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Scenarios Note – 21 April 2015 
Yemen 
Scenarios for the next six months  
 

Crisis Overview 
 

Escalating Conflict 

Since September 2014, instability and violence have escalated across the country and 

attempts at political transition have failed. The Shiite Houthi Movement from northern 

Yemen rejects the proposed division of the country into six federal states. Conflict 

between the Houthis, and President Hadi’s anti-Houthi coalition, backed by Western 

and Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) allies has escalated since 23 March. The conflict 

is characterised by fragmentation and complex, at times transitory, alliances. On 26 

March, a Saudi Arabia-led coalition launched Operation Decisive Storm, with air attacks 

on 18 out of 22 governorates. The attacks have failed to halt the Houthis’ southward 

advance.  
 

Humanitarian Impact 

 150,000 people have been internally displaced by the recent escalation in violence. 

 There are urgent protection concerns for the civilian population in Yemen as the 

conflict continues to escalate. 

 Electricity and fuel shortages have affected water supplies.  

 The naval blockade severely exacerbates shortages of food and humanitarian aid. 

 Food insecurity has risen by 13% to 12 million people.  

 Humanitarian needs in Yemen were extremely high even before the recent 

escalation of the crisis, with 15.9 million people in need of humanitarian aid.  

 Economic crisis compounds the situation. Oil revenues have fallen drastically in 

recent years. In January, production was suspended in the major oil-producing 

governorates of Shabwah and Hadramaut in the east.  

 

For more in-depth information on the humanitarian situation, consult ACAPS’ latest 

Briefing Note or see the latest updates on the Global Emergency Overview. 
 

Methodology 
 

This report looks into potential developments over the next six months in Yemen and 

highlights the need for reinforced preparedness and response capacities to mitigate 

the humanitarian consequences for civilians. Scenarios are a description of situations 

that could occur; a set of informed assumptions about a development that may require 

humanitarian action to support strategic planning, create awareness, provide early 

warning and promote preparedness activities for those responding to the Yemen crisis. 

Scenarios 
 

1. Baseline: Conflict and air strikes continue between Houthis, the Saudi-led 
coalition in support of Hadi, and armed groups; volatile access conditions  

 

Likely to occur within the next six months  Probability Level    X  

Important humanitarian impact* Impact Level    X  
    

Possible triggers  N/A 

Humanitarian Priorities WASH, Health, Food, Protection, Shelter 

Access Constraints Insecurity due to fighting and airstrikes; limited air 

and naval access  

 

2. Political settlement followed by persistent insecurity due to Al Qaeda in the 

Arab Peninsula (AQAP) and Islamic State (IS) activity 

Possible to occur within the next six months  Probability Level   X   

Important humanitarian impact* Impact Level    X  

 

Possible triggers Vice President Bahah reconciles political actors, 

Saudi Arabian and international pressure for 

settlement; Increased AQAP–IS rivalry  

Humanitarian Priorities WASH, Health, Protection 

Access Constraints Improved air and naval access to due political 

settlement; continuous security constraints in several 

governorates 

 

3. Saudi Arabian-led ground invasion and escalation into all-out civil war 

Unlikely to occur within the next six months  Probability Level X     

Very important humanitarian impact* Impact Level     X 

 

Possible triggers Lack of political progress, continued Houthi advance 

Humanitarian Priorities Protection, WASH, Health, Food, Shelter 

Access Constraints Expanded naval blockade, no air transport; lack of 

access for humanitarian actors due to fighting 

 

 

 

*Humanitarian impact is a measure of how the humanitarian situation deteriorates due to the 

scenario assumptions. 

http://acaps.org/img/documents/b-150402-acaps-start-bn-yemen-conflict.pdf
http://geo.acaps.org/
http://www.acaps.org/
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Timeline of events 
 

In September 2014, the Houthi movement took over Sanaa. On 22 January 2015, 

President Hadi resigned and was put under house arrest in February; the Houthis 

dissolved Parliament and replaced the Government with a presidential council, claiming 

it would fill the presidential vacuum for two years. The move was condemned as a coup 

by other political parties and Yemen’s neighbours. Hadi left Sanaa for Aden on 21 

February, where he called for the mobilisation of troops and rescinded his previous 

resignation.  

Conflict has escalated significantly in Yemen since 23 March, affecting 18 of Yemen’s 

22 governorates. Houthi-affiliated militants have moved south, and armed clashes have 

erupted between Houthi supporters and Hadi loyalists. Saudi-led coalition airstrikes 

began on 26 March. The airstrikes have so far failed to halt the Houthi advance.   

On 14 April the UN Security Council passed a resolution placing an arms embargo on 

the Houthis and former Yemeni president Saleh, who has been accused of backing the 

Houthi movement.  On 15 April Jamal Benomar resigned from his position as UN envoy 

to Yemen.   

 

Stakeholders in the conflict 
 

Pro-Government Alliance: President Hadi’s side is composed of troops and armed 

tribes loyal to the exiled president, Southern Movement Popular Committees, and the 

Southern Movement. Hadi is backed by the Saudi-led alliance through airstrikes and 

naval support. 

Houthi Movement: The Houthis are backed by pro-Saleh Yemeni troops, pro-Houthi 

tribal groups, the Republican Guard and Special Security forces. Vocally, Iran supports 

the Houthis. It is unclear whether Iranian support is more substantive. Iran has 

deployed a naval destroyer to waters near Yemen, although it has stressed its 

unwillingness to become militarily involved in the conflict.  

Al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP): AQAP has profited from the Houthi 

advance and gained popular support. AQAP has been fighting to counter the Houthi 

insurgency, often in alliance with armed Sunni tribes. AQAP controls much of 

Hadramaut governorate and has taken over its capital city and sea port, Mukalla. AQAP 

has also seized Riyan airport, Dhabah oil terminal, a military base near Mukalla, and 

the local central bank.  

Islamic State (IS): IS has increased its presence in Yemen. In late March, IS claimed 

responsibility for a large-scale suicide attack in Sanaa targeting Houthis, killing 142 

people and injuring 351, and another attack in Lahj, targeting police forces.  

Scenarios 

 

1. Baseline: Conflict and air strikes continue between Houthis, the Saudi-led 
coalition in support of Hadi, and armed groups; volatile access conditions  

15.9 million currently in need 
Up to 18 million affected 

Probability    X  

Impact    X  

 

Summary: Airstrikes continue, but with limited success in curbing the Houthi advance. 

Houthis have advanced into Shabwah governorate. Prime Minister Khaled Bahah is a 

more conciliatory figure than President Hadi, who has been politically discredited for 

his handling of the crisis. Saudi Arabia has called for UN-mediated peace talks in 

Riyadh. Meanwhile, Saudi Arabia has not set out political aims for a possible 

reconciliation of warring parties and power-sharing. The UN envoy to Yemen, Jamal 

Benomar, has resigned, apparently having lost the confidence of warring parties.   

 

Core Assumptions:  

 Bahah’s recent nomination as Vice President, by President Hadi, represents a step 

towards political compromise. Bahah is respected across the political spectrum and 

could prove instrumental in reaching a political agreement to end the crisis. There 

is a growing realisation that Saudi-led airstrikes have failed to curb the Houthi 

advance and led to high civilian casualties. It should be in the interest of both the 

Houthi movement, on whom the UN has imposed an arms embargo, and the Saudi-

backed Yemeni government to reach a political settlement.  

 Several locations have high strategic value, particularly in view of energy 

shortages. Warring parties have an interest in capturing these before any deal, 

which means increased fighting also against AQAP, particularly in Marib, Shabwah, 

and Hadramaut governorates.  

 

Humanitarian Impact: Access continues to be volatile. Delivering humanitarian aid to 

Yemen by air or sea is possible but limited due to fighting, airport closures, and naval 

blockades. Additionally, insecurity in the country limits humanitarian actors’ access to 

the affected population. Electricity and fuel shortages continue to affect water supply, 

food security and livelihoods: increasing humanitarian needs are the consequence.  
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2. Political settlement followed by persistent insecurity due to AQAP and IS 
activity 

15.9 million currently in need 
Up to 19 million affected 

Probability   X   

Impact    X  

 

Summary: President Hadi recently appointed former Prime Minister Bahah as Vice-

President, a move regarded by analysts as aimed at facilitating a possible negotiated 

settlement. Saudi Arabia announced having 150,000 troops and military hardware near 

the border. Pakistan declined Saudi Arabia’s request for ground troops and aircraft. 

Iran has recently called for the formation of a new government. President Hadi has 

denigrated the Houthi movement and threatened to continue the military campaign 

against them.  
 

Alliances are also unstable. Rifts have been reported between the Saleh wing and 

Houthi commanders. Saleh has reportedly asked Saudi Arabia for safe passage, 

distancing himself from the Houthi movement. Saudi Arabia reportedly rejected his 

request. Saleh has since stated he was in favour of peace talks. Hadi’s coalition also 

shows signs of instability. Southern Yemenis are wary of Hadi, and a faction of the 

Southern Movement has issued a press release calling for dialogue to resume between 

warring parties. 

Al Qaeda is gaining not only support, but also access to resources and weapon 

systems. On 17 April, AQAP seized dozens of tanks, rocket launchers and small arms 

from government forces. 

Core Assumptions:  

 Saudi Arabia does not have a strategic interest in committing to a military campaign 

with no guarantee for rapid success, given the shortage of available manpower – 

urban warfare leads to protracted territorial battles. 

 It is not in Iran’s interest to invest in a proxy it cannot fully control. Houthis are more 

inclined toward a political settlement in the absence of secure financial and material 

reinforcements.  

 As the humanitarian situation rapidly deteriorates, international pressure for a 

settlement mounts. Parties are inclined to seek a political settlement to the crisis in 

the medium-term.  

 The security situation continues to be tense. The political and security apparatus 

emerges weakened from the crisis. Oil and gas revenues decrease, due to 

insecurity, battles for control of resources and interrupted production. Government 

revenue is therefore limited, further weakening its capabilities and long-term 

stability. 

 While AQAP seeks to capitalise on gains made during the conflict, IS aims to 

expand its influence afterwards; a strategy the group has applied successfully in 

other contexts. The security situation after a settlement is characterised by attacks 

and possibly fighting between the two groups.  

 Localised conflicts between armed groups erupt, as the complexity and 

fragmentation of alliances mean that a settlement is unlikely to cater to all parties’ 

interests.  

 

Humanitarian Impact: Humanitarian access improves in the medium-term. Oil 

production resumes at least partially. Disrupted livelihoods, displacement, and 

destruction of infrastructure increase humanitarian needs far beyond pre-crisis levels.  

 

3. Saudi Arabian-led ground invasion and escalation of conflict into all-out 
civil war  

15.9 million currently in need 
Up to 22 million affected 

Probability   X     

Impact     X 

 

Summary: Saudi Arabia has moved 150,000 troops close to its border with Yemen. Air 

strikes have continued, but they have failed to effectively curb the Houthi advance. As 

the coalition lacks a powerful partner on the ground, a victory is less likely without a 

ground invasion. Saudi Arabia previously engaged militarily with the Houthis in 2009, 

ultimately forcing them to withdraw. Saudi Arabia’s current involvement is supported by 

most of GCC, the US, and Egypt. Egypt is supplying air and naval support and is 

contemplating joint military exercises with Saudi Arabia, though President Al-Sissi 

denies there would be further involvement by Egypt in Yemen.  

Core Assumptions:  

 Rather than accept deadlock, Saudi Arabia deploys troops to reinstate President 

Hadi and eliminate the perceived threat of having a Shia insurgency succeed at its 

borders.  

 If Houthi forces capture Marib and Aden, Saudi Arabia might view ground invasion 

as the only option for against the Houthis. Simultaneously, both the Yemeni 

Government and Houthi forces are fighting AQAP.  

 A ground invasion leads to urban warfare between Houthi forces and the coalition-

backed Government.  

 A ground invasion is accompanied by an extensive naval blockade to prevent 

weapon transfers to Houthis.  

 

Humanitarian Impact: Civilian casualties are high and displacement increases. 

Internal displacement grows more protracted, disrupts livelihoods and increases 

humanitarian needs of both IDPs and host communities. Displacement intensifies with 

people fleeing across borders, and into the Horn of Africa. Lack of access for 

humanitarian actors due to insecurity, food and water shortages severely affect the 

civilian population. 


