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Yemen: Nine years of civil war and its
impact on civilians

By Amelie Lyne (Lancing College)
Abstract

This article examines the impact of the civil war in Yemen between the Iranian-
backed Houthi rebels and Saudi-backed internationally recognised government on
the Yemeni population which began in late 2014 (CPA, 2024). It focuses on various
elements of the conflict including the violation of human rights, implementation of
blockades leading to food insecurity, and Yemen'’s psychological crisis. A
geographical approach is taken, using the discipline as a tool to understand war
tactics, delving into case studies of civilians at the individual scale and drawing on
geographical research and literature.

1. Introduction

Yemen, a country located on the southern Arab peninsula, has been undergoing a
civil war since 2014. The geopolitical landscape of Yemen is complex, and the civil
war is regarded by some as ‘a regional proxy struggle along the broader Shia-Sunni
Muslim divide’ (CPA, 2024); between the Iran-backed Houthi rebels (a militant
Shiite Muslim group based in Yemen), and the internationally recognised Yemeni
government backed by a Saudi-led coalition. The situation in Yemen has been
labelled the world’s largest humanitarian crisis, with 24.1 million people in need of
humanitarian aid and protection (UN Yemen, n.d.).

Yemen'’s civil war is multifaceted and stems back to its long-lasting internal division,
geographical location, and historic relationships with its Middle Eastern neighbours.
I[slam is the most widely followed religion in the Middle East and is playing a
‘growing role in politics, governance, and political economy’ (Bunyan, 2019). There
are two main branches of Islam—Sunni and Shia—which date back to prophet
Muhammad’s death. They arose due to a dispute over his succession (Marshall,
2016, 150). Sunni-dominated Saudi Arabia and Shia-dominated Iran both have
ambitions to become the dominant power in the Middle East; each regards itself as
the ‘champion of its respective version of Islam’ (Marshall, 2016, 178).
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Saudi Arabia is Yemen's ‘immediate neighbour with the longest shared land border’
(Lackner, 2023, 90) and has been involved in Yemeni affairs since the establishment
of the Yemeni kingdom in 1932 through to the formation of the two separate
Yemeni states in 1962 (Yemen Arab Republic and People’s Democratic Republic of
Yemen). In 1990, the two Yemeni states reunified as the Republic of Yemen, where
Ali Abdullah Saleh gained leadership. Saudi Arabia was not in favour of Yemeni
unity, as it ‘perceived a united Yemen to be a potential threat’ due to its population
size and fighting capabilities (Lackner, 2023, 92-93). In 2004, Yemen’s relations
with Iran strengthened as many “Zaydis (who became Houthi leaders) studied in the
religious schools in Iran where the Iranian clergy hoped to convert Yemenis to their
beliefs’ (Lackner, 2023, 101-102).

In April 2011, the Arab Spring protests emerged in Tunisia and rapidly spread to
Yemen. ‘President Saleh’s regime was deemed to be on its last legs’ (Lackner, 2023,
48), and human rights groups charged that Saleh ran a corrupt government
(Robinson, 2023). In response, protesters took to the streets to oust President Saleh.
Saleh was unable to control Yemen'’s declining socio-politico-economic situation,
and an international deal was secured to transfer power to the vice president, Abd
Rabbu Mansour Hadi, in November 2011.

President Hadi was overwhelmed with Yemen’s many social, economic, and security
problems (BBC, 2021). Often there were attacks by Jihadists—Yemen is considered
as a global terrorist base for Al-Qaeda where ‘terrorist organizations proliferate in
the power vacuum in countries like Yemen in which the government is inherently
unable to provide order’ (Gros et al., 2015). The Houthi rebels (with links to Iran)
took advantage of this weakness, becoming allies with the ousted president and
seized control of the Saada province (including the capital, Saana). In January 2015,
President Hadi was forced to resign, and a Houthi advance forced Hadi to flee for
exile in Saudi Arabia (CPA, 2024).

In March 2015, a Saudi-led coalition, including the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC)
states were apprehensive of the idea that the Houthis may seize control of the state
and that Yemen would become a satellite state of Iran. They launched a campaign of
economic isolation and air strikes against the Houthi insurgents, with US logistical
and intelligence support (CPA, 2024). Yemen became the site of a proxy war
between Iran and Saudi Arabia.

Fighting continued to rampage in Yemen. The Saudi-led coalition drove the Houthis
out of the south of Yemen, ‘liberated’ Aden (BBC, 2015), and launched a major
offensive against the Houthis to recapture the city of Al-Hodeida (Figure 1), Yemen's
Red Sea port, a lifeline for the millions of Yemenis at risk of famine. The Houthis
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then launched an attack on Marib (Figure 1)—'the Yemeni government's last
stronghold in the north, a centre of an oil-rich province’ (BBC, 2021).
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Figure 1: A map illustration to present the areas under IRG control, Houthi control
(DFA), and AQAP influence (Al-Qaeda in the Arab Peninsula). Source’; ACAPS Analysis
Hub. (2024) Yemen: Areas of Control, 24 Oct. 2024 [online]. [Accessed 30 Jan. 2025]
Available at https://data.humdata.org/dataset/yemen-areas-of-control.

This paper aims to address the importance of a geographical perspective when
analysing war tactics and the humanitarian impact war, using Yemen as an example.
[ will delve into the subdiscipline of political geography; key geographic scholars in
the subdiscipline include Buhaug and Gates (2002), who discuss how fighting in civil
wars is determined by geographical factors. Also, Le Bilon (2007), who researches
geographical perspectives on resource wars; and Flint (2004) who refers to
geographical ‘themes’ such as territoriality, borders and regionalisation theorising
the causes and impact of war. In the context of Yemen's conflict, Flint’s geographical
theme of ‘regionalisation’ (how conflicts may ‘transcend political borders’, (Flint,
2004, 6)) may theorise how the Saudis and Iranians are fighting their war externally
in the Yemeni state.
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2. Methodology

This article is based on a review of existing literature on Yemen’s crisis,
geographical studies on war, and additional news articles. These resources allow for
the exploration and analysis of theories such the weaponisation of resources,
women and children; and delving into the subfield of ‘mental health geography’. |
also draw from various documentary film clips: two from Vice News, where
documentary senior correspondent Isobel Yeung travels to neighbourhoods around
Yemen, interviewing civilians; and another from the BBC filmed in the front-line
neighbourhood of Taiz.

Using secondary resources poses limitations to research. Yet, the violence in Yemen
has undermined capacities for monitoring and conducting research, placing
constraints on primary data collection. Additionally western media biases can
present misleading perspectives such as criticising state authority and legitimacy.
Conclusions can be drawn from this secondary research; more broadly the idea that
the conflict has dire humanitarian impacts, and that people and resources are
weaponised.

3. Malnutrition epidemic: Food insecurity

Currently, 17.3 million Yemenis suffer from high levels of acute food insecurity. Six
million are on the brink of famine (USA for UNHCR, 2024). This section explores the
weaponisation of resources and delves into a case study scenario to explore the
impact of such war tactics at the human, personal level.

Since 2015, the Saudi-led coalition has maintained a blockade, preventing Iran from
providing weapons and ammunition to the Houthi rebels. They have forced Sana’a’s
international airport to remain closed since 2016 and implemented the Hodeida
blockade. The Houthi rebels have also attempted to enforce blockades by launching
missiles towards Saudi Arabia and closing the main road into Taiz (Human Rights
Watch, 2022).

As a result of the Hodeida blockade, a limited number of aid ships have been able to
unload, leading to a desperate shortage of supplies such as food, water, and
medicine. These shortages have put many individuals at risk of malnutrition (see
section 3.2) and has increased the incidence of waterborne disease due to a lack of
drinkable water (Borger, 2015). Sarkar (2022) argues that the blockade and
military air attacks by the Saudi-led coalition are a war tactic that aims to control
the food that reaches the citizens. This weaponisation of food through blockades is
not a new phenomenon in historical or modern wars. In recent times, similar tactics
have been used in December 2022 when Azerbaijan launched its blockade of the
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breakaway republic of Artsakh. Equally, the blockade of humanitarian resources is a
common tactic of the Israeli Defence Force in Palestine.

Isobel Yeung—a senior correspondent for Vice News—interviews Mariam, a mother,
who lives in an internally displaced persons (IDP) camp in the north of Yemen, in
the town of Hajjah (Yeung, 2021). She is attending a makeshift clinic at the camp to
treat her four-year-old son, who is acutely malnourished. Yeung enquires why her
son’s hands are “red raw”, and Mariam replies, “he gnaws on it until it bleeds, he
eats it out of hunger, I see blood on his teeth and mouth”. 49% of children under the
age of five suffer from stunting or chronic malnutrition in Yemen (UNICEF, 2024).
With the average food prices now 150% higher than before the conflict, 67% of
Yemenis cannot reliably access or afford enough food (Imperial War Museums, n.d.).
Analysing these figures geographically, further unemployment due to the economic
collapse, inability of the Central Bank of Yemen to pay workers’ salaries (Evans,
2018) and the enforced mahram requirement for women (a requirement
established centuries ago deriving from the word ‘haraam’ restricting women from
travelling freely in Yemen without a male guardian, (or without his written
approval) (Georgetown institute For Women, Peace and Security, 2022)) has led to
civilians unable to receive their usual salaries (or have no salary at all), so they can
certainly not afford this increase in food prices. Consequentially, more individuals
have become reliant on humanitarian aid. With insufficient fuel imports and the
closure of Ras Isa Port (Evans, 2018), there has been a restriction of aid arriving to
humanitarian aid pick up locations, as a result, proliferating Yemen'’s food
insecurity.

4. Violation of human rights

The conflict in Yemen has engendered countless violations of international human
rights laws, including issues regarding gender-based discrimination, denial of
humanitarian access, child soldier recruitment, enforced killings, abuse against
migrants, and more. This section explores the Houthi’s weaponisation of civilians—
using people as tools to enforce rule and order in its captured territory.

Gender-based discrimination is certainly prevalent in Yemen. The country ranks last
in both the Gender Gap Index and the Gender Inequality Index, which are measures
of ‘inequality between women and men in three dimensions: reproductive health,
empowerment and the labour market’ (World Health Organisation, n.d.) and ‘gender
gaps on economic, political, education, and health-based criteria’ (Dyvik, 2024).
Houthi restrictions increasingly hinder Yemeni women: there are discrepancies in
‘various domains including education, livelihood opportunities, protection, and
political representation’ (Relief Web (OCHA), n.d.)—the Houthi verbally enforced
‘Mahram requirement’ described above is an example. This requirement is not part
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of Yemeni national law and is a Houthi enforced law. This has consequentially
hindered women from travelling to their place of work, including Yemeni female
humanitarian workers who must travel to conduct their fieldwork (Amnesty
International, 2022). In 2022, Houthi authorities forced Yemeni women to close
their businesses, banned the mixing of genders in public venues, and 'mobilized all-
female police units called zeinabiyat to suppress, abuse, and arrest women who
reject Houthi ideology' (Miller, 2023). The economic deterioration, political turmoil,
and institutional collapse as a result of the civil war have led to a decline in the
provision of women'’s rights (ACAPS, 2023). The erosion of women’s freedom
through the Houthi’s legislative mahram pressures could be an attempt to subvert
the national Yemeni laws and assert Houthi control and order. Like other political
[slamic movements, the Houthis use Islamic discourse to justify their right to power
and legitimacy to rule (Al-Dawsari, 2017). Viewing the weaponisation of women
geographically certainly addresses how the Houthis exploit identity as a war tactic.

In addition to Houthi restrictions, young girls have long been regarded as “financial
burdens” to their families. However, due to the war, there is now a need to see them
as “commercial commodities” (Yeung, 2021). Yeung interviews Iman, a young girl,
12 years of age, married off by her father five years ago for financial gain due to the
poverty inflicted on the family due to the war. Iman was sold for just 240 US dollars.
She states, “I didn’t want to get married; a person needs to be older to get married
[...] I want to go to school”. Yemen is home to four million child brides, with 32% of
girls in Yemen married before their eighteenth birthday (Child’s Not Brides, n.d.).
Viewing this geographically through a study published in 2021 in the Journal of
Refugee Studies, displacement due to the conflict has influenced economic security
and household power dynamics which affects marriage decision-making and a girl’s
ability to self-advocate (Hunersen et al., 2021). This—alongside pre-existing cultural
norms favouring early marriage, widespread poverty, and lack of education—has
consequentially increased the incidence of child marriage in Yemen (EDCHR, 2024).
Childhood marriage has ruinous impacts on young girls who are forced into
adulthood before they are mentally and physically developed or able (Save the
Children, n.d.).

The rights of children are also in question, since 2015, over 10,000 children have
been recruited by Houthi forces to fight in the civil war (The New Arab Staff, 2021).
Over 2000 of these children have been killed (Al Jazeera, 2022). The Houthis recruit
children through a 'summer camp’ system where the children are told they are
joining a ‘holy war against Jews, Christians, and Arabs that have succumbed to
Western influence’ (Al Jazeera, 2022). Children are engaging in warfare in several
ways: ‘fighting, spying, laying mines, and working at security checkpoints’ (Nasser,
2023). The secondary impacts of the war (the absence of education and current
economic and financial situation of civilians) primarily have paved the way for
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Houthis to recruit children in its forces without punishment. This ideology is evident
in Sheikh’s (2022) geographical study, discussing the idea that the Houthis have
exploited the economic and social conditions of civilians (for instance the death of a
breadwinner) to recruit children, this exploitation is an ‘ideological’ project that is
‘achieving political gains’ (Sheikh, 2022). The phenomenon of child soldiers is
referred to in O’Loughlin’s paper, he explains that in civil conflicts, the average age
of the fighters is falling; ‘children as young as eight years of age are impressed into
armies’ (0O’Loughlin, 2004, 90). In Yemen, the recruitment of children is a key
exploitative and psychological issue.

5. Psychological impacts: Yemen’s mental health crisis

An estimated 19.5% of the Yemeni population suffers from a mental disorder
(Alhariri et al,, 2021). 55% of Yemeni children are depressed and 79% of school-
aged children in Sanaa display symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder (Alhariri
et al,, 2021). When analysing the conflict in Yemen, it’s vital to address the
psychological impact on the population; the subfield of ‘mental health geography’
(Philo, 2014) is useful here. Mental health geography discusses the spatial and
place-related implications of both the experience of mental health and the provision
of treatment facilities (Philo, 2014). This section will draw on case studies from
psychiatric hospitals and present how civilians are subjected to ‘civilian
victimisation’ (Downes, 2008) through the targeting of residential neighbourhoods
on the front line in Taiz.

Yeung in her research visits one of the four psychiatric hospitals in Yemen where
individuals walk around the premises in chains, often doped with tranquillisers
(VICE News, 2021). In the interview, the director of the facility explains that he is
chaining them up for their benefit: “It's inhumane but a must; if I leave him outside,
he will kill his sisters”. Due to the geographical sparseness of mental health support
in the country, Yemenis often must travel some distance to reach facilities, which
the majority are too poor to do. For instance, one rural family cannot access
treatment facilities, they have resorted to chaining their 35-year-old son in a single
room; the mother describes “we had to chain him up; there is no other way to deal
with him. He beat me once in the head. He would go upstairs and throw stones”
(VICE News, 2021). Yemen's ‘mental health geography’ is in a particularly dire state.
Not only is mental health support difficult to find and too expensive to travel to
receive, but it is also burdened by a cultural stigma that complicates people’s
willingness to access it. The Yemeni government has additionally been accused of
ignoring its legal responsibility to fulfil the right to mental health (Alhariri et al.,
2021), complicating this further.
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The Frontline Neighbourhood of Al-Rasheed in Taiz contains the most vulnerable
individuals who are exposed to severe risks from regular air strikes and shelling. A
documentary correspondent from BBC News (Guerin, 2023) interviews Bader, age
seven, who was hit by shrapnel on his return home from school. Bader wishes to be
a doctor; however, he must return to school to be able to do so: “I want to go back,
but my leg has been cut off”. On the same day, Amir, age three (Figure 2) was also
wounded. His father explains that Amir has deep wounds of memory. He asks his
son what he wants to do in the future, his response: “buy me a gun, I will put a bullet
in my gun, and fire at those who took my leg”.
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Figure 2. Image of Amir and his Father, Source Koraltan, G. 2023. Yemen: The children
of a forgotten war [Online]. [Accessed 18 August 2024]. Available from:

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-east-66258171.

At the end of 2021, the UN estimated that 377,000 people have been killed
directly/indirectly by the war in Yemen (CAAT, 2023). The approximate direct
death toll of 15,000 civilians (CAAT, 2023) includes those killed by the Saudi-led
coalition in similar attacks to Bader and Amir in residential areas. The coalition has
claimed that these airstrikes in residential areas target military facilities belonging
to the Houthi rebels. However, local reports claim there were no military facilities in
these locations. Oxfam have additionally ‘accused the coalition of deliberately
attacking hospitals and water wells to worsen the humanitarian suffering’ (The
Cradle, 2022). Downes (2008) analyses the idea of ‘civilian victimisation’, a coercive
mechanism used to undermine an adversary’s military capability to socially resist.
Two factors are primarily responsible for this civilian victimisation: one factor is
that states tend to prize victory and preserving the lives of their own people above
humanity in warfare, two is that it is used as a coercive strategy to persuade an
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enemy’s government to accede to the coercers political or military demands
(Downes, 2008, 4). Civilian cooperation is vital in Houthi war tactics, for instance,
forming troops and acting as human shields. O’Loughlin’s (2004) geographical
concept of ‘democide’ (destruction of the people) is certainly applicable to this
civilian victimisation; it must be noted that governments ‘kill many more of their
citizens than rebels...more than four times more people are killed by their
governments than in wars’ (O’Loughlin, 2004, 90).

6. Conclusions

Taking a geographical approach to analyse Yemen'’s conflict allows one to appreciate
the complexity of the crisis, considering Yemen’s geographic location, cultural
norms, economic issues, political and historic past, and religious division. Economic
collapse still threatens daily life, children remain out of education, further funding
cuts exacerbate the humanitarian suffering and half of Yemen still faces severe
hunger. This paper has stressed the importance of a geographical perspective when
analysing the Yemeni conflict. Using geographical literature, studies and case study
examples, certain war tactics and less familiar impacts are brought to light, for
instance, the mahram requirement limitations and psychological impacts of the
crisis.

Looking towards Yemen'’s future, at the time of writing in January 2025, the April
2022 six-month ceasefire between the Saudi-led coalition and the Houthi rebels has
not been renewed. There has not been a full-scale return to the domestic fighting
however, the Houthi rebels have directed their efforts towards the Israel-Hamas
conflict, most notably launching missiles and drones on ships in the Red Sea. The
Houthi’s have attacked nearly 190 ships between November 2023 and October 2024
(Blanchard, 2024), impacting over 65 different countries and 29 major shipping
companies (Defence Intelligence Agency USA, 2024). Israel, the US, and the UK have
responded with strikes against the Houthi’s, both in the Red Sea and in Yemen itself.
One may question the motives for the participation of the Houthi's in the Israel-
Hamas conflict. Essentially, the Houthi’s have opposed the Israelis since the rebel
group’s creation with their slogan comprising of “God is great, death to America,
death to Israel, a curse upon the Jews, victory to Islam” (Junyent, 2023). These
attacks could be an attempt to bring the Houthi’s closer to their allies in the ‘Axis of
Resistance’ (‘a network of militant Islamist groups through which Iran can project
power’ consisting of Hamas, Hezbollah and pro-Iranian militias in Iraq (Burke,
2024)). The Houthis have received political and military support from Iran for their
domestic fight in Yemen; however, in comparison to the other members of the axis
(Hezbollah), the support has been limited (Junyent, 2023). I deduce that the Houthi
participation is an attempt to strengthen the ties between Iran and the other axis
members to gain further support for their domestic fight in Yemen.
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Returning to the Yemen conflict, according to Elisabeth Kendall, a Yemen expert at
the University of Cambridge interviewed by Al-Jazeera, “Saudi is now keen to exit
the war, but for the Houthis, war has become a way of life” (Cafiero, 2023). The
Houthis are unlikely to come to a peace agreement without extracting major
concessions in the form of power, territory, and resources. The agreement would
permanently end Saudi-led airstrikes but would not end the conflict. Peace in Yemen
is a far-fetched reality: Kendall (2023) states “there are many militias invested in
the Yemen war beyond just Saudi Arabia and the Houthis, whose aims and
ambitions would all need to be addressed” (Cafiero, 2023). Yemen’s future remains
dubious, there is a need for further research into the human rights of civilians, to
ensure they are protected from the various impacts discussed in this essay.
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