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Abstract 

Although humanitarian aid (HA) is desperately needed in Yemen to cope with the worst humanitarian crisis in the 

world, few studies have analyzed the effect of these grants. This article provides such an analysis using 34 

interviews of NGO directors and staff members in Yemen. The interviews were conducted in an open format, to 

enable interviewees to express all their ideas on the HA situation in Yemen, not just ones that solely fit into the 

frame and questions of this study. Our empirical analysis indicates that the ability of local NGOs to use and deliver 

supplies to those suffering is severely constrained. This is mainly due to looting by conflicting factions, corruption, 

and the absence of the international deterrent that obliges the conflicting parties to preserve human rights. 

Furthermore, this study indicates that HA is being used as a weapon of war for power and financial gain, and thus 

is a contributing factor in the continuation of the conflict. This means it is important that international donors 

explore alternative solutions to effectively deliver and distribute HA in fragile states. 

 

 

 

he United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA, 2020a) estimated that in 2020, 

some 167.6 million people around the world (around 1 in 45 people globally) would require humanitarian aid 

(HA) and the Armed Conflict Survey (2019) suggests that this is primarily because of the increasing number 

of people affected by conflict. This has been the case in Nigeria, South Sudan, Somalia, and Yemen, where the 

number of people suffering from famine reached 20 million between 2017 and 2018,1 the highest figure since World 

War II. The international community primarily focused on providing humanitarian relief to “save lives, alleviate 

suffering and maintain human dignity”, such efforts have grown significantly since World War II.2 In 2019, $28.9 

billion of HA was distributed around the world with countries experiencing conflict receiving the largest share, led 

by Syria and Yemen who received 42%.3 Despite the high volume of HA donated, the number of vulnerable people 

around the world has risen. This has led to an increase in an existing funding gap from around $2.5 billion in 2009 to 

around $13 billion in 2019.4 It has also led to much skepticism and cynicism internationally, as humanitarian 

organizations have often failed to achieve their goals or help endangered civilians and aid workers alike.5 

Humanitarian aid is argued to have become an accessible commodity, providing cash for factions in conflicts in 

fragile states and the creation of war economies, sometimes leading to the financing of the combat operations and 

front lines in conflicts.6 

This article provides an investigation into the relationship between HA distribution and the survival of war 

 
1 Webb et al. (2018). 
2 OECD (2012:4). 
3 Global Initiatives (2019). 
4 OCHA (2020b). 
5 Findley (2018). 
6 Findley (2018); Martínez and Eng (2016); Narang (2015); Terry (2011). 
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economies, an important factor in prolonging conflict, 

with a case study of Yemen. The current body of 

research is limited and often inconclusive, and there is 

currently no general consensus on the effectiveness of 

these HA distributions in conflict.7 Given the amount 

of money donated to many conflicted countries like 

Yemen and the cost of conflict on lives around the 

country, the importance of understanding the extent to 

which HA influences conflict and the consequential 

impact on vulnerable recipients is recognized,8 as is its 

role in enabling war economies to thrive in countries 

experiencing conflict.9 Our analysis expands on the existing literature to offer empirical data regarding the role of 

local and international NGO-humanitarian organizations in prolonging the conflict and exploring the impact of HA 

on war economies in the context of Yemen. The next section considers the concepts, theories and critiques of HA in 

conflict. It discusses whether theoretically HA is able to have its desired effect in conflict environments. This is 

followed by an evaluation of the Yemeni war and its impact on HA. Third, after discussing the research methods, the 

findings of local NGOs are presented and discussed. Finally, a concluding section reflects on the contribution of the 

findings to existing theory. 

Humanitarian aid, conflict, and peacebuilding: definition, theories and critiques 

HA refers to the international humanitarian relief provided as a result of man-made or natural disasters when national 

coping mechanisms are overwhelmed.10 This type of aid usually provides short-term relief until long-term solutions 

are put in place by the local government. It is supplied by a wide variety of actors, ranging from national and 

international NGOs to multilateral agencies who give aid to the recipient country, such as the World Bank and the 

IMF, or through development agencies of the UN, such as the World Food Program.11 In 1864 the International 

Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) became the world’s first official international humanitarian organization aimed 

at providing HA to civilian and military victims of conflict.12 HA today provides relief to an array of disasters, but 

originally it was almost exclusively supplied to conflict areas. Before World War I, the work of the ICRC was largely 

a private affair but when the Treaty of Versailles led to the formation of the League of Nations (later renamed the 

UN) to protect vulnerable populations and encourage peace, states became increasingly involved in humanitarian 

action. However, the modern concept and system of HA, characterized by humanity, neutrality, impartiality, and 

independence, only become commonplace when these basic principles were established by the UN General Assembly 

in 1991.13 

Over the past three decades, there have been radical advances in medicine, delivery systems and logistical 

capacities that have enabled HA to become more efficient. Despite the progress, the new global environment has also 

presented many dangers and challenges. War economies have formed in various locations around the world, 

preventing HA from reaching those in need and exacerbating the humanitarian crises.14 The term “war economy” has 

 
7 Examples are Narang (2011); Lischer (2005); Martínez and Eng (2016). 
8 De Torrenté (2020); Carbonnier (2015); Ballentine and Nitzschke (2005). 
9 De Montclos (2009). 
10 United Nations (2020). 
11 Moyo and Mafuso (2017). 
12 Paulmann (2013). 
13 Barnett (2011). 
14 Pugh et al. (2005). 

 

 

Humanitarian aid is desperately needed in Yemen to cope 

with the worst humanitarian crisis in the world. However, 

empirical analysis indicates that the ability of local NGOs 

to use and deliver supplies to those suffering is severely 

constrained. Through looting and partisan distribution, 

humanitarian aid is being used as a weapon of war for 

power and financial gain. International donors, therefore, 

need to explore alternative solutions to effectively deliver 

and distribute aid in fragile states. Whilst not without 

challenges, cash aid rather than food aid may provide 

advantages. 
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been used to “conceptualise the sustainability of an intractable conflict through the expropriation and exploitation of 

a country’s resources by warring parties”.15The custodians of war economies are often rebel movements aiming to 

take control of strategic locations that have commercial value, or political elites aiming to advance their political and 

business interests. In many cases, these war economies have caused governance systems to weaken and have resulted 

in their collapse, leading to long-term issues that result in the recurrence of conflict. These include political instability, 

malnutrition, a loss of infrastructure and a decline in the working population who are often already struggling to 

afford basic necessities.16 Boyce (2008) argues that this was the case in Cambodia, where natural resources such as 

timber and rubber were a large source of funding for armed groups. Similarly, in Afghanistan, the world's largest 

opium producer and center for arms dealing, armed groups benefit from million-dollar trade revenues annually, 

smuggling these commodities into Pakistan from Dubai.17 Armed groups tend to oppose intervention from 

humanitarian organizations as it may alter their power within the conflict. This was the case in a besieged city in 

Syria where food was used as a weapon of war by the Assad regime.18 Humanitarian organizations operating in the 

Arab World have also been attacked. In these countries, humanitarianism is traditionally built on Islamic values of 

philanthropy, kinship obligations and zakat (charitable giving) and there are concerns about the western influence 

ruining local traditional values and culture.19 This was thought to be the reason for the Baghdad bombing, in August 

2003, now known as “the UN’s 9/11”, which killed the Undersecretary-General Sergio Viera de Mello and 21 other 

UN employees.20  

Despite the increasing need for HA in conflict areas, there is growing concern about the unintended consequences 

thereof. Narang (2014) in a statistical analysis of civil wars since 1945 found that increasing HA to have been 

negatively correlated with the resolution of civil war. Similarly, with peripheral insurgencies the tendency for HA to 

prolong war was high, as was the case during the 1994 Rwandan Civil War. The government and many actors in the 

West accused the UNHCR and other aid agencies of indirectly fueling the conflict by supporting Hutu war criminals 

who were in conflict with the state.21 Bosnia suffered similar afflictions only a few years later, when humanitarian 

organizations identified that the safe zones designated to provide relief supplies actually prolonged the conflict and 

led to the death of nearly 20,000 people.22 Further support is provided by Barber (1997) and Cooley and Ron (2002), 

while Wood and Sullivan (2015) argue that HA creates incentives for armed forces to target aid recipients with 

violence. Looted HA can be used to their advantage or sold on the black market. A connection has also been made 

between the concentrations of displaced populations, which receive high amounts of HA, and an increase in conflict, 

terrorism, and instability.23 

A useful contribution by Lischer (2003) warns that rather than simply disregarding HA’s importance, it is 

important to use “deductive reasoning” and “extended examples” to identify the conditions under which HA will 

increase conflict and lead to war economies. Firstly, the level of politicization of groups is important since a highly 

politicized group may view HA as a resource to further their political and military advantage. Secondly, how the state 

responds to the conflict is relevant, as aid is likely to be exploited when the state is unable to maintain political order 

within the country, allowing militants to use HA as a weapon of war. Thus, even though HA may be donated with 

impartial and neutral intent, the effects of the aid may have political or military repercussions. Consequently, donors 

 
15 Naidoo 2000:1). 
16 Pugh et al.  (2005). 
17 DeLozier (2019). 
18 Donini (2004). 
19 Hyder (2007). 
20 Benthall (2003). 
21 Gourevitch and Andrews (1999). 
22 Woodward (1995). 
23 Salehyan and Gleditsch (2006;) Lischer (2005); Milton et al. (2013). 
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have been reflecting on their work and striving to find solutions to how they can effectively balance security and 

humanitarian objectives in conflict zones.24 

The War in Yemen and its impact on humanitarian aid 

Yemen has had a long history of violence, but the current war episode born of the Arab Spring is at the root of the 

social and political issues that are happening today. The war has had a profound impact on the Yemeni people and 

the resulting humanitarian crisis has become the worst in the world. The OCHA (2019) reported that 24.1 million 

people (79% of the population) were in desperate need of HA; 7.4 million of them being children and 14.3 million in 

acute need. There have been 17,000 civilian casualties since 2015, some 1,843 of which being children, and more 

than 3.3 million Yemenis have been displaced. The destruction of infrastructure and basic services has left 17.8 

million people without access to clean water or sanitation, and 19.7 million people without access to healthcare, as 

only 51% of medical facilities are functioning.25 However, the biggest struggle for the Yemeni population is food 

insecurity and malnutrition. Currently, 7.4 million people are struggling to find food and 3.2 million require treatment 

for malnutrition, including 2 million children under 5. The UN Human Rights Council stated that “Indiscriminate 

attacks against civilian infrastructure such as hospitals, water facilities, food transport, farms and marketplaces, as 

well as the use of blockade and siege-like warfare, impeding humanitarian access, and similar measures have 

exacerbated the disastrous humanitarian situation in the country”.26  

The Yemeni Spring lasted till February 2012 when Hadi took over from Saleh as president for a two-year 

transitional period. However, there were still high levels of corruption and unemployment, and as policies were 

purposefully implemented to constrain the Houthi economy, food insecurity rose. Violence continued among 

jihadists, with Saleh’s security personnel and the separatist movement forming in the South.27 The Houthi movement, 

which is formed mainly of Yemen’s Shia Zaidi Muslim minority, took over the Sanaa province and the surrounding 

areas. Many Sunnis supported the Houthis as the rebels seized the capital. The Houthis have since been able to launch 

missile and drone attacks on Saudi Arabia, maintain their presence in Sana’a and siege Taiz. Forces from al-Qaeda 

and the Islamic State Group took control of territory in the south and carried out lethal attacks in Aden.28 The violence 

has continued, and many humanitarian organizations have established themselves in Yemen to provide HA to 

vulnerable people as the situation is now catastrophic due to the lengthy duration of this conflict.29 

NGOs have been present in Yemen since the 1920s, but the number has boomed over the past three decades. 

However, access restrictions have been a financial burden for NGOs. In gaining access to Yemen, Oxfam (2017) 

reported that ships are having to anchor outside of Hodeida, costing over $10,000 per ship daily. Furthermore, the 

constant fighting and air strikes make it dangerous for humanitarian workers trying to reach vulnerable people. 

Between January and September 2019, OCHA (2019) claimed that there were 825 attacks on health workers and 

medical facilities, including 171 deaths. In the current climate, it seems that no amount of aid will offset the societal 

collapse, high food prices and consequently the amount of suffering that the war has produced. 

Sample and methods  

To get a better idea of the situation in Yemen and the experiences of the NGOs, semi-structured interviews were held 

between 15 June 2020 and 30 July 2020 with Yemeni NGO directors and staff members, focusing on programming 

 
24 Terry (2011); Anderson (1999). 
25 Hashim et. al. (2021); Sowers and Weinthal (2021); Elayah, and Verkoren (2020); Alterman (2018); Mohamed et al. (2017); Elayah and 

Abu-Osba (2017); Elayah and Abu-Osba (2018). 
26 Action Against Hunger (2019). 
27 DeLozier (2019). 
28 Lackner (2019). 
29 OCHA, (2019). 
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and external relations. There are around 14,500 officially registered NGOs but only 200 are currently active and out 

of these 34 were approached.30 We focused only on NGOs that work in the domains of HA (n=20), development and 

gender (n=10), and those that are primarily welfare-oriented (n=4). For geographical division, we selected NGOs that 

cover all the areas of Yemen: “South” being legitimate government Hadi forces and southern secession forces-

controlled areas (n=7); “North” being Houthis-controlled areas (n=14); “West” being legitimate government forces, 

Southern secession forces, and Ex-President Saleh forces-controlled areas (n=3); “Middle” being legitimate 

government forces, Southern secession forces, and Ex-President Saleh forces-controlled areas (n=3); and “East” 

being legitimate government forces and Islah forces (Muslim Brotherhood) part-controlled areas (n=7). We chose the 

largest number of NGOs in the North because it represents the largest population weight and is subject to the largest 

siege by the Saudi coalition forces, because of the tight control of the al-Houthi group over this region of Yemen. 

Appendix A gives a full overview of the selected NGOs and the conducted interviews in the different areas of Yemen, 

a summary of the interview guide and restrictions encountered. 

The interview data from NGOs has been handled in a similar way to written sources and we have considered that 

personal opinions may prevent the research from being completely unbiased. Since the paper does not start with a 

specific hypothesis, it is of utmost importance to be open to all comments made in interviews and to ensure that ideas 

which one personally doesn’t share are not discredited (or attached a low weight). We used an open format for 

interviewing to prevent interviewees from being restricted to voicing ideas that solely fit into the frame and questions 

of this study. 

Analyzing and presenting the findings  

Not surprisingly, the interviews found that the conflict in Yemen has seriously hindered both the delivery and 

distribution of aid. Many respondents emphasized that the warring parties are exploiting and plundering HA in 

Yemen. They highlighted that HA is currently part of the equation for the continuity of the war because it has not 

reached the targets, but rather that it is controlled by armed entities outside of the state.31 It seems that international 

donations have also been a source of funding for the warring parties because they have provided both sides with arms. 

Bibbo (2020) reports that in February 2019, $2.6bn in donations were made at a special one-day UN conference to 

“ease the humanitarian crisis” in Yemen, with Saudi Arabia and the UAE being the largest donors at $500 million 

each. However, over half of the money raised was pledged by countries that are either fighting in the Civil War or 

selling arms to those undertaking the fighting, which raises the question of the political motives of the actors involved. 

A quarter of the donations were paid into the Yemeni Social Welfare Fund but the location of the remainder is 

unknown. It appears that the fight for power is a driving factor for conflict in Yemen, but this is jeopardizing the lives 

of millions of people as a result. The UN claims that HA becoming a weapon of war highlights a collective failure 

and collective responsibility of all actors involved. The political unrest has been driven by the efforts of various 

entities, both governmental and non-governmental, who have enabled the war economies to thrive.32 This point was 

made by the majority of the participating NGOs.  

Some blame can be attributed to the Saleh regime. Between 2011 and 2015, there were numerous lethal attacks 

killing thousands of Yemenis. While Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) took responsibility for a vast 

number of attacks, it is probable that Saleh supported some of them to discredit the traditional regime, gain 

international support and prove that he was the only one that could keep the conflict under control.33 The situation 

has not improved during Hadi’s presidency, as policies continue to benefit business lobbies with ties to the 

 
30 Elayah (2021); NDC-NWO (2016). 
31 Personal communication (interviews), majority of the participation NGOs, June 17-July 30, 2020 
32 UNHRC (2020). 
33 Koehler-Derrick  (2011); Boutton (2016). 
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government. Policies aimed at increasing share of the import market and prioritizing small business circles with close 

relations with government officials that regularly commit humanitarian violations.34 The Hadi government, supported 

by the Islamic Reform Party (a Muslim Brotherhood wing in Yemen), has not implemented a clear policy to guide 

the expenses of its forces and the extravagant spending of its officials, as a result, in 2014 it spent an estimated $12.12 

billion. This did not appear to be cast in local development projects, social welfare payments, or job creation.35 Rather, 

a number of Hadi government officials have been involved in selling oil derivatives outside the framework of the 

official state institutions and contracting with fake energy companies to plunder billions of dollars in revenue from 

electricity, oil, and gas, as well as selling oil and gas facilities and equipment to Dubai from Marib, Shabwa, and 

Hadramout.36 The government has also signed deals to sell the currency, the consequences of which are the collapse 

of the local currency and increasing poverty levels.37  

Senior military leaders who are against the Houthis gained millions of dollars through statements in the names of 

fake soldiers in Marib and other Yemeni regions. The soldiers' wage allocations are reportedly not reaching those 

already on the battlefield. Instead, anti-Houthi military and security personnel are registered on more than one military 

list with two separate salaries from two different sources.38 There are many examples of this in the southern 

governorates such as Aden, where Emirati-backed and sponsored security agencies related to the Southern 

Transitional Council (STC), are receiving their salaries on a separate list from the Yemeni Ministry of Interior of the 

Hadi government.39 Lackner (2019) argues that corruption and nepotism have become extensive as the Yemeni ruling 

elite have been weakening the power of the people through a mixture of co-optation, repression and divide-and-

conquer tactics, worsening the already catastrophic humanitarian crisis. It has been suggested that Saleh was very 

corrupt during his time as President after a UN (2015) report revealed that he is alleged to have amassed assets 

between $32 billion and $60 billion…located in at least 20 countries. It is thought that corruption is still an issue with 

the Hadi government. Although a figure has not been released, one of our interviewees, a Yemeni economist, 

suggested that Hadi’s corruption amounts to around $14 billion.40 DeLozier (2019) reports that the UN claims 

corruption is worsening the humanitarian crisis by preventing the importation of commercial goods and artificially 

raising prices, meaning basic food and medical supplies are too expensive for the majority of the population. High 

prices have made HA a valuable commodity and a target for armed groups who, the interviewees claimed, are 

diverting it on a large scale to the war effort. They distribute it to those who are loyal to them or sell it on the black 

market, which is thought to be controlled by a cartel with close ties to the senior Houthi official Mohammed Ali al-

Houthi.41  

A secessionist organization, the STC, formed by a faction of al-Hirak (Southern Yemen Movement) claims to rule 

most of Southern Yemen; its 26 members include the governors of five southern governorates and two government 

ministers. Currently, they control the port of Aden with many respondents claiming that the STC is stealing food aid 

coming directly from the UAE and using it to either feed the families of its soldiers or selling it on the black market. 

Mohammed and Elayah (2018) claim that the STC also has control of many NGOs throughout the southern 

governorates. On the surface, these NGOs work with international donors to provide humanitarian assistance to 

groups suffering from the conflicts, but in the reality, they mainly work for the benefit of the STC, providing 

 
34 DeLozier (2019); Zimmerman (2015). 
35 SCSS (2018). 
36 Eaton et al. (2019); Hill et al. (2013). 
37 CMWG Yemen (2020).  
38 Brehony (2020).   
39 Personal communication (interviews), majority of the participation NGOs, June 17-July 30, 2020 
40 SCSS (2018). 
41 DeLozier (2019). 
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nutritional support for its combatants and increasing its political and military legitimacy at local levels.42 The Central 

Bank of Yemen announced that forces loyal to the STC, which declared self-rule in Aden on 26 April 2020, had 

looted 64 billion riyals, printed in Russia for Yemen.43 Currently, the STC controls the port of Aden’s income, taxes, 

and other revenues in the southern governorates, which are estimated to be valued at millions of dollars.44 An 

interviewee added that the STC depends more on the support of rich southern Yemeni merchants, who are in the Gulf 

states, America, and Europe; their support is estimated to worth billions of riyals.45  

All 34 of the interviewees felt that the warring parties in Yemen cared little about the victims of the war and so 

did not let the HA reach the affected victims in an easy or smooth way. Most estimated that only 10% to 20% of the 

aid reached the intended vulnerable people.46 NGOs use field research to collect data about vulnerable people,47 but 

they are obliged (forced) by Houthis (for example) or neighborhood representatives, to add false names during data 

collection.48 A large amount of HA goes to those who are not vulnerable, such as high-ranking officials who register 

false names and add non-vulnerable people. Many respondents, especially those NGOs operating in Houthi-

controlled areas, argued that the war economy began from the moment the militia stockpiled the HA, to finance its 

wars and enrich its loyalists. The Houthi group also used oil revenues, extortion and levies imposed on citizens and 

merchants.49 Their control of the ports has resulted in Yemen turning into a black hole for HA.50 

One of the interviewees argued that the ”Al-Houthi group has more benefits than the other warring parties in 

Yemen in terms of economic affairs, and it can be easily observed how the group translates this through its dealings 

with agreements that seek to achieve peace in Yemen and its refusal to adhere to everything that would stop the war 

or support any political solution".51 The Houthi group took control of the cash reserves of the Republic of Yemen of 

around $5.1 billion and receives revenues in the form of taxes from the local provinces under its control in excess of 

$1.7 billion annually. Merchants, companies, hospitals and factories have been forced to pay exorbitant sums of 

money in the form of royalties.52 They also founded 1,500 NGOs in cities under their control between 2014 and 2018 

to loot and sell HA. Fuel sold on the black market remains one of the Houthi’s most important sources of revenue 

amounting to $1.14 billion. This fuel, in the form of crude oil and gas, is thought to be stolen from Iran and listed as 

coming from the UAE or Oman on falsified paperwork so that it can be imported through Hodeida without detection.53  

Ports are an essential means of delivering aid and goods to Yemen, with around 90% of food in Yemen being 

imported.54 Despite this, OCHA (2019) reports that the Saudi-led coalition is enforcing both restrictions on HA 

supplies and a commercial blockade on air and sea paths into Yemen. The coalition has claimed that the blockades 

are necessary to prevent the smuggling of weapons, but it has meant that food imports have dropped by 30% over the 

past year.55 The result has been less food and higher prices and millions close to famine. In addition, bridges linking 

Yemen’s main port at Hodeida with the main capital city of Sana’a have been bombed by coalition forces. Vehicles 

loaded with HA for one-third of the Yemeni population are having to take alternate routes, increasing journey times, 

 
42 Personal communication (interview), East-based NGO, July 6, 2020. Also see Orkaby (2020) . 
43 Reuters (2020). 
44 Personal communication (interview), South-based NGO, July 22, 2020. 
45 Personal communication (interview), South-based NGO, July 8, 2020. 
46 Personal communication (interview), West-based NGO, June 15, 2020. 
47 Especially by using multi-Cluster/Sector Initial Rapid Assessment (MIRA). 
48 Personal communication (interviews), majority of the participation NGOs, June 17-July 30, 2020. 
49 Personal communication (interviews), majority of the participation NGOs, June 17-July 30, 2020 
50 Personal communication (interview), North-based NGO, June 22, 2020. 
51 Personal communication (interview), Middle-based NGO, July 9, 2020. 
52 Zachary and Robinson (2020). 
53 Mohammed and Elayah (2018). 
54 DeLozier (2019). 
55 Personal communication (interview), South-based NGO, July 7, 2020 
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elevating delivery costs, and making it impossible to reach some of the worst affected areas. 

While Amnesty International (2017) claimed the blockade amounted to the collective punishment of Yemen’s 

civilians, the interviewees and OCHA (2019) report, the long and questionable inspection systems enable the warring 

parties to loot HA coming into the country.56 Second, as many interviewees stated, the Houthi rebels are using the 

blockade as a way to gain power within the region. According to HA officials and documents that Associated Press 

obtained, the blockades are “a strong-arm tactic to force the agency (UN) to give them greater control over the 

massive humanitarian campaign, along with a cut of billions of dollars in foreign assistance”.57 Furthermore, the 

blockades have increased diesel prices. Between March and April 2019 prices increased by over 60% in Sana’a City 

and 45-55% in the governorates of Al Hudaydah and Raymah.58 This has had a disastrous effect on the availability 

of supplies, leading to a knock-on effect on prices.59 Rural areas are suffering. Transporting food and people to the 

markets is very costly and this is having a devastating impact on the population, which is already struggling to pay 

for the bare minimum. It is thought that the Houthi groups are intentionally creating an artificial fuel scarcity to 

increase prices on the black market.60  

Restrictions to access by the blockade has been a financial burden for the international NGOs. Last year 86% of 

cases, where UN staff were denied access to vulnerable communities, were the result of administrative restrictions 

on movement where permission from authorities was required. The other 14% of incidents were due to hostilities and 

military operations. The U.S. Trump administration decided in March 2020 to freeze spending on various HA 

programs.61 NGOs, however, want to continue with HA supplies due to the extent of the humanitarian crisis. Oxfam 

(2017) announced that they are revising their approach and stepping up their support in order to overcome the 

financial challenges, even though their funding will run out faster. Furthermore, delivering aid in conflict settings is 

extremely challenging. 

Conclusion and Recommendations 

Our analysis of HA in Yemen supports the view that it is a significant source of funding for armed groups, and 

consequently that it plays a huge part in allowing the war economy in Yemen to thrive. Warring groups are often 

looting HA to distribute it based on partisanship and to sell it on the black market to finance the war effort. They have 

also attempted to block HA to try and gain control over the humanitarian campaign and receive a cut of the billions 

of dollars given in foreign assistance. In many cases HA is distributed through local NGOs that were established by 

the groups to attract international funds. Others were pre-politicized NGOs that channeled funds to specific regions 

or particular groups for political and military advantage. It is clear from our analysis that the ability of NGOs to use 

HA effectively and deliver it to those who deserve it is very limited. NGO’s actions can end up expanding the war 

economy rather than reducing the effects of war on the poor. Distrust in international bodies and in local and 

international NGOs has become extremely high among those affected by the war. 

Many studies have argued that providing humanitarian assistance during the war as HA can still have a net positive 

effect on populations even if war is prolonged.62 It can alleviate suffering and rebuild failed states. This implies that 

HA is an ethical necessity that enhances local security and supports civil actors in strengthening the pillars of stability. 

The results of this study suggest that this is more difficult than expected and that donors need to seek alternative 

 
56 Fink (2017). 
57 Bibbo (2020). 
58 FEWSN (2019). 
59 Tandon and Vishwanath (2020). 
60 DeLozier (2019). 
61 Lackner (2019). 
62 Examples include: Narang (2014); Berman et. al. (2011); Collier and Hoeffler (2002); and de Ree and Nillesen (2009) 
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solutions in fragile states. One means of restoring donor confidence and dealing with some of the issues is to provide 

cash aid rather than food aid. When NGOs are unable to distribute food aid successfully, some of the funds could be 

transferred to cash. This could be more traceable, efficient, and transparent. There are, of course, challenges in 

adopting cash transfers that will require further study, such as how transferable the practices in stable countries are 

into countries in conflict. Yemen would make a useful case study if this policy were adopted.  
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Appendix A: Overview of the selected NGOs and the conducted interviews in the different areas of Yemen 

and interview guide and restrictions. 

The interview guide includes qualitative questions such as: What is your approach to the crisis? How do you reach 

vulnerable people? Do you see where your aid goes? Do you know how many of your supplies reach the people who 

need them? Would you say that food has become a weapon of war? Has the blockade on Yemeni ports affected your 

work and worsened the crisis? Has your NGO made progress in Yemen? What do you think the biggest challenges 

are in reaching the Yemeni people? Were you active before the conflict and has this changed? Would you say the 

attempts made by your organization to alleviate suffering are contrary to the political interests of the Yemeni 

government?  

The restrictions for fieldwork are brought to the fore. Options for interviewing NGO representatives face-to-face 

in Yemen are severely limited due to widespread violence in the country. The cities of north-Yemen are currently 

off-limits, which also applies to the Southern governorates. It was, however, possible, to work with “third 

interviewers” who were based in these areas and as a result we conducted (n=21 out of n=34) interviews in person 

(see Table A1). Otherwise, interviews were carried out via phone/Skype, although this was troublesome because the 

electricity supply was unreliable in the entire country. 

 

Table A1: Interviews undertaken 

 

  Key Issue(s) Location 

Armed/ Political 

control Area* 

Interview 

Situation 

Interview 

date (2020) 

Gender of 

interviewee 

 1 Humanitarian Aid Sana’a City Houthi N In person June 17 F 

 2 Humanitarian Aid Aden Houthi N In person June 22 F 

 3 Humanitarian Aid Al-Mahrah Hadi Forces E Skype July 20 M 

 4 Humanitarian Aid Aden Southern Forces S In person June 15 F 

 5 Humanitarian Aid Taiz Hadi Forces S In person July 3 F 

 6 Humanitarian Aid Sana’a City Houthi N In person July 24 M 
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  Key Issue(s) Location 

Armed/ Political 

control Area* 

Interview 

Situation 

Interview 

date (2020) 

Gender of 

interviewee 

 7 Humanitarian Aid Sana’a Houthi N In person July 7 M 

 8 Humanitarian Aid Sana’a City Houthi N Phone call July 23 F 

 9 Humanitarian Aid Maarb Hadi Forces + 

Islah Forces 

E Phone call July 23 F 

 10 Humanitarian Aid Shabwah Hadi Forces E In person July 6 M 

 11 Humanitarian Aid Taiz Hadi Forces S In person July 7 F 

 12 Humanitarian Aid Sana’a City Houthi N In person July 22 F 

 13 Humanitarian Aid Sana’a City Houthi N In person July 22 M 

 14 Humanitarian Aid Hajjah Houthi W Phone call July 8 F 

 15 Humanitarian Aid Taiz Hadi Forces M In person July 8 M 

 16 Humanitarian Aid Lahj Hadi Forces + 

Southern 

Movement 

S In person July 8 F 

 17 Humanitarian Aid Hadramout Hadi Forces E In person July 26 M 

 18 Humanitarian Aid Maarb Hadi Forces + 

Islah Forces 

E In Person July 25 M 

 19 Humanitarian Aid Dhamar Houthi N In person July 30 F 

 20 Humanitarian Aid Al Mahwit Houthi N Phone call July 30 M 

 21 Development and Gender Abyan Southern 

Movement 

S Phone call July 29 M 

 22 Development and Gender Amran Houthi N In person July 15 M 

 23 Development and Gender Taiz Hadi Forces M In person July 9 F 
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  Key Issue(s) Location 

Armed/ Political 

control Area* 

Interview 

Situation 

Interview 

date (2020) 

Gender of 

interviewee 

 24 Development and Gender 

Development, Human 

Rights 

Sana’a City Houthi N In person July 15 F 

 25 Development and Gender Lahij Southern 

Movement 

S In person July 22 M 

 26 Development and Gender Hadramaut Hadi Forces E Phone call July 14 F 

 27 Development and Gender Amran Houthi N Phone call July 13 F 

 28 Development and Gender Raymah Houthi W Phone call June 15 M 

 29 Development and Gender Shabwah Hadi Forces E Phone call June 18 F 

 30 Development and Gender Ibb Houthi M In person July 3 M 

 31 Welfare-Oriented Aden Southern 

Movement 

S In person July 27 F 

 32 Welfare-Oriented Al 

Hudaydah 

Ex-President 

Saleh forces 

W Phone call June 28 F 

 33 Welfare-Oriented Sa'dah Houthi N Phone call June 20 M 

 34 Welfare-Oriented Dhamar Houthi N In person July 11 F 

 Note: N= North S=South W=West E=East and M=Middle of Yemen. 

 
 


