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 Saudi-Yemen Border Conflict 

Introduction  

For over three years, Yemen has been crippled by a seemingly intractable civil war that commenced with the intent 

to restore political, economic, and social stability to the Member State.1 However, the civil war has instead killed 

more than 57,000 people and has brought millions to the brink of starvation.2 The conflict has its roots in the Arab 

Spring of 2011, when anti-government protests throughout the Middle East led to rebellions in attempt to overthrow 

their respective governments in response to years of oppressive regimes.3 Many civilians hoped that this revolution 

would bring about political reform and social justice, but it brought an influx of violence, war, and a low standard of 

living4 In Yemen, these protests forced long-time authoritarian president, Ali Abdullah Saleh, to hand over his 

power to Abdrabbuh Mansour Hadi, thus creating two factions within the State: those supporting the new Hadi 

government, and the Houthi militia led by loyalists of ex-president Saleh.5 Subsequently, Hadi faced great difficulty 

devoting sufficient attention to the many facets of the pressing issues in the State including militant attacks, food 

insecurity, corruption, and divisions within the military, leaving Yemen in a state of complete vulnerability.6 The 

international community has taken notice of the vast devastations and impending security issues concerning the 

situation in Yemen and thus, international and humanitarian organizations have realized the necessity of bringing 

international attention to the issue and express the need to provide alleviation to the people and to the region. 

Notwithstanding the foregoing, many actors have taken action to alleviate internal issues within Yemen, but have 

adversely perpetuated divides within the region and have subsequently added more fuel to the conflict.  

Background 

In March 2015, Saudi Arabia and eight additional Sunni-Arab States, backed by the Kingdom of France, the United 

Kingdom, and the United States of America, with the intent to assist in the restoration of the Hadi government after 

the Arab Spring, began a military intervention consisting of a series of air strikes against the Houthi militia.7 Further 

complicating matters, many Member States have an intrinsically large stake in this fight as Yemen is home to Sunni  
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Muslim extremist group, Al-Qaeda. Many Member States are also fearful of Shia expansionism and the rise of 

Iranian power in the Middle East.8 

According to the report published by the United Nations Human Rights Office of the High Commissioner (OHCHR) 

on August 28, 2018, officials of both the Government of Yemen and in the coalition led by Saudi Arabia and the 

United Arab Emirates have committed acts that amount to international war crimes.9 The military coalition led by 

Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates in Yemen has killed thousands of civilians by airstrikes, torture of 

detainees, rape of civilians, and recruitment of child soldiers as young as eight-years-old.10 The report singled out 

Saudi and Emirati airstrikes for causing the most civilian casualties, identifying that they had struck residential 

areas, markets, funerals, weddings, jails, boats, and health care facilities, and that the coalition has shown little 

evidence of attempting to minimize civilian casualties.11 

 

Humanitarian Crisis 

 

This civil war-turned regional crisis has created a humanitarian dilemma in Yemen. The Saudi-led coalition has been 

scrutinized by the international community for killing civilians and destroying critical infrastructure with their air 

strikes.12 Based upon an Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) report dated 

January 11, 2019, the conflict has left 22.2 million people in need of humanitarian assistance and 2 million people 

internally displaced.13 According to a United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) 

report published on December 7, 2018, a Food Security Analysis revealed that, without humanitarian food 

assistance, over 20 million people in Yemen or two-thirds of the population will face severe food insecurity.14  

 

Yemen relies heavily on imports for its food supplies and grows only about five percent of the wheat its people 

consume, due to the scarcity of fresh water for crops.15 The Saudi-led coalition has disrupted the imports of food and 

other humanitarian needs by imposing a naval blockade in the Houthi-controlled north, on ports which normally  
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handle about 80 percent of imports.16 In addition, the coalition has deliberately caused destruction to the already 

limited agricultural sector in Yemen.17 

 

In late July of 2018, Saudi-led airstrikes damaged a sanitation facility and water station that supplied clean water to 

Hodeidah, a port city held by Houthi forces, thus completely cutting off access to clean water and proper sanitation, 

leading to increased susceptibility to disease outbreak and malnourishment.18 In 2011 at the start of the Arab Spring, 

Yemen imported 5.23 million USD worth of water. In its latest report in 2016, the Observatory of Economic 

Complexity (OEC) analyzes that Yemen typically imports 194 million USD worth of water, an exponentially 

increased amount.19 Due to this and the disruption of the importation of clean water, the World Health Organization 

(WHO) found that Yemen’s cholera outbreak has been accelerating, with roughly 10,000 suspected cases reported 

per week.20 Perhaps the most susceptible to this disease are children, some 1.8 million of whom are malnourished.21  

 

Migration Crisis 

 

While the airstrikes account for many civilian casualties, these deaths represent only a fraction of the impact that the 

airstrikes have on Yemen overall.22 Millions of Yemeni people have been left to suffer from the damage and 

destruction these attacks cause, which has led to the inaccessibility to clean water, food, shelter, and health care.23 

The conflict within the region has restricted humanitarian organizations from providing life-saving medicine and 

clean water to those suffering from preventable war-related conditions.24 Because of these conditions, attempts to 

flee the region have dramatically increased. While many Yemeni people are seeking refuge internally or externally, 

the State has become a transit hub for thousands of migrants fleeing the deteriorating economic, political, and 

security situations in their place of origin throughout the region.25 Taking advantage of Yemen’s weakened 

governance, transnational smuggling and human trafficking networks are able to exploit and profit off of migrants 

seeking refuge as they travel from the Horn of Africa through Yemen to the Arabian Peninsula.26 In 2017, Yemen  
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saw over 87,000 migrants enter the war-torn State, inevitably creating a higher security issue not only for those 

living within the State’s borders, but those who are traversing to seek refuge elsewhere.27  

 

Conclusion 

 

As it is situated, Yemen and its inhabitants have been excessively vulnerable to humanitarian and security issues 

alike. Innocent lives have been stripped away and far too many have been victims of the violence within Yemen’s 

borders. Due to the significant lack of a successful international response, it is unlikely that the crisis in Yemen will 

be expeditiously resolved, in turn subjecting millions of Yemeni people and African migrants to violence, insecurity, 

impoverishment, starvation, and an overall violation of fundamental human rights. Given the delicate nature of the 

situation, the Security Council should be prepared to take action to ensure the safety of the Yemeni people and 

security within the region as a whole.  
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