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Creating More Turmoil: Why UAV strikes Will Be Counterproductive in Yemen 
 
William Mayborn
 

Introduction: 

 This paper seeks to answer the question of 
whether the U.S. should expand the use of Unmanned 
Aerial Vehicles (UAVs) to execute targeted killings in 
Yemen.  This is an important question for two reasons: 
1) al Qaeda affiliates use Yemen as a safe haven for 
planning and executing terrorist operations, and 2) the 
current political upheaval in Tunisia, Libiya and Egypt is 
encouraging further demonstrations and protests in 
Yemen.  To answer the UAV expansion question this 
paper will examine political instability issues in Yemen, 
recent Yemeni terrorist activities, current U.S. policy 
towards Yemen, previous use of a Predator drone in 
Yemen, and ways to improve Yemen-U.S. counter-
terrorism cooperation. 

Yemen Instability and Governance Issues: 
 

 Yemeni internal political discord continues to 
hamper the development of the nation as it contends 
with two secessionist insurgencies: the Northwest al 
Houthi insurgency

1
 (also referred to as the Believing 

Youth, or Shabab al Moumineen),
2
 and the 

comparatively less contentious Southern insurgency.
3
  

Yemeni President Ali Abdallah Salih’s insurgent   
difficulties compound the terrorist problem because 
insurgent-held areas offer operational space to terrorist 
groups.    

Since 2004, the Yemen and Saudi Arabian 
governments have tried to link the al Houthi insurgents 
to al Qaeda in an attempt to garner international 
approval of their military focused counter insurgency 
methods.  Saudi Arabian warplanes attacked al Houthi 
positions inside Yemen on November 5, 2010; Saudi 
Arabia’s first cross border military intervention since 
1991 when they participated in the Gulf War.

4
  Al Houthi 

insurgents do express disdainful rhetoric against Saudi 
and U.S. governments because both support their 
opposition, the Yemen government, but the al Houthi 
insurgents have not attacked Westerners to date.  They  
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focus their ambushes, sniper attacks, and small to 
medium sized bombs on the Yemini army and police 
forces.

5
   

 Aside from the two insurgencies, the Yemeni 
government is facing dire social, political, and economic 
challenges: an illiteracy rate greater than 50%, half the 
population earns less than $2 a day, and 75% of state 
revenues come from oil resources that are predicted to 
run dry by 2017.

6
  With a population of 23.4 million,

7
 

Yemen has an estimated 250,000 refugees from the al 
Houthi insurgency battles.

8
  In comparing global index 

values, Yemen ranks as one of the worst countries in the 
areas of Human Development, Failed State, Political 
Stability, Government Effectiveness, and Rule of Law.

9
     

 Defense analyst C. C. Brafman Kittner proposes 
that weak governments that are unable to inhibit 
weapons proliferation, transnational criminal activities, 
and drug trafficking are ideal countries for terrorists to 
find safe havens.  She explains that in weak states “the 
veneer of state sovereignty” still exists and can actually 
shield the terrorist organizations from international 
countermeasures.

10
  Kittner points to the Yemen 

situation as an example of a central government’s 
inability to control mountainous border areas inhabited 
by terrorists and smugglers.

11
  In addition, the Yemen 

border areas are tribal areas outside of the central 
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government’s authority, and they often offer hospitality 
to Islamist terrorists.

12
   

 In January 2011, Secretary of State Hillary Clinton 
visited Yemen and expressed her fears concerning the 
political fragility of the country.  With the recent events 
in Tunisia and Egypt, the secretary’s fears are being 
realized as demonstrations in southern Yemen and in the 
capital have increased in fervency.

13
  The removal of the 

current Salih government could lead to further unrest in 
the country and encourage more Islamist terrorist 
organizations to seek safe haven in Yemen. 

Yemeni Terror Operations: 
 

 Yemeni based terrorism came to the forefront of 
U.S. attention when the U.S.S. Cole was attacked on 
October 12, 2000 killing 17 U.S. Navy personnel, and 
wounding 39.

14
   The nation experienced a “brief period 

of calm” due to successful negotiations between the 
Yemen government and extremists, and improved U.S.-
Yemeni counter-terrorism cooperation.

15
  However, after 

2004, Al Qaeda and Sunni Islamists in Yemen reacted to 
the U.S. invasion of Iraq by attacking Western targets 
and Yemen security targets.

16
  The most notable attack 

was on the U.S. Embassy in Sana’a on September 17, 
2008 killing eleven Yemeni civilian security personnel.  
The U.S. State Department responded by evacuating all 
nonessential personnel from the Sana’a embassy.

17
   

 The terrorist threat in Yemen became increasingly 
adverse in January 2009 when al Qaeda Yemen (AQY) 
and Al Qaeda elements in Saudi Arabia merged to form 
al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP).  After the 
creation of AQAP there was an increase in terrorist 
planning and recruitment for operations in Saudi Arabia 
and against foreign nationals in Yemen.

18
  The merger 

has also produced an increase in attempts to bomb U.S. 
domestic targets from Yemen: for example, the 
Christmas 2009 “underwear bomber”

19
 and the October 
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2010 printer cartridge bombs.
20

  Also, it should be noted 
that the Fort Hood shooting

21
 can be linked to Yemen-

based American imam, Anwar al-Awlaki.
22

   

Current U.S. Policy: 
 

 The U.S. government recognizes that Yemen’s 
insurgent and terrorist security challenges are hindering 
the social, economic and political development 
problems; therefore, U.S. foreign policy toward Yemen 
attempts to be “holistic and flexible.”

23
  The current 

policy seeks to accomplish two goals:  
 

(1) Strengthen the Government of Yemen’s ability to 
promote security and minimize the threat from 
violent extremists within its borders. 
(2) Mitigate Yemen’s economic crisis and deficiencies 
in government capacity, provision of services, 
transparency, and adherence to the rule of law.24 

 The U.S. government has sought to help refugees 
from the al Houthi insurgency with $7.4 million in food 
aid, $3.1 million in relief aid, and $4.4 million in refugee 
assistance aid.

25
  At present, U.S. military aid is an 

estimated $155 million to assist Yemen’s counter-
terrorism efforts by providing helicopters, materials, and 
U.S. Special Forces trainers.

26
  U.S. military leaders plan 

to increase military aid in 2011 to an estimated $250 
million.

27
  The U.S. State Department report implies that 

these counter-terrorism resources led to four successes 
in 2009:    
 

(1) January 19, 2009, the Yemen Counter-terrorism 
Unit raided an AQ cell in the  capital city of Sana’a 
killing two suspects, capturing one suspect and 
confiscation of a large weapons cache containing 
machine guns, RPGs and mortars. 
(2) March 2009, successful arrest of a Saudi AQAP 
member in Ta’iz, Yemen. 

 (3) June 2009, successful arrest and surrender of a 
Saudi AQAP member and a Saudi AQAP financier, 
Hasan Hessian bin Alwan. 
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(4) December 17, 2009 and December 24, 2009, two 
AQAP sites were struck.28 

 
These are important successes because they display 
Yemeni President Ali Salih’s resolve to attack al Qaeda 
bases and operatives, and counters previous rumors that 
the president owed Osama bin Laden a debt of gratitude 
for quelling a 1994 separatist movement.

29
 

Previous Predator Use in Yemen: 
 

 In November 2002 the U.S. ordered a Predator
30

 
strike on al Qaeda operative, Al Harethi, as his car was 
driving away from a civilian area.

31
   Al Harethi was a key 

suspect in the U.S.S. Cole bombing of October, 2000.
32

  
In response the Yemeni government presented a façade 
of disapproval to assuage the grumbling and complaints 
of Yemeni citizens, but it is well documented that the 
Yemeni government increased counter-terrorism 
cooperation with the U.S. prior to and after November 
2002.

33
  Previous Yemen counter-terrorism operations to 

capture Al Harethi on the Yemen-Saudi border cost the 
Yemen military dearly in December 2001.

34
  Criticism of 

the strike from General Yahya al Mutawakel, Deputy 
General of the People’s Congress Party, concerned not 
the strike’s occurrence, but the acknowledgement that 
the strike violated a secrecy agreement between Yemen 
and the United States.

35
   

 The November 2002 Predator attack is the only 
known use of Predator UAVs for targeted killing in 
Yemen.  In contrast, the United States has had significant 
success in targeting al Qaeda and Taliban leaders with 
UAVs in Pakistan.  In September and October 2010, the 
United States launched 38 UAV attacks in Pakistan.  The 
difference in Predator UAV usage in Pakistan and Yemen 
is explained as a function of intelligence.  Defense 
experts cite the amount of intelligence on the Taliban 
and al Qaeda operations in Pakistan is nearing ten years 
of collection while Yemen collection is just beginning.  
U.S. officials are signaling that an increase in the number 
of CIA operatives, U.S. Special Forces teams, and NSA 
signal intelligence collectors moving into Yemen may 
rectify the intelligence collection deficiency.

36
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Policy Recommendations: 
 

 The above policy indicators of increased military 
assistance and training, combined with greater 
intelligence gathering capabilities show that the Obama 
administration is moving towards increased UAV use in 
the next 12 to 18 months.

37
  This paper recommends 

that expanded UAV use to launch tactical strikes is not 
an advisable course of action given the fragile political 
situation in Yemen.  UAVs may bring about tactical 
success, but will hamper the long-term strategic goals of 
defeating AQAP for several reasons. 
 First, UAV targeted killings should not be used in 
Yemen because counter-terrorism needs to be 
performed by a police force, not the military.  The UAVs 
should be used for intelligence collection purposes to 
support the police mission.  It should be noted that the 
Yemeni police were largely responsible for bringing an 
end to a previous Yemeni terrorist group, Mohammed’s 
Army.

38
    

 Effective policing in Iraq’s Anbar Province in 2006 
offers another example of how a state can successfully 
eradicate al Qaeda’s presence.  The U.S. assisted Anbar 
police force gained legitimacy from the local tribal 
sheikhs that formed the Anbar Salvation Council who 
were willing to fight al Qaeda in Iraq.

39
  This supports the 

testimony of Mark Cochrane, Former Chief of Training 
for the Police Service of Northern Ireland, when he 
asserted that counter-terrorism is a police issue.

40
 

 To support police efforts Yemeni law makers will 
need to stop stalling and pass effective counter-
terrorism laws.  It has been cited that the absence of 
counter-terrorism legislation enhances Yemen’s appeal 
as a terrorist safe haven and operational base.  Yemeni 
prosecutors often use other vague laws to prosecute 
terrorists, such as fraudulent document charges or gang 
membership charges.

41
  In addition, the Yemen 

government will need to invest in secure prisons 
because they have a history of prison escapes freeing 
dangerous operatives.

42
 For example, in 2006 a group of 

al Qaeda leaders escaped from a Yemeni prison.
43

   
 The second reason that the U.S. should avoid 
expansion of Predator attacks in Yemen is that 
intervention in the area could create a significant 
backlash from a population that is “often hostile to the 
United States.”

44
  Middle East expert Joost Hiltermann 

explains that foreign backing of the President Ali 
Abdallah Salih’s regime makes him appear ineffective in 
controlling the affairs of the country; therefore, the use 
of UAVs would damage the Yemeni government’s 
legitimacy.

45
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 Foreign military presence or evidence of their 
attacks can exacerbate the already hostile attitudes 
towards the United States and Western allies.  In his 
work, Dying to Win, Robert Pape stated: 
 

Although multiple factors are at work, consideration 
of the most prominent suicide attacks in 2005 shows 
that the strategic logic of suicide terrorism—and 
especially the presence of Western combat forces in 
Iraq and on the Arabian Peninsula—remains the core 
factor driving the threat we face.46  

Robert Pape’s position can be seen in the Yemeni 
context when looking at the effects of the May 2010 
cruise missile strikes against AQAP.  The attack had 
deleterious effects on U.S.-Yemen relations because a 
Yemeni deputy governor was killed who was purportedly 
was having disarmament negotiations with al Qaeda.  
Also, locals staged mass protests in Marib Province after 
they found U.S. markings on cluster munitions.  
President Salih was forced to respond with troops to 
quell the tribal protests.

47
  

 Yemen state officials speak to the drawbacks of 
potential UAV strikes as being counterproductive.  As 
Mohammed A. Abdulahoum, a senior Yemeni official 
asked, “Why gain enemies right now? Americans are not 
rejected in Yemen; the West is respected. Why waste all 
this for one or two strikes when you don't know who 
you're striking?”   

Conclusion 
 

 The U.S. should avoid use of UAVs for targeted 
killing in Yemen to avoid harming the legitimacy of the 
Yemen central government and keep counterterrorism 
in the hands of law enforcement rather than the 
military.  The Yemen state has serious political, social, 
and economic issues that are compounded by insurgents 
and terrorists and cannot afford increased instability.  To 
keep the Salih regime as an ally, the U.S. cannot use 
tools that create local animosity and instability.

48
  The 

U.S. should engage in constructive efforts to build an 
effective Yemeni police force and counter-terrorism 
units that can pursue AQAP operatives.  These 
constructive efforts could include UAVs for intelligence 
gathering purposes, rather than counterproductive 
missile strikes. 
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