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Armed Forces of Saudi Arabia: Background Guide 
 

Letter from the Chair 
 
Dear Delegates; 
 
My name is Sara Dalpe Sánchez, and it is my absolute pleasure to welcome you to the Armed 
Forces of Saudi Arabia. This is my fourth and final WGSS committee, and I am excited to see 
what you delegates can accomplish this weekend. The Yemeni civil war is a complicated and 
comprehensive situation, but I am confident that you all will be able to come together and 
scheme (maybe against each other, who knows) to have the Saudi goals reached. 
 
I am technically going to be King Salman during committee, but regarding my actual identity, I 
am a fourth year majoring in Psychology and Spanish. While I currently reside in New Jersey, I 
am originally from Málaga, Spain. This is my second and last time chairing a WGSS committee. 
I am the Secretary General of VICS XXIII, our collegiate conference held in the spring. I don’t 
have free time, but if I did, I would probably spend it all reading Charles Bukowski, napping, or 
taking in stray cats to form a small feline army. 
 
I hope this background guide offers ample knowledge of the Yemeni conflict and Saudi Arabia’s 
interests. I encourage you to explore different sources to gather more information. I expect 
cooperation, confidence, and a tiny bit of a Napoleon complex from all of you to make our 
committee the unofficial but still personally important Winner™ of this WGSS. But above all, I 
hope you enjoy your weekend at the University of Virginia! 
 
Wahoowa, 
Sara Dalpe Sánchez - scd6pt@virginia.edu  
Chair of the Armed Forces of Saudi Arabia 
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Letter from the Crisis Director 

 
Dear Delegates, 
 
Welcome to the Armed Forces of Saudi Arabia! My name is Emily Tirpak, and I am overjoyed 
to be serving as your Crisis Director. This is my first experience with WGSS, but anticipate that 
you will prove to be a brilliant group, and am always up for a challenge. 
 
At UVA, I am a fourth year with majors in Anthropology and Biology, but you’ll likely also find 
me admiring the architecture, looking for someone with which to have a good discussion, and 
trying out tons of Charlottesville restaurants. I fell in love with Crisis when working as a staffer 
on VICS XXII.  
 
This contemporary WGSS simulation is particularly intricate, with many nations and agendas at 
play. Fortunately, Saudi Arabia is a strong and dynamic force in the Conflict, as I’m sure you 
will use to our advantage. This guide should provide some vital information about some of the 
sources of tension and alliance between Saudi Arabia and other nations involved in the Conflict, 
as well as some sources that might be of use to you in making decisions of your own. Though I’ll 
be largely behind the scenes, I look forward to getting to know each of your manipulative and 
nefarious sides! 
 
My best to you, and good luck! 
Emily Tirpak - eat4cy@virginia.edu  
Crisis Director of the Armed Forces of Saudi Arabia 
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Saudi  Arabia’s Monarchy 

Before delving into the complexity that is Saudi Arabia’s military interventions in Middle 

Eastern affairs, it is important to obtain a good understanding of the Saudi government. Saudi 

Arabia is an absolute monarchy, currently ruled by King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud. The 

Kingdom of Saudi Arabia was founded in 1932 by King Abdulaziz ibn Saud after he conquered 

nearly all of central Arabia. He fathered many children, including 45 sons, who then all had 

numerous children. As a result, the Saudi royal family is quite large, and dominates the political 

system. The key ministries are reserved for the royal family, as are the thirteen regional 

governorships.  1

 

1  “The House of Saud: Rulers of Modern Saudi Arabia.” Financial Times. 30 September 2010. 
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Saudi  Arabia’s Role in Middle Eastern Affairs 

In the Middle East, especially in the Arabian peninsula, all political movements are 

interrelated and work with each other or against each other. It is difficult to delve into the 

Yemeni civil war without also exploring the uprisings in other Arab countries. The uprisings in 

Egypt, Tunisia, Libya, and Bahrain posed a major threat to the regional orders which had 

enjoyed power for so long. Autocratic regimes were contending with mounting economic issues 

and new forms of political protest, but employed a façade of control to the general public. 

Leaders of Arab countries watched as their neighbors fell into chaos and attempted to protect the 

status quo in their own countries. 

By 2009, Arab countries such as Iraq, Lebanon, Yemen, and Palestine became the 

battlegrounds for proxy wars between the “Resistance Bloc,” led by Shi’a Iran, and a 

“Moderation Bloc” of Sunni autocrats, led by Saudi Arabia.  The cold war between the two blocs 2

use geopolitics and sectarianism to structure the entire region’s politics. Sectarianism is defined 

as excessive attachment to a particular sect or party, especially in religion. In Arab countries, 

leaders use sectarianism to create divisions among the people, especially between Sunnis and 

Shi’as. The largely-Sunni kingdom of Saudi Arabia uses this practice to fuel anger towards a 

Shi’ite  Iran. Unfortunately, however, the same sectarianism promotes competition between Saudi 

Arabia and Qatar, another leading Sunni country. 

This sectarianism has been a weapon on Middle Eastern leaders for decades, but grew 

exponentially more powerful during the 2000’s. In 2007, democratic elections in Iraq, designed 

primarily by the United States, empowered Iraq’s Shi’a majority, which lead to Saudi Arabia and 

2  Worth, Robert Forsyth. A Rage for Order: The Middle East in Turmoil, from Tahrir Square to ISIS. New York: 
Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 2017. Print. 
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other Sunni Gulf states to respond with an urgent need to balance against rising Iranian power. 

Iraq’s collapse into a brutal sectarian civil war only spread Sunni-Shi’a hostility across the 

Middle Eastern region. Saudi Arabia found it particularly useful to exploit this rising 

sectarianism, as emphasizing the Sunni-Shi’a divide could make legitimate the internal 

repression of Saudi Shi’a citizens in the Eastern Province by portraying them as vehicles for 

Iranian subversion. Saudi Arabia would later use this sectarianism in Yemen. 

Before describing Yemen’s civil war in depth, it is absolutely imperative to understand 

the events that occurred before or around the same time that Yemen became a battleground. 

First, we will look at Egypt, and then Bahrain, and then finally, Yemen itself. 

 

Egypt. 

For decades, Egypt had been a major regional power and an important Saudi ally. The 

Egyptian revolutions of 2011 and 2013 served as a wake-up call to other Middle Eastern 

countries regarding the power of Arab uprisings. When the protests against former Egyptian 

President Hosni Mubarak first began, Saudi Arabia’s King Abdullah denounced the protesters 

who had “infiltrated into the brotherly people of Egypt, to destabilize its security and stability… 

[and] to spew out their hatred in destruction, intimidation, burning, looting, and inciting a 

malicious sedition.”  A counterrevolutionary network linked Saudi Arabia, the UAE, and Kuwait 3

to the old elites, militaries, businessmen, and frightened cosmopolitans of Egypt, North Africa 

and the Levant. 

3Theodorou, Christine. “Egypt protests draw mixed reaction in region.” CNN. Cable News Network. 29 Jan. 2011. 
www.cnn.com/2011/WORLD/meast/01/29/egypt.middle.east.reaction/. 
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Once Mubarak was officially overthrown, Saudi and other Middle Eastern leaders 

realized that their power that they had held onto for so long may not be as permanent as 

previously thought. The overthrow of Mubarak, along with the rise of the Muslim Brotherhood 

in Egypt, allowed Qatar to incorporate Egypt into its regional coalition through financial 

assistance and close support of the Muslim Brotherhood, at the expense of Saudi Arabia and the 

UAE.   4

Nevertheless, following Mubarak’s fall, Saudi Arabia and its allies feared not only the 

further diffusion of revolutionary sentiment around the region, but also the implications of 

Egypt’s realignment with Qatar. For decades, Saudi Arabia viewed Egypt as not only their 

“strategic depth ” against Iran, but also as an integral part of the regional order. While Mubarak 5

and spy chief Omar Suleiman could be easily replaced, Saudi Arabia and its allies were troubled 

by  the potential destruction of their Egyptian networks. However, Saudi Arabia, the UAE, and 

Israel were at least able to take comfort in the continued leading role of the Egyptian Supreme 

Council of the Armed Forces (SCAF) in promoting regional order and the same bureaucratic 

power that Saudi Arabia had enjoyed, at least for the time being. The SCAF was essentially a 

firewall against not only revolution, but also against Qatar. 

In 2012, the Muslim Brotherhood’s candidate Mohammed Morsi won the Egyptian 

presidential election against the Saudi-backed Ahmed Shafik. This election highlights the stance 

of most Arab leaders’ on the role of democracy: important and beneficial if their own candidates 

win, but corrupt and unacceptable if their adversaries win.  

4  Worth, Robert Forsyth. A Rage for Order: The Middle East in Turmoil, from Tahrir Square to ISIS. New York: 
Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 2017. Print. 
5  Worth, Robert Forsyth. A Rage for Order: The Middle East in Turmoil, from Tahrir Square to ISIS. New York: 
Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 2017. Print. 
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 Yemen’s Abd Rabbo Mansour al-Hadi was viewed by Saudi Arabia as the legitimate 

winner of the uncontested 2012 election, as they had backed him from the start. If Ayad Allawi 

had won the 2010 Iraqi election, Saudi Arabia would likely have been quite content and praised 

democracy. However, when Nuri al-Maliki won, he was dismissed by Saudi Arabia as a Shi’ite 

Iranian proxy. Similarly, if Shafik had won the Egyptian election, post-revolutionary Egypt 

would likely have stayed comfortably within the Saudi-led regional order, and Saudi Arabia 

might have praised democracy. Unfortunately, however, Morsi’s victory signaled Cairo’s 

potential shift into the Qatari coalition. 

In 2013, General Abdel Fattah el-Sisi announced Morsi’s removal as president, the 

suspension of the constitution, and the implementation of martial law. This coup received 

enthusiastic support, as well as great financial assistance, from Saudi Arabia, the UAE, and 

Kuwait. Eager to keep Egypt well under their influence (and out of Qatar’s), Saudi Arabia, the 

UAE, and Kuwait contributed more than $20 billion to keep Egyptian finances afloat, while 

providing essential political protection from American pressure for reconciliation . The coup 6

represented major reversal in the power structure of the leading countries of the Arabian 

peninsula, with Qatar’s ascendance was abruptly overturned in favor of those aligned with 

UAE-Saudi coalition.  

While the situation in Egypt may seem irrelevant to the Yemeni civil war, in reality, all 

Middle Eastern affairs are connected. The overthrow of Mubarak and Morsi foreshadowed the 

outcome for leaders like Yemen’s President Saleh if the protests were not taken seriously. This 

6  Worth, Robert Forsyth. A Rage for Order: The Middle East in Turmoil, from Tahrir Square to ISIS. New York: 
Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 2017. Print. 
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conflict also illustrates the Saudi-Qatari rivalry, which will only grow stronger during the 

Yemeni civil war.  

 

Bahrain. 

Bahrain’s protests attracted an even more direct Saudi intervention. In February 2011, 

Bahrain’s general public took to the streets to demand for peaceful change. Most of the protesters 

were Shi’a, as were the majority of the country’s citizens, and they chanted about democracy and 

human rights. But their dreams of nonviolent protest were shattered when police moved in on 

February 17th and removed nearly 12,000 protesters who had congregated. As a result, the 

opposition called for a general strike, and on February 20th, more than 80% of Bahraini 

employees refused to work .  7

The crown prince of Bahrain had been meeting with the leaders of the opposition to reach 

an agreement, which Saudi Arabia and its allies viewed negatively as empowering civil society 

too much. Regime media by Qatar and Saudi Arabia relentlessly insisted that the protests were 

actually an Iranian-sponsored campaign of subversion. On March 14th, Saudi Arabia lead a GCC

 military force into Bahrain at the king’s invitation to assist the regime’s tired security forces. 8

There were few dissenting voices from Gulf leadership as Saudi-led forces restored power to the 

autocratic regime. Even otherwise pro-uprising Qatar joined the counterrevolution, with the 

famous Al-Jazeera either ignoring or favorably covering the Saudi intervention. 

7  Worth, Robert Forsyth. A Rage for Order: The Middle East in Turmoil, from Tahrir Square to ISIS. New York: 
Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 2017. Print. 
8 GCC stands for Gulf Cooperation Council, and includes the countries of Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, the United Arab 
Emirates, Qatar, Bahrain, and Oman. It was established in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia, in 1981. 
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The Saudi intervention in Bahrain emphasized Saudi Arabia’s leadership in Middle 

Eastern affairs, and established an example of how to restore the status quo through foreign 

military interventions. The success of the coalition in Bahrain has boosted the confidence of 

Saudi Arabia’s Armed Forces in the Yemeni civil war.  

 

Saudi  Involvement in Yemen 

Yemen’s uprisings were inevitable. The Arab world’s poorest country is grotesquely 

corrupt, with former President Ali Abdullah Saleh stealing tens of billions of dollars in public 

funds for himself and his family, making him richer than even Egypt’s Mubarak. Saleh grew 

powerful in what the Turks called “the deep state:” a subterranean world of proxy warriors who 

do the dirty work that the ruler cannot be seen doing. Essentially, he turned powerful sheikhs, 

generals, politicians, jihadis, and anyone else who mattered in Yemen, into criminals, and then 

set them against each other. He called his strategy tawazzun, or “balance.” If a tribe was giving 

him trouble, he would give weapons and money to the tribe’s enemies in the next village. If that 

second tribe got too powerful, he would give more aid to the first tribe. He kept them distracted 

with attacking each other so they wouldn’t attack him.   9

Saleh was corrupt and perceivably omnipotent. During his presidency, Yemen had no 

middle class, and half of its population was illiterate, so it was easy to oppress for decades. This 

made it an easy target to be taken advantage of and oppressed by Saleh and other corrupt 

officials for decades. But the success of Egypt’s protesters in overthrowing Mubarak gave 

confidence to the citizens of Yemen who dreamed of democracy and freedom from the regional 

9   Worth, Robert Forsyth. A Rage for Order: The Middle East in Turmoil, from Tahrir Square to ISIS. New York: 
Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 2017. Print. 
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order’s tight restraint. Protesters started gathering in the main square in early 2011, and at first, 

were legitimate in their nonviolent preaching. But then, on March 18th, sharpshooters started 

firing into a crowd of protesters gathered en masse for prayers. Fifty-two people were killed, and 

hundreds were injured. Saleh insisted that he was not responsible for the massacre, but naturally, 

no one believed him. Within days, Yemen’s most powerful military commander, who had been 

Saleh’s right-hand man for decades, defected with his troops and announced he would serve only 

as protectors for the protesters. 

 

At around the same time of the massacre and the defection, Al Qaeda took over the city 

of Jaar and declared a new Islamic emirate. Al-Qaeda understood that it was armed insurrection, 

not sit-ins, that actually changed regimes. By June 2011, the jihadis had extended their rule from 

Jaar and were practically outside Aden. At first, many people enjoyed the change of power to 
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Al-Qaeda; the jihadis rebuilt water, sewage, and electrical lines, and sought to increase staffing 

of hospitals and schools. Al-Qaeda even eliminated the area’s rampant banditry and resolved a 

number of legal disputes.  

In July of 2011, President Saleh was critically injured in an assassination attempt, and 

was airlifted to Riyadh, where he recovered over a three month period. American and Saudi 

diplomats urged him to step down from his position of power, but Saleh refused. It wasn’t until 

November that Saleh finally signed the resignation papers, and he only did so because the 

transition papers offered him and his family complete immunity from prosecution. The new 

president was Abdu Rabbu Mansour Hadi. While Hadi smiled and spoke of change to the corrupt 

government, the general public knew that the transition was not really a transition; Yemen’s 

tribal players were all still in place.  

And Saleh did not disappear after his resignation. After he stepped down from the 

presidency, he clung to his position as head of the General People’s Congress and continued 

utilizing his vast network of connections throughout the bureaucracy, tribes, and the military.  10

His relationship with Saudi Arabia became tense, as the Saudi regime grew more and more 

agitated by his refusal to abide by their carefully negotiated agreement for his retirement. The 

success of Hadi’s new government mattered very much for the prestige of Saudi Arabia, and 

Saleh was getting in its way. Finally, in 2014, Saleh teamed up with the Houthi rebels, the same 

rebel movement with whom he had fought a series of intermittent wars for years. The Houthis 

hated Saleh, naturally, but Saleh knew that the next great fault line was between Yemen’s Sunni 

Islamist movement, Islah, and the Houthis, who identify as Zaydi, a religious offshoot of Shiite 

10 Albrecht, Holger. “Consolidating the Pitfalls of Yemen’s National Dialogue,” Foreign Policy. 19 Mar. 2013. 
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Islam. Saleh hated and feared Islah, so he allied with their enemies, disregarding that the Houthis 

had a tentative contentious relationship with Iran and other shady actors. 

The King of Saudi Arabia was offended that the same person whom he had protected for 

so long in Riyadh would partner with his enemies. For the longest time, Saudi Arabia had 

maintained a strong position in Yemen through extensive contacts with tribes and President 

Saleh. Tribes served as a primary conduit for Saudi influence and funding, and the Salafi 

movements enjoyed significant support from Saudi Arabia. Later, when Saleh was under fire 

from the general public and the international theatre alike, Saudi Arabia protected Saleh while 

simultaneously establishing their own agenda through Hadi. But, by openly supporting and 

allying with the Houthis, Saleh has betrayed Saudi Arabia. 

In September of 2014, the Houthis charged into the capital from Northern Yemen and 

seized power. President Hadi announced his resignation, but later rescinded his resignation after 

escaping to Aden. Hadi blamed the Houthi advance on the support of Iran, an opinion widely 

shared by the GCC leaders who had backed Hadi’s government, including Saudi Arabia. The 

Houthis continued capturing land, seizing Aden as well. Hadi was smuggled into exile in Riyadh.  

This committee is starting in the beginning of March, 2015. The Gulf Cooperation 

Council, under the lead of Saudi Arabia, has been brainstorming ways to enter the situation in 

Yemen. There are many different opportunities from which Saudi Arabia can choose to help 

Hadi; the best bets remain on monetary compensation or military action. As tensions continue to 

rise within Yemen and throughout the Arabian Peninsula, Saudi Arabia must reach a consensus 

for action, and it must be soon. 
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Friends, Enemies, and All That in Between 

The Houthis: Enemy 

The Houthis are a predominantly Shi’a rebel movement from former North Yemen. They 

are formally known as the Ansar Allah movement, but have been nicknamed the Houthis after 

their leader Abdul Malik al-Houthi. In 2009, Saudi Arabia had fought a short, unsuccessful 

military campaign against the Houthis, and urged Saleh to confront the movement. The Houthis 

fought a nearly continuous war with Saleh’s forces starting from 2004. They had always been a 

regional, and not a national, actor, but in 2011 the Houthis joined in with the protests in Change 

Square and became a new important player in the politics of the transition from Saleh to Hadi.  

Saudi Arabia and many other GCC countries believe that the Houthis are simply Iranian 

shi’ite proxies. It does not help that the Houthis’ official slogan is “Death to America.”  A major 11

objective of this committee will be to halt the Houthi advance in Yemen, and restore power to 

the rightful Hadi government. 

 

11 Abbas, Faisal J. “Why 'Operation: Decisive Storm' Was Needed in Yemen.” The World Post. The Huffington 
Post. 27 Mar. 2015. www.huffingtonpost.com/faisal-abbas/why-operation-decisive-st_b_6952894.html. 
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Hadi and his government: Ally 

Saudi Arabia strongly believes that Hadi’s government is the right government to rule 

Yemen and bring the county prosperity. Hadi wants to establish a new regional structure for 

Yemen, believing that such decentralization would break Saleh’s networks of patronage and 

respond positively to Houthi complaints of Saleh’s domination. However, with the successful 

advances of the Houthis, Hadi has had to call out for help from surrounding countries. Saudi 

Arabia is one of his strongest supporters and has vowed to offer military aid. This committee will 

need to act swiftly and decisively to aid Hadi and his government. 

 

Iran: Enemy 

Iran and Saudi Arabia have been sworn enemies since the 1970’s. Despite being both 

large, mostly-Muslim countries with wealthy oil resources and powerful influence over the 

Middle Eastern area, they are opposites in almost every sense of the word. Iran is a Shia Islamic 
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Republic founded in Anti-Western revolution, while Saudi Arabia is a right-wing conservative 

Sunni Islamic Kingdom. Moreover, Saudi Arabia has a history of close ties with the United 

States, the United Kingdom, and France, while Iran is closer with Russia and China. Essentially, 

the two countries battle for leadership of Islam, and have two entirely different visions of 

stability and regional order.  With Iran funneling funds and arms to the Houthis, they are 12

supporting another Shi’a partner in the Middle East, and are acting in opposition of our interests. 

 

Qatar: Mostly Ally 

The relationship between Saudi Arabia and Qatar is similar to that of two successful 

brothers- supportive of, but also competitive against, one another. Saudi Arabia and Qatar are 

both strong Sunni powers in the area, and thus cooperate in anti-Shi’a sectarianism, while also 

competing for Sunni dominance. Qatar’s diplomatic initiatives in Yemen, Afghanistan, and 

Palestine challenged Saudi patronage. The Saudi-Qatari rivalry offers a different regional 

competition, which disrupts the dominant Saudi-Iranian cold war.  

In Libya, the Qatar-driven, Arab League-legitimized NATO action established a 

precedent for future military interventions embedded in humanitarian discourse, thus 

legitimizing Qatar as a central power in the Arabian peninsula. Likewise, the replacement of the 

openly pro-Saudi Ben Ali with Ennadha and Marzouki in Tunisia is viewed as a victory for 

Qatar. Essentially, Qatar allies have won every election thus far, including in Egypt, Tunisia, and 

Morocco. Qatari proxies are also well represented in Libya and Syria. 

12“Iran–Saudi Arabia relations.” Wikipedia. Wikimedia Foundation. 
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Iran%E2%80%93Saudi_Arabia_relations. 
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With their regional power mounting, Qatar is attempting to manipulate the Yemeni civil 

war to promote their own political agenda. For years, Qatar has been promoting itself as an 

alternative mediator in the Yemeni conflict, thus contesting the traditional Saudi domination of 

the area. Additionally, the uprisings in Yemen allowed Qatar to break the routinized networks of 

Saudi control, while the Islah movement provided a network for Qatar to utilize.  

Qatar’s greatest strength is their news outlet, Al-Jazeera. The news site broadcasts to 

more than 220 million households across the Middle East and the rest of the globe. Protesters in 

uprisings across the Middle East rely on the news site for coverage of protests occurring in other 

countries, as well as their own. Al-Jazeera is additionally the most watched news channel on 

YouTube.  Saudi Arabia’s Al-Arabiya is a major rival of Al-Jazeera.  13

 

The United Arab Emirates: Ally 

The United Arab Emirates is the world’s fourth largest arms importer and a very 

important regional player economically, due to its fishing, pearls, and oil exportations, and their 

large portfolios of foreign assets. The UAE’s major political goals are to ensure economic 

stability for itself and its neighbors, and also to stave off both Sunni and Shia Islamic extremism. 

Moreover, the United Arab Emirates has been more regionally active recently more than ever. It 

helped overthrow Gaddafi’s crumbling regime in 2011, has fought the Islamic State in Iraq and 

in Syria, and is the only Arab country to have soldiers in Afghanistan. It also gave billions of 

dollars to bail out the Egyptian economy and reform the country. 

13 “Facts and Figures.” Al Jazeera English. Al Jazeera. 23 Feb. 2012. 
www.aljazeera.com/aboutus/2010/11/20101110131438787482.html.  
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While the UAE has aligned itself closely with Saudi Arabia. Both countries backed the 

anti-Islamist General Abdel Fateh al-Sissi in Egypt after Mubarak’s disposal, and both are 

members of the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC). However, there are also 

some disagreements between the two nations. The UAE has a much softer stance towards Iran 

than Saudi Arabia, and is also much more critical of Islamist organizations. They also disagree 

on Palestine, as Saudi Arabia has a positive relationship with the Palestine Authority (PA), and 

the UAE dismisses the group as corrupt. The two countries are also known for having border 

disputes, but generally share extensive political and cultural ties.  14

The UAE, like other GCC countries, became involved in the Yemeni civil war as a result 

of the threat of another Shia-backed government in the Middle East, in addition with Iran. Like 

Saudi Arabia, the UAE worries that the success of the Houthi rebels could encourage dissidents 

in other Arab nations to rise up as well, thus promoting more extremism. The UAE provides 

logistical support to Saudi Arabia and the Hadi government. Overall, throughout the Yemeni 

conflict, the UAE and Saudi Arabia have been strong allies.  

 

The United States: Ally 

Like its relationship with every other country in the world, the United States has a 

complicated history and relationship with Saudi Arabia. The United States aims to continue to 

hold powerful influence over the Middle Eastern area, and as a result realizes the importance of 

maintaining an alliance with Saudi Arabia. Both countries share the same goal of eliminating the 

presence of AQAP and ISIL in the region and restoring power back to Hadi. The United States is 

14“Saudi Arabia–United Arab Emirates relations.” Wikipedia, Wikimedia Foundation, 
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Saudi_Arabia%E2%80%93United_Arab_Emirates_relations. 
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influenced by and also influences the United Nations, and thus has been active in the 

(unsuccessful) UN peace process for Yemen.  

The United States has been providing limited assistance to Saudi Arabia and its coalition 

through intelligence and logistical support, along with stationed warships in the Gulf of Aden. 

The US is also the largest supplier of arms to Saudi Arabia. Essentially, the US is allies with 

Saudi Arabia concerning the Yemeni civil war, but they are not as active in the conflict as Saudi 

Arabia is. 

 

 

AQAP and ISIL: Enemies 

Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP), and the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant 

(ISIL), have proven themselves as new, powerful disruptions in the Middle East. Through small 

tenacious networks with links to private citizens and Islamist movements across the Gulf, ISIL 
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and AQAP are interfering in civil wars, disrupting the Saudi-Iranian cold war and the 

Saudi-Qatari rivalry, and taking siege of cities across the Gulf. AQAP repeatedly attempts to 

establish effective local governance by working with local tribes and family structures.  

AQAP has grown to an enormous size after key members had fled the repression by 

Saudi security forces in 2003.  Saudi efforts against AQAP in Yemen especially have intensified 15

after the 2009 attempt against then-Interior Minister Mohammed bin Nayef. Throughout the 

Yemeni civil war, Saudi Arabia and other countries involved have been occasionally required to 

band together to fight the atrocities caused by AQAP and ISIL. Though it may be difficult to 

maintain a focus on these jihadist groups given the current complicated situation occurring in 

Yemen and in other countries in the Middle East, AQAP and ISIL are still a definitive threat to 

the status quo. This committee will have to not only focus on aiding the Hadi government in their 

fight against the Houthis, but also on making sure that these radical groups do not continue to 

gain power. 

 

Resources 

Military. 

The Royal Saudi Arabian Armed Forces includes the Saudi Arabian Army, the Royal 

Saudi Navy, the Royal Saudi Air Forces, the Royal Saudi Air Defense, and the Royal Saudi 

Strategic Forces. The Guard Forces include the Royal Guard, the National Guard, and the Border 

Guard. The Supreme Commander of the Royal Saudi Arabian Armed Forces is King Salman, 

15 Johnson, Gregory. The Last Refuge: Yemen, Al-Qaeda and America’s War in Arabia. New York: W.W. Norton, 
2014. Print. 
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and the Minister of Defense is Mohammad bin Salman, also the Crown Prince of Saudi Arabia 

and the First Deputy Prime Minister. The Minister of Guard is Prince Mutaib bin Abdullah. 

Saudi Arabia has one of the best-funded defense forces in the Middle East, as the 

kingdom spends over 25% of its budget, or about $88 billion, on its military.  The military has 16

about 680,000 active personnel, with 300,000 army troops. The Saudi Arabian Army has about 

300,000 full-time personnel, and 325,000 reserve personnel. Meanwhile, the Royal Saudi Naval 

Forces has more than 70,000 officers and men, and the Air Defense Forces and Strategic Rocket 

Forces have about 40,000 soldiers. 

The combat strength of the Saudi Arabian Army is made up of four Armoured, five 

Mechanized, and two Light Infantry Brigades. A typical Saudi armored brigade consists of an 

armoured renaissance company, three tank battalions with 35 tanks each, a mechanized infantry 

battalion with AIFVs/APCs, and an artillery battalion with 18 self-propelled guns. Each also has 

an engineer company, a logistic battalion, an army aviation company, a medical company, and a 

field workshop. A typical mechanized brigade has an armoured reconnaissance company, one 

tank battalion with 40 tanks, three mechanized infantry battalions with AIFVs/APCs, and an 

armed battalion with 18 self-propelled guns, along with 24 anti-tank guided weapon launchers 

and four mortar sections with a total of eight 81mm mortars. The brigade also has an engineer 

company, a logistic battalion, an army aviation company, a medical company, and a field 

workshop. Lastly, an each infantry brigade consists of three motorized battalion, and a support 

battalion. 

16 Perlo-Freeman, S., Fleurant, A., Wezeman, P., & Wezeman, S. “Trends in World Military Expenditure, 2015”. 
Stockholm International Peace Research Institute. April 2016.  
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The Royal Saudi Air Force (RSAF)  has developed from a largely defensive military 

force into one with an advanced offensive capability. It maintains the largest fleet of F-15s after 

the American and Japanese air forces. Currently, the backbone of the RSAF are the Boeing F-15 

Eagle, and the Panavia Tornado. Moreover, the Royal Saudi Naval Force (RSNF) is modern, 

with foreign built ships including French built frigates and support vessels, US built corvettes 

and patrol boats, and British built Sandown-class minehunters. The Naval headquarters is located 

in Riyadh. While the Western Fleet is based in the Red Sea with the main base at Jeddah, the 

Eastern Fleet is based in the Persian Gulf with headquarters at Jubail. There are other naval 

facilities in Yanbu, Dammam, and Ras Mishab. 

 

Media. 

Portrayal of Enemies by Saudi Arabia. 

Despite the ongoing tensions between Saudi Arabia and Yemen, the Houthis are 

portrayed as the greatest instigators against Saudi safety on the homefront . Though the capital 17

sees little strife, the south (especially the city of Taiz) is war torn by both Yemeni and Houthi 

missiles. Some additionally regard the Houthis as the only reason for destruction in Yemen, 

besides some inherent corruption. The continued coverage of the interference in the south on 

behalf of AQAP and ISIL do not lend to sentimental feelings of the Conflict, only furthering 

tensions with Yemen.  18

Portrayal of Saudi Arabia to Itself. 

17Gardner, Frank. “Yemen conflict: The view from the Saudi side.” BBC News. British Broadcasting Corporation. 9 
Dec. 2016. www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-38239782. 
 
18“Yemen crisis: Who is fighting whom?” BBC News. British Broadcasting Corporation. 
www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-29319423. 
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Saudi media portrays the nation as benevolent when targeting Yemeni cities, especially in 

the case of the “No-Strike List,” a list of areas off-limits when combatting the rebels, to include 

several UNESCO World Heritage Sites. The media additionally claims that the Saudi military 

looks only to attack areas and cities with the fewest civilians, to limit casualties. The UK is 

shown in both the British and Saudi media as Saudi Arabia’s strongest ally, providing support in 

the form of consistent armaments. 

Portrayal of Saudi Arabia by Enemies. 

However, most of the Saudi-based destruction of Yemen comes from the displacement of 

civilians after strikes, leaving hoards without access to humanitarian resources, such as drastic 

food shortages, and limited access to water. Therefore, Saudi Arabia is portrayed in the Yemeni 

media as committing a series of human rights violations, rather than as an ally against the Houthi 

Rebels. In Yemen, the ability for Houthi control to have taken hold in the first place  is seen 

largely as a struggle for control between Saudi Arabia and Iran. Meanwhile, the Houthi rebels 

have taken hold of all state-driven media sources, eliminating any private or otherwise resources 

that disagree with their mission, reinforcing the ubiquity of anti-Saudi sentiments.  19

 

Anti-shi’ite sectarianism. 

Anti-shi’ite sectarianism plays an extraordinarily powerful role in Saudi Arabia’s 

involvement in the Yemeni conflict, and is the reason behind any military or political movement. 

It is used as a weapon against Iran, but also to legitimize systematic discrimination against Saudi 

19Alghoul, Diana. “The Houthis war on words in Yemen.” The New Arab. Al Araby. 4 May 2017. 
www.alaraby.co.uk/english/indepth/2017/5/4/the-houthis-war-on-words-in-yemen. 
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Shi’a citizenry.  For example, when protests arise in the Eastern Province, the Saudi government 20

dismisses them as “Shi’a” and thus alien to the identity of the state, and as an Iran-backed 

subversion. Moreover, sectarianism has been used throughout the Middle East for years; 

Christians and Muslims were pitted against each other in Egypt, along with Jordanians and 

Palestinians in Jordan. 

While military force was ultimately used to break up the protests at Change Square in 

Yemen, officials had also used sectarianism to break up the group from the inside. Change 

Square housed Houthis, Islahs, southern secessionists, liberals, and socialist revolutionaries 

alike, so sectarianism was used by the counterrevolution to set the groups against each other.   21

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

20 Lynch, Mark. The New Arab Wars: Uprisings and Anarchy in the Middle East. New York: Public Affairs, 2016. 
Print. 
21 Mathiessen, Toby. “The Sectarian Gulf vs. The Arab Spring.” Foreign Policy. 8 Oct. 2013. 
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Maps 

 

Map of Saudi Arabia and the Arabian Peninsula. 
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Map of Yemen in January 2015. 
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Glossary 

Below are a few relevant Arabic terms. It is not mandatory to use them in positions papers or 

during committee, but might help you get into character. 

● Al salaf al salih - the righteous ancestors 
● Dawla - state 
● Hurriya - freedom 
● Hudud - the Islamic canonical punishments 
● Katiba - brigade 
● Shar’eeya - legitimacy 
● Sharia - religious law 
● Silmiyya - peaceful resistance 
● Sira - exemplary behavior 
● Sunna - normative custom 
● Tawazzun - balance 
● Tawreeth - hereditary succession 
● Umma - the Islamic community 
● Waasta - connections to the ruling elite 

 

Concluding Remarks 

We hope this background guide has been helpful to you. The Yemeni Civil War and the 

Arab uprisings are very, very complicated, but we are confident in your abilities as delegates to 

come together and work on peaceful (or not-so-peaceful) resolution. As a delegate, you should 

be focusing not only on military achievements but on the power of media, anti-shi’ite 

sectarianism, and good ol’ backstabbing. We recommend researching more on Saudi Arabia 

diplomacy, the history of Yemen, and the relationships between the countries and movements in 

this simulation. As always, if you have any questions, feel free to reach out to us at 

scd6pt@virginia.edu or eat4cy@virginia.edu.  
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Useful References. 

● Mark Lynch. New Arab Wars: Uprisings and Anarchy in the Middle East. New York: 
Public Affairs, 2016. Print. 

● Robert F. Worth. A Rage for Order: The Middle East in Turmoil, from Tahrir Square to 
ISIS. Chapters 4 and 6; “Prisoners of the Sheikh (Yemen)” and “In the Caliph’s Shadow 
(Yemen, Syria)” respectively. 

● Al-Arabiya: https://english.alarabiya.net/ 
● Al-Jazeera: http://www.aljazeera.com/  
● Politics of Saudi Arabia Wikipedia: 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Politics_of_Saudi_Arabia 
● CIA World Factbook: 

https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/sa.html 
● Armed Forces of Saudi Arabia Wikipedia: 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Armed_Forces_of_Saudi_Arabia 
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We appreciate your feedback about our conference. Please 
direct all inquiries and comments to our Secretary-General. 

Ankita Satpathy
Secretary-General
secretarygeneral@vamun.org

You can also contact us at the mailing address below: 

VAMUN c/o The International Relations Organization at 
the University of Virginia 
PO Box 400435 
Newcomb Hall Station Charlottesville, VA 22904-4435
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