
By Yara Bayoumy

Efforts to launch peace talks to end an
eight-month-old war in Yemen are
being thwarted in part by Saudi-

backed President Abd-Rabbu Mansour Hadi,
who fears a negotiated settlement would
drive him from power, diplomats who follow
Yemen said. Hadi, driven out of the capital
Sanaa earlier this year by Houthi fighters that
Arab neighbours say are backed by Iran, has
returned to lead a government from the
southern port of Aden, recaptured in July by
troops from a Saudi-led Arab coalition.

Like his opponents, Hadi says he is com-
mitted to UN-led talks to end the war in one
of the Arab world’s poorest countries. But
diplomats following the peace process say
he is increasingly an obstacle, raising pres-
sure on his Saudi sponsors to withdraw their
support or help shunt him aside. “Hadi has
been trying to block any kind of talks
because he knows that any settlement will
be the end of this political career,” said one
diplomat who follows Yemen, speaking on
condition of anonymity. “Hadi has never
been popular and it’s not in his interest that
the war stop before complete victory.
Diplomats know that Hadi is not a serious
candidate, and a settlement means he’s out.”

A second diplomat said there was now
broad agreement that talks were the way for-
ward because the war had reached a stale-
mate on the ground. But “a few dissenters”
including in Hadi’s camp were nonetheless
holding out for a military victory. “And since
that is seen as elusive, they are seen to back
the conflict because a peaceful solution has
nothing to offer for them.”

Hadi strongly denies he is being obstruc-

tive. “In fact, it is the opposite. The president
has announced the list of participating dele-
gates, and they are supported by an advisory
team and they are ready for dialogue at any
time the UN announces,” said Mukhtar Al-
Rahbi, an official in Hadi’s office. Since an
inconclusive round of talks in Geneva in
June, UN special envoy to Yemen Ismail Ould
Cheikh Ahmed has repeatedly sought to
smooth the way to talks either in Switzerland
or Oman. Britain’s UN Ambassador Matthew
Rycroft said on Monday talks could begin in
early December.

Any end to the conflict depends on Saudi
Arabia, which launched its biggest military
operation for decades to back Hadi, at a time
of falling oil export income and escalating
regional turmoil. Riyadh says the Houthis are
puppets of its regional rival Iran, and it has
acted to prevent them from dominating the
state, like Iran’s Hezbollah allies in Lebanon.
Though Saudi Arabia says it is committed to
the UN peace process, it has not curbed its
bombing. Diplomats say the Saudis may not
let the war end as long as the Houthis remain
a dominant militia.

Meanwhile, the fighting has exacerbated
a humanitarian crisis in the Arabian peninsu-
la’s poorest country and derailed efforts to
combat Islamist militancy. Thousands of peo-
ple have died in fighting and bombing by
Arab air forces. The United Nations believes
all sides are guilty of war crimes. “The
humanitarian suffering on the ground: we’re
compromising the entire future of the
nation. And compromising a future genera-
tion,” said the second diplomat. Yemen’s
powerful branch of Al-Qaeda, for years the
target of a secret CIA drone war, has
emerged with control of swathes of territory,

including the port city of Mukalla, capital of
eastern Hadramout province.

The Saudi-led forces have informally
cooperated with Al-Qaeda fighters against
the common Houthi foe. Some Al-Qaeda
fighters meanwhile have rallied behind a
newly opened Yemeni chapter of Islamic
State, an even more violent jihadi move-
ment, which has taken on all sides, blowing
up both Houthi mosques in Sanaa and tar-
gets from Hadi’s government and his Arab
allies in Aden.

‘More Lucid’
The Houthis, mainly drawn from the Zaydi

sect, a Shiite group that ruled a thousand-
year kingdom in northern Yemen until 1962,
say they are leading a nationalist revolution
against corrupt officials, Islamist extremists
and their foreign allies. They have formed a
potent alliance with Hadi’s predecessor Ali
Abdullah Saleh, their former enemy who
ruled for more than three decades until he
gave way to Hadi in 2012 after “Arab Spring”
protests. The war has restored Saleh’s popu-
larity with a large segment of the population,
and he is seen as likely to push for a role for
his former ruling party in any settlement.

The Houthis emerged as the most power-
ful force in the country this year after routing
Hadi’s government from Sanaa, and despite
later losing back Aden to the Saudi-led
forces, still look unlikely to be dislodged from
the capital soon. While Hadi’s government
accuses the Houthis of obstructing talks,
diplomats say they have appeared more will-
ing than Hadi. “The Houthis are possibly
more understanding and they’re more lucid,”
said the second diplomat, who was never-
theless strongly critical of Saleh and his

“unholy alliance” with the Houthi fighters.

Not in Sync
Even before Hadi was driven out of Sanaa

by the Houthis, the new president had devel-
oped a reputation as a weak leader who
failed to bring rival militias to heel or curb
corruption. Western and regional officials
have voiced support for Hadi’s prime minis-
ter and vice president, Khaled Bahah, widely
seen as a rival, who some describe as a more
capable technocrat. “The leadership
between Bahah and Hadi is not in sync,” the
second diplomat said, offering praise for
Bahah as a “healer” while describing Hadi as
more self-interested.

Baleegh Al-Mikhlafi, a leader of the
Justice party that supports Hadi, dismissed
reports of a rift with Bahah as “administrative
differences” that would not affect peace
talks.  But one of Hadi’s advisors privately
acknowledged differences between the two
figures and said Riyadh was trying to resolve
them. “Saudi Arabia is trying to bring it under
control because it is ... benefiting the other
side politically. But these efforts have not
succeeded,” said the official, who asked not
to be identified.

Although the peace talks between Hadi’s
government and the Houthis could begin
soon, diplomats are far from optimistic. The
second diplomat described tactics being
used to undermine negotiations “by setting
the stakes of the talks knowingly so high, so
that the other side finds them unacceptable.”
Said the first diplomat: “The talks, if they hap-
pen, will yield no results because the divide
between the two groups is big and there’s no
clarity on which basis these talks would take
place.”  —Reuters
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Two months into a wave of stabbings, shootings and vehicle
attacks by Palestinians targeting Israelis, gaps are emerging
between Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, the military

and intelligence chiefs over what is driving the violence. The rifts
raise questions about whether the right tactics are being used to
quell the unrest, the most sustained that Israel, Jerusalem and the
West Bank have experienced since the last Palestinian uprising, or
intifada, ended in 2005.

While there is agreement between Netanyahu, the military
and the Shin Bet security agency about broad aspects of the vio-
lence - that it is being carried out by “lone-wolves” active on social
media and that tensions over the al-Aqsa mosque compound in
Jerusalem have contributed - the deeper causes are disputed.
Netanyahu has repeatedly accused 80-year-old Palestinian
President Mahmoud Abbas of directly inciting the unrest. He also
describes it as a manifestation of Palestinians’ hatred of Jews and
unwillingness to accept Israel’s right to exist. “What is driving this
terrorism is opposition to Israel as the nation-state of the Jewish
people, within any borders,” he said as he left for the climate talks in
Paris on Sunday.

In contrast, the military and Shin Bet have tended to point to a
variety of economic and socio-political factors that they see
fuelling Palestinian anger and frustration, particularly among
young men and women in the Israeli-occupied West Bank. While
they have criticized Abbas and his Fatah party for tacitly condon-
ing the violence, including praising “martyrs” who have carried out
stabbings, they have avoided accusing the Palestinian leader of
inciting it directly. “The motivation for action is based on feelings of
national, economic and personal discrimination,” the Shin Bet
wrote in an analysis last month. “For some of the assailants an
attack provides an escape from a desperate reality they believe
cannot be changed.”

At a cabinet meeting in November, the head of the army’s
intelligence division gave a similar description, leading to a row
with at least one minister who was angry that the general’s brief-
ing was not in line with the government’s position. The details
were leaked to Israeli media and confirmed to Reuters by a gov-
ernment source who attended the meeting. Since Oct 1, when the
violence began, 19 Israelis and an American have been killed. Over
the same period, Israeli forces have shot dead 97 Palestinians, 58 of
whom were identified by Israel as assailants.

‘Pinpoint Action’
As well as differences in identifying the causes, there are gaps in

the approach being advocated to quell the situation. The military,
which has occupied the West Bank for 48 years and is minutely
involved in maintaining stability, in coordination with Palestinian
security forces, is pushing for pinpoint operations that target specif-
ic perpetrators. Senior ministers who sit on Netanyahu’s security
cabinet want a heavier toll to be exacted on the Palestinian popula-
tion, arguing that it is the only effective deterrent. So far, Netanyahu
has shown no inclination to launch a large-scale military operation,
despite ramping up deployments in the West Bank by 40 percent
and calling up reserve units. He has also rejected suggestions by
Israeli and US officials that he offer concessions to the Palestinians
to diffuse tension. Violence has to end first, he says. Instead, there is
a strong presence of Israeli troops and checkpoints across the West
Bank, without the sort of iron-fisted tactics that marked the last
intifada, although the homes of several attackers have been
destroyed. “This is about taking pinpoint action to tackle specific
challenges,” a senior army officer told Reuters, saying operations
focused on three particularly unruly areas.

Kobi Michael, a senior researcher at Tel Aviv University’s
Institute for National Security Studies, said the military was trying
to ensure that the bulk of the population, which is not involved in
violence, is as unaffected as possible. One example of the balance
the military is trying to strike is in Beit Ummar, near Hebron, the
most volatile West Bank city. On Friday a 19-year-old from the vil-
lage, Omar Zaakiek, got into his car and drove into six Israeli sol-
diers, who shot him dead. Within hours Netanyahu’s security cabi-
net announced Beit Ummar would be put under “closure”, with
cars barred from entering or exiting, except via a winding back
road, and pedestrians having to pass through an Israeli check-
point. Locals accused Israel of collective punishment. The mayor
said Zaakiek’s family was told their home faced demolition, a tactic
the army and Shin Bet have called counterproductive.

Intelligence Minister Yisrael Katz acknowledged the rift
between some ministers and the military and said the latter’s poli-
cy of trying to isolate the attackers was flawed. “It is legitimate to
have an argument about distinguishing terrorists from the
Palestinian population,” he told Channel 10 TV. “It is completely
clear that the more you differentiate, the more your ability to deter
is limited.” So far Netanyahu has headed off the pressure. But the
situation remains precarious. Given the complex roots of the vio-
lence, Michael said there was no military solution. “This reality can-
not last long,” he said. “Ultimately one side will make a mistake and
the situation will spin out of control.”  —Reuters 
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Diplomats see Hadi undermining peace talks
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The US-led coalition has made Iraqi
and Syrian Kurdish forces primary
al l ies against  the Is lamic State

jihadist group, but over-reliance on the
Kurds carries risks, analysts warn. As the
world seeks to turn up the heat on IS,
some of the West’s main partners on the
ground are the peshmerga forces from
Iraq’s autonomous Kurdish region and the
Kurdish People’s Protection Units (YPG) in
Syria. The first soldiers officially deployed
by the United States in Syria arrived last
week in the north to train the YPG, a
group which has close ties to Turkey’s ter-
ror-listed Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK)
rebels but which has also notched up sig-
nificant military successes against IS.

In the aftermath of  the deadly
November 13 attacks claimed by IS in
Paris, French Prime Minister Manuel Valls
emphasised the need to support Kurdish
forces on the ground. After IS took over
swathes of  I raq in 2014,  Washington
launched air strikes alongside a program
to train and equip local forces. The US
“picked the Iraqi Kurds because they were
strategic partners during the 2003 inva-
sion and were, at least in their eyes, the
most trustworthy,” said Maria Fantappie,
Iraq senior analyst with International
Crisis Group.

More than a year on, multi-million-
dollar attempts to groom Sunni Arab
forces in both Iraq and Syria have yielded
limited results at best and failed to sabo-
tage IS’ se l f -procla imed “cal iphate”.
Attacks in France, elections in the US and
a migrant crisis across Europe converge
to up public pressure for swift and deci-
sive action against the increasingly glob-
al threat of IS.

Bargaining Chips 
Kurdish forces are among the most

skilled, organised and determined to battle
IS in the region. But analysts warn military
action should be matched with political
planning for the post-IS era in Iraq and Syria,
and that relying too heavily on the Kurds
could backfire. The lack of a roadmap
addressing Kurdish statehood aspirations is
an incentive for groups to secure as many
future bargaining chips as possible by win-
ning military brownie points now.

Fantappie said that explains why the YPG
might be prepared to push beyond Kurdish

areas and take part in an offensive to recap-
ture the IS hub of Raqa, an almost entirely
Arab city. “Definitely this is on their mind,
especially for the YPG, which strives to gain
international recognition,” she said. In neigh-
bouring Iraq, forces loyal to the regional
Kurdish president Massud Barzani last
month retook the town of Sinjar, the main
hub of Iraq’s Yazidi minority. Before IS swept
across Iraq last year, it was under Baghdad’s
authority, not part of the autonomous
Kurdish region, but Barzani is now pushing
plans to maintain control of the area.

Barzani “effectively announced Sinjar’s

annexation into the Iraqi Kurdistan region,”
Patrick Martin, Iraq researcher at the Institute
for the Study of War, said. “There have been
no indications that Kurdish fighters are pre-
pared to hand control of the district to the
Iraqi federal government,” he said.

‘Imbalanced Relationship’ 
Michael Knights, a fellow at the

Washington Institute, which focuses on US
policy in the Near East, said any operation to
free Iraq’s second city Mosul from IS would
be headquartered on Kurdish real estate.
“Until (IS) is removed from Mosul, the Kurds
will remain a key ally. Thereafter, their future
is much harder to gauge,” he said. Knights
said that Kurdish expansion was already
close to peaking in Iraq and would be limit-
ed by a negative reaction from Baghdad,
which also receives help from the coalition
against IS.

The same limitation applies to Syria,
where too much consolidation of Kurdish
influence in the north would not sit well
with NATO member Turkey. Even where the
coalition is trying to foster Kurdish-Arab
alliances against the jihadists, the relation-
ship is tilted in the Kurds’ favour, Fantappie
said. “By picking the Kurds as strategic allies,
you have created an imbalanced relation-
ship between the Kurds and the other com-
munities living with the Kurds,” she said.

In northern Syria, the Syrian Democratic
Forces alliance brings together the YPG and
Arab forces, but the Kurds have direct
access to funds and weapons while their
partners do not, she said. “And this is dan-
gerous because this military support can
have unintended consequences..., can
redraw borders within those countries and
create the premises for future conflicts and
tensions between the Kurds and their
neighbours.”  —AFP

Kurd-heavy anti-IS strategy risky

A file picture taken on September 11, 2015, shows Iraqi Kurdish Peshmerga
fighters posing for a photo next to a military vehicle bearing the Kurdish flag
after they reportedly captured several villages from Islamic State (IS) group
jihadistst in the district of Daquq, south of the northern city of Kirkuk. —AFP


