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Introduction 

 
American strategy against al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) in Yemen relies on local 
Yemeni forces to defeat terrorists and the militias that support them.1

Yemen’s military capabilities enhanced through American security assistance programs were 
not designed to counter an insurgency. In the wake of the Yemeni government’s crackdown on 
protests in 2011, in fact, the U.S. government suspended many forms of support even within that 
counter-terrorism assistance program that might have been used to suppress demonstrators. But 
defeating the insurgency will require regular Yemeni troops, not just elite counter-terrorism units. 
These regular troops do not have advanced training, nor are they well equipped. Ongoing political 
challenges in Sana’a, security challenges elsewhere in the country, and the steady collapse of Yemen’s 
economy and infrastructure will all compete for the attention of the government in Sana’a and 
hinder the prosecution of the counter-insurgency campaign in the south. If the assumption that 
Yemeni forces will be successful proves to be false, then America’s counter-terrorism strategy in 
Yemen fails. Amidst the many challenges facing American policy in Yemen today, we must now add 
the requirement to design a dramatically different approach to helping Yemenis fight the Islamist 
threat that also threatens the United States.  

 The challenge has historically 
been finding and eliminating AQAP leaders, since the group has held relatively isolated safe havens 
until recently. The advent of the Arab Spring and the subsequent contraction of the Yemeni state, 
however, allowed AQAP and a nascent insurgent arm, Ansar al Sharia, to expand their sanctuary in 
Yemen dramatically. They have even threatened Aden, Yemen’s second city, advanced toward 
Sana’a, and fought Yemen’s military to a draw. American assistance programs aimed at helping 
Yemen build and maintain counter-terrorism forces will not suffice in the face of a real and growing 
al Qaeda-affiliated insurgency. 

 
The Growth of the al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula Insurgency 

 
The outbreak of widespread unrest in Yemen in 2011 severely affected Yemeni counter-terrorism 
operations. Significant challenges to the regime from popular protests drew limited resources away 
from the fight against AQAP. Prominent military defections in mid-March 2011 following a bloody 
crackdown in Sana’a further detracted from the fight. Yemeni security forces deployed to Sana’a 
when politically-driven fighting broke out there in early April 2011 between armed opposition 
elements, including defected troops from the First Armored Division and Hashid tribal militiamen, 
and Yemeni Central Security and Republican Guard forces. Taiz, a major city in Yemen, also drew 
on the limited pool of Yemen’s security forces when armed tribesmen united in the city to protect 
the protesters against government troops.2 The withdrawal of forces from the south to protect 
regime interests elsewhere created a noticeable security vacuum: residents of Aden, a former capital 
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and major southern port city, openly displayed support for Yemen’s Southern Movement, and 
residents of Jaar reported that AQAP-linked militants raided Yemeni military supplies from now-
poorly guarded munitions storehouses.3 AQAP-linked militants immediately took advantage of the 
openings created by the unrest.4

Ansar al Sharia moved into Jaar in March 2011 and from there seized control of Zinjibar in 
late May.

 

5 Residents reported that security forces deserted the city ahead of the militants’ offensive. 
Ansar al Sharia militants laid siege to a Yemeni army base just east of the city and at one point cut 
off the 25th Mechanized Brigade from access to supplies. Ansar al Sharia then pushed outward from 
Zinjibar—to the east, it sought to control the port city of Shaqra, which sits along a transit route to 
safe havens in Mudia and Lawder in northeast Abyan, and to the west, Ansar al Sharia advanced 
along the road leading to Aden. The Yemeni government deployed troops to defend Aden from the 
militants and announced in September 2011 that it would reclaim control of Zinjibar following a 
series of suicide attacks on government and military targets in Aden and along the Aden-Abyan 
road.6

 

 The military has prevented further insurgent expansion southward into Aden and it appears 
that Ansar al Sharia has redirected its efforts northward and eastward. Zinjibar remains under Ansar 
al Sharia’s control, however.  

http://www.criticalthreats.org/sites/default/files/YEM_AQAP_attacks_20120318_1200.gif�
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Abyan is not the only Yemeni governorate in which AQAP safe havens have expanded. 
Shabwah governorate, a historical sanctuary for al Qaeda operatives that borders Abyan to the east, 
has fallen increasingly under AQAP’s control. Local reports and posts on radical Islamist internet 
forums show that Ansar al Sharia members now essentially govern some of the towns in Shabwah 
governorate.7 The Yemeni Interior Ministry announced on March 7, 2012 that AQAP leaders, 
including the military commander Qasim al Raymi, were planning to seize al Mukalla in Hadramawt, 
and were using ‘Azzan in Shabwah as a base of operations.8 Moreover, the AQAP-linked militants, 
having held territory in Abyan, pushed northward into al Bayda governorate in mid-January 2012. 
Tribal negotiations, backed by military reinforcements on the outskirts of town, eventually 
persuaded the insurgents to withdraw from Rada’a, the targeted town.9

The tempo of AQAP attacks increased following President Abdu Rabbu Mansour Hadi’s 
February 25 inauguration. A suicide car bombing at the presidential palace in al Mukalla killed 26 
Republican Guard troops hours after the ceremony in Sana’a. Days later, the Yemeni Interior 
Ministry announced that it was searching for three explosive-laden cars in Sana’a. Two attacks on 
Yemeni security forces occurred on March 3: two suicide car bombers blew up their vehicle at the 
Dar al Nasr Republican Guard base in al Bayda city, the capital of al Bayda governorate, killing at 
least one soldier, and bombings along the perimeter of a Central Security building in al Mukalla in 
Hadramawt governorate killed another soldier.

 Subsequent attacks on 
military targets in al Bayda governorate, however, indicate that the militants still operate north of 
their Abyan stronghold. 

10 Ansar al Sharia militants conducted a coordinated 
attack on Yemeni military forces in Zinjibar district of Abyan governorate the following day. The 
militants detonated two car bombs outside a military base in al Kod, southwest of Zinjibar, and then 
attacked the base.11 They made off with heavy weaponry, including a Katyusha rocket launcher, a 
120-millimeter mortar, five DShK heavy machine guns, and three PK machine guns, among other 
materiel, according to their report.12 The militants then used the newly acquired weapons against the 
Yemeni troops, reportedly killing 185 soldiers and capturing 73 others.13 Ansar al Sharia paraded the 
captured soldiers in Jaar and has sought to bargain their release for the release of prisoners.14

 

 A 
stepped-up military response to the March 4 attack has not yet affected Ansar al Sharia’s and 
AQAP’s capabilities. 

Challenges to Defeating the Insurgency 

 
The developments in south Yemen indicate that the counter-terrorism fight in Yemen has changed 
from one targeting AQAP’s terrorist networks to one that must also defeat an insurgency. Ansar al 
Sharia has created conditions, particularly in Abyan, where for the first time, AQAP-linked militants 
administer territory, provide public goods, and even impose their strict interpretation of shari’a. 
These militants are holding their ground against the Yemeni military and, having established their 
positions, are unwilling to cede control in the face of limited advances. Yemeni ground forces must 
be able to clear and hold the territory currently under militant control, requiring a substantial 
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Yemeni military commitment to roll back Ansar al Sharia’s territory. Further, there must be 
continued operations targeting AQAP leadership in order to defeat the terrorist threat in Yemen. 

The requirements to defeat AQAP and Ansar al Sharia will strain the capabilities of Yemen’s security 
forces. The Yemeni military has not been able to counter challenges successfully from insurgent 
groups in the past. A faction of Zaydi Shiites in Yemen’s north has fought six different wars against 
the Yemeni military since 2004; the last iteration at the end of 2009 ended in a draw.15

 

 These Shiite 
rebels, the al Houthis, carved off territory over the course of 2011 that remains under their 
administration to this day. The Yemeni government may begin negotiations with the al Houthis to 
bring them to the table at a national dialogue; this course of action should not be an option for the 
Yemeni government to pursue with Ansar al Sharia. Ansar al Sharia’s existence increases AQAP’s 
strength, and therefore the group must be eliminated to truly weaken, and eventually defeat, AQAP.  
Negotiations with such a group also lend it political legitimacy and weaken the Yemeni state’s 
position against AQAP. Unlike the al Houthis, therefore, Yemeni security forces must be able to 
defeat Ansar al Sharia.  

 

 

http://www.criticalthreats.org/sites/default/files/YEM_Abyan_Forces_20120316_1200.gif�
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The Yemeni military faces significant challenges that will impede its ability to defeat any 
insurgent group. Past conflicts in Yemen, particularly the Sa’ada wars against the al Houthi rebels, 
revealed fissures within the military that have degraded its effectiveness. Competition between 
powerful individuals in the military has created distrust between units and has undermined efforts to 
defeat the enemy force. General Ali Mohsen al Ahmar, commander of the northwest military zone 
and the First Armored Division before his March 2011 defection, was one of the most powerful 
men in Yemen’s military. Opposing him was former President Ali Abdullah Saleh’s son, Ahmed, the 
commander of the elite Republican Guard. The Sa’ada wars fell under General Ali Mohsen’s 
command, but the largely local conflict bore out a national power struggle between the general and 
the Saleh family. The First Armored Division, which had fought in each iteration of the Sa’ada war, 
did not receive new military hardware in 2007; the Republican Guard did.16 Additionally, it is widely 
believed that Saleh’s military planners provided the Saudi Air Force, which conducted air raids in the 
sixth round of fighting, with coordinates for an air strike. The Saudis recognized that the provided 
location was General Ali Mohsen’s headquarters.17

The arrival of the Arab Spring in Yemen exposed the fault lines within the military, and the 
military restructuring promised as part of the resolution of that protest movement will likely 
exacerbate tensions.

 

18 Former President Saleh’s family members and close associates remain in 
positions of power within the military, despite some recent command changes. President Abdu 
Rabbu Mansour Hadi appointed a new commander of the southern military zone, Major General 
Salem Ali Qatan.19 MG Qatan replaced Major General Mehdi Makwala, a Saleh associate. The full 
scope and timing of the military restructuring remains unclear, but it could potentially touch on 
issues of allegiances to the Saleh family, distribution of power between tribal leaders, and political 
actors in Sana’a without historical influence in the military could seek to expand their own power.20

The Yemeni military operation in Abyan governorate has not been successful in regaining 
control of territory. Though divisions between defected and loyalist brigade commanders may have 
hobbled initial efforts, it is more likely that limited resources and training are the greatest 
impediment to success.

 
Saleh’s nephew and son head Yemen’s elite special operations and counter-terrorism forces, 
moreover, raising concerns over the continuity of operations against AQAP should there be a 
change of command. A restructuring of the chain of command within Yemen’s armed forces could 
also affect ongoing operations against AQAP and Ansar al Sharia. 

21 Yemen’s conventional ground forces are historically weak, often challenged 
by tribal militias, and Ansar al Sharia’s capabilities—militants armed with light and medium weapons 
and aided by the use of asymmetrical attacks—may come close to matching those of the Yemeni 
army. Additionally, political drama in Sana’a and the conflict in Taiz likely distracted Yemeni 
decision makers from the fight against AQAP and Ansar al Sharia and limited the resources available 
to southern commanders engaged in the fight. The unrest caused by the Arab Spring will likely force 
the continued commitment of military forces to secure key cities, such as Sana’a and Taiz, and the 
Yemeni military may rapidly become overstretched should additional troops be required to combat 
Ansar al Sharia. The outbreak of Yemen’s “Parallel Revolution,” local protests against regime 
officials and military commanders, could also impact operations as the military focuses on regaining 



INSURGENCY IN YEMEN  MARCH 2012 
 

6 
www.criticalthreats.org 

 

control of its units instead of on a counter-terrorism fight.22

Past American security assistance has not been dedicated toward improving the general 
army’s capabilities. Instead, programs enhanced specific counter-terrorism capabilities.

 The new Yemeni government’s 
willingness and ability to continue counter-terrorism operations against AQAP and Ansar al Sharia 
remains a concern. President Hadi pledged to do so, but more exigent threats to the state may 
require a diversion of resources, as they have in the past. 

23 The greatest 
beneficiaries of American security assistance have been the Yemeni units dedicated to fighting 
terrorism.24

 

 Specifically, Yemen’s Special Operations Force (YSOF), a unit in the Republican Guard, 
has received American military training, vehicles, weapons, and night vision goggles. Separately, but 
in support of the counter-terrorism mission, the U.S. donated four Huey II helicopters to the 
Yemeni Air Force to transport small units on day- and night-time raids and a CN-235 aircraft to 
assist Yemeni counter-terrorism forces. Additionally the U.S. has assisted the Air Force in 
maintaining its C-130H aircraft and fighter jets as well as the training the Central Security Forces’ 
Counter Terrorism Unit. The Yemeni military capabilities improved by American security assistance 
do not play a large role in the fight to roll back Ansar al Sharia’s territory, but should go toward 
targeting AQAP’s terrorist network. 

Conclusion 

 
American policy-makers must have no illusions about the scope of the counter-terrorism fight in 
Yemen; it is now a counter-insurgency effort. The fight changed during the Arab Spring when Ansar 
al Sharia seized and held territory. The expansion of AQAP’s safe haven through Ansar al Sharia’s 
activities has strengthened the group, and although AQAP has been focused locally on Yemeni 
targets, it is creating on-the-ground conditions that will support transnational attacks in the future. 
Yemeni forces are not designed to conduct counter-insurgency operations, and local capabilities 
enhanced by past American security assistance will not suffice to defeat Ansar al Sharia. The 
militants’ continued expansion both northward and eastward is concerning, and is evidence that the 
current Yemeni efforts will not be enough to defeat the group. A more robust counter-insurgency 
effort will be required of Yemen to prevent further growth of AQAP’s safe haven and to begin to 
reverse the gains that AQAP has made through Ansar al Sharia over the past year. Additionally, 
AQAP’s terrorist network must also be dismantled, a task that local Yemeni forces have yet to 
undertake seriously. 

American counter-terrorism strategy relies on having a willing and able partner in Yemen. 
The new government has pledged to be such a partner and voiced a commitment to defeating 
AQAP and Ansar al Sharia. It may be challenged to prioritize and dedicate limited resources to the 
counter-terrorism fight for an extended period of time, however. Elite counter-terrorism units have 
not pursued AQAP when more direct threats to the government have arisen in the past. 
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Additionally, the forthcoming restructuring of the historically weak Yemeni military will be a key 
variable in the success of Yemen’s counter-terrorism operations against Ansar al Sharia. 

The challenges to success could well prove to be insurmountable and policy-makers need to 
be prepared for a complete reassessment of that strategy should signs emerge that our counter-
terrorism strategy is failing. Continued expansion of insurgent-held territory would be the first 
indicator of failure. The aggressive push northward begins to place Ansar al Sharia fighters within 
striking distance of Yemen’s capital, Sana’a. Their push eastward exposes the country’s oil 
infrastructure to further attacks. It is unlikely that Yemeni forces with their current capabilities can 
succeed against Ansar al Sharia. American policy-makers should therefore work now to identify how 
best to support Yemen’s counter-insurgency operations to improve the likelihood that the operation 
will be successful in the future. It is also time to start serious planning for the possibility that the 
Yemeni government will not be able to wage successful counter-insurgency now or in the future and 
to consider what America’s interests require in such a case. 
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