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Dear  Delegates; 

 

 

First and foremost, welcome to the Wilson Global Systems Simulation at VAMUN 

XXXVII! WGSS is an exciting and fast-paced joint crisis committee that is comprised of 

six interactive committees. Shai Cohen and I are proud to be leading the Iranian Armed 

Forces as Crisis Director and Chair, respectively. Our goal is to ensure that you all get 

the  most out of this experience at VAMUN, and as such, we have much in store for all of 

you  in November. 

 

To  introduce myself, my name is Joana Buck, and I am a second year here at the 

University of Virginia. (However, I will be Supreme Leader of Iran Ali Khamenei to you 

in  committee!) I am currently undeclared, but interested in studying Commerce or 

Foreign  Affairs as a major and have been studying Russian during my time at UVA. My 

hometown  is Richmond, VA, so I began my Model U.N. career at VAMUN as a 

sophomore  in high school. I attended VAMUN three times as a delegate in high school, 

and since coming to UVA, this is my second VAMUN experience. I served as Assistant 

Crisis Director for VAMUN XXXVI and VICS XXII (UVA’s collegiate Model U.N. 

conference).  Outside of Model U.N., I am a show rider for the Virginia Riding Team, an 

avid outdoors enthusiast, and spend the rest of my free time thinking about how nice it 

would be if my dogs were here instead of back home.  

 

Your  Crisis Director is Shai Cohen, a Third-Year from Bergenfield, NJ double majoring 

in  Political  and Social Thought and Middle Eastern Studies. Last year, he worked as a 



 

Crisis Staffer at VICS XXII. He lived in the Middle East for two years, and is particularly 

interested  in how culture and religion shape conflicts. He spent this past summer living 

in  China, studying Chinese language and culture. He loves to travel and has been to over 

a dozen different countries. In his free time, he serves as a volunteer firefighter/EMT at 

our  local fire department. He is excited to serve as Crisis Director at VAMUN XXXVII.  

 

I  hope  that you find this background guide helpful in your research leading up to the 

conference.  Our committee staff urges you, however, to delve deeper into the topic and 

your  interests. When everyone comes prepared, committees run smoothly and 

efficiently--something that is necessary for WGSS. Naturally, it will help our country 

‘win’  in Yemen. Above all, however, the staff of WGSS is here to make sure you all have a 

great  time at VAMUN XXXVII. I wish you all the best of luck and hope you leave this 

conference  with many new friends and memories! 

 

Please  feel more than welcome to email me or Shai with any questions about Model 

U.N., our committee, UVA, or even college life in general! 

 

Best, 

Joana  Buck 

Chair of the Iranian Armed Forces-WGSS 

jmb4mk@virginia.edu  

 

Shai Cohen 

Crisis Director of the Iranian Armed Forces-WGSS 

sc5ue@virginia.edu  

mailto:jmb4mk@virginia.edu
mailto:sc5ue@virginia.edu


 

COMMITTEE OVERVIEW 

As briefly mentioned above, WGSS is a six-way crisis simulation, meaning there 

are  six committees all working in the same time frame, focused on the same crises. 

While each committee is held in separate rooms and can act autonomously, crisis 

updates, information, and communication constantly flows between the committees. 

This  committee is the Iranian Armed Forces, and the other five include the Hadi 

Government, the Supreme Political Council, the Armed Forces of Saudi Arabia, the US 

Central  Command, and the Union Defense Forces. Each committee will have different 

and at times opposing agendas and goals, while still needing to cooperate with each 

other  at some point. WGSS makes for an interesting and exciting opportunity to 

showcase a delegate's communication, negotiation, and interpersonal skills. Delegates 

who  come well prepared for debate in this fast-paced environment will excell in the 

committee  room and in crisis. As such an involved simulation, knowledge and prior 

research  on other countries will be beneficial, and we look favorably upon delegates who 

have researched well enough beforehand to engage in all debates.  

As a government institution, we expect and require respectful and civil debate 

between delegates. Disrespectful or otherwise offensive behavior will not be tolerated. 

Simple  disagreements and conflicting opinions are always encouraged, though. For the 

purposes  of a smoothly running and efficient crisis, however, we hope to see decisions 

and directives passed quickly.  



 

As a crisis committee, delegates have the opportunity to communicate to crisis 

staff  directly through notes or arranged meetings. This year, we will be using a double 

notepad  system, meaning that each delegate will be given two notepads at the beginning 

of  the conference that they will be expected to keep and use for the entirety of VAMUN 

weekend. Delegates may send one of their notepads to crisis, but at any given moment 

must  have at least one of them on their desk in the committee room. Delegates also have 

the  option to send committee-wide directives to crisis, which will be approved with a 

simple  majority. Keep in mind your own portfolio powers in both situations, as crisis 

will only grant your request if it is within your powers. We encourage you to get creative 

with your powers and seek to expand them.  

Additionally, each delegate is required to submit a position paper at the 

beginning of the first session. These papers are meant to focus your research and 

develop  a position respective to your character. They are short and will be easy to write 

once  you have researched the topic and your position. We will review the papers 

throughout  the weekend and return them at the end of the conference. We take quality 

of  position papers into consideration when deciding best delegates.  

Good and effective delegates will be active in the committee room as well as 

through  crisis notes. They will behave respectfully and cooperate with other committee 

members.  They will come prepared with research on the topic and will have written a 

quality  position paper. All of these combined allows these delegates to bring the 

committee  together to pass many substantive directives. Last, they will effectively 

manage  both their personal interests and the interests of the committee as a whole. 



 

BACKGROUND 

The Islamic Republic of Iran 

The modern nation of Iran was formed following the 1979 Revolution, in which 

the  pro-Western authoritarian Shah of Iran was forced into exile and replaced by an 

Islamic  Republic, led by the anti-Western authoritarian Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini. 

Almost immediately thereafter, the nation was thrust into war against its 

neighbor,  Iraq. Saddam Hussein, then the leader of the country, wished to seize the 

country’s  oil-rich western territories. The country proved its military capabilities in this 

war, and has remained a major regional power since. Reports even rank it as the 21st 

most  powerful military in the world.   
1

However, it is worth noting that its military is atypically organized. Its Armed 

Forces consist of two parallel structures, both of which are led by the current Ayatollah, 

Ali Khameini. These are the Armed Forces of the Islamic Republic of Iran (Artesh), and 

the  Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC). Whereas Artesh is best compared to a 

traditional military force, intended to maintain the internal stability of the country, and 

to  protects its borders, the IRGC is more ideologically driven: its stated purpose is to 

protect  the Islamic Republic of the country of Iran from potential military coups (like 

the  1980 Nojeh coup plot), foreign interference,  and “deviant movements.” Since its 

1  Global Fire Power Review, 
https://www.globalfirepower.com/country-military-strength-detail.asp?country_id=iran 



 

inception,  the IRGC has expanded greatly, especially under former President 

Ahmadinejad;  it is presently involved in many facets of Iranian life, and has been used 

in  the suppression of protests, such as in the 2009 Election Protests. 

Each force contains its own Army, Navy, and Air Force. In addition, the IRGC 

contains  the Basij militia, a paramilitary militia, and the Quds force, a special forces 

group  dedicated to extraterritorial actions, such as training foreign dissidents and 

combating ISIS in Syria.  

The population of Iran is 83,000,000, though it has 934,000 total military 

personnel,  534,000 of which are active. Iran’s Air Force has a total aircraft strength of 

477,  include 137 fighter aircraft, 137 attack aircraft and 126 helicopters (12 of which are 

attack helicopters). Their Navy has 398 total assets, including 5 frigates, 33 submarines, 

3 corvettes (mini-frigates) and 230 patrol craft, but they do not have any aircraft 

carriers. Their Army has 1616 combat tanks, 1315 armored fighting vehicles, 1474 rocket 

projectors  and 2403 artillery. Its current defense budget is $6,300,000,000. Their 

proven  petroleum reserves are approximately 157,800,000,000 barrels, the 4th most in 

the  world and just over half the amount that Saudi Arabia has.  
2

 

Geography of Yemen 

 
The nation of Yemen is situated in the most southern part of the Arabian 

Peninsula.  It is bordered by Oman and Saudi Arabia (which has lead to border disputes 

with Saudi Arabia in the past). One major benefit to being on the southern tip of the 

2  See Footnote 17. 



 

Arabian  Peninsula is that it is that it is at the entrance to the Bab el Mandeb Strait which 

happens to be one of the most important shipping lanes in the world. Ships navigating 

through  the Suez Canal must also navigate the Bab el Mandeb Strait 

Yemen covers over 525,000 square kilometers of area making it roughly twice the 

size of the U.S. state of Wyoming. The topography of the country includes large 

mountain  ranges in the interior, with deserts to the north and coastal plains to the 

south,  east, and west. The plains that surround the mountain ranges are optimal for 

farming,  which is the occupation of the plurality of Yemeni citizens. 

The country has a population of over 27 million people and has a few major cities. 

The  largest of these cities is the capital, Sana'a, with 2.5 million people. Some other 

cities include Ta'izz, Al Hudaydah, and Aden. In terms of government, Yemen is divided 

into  twenty-one governorates and one municipality. 

The country is predominantly Sunni, but has a sizeable Shi’a (specifically Zaydi) 

minority  that constitutes somewhere between 30-40% of the population. This minority 

is heavily concentrated in the mountainous region in the north, which is the poorest 

region  in the country. 

Tribal identity plays a large role in Yemeni society. There are three large tribal 

confederations:  the Bakil, centered north of Sana’a, the Hashid (the confederation of 

Yemen’s  former President, Saleh), centered around the governorate of Amran, and the 

Madhaj, who are geographically dispersed, but are primarily located in the center of the 

country.  Tribal power is concentrated primarily in the north, as the former socialist 



 

government  of once-independent South Yemen put serious effort into curbing tribal 

power.  
3

Pre-crisis Yemen 

Unification and Civil War 

The Republic of Yemen, with its current borders, is a relatively young nation. 

Originally divided into two nations, the Arab Republic of Yemen (North Yemen) and the 

People’s  Democratic Republic of Yemen (South Yemen), the modern-day Republic of 

Yemen  was created when the two countries 

drafted a joint constitution in May 1990 

(later ratified in 1991) following the 

collapse of the Berlin Wall and the general 

decline of Soviet influence. The 

constitution affirmed the newly-unified 

country’s  commitment to free elections, the right to own private property, the rule of 

law, and a multi-party political system. The directly-elected President was meant to 

serve  as a Head of State, while the Prime Minister and cabinet that he appointed were to 

handle the day-to-day functions of governance. 

The President of North Yemen, Ali Abdullah Saleh, a Zaydi who was first elected 

in  1978 by a Parliamentary vote, became the President of the unified government. The 

President  of South Yemen, Ali Salim al-Beidh, became its Vice President. 

3  Naylor, Hugh. “Yemen’s tribal confederations.” The National. February 27, 2012. 



 

The next several years were marked by large scale political and economic 

reforms,  aimed at uniting the systems of the separate countries. In August 1993, 

following  food riots in major cities the previous year, al-Beidh withdrew to the former 

South  Yemeni capital of Aden, stating that he would not return until his grievances, 

which included the economic marginalization of the south and violence against the 

Yemeni  Socialist Party of which he was a member, had been adequately addressed. The 

government,  weighed down by political infighting, became ineffective, and in May 1994 

South  Yemen, whose army had never integrated with that of North Yemen, declared its 

independence.  This resulted in a short-lived civil war, which ended in early July of the 

same  year with a total northern victory. South Yemeni political figures were either tried 

or  left  the country. Al-Beidh himself fled to neighboring Oman. 

Unified Yemen 

Following the 1994 Civil War, Saleh set about expanding his power. In 1997, 

Parliament  approved Saleh’s promotion to the rank of field marshal, making him the 

highest-ranking military officer in the country. He secured reelection in 1999 (winning 

96.2% of the vote). Though he originally stated that he did not intend to run for 

reelection  in the 2006 election, he changed his mind and won with 77.2% of the vote. 

In 2001, Parliament passed legislation that extended presidential terms from five 

to  seven years. In addition, parliamentary terms were extended from four years to six 

years,  and a 111-member council of advisors was created. This council, which possesses 

legislative  power, is appointed by the President rather than directly elected (as the 



 

301-member  House of Representatives and the President are). This changed the 

structure of the Yemeni legislature from a unicameral one to a bicameral one. 

Saleh’s Regime 

Saleh’s  regime was marked by significant cronyism and nepotism. The 

far-reaching  patronage networks that he had established during his rise to power in the 

1970s formed the basis of his political power. Important military posts were occupied by 

relatives  and close allies.   Saleh also utilized divide and rule tactics to great success: 
4

following  unification in 1990s, he offered tacit support to Sunni and tribal militias in 

order to counter the power of the Marxists in the south. When these groups became too 

powerful, he turned to the Believing Youth, the precursor movement of Ansar Allah 

(more  frequently known as the Houthis) located in the Shi’a north of the country.  
5

This cronyism was supported by a great deal of corruption and graft. Despite the 

widespread poverty of Yemen, which is the poorest country in the Middle East, Saleh 

himself is alleged to have, through his position, amassed assets worth somewhere 

between $32 billion and $60 billion, making him one of the wealthiest politicians in the 

Middle East.  For context, Hosni Mubarek, the President of Egypt until his resignation 
6

in  February 2011, was estimated to have a worth of around $70 billion.  
7

4  Kadhim, Abbas. Governance in the Middle East and North Africa: A Handbook. New York. Routledge. 
2013. 
5  Brehony, Noel. Yemen and the Huthis: Genesis of the 2015 Crisis. Asian Affair. 46:2, 232-250. 2015. 
6  Jadallah, Alma Abdul-Hadi, et al., Letter dated 20 February from the Panel of Experts on Yemen 
established pursuant to Security Council resolution 2140 (2014) addressed to the President of the 
Security Council, 2015. 
7  Inman, Philip. “Mubarak family fortune could reach $70bn, says expert.” The Guardian. February 4, 
2011. 



 

One major ally of Saleh was Ali Mohsen al-Ahmar, most recently a Major General 

of  the Yemeni Army who commanded both the northwestern military district and the 1st 

Armored  Division. A member of the powerful al-Ahmar tribe, Mohsen was affiliated 

with al-Islah, a political party that rivaled Saleh’s own party, the General People’s 

Congress.  The two enjoyed relatively cordial relations until word reached Mohsen that 

Saleh  was grooming his own son, Ahmad Ali Saleh, to be his successor. This alienated 

Saleh  from Mohsen in particular, and from the al-Ahmar family in general. The military 

slowly divided into factions--one loyal to Mohsen, the other to Saleh, severely hindering 

the  regime’s  response to internal threats such as Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula 

(AQAP) and the growing Houthi movement.  
8

The Houthi Movement 

Officially known as Ansar Allah (“Supporters of God”), the Houthi movement is a 

Shi’a  led religious-political movement that emerged from the mountainous north of 

Yemen  during the 1990s. The movement predominantly consists of Zaydi (alternatively 

Zaidi)--adherents  of a Shi’a sect known as Zaidiyyah (or Zaidism), one of the closest, 

theologically  speaking, to Sunni Islam. The more commonly-used name “Houthis” is 

derived from the family name of its leader, Abdul-Malik al-Houthi. Originally known as 

the  Believing Youth, the organization took up arms in 2004, and began a series of 

insurgent  activities in the north-western regions of Yemen. 

The movement itself is anti-Zionist and anti-imperialist; their motto, adopted in 

2003 and emblazoned on their flag  is: “God is Great, Death to America, Death to Israel, 

8  Jadallah, Alma Abdul-Hadi, et al., Letter dated 20 February... 



 

Curse on the Jews, Victory to Islam.” This, as well as their religious closeness, makes 

them  of particular interest to Iran, who wishes to 

limit American, Saudi, and Israeli influence in the 

Middle East. Domestically, they cite economic 

under-development  and political marginalization 

(specifically of Zaydi) as the motivating factors of 

their insurgency. Saudi, Yemeni, and US officials 

have all at various points stated that the Houthis 

have received significant financial, material, and 

advisory support from Iran since 2004; however, 

the  United States National Security Council 

maintains  that Iran does not exert direct 

command  and control over the Houthis.  
9

The Houthi Insurgency 

From 2004 to 2009, the Houthis gained an increasing amount of influence in the 

north-western  regions of the country, despite the death of their leader Hussein 

Badreddin al-Houthi in September 2004. Strikes against military installations and 

patrols were commonplace, with several peace talks between the Saleh regime and the 

Houthis  falling through or otherwise proving unsuccessful. The conflict escalated yet 

again  in 2009, when the Saleh regime initiated Operation Scorched Earth, in which 

9  Rand, Dafna H. Resolving the Conflict in Yemen: U.S. Interests, Risks, and Policy. Testimony before the 
Senate Foreign Relations Committee. March 9, 2017. 



 

Yemeni  forces pushed into the Houthi stronghold of Sa’ada province. Several hundred 

thousand  civilians were displaced by the offensive. 

On November 4, 2009, the Houthis 

struck across the Saudi border, killing one 

border guard and taking control of several 

villages along the border, citing unspecified 

Saudi support for the Yemeni government as 

the  catalyst for their actions. Saudi Arabia 

retaliated  with heavy air strikes and artillery 

strikes across the border. By the time the conflict came to an end in February 2010, over 

a hundred  Saudi soldiers had died. 

The Houthi insurgency also afforded Saleh a way to attempt to neutralize his 

largest  political rival, Mohsen. During the conflict, Saleh fed false information to the 

Saudi military, indicating a Houthi headquarters that was to be bombed. In reality, this 

was the headquarters of Mohsen. The Saudis canceled the airstrike, and Mohsen 

survived the conflict.  
10

The Arab Spring 

The Arab Spring spread to Yemen in January 2011. Over 16,000 protesters took 

to  the streets of Sana’a  on 27 January, angered by the massive unemployment (Yemen 

had an unemployment rate of about 40%) and government corruption. Saleh was 

10  Walker, Peter. “WikiLeaks: Yemen tricked Saudis into nearly bombing president’s rival.” The Guardian. 
April 8, 2011. 



 

quickly pressured into announcing that he would not only not run for office in the 2013 

elections, but that he would not pass power to his son, Ahmad Ali Saleh. This was not 

enough  for the protestors. Over the next months, protests grew larger and more 

frequent.  Tensions came to a head on 18 March, when protesters in Sana’a were fired 

upon,  killing 52 people and injuring hundreds more. 

Perceiving the Saleh regime as having crossed a line in the sand, massive 

amounts  of government and military officials either defected or resigned, including 

Moshen,  who was at the time arguably the most powerful military official in the country. 

Mohsen  did not only defect: he and the soldiers who defected alongside him declared 

that they would henceforth serve only as protectors for the protestors.  Saleh was forced 
11

to  the table with opposition elements, agreeing to step down from power, but ultimately 

backing down before signing several times. After one such refusal, Sheikh Sadiq 

al-Ahmar,  the head of the al-Ahmar family and of the Hashid tribal federation (one of 

the  most powerful tribal federations in Yemen), declared support for the opposition, 

resulting  in heavy street fighting as his armed supporters came into conflict with 

government  forces. 

On 3 June, several C4 charges were detonated inside of a mosque used by 

high-level  government officials, killing several of them. Saleh himself was critically 

wounded,  with burns covering 40% of his body. The Vice President, Abd Rabbuh 

Mansur Hadi, took over as acting president, and Saleh was sent to Saudi Arabia for 

11  Finn, Tom. “Yemen military commanders join opposition as tanks take to the streets.” The Guardian. 
March 21, 2011. 



 

treatment.  Despite the celebrations of the opposition, the government insisted this was 

only  a temporary arrangement.  
12

It wasn’t  until 23 November that Saleh agreed to resign, signing an agreement 

brokered by the GCC (Gulf Co-operation Council) in Riyadh. In exchange for immunity 

from  prosecution, he would transfer power to Vice President Hadi. Though some 

opposition  groups agreed to the deal, many protesters and the Houthis rejected it. A 

presidential election was held in February 2012. Hadi ran unopposed, and received 

99.8% of the vote. 

The Houthis, who had previously been limited to a regional force, garnered 

national  attention for their support of the opposition. They also took advantage of the 

situation  militarily: by the end of the year, Houthi forces had successfully taken control 

of  two Yemeni governorates (Sa’ada and Al Jawf) and had almost seized a third 

(Hajjah),  which would give them access to Sana’a. They were also granted a seat at the 

National Dialogue Conference, a dialogue process brokered by the UN and the GCC that 

sought  to resolve the growing crisis. 

 

The Hadi Presidency 

After being elected, Hadi set out on a campaign to reform both the military and 

the  government. The military proved particularly troublesome, having been massively 

disorganized following the resignation of Moshen and other officials during the 

preceding year. He redoubled Yemeni military efforts against AQAP, which had gained a 

12  “Wounded Yemeni president in Saudi Arabia.” Al Jazeera. June 5, 2011. 



 

great  deal of territory in the south of the country during the confusion of the Arab 

Spring.  

A year into Hadi’s term, the 

UN- and GCC-sponsored National 

Dialogue Conference (NDC) began. 

The  ultimate goal of the conference 

was to defuse the mounting tensions 

in  Yemen,  especially in the 

Houthi-held  north and in the south, 

which had seen a revival of 

separatism  since 2007. Though the NDC eventually came to an agreement in January 

2014 after almost a year of negotiations, several key members dissented from the final 

agreement,  including the Houthis (whose delegate had been assassinated midway 

through  the conference) and several southern leaders. 

One of the most important decisions made by the NDC was the decision to 

reorganize  Yemen in a federal system consisting of six provinces. Identifying 

sectarianism as one of the greatest issues facing Yemen, he proposed a new federal 

system.  This organization would ensure a balance of power at the national level so that 

no  one  sect could become too powerful.  

This idea was never successfully implemented. Yemen, being capital and resource 

poor,  lent itself poorly to being divided into roughly equivalent states; talks broke down 



 

into  varying tribes and interest groups arguing for every scrap of revenue and autonomy 

they  could get. 

Among the greatest opponents of this federal proposal were the Houthis. 

Representing the estimated 30-40% of the country that is Shi’a, the Houthis felt they 

were owed a larger degree of power than they would be afforded as one of the six 

provinces. 

Just because he had stepped down from power did not mean that Saleh had 

surrendered  his hold on the Yemeni state, either. Through his vast patronage network, 

Saleh  was able to block the initiatives of the Hadi government that he felt run counter to 

his interests. He also still held the loyalty of a great deal of the Yemeni Armed Forces, 

which would prove crucial in the future. 

Fall of Sana’a 

Following the slashing of fuel subsidies by the Hadi government in mid-2014, the 

Houthis  lead a series of protests in Sana’a beginning on 18 August. Tensions continued 

to  rise, particularly after Hadi forces fired on Houthi protesters, killing seven. Armed 

conflict  erupted in the streets of Sana’a between Houthi forces on one side, and security 

forces  loyal to Moshen and Sunni tribal forces on the other. The Yemeni Army as a 

whole did not formally intervene, kept at bay by elements still loyal to Saleh, who allied 

himself with the Houthis.  
13

13  Jadallah, Alma Abdul-Hadi, et al., Letter dated 20 February from the Panel of Experts on Yemen 
established pursuant to Security Council resolution 2140 (2014) addressed to the President of the 
Security Council, 2015. 



 

On 21 September, the Houthis seized the government headquarters, and with it, 

Sana’a.  The Houthis and the Hadi government sign a UN-brokered peace deal in which 

they  agree to form a unity government.  

Hadi’s  prime minister, Mohammed Salim Basindawa, resigns three days 

thereafter,  requiring Hadi to nominate a new one. The Houthis, now in control of 

Sana’a,  demand that they be allowed to choose the new prime minister, but Hadi 

proposes  his chief of staff, Ahmad Awad bin Mubarak, instead. Although bin Mubarak 

ultimately declined the posting in early October, he was kidnapped by a gunman loyal to 

Saleh  on 17 January 2015. 

The Hadi government was left politically impotent due both to the Houthis in the 

capital and government elements still loyal to Saleh. Saleh ultimately used his influence 

in  the legislature to oust Hadi from his position as leader of their political party, the 

General  People’s  Congress, and to reject Hadi’s proposed cabinet.   
14

The Houthis and the Hadis reached an agreement (part of which was Mubarak’s 

release)  to end the months-long standoff in the capital on 21 January, but the agreement 

falls  through the next day, when Hadi and most of his ministers resign rather than 

acquiesce to Houthi demands. Three days later, the Houthis storm the presidential 

palace and Hadi’s  residence, taking Hadi and many of his former ministers hostage. The 

Houthis  create the Supreme Revolutionary Committee, an interim body meant to govern 

the  country until a new constitution can be created. 

14  McDowall, Angus. “Yemen’s Houthis reject new power-sharing government.” Reuters. November 8, 
2014. 



 

The Road to War 

On 21 February, Hadi escapes house arrest in Sana’a and flees to Aden. There, he 

declares the Houthi takeover illegitimate, and stated that he remains the constitutional 

president of the Republic of Yemen. Saleh publicly denounced Hadi for his address, 

calling on him to go into exile. On 21 March, the Supreme Revolutionary Committee 

declared a general mobilization to overthrow Hadi and gain control over the southern 

provinces.  

 

  



 

Important Regional Maps 

Zones of control as of March 29, 2015.  

Houthi = Red, Hadi = Brown, AQAP = Grey 

  



 

Religious Map of Yemen, Saudi Arabia, Iran, Jordan, and other Middle Eastern Nations 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

The Administrative Divisions of Yemen 

 

  



 

Friends and Foes 

The Houthis: Friend 

The Houthis present a great opportunity for Iran. Though the two adhere to 

different  sects of Shi’ism,  the success of the Houthi would mean an ally directly 

bordering Saudi Arabia’s southern states (Jizan, ‘Asir, and Najran), which are 

predominantly Shi’a,  or have significant Shi’a populations near the border. Having an 

allied government in Yemen would also grant Iran a great deal of control over the Bab el 

Mandeb strait, and would mark a shift from the previous pro-Saudi stance of the 

country  under Saleh and Hadi. The Houthis present a great opportunity to better Iran’s 

standing in the ongoing proxy war. 

Iran has been providing material support to the Houthis since at least 2004, but 

they  do not maintain the same level of influence over the Houthis as they do over 

Hezbollah. 

The Hadi Government: Foe 

The Hadi government maintained the Saleh government’s alignment towards the 

Saudi axis, and is a threat to the continuation of democracy in the country of Yemen. If 

Iran  wishes to see a friendly government installed in Yemen, then the Hadi government 

must  be destroyed. 



 

The United States: Foe 

Relations between the United States and Iran have been cold since the 1979 

Revolution,  in which the pro-American Shah was ousted and replaced by Ayatollah 

Khomeini,  who defined America as the “Great Satan.” Relations were furthered 

worsened by the Iran Hostage Crisis of 1979-1981, in which the diplomatic staff of the 

United States Embassy in Iran were taken hostage. The two countries have not had 

official relations (that is, neither has an embassy in the either) since. 

Relations were furthered worsened in 1988 when the United States Navy 

launched  Operation Praying Mantis. In retaliation against Iran’s mining of the Persian 

Gulf  during the Iran-Iraq war, the United States launched a coordinated strike against 

Iran’s  navy, sinking or crippling half of its surface vessels. Later that year, the United 

States Navy shot down the civilian Iranian Airbus A300B2, killing 290 civilians, 

including 66 children. 

Iran has been the subject of a total embargo by the United States since April 1995, 

which has greatly impacted the Iranian economy, but there is an end in sight to this 

embargo.  For the past eighteen months, the P5+1+EU  and Iran have been engaged in 
15

arduous negotiations regarding the embargo and Iran’s ongoing nuclear development 

program.  Should the parties reach an agreement, the embargo will be lifted once Iran 

has demonstrated that they have met the demands stipulated by the agreement. There is 

15  The five Permanent members of the UN Security Council: China, France, Russia, the United Kingdom, 
and the United States; plus Germany, plus the European Union 



 

some  concern that these negotiations are threatened by the emerging conflict in Yemen, 

in  which both the United States and Iran have a vested interest.  

Russia: Friend 

Russia and Iran have had mixed relations since the 1979 Revolution. Though the 

Soviet Union was the first state to recognize the Islamic Republic as the legitimate 

government  of Iran, they also provided a great deal of conventional arms to Saddam 

Hussein’s  Iraq during the Iran-Iraq War following Ayatollah Komeini’s announcement 

that Islam and Communism were principally incompatible. Following the collapse the 

Cold War, relations warmed significantly, with Russia purchasing vast quantities of 

Iranian  oil (which Iran could not export to the West following 1995, given the widescale 

embargo),  and Iran purchasing large amounts of military equipment. Currently, most of 

Iran’s  military hardware is of Russian origin. 

In addition to commercial relations between the two nations, Russia has 

furnished  the ongoing Iranian nuclear program with significant assistance. The first 

Iranian  nuclear power plant, the Bushehr I Reactor, was completed in 2011 with 

significant  assistance from the Russian government agency Rosatom. Furthermore, Iran 

is the only non-Soviet bloc state to have been invited to CSTO.  
16

16  The Collective Security Treaty Organization, consisting of Russia, Armenia, Belarus, Kazakhstan, 
Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan, is a military alliance created in 1992. 



 

China: Friend 

Oil exports play a major role in Chinese-Iranian relations: about 10% of China’s 

oil imports come from Iran. Iran’s oil exports to China, on the other hand, make up 

roughly  80% of China’s imports from Iran. This has resulted in a large amount of 

Chinese investment in the oil and gas industry in Iran.  

China is also a major arms exporter to Iran, and has allegedly provided training 

to  Iranian  forces as well as access to specialty material used in missile construction. 

China has also provided assistance to Iran’s nuclear program. Though this assistance 

has scaled back in recent years due to US pressure, there are still Chinese nuclear 

experts  and technicians present in Iran, despite China’s official stance opposing Iranian 

possession  of nuclear weapons. 

Saudi Arabia: Foe 

Saudi Arabia is widely viewed as the largest opponent of Iranian interests in the 

Middle East. Led by the Sunni House of Saud, the country is at odds with Iran on many 

different  issues. First and foremost among these issues is their religious differences: 

Saudi Arabia is a Sunni-majority and Sunni-ruled country, whereas Iran is a Shi’a 

majority,  Shi’a-ruled  country.  Furthermore, Iranian policy has a distinct anti-Western 
17

bent,  given that the Islamic Republic itself was founded following an anti-Western 

revolution  against the Shah, while the Saudis align themselves with the United States 

17  Note that the Shi’ism practiced in Iran and in Yemen are different: Iran is Twelver Shi’a (meaning they 
recognize twelve historical imams, which are divinely-ordained leaders), whereas the Zaydi of Yemen are 
Fiver. 



 

and other western powers. In contrast, Iran aligns itself with powers such as China and 

Russia. 

The hostilities between the two countries have grown into a proxy war in the last 

several  years, with each country sponsoring opposing sides in various conflicts 

throughout  the region. The theatres of conflict include Syria, Lebanon, Bahrain, and 

now  Yemen. Each of these theatres is discussed briefly below. 

Syria 

Iran’s  relationship with Bashar al-Assad, and their material and military support 

of  the Syrian Arab Army, puts them in direct conflict with Saudi Arabia, who has 

provided  material support to the Free Syrian Army. By removing Assad from power, 

Saudi Arabia hopes not only to remove Iran’s strongest ally in the region, but stop the 

flow  of arms to Hezbollah in Lebanon, which Iran routes through Syria. 

Bahrain 

Prior to 1970, the Shah of Iran considered Bahrain to fall under Iranian 

sovereignty.  The Revolution of 1979 led to resumed interest in the small island nation, 

in  which the Shi’a  majority is ruled by a Sunni royal family. Following a failed 

Iranian-backed coup in 1981, the Bahraini and Saudi governments have accused Iran of 

sponsoring  terrorist activity within the country. 

This front is of particular importance to Saudi Arabia. Adjacent to the country’s 

Shi’a  majority, oil-rich regions, Saudi Arabia is worried that, should Bahrain align itself 



 

with Iran, Iran will possess a stepping stone through which they can foment dissent in 

Saudi territory. 

Lebanon 

Lebanon, which is roughly equal parts Christian and Muslim (with the Muslim 

population  being roughly equal parts Shi’a and Sunni), is the home of Hezbollah, an 

Iranian-backed Shi’a  militia. The speaker of Iran’s parliament, Ali Larijani, has accused 

Saudi Arabia of providing military intelligence to Israel in their 2006 war against 

Lebanon. Leaked US diplomatic cables indicate that Saudi Arabia proposed creating an 

Arab  force with US and NATO support to intervene in Lebanon and destroy Hezbollah 

as recently as 2008.  
18

Israel: Foe 

To Iran, Israel is considered a Zionist regime threatening vulnerable people, like 

the  Palestinian people, and Islam in general. Relations between the two nations 

deteriorated  rapidly following the end of the First Gulf War and the election of 

Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, who in addition to denying the occurrence of the Holocaust, 

repeatedly  called for the annihilation of the state of Israel. Additionally, Iran has 

sponsored  Hezbollah since its creation in 1985, which has fought with the state of Israel 

on  many different occasions, including launching rockets across the Lebanese-Israeli 

border. 

18  MacAskill, Ewen. “Wikileaks cables: Saudis proposed Arab force to invade Lebanon.” The Guardian. 
December 7, 2010. 



 

For Israel, Iran is considered the largest threat to Israel’s existence. Israel has 

launched  multiple airstrikes on Iranian soil, targeting suspected nuclear reactors in an 

effort  to prevent Iran from obtaining nuclear capabilities. Mossad, the Israeli 

intelligence  agency, is also suspected of having assassinated multiple top Iranian 

nuclear  scientists. 

Iraq: Friend 

Historically, Iraq was one of the greatest enemies of Iran. Saddam Hussein, 

leader  of the nationalist Ba’ath party, invaded Iran shortly after the 1979 Revolution, 

hoping to secure the oil-rich regions of western Iran. Following the United States’ 

invasion  of Iraq during the Second Gulf War, relations warmed considerably, as 

Hussein’s  Sunni government was replaced by a Shi’a-led democracy. Today, Iraq is 

Iran’s  largest trading partner, and Iran has provided significant military support to Iraq 

in  their fight against ISIS. 

Syria: Friend 

Perhaps the greatest state ally of Iran, Bashar al-Assad’s government in Syria has 

seen  a concentrated influx of Iranian support in the ongoing civil war. In addition to the 

large  amount of business ties connecting the two nations, al-Assad’s regime assisted 

Iran  in smuggling arms to Hezbollah in Lebanon. Presently, Iran is assisting Assad not 

only  with technical and advisory support, but with frontline troops and airstrikes against 

ISIS  targets. 



 

Sudan: Friend 

Although a Sunni country, Sudan and Iran have enjoyed warm relations in recent 

history. In 2008, the two countries signed a military cooperation agreement, but the 

amount  of cooperation between the two countries has reduced dramatically since the 

beginning of the Syrian Civil War. 

United Arab Emirates: Mixed 

The UAE and Iran have mixed relations. Though they are a Sunni nation, the 

UAE is by and large more secular than neighboring Saudi Arabia, and the latter’s 

tendency  towards Wahhabism and supporting sectarian violence has distanced them 

from  the former. However, the nation has their own differences with Iran. Despite their 

deep  business connections and the large Iranian community in the UAE, the countries 

both lay claim to three island in the Persian Gulf (Abu Musa, Greater Tunb, and Lesser 

Tunb,  all of which are currently administered by Iran). These three islands form a 

strategic chokepoint in the Gulf, for due to the depth of the surrounding sea, large ships 

such as oil tankers have to navigate between these islands. 

Hezbollah: Friend 

Originally a militia formed with Iranian backing in order to oppose the Israeli 

occupation of southern Lebanon, Hezbollah has grown to be much more than that. Its 

political wing, the Loyalty to the Resistance Block party, possesses seats in Parliament 

and in the cabinet, giving it veto power in the country. Its paramilitary wing has often 



 

been  described as more powerful than the Lebanese Army, and its secret services are 

considered among the best in the world, having infiltrated the Israeli army. The group is 

considered a terrorist organization by most western nations, including the United 

States, as well as Saudi Arabia, but many locals, including the Lebanese government, see 

it as a legitimate resistance movement engaged in national defense, and an important 

ally  against terrorism. 
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