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FOREWORD

In recent years, al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula
(AQAP) has been widely recognized as a more danger-
ous regional and international terrorist organization
than the original al-Qaeda led by Osama bin Laden
until his 2011 death. AQAP (which Yemenis simply
call al-Qaeda) grew out of the original al-Qaeda group
and maintains a radical outlook based heavily on bin
Laden’s extremist ideology. This radical group became
prominent in the early 2000s when it began terrorist
operations in Saudi Arabia, although it was ultimately
defeated in that country. Following this defeat, AQAP
retained its name and re-grouped in Yemen, merging
with the local al-Qaeda organization operating there.
In Yemen, AQAP was eventually able to present a
strong challenge to that country’s government. Over
time, the group was also able to become almost totally
independent of the original al-Qaeda, although it still
preserves a public veneer of subordination. These
developments, as well as the lessons from and future
of the AQAP threat, are considered in depth in this
monograph by Dr. W. Andrew Terrill.

Dr. Terrill uses this monograph to explore how
Yemen's “Arab Spring” uprising paralyzed that coun-
try’s government and shattered its military into hos-
tile factions for over a year beginning in early 2011.
This prolonged crisis prevented Yemen’s government,
under President Ali Abdullah Saleh, from doing much
more than attempting to survive. Saleh used those
military units that remained loyal to him for regime
protection against anti-government demonstrators
and troops who defected to those demonstrators. The
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uprising subsequently led to a security vacuum that
helped allow AQAP and its insurgent force, Ansar
al-Shariah, to expand their activities beyond terror-
ism due to the government’s preoccupation with the
Arab Spring. Although AQAP and the Arab Spring
demonstrators felt no kinship towards each other,
AQAP was more than willing to take advantage of
the disorder produced by the uprising. In this new
security environment, the militants were able to seize
and hold significant amounts of territory in southern
Yemen. Despite this focus on capturing territory, Dr.
Terrill also notes that AQAP has remained interested
in striking at U.S. interests in Yemen and especially in
implementing spectacular acts of terrorism against the
U.S. homeland.

Dr. Terrill pays special attention to the role of Ye-
men’s current reform President Abed Rabbu Hadji,
who succeeded President Saleh in early 2012 after a
special election. In the war against AQAP, Hadi has
made considerable progress, most notably by using
Yemen’s military to drive the insurgents out of their
southern strongholds. In considering these events, Dr.
Terrill provides a thoughtful and nuanced discussion
of the controversial issue of unmanned aerial vehicles
(UAVs), more widely known as drones. This mono-
graph notes that both the United States and Yemeni
governments now acknowledge that these systems
are being used over Yemen, and President Hadi has
discussed their use in considerable depth. While this
monograph acknowledges many legitimate concerns
about the use of U.S. drones in Yemen, it still clearly
endorses them as an interim measure while the Yeme-
ni military is in the process of reorganization and re-
building. Dr. Terrill contends, however, that the long-

iv



term solution is the development of Yemeni military
and police forces that can address all internal threats
without depending upon U.S. assets.

Dr. Terrill further considers the problems that Ye-
men continues to face in restructuring its military and
especially the ground forces so that they can contain,
marginalize, and destroy AQAP as an effective insur-
gent and terrorist force. Many of his insights have im-
portant implications for the use of Landpower by U.S.
partner nations. President Hadi’s efforts to rebuild the
Yemeni military have been particularly difficult be-
cause of the deep factionalism within these forces and
the presence of senior leaders with deep ties to the old
regime. Hadi, therefore, has proceeded forward in a
serious but incremental manner. This is an important
effort since AQAP remains a formidable force even
after being driven out of the southern urban centers.
Moreover, AQAP continues to strike at the govern-
ment with hard-hitting raids and assassinations, and
is clearly seeking to make a comeback in southern Ye-
men at some point.

The Strategic Studies Institute is pleased to offer
this monograph as a contribution to the national se-
curity debate on this important subject while our na-
tion continues to grapple with a variety of problems
associated with the future of the Middle East and
the ongoing struggle against al-Qaeda and its affili-
ates. This analysis should be especially useful to U.S.
strategic leaders and intelligence professionals as they
seek to address the complicated interplay of factors
related to regional security issues, fighting terrorism,
and the support of local allies. This work may also
benefit those seeking a greater understanding of long-
range issues of Middle Eastern and global security. It
is hoped that this work will be of benefit to officers of



all services, as well as other U.S. government officials
involved in military and security assistance planning.

DOUGLAS C. LOVELACE, JR.

Director

Strategic Studies Institute and
U.S. Army War College Press
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SUMMARY

In early 2011, the Arab world began going through
a process of systemic political change that initially
came to be known as the Arab Spring, although less
optimistic references were increasingly used to de-
scribe these developments over time. In this struggle,
which began in Tunisia and Egypt, a number of long-
standing dictatorships were overthrown or at least
fundamentally challenged by frustrated citizens seek-
ing an end to corruption and the abuses inherent in
an authoritarian state. Following the Tunisian and
Egyptian examples, Yemen rapidly experienced seri-
ous street unrest that was directed at the over 30-year
presidency of Ali Abdullah Saleh. Saleh struggled for
over a year to maintain power but was ultimately un-
able to do so in the face of an enraged public and inter-
national disapproval for the corruption and violence
of his regime. Under intense pressure, President Saleh
turned over governing authority to Vice President
Abed Rabbu Hadi in November 2011 under the con-
ditions put forward by a Gulf Cooperation Council
(GCCQ) transitional document. He formally remained
president (without the powers of the office), until a
referendum-type election confirmed Hadi as his suc-
cessor. As President Hadi took office in February 2012,
he faced not only serious demands for reform, but also
a strong and energized insurgency in southern Ye-
men. The al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP)
insurgency had no ties to the activities of the pro-de-
mocracy demonstrators, but it had flourished during
the year-long power struggle in the Yemeni capital of
Sanaa. Just as the AQAP insurgency was not linked to
the pro-democracy movement, it was also not closely
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linked to the larger al-Qaeda movement outside of
Yemen. Thus, with local leadership overseeing opera-
tions in Yemen, Osama bin Laden’s 2011 death was
not a serious blow to AQAP.

AQAP functioned primarily as a terrorist organiza-
tion prior to 2010, but it later expanded its operations
to include efforts to capture, hold, and rule territory in
areas where the Yemeni government had only a lim-
ited ability to maintain security. This new strategy of
seizing and retaining territory was implemented prior
to the onset of the Arab Spring, although it was later
accelerated due to the Arab Spring-inspired turmoil
in Yemen. As Yemen became increasingly unstable,
it was racked by violence between the regime and its
opponents. In such an environment, AQAP used its
insurgent arm, Ansar al-Shariah (partisans of Islamic
law), to seize some promising opportunities to capture
and retain Yemeni territory while the government
was too absorbed in its own problems to respond in
a decisive manner. According to a variety of sources,
including Amnesty International, Ansar al-Shariah
implemented an array of extremely harsh punish-
ments for any action that was viewed as an infraction
of their version of Islamic law. Such punishments in-
cluded crucifixions, public beheadings, amputations,
and floggings.

In his February 2012 inauguration speech, Hadi
called for, “the continuation of the war against al-
Qaeda as a religious and national duty.” AQAP re-
sponded to his assertiveness with considerable fe-
rocity by striking Yemeni government targets with
suicide bombings and other acts of terrorism. These
strikes were made in order to further challenge the
government before Hadi could consolidate his author-
ity. Even more significantly, AQAP won a major battle



in southern Yemen during this time frame by attack-
ing unprepared troops, most of whom appear to have
been asleep after posting inadequate security. Despite
this defeat, the government launched an offensive in
the summer of 2012 to remove AQAP and Ansar al-
Shariah from the territory they had seized in southern
Yemen. The Yemeni offensive was conducted with a
force of around 20,000 regular army soldiers, support-
ed by significant numbers of paid local tribal auxilia-
ries. Saudi Arabia provided considerable financial as-
sistance to support the operation, and it appears that
a large share of the Saudi funds may have been used
to hire the tribal militia auxiliaries requested to sup-
port the army. These types of fighters have often been
highly effective in the kinds of combat that take place
in Yemen. In the face of this attack, AQAP fought back
proficiently and also conducted several spectacular
terrorist attacks in Sanaa. Fortunately, the military pre-
vailed against this resistance, and AQAP forces were
ultimately driven from the urban areas that they had
previously occupied.

In the 2012 government offensive, the internation-
al press reported the widespread use of U.S. drones,
which, according to those same reports, may have
tipped the tide of battle by gathering intelligence and
serving to eliminate key insurgent leaders at impor-
tant points in the campaign. While drone use has many
political drawbacks, the possibility that it helped de-
termine the outcome of the summer offensive is worth
considering. If the Yemeni military had been defeated
by AQAP in this effort, the government might have
collapsed at an excruciatingly sensitive time, possibly
leaving the country in anarchy. Such a defeat would
also create the conditions for an even more deeply
rooted AQAP presence in southern Yemen, with no
countervailing Yemeni authority capable of moving
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against it. The success of the government’s southern
offensive would therefore seem to have been vitally
important to U.S. national interests in the region.
If Yemeni forces had failed, and particularly if they
had failed ignominiously, a newly energized terror-
ist movement could have plagued the region and
the world.

Unfortunately, despite the 2012 victory, the strug-
gle for control of Yemen is still subject to uncertainty,
and an AQAP insurgent comeback there remains a dis-
turbing possibility. Moreover, the use of U.S. drones
to ensure Yemeni security has already been seen to
be deeply unpopular among many Yemeni citizens.
Consequently, drones should not be treated as a long-
term solution to that country’s security problems. A
more optimal long-term solution is a Yemeni military
that is capable of maintaining national security with-
out the direct involvement of foreign forces. Military
reform, therefore, remains a vital aspect of dealing
with Yemen’s security issues. Yemeni forces are cur-
rently making some progress in this regard, and Presi-
dent Hadi has made a strong effort to modernize the
military’s structure and eliminate the warlord-style
leadership of some Yemeni commanders.

During the 2009-12 time frame, AQAP also main-
tained a vigorous effort to strike against the United
States, despite its increasing focus on expanding the
southern insurgency, and then resisting subsequent
government advances in that region. AQAP leaders
considered terrorist strikes against the United States
and efforts to defeat the Yemeni government as over-
lapping priorities despite the potential for a dissipa-
tion of resources with an overly ambitious agenda.
Additionally, AQAP leaders did not seem to fear
possible U.S. intervention with ground forces into Ye-
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men in the aftermath of such a strike and may even
have welcomed it. If the United States had invaded
Yemen in response to a spectacular terror strike, it is
almost certain that large elements of the population
would have been willing to fight any foreign invader,
no matter how valid the reason for intervention might
have been. In such circumstances, the U.S. leadership
would have an overwhelming need to strike back hard
and might easily choose the wrong way of doing so.
U.S. support for Yemen at this time of transition
remains important, and the United States must not re-
gard the fight against AQAP as largely over because
of the 2012 defeat of insurgent forces in southern Ye-
men. AQAP remains a dangerous and effective force
despite these setbacks. Moreover, there are important
reasons for defeating AQAP and its allies in Yemen,
even if this does not destroy the organization and in-
stead leads it to move operations to other prospective
sanctuaries in remote parts of the world. Yemen is one
of the worst places on earth to cede to terrorists due to
its key strategic location, including a long border with
Saudi Arabia. It also dominates one of the region’s key
waterways, the Bab al-Mandeb Strait which controls
access to the southern Red Sea. Outside of the region,
the problem of Yemen based-terrorism remains an im-
portant international threat which cannot be ignored.
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THE STRUGGLE FOR YEMEN
AND THE CHALLENGE OF AL-QAEDA
IN THE ARABIAN PENINSULA

The U.S. military has also been working closely with
the Yemeni government to operationally dismantle
and ultimately eliminate the terrorist threat posed by
al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP), the most
active and dangerous affiliate of al-Qaeda today. Our
joint efforts have resulted in direct action against a
limited number of AQAP operatives and senior lead-
ers in that country who posed a terrorist threat to the
United States and our interests.

President Barack Obama’
June 2012

When the subject of Yemen comes up, it's often
through the prism of the terrorist threat that is ema-
nating from within its borders. And for good rea-
son: Al-Qaida in the Arabian Peninsula, or AQAP, is
al-Qaida’s most active affiliate. It has assassinated
Yemeni leaders, murdered Yemeni citizens, kid-
napped and killed aid workers, targeted American
interests, encouraged attacks in the United States and
attempted repeated attacks against U.S. aviation.

John O. Brennan?
Director of Central Intelligence
August 2012

The real battle against the terrorist al Qaeda organi-
zation [al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula] has yet
to begin and will not end until we have eradicated
their presence in every district, village and position;
it will not end until internally displaced citizens are
assured that they can return safely to their homes and



organized terrorist operatives have surrendered their
weapons and rid themselves of ideologies that contra-
dict the sacred values of the Islamic religion.

Yemeni President Abed Rabbu Hadi®
May 2012

INTRODUCTION

In early 2011, the Arab world began going through
a process of systemic political change that initially
came to be known as the Arab Spring, although less
optimistic references were increasingly used to de-
scribe these developments over time. In this strug-
gle, which began in Tunisia and Egypt, a number of
long-standing dictatorships were overthrown, or at
least fundamentally challenged by frustrated citizens
seeking an end to massive corruption and the other
abuses inherent in an authoritarian state. In the face of
these challenges, the Egyptian and Tunisian dictator-
ships fell rapidly and easily, thereby raising hopes in
neighboring countries that their own ossified leader-
ships could be ousted as a result of an outpouring of
street protests and other popular unrest. Neverthe-
less, when the excitement of these early victories over
authoritarian regimes spread to other Arab countries,
the revolutionaries were, in many cases, dramatically
less successful than their counterparts in Cairo and
Tunis. Unrest in Bahrain provoked a massive govern-
ment crackdown which was assisted by other Sunni
Arab monarchies in the Gulf and particularly Saudi
Arabia. In the Levant, President Bashar Assad of Syria
implemented a strategy of massive brutality against
opponents in an effort to remain in power, seemingly
at all costs. The Libyan regime also attempted to crush



initially peaceful demonstrators by force, but it was
defeated by an armed popular uprising backed by
North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) airpower
and other forms of support. In the southern Arabian
Peninsula, the flames of unrest also inspired discon-
tented citizens in Yemen, where the Arab Spring
quickly assumed many of the same features found in
Tunisia and Egypt. Yemeni citizens staged massive
civil unrest and called for the ouster of the regime of
President Ali Abdullah Saleh. After over 30 years as
president, Saleh’s ability to survive in power was leg-
endary, but the ouster of long-serving dictators like
Egypt’s Mubarak and Tunisia’s Ben Ali clearly gave
his opponents hope. The Yemeni leader strongly re-
sisted calls to step down, but did not have the internal
resources or foreign support to implement the same
level of military repression as occurred in a country
such as Syria.

Despite Saleh’s strong efforts to remain in power,
domestic and international pressures forced him from
office in February 2012 for reasons that will be dis-
cussed later. While the regime often seemed anemic
and frail, Saleh managed to retain power for over a
year after the collapse of the Ben Ali and Mubarak re-
gimes. During this time frame Yemen became increas-
ingly unstable and racked by violence between the
regime and its opponents. In such an environment,
the terrorist group, al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula
(AQAP), used its insurgent arm, Ansar al-Shariah
(partisans of Islamic law), to seize some promising
opportunities to capture and retain Yemeni territory.
This effort occurred while the government was too
absorbed in its own problems to respond in a decisive
manner. Throughout this period, Saleh often main-
tained that efforts to ease him from power could eas-



ily lead to sweeping AQAP victories throughout the
country. While the doomsday scenario that Saleh pre-
dicted never occurred, AQAP did use Yemen’s unrest
to expand its control over most of Abyan province and
parts of other southern provinces. In the summer of
2012, a new Yemeni government pushed AQAP and
Ansar al-Shariah out of many of these strongholds,
but the battle for control of Yemen is still subject to
considerable uncertainty. An AQAP insurgent come-
back remains a disturbing possibility. The context, his-
tory, and future of this struggle remain of tremendous
importance to the well-being of all states concerned,
with the threat presented by al-Qaeda’s most danger-
ous affiliate.

THE CRISIS IN YEMENI GOVERNANCE

Yemen is a large and important country within the
Middle East that has a long and porous border with
Saudi Arabia and direct access to key strategic wa-
terways, including the Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden.
It is currently the only nonmonarchy on the Arabian
Peninsula, as well as one of that region’s more heav-
ily populated countries with around 24,000,000 peo-
ple.* The Yemeni population is currently growing by
around 3.45 percent per year, and is expected to reach
38 million in the next 15 years.” Unfortunately, Yemen
is also afflicted with numerous severe internal diffi-
culties, and a large portion of the Yemeni population
has problems with grinding poverty and malnutri-
tion. Some sources state that the number of malnour-
ished Yemeni children is around 750,000, with 500,000
of these children in danger of dying of starvation in
the near future.® Yemen’s 2011-12 civil unrest has also
led to soaring prices for food and other staples as well



as a breakdown of social services according to the
United Nations (UN) Office for the Coordination of
Humanitarian Affairs.” Increasingly, the UN special-
ized agencies involved with supporting Yemen have
developed escalating concerns about the potential for
a serious famine.® Water and electricity shortages are
also common in Yemen, and the capital city of Sanaa
faces the possibility of running out of water in the next
few years. The water that is available is often unsafe
to drink.

Yemen’s most important political figure from 1978-
2012 was former president Ali Abdullah Saleh, who
left office in February 2012 as the result of massive
and unrelenting domestic, regional, and international
pressure for him to resign. Saleh had become the presi-
dent of the Yemen Arab Republic (YAR-North Yemen)
in July 1978 and then established himself as the first
president of the Republic of Yemen which was formed
in 1990 when North and South Yemen (the Yemen
Arab Republic and the Peoples” Democratic Republic
of Yemen [PDRY]) merged into one country.’ Saleh’s
longevity in power and his considerable ruthlessness
as president were useful, but never allowed him to
establish himself as the leader of a powerful and effi-
cient autocratic regime. Yemeni tribes were too strong
and well-armed for this to occur easily. Reacting to his
circumstances and limitations, Saleh ruled by manip-
ulating the often competing concerns of Yemen’s po-
litical factions, tribes, religious groups, and interested
outside powers, including Western and Gulf Arab na-
tions willing to provide economic aid. In this system,
Saleh’s primary approach to governance centered on
his management of a network of patronage relation-
ships and subsidies provided to friendly individuals,
families, and tribes in exchange for their support.



Saleh’s government sometimes used repression to en-
force its policies, but this approach was often a last
resort which could not always be applied effectively
within strongly tribalized regions. Saleh’s Yemen con-
sequently ran on a system of threats, subsidies, and
bribes, with tribal leaders having consistently shown
an interest in money that superseded concerns about
religion, ideology, and politics." Corruption perme-
ated the system from the summit of political power
down to impoverished junior civil servants or soldiers
at checkpoints on Yemen'’s roads.

While Saleh’s system of governance appeared un-
sustainable, the Yemeni leader managed to muddle
through until the eruption of the region-wide unrest
unleashed by the Arab Spring. To understand what
is happening in contemporary Yemen, it is necessary
to consider how Saleh lost the presidency, and what
forces were unleashed by the revolutionary activity
that eventually led to his ouster. As noted earlier, the
Arab world experienced a political earthquake that
began in 2011 with the unfolding of the Arab Spring.
The rapid and spectacular ouster of the Tunisian dic-
tatorship in January 2011 stunned the Arab world and
raised the possibility that many other Arab regimes
were not as deeply entrenched as they might appear.
Tunisia’s revolution helped ignite an 18-day upheaval
in Egypt that led to President Mubarak’s forced resig-
nation on March 11, 2011. Many Yemenis observing
these monumental events were deeply inspired by the
Tunisian Revolution and then displayed an increased
willingness to confront their own government after
Mubarak resigned.

The crisis in Yemeni governance reached a turn-
ing point on January 20, 2011, when mass demonstra-
tions against the Saleh government began occurring



throughout many of Yemen’s major cities. Like the Tu-
nisians and Egyptians, Yemenis felt that their own au-
tocratic regime had done little to improve their quality
of life in 33 years. Also, as in Egypt and Tunisia, many
Yemenis were angry about being victimized by the
staggeringly high levels of corruption in their coun-
try during the years of Saleh’s rule. Frighteningly, the
regime’s mismanagement and the economy’s down-
ward spiral had no obvious end since President Saleh
appeared to be planning to install his son, Ahmed,
as president when he finally did retire. Such a power
transfer would have followed the emerging pattern of
father-son succession set by Syria in 2000 when Bashar
Assad succeeded his deceased father as president.
This approach would probably have been replicated
in Egypt and Libya had the pre-Arab Spring dictator-
ships survived in these countries. Additionally, before
his removal from power in the 2003 invasion, Saddam
Hussein appeared to be preparing his younger son,
Qusay, to become Iraq’s next president. This approach
to governance was widely and derisively referred to
as “republican monarchy” by detractors throughout
the Arab world.” In this environment, the concept of
a Saleh family dynasty was widely unpopular with
many Yemenis, who were proud that they had re-
placed a monarchy with a republic in the 1960s.
President Saleh, despite his shortcomings, was
quick to recognize the threat to his regime presented by
the uprisings occurring elsewhere in the Arab world.
Following the overthrow of Tunisia’s dictatorship, he
quickly moved to get ahead of the potential for serious
unrest spreading to Yemen which had already started
to experience large but socially narrow demonstra-
tions comprising mostly university students and op-
position activists.”® As an initial move, he sought to



shore up the loyalty of the security forces through a
series of promised public sector pay raises and other
benefits. Lower ranking civil servants were also prom-
ised increased remuneration to reduce the danger that
they could become a source of discontent. In a move
to contain campus unrest, Saleh exempted public uni-
versity students from paying their remaining tuition
for the year. Then on February 2, he announced that
he would not seek re-election in 2013 when his presi-
dential term expired and that his son Ahmed would
not run for president.' This last set of promises, while
seemingly dramatic, appeared hollow due to his ear-
lier efforts to eliminate presidential term limits just
prior to the outbreak of Arab Spring demonstrations
in Tunisia and Egypt. Many Yemenis saw the effort to
end presidential term limits as part of a Saleh plan to
establish himself as president for life. They likewise
expected him to return to that priority as soon as it
was practical to do so despite any promises he might
make at a time of crisis or political disadvantage.
Saleh’s efforts to contain the unrest, while shrewd,
did not prevent the escalation of demonstrations
against his rule as he had hoped. Expanding demon-
strations were increasingly difficult for the security
forces to contain, and the Yemeni police began firing
shots into the air in an effort to break up the unrest.
Additionally, as in Egypt, the government organized
counterdemonstrations designed to show popular sup-
port for the regime and to confront the demonstrators,
sometimes with broken bottles, daggers, and rocks.'
This countermove led to increased street violence
but in no way discouraged the protestors struggling
against the regime. As Saleh’s prospects for squelching
unrest appeared to dim, opportunistic Yemeni lead-
ers whom he had either bribed or manipulated into



supporting him, started to distance themselves from
the regime. These members of the Yemeni elite clearly
had no interest in going down with a collapsing gov-
ernment. In the face of the expanding power of the
opposition and the erosion of his own support, Saleh
continued using what repression he could manage, as
well as political maneuvering, to remain in power for
as long as possible.

The situation then exploded. Regime violence
against the demonstrators escalated dramatically on
March 18, 2011, when the government used plain-
clothes rooftop snipers to fire into urban crowds as a
way of breaking up anti-Saleh demonstrations. Fifty-
two protestors were killed in Sanaa on that day, with
serious casualties occurring in other Yemeni cities
such as Taiz, Yemen’s second largest city, 120 miles
from the capital.’” As the crisis continued, President
Saleh declared a state of emergency, and for the first
time deployed tanks into the streets to confront the
demonstrators.” This massive escalation in regime
brutality and killings split the Yemeni government. On
March 21, Major General Ali Mohsen, the commander
of the northern military zone and the important First
Armored Brigade, changed sides and agreed to sup-
port the rebels. Prior to his defection, Mohsen was
widely regarded as the second most powerful figure
in the Yemeni regime. In accordance with the highly
personalistic nature of the Yemeni military system,
Mohsen’s troops remained loyal to him after he broke
with Saleh over the massacre. Additionally, a number
of other senior officers, including three other brigade
commanders, immediately rallied behind Ali Mohsen
and also defected.”” The regional and Yemeni media
estimated that around 40-60 percent of the army had
sided with the protesters, while some key units, in-



cluding the Republican Guard, mostly remained loyal
to the regime.?” These troops had the best weapons
and equipment within the ground forces (including
Yemen’'s most modern tanks). Estimates of troop loy-
alty at this point in time must be regarded as rough,
but do indicate a substantial division within the armed
forces. General Moshen also pledged that his troops
would defend demonstrators against regime violence.

In another blow to Saleh’s hopes for remaining in
power, Yemen’s most powerful tribal leader Sheikh
Sadeq al-Ahmar, head of the Hashid tribal confed-
eration (Saleh’s own tribal confederation), also backed
the protestors. Sheikh Sadeq’s brother, Hamid al-Ah-
mar, a multimillionaire businessman and important
political leader, also emerged as an important source
of opposition.?! Adding to the president’s troubles, a
handful of members of parliament resigned in protest,
including former legislative allies of President Saleh
who were no longer willing to work with him. Sur-
prisingly, Saleh appeared energized by his decision to
make a show of strength on March 18 and was pub-
licly unfazed by the defections. Rather, he unleashed
a torrent of angry rhetoric against his opponents and
seemed to take comfort from a large pro-regime rally
in Sanaa that had been called in late March as a re-
sponse to the activities of anti-regime protestors.? It
seems possible that Saleh believed he had gained the
upper hand at this point despite the defections due to
his forceful acts of repression. He gave no sign of be-
ing willing to resign.

In this toxic environment, Yemen’s Gulf neighbors
became concerned about the escalating crisis in that
country and the prospects for spreading instability.
The leaders of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC)
states led by Saudi Arabia rapidly came to believe that
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Saleh would need to leave office for stability to return
to Yemen. They may also have assumed that Saleh
would prefer a comfortable retirement abroad rather
than risk his life attempting to stay in power against
increasingly long odds, and that he would therefore
be persuadable. Correspondingly, in late April, the
GCC offered a “road map” for Saleh’s safe exit from
power. The wealthy oil states within the GCC were
among Yemen’s most important sources of foreign
aid and consequently could not be ignored. Saleh at-
tempted to appear cooperative with the GCC leaders
but was essentially playing for time and struggling to
remain president. He promised to sign the GCC ini-
tiative on three occasions, but then changed his mind
and refused to do so when the various promised dates
for signing the document arrived.” The president’s
approach to the GCC Initiative was hardly surprising,
due to his opposition to leaving office and his hostility
toward the opposition. In April, Saleh made a speech
at the Yemeni Military Academy where he stated that
most of the opposition was composed of, “landgrab-
bers, smugglers of oil and gas, corrupt [officials,] and
fraudsters.”** He also claimed that the opposition was
made up of “insurrectionists” who would drag the
country into chaos.” Conversely, Saleh’s refusal to fol-
low through on promises to sign the GCC agreement
only confirmed the opposition’s worst fears about his
intention to remain in power.*

Saleh also continued the brutality against street
demonstrators and may have hoped that he could
suppress the opposition to the point that international
pressure diminished if he reestablished control over
urban areas.” Yemen's second largest city, Taiz, was
a particularly militant center of anti-Saleh activity and
correspondingly experienced a great deal of punish-
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ment, including the use of artillery to shell residen-
tial areas where anti-regime rallies were being orga-
nized.?® In Sanaa, there were also occasional outbreaks
of fighting between pro-Saleh troops and armed mem-
bers of the opposition, including troops loyal to Gen-
eral Ali Mohsen and tribal forces loyal to Sheikh Sadiq
al-Ahmar.” Some of this fighting involved the use of
rockets, heavy shelling, and machine guns.* These
flare-ups were usually brought under control by hast-
ily arranged truces.

Yemen’s political situation changed dramatically
on June 3, when Saleh narrowly escaped assassination
as a result of a bomb explosion in a mosque inside the
presidential compound. The president was seriously
wounded during this incident, receiving both shrap-
nel wounds and serious burns. Additionally, several
officials with Saleh at the time were killed and a larger
number wounded. Saleh was flown to Riyadh shortly
after the attack for emergency medical treatment amid
speculation that he would not return due to Saudi
pressure on him to step down. Some Saudi officials,
speaking anonymously to the press, stated that the
president would either remain in Saudi Arabia or set-
tle in a third country.® Saleh’s departure from Yemen
and the possibility that he would remain in exile led
to a lull in street fighting in Sanaa, but it did not last.*
Moreover, if there was pressure on Saleh not to return
to Yemen, it was not effective, and Saleh unexpect-
edly traveled back on September 23 to resume his role
as president. He arrived on the 6th day of renewed
fighting in Sanaa, which was the worst violence there
since March.*

As the street confrontation raged, international
opposition to Saleh’s stalling tactics continued to
mount and placed additional pressure on the Yemeni
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president to leave office in accordance with his earlier
promises. The UN Security Council passed a resolu-
tion on October 21, calling upon Saleh to accept the
GCC agreement immediately and resign.* Saleh could
not easily ignore this development since the Yemeni
economy depended highly on international goodwill
and aid. Finally, on November 23, 2011, after a great
deal of procrastination, Saleh signed the GCC initia-
tive, and legally and bindingly agreed to step down
from office in exchange for an opposition agreement
not to prosecute him for any crimes that may have
been committed while he was in office. The Yemeni
president had struggled to avoid this outcome but also
feared that any further stalling could lead to wide-
ranging UN sanctions being directed at him and his
family. Sanctions against individuals in cases such as
these generally involve freezing their overseas assets
and banning their foreign travel.*® Moreover, protest-
er demands for Saleh’s prosecution for such things as
ordering the use of deadly force against the protesters
were sufficiently serious that the president may have
decided to accept immunity while it was still avail-
able. It was also widely suspected that Saleh would
have reneged on this agreement during the transition-
ary phase and remained in power if he had any op-
portunity to do so. Such an opportunity never arose.
President Saleh turned over presidential govern-
ing authority to his vice president immediately after
he signed the GCC plan in November 2011. He re-
tained the title of president as an honorific that would
apply until the new president was installed by a ref-
erendum-type election (with one candidate) in Febru-
ary. As planned, Saleh was granted immunity from
prosecution for all crimes that he may have commit-
ted while in office. Opposition parliamentary leaders,
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however, were able to restrict the level of legal immu-
nity provided to the former president’s relatives and
close associates within the regime. These individuals
can still be prosecuted on charges of terrorism, cor-
ruption, or the indiscriminate use of force.*® Many Ye-
menis were disappointed that Saleh would not be held
accountable for his actions including the crackdown
on dissent and the use of rooftop snipers. Others be-
lieved that immunity was an acceptable price to rid
Yemen of its strongman.?”” The agreement did not spe-
cifically demand that Saleh leave Yemen permanently,
although U.S. Secretary of State Hillary Clinton later
stated that there had been a quiet, informal agreement
that he was to do so, which he chose not to honor.*

The GCC-brokered agreement contained a number
of other provisions that went beyond Saleh’s resigna-
tion. It specified that a new government would be
formed with cabinet posts divided equally between
Saleh’s General Peoples” Congress (GPC) party and a
host of opposition parties. The new president was to
be Abed Rabbu Hadi, Saleh’s long-serving vice presi-
dent, who would be the only candidate in the Febru-
ary 2012 presidential election. The Yemeni Parliament
had made the decision that political and economic
conditions were too difficult for a contested election
to occur. Instead, a caretaker president with a 2-year
term would be installed, and the Constitution would
be rewritten, with competitive elections planned for
2014. The details for approaching the task of the new
Constitution are supposed to be worked out in a “Na-
tional Dialogue” between the GPC and opposition
parties which are organized in a coalition known as
the Joint Meeting Parties (JMP). Hadi also promised
to hold a referendum on a new Constitution within 18
months of his taking office.
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Balancing Hadi’s appointment, the new prime
minister was to be opposition politician Mohammed
Basindwa, a former foreign minister who had been a
member of the GPC but then left the party in the early
2000s. Since leaving the GPC, Basindwa has been a po-
litical independent. He had also been strongly critical
of the Saleh regime for the violence unleashed against
civilian demonstrators and maintained considerable
credibility with the Yemeni opposition.* Neverthe-
less, Basindwa’s position as prime minister is clearly
inferior in power and prestige to Hadi’s position as
president, and Basindwa has much less significance
as a national figure. At the cabinet level, the GPC re-
tained a number of key ministries including foreign
affairs, defense, and oil. The opposition received the
interior, finance, and education ministries.

President Saleh left Yemen on January 22, 2012,
for additional medical treatment in the United States
to address lingering health problems associated with
the mosque bombing in June. It is not clear how much
overseas medical treatment was actually necessary,
but many involved parties wanted Saleh out of that
country during the election and while Vice President
Hadi was preparing to enter office as the new presi-
dent. In a speech given shortly before going to the
United States, Saleh asked the Yemeni people for for-
giveness for his “shortcomings” and stated that it was
time for him to relinquish power.* More ominously,
he also stated that, “I will go to the U.S. for treatment
and then return as head of the GPC (which remained
legal),” thus indicating his plan to continue to play an
important political role in Yemeni politics.** He clearly
meant these words and returned to Yemen on Febru-
ary 25, 2012, the same day as his successor was sworn
into office. One day before the elections, Saleh had
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called upon his supporters to vote for Hadi, although
this move was of limited significance, since there was
only one name on the ballot.* Hadi thus was elected
head of state but did not become the leader of the GPC,
the political party to which he belonged.

Yet, if Saleh expected Hadi to act as a puppet, he
must have been crushingly disappointed. Hadi seemed
to understand that Saleh was now too divisive a figure
to ever return to power, and, despite their many years
together, he showed no interest in enabling him to do
so, or to collaborate with him in leading Yemen. A
central reason for Hadi’s efforts to marginalize Saleh
clearly involved the March 2011 massacre and the
political significance of the blood on the former presi-
dent’s hands. In a statement that probably reflected
more anger than accuracy, Yemen’'s Ministry of Hu-
man Rights released casualty figures on the total con-
flict in March 2012, stating that more than 2,000 people
were killed in the turmoil surrounding the upheaval
and around 22,000 were wounded.* This number was
significantly larger than the over 270 killed reported
by Human Rights Watch.*> Both the Yemeni govern-
ment and Human Rights Watch included a significant
number of children in their casualty figures.

The Potential and Problems of the Hadi
Government.

Yemen’'s February 21 presidential election was
problematic since Vice President Abed-Rabbu Man-
sour Hadi was the only candidate on the ballot, and
the process could therefore be viewed with some
skepticism. Under these constrained circumstances,
the most important question for the new regime’s fu-
ture legitimacy rapidly became what kind of turnout
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could be expected. Fortunately, the electoral turnout
at 63-65 percent of registered voters was more than
respectable, especially when considering that vari-
ous groups—including secessionists in the south and
the Houthi movement in the north —had called for an
election boycott.* Following the election, Hadi was
quickly inaugurated as president on February 25, 2012.
At this point, a fundamental change had occurred in
Yemeni politics. Whatever its shortcomings, the elec-
tion confirmed Saleh’s departure from office and his
new status as an ex-president.

Hadi is a former general who, at 67 years old (date
of birth, September 1, 1945), is only slightly younger
than former President Saleh. He served as Saleh’s vice
president for 18 years, partially because Saleh wanted
to showcase a few high ranking southerners (with no
power base of their own) in a government dominat-
ed by northerners such as himself. Hadi grew up in
the southern province of Abyan in the former PDRY
and became an officer serving in the southern army
when that part of Yemen was an independent coun-
try. In 1986, he and his troops fled to North Yemen
in response to a coup d’état by military rivals in Aden.
This coup was particularly bloody, and Hadi would
almost certainly have been executed had the plotters
been able to capture him. Later, Hadi’s status as an
exile changed when the two Yemen’s merged in 1990,
although he remained a loyal supporter of the Saleh
government. This loyalty was underscored in 1994
when he played a prominent role in crushing the effort
by southern Yemen to secede from the unified state.*
Although one of the key reasons Hadi was initially
selected as vice president centered on his status as a
southerner, he remains widely distrusted in the south
for his high profile role in defeating the 1994 bid to
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reestablish southern independence.”® On the positive
side, according to the Yemen Times, Hadi was widely
respected at the time he entered office, “due largely to
a perception that he kept his hands clean of political
and moral corruption.”* Some friendly sources also
report that he distrusts tribalism and favors placing
technocrats in high ranking positions.”® While such
statements sound like image polishing, they are also
consistent with Hadi’s upbringing in southern Ye-
men, where the Marxist government officially viewed
tribalism as backward, although they were never able
to rise above it.

President Hadi correspondingly did not begin his
presidency with a strong, tribal, regional, or political
power base, which may have been another reason that
Saleh was comfortable placing him in his previous po-
sition of vice president. This weakness may also have
been one of the reasons he was chosen as a transitional
president, since various political factions may have as-
sumed that he lacked the support to move beyond his
constitutional role and attempt to establish a dictator-
ship. Saleh, for his part, may have viewed Hadi as a
weak successor whom he could manipulate, perhaps
through the GPC. As noted, Hadi is a member of the
GPC, but Saleh remains the head of that organization.
In March 2012, Saleh began using the GPC post as the
basis for injecting himself back into Yemeni politics in
ways that have troubled the Hadi presidency.’! Early
in the Hadi administration, Saleh was also described
as holding almost daily meetings with security and
political officials, despite his lack of any governmental
position.”> Some Yemeni observers even went so far
as to call him a parallel ruler or even suggest that he
was controlling key events behind the scenes.” Saleh
was also reported to be making a strong effort to en-
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sure that his own supporters remained in office and
was sometimes described as ordering his loyalists to
ignore Hadi’s presidential decrees when they threat-
ened the interest of regime holdovers.> To help bring
this situation under control, the U.S. embassy in Sanaa
issued a statement in March, saying that “it is not ac-
ceptable for any party to interfere in the implemen-
tation” of the GCC agreement. Saleh denounced the
statement, which he correctly understood as directed
at him and could not be separated from earlier threats
of sanctions against him and his political allies.”

Hadi also inherited a governmental system with a
significant number of Saleh holdovers in his cabinet
and in other key positions throughout the adminis-
trative apparatus and security services. As noted, the
GCC-sponsored power transfer agreement specified
that the GPC would retain half of the seats in the cabi-
net, and some of these people were more loyal to Saleh
than to Hadi. Moreover, during his time in office, Pres-
ident Saleh, like many autocrats, placed his relatives,
as well as members of his Sahhan tribe (of the Hashid
confederation), in a number of key national security
positions in order to protect the regime. Some of these
individuals remained in office for a while, although
their political futures were clearly in danger. The most
important holdover of the old regime was Brigadier
General Ahmed Ali Saleh, the former president’s old-
est son, who remained the commander of Yemen's
elite Republican Guard force for a while, although his
command was eventually abolished, leaving his fu-
ture in considerable doubt.

Yet, if Hadi’s internal power base was uncertain, he
has consistently received the support of Yemen’s most
important foreign allies. The GCC countries, which
brokered the power transition agreement, are particu-
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larly important sources of foreign aid and investment
to Yemen. Saudi Arabia has been Yemen’s leading
source of economic aid over the last several years and
remains strongly involved with efforts to support the
Yemeni economy. In the aftermath of Hadi’s election,
Riyadh has stepped up aid to Yemen to help the new
government cope with its ongoing economic prob-
lems.* The United States, the United Kingdom (UK),
and the European Union (EU) also backed Hadi and
supported the GCC’s Yemen Initiative.” Hadi’s sup-
port from foreign countries concerned about AQAP
can only increase as a result of his strong military ef-
forts against this group, which are discussed later.

As the political break between Hadi and Saleh be-
came more prominent, the former president widely
denounced the government as “incompetent.”*® Some
observers also suggested that he was working behind
the scenes to undermine the Hadi government in
the hopes that he could then find a way to return to
power, following a Hadi failure. * Along with the EU
and the GCC, the U.S. leadership took a dim view of
Saleh’s efforts to disrupt the Yemeni government. In
response to the problem, President Obama followed
up on earlier warnings and issued an executive order
to freeze the U.S.-based assets of any individual who
sought to obstruct the implementation of the GCC
plan or “threaten the peace, security, and stability”
of Yemen.® This order put a sanctions mechanism
in place, which could be activated on short notice if
necessary. While no names were mentioned, the order
was clearly in direct response to the problems created
by Saleh and his supporters. This action unquestion-
ably strengthened Hadi’s position.
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Hadi’s government, for all of its later strengths in
fighting terrorism, has some clear shortcomings. As
noted, the new Yemeni president has only a limited
internal power base, and he has, therefore, on occa-
sion attempted to expand it, using the traditional
tools of patronage and favoritism.® This effort hardly
reflects a fundamental change in the Yemeni political
system and also may detract from any future effort at
institution building. Likewise, the endemic corruption
that helped produce the Arab Spring in Yemen and
elsewhere remains largely unaddressed. Over time,
Hadi and his successors may be able to do more to
strengthen Yemeni governmental institutions if they
wish to do so, but any such effort in the near future
would probably be impossible due to Hadi's relative-
ly weak position and the myriad of other problems he
needs to address.

THE EMERGENCE AND DEVELOPMENT
OF AQAP

Yemen, as well as Yemeni citizens abroad, have
been prominent in the history of al-Qaeda and later
its regional affiliate, AQAP, since the emergence of
these terrorist groups as threats to Middle Eastern and
global security. Among Yemenis and in the Yemeni
press, AQAP is almost never referred to by that name.
Rather, Yemenis almost universally refer to the AQAP
organization simply as al-Qaeda. To many Yemenis,
distinctions between al-Qaeda and AQAP seem artifi-
cial and unnecessary. There are some understandable
reasons for this outlook. AQAP members frequently
pledge loyalty to “al-Qaeda central,” and the AQAP
leadership had explicitly pledged loyalty to that orga-
nization, with bin Laden as its leader. Moreover, after
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an appropriately respectful period of time following
bin Laden’s death, AQAP leader Nasser al-Wahayshi
pledged his personal and organizational allegiance to
bin Laden’s successor, Ayman al-Zawahiri.®* At least
at the level of formality and ritual, AQAP is a subor-
dinate organization to al-Qaeda, although the truth is
more complex, as will be discussed herein. Addition-
ally, Yemenis and the Yemeni press seldom refer to
AQAP’s insurgent force, Ansar al-Shariah, as a sepa-
rate entity. Instead, they describe these forces simply
as members of al-Qaeda. As will be illustrated later,
Ansar al-Shariah is not separate from AQAP. While
Ansar al-Shariah acted as a front organization for
AQAP early in its existence, this pretense has large-
ly been given up, and its lack of independence from
AQAP is no longer hidden.

Yemen has also been described as a near ideal ji-
hadi sanctuary by a number of al-Qaeda writers from
Abu Musab al-Suri to Osama bin Laden.®® Numerous
ideological and military works by jihadist strategists
comment on Yemen’s value as a sanctuary based on
its large rural population, rugged terrain, highly inde-
pendent tribes, and other factors. During the anti-So-
viet war in Afghanistan, a number of young Yemenis
participated in the fighting and entered bin Laden’s
circle of influence, often remaining loyal to him for
years afterwards. Yemeni authorities usually viewed
this situation as manageable and not particularly
troubling in the short-term aftermath of their return.
Throughout the early 1990s, Yemeni political culture
viewed jihad against Soviet communists as a respect-
able undertaking, and returning fighters were often
seen in a positive light. Additionally, many of the
young jihadists had left Yemen due to that country’s
severe problems with unemployment, and Yemen’s
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political leadership therefore expected that these indi-
viduals could be co-opted with government jobs upon
their return. During this time frame, Western nations
showed little concern about the actions of former anti-
Soviet fighters, while other governments were also
slow to recognize the potential dangers presented by
Afghanistan veterans in Yemen.

After Yemeni unification, in May 1990, President
Saleh viewed the Islamist veterans of the Soviet-
Afghan war as a useful counterweight to southern
Marxists in his political approach of playing conflict-
ing groups against each other in order to remain in
power. The value of these hardened fighters to the
Saleh government later skyrocketed when up to three
brigades of tough and experienced Yemeni jihadists
were employed as auxiliaries of the Yemeni army dur-
ing the 1994 civil war. This force made an important
contribution to the rapid northern victory against
southern secessionists, and many of the jihadists were
rewarded with military, security, and other govern-
ment positions after the war ended.* Others left Ye-
men, and some volunteered to join al-Qaeda in the
ongoing Afghan civil war on the side of the Taliban.®

Some jihadists who remained in Yemen stayed in
contact with other Islamist radicals outside the coun-
try and were interested in future armed conflicts that
went beyond fighting Soviet and Afghan communists.
Al-Qaeda, which is believed to have maintained a
meaningful presence in Yemen since at least the early
1990s, was especially interested in striking at the Unit-
ed States. Their first terrorist attack against Western-
ers may have been a coordinated strike at two Aden
hotels in 1992. These attacks were apparently aimed
at killing American soldiers traveling to their duty
station in Somalia, but instead killed an Australian
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tourist and two Yemenis.®® Al-Qaeda’s Yemen-based
operatives are widely believed to have provided some
support for the August 7, 1998, terrorist bombings of
the U.S. embassies in Tanzania and Kenya, although
no Yemenis directly participated in the attacks.®” The
most well-known attack at this stage of the conflict
was the al-Qaeda strike against the destroyer USS
Cole on October 12, 2000.® While the USS Cole was
not sunk in the attack, it did have a large hole torn
open on one side, and 17 sailors were killed, with 40
wounded. Yemen provided some cooperation in the
U.S. effort to investigate the aftermath of this strike,
but investigators viewed this support as grudging and
circumscribed due to Saleh’s efforts to avoid stirring
up domestic unrest among anti-American elements of
the population.

As the Bush administration considered whether
Yemen was a potential security partner or an adver-
sary in the aftermath of the USS Cole investigation,
al-Qaeda carried out the spectacular strike against the
World Trade Center’s twin towers and the Pentagon
on September 11, 2001 (9/11). Under these dramati-
cally changed circumstances, President Saleh quickly
understood that lenient treatment of Islamist radicals
was now antithetical to his interests. Instead, he rap-
idly opted for an increasingly solid alignment with
Washington in the struggle against al-Qaeda and
quickly deported a number of foreign suspected radi-
cals who had come to Yemen to study Islam.® Even
more significantly, six al-Qaeda terrorists, including
several key leaders in the Marib province, were killed
in November 2002 in what the Yemeni government
has now admitted to have been an authorized U.S.
Predator drone attack.”” Among the dead was Qaid
Sinan al-Harithi, the head of the al-Qaeda branch
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which was then known as al-Qaeda in Yemen. By
November 2003, Yemeni security forces had captured
Muhammed al-Ahdal, who was then al-Harithi’s re-
placement as the head of al-Qaeda in Yemen.” In 2004,
with the al-Qaeda problem seemingly contained if not
extinguished, the Yemeni government became much
more focused on its conflict with rebellious Houthi
tribesmen in northern Sa’ada province, while Wash-
ington directed its attention at problems associated
with managing violence in post-Saddam Iraq.

In the aftermath of the 9/11 strikes, Saleh was
forced to cope with an increasingly turbulent regional
environment, including domestic discontent created
by the U.S.-led invasion of Iraq. Like Afghanistan,
post-Saddam Iraq became an important magnet and
training ground for Yemeni radicals. The approximate
number of Yemenis who fought in Iraq as supporters
of al-Qaeda is uncertain, but many were given ample
opportunity to wage war in that country if they wished
to do so.” Some estimates suggest that as many as
2,000 Yemeni fighters participated in the fighting for
the first 7 years of the war, but this figure seems high
considering that the total number of non-Iraqi jihad-
ists was seldom more than 300 at any one time, ac-
cording to most reliable estimates.” Following this
highly unpopular invasion, the Yemeni government
chose not to challenge various radical clerics, includ-
ing the prominent Sheikh Abdul Majeed al-Zindani,
who openly encouraged young men to travel to Iraq
to join the fighting.™

Difficulties with al-Qaeda forces in Yemen revived
around 2006. One of the reasons most frequently
given for this change is that a group of 23 experi-
enced and resourceful terrorists conducted a mass
escape from a Yemeni Political Security Organization
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(PSO) prison in February 2006. The 2006 prison break
has often been treated as the key event for the revi-
talization of an increasingly autonomous al-Qaeda
in Yemen, but this evaluation is probably mistaken.
In this regard, only a limited number of individuals
were involved in the escape, and only of few of the
escaped terrorists had much chance to cause seri-
ous problems after their escape. Within a year of the
prison break, six of them were dead, and 11 had been
returned to custody. Only six of the former prisoners
remained at large in Yemen.” Consequently, however
effective these remaining terrorists might be, there
remains a clear need to look for additional factors
in al-Qaeda’s revitalization within Yemen. It is, for
example, apparent that Yemeni jihadists returning
from Iraq played a major role in revitalizing al-Qaeda
in Yemen.”

Another factor of much greater importance than
the 2006 prison break in al-Qaeda’s revitalization
involved the developments in neighboring Saudi
Arabia in the late 2000s. By 2007, a number of expe-
rienced Saudi terrorists were making their way to Ye-
men following their defeat in Saudi Arabia, bringing
much better financed terrorists into contact with the
Yemenis.”” The announced merger of the Saudi and
Yemeni branches of al-Qaeda in January 2009, under
the Saudi name of al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula,
was naturally of the greatest concern to the Sanaa gov-
ernment and underscored the danger of strongly re-
vitalized radical forces in Yemen. Yemeni authorities
responded to this new threat as best they could in the
weeks immediately following this declaration, when
the security forces rounded up 170 al-Qaeda suspects
and other potentially dangerous radicals. These indi-
viduals were forced to sign pledges that they would

26



not engage in terrorism and were then released to the
supervision of their tribal leaders.” While the pledges
themselves cannot be viewed as a serious deterrent
measure, they were an unmistakable warning to the
suspect individuals that they were under suspicion
and could find themselves facing long terms of im-
prisonment (if not a death sentence) for future mis-
behavior. Likewise, the tribal leaders involved in this
situation were required to guarantee the good behav-
ior of these individuals as a condition of their release
into tribal custody. Such actions may therefore have
provided some limited value in preventing various
radicals and malcontents from drifting into jihadist
activities, but are probably of limited effectiveness in
influencing the activities of hard-core terrorists.
Several U.S. and Yemeni estimates of the number
of AQAP members at large were made in the 2010-
11 time frame, and most of them placed that figure
at 200-300.” By early 2012, the number provided by
Yemeni sources had grown to at least 700, including
members of the insurgent group, Ansar al-Shariah,
which the Yemenis and others consider to be part of
AQAP.® Even this larger figure has been proven inad-
equate and needs to be put into a broader context. In
the past, such estimates included only full-time pro-
fessional terrorists and not supporters or sympathiz-
ers who might be brought into the organization at a
later time. Throughout 2011, an increasing number of
AQAP’s supporters and sympathizers seem to have
crossed over to become actively involved in the mili-
tary struggle against the Yemeni government under
the organizational umbrella of Ansar al-Shariah. Vir-
tually all serious observers will at least acknowledge
that Ansar al-Shariah is affiliated with AQAP, and the
Yemeni government considers it to be a front organi-
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zation for AQAP. This monograph agrees with that
evaluation and will later argue that Ansar al-Shariah
is AQAP-dominated to the degree that it should be
considered an arm of AQAP and not an independent
allied organization.

AQAP insurgents in Yemen could number in the
thousands, and provided the foot soldiers for the
2011-12 insurgency in southern Yemen. Some senior
Yemeni military officers have also referred to Ansar
al-Shariah as a “real army,” which demonstrated cour-
age and tactical skill during the time frame it was most
active.® The 200-300 number mentioned above might
also be dated, since it is often difficult to track AQAP
growth, which occurs in two ways. The most straight-
forward way is when additional Yemenis choose to
join AQAP or Ansar al-Shariah for whatever reasons
might be compelling to them. These reasons include
disillusionment and anger with the Yemeni govern-
ment or with local tribal leaders allied with that gov-
ernment but also because there are financial opportu-
nities for young men who choose to become fighters
for AQAP.* The second way is for foreign radicals
to leave their own country or previous foreign bases
of operation and join up with al-Qaeda forces in Ye-
men. This process has often occurred in waves, most
dramatically with Saudi radicals, but there are also
recurring claims that radicals from Pakistan and Af-
ghanistan have moved some of their operations to Ye-
men in response to problems they are facing in those
countries with local security forces and U.S. drone
attacks.®> Other statements by Yemeni officials claim
that significant numbers of Somali radicals continued
to arrive in Yemen to join with AQAP.*
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AQAP and Ansar al-Shariah.

The Western press has often described the insur-
gent force, Ansar al-Shariah, as “al-Qaeda linked” or
an “al-Qaeda affiliate.” More assertively, the Yemeni
government has consistently maintained that Ansar
al-Shariah is a branch of AQAP, and Yemeni officials
and media often use the names al-Qaeda and Ansar al-
Shariah interchangeably.®” This Yemeni interpretation
is clearly correct. After an initial period of ambiguity,
AQAP acknowledged that it set up Ansar al-Shariah
and controls this force, and no one from Ansar al-
Shariah has disputed this interpretation. According
to AQAP’s then spiritual guide, Adel al-Abbab, An-
sar al-Shariah was established by AQAP to impose
the straightforward message that these fighters were
struggling to establish the laws of God as a substitute
for the corrupt misadministration of the Saleh re-
gime in the territory that they had seized (in practice,
portions of southern Yemen).* This emphasis on lo-
cal issues was calculated to convey the image of an
organization focused on fighting the corruption and
brutality of the Saleh government in ways designed to
appeal to at least part of the population. After Ansar
al-Shariah was introduced to the southern Yemenis in
this manner, the links with AQAP were to be allowed
to become more obvious. Moreover, there was some
hope that the message would find resonance, since the
southern populations had little reason to be loyal to
the central government. Rather, many southerners be-
lieve that government is not only massively corrupt,
but also dominated by northerners who care very little
about the south. It is also possible that AQAP sought
to construct Ansar al- Shariah as a mass organization
to make certain it was not left behind by the Arab
Spring uprising in Sanaa.
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This use of Ansar al-Shariah as a front organiza-
tion was also useful since AQAP is often associated
with a larger internationalist agenda, including strik-
ing out at Saudi Arabia, the West, and particularly the
United States. Such an agenda, even if it appeals to
some Yemenis, can also appear as a distraction from
local concerns. Al-Qaeda and AQAP leaders have
also worried about the possible tarnishing of the al-
Qaeda name. According to declassified documents
captured in the Abbottabad raid, bin Laden himself
was personally concerned that al-Qaeda’s name and
reputation might have been damaged by the informa-
tion campaign against it.*” Such damage could clearly
spillover to the regional affiliates who still pledge for-
mal allegiance to the al-Qaeda core, sometimes called
al-Qaeda central (a term bin Laden liked and adopted
after reading it in the Western media). A related rea-
son for the new name may be AQAP’s concern about
jihadist unpopularity in the southern part of the coun-
try due to President Saleh’s use of Islamist fighters in
the 1994 civil war. Many of these irregular troops had
been involved in the anti-Soviet war in Afghanistan,
and many had associated with bin Laden or his lieu-
tenants. Thus, quite apart from international terrorism
concerns, some southerners hold a grudge against bin
Laden, al-Qaeda, and AQAP because of the actions
of these fighters during the civil war. So, while Ansar
al-Shariah appeared on the scene as a jihadist organi-
zation, its portrayal as local and spontaneous might
have involved an effort to distinguish the front orga-
nization from some inconvenient aspects of previous
jihadi history in Yemen.

Battlefield casualties are another indication of the
overlapping relationship between AQAP and Ansar
al-Shariah. In the aftermath of an airstrike against An-
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sar al-Shariah targets in mid-March