deaths, the Houthis were
accused, by rights groups and governments, of preventing aid, deploying forces in densely
populated areas and using excessive force against civilians and peaceful protesters.

Reason for Houthis Attacking UAE:
This is not the first time the Houthis attacked the UAE. In 2018, when the UAE-backed
forces were making advances in Yemen, the Houthis claimed attacks against the
Emirates.
Since then, the UAE pulled out its troops from Yemen and offered tactical support to the 
Southern Transitional Council, a group of rebels based in Aden, that was also
fighting the Saudi-backed government forces of UAE.
During this period, the Houthis stayed focussed entirely on Saudi Arabia and Saudi-backed
forces inside Yemen.
But in recent months, Giants Brigades, a militia group largely made up of Southern
Yemenis (backed by the UAE) and the Joint Forces (the militia led by a nephew of the slain
former President Saleh) turned their guns against the Houthis.
Now with the attacks the Houthis appear to have sent a clear message to the Emiratis —
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stay out of Yemen or face more attacks.
Concerns:

Yemen is strategically important because it sits on a strait linking the Red Sea with
the Gulf of Aden, through which much of the world's oil shipments pass.
It also worries the West because of the threat of attacks - such as from al-Qaeda or IS
affiliates-emanating from the country as it becomes more unstable.
The Houthis have escalated cross-border attacks on the kingdom even after the
US delisted the rebels as terrorists and stepped up efforts to de-escalate the six-year
conflict.
The conflict is also seen as part of a regional power struggle between Shia-ruled
Iran and Sunni-ruled Saudi Arabia.

India’s Interest:
For India, it is a challenge which cannot be washed away taking into consideration the oil
security and 8 million expats living in the region with more than USD 80 billion of
incoming remittance annually.

Indian Initiatives:
Operation Rahat:

India launched a massive air and sea operation to evacuate over 4000
Indian nationals from Yemen in April 2015.

Humanitarian Assistance:
India has provided food and medical aid to Yemen in the past and thousands of
Yemeni nationals have availed of medical treatment in India over the past few
years.
India also continues to facilitate education of a large number of Yemeni
nationals in various Indian institutions.
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