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Topic 2: Addressing the humanitarian crisis in Yemen 
 
Statement of the Problem 
For centuries, armed conflicts have affected families, children, and refugee communities around 
the globe. One of the most ruinous armed conflicts in modern history is the ongoing civil war in 
Yemen since 2015 between the Yemeni government and the Houthi armed movement that has 
devastated Yemen, a nation that was already plagued by numerous issues. The crisis in 
Yemen, termed one of the largest humanitarian crises in the world, has resulted in around 80% 
of the Yemen population needing humanitarian assistance, 50% of which are children.  Children 1

represent some of the most vulnerable populations during any armed conflict due to their 
inability to advocate for their fundamental human rights. Perhaps one of the most abhorrent 
developments in the Yemeni civil war is the use of young children as soldiers.  Additionally, the 2

health of Yemeni children is in serious danger with more and more children facing 
malnourishment, shortage in clean water has led to a cholera outbreak, and no proper access to 
healthcare and vaccinations. ,  The current condition in Yemen with the crumbling health system 3 4

is pushed to the brink with the COVID-19 pandemic. On another note, despite efforts to continue 
the education of Yemeni children from the government, the combination of conflict and poverty 
is still depriving millions of children of their right to education due to displacement, attacks on 
schools, and teachers being unpaid.  Many children are also inevitably forced into child labour 5

and early marriage.  Regardless of how a child is being directly affected, this conflict has 6

invaded every facet of children’s lives with numerous human rights violations committed against 
children. As Gert Cappelaere, the UNICEF regional director for the Middle East and North 
Africa, put it best, Yemen is "one of the worst places on Earth to be a child."   7

 
History of the Problem 
The Yemeni state was formed in 1990 with the unification of the U.S and Saudi-backed Yemeni 
Arab Republic in the north and the USSR-backed People’s Democratic Republic of Yemen 
(PDRY) in the south.  Since the unification, Yemen has witnessed endless unrest as the nation 8

is fractured by religious differences. The warring parties within Yemen have pushed this 
impoverished Arabian Peninsula country to one of the worst humanitarian crises.  
 
The current situation in Yemen is depicted below with many warring parties tearing the country 
apart: 

1 https://www.unicef.org/emergencies/yemen-crisis 
2 https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/politics/child-soldiers-make-up-a-third-of-yemeni-fighters-says-unicef-a6861341.html 
3 https://www.unicef.org/mena/stories/conflict-yemen-living-hell-children 
4 https://www.unicefusa.org/stories/yemen-one-worst-places-earth-be-child/33675 
5 https://www.unicef.org/press-releases/school-year-starts-yemen-2-million-children-are-out-school-and-another-37-million 
6 Ibid. 
7 https://www.unicefusa.org/stories/yemen-one-worst-places-earth-be-child/33675 
8 https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/yemen-crisis  

https://www.unicef.org/emergencies/yemen-crisis
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/politics/child-soldiers-make-up-a-third-of-yemeni-fighters-says-unicef-a6861341.html
https://www.unicef.org/mena/stories/conflict-yemen-living-hell-children
https://www.unicefusa.org/stories/yemen-one-worst-places-earth-be-child/33675
https://www.unicef.org/press-releases/school-year-starts-yemen-2-million-children-are-out-school-and-another-37-million
https://www.unicefusa.org/stories/yemen-one-worst-places-earth-be-child/33675
https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/yemen-crisis
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Timeline 

- 2014: The beginning of Yemen’s civil war is marked by the insurgence of the Houthi 
group, a Shi’ite rebel group, in August. By late September, the Houthis took control of 
Yemen’s capital, Sana’a, demanding for a new government.   10

- 2015: President Abd Rabbu Mansour Hadi and his government resigned under pressure, 
triggering Saudi Arabia’s intervention with the launch of a coalition of Gulf States and a 
campaign of economic isolation and air strikes.   1112

- 2016: Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula group established a mini-state in east Yemen 
while the Houthis announced the formation of a political council to govern Sana’a.   13

- 2016 - Present: During this time, other nations continue to be involved through military 
campaigns, blockade, coalitions such as the UAE, Iran, U.S, etc. 

- 2018-2019: Warring parties agree on a ceasefire and troop withdrawal from Hodeidah 
port and city at a talk in Sweden. Hodeidah port serves as a main entry point for most of 

9 https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-29319423  
10 https://www.cfr.org/global-conflict-tracker/conflict/war-yemen  
11 https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/yemen-crisis  
12 https://www.cfr.org/global-conflict-tracker/conflict/war-yemen  
13 https://www.reuters.com/article/us-yemen-security-timeline/timeline-yemens-slide-into-political-crisis-and-war-idUSKCN1R20HO  

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-29319423
https://www.cfr.org/global-conflict-tracker/conflict/war-yemen
https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/yemen-crisis
https://www.cfr.org/global-conflict-tracker/conflict/war-yemen
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-yemen-security-timeline/timeline-yemens-slide-into-political-crisis-and-war-idUSKCN1R20HO


Yemen’s commercial imports and aid supplies.  This truce holds but parties have not 14

begun the withdrawal with deep mistrust for each other.  15

 
Current Situation 
As the civil war continues to fracture the nations, Yemeni civilians suffer heavy tolls as hunger 
grows, casualty toll exceeding 15,000 killed or injured, famine, and a cholera outbreak affecting 
millions.  Currently, with the spread of COVID-19, Yemen is facing an emergency within an 16

emergency. As the most vulnerable group in the region, children are dramatically affected by 
this humanitarian crisis as evidenced through the high malnutrition rates and the shut down of 
schools.  17

 
War Crimes 
Amidst the crisis, one of the most abhorrent developments is the use of young children as 
soldiers. Groups seeking to recruit children usually target refugees, those in impoverished 
communities, or those of religious or ethnic minorities. For monetary reasons, some families 
even seek for the recruitment of their sons, many ages 14 to 17, to go fight. Since the beginning 
of the civil war, the Houthis have inducted around 18,000 child soldiers into their rebel army.  18

Beginning in 2015, Saudi Arabia and UAE officials visited local villages in Yemen and offered 
young boys jobs in the military.  Furthermore, the Saudis have even gone so far as to recruiting 19

children from Darfur, a region in Sudan that has just suffered from a civil war. In fact, it was 
reported that at least 20 percent of a Sundanese militia unit sent to Yemen by Saudia Arabia are 
made of children.  Unfortunately, with the rise of violent extremist groups, many countries have 20

witnessed the rise of recruitment of children which concurrently has led to many nations 
adopting harsh counterterrorism policies that prosecute child soldiers as criminals rather than 
victims.  The current legal international framework lacks guidance on how to treat former child 21

soldiers of terrorist groups.  
 
Furthermore, The United Nations has verified the deprivation of liberty and detention of boys 
between the ages of 12 and 16 by the Houthis, Yemeni armed forces, and the Coalition to 
Support Legitimacy in Yemen for their alleged association with opposing parties.  Children 22

were held for periods ranging from six months to three years. 
 
Collateral Damage 

14 
https://www.reuters.com/places/africa/article/us-yemen-security/yemens-warring-parties-agree-to-ceasefire-in-hodeidah-and-u-n-role
-idUSKBN1OC0G4  
15 Ibid. 
16 https://www.cfr.org/global-conflict-tracker/conflict/war-yemen  
17 https://www.unicef.org/emergencies/yemen-crisis  
18 https://apnews.com/article/082c0b7b6253468e97da5ee0c3f43066  
19 http://arabcenterdc.org/policy_analyses/child-soldiers-in-yemen-one-element-of-a-humanitarian-disaster/  
20 https://www.nytimes.com/2018/12/28/world/africa/saudi-sudan-yemen-child-fighters.html?auth=login-google  
21 https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/03/04/some-child-soldiers-get-rehabilitation-others-get-prison  
22 https://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=S/2020/525&Lang=E&Area=UNDOC  

https://www.reuters.com/places/africa/article/us-yemen-security/yemens-warring-parties-agree-to-ceasefire-in-hodeidah-and-u-n-role-idUSKBN1OC0G4
https://www.reuters.com/places/africa/article/us-yemen-security/yemens-warring-parties-agree-to-ceasefire-in-hodeidah-and-u-n-role-idUSKBN1OC0G4
https://www.cfr.org/global-conflict-tracker/conflict/war-yemen
https://www.unicef.org/emergencies/yemen-crisis
https://apnews.com/article/082c0b7b6253468e97da5ee0c3f43066
http://arabcenterdc.org/policy_analyses/child-soldiers-in-yemen-one-element-of-a-humanitarian-disaster/
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/12/28/world/africa/saudi-sudan-yemen-child-fighters.html?auth=login-google
https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/03/04/some-child-soldiers-get-rehabilitation-others-get-prison
https://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=S/2020/525&Lang=E&Area=UNDOC


There is no aspect of a child’s life in Yemen that isn’t deeply impacted by the conflict. As the war 
on children in Yemen continues, the violence is also having a profound effect on children’s 
education. In June 2020, the Security Council reported 35 attacks on schools and across 
Yemen, an estimated of more than 2 million children are out of school.  At the same time, due 23

to the dire financial situation, many teachers are not currently receiving their salary and many 
schools have started to collect fees from their students in order to keep classes going.  24

 
Furthermore, the ongoing conflict in Yemen has caused the country’s health system to 
practically crumble. Yemeni children are now, more than ever, vulnerable to diseases. Since 
late 2016, Yemen has been suffering from “the largest cholera outbreak on record.”  Airstrikes 25

from the civil war most likely are associated with damage to water, sanitation, hygiene and 
health infrastructure. In addition, with the spread of COVID-19, it was projected that over half of 
the population could be infected.  26

 
Additionally, blockade by Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates has pushed millions of 
people to the brink of starvation, killing around 85,000 children. Yemen could be said to be 
suffering from a crisis of malnutrition with nearly 2.2 million Yemeni children acutely 
malnourished.  In addition, many pregnant or breastfeeding women are also in need of 27

treatment for malnutrition. In 2018, with the help of emergency aid and pressure on Saudi 
Arabia to ease blockage, the famine in Yemen was rolled back.  However, currently, as donors 28

grow fatigued leading to the UN having no choice but to half the food ration to Yemen, currency 
collapse, fuel shortage, and the pandemic, famine is once again looming in Yemen.  29

Additionally, any ability of Yemen to feed itself is destroyed as farms have been hit by airstrikes.
 The Houthis are increasingly seen as a problem by humanitarian groups with reports stating 30

their obstruction of shipments of emergency health equipment and other goods while the 
Saudis; bombings in Yemen have been a major cause of deaths and destruction. 
 
Possible Bloc Positions 

- Saudi-UAE Led Arab Bloc: Intervened to drive the Iran-backed Houthis out of the 
capital with blockade, troops deployments, etc.  

- The Western Nations: 
- U.S., U.K., Canada Italy, Spain, Germany, France, and many other Western 

nation: Continues to sell weapons to Saudi Arabia and other coalition nations  31

- The EU: Continues humanitarian aid to Yemen with around €896 million  

23 Ibid. 
24 https://www.unicef.org/yemen/stories/struggles-teacher-amidst-conflict  
25 https://www.outbreakobservatory.org/outbreakthursday-1/1/16/2020/large-cholera-outbreak-on-record-continues-in-yemen  
26 https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/10/14/war-and-covid-19-yemen#  
27 https://www.unicef.org/nutrition/yemen_94543.html  
28 https://www.unicef.org/press-releases/malnutrition-surges-among-young-children-yemen-conditions-worsen  
29 https://www.nytimes.com/2020/09/24/world/middleeast/UN-Yemen-famine.html  
30 Ibid. 
31 http://arabcenterdc.org/policy_analyses/child-soldiers-in-yemen-one-element-of-a-humanitarian-disaster/  

https://www.unicef.org/yemen/stories/struggles-teacher-amidst-conflict
https://www.outbreakobservatory.org/outbreakthursday-1/1/16/2020/large-cholera-outbreak-on-record-continues-in-yemen
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/10/14/war-and-covid-19-yemen%23
https://www.unicef.org/nutrition/yemen_94543.html
https://www.unicef.org/press-releases/malnutrition-surges-among-young-children-yemen-conditions-worsen
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/09/24/world/middleeast/UN-Yemen-famine.html
http://arabcenterdc.org/policy_analyses/child-soldiers-in-yemen-one-element-of-a-humanitarian-disaster/


- €484 million since 2015. However, the EU has made limited efforts to suspend 
arms sales  32

- Nations Aiding the Houthis: There have been a number of allegations that Iran, North 
Korea, and Hezbollah have been aiding the Houthis 

 
Foreign involvement in the Yemen Civil War could be seen below:  

 33

 
Questions to Consider 

- How can children's needs be met even in the midst of hostilities? 
- Given that one of the most important ways to ensure the well-being of children in               

situations of armed conflict is the support of all parties, what can be done in nations with                 
political unrest, especially ones where multiple rebel groups are in charge?  

- What can UNICEF do to help prepare militaries and peacekeepers to “face” child             
soldiers in battles where they also have to face the reality of either killing the child                
soldiers or getting killed?  

- Acknowledging that political factions are unlikely to compromise, what is the best way to              
appease the three major factions (the Houthis, Hadi’s government, and the STC)? 

- Considering that any new government would need significant foreign assistance to fight            
terrorist groups, rebuild the country’s infrastructure, and address growing humanitarian          
needs, how do we prioritize that in addition to caring for Yemeni children? 

 
Key Terms/Abbreviations 

● Houthi 
○ Houthi insurgency in Yemen 

32 
https://ec.europa.eu/echo/where/middle-east/yemen_en#:~:text=The%20Armed%20Conflict%20location%20%26%20Event,civilians
%20killed%20in%20direct%20attacks.&text=Since%20the%20beginning%20of%20the,aid%20to%20the%20Yemen%20crisis.  
33 https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2017/06/24/yemen-orders-probe-into-alleged-torture-by-uae/  

https://ec.europa.eu/echo/where/middle-east/yemen_en%23:~:text=The%20Armed%20Conflict%20location%20&%20Event,civilians%20killed%20in%20direct%20attacks.&text=Since%20the%20beginning%20of%20the,aid%20to%20the%20Yemen%20crisis
https://ec.europa.eu/echo/where/middle-east/yemen_en%23:~:text=The%20Armed%20Conflict%20location%20&%20Event,civilians%20killed%20in%20direct%20attacks.&text=Since%20the%20beginning%20of%20the,aid%20to%20the%20Yemen%20crisis
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2017/06/24/yemen-orders-probe-into-alleged-torture-by-uae/


● AQAP: Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula 
● STC: Southern Transitional Council 

 
Useful Resources 

- Background information on the war: 
- https://www.reuters.com/article/us-yemen-security-timeline/timeline-yemens-slide

-into-political-crisis-and-war-idUSKCN1R20HO  
- https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yemeni_Civil_War_(2014%E2%80%93present)#Tim

eline  
- https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/yemen-crisis  
- https://www.cfr.org/global-conflict-tracker/conflict/war-yemen  

- On the cholera outbreak: 
https://www.outbreakobservatory.org/outbreakthursday-1/1/16/2020/large-cholera-outbre
ak-on-record-continues-in-yemen 

- Data on Yemen: https://www.yemendataproject.org/  
 
 

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-yemen-security-timeline/timeline-yemens-slide-into-political-crisis-and-war-idUSKCN1R20HO
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-yemen-security-timeline/timeline-yemens-slide-into-political-crisis-and-war-idUSKCN1R20HO
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yemeni_Civil_War_(2014%E2%80%93present)%23Timeline
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yemeni_Civil_War_(2014%E2%80%93present)%23Timeline
https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/yemen-crisis
https://www.cfr.org/global-conflict-tracker/conflict/war-yemen
https://www.outbreakobservatory.org/outbreakthursday-1/1/16/2020/large-cholera-outbreak-on-record-continues-in-yemen
https://www.outbreakobservatory.org/outbreakthursday-1/1/16/2020/large-cholera-outbreak-on-record-continues-in-yemen
https://www.yemendataproject.org/

