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SANAA: Yemeni drivers wait in line to refill their cars at a nearby petrol station in the capital Sanaa amid fuel shortages.— AFP 

SANAA: A fuel shortage is blighting life in the swathes
of Yemen controlled by Houthi rebels, cutting electricity
supplies, halting water pumps and stranding people in
need of medical care as warring sides trade blame. En-
ergy scarcity is nothing new in a country ravaged by
years of conflict, but queues at the pumps have been get-
ting longer by the day since mid-June. 

“What’s happening is an injustice,” said Sanaa resi-
dent Hames Al-Tawil as he waited in a snaking line of ve-
hicles that reached the gates of the presidential palace
four kilometers away. Cars and vans parked three abreast
stretched through the summer heat as far as the eye
could see. “At least have mercy on the people who’ve
been waiting in this queue for three days,” Tawil said
through the rusted doorframe of his pickup truck.

Yemen is already at breaking point, facing what the
United Nations calls the world’s worst humanitarian crisis
after almost six years of violence. The war, which has
claimed tens of thousands of lives, pits the government
against the Iran-allied Houthis, who in 2014 seized the
capital Sanaa and much of the country’s north. The gov-
ernment and the Saudi-led military coalition backing it
have accused the rebels of causing fuel shortages to

boost their case for the lifting of crippling restrictions im-
posed by the coalition’s naval and air blockade. The
Houthis meanwhile accuse coalition forces of obstructing
fuel shipments to hamstring them economically.

‘Millions at risk’ 
A similar fuel crisis last year

prompted aid group Oxfam to ac-
cuse warring parties in Yemen of
“using the economy as a weapon
of war”. Oxfam’s Yemen director
Muhsin Siddiquey warned last
month of dire knock-on conse-
quences if the fuel crisis persists.
Many Yemenis rely on groundwa-
ter extracted with pumps, while
millions displaced by fighting and
living in camps survive on water brought in by diesel-pow-
ered trucks. “A protracted fuel shortage could put millions
at risk of both contracting coronavirus and water-borne
diseases like cholera because fuel is essential for the sup-
ply of clean water in Yemen,” Siddiquey said.

Shortages have also affected hospital operations,

halted transport services and sent prices of essential
goods soaring. One liter of petrol now sells for 1,200
riyals (two dollars) on the black market-triple the price
before the current shortages. The Houthi-controlled
Yemen Petroleum Company last month warned that its
gasoline and diesel stockpiles were being depleted. It

charged that the coalition had
for more than 90 days been pre-
venting 15 tankers delivering
420,000 tons of petrol and
diesel to the southwestern port
of Hodeida.

The coalition has been in-
specting ships bound for
Hodeida, Yemen’s main import
hub, to block arms deliveries to
the Houthis. “We’re hoping that

a resolution is found very quickly because the impact on
the population is devastating,” the UN humanitarian co-
ordinator in Yemen Lise Grande said.  “Fuel that’s needed
to keep hospitals functioning and water plants function-
ing and irrigation systems functioning... is being held up
in ships.” She said the country’s economic situation

“looks scarily similar to what we saw when the country
was on the brink of famine 18 months ago”.

The Houthis have also barred fuel convoys from
government-held areas entering their territory, claim-
ing the products are of substandard quality and don’t
meet safety guidelines, according to independent
Yemeni energy sector sources. The director of the Al-
Thawra public hospital in Sanaa said shortages had had
a “direct effect” on the facility, which no longer has a
regular power supply. “Due to the lack of fuel, the doc-
tors and nurses cannot easily get to the hospital for
their shifts,” said Abdallatif Abu Taleb, adding that dial-
ysis treatment and intensive care operations were par-
ticularly vulnerable.

In Hodeida, health centre worker Fatima said she had
been queuing at the pumps for two days in temperatures
of 40 degrees Celsius (104 Fahrenheit) to fill up. “I left
my car in the queue overnight,” she told AFP, adding that
food prices have surged due to higher transportation
costs. Bus driver Hani Mohammed, who plies the route
between Hodeida and the capital Sanaa, suspended his
service for a fortnight before resuming.  But the fuel
shortage has forced him to double his fares.— AFP 

Yemen fuel supplies ‘weaponized’
Fuel shortage putting millions of lives at risk
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KHARTOUM: Sudan’s highest governing body Friday rat-
ified a law criminalizing female genital mutilation, a wide-
spread ritual in the African country, the justice ministry
announced. The sovereign council, comprising military and
civilian figures, approved a series of laws including crimi-
nalization of the age-old practice known as FGM or genital
cutting that “undermines the dignity of women”, the min-
istry said in a statement. 

The reform comes a year after longtime president Omar
Al-Bashir was toppled following months of mass pro-re-
form protests on the streets in which women played a key
role. Sudan’s cabinet in April approved amendments to the
criminal code that would punish those who perform FGM.
“The mutilation of a woman’s genital organs is now con-
sidered a crime,” the justice ministry said, punishable by up
to three years in prison. 

It said doctors or health workers who carry out genital
cutting would be penalized, and hospitals, clinics or other
places where the operation was carried out would be shut.
Prime Minister Abdalla Hamdok hailed Friday’s decision. “It
is an important step on the way to judicial reform and in
order to achieve the slogan of the revolution-freedom,
peace and justice,” he tweeted. The premier vowed that
Sudan’s new authorities would “forge ahead and review
laws and make amendments to rectify flaws in the legal sys-
tem”. Nearly nine out of 10 girls in Sudan fall victim to
FGM, according to the United Nations. In its most brutal
form, it involves the removal of the labia and clitoris, often
in unsanitary conditions and without anaesthesia. The
wound is then sewn shut, often causing cysts and infections
and leaving women to suffer severe pain during sex and
childbirth complications later in life. Rights groups have for
years decried as barbaric the practice, which can lead to
myriad physical, psychological and sexual complications
and, in the most tragic cases, death.

The watershed move is part of reforms that have come

since Bashir’s ouster. “It is a very important step for Su-
danese women and shows that we have come a long way,”
women’s rights activist Zeinab Badreddin said in May. The
United Nations Children’s Fund has also welcomed the
move. “This practice is not only a violation of every girl
child’s rights, it is harmful and has serious consequences for
a girl’s physical and mental health,” said Abdullah Fadil, the
UNICEF Representative in Khartoum. The UN says FGM
is widespread in many countries across Africa, the Middle
East and Asia, affecting the lives of millions of girls and
women.

In Sudan, rights campaigners say the custom has over
the past three decades spread to remote regions where it
was previously not practiced, including Sudan’s Nuba
mountains. In neighboring Egypt, as in several other coun-
tries, genital cutting is now prohibited. A 2008 law punishes
it with up to seven years in prison. Sudan’s anti-FGM ad-
vocates came close to a ban in 2015 when a bill was dis-
cussed in parliament but then shot down by Bashir who
caved in to pressure from some Islamic clerics. Yet many
religious leaders have spoken out against genital cutting
over the years.— AFP 
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TEL AVIV: Daniel Gold, who led the team that invented
Israel’s Iron Dome missile defense system, has a history of
safeguarding the country against what he identifies as ex-
istential threats. With the nation facing surging coronavirus
cases amid a pandemic that has triggered unprecedented
economic hardship, Gold is trying to replicate his Iron
Dome breakthrough in protecting Israel against the virus. 

Gold, who heads Israel’s Defense Research and Devel-
opment Directorate and holds PhDs in electronic engi-
neering and business management, has become a
celebrated figure in the Jewish state. Iron Dome faced
widespread skepticism over its effectiveness before it was
deployed in 2011, but it has since been credited with in-
tercepting countless rockets fired from the Gaza Strip.
Gold told AFP that he first became convinced of Israel’s
need for missile defense technology during the 1990-91
Gulf War, when Saddam Hussein’s forces launched Iraqi
scud missiles towards Tel Aviv. 

“Tel Aviv was empty” at the time, he said in an inter-
view at Israel’s defense ministry. “I decided we had to do
something.” In 2004, when Gold was a general heading
R&D for the defense ministry, he resolved to move for-
ward, even without the full backing of Israel’s defense es-
tablishment. “I anticipated (rocket-fire) would be a main
threat to Israel... a major threat with no solution,” he said.
“I told my superiors, give me the money. I will do it... All
the hierarchy said no. The government said no.” Gold’s
team started work anyway, collaborating with private de-
fense contractors. 

They developed two dozen missile defense concepts,
scrapped them all, then started from scratch. In 2007, Iron
Dome was formally selected as Israel’s missile defense sys-
tem. The same year, the Islamist group Hamas took control

of Gaza in 2007.  Its fighters and militants from other ji-
hadist groups have since lobbed thousands of rockets and
other projectiles towards Israel. Israel has imposed a strict
blockade on the territory that it says is necessary to con-
tain Hamas but which critics argue amounts to collective
punishment and deepens Gaza’s humanitarian crisis. 

‘Game-changer’ 
Gold said his motivation for designing Iron Dome was

to “save lives” and “maintain the continuity of life in Israel”.
Even in times of crisis, with rockets raining down, he said
he wanted people to “at least (be able) to go to work”. The
nature of the pandemic threat may be different, but Gold’s
motivations in combating the virus are strikingly similar.
Since developing Iron Dome, he has retired from the army
and worked in the private sector before returning to the
defense ministry as a civilian to lead its R&D directorate.
In early March, during a meeting at Prime Minister’s Ben-
jamin Netanyahu’s office, he realised the gravity of the
coronavirus threat, he said.

His department’s coronavirus work has focused on
three areas: “life-saving”, including domestic production
of ventilators, helping the health system prepare for an
overwhelming caseload and what he termed a “game-
changer”. The final category has largely centered on de-
signing coronavirus tests that give accurate results in less
than 60 seconds, using breath, smell or artificial intelli-
gence. Various concepts are undergoing major trials, in-
volving private sector and government partners.  “We
hope that if we succeed, it is a game-changer around the
world,” said Gold. 

New friends? 
And while he noted that his primary motivation is to

keep Israel safe from the virus, an Israeli coronavirus
breakthrough could help forge ties among countries that
do not recognize the Jewish state. His team has heard
“from countries we never worked with before”, he said.
Last month, companies in the United Arab Emirates and
Israel announced plans to jointly develop anti-virus tech-
nology, despite the two countries having no official diplo-
matic ties. Coronavirus research “is already creating new
relationships”, Gold said. -— AFP 
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OMDOURMAN, Sudan: Vendors ride on a horse-
drawn cart in the Sudanese capital’s twin city of
Omdurman, as the country eases lockdown meas-
ures following three months of tight restrictions
due to the COVID-19 pandemic. — AFP 


