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Brief Analysis

ince February 6, 2021, Yemen’s Houthi rebels and the internationally recognized Hadi government, along with

local popular resistance forces, have been locked in a battle for the city of Marib. Despite months of violence,

the battle has not yielded clear results on the ground, and the Houthis have neither retreated nor ceased direct

attacks on the city. Continuous Houthi escalation in Marib, including attacks with ballistic missiles and drone

strikes, has resulted in the killing and wounding tens of civilians, including children. As a result, the battle for Marib

may have become the bloodiest in the past seven years of the Yemeni conflict. 

The reasons for such sustained, desperate combat are clear. For the Hadi government, the battle for Marib may be a

matter of existential survival. For the Houthis, Marib represents a potentially critical strategic point if they want to

negotiate favorable terms with foreign powers in the future and impose control over northern Yemen. The results of

the battle for Marib could therefore dictate the end of the Yemeni conflict. Furthermore, a Houthi victory over Marib

could mean added humanitarian catastrophe on top of the existing humanitarian crises throughout Yemen. As such,

looking forward, Marib may be the most important episode in the trajectory of Yemen’s civil war.

 

The Role of Marib

The Houthis initiated the battle for Marib with a direct attack on the city, the last stronghold of the legitimate Hadi

government in the north and the main headquarters of Yemen’s Ministry of Defense. In addition to the strategic

importance of eliminating the Hadi government’s presence in northern Yemen, the Houthis see that a victory in

Yemen could bring them to political negotiations with the Saudi-led coalition. These factors explain why Houthi

leadership did not respond to UN Envoy Martin Griffith's call for dialogue in Oman. Instead, the Houthis continued to

directly attack the city on several fronts, demonstrating that they do not want to engage in peace talks until they have
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acquired the maximum leverage possible, for which Marib is critical.

Of course, on the other side, Marib is important to the Hadi government for the same reasons, though the Hadi

government is currently lacking the resources to effectively prevent Houthi attacks. The Hadi government and the

Islah Party, its fighting partner in Marib, recognize that the city is their last main stronghold in the north, and they

therefore consider it to be immensely important. Consequently, all the parties involved in the battle are focused on

Marib as a potential decider in the nature of their exit from this war. Furthermore, retaining control over Marib is

important for public appearances, and failure to do so may convince Yemenis that the Houthis are practically

invincible in this conflict.

In fact, the battle has been so critical to the two sides that both forces have suffered immense casualties, including

the deaths of major leadership figures. According to reports from both sides, the Hadi government has seen the

death of its director of the officers’ affairs department, the chief of the military judiciary, the attorney general, the

sixth district commander, and three commanders of the special forces, not to mention hundreds of other casualties.

Likewise, the Houthis have suffered 3,000 casualties in the battle.

 

Geographic Significance

Beyond its status as the Hadi government’s final stronghold in the north, Marib is also geographically significant

because it lies on the easiest road that runs from northern Yemen to Shabwa Governorate in the south (a seafront on

the Gulf of Aden and the Arabian Sea) and Al-Mahra Governorate, where the Saudi-led coalition forces are located.

In addition, facing north, Marib directly borders Houthi-controlled Sanaa, and it is therefore a major concern for the

Houthis if the Hadi forces and popular resistance forces continue to be stationed there. If Houthis want to keep their

control of Sanaa, getting rid of any opposition forces on its borders is critical.

Marib is likewise bordered on the south by territory where the increasing activities of the Southern Transitional

Council (STC) have made the area unwelcoming to the Hadi government. As such, the government forces realize that

its failure to defend Marib will cause them to retreat into unfriendly terrain.

And finally, Marib is one of Yemen’s most productive oil regions. Though the conflict has caused frequent

interruptions to production of oil and gas there, consistent control of the region's resources could mean a steady,

substantial source of income.  

 

The Humanitarian Dimension

Beyond the strategic importance of Marib, there is also a humanitarian dimension that underscores the

consequences of a Hadi government defeat there. With thousands of internally displaced persons living in the city, a

Houthi victory could drive vulnerable populations into dangerous situations.

After years of war, Marib has become a major host for internally displaced persons in Yemen. The city has been

welcoming displaced people since the fall of Sanaa in 2014, and in recent years, according to the Executive Unit for

IDP Camps, the population of displaced persons has exceeded 2.5 million people (https://www.mofa-

ye.org/Pages/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/Statement-by-the-Executive-Unit-for-IDP-Camps.pdf) . Supporters

of the Islah party constitute the majority of displaced people from areas which have fallen under Houthi control or

influence.

Thus, the battle for Marib could create major issues for the displaced civilians living in the city, especially since

many of them support the Islah Party, a political identity that is not desirable in the southern regions. The STC,
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which controls much of southern Yemen, still dislikes Islah, which it considers the main player of the 1994 war

against the south in which the STC has accused Islah of providing Sanaa government the religious approval and

militia support to reclaim the unification of Yemen. This antagonism between the STC and Islah is particularly

concerning because, in the event of a Houthi victory in Marib, those southern regions will be the immediate

destinations for displaced persons as they flee the city. 

More immediately concerning than the prospects of retreat, the violence of the battle itself could pose major threats

to civilian populations. Currently, the battle is taking place in deadly confrontations on the city walls, and the

Houthis’ suicide attacks on Marib prove that they are set on expanding into the city. If the battle reaches into the city

itself, the Hadi forces and the popular resistance forces seem unlikely to retreat immediately. Instead, the battle

could continue inside the neighborhoods and the streets of the city, and such violence could be life-threatening for

civilians. In fact, drone strikes and missile attacks have already killed civilians, and there is no reason to believe they

will stop.

Given these risks, foreign countries and international organizations have issued constant warnings about the

humanitarian catastrophe resulting from the raging battle in Marib, but it seems that those warnings are not

resonating with forces on the ground.

 

Prospects for Peace

To understand the prospects for peace, and an end to the fighting in Marib, one must consider the agendas of Saudi

Arabia and Iran, the conflict’s two major international stakeholders. To a large extent, the civil war in Yemen can be

described as a proxy war between the Saudi-led coalition and Iran, and both sides have contributed to continued

humanitarian problems while making a peace process elusive. The total lockdown of the country, a result of this

proxy war, makes the choice of joining the any of the fighting forces in Marib a favorable choice for unbiased civilians

to earn a monthly salary and keep their families one step further from famine, perpetuating the conflict and

contributing to more violence.

On one hand, Saudi Arabia’s continued airstrikes have damaged local Yemeni industries and endangered the local

population, with some strikes killing civilians. Moreover, the Saudi-led coalition’s closure of Yemen's air and

seaports can be seen as a direct cause for the increasing famine in many areas of Yemen. On the other side, Iranian

support for the Houthis increases the Houthis’ motivation to create new battlefronts and to refrain from engaging in

any prospective peace process. This trend was evident in late March, 2021 when the Houthis turned down a

ceasefire offer from the Saudi-led coalition.  At that time, a Houthi negotiator told a FRANCE24 reporter, “Marib is

essential for us because of the blockade which stops the impoverished Yemeni population from buying petrol and

gas at market prices… As long as this blockade is imposed on northern Yemen, preventing access to these much-

needed goods, we will have to try and lift it by force.”

Generally, as seen through the past seven years of the Yemeni conflict, external military support for any of the

parties to this war can be described as disastrous for local society, and such support has created an obstacle for the

international attempts for peace and negotiation. In the end, the cost of peace could be much cheaper than the cost

of war if the Yemenis took another path other than the path of conflict.

 

A Critical Moment for Yemen

Given the strategic significance and humanitarian ramifications of the battle for Marib, the coming developments in

this battle could decide the fate of Yemen’s civil war. If the Houthis are able to take the city, remove the Hadi



government from the north, and begin a process of negotiations with the Saudi-led coalition, it would seem unlikely

for the Hadi government forces to make any kind of resurgence.

In that event, as the Hadi government struggles to find a foothold in increasingly hostile territory, Yemen would start

to resemble its old north-south divide, with the STC controlling territory in the southern provinces, and the Houthis

controlling territory in the north. As a result, the battle for Marib could be a final stand for the possibility of a unified

Yemen.

In his special briefing, the U.S. Special Envoy for Yemen Timothy Lenderking summarized what critical times Yemen

is going through. Lenderking also pointed out that the international community holds a responsibility in solving the

Yemeni issue. In fact, it seems very difficult for Yemenis to come together by themselves. As such, an

exerted approach by the international community is perhaps the only way to resolve the disastrous Houthi siege

on Marib.
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