
Target Selection
Saudi Arabia has taken several steps to create a more thorough vetting process for target 
selection and validation for the Saudi-led Coalition's operations in Yemen. This process is 
meant to ensure that the Coalition:   

• 
• 
• 
• Observes the implementation of stricter Rules of Engagement.

The Coalition has implemented additional vetting criteria for time-sensitive targets. These 
criteria place extra responsibilities on Coalition pilots before conducting a mission. 

The Coalition adheres to a no-strike list that includes over 33,000 targets, as referenced 
above. This list includes locations provided by U.N. and other humanitarian organizations 
on the ground in Yemen, in addition to locations collected by the Coalition. Furthermore, the 
Coalition is constantly updating this list and adding locations to it.

Currently, the Coalition seeks to align its targeting practices and personnel training with 
NATO standards, and only personnel that meet these rigorous standards are involved in 
target selection. 
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U.S. Cooperation
Additionally, the Coalition is in regular consultation with the United States government 
regarding U.S. assistance in the vetting process. Saudi Arabia and the Coalition welcome 
the opportunity to grant access to U.S. personnel to the Air Operations Center, and any 
other facilities where targeting is approved, to observe the decision-making process 
implementation of such procedures.

The Coalition believes that increased U.S. support for coalition operations, including 
assistance in vetting targets, will increase the effectiveness of operations, and more 
importantly reduce mistakes. 

Investigations: The Coalition has implemented recommendations of the Joint Incident 
Assessment Team (JIAT), which is responsible for investigating any incidents where it is 

public. The aforementioned steps were largely instituted based on JIAT recommendations.
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“Yemen is where the real proxy 
war is going on, and winning 
the battle in Yemen will help 
define the balance of power  
in the Middle East.” 

IRANIAN OFFICIAL TO REUTERS, MARCH 22, 2017

—
—
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President Hadi stated that Yemen 

would have fallen in four days and 

would have been an Iranian state 

had it not been for the Operation 

Decisive Storm launched by the 

Arab military coalition under the 

leadership of Saudi Arabia.

—
—
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Executive Summary

Yemen has experienced political turmoil and a climate of lawlessness for decades. 
In recent years, however, Iran’s covert support for a Yemeni faction exacerbated 
existing divisions and triggered a political and economic crisis that led to the 
violent ouster of President Abd-Rabbuh Mansour Hadi in 2015. As Yemen found 
itself on the brink of civil war, an international coalition led by Saudi Arabia and 
supported by the United States intervened. Its objectives were to protect the 
civilian population from attacks by Iranian-supported Houthi militias, restore the 
legitimate government and prevent Yemen from becoming a safe haven for Al-
Qaeda and a base for Iranian adventurism and subversion in the region.

Saudi Arabia and the states of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) began an 
intense diplomatic effort aimed at avoiding civil war in Yemen when nationwide 
protests began in February 2011. Saudi Arabia helped to broker the departure of 
Yemen’s longtime leader, Ali Abdullah Saleh, and the formation of a National Unity 
government. It also promoted a United Nations-led National Dialogue among all 
political factions and free elections in 2012 in which Abd-Rabbuh Mansour Hadi 
was elected president. This period of optimism was cut short by repeated attempts 

obstruction, and then by military means.

the political-rebel movement whose adherents collectively refer to themselves 
by “the Houthis” have waged a decade-long campaign to achieve political power 
by military force. This campaign of aggression has aggravated longstanding 
divisions and produced attacks on both fellow Yemenis and Saudi civilians across 
the border. Their insurgency against Yemen’s central government has been aided 

Corps (IRGC) and Lebanon’s Hezbollah militia.

01
—
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Iran’s interference in Yemen is of a piece with its activities in Lebanon, Iraq, 

wore on. Indeed, upon the capture of the Yemeni capital, Sana’a by the Houthis 

four Arab capitals, with Sana’a joining Beirut, Baghdad and Damascus.1  Iran has 
smuggled weapons into Yemen, in violation 
of an arms embargo imposed by the United 
Nations Security Council, that have been 
used to attack Saudi, U.S. and Emirati ships 
off the Yemeni coast and civilians in Saudi 
Arabia. Major General Qassem Soleimani, 
commander of the Qods Force—the external 
arm of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard 

February 2017 to evaluate plans that would 
further advantage the Houthis in Yemen. A 

is where the real proxy war is going on, and 

the balance of power in the Middle East.” 2

As President Hadi sought to draft a 
constitution that could represent the 

interests of all Yemenis and capitalize on the achievements of a political 
transition endorsed by the United Nations, former president Saleh found 
common cause with Iran and its Houthi allies, who sought to unilaterally 
redraw Yemen’s internal boundaries in their favor. The Houthis resisted 

solution. As violence escalated, the international community expressed grave 
concern at the prospect of a coup d’état by an Iranian-backed extremist militia 
that had already violently occupied several cities, seized government posts, 
and bombed the Presidential Palace.

In 2014, a prominent 
Iranian government 
official boasted that Iran 
now controls four Arab 
capitals, with Sana’a 
joining Beirut, Baghdad 
and Damascus. 

—

1  Middle East Monitor, "Sana’a is the fourth Arab capital to join the Iranian revolution," September 27, 2014

2 Reuters, “Exclusive: Iran steps up support for Houthis in Yemen’s war;” March 22, 2017
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provoked the Hadi government to request the intervention of what was to become 
the Saudi-led coalition. Military action was based upon the principle of self-defense 
contained in Article 51 of the UN Charter. Preventing Houthi control of Yemen and 
protecting Yemen’s neighbors from the Houthis’ arsenal of ballistic weapons, tanks 
and other advanced military equipment was essential to the national security of Saudi 
Arabia and other GCC nations.

As part of the effort to restore the legitimate government of Yemen, Saudi Arabia 
and its Coalition partners have also degraded the ability of Al-Qaeda in the Arabian 
Peninsula (AQAP) and Daesh (ISIS) to use Yemeni territory as a safe haven. AQAP 
terrorists have exploited the security vacuum that followed the Houthi assault 
on Sana’a in September 2014, and expanded their presence in the countryside, 

attacked and occupied the strategic port city of Mukalla, which was subsequently 
liberated by Yemeni armed forces, in collaboration with Saudi and Emirati special 
forces. Today, AQAP does not control a single city in Yemen. In November 2014, 
Daesh established a foothold in Yemen and began to directly target Coalition 
forces in Yemen in response to the Kingdom’s coordinated efforts to degrade the 
terror group’s operational bases in Syria.

Saudi Arabia remains committed to a peaceful, diplomatic and multilateral 
solution to the crisis in Yemen. Saudi Arabia supports the UN-led efforts to 
achieve a political solution in Yemen based upon UNSC Resolution 2216, the 
GCC initiative, and the outcomes of the National Dialogue. Although military 
intervention in Yemen was necessary to prevent Yemen’s collapse, the solution 
to the country’s conflict will be political: the formation of a new national unity 
government, with power shared among the parties. Such a unity government 
would respect the sanctity of international borders, ensure Yemen’s territorial 
integrity, and prohibit the deployment of weapons from Yemeni territory that 
threaten international waterways or the security of Yemen’s neighbors.

transnational terrorist organizations is within reach. As the single-largest donor of 
humanitarian aid to Yemen, the Kingdom has committed to play a substantial role in 
future reconstruction efforts.
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Left unchecked, the Houthi 
militias, backed by Iran, would 
have taken control of Yemen—
along with its military arsenal 
of ballistic weapons, tanks 
and other advanced military 
equipment—and turned those 
weapons on its neighbors.

—
—

 

Armed Houthi militia in southern Sana'a, April 2015.
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Following are the achievements in the campaign against Iran-backed Houthi 
separatists as well as against the terrorist organizations in Yemen: 

Improved Containment of Iranian Influence on the Arabian Peninsula
After the fall of the legitimate Yemeni government at the beginning of 2015 because 

support. The Houthis subsequently became the single largest militia force in the 
country, and were particularly strong in north and central Yemen. The Houthis were 

27, 2017, the Kingdom intercepted more than 40 missiles launched at Saudi territory 
from Yemen3, nine of these missiles have struck Saudi territory. A convoy of Iranian 
ships headed to the Gulf of Aden in March 2016 carrying weapons to that group’s 
militia was intercepted by U.S. naval vessels responding to Saudi Arabia’s request. 
Saudi intervention has stalled Iranian ambitions to turn Yemen into a proxy-state 
and Houthi militias into another Hezbollah.

Substantial Eradication of Houthi-led Separatism
Houthi rebels participated in the Yemeni national dialogue and agreed to its 
outcomes. The Houthis, however, reneged in their commitments and launched 
a military offensive occupying the city of Amran in the summer of 2014 and the 
capital of Sana’a in September 2014. Saudi Arabia’s intervention, done as a response 
to a request by the legitimate government of Yemen,  prevented the fall of Aden 
and supported the legitimate government in regaining control over more than 85 
percent of Yemen’s territory.

Overview of Saudi-led Coalition 
Achievements in Yemen

02
—

3 The Missile War in Yemen; Missile Defense Project, Center for Strategic and International Studies

Received by NSD/FARA Registration Unit 05/16/2017 6:24:28 PM

Received by NSD/FARA Registration Unit 05/16/2017 6:24:28 PM



10

2017 REPORT          SAUDI  ARABIA AND THE YEMEN CONFLICT

Erosion of Religious Extremism
Left unchecked, Yemen’s political power struggle 
and resulting civil war would have left that 

Reduction of Aggression Against Yemen’s Civilian Population
Over the course of the war, Houthis have bombed civilians on the ground, used child 
soldiers, and withheld humanitarian food assistance as a means of intimidation. 
In Taiz, where the Houthis used such brutal tactics against civilians, Saudi Arabia 

dropped food and medicine to relieve the siege against the city.

Resumption of Humanitarian Assistance 
Saudi Arabia has been able to extend significant humanitarian support to 
help ameliorate the suffering of a population that was devastated by internal 
conflict long before Riyadh’s decision to intervene. The Kingdom has been 
the single largest donor of humanitarian aid to Yemen, contributing more 
than $847 million during the conflict. In April 2015, responding to an appeal 
by the United Nations, the Kingdom gave $274 million to support UN efforts 
in Yemen, and then announced in May that it would supply an additional 

Saudi Arabia is the single largest donor of humanitarian 
aid to Yemen, having contributed over $847 million in food, 

medicine, shelter and other assistance.

Humanitarian aid distributed by the King 
Salman Humanitarian Aid and Relief Center
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$267 million in assistance. Such aid is not new: Riyadh pledged $3 billion 
to help Yemen implement reforms against poverty and hunger in 2012 and 
donated millions of barrels of crude oil and petroleum products to assist 
with Yemen’s energy needs that year and beyond.

Thwarting the Menace of Al-Qaeda and the Rise of Daesh 
Al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP), cited by the U.S. State Department in 
2014 as the greatest threat to Saudi internal security, sought to exploit the Yemen 
civil war for its own objectives, including suicide bombings that targeted Saudi 
and Western nationals. Daesh has penetrated Yemen, having carried out car 
bombings, attacks on mosques, and grisly executions that claimed more than 130 
lives by the end of December 2015. Terrorist strongholds have subsequently been 

liberated by Coalition forces.

Diplomatic Efforts
Saudi Arabia, the GCC, G10 countries and the Special Representative of 
the UN Secretary General have worked diplomatically to seek a peaceful 
transition of government. In 2011, political parties in Yemen agreed to 
accept the GCC Initiative. However, while Riyadh and President Hadi 
have sought compromise with Houthi forces—including parliamentary 
representation and greater autonomy within Yemen’s provinces—the 
Houthis chose to attempt to win territory through military action. Today, 
diplomatic efforts are mainly UN-led with the political support of Saudi 
Arabia, the GCC and the international community. The Kingdom and its 
Coalition partners continue to prevent further destabilization and create 
a more hospitable climate for negotiations. 

Left unchecked, the Houthi militias, backed by Iran, would have taken control 
of Yemen—along with its military arsenal of ballistic weapons, tanks and other 
advanced military equipment—and turned those weapons on its neighbors. Saudi 
Arabia continues to work toward a peaceful solution that maintains the integrity 

support necessary to rebuild Yemen and improve the quality of life for all Yemenis. 

consequences for regional and international security.
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Saudi Arabia’s intervention, 
done at the request of the 
legitimate government of 
Yemen,  prevented the fall of 
Aden and has successfully 
restored legitimate 
government control to more 
than 85 percent of Yemen’s 
territory.

—
—

 

Saudi artillery shelling Houthi targets 
along the Saudi-Yemeni border.
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The strategic interest of Saudi Arabia in securing stability in Yemen and in 
maintaining the legitimate, popularly-elected national government of President 
Abd-Rabbuh Mansour Hadi is four-fold: securing Saudi Arabia’s border, stemming 
Iran’s regional expansionist ambitions, combating terrorist threats and 
safeguarding regional security.

Many of Saudi Arabia’s strategic interests in seeing stability in Yemen are in line with 

containing Iranian aggression, and promoting regional stability and cooperation, the 
interests of the United States and Saudi Arabia run parallel.

Combating Iran-backed Houthi violence directed against the Yemeni population 

Province, Houthi ballistic missile attacks against civilians, and attacks against 
Saudi border security forces. To date, Houthi separatists have attempted more 
than 40 missile strikes against Saudi Arabia from the Yemen border and coastal 
territories, with nine such attempts striking Saudi land.

the geopolitical expansionist ambitions of Iran in Yemen - a sentiment also 
echoed by the Kingdom’s Coalition partners and allies.

Iran, the world’s biggest state sponsor of terrorism, has provided Houthis with 

in favor of Iran’s regional ambitions. Iran has publicly admitted that they will 
continue to meddle in Yemen’s domestic politics, telling Reuters “Yemen is where 

Strategic Interests in Yemen

03
—

Received by NSD/FARA Registration Unit 05/16/2017 6:24:28 PM

Received by NSD/FARA Registration Unit 05/16/2017 6:24:28 PM



14

2017 REPORT          SAUDI  ARABIA AND THE YEMEN CONFLICT

the balance of power in the Middle East.”

Iran has backed the Houthi militia, an effort that dates back over a decade. The Houthis 

and restore peace in the region. The burden of keeping Iran in check will have to be 
shared by a strong Arab coalition backed by the United States, all while continuing 
to press the attack on terrorist organizations. The United States has committed to 
standing by Saudi Arabia to accomplish this. 

Additionally, the international community has strategic interest in preventing 
Al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP), long a highly active terrorist group 

Yemen to extend its presence there. AQAP is considered by the U.S. Department of 

attacks against the United States.” To date, that terrorist group has unsuccessfully 
attempted to target the U.S. at least three times – using concealed explosive devices 
designed to destroy commercial aircraft or detonate inside parcel packages. The 
intelligence services of Saudi Arabia helped disrupt two of these plots.

The status of Yemen as a safe haven for transnational terrorist organizations has 
challenged four consecutive U.S. Presidents. Since the bombing of the USS Cole on 
Oct 12, 2000, terrorist groups have continued to threaten U.S. interests in Yemen. 
For example, a September 2008 attack on the U.S. embassy in Sana’a resulted in 18 
killed and 16 wounded. In November 2014, AQAP claimed it had attempted to kill 
U.S. Ambassador Matthew Tueller, but the two bombs were detected minutes before 
their detonation.

Furthermore, terrorist plots originating in Yemen have threatened the U.S. 
homeland. Saudi and American intelligence have worked together to foil these 
terrorist plots. For example, Saudi intelligence was crucial in foiling a 2010 AQAP 
plot to detonate a bomb lodged in a printer on a cargo plane bound for Chicago. The 
U.S. State Department and National Counter Terrorism Center has designated the 
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group as the most active of terrorists openly 
intent on attacking the U.S. homeland. The 

stem from it, are a vital part of the United 
States’ Global War on Terror. Restoration of 
the legitimate, internationally-recognized 
government of Yemen would further enhance 
U.S. counterterrorism objectives in Yemen.

Finally, there is the Kingdom’s interest in 
safeguarding regional security. Yemen is 
of considerable geopolitical importance. 
The country, with its 1,184-mile coastline, is 
strategically located next to the Bab al Mandab 
strait, through which commercial oil tankers 
carry an estimated 3.4 million barrels per day 
(3.5% to 4% of the global oil supply). 4

United States foreign policy, as articulated by President Donald Trump, places a 
greater emphasis on U.S. allies taking greater responsibility for their own regional 
security. Saudi Arabia is in full agreement with this policy. Indeed, Saudi efforts to 
stabilize Yemen are an effort to assert the Kingdom’s role as a guarantor of regional 
stability. These areas of agreement were further outlined by Foreign Minister Adel 

19, 2017: “[President Trump] believes in destroying Daesh; so do we. He believes in 
containing Iran; so do we. He believes in working with traditional allies; so do we. 
And when we look at the composition of the Cabinet and the personalities that he 
appointed: Secretary of Defense, Secretary of State, Secretary of Homeland Security, 
Secretary of Commerce, Secretary of Treasury. These are very experienced, highly 
skilled, highly capable individuals who share that worldview.”

 

With respect to fighting 
terrorism, containing 
Iranian aggression, and 
promoting regional 
stability and cooperation, 
the interests of the United 
States and Saudi Arabia 
run parallel.

—

information on the geostrategic position of Yemen, see also: The United States Energy Administration, “World Oil Transit  

Chokepoints”, 2012; available at www.eia.gov
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Iran actively supported members of 
the Houthi tribe in northern Yemen, 
including activities intended to build 
military capabilities, which could pose a 
greater threat to security and stability 
in Yemen and the surrounding region. 
In July 2012, the Yemeni Interior 
Ministry arrested members of an 
alleged Iranian spy ring, headed by a 
former member of the IRGC.

COUNTRY REPORTS ON TERRORISM 2012

U.S. DEPARTMENT OF STATE MAY 30, 2013 

—
—

 

Tribal gunmen loyal to the Houthi militia 
brandish their weapons, March 2015
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Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) 
have provided the Houthis with money, training, 
and sophisticated weaponry for more than a 
decade, according to the U.S. State Department. The 
Revolutionary Guard is believed to have transferred 
rocket and missile capability as well. 

“Iran continues to provide arms to the Houthi 
forces, despite a U.N. Security Council resolution 
prohibiting such actions,” said Senator Bob Corker 
to the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations on 
March 9, 2017. “Houthis have used these weapons 
to attack U.S. ships off of the Yemeni coast, and 
they are launching missiles across the border into 
Saudi Arabia.” 

hearing added, “There is no question that Iran and the Houthis are allies.” He continued: 
“It is in Iran’s interest to work with the Houthis against Saudi-backed forces in Yemen, 
while also encouraging Houthi incursions into the Saudi kingdom”. These statements 
sum up the general U.S. government view of the Iranian relationship with the Houthi 
forces as well as that of the Gulf and other Saudi-led coalition forces in Yemen

The U.S. Government has long recognized Iran as one of the Houthis’ two key backers, 
the other being former President Saleh and his network. In its Country Reports on 
Terrorism 2012, the State Department noted. 5

The Houthis and Iran

04
—

A Houthi sniper trains his sights on Sana’a. Iran has supplied 
the Houthis with weaponry, financial support and training.  

5 Country Reports on Terrorism: 2012; U.S. Department of State; May 30, 2013 
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“Iran actively supported members of the Houthi tribe in northern Yemen, including 
activities intended to build military capabilities, which could pose a greater threat 

Yemeni Interior Ministry arrested members of an alleged Iranian spy ring, headed 
by a former member of the IRGC.”

SAUDI ARABIA

 YEMEN

The Threat at Sea
IRANIAN-BACKED HOUTHIS SMUGGLE ARMS, THREATEN SHIPS

NOTE: All vessel locations are approximations
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The U.S. and its allies have intercepted multiple shipments from Iran to the 
Houthis that have included coastal defense systems, according to senior 

anti-ship missiles, explosives, and personnel.

Interdiction of vessels smuggling arms to Iranian-backed Houthi militias 
in Yemen have been ongoing for years.

• JANUARY 23, 2013: Yemeni naval forces seize Jihan 1, carrying surface-to-air missiles and 16,716 
blocks of C4  explosive.

• MARCH 7, 2013: Yemeni naval forces seize Jihan 2 in Bab al Mandab strait while unloading weapons 
onto a Yemeni fishing boat.

• SEPTEMBER 26, 2015: Coalition naval forces seize Iranian-registered fishing boat southeast of 
Salalah, carrying 18 Konkurs anti-armor missiles and 54 BGM-17 anti-tank missiles.

• FEBRUARY 27, 2016: Australian frigate HMAS Darwin of the Royal Australian Navy seized a cache of 
arms from a vessel 313 km off the coast of Oman, including machine guns, rocket- propelled grenade 
launchers, and mortars.

• MARCH 20, 2016: The French frigate FS Provence stopped a vessel off the Yemeni island of Socotra, 
seizing AK-47s, sniper rifles and anti-tank missiles.

• MARCH 28, 2016: USS Sirocco, operating as part of U.S. Naval Forces Central Command, intercepted 
and seized the shipment of weapons hidden aboard  a small, stateless vessel. The arms cache included 
1,500 AK-47s, 200 RPG launchers and 21 .50-caliber machine guns.

• OCTOBER 9, 2016: Iranian-backed Houthi militias fire missiles at the USS Mason, patrolling in the 
Red Sea.

• JANUARY 31, 2017: Houthi suicide boats attack Saudi patrol frigate off coast of Hodeidah, killing two 
Saudi sailors.
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On February 21, 2012, 
Abd-Rabbuh Mansour Hadi 
was elected president in a 
momentous vote that marked 
a new chapter of optimism 
for legitimate governance in 
Yemen.

—
—
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05
—

Yemen has always been a fragile state, one that hostile foreign actors have used 
as a proxy for their own regional ambitions. Throughout Yemen’s history, the 
United States and Saudi Arabia have partnered with the legitimate government 

Hostile actors such as Iran, however, have preyed upon internal political 
divisions in the country to destabilize Yemen and use it as a base to threaten 
Saudi territory, as well as disrupt vital commercial shipping lanes.

Meanwhile, transnational terrorist groups such as Al Qaeda in the Arabian 
Peninsula and Daesh have taken advantage of internal divisions in Yemen to 
carve out a safe haven for terrorist activities. The Al-Qaeda bombing of the USS 

targets in Yemen in recent years. In September 2004, a Yemeni court sentenced 
two men to death and four others to prison terms for orchestrating the suicide 
bombing of the USS Cole.

Continuous Counterinsurgency: 2004-2011

By 2007, the Yemeni government seized bases belonging to the Houthis 

A Recent History of Yemen
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Marran. On September 17, 2008, the U.S. Embassy was attacked with automatic 
weapons and rocket-propelled grenades. 

Peaceful Political Transition: 2011-2014
On February 2, 2011, facing a Tunisia-style “Arab Spring” national uprising, President 
Saleh announced that he would not seek re-election in 2013, but would serve out 
the remainder of his term. This decision came after the start of demonstrations 
that drew people from all interest groups, including Houthis, to protest the poor 
governance and corruption that had marred Yemeni political institutions under 

2011, urging an end to the 33-year presidency of Saleh, who had failed to adequately 
improve the welfare of Yemen’s people during his rule.

The youth of Yemen played an instrumental role in the protests as leading 
activists and civil society representatives calling for a prosperous future for 
all Yemenis. For years, stagnant development and widespread poverty were 

economic frustration, opposition groups put forth a proposal to have Saleh 
peacefully step down from power. Saleh rejected all popular demands for political 
change, instead resorting to a crackdown on demonstrators that lasted for more 
than a year. Protests were met with relentless violence by Saleh-backed forces 
that targeted crowds of civilians and left countless demonstrators wounded.

Finally, the contentious political turmoil in Yemen reached its culmination with 

Government of Yemen, alongside allied neighboring states in the Gulf Cooperation 
Council, introduced the GCC Initiative to prevent the country’s descent into civil 
war. Despite attempts by Saleh to impede the GCC Initiative and the transitional 
phase that followed, a national unity government emerged with the unprecedented 
guarantee of transparent and free elections. On February 21, 2012, Abd-Rabbuh 
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Mansour Hadi was elected president in a 
momentous vote that marked a new chapter of 
optimism for legitimate governance in Yemen.

As part of the GCC Initiative, a National 
Dialogue Conference, structured by United 
Nations Security Council Resolution 2051, 
began in 2013. The details of the accord were 
worked out by the United Nations, led by 

Hadi had managed to bring together all the 
nation’s political factions—including the 
Houthis—in an attempt to reach consensus 
on governance.

The NDC started its sessions on March 18, 
2013, and all parties agreed on a political “road 
map” following the conclusion of the NDC on 

new federal regions, with the remaining four federal regions to be in the north. 
The capital, Sana’a, would have a special status. The next step was drafting the 
constitution. The Houthis, who had initially agreed to support the outcome of 
NDC, obstructed its implementation.

Houthi Destabilization: 2014-2015
The promise of progress and stability arising from Yemen’s political transition 
began to erode throughout 2014 and early 2015. When the NDC concluded in 

Dialogue worked to modify the government structure and the rights of citizens. 
Still, a constitution was yet to be drafted, a referendum on its approval had to be 
held, and subsequent presidential and parliamentary elections were still on hold.

Many international observers were concerned that the momentum in Yemen 
would shift from the positive gains made by President Hadi to those opposed to the 
internationally-backed transition process—namely, former president Saleh and his 
Houthi allies who sought to redraw Yemen’s internal boundaries in their favor.

A Saudi solider patrols the Saudi-Yemeni border. Houthi 
militias have fired over 55,000 projectiles into Saudi territory.
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Within weeks, the Houthi movement, at war with the government on-and-off since 
2004, launched another military offensive against various local allies of President 
Hadi. In February 2014, days after the conclusion of the National Dialogue Conference, 
the Houthis launched an attack against tribal forces in Amran province. Forces 
aligned with former President Saleh reportedly joined the Houthis. In May, a brigade 
of the Yemeni Army with ties to former General Ali Mohsen (who had fought the 

Houthis had seized the province and city of Amran, killing the leader of the brigade 
that had been dispatched to stop the Houthis.

Beginning in August, Houthi protestors surrounded the capital, demanding that 
the government resign and fuel subsidies be reinstated. (Yemen has the highest 
level of energy subsidies in the region). Government security forces clashed with 
Houthis encamped around the capital, killing several people. By September, Houthis 
had taken control of Sana’a, gaining control of principal government buildings and 
forcing the resignation of the Yemeni prime minister, Mohammed Basindawa.

as the Peace and National Partnership Agreement. Under the terms of the deal, 
the Houthis and a separatist movement in the southern part of the country were 
to be granted greater representation in a new government. The deal also called 
for the reinstatement of fuel subsidies. An annex to the deal, which the Houthis 

and leave the capital.

consistent with the terms of the Peace and Partnership Agreement. However, 
the Houthis and the General People’s Congress refused to participate in the new 
government. On the same day, the United Nations Security Council imposed 
sanctions under UN Security Council Resolution 2140 (asset freeze and travel 
ban) on former president Saleh and Houthi leaders Abd al Khaliq al Huthi and 
Abdullah Yahya al Hakim.

The United States, which had sought the sanctions, announced that “As of fall 
2012 Ali Abdullah Saleh had reportedly become one of the primary supporters of 
the Houthi rebellion. Saleh was behind the attempts to cause chaos throughout 
Yemen.” A day after the formation of the new government and the imposition of 
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Yemeni protestors in Aden 
condemn Houthi ballistic 

missile attacks on Saudi Arabia. 
OCTOBER 2016

—
—
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sanctions, the former ruling party headed by ex-president Saleh ousted President 
Hadi from his role as the party’s Secretary General. In addition, AQAP claimed 
that it tried to assassinate U.S. Ambassador to Yemen Matthew Tueller, but its 
bombs were detected “minutes before their detonation.”6

Throughout the winter of 2014, the Houthis continued to circumvent the authority 
of President Hadi. The group unilaterally appointed regional governors and 
rejected the appointment of a new army chief of staff. Despite politcal efforts, the 
Houthis continued to retain armed militiamen in the capital. Houthi militiamen 
detained President Hadi’s chief of staff, Ahmed Awad bin Mubarak, one of the 

Houthi aggression continued in early 2015, led by troops loyal to Abdul Malik 

militias attacked the private residence of President Hadi in Sana’a. This Houthi 
leader was praised by Mohsen Rezaei, former senior Islamic Revolutionary 
Guards Corps (IRGC) commander, claiming “Congratulations to you, the heroic 
resistance of the people and the glorious victory of you the children of Islam.”7 
The Houthis placed President Hadi under house arrest, and Prime Minister 
Khaled Bahah and his cabinet resigned.

As of fall 2012, Ali Abdullah Saleh had reportedly 
become one of the primary supporters of the Houthi 
rebellion. Saleh was behind the attempts to cause 
chaos throughout Yemen.
U.S. Letter to United Nations Security Council, October 31, 2014

—

6  Agence France Presse, “Qaeda kills ‘dozens’ in Yemen as government formed,” November 8, 2014

7  “Iran’s Mohsen Rezaei Writes Open Letter to Yemen’s Abdul Malik al Houthi,” Tasnim News Agency, March 30, 2015. 

English translation at https://www.criticalthreats.org/analysis/irans-mohsen-rezaei-writes-open-letter-to-yemens-

abdul-malik-al-houthi
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On February 6, the Houthi movement illegally disbanded Parliament and 
attempted to establish the appointive Supreme Revolutionary Committee as 
the highest governing authority. By this time, the Houthi-Saleh coup controlled 
elements of the Yemeni Army, including its air forces and ballistic missile 

Regional Intervention: 2015-Present
Following the failure among political factions to produce a consensus government 
in the wake of the coup against Hadi, the Houthis unilaterally announced an 
extra-constitutional governance plan, while the United States, United Nations, 

On February 10, the U.S. State Department announced that it would suspend 
embassy operations in Sana’a and was relocating U.S. personnel elsewhere.

In March 2015, the Houthi militias, in an alliance with former president Saleh, 
continued their offensive and seized Taiz, Yemen’s third-largest city, including 
the international airport. They advanced to Aden, where they surrounded the 
Presidential Palace and threatened to kill or capture President Hadi. On March 
8, 2015, Saudi Arabia, in response to a request by President Hadi, invited Yemeni 
factions to hold a conference under the umbrella of the GCC in Riyadh. The 
Houthis and their allies declined. Houthi militias bombed the Presidential Palace 
using seized aircraft from the Yemeni air forces on March 19, 2015.

On March 25, 2015, the Houthis expanded their control over most cities in 
Yemen, seizing the southern capital, Aden. The Kingdom had by then clearly 
communicated that any move to capture Aden would trigger military action. 
The Saudi government then announced that it would intervene in Yemen with a 
coalition consisting of nine other nations: United Arab Emirates, Egypt, Morocco, 

leading the Coalition, launched Operation Decisive Storm.

The Coalition’s March 2015 operations in Yemen came in response to an appeal 
for assistance by the legitimate president of Yemen, Abd-Rabbuh Mansour 
Hadi, based upon the principle of self-defense contained in Article 51 of the UN 
Charter. A coup d’état by an extremist militia supported by Iran had resulted 
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in the occupation of several cities (including 
Sana’a), the seizure of government posts, and 
the bombing of the Presidential Palace. The 
Houthis and forces loyal to former president 
Saleh occupied major cities in violation of 
international law, the GCC Initiative, and the 
outcomes of the National Dialogue, to which the 
Houthis had given their consent.

Operation Decisive Storm: March 2015
On March 26, 2015, Saudi Arabia deployed its armed 
forces at the request of President Hadi to help resist 
Houthi aggression. The Houthis were advancing 
toward the southern city of Aden, where the Yemeni 
government was based, in order to remove him 
from power in another attempted coup.

The 10-country Coalition joined the military campaign in order to protect and defend 
the legitimate government of Yemen. Saudi Arabia pledged to protect the people of 

also stated that the operation was intended to deter the strategic threat against Gulf 
states posed by the Houthi advance and Iran’s growing strategic designs in the region.

Several Gulf states joined Saudi Arabia in military operations. The United Arab 
Emirates, Bahrain, Kuwait and Qatar all contributed air support. Non-Gulf states of 

These Coalition members lent their support out of a desire to preserve the legitimate 
government of Yemen under President Hadi.

Operation Renewal of Hope: April 2015-Present
On April 20, 2015, Saudi spokesman for the Coalition forces, Brigadier General Ahmed 
Asiri announced that Operation Decisive Storm had ended and would be replaced by a 
new campaign, Operation Renewal of Hope. The new operation was to mark the start 
of a more limited military campaign aimed at preventing the rebels from operating. 
Speaking at a news conference in Riyadh that day, Asiri said that Decisive Storm’s 

Operations in Yemen came in response to an appeal for 
assistance by the legitimate president of Yemen, Abd-

Rabbuh Mansour Hadi, based upon the principle of self-
defense in Article 51 of the U.N. Charter.
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heavy airstrikes would be scaled down. Asiri maintained that the goals of the coalition’s 
new phase, Renewal of Hope, are to prevent Houthi rebels from “targeting civilians or 
changing realities on the ground.”

At this time, the U.S. stepped up its efforts to prevent Iranian interference in Yemen 

Earnest announced at a press conference on April 20, that Iran was seeking to supply 
weapons to that rebel group, in violation of U.N. Security Council Resolution 2216, 
which authorized an arms embargo against the Houthis. The U.S. Navy sent the aircraft 
carrier USS Theodore Roosevelt to Yemen on April 20, 2015 to intensify security and 
join other American ships prepared to intercept any Iranian vessels carrying weapons 
to the Houthis.

In March 2016, Yemeni President Hadi declared that Yemen’s national army and 
popular resistance forces had liberated more than 85 percent of the Yemeni territories 
from Houthi militia control and from the Houthi-allied forces of the ousted former 
president Ali Abdullah Saleh.

President Hadi also said during those interviews that Yemen would have “fallen in four 
days” and would have been “an Iranian state” had it not been for the launch of Operation 
Decisive Storm by the Arab military coalition under the leadership of Saudi Arabia.8

The United States stepped up its efforts to prevent Iranian 
interference in Yemen and Tehran’s supplying of weapons to 
the Houthis. The U.S. Navy sent the USS Theodore Roosevelt 
to Yemen on April 20, 2015 to join other American ships 
prepared to intercept vessels carrying weapons.

—

8  Saudi Gazette, “Over 85% of Yemen liberated: Hadi,” March 3, 2016
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Since the liberation of the port 
city of Mukalla in April 2016, Al 
Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula 
(AQAP) does not control cities 
in Yemen.

—
—

 

Yemeni soldier patrolling a street in Mukalla, May 2016
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—

Both Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) and Daesh have been able to exploit the 
political and security vacuum left by the civil war in Yemen to expand their presence 

campaign to combat and dismantle the dangerous terrorist organizations throughout 
Yemen. While the rise of terrorism in parts of Yemen has been rapid, Saudi Arabia and 
the legitimate Yemeni government have forced dangerous terrorist cells to retreat 
from key coastal cities of Mukalla, Aden and others. 

Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula
Al-Qaeda has deep roots inside Yemen. Osama bin Laden and Ayman al Zawahiri’s 

the early 1990s. Several different terrorist organizations, including the Army of Aden 
Abyan and Al-Qaeda in Yemen (AQY), both considered predecessors of AQAP, have 
been able to take advantage of decades of political instability in the country to become 
serious terrorist threats to both Saudi Arabia and Western countries. 

and successfully carried out several attacks against Western targets, including 
the bombing of the USS Cole in October 2000 that killed 17 U.S. service members. 
After the Al-Qaeda-orchestrated attacks on September 11, 2001, the U.S. became 
more involved in countering the terrorism in Yemen by deploying special forces 
on the ground and executing drone strikes targeted at Al-Qaeda leadership. These 
counterterrorism campaigns were successful in weakening the organizations and 
diminishing the groups’ members, however, several groups were able to exploit the 
lack of consistent pressure to form AQAP in the late 2000s. 

After forming AQAP, the group quickly became one of the world’s most-dangerous terrorist 
organizations. The group was formally designated a terrorist organization by the U.S. 

AQAP and Daesh in Yemen
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for some of the most-notable terrorist attacks in the region and throughout the world. 

on a Detroit-bound plane in December 2009, and attacks on the U.S., Italian and British 
embassies in Yemen. In 2009, an AQAP suicide bomber attempted to assassinate Saudi 

Saudi Arabia has been an international force in combatting the rise of terrorism in the 
Middle East, including AQAP in Yemen. For example, Saudi intelligence was crucial 
in foiling a 2010 AQAP plot to detonate a bomb lodged in a printer on a Chicago-bound 
cargo plane. Today, Saudi Arabia, along with the military coalition in Yemen and 
Western allies, are focused on defeating AQAP and determined to prevent Yemen 
from being a safe haven for terrorists. 

The expansionist goals and tactics of the Houthi militias in Yemen have been a boon 
for AQAP recruitment efforts. Since the Houthis overthrew President Hadi, AQAP 

and eastern regions. AQAP was able to take advantage of the security vacuum in the 
country and establish based across a large stretch of Yemen’s southern coast.

Mukalla stormed a prison during the attack, reportedly freeing approximately 
300 imprisoned terrorists. The practice of freeing inmates has become a regular 
tactic for AQAP since the Houthis consolidated power. 

A few weeks after AQAP gained control of Mukalla, the Yemeni armed forces, in 
collaboration with Saudi and Emirati special forces, conducted a multi-faceted 
attack on AQAP in Mukalla in order to retake the city. The campaign, which included 
airstrikes and ground forces, was successful in driving AQAP from the city and is 

9 Since the liberation of Mukalla 
in April 2016, Al Qaeda in the Arabia Peninsula does not control cities in Yemen.

Daesh
In November 2014, after AQAP was weakened by the counterterrorism campaign led 
by Saudi Arabia and its allies, Daesh established a foothold in Yemen and formally 
announced a branch in the country.  As of 2015, at least eight sub-groups have operated 
under the banner of Daesh in Yemen, though the activity of each geographic cell is 
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inconsistent across the country. Daesh in Yemen has made opposition to both Saudi 
Arabia and Houthi militias a large part of its ideology. In response to the progressive 

to attract a new cadre of followers, some of whom defected from AQAP. Through 2016, 
analysts estimated that Daesh in Yemen had hundreds of followers.

The group gained international attention in March 2015 with the execution of its 

mosques in Sana’a. The attacks, which killed 137 and wounded 357, marked the 
beginning of an ongoing series of executions and bombings targeting mosques, 
Houthi headquarters, and Yemeni army bases.

Daesh has played an increasingly antagonistic role in Yemen’s civil war. The group has 
exploited instability and the country’s power vacuum to wage war against the legitimate 

government installations through coordinated suicide bombings in Aden, targeting 
Yemeni forces under President Hadi and the Saudi-led military coalition. In December 
2015, Daesh called for attacks against Saudi Arabia in retaliation for the Kingdom’s 
participation in the 68-member Global Coalition Against Daesh and conducting 
airstrikes against Daesh targets in Syria. Daesh has directly targeted coalition forces 
in revenge for their coordinated efforts to degrade the terror group’s operational bases 

coalition has successfully liberated areas of Yemen from Houthi and AQAP control. 

The expansion of military coordination between the Saudi-led coalition and Yemeni 

militants. As Saudi Arabia has increased its support to the Yemen air campaign, 
forces allied with the legitimate government have faced targeted attacks on their 
security installations. In August 2016, Daesh forces carried out a suicide car bomb 
attack in northern Aden, killing over 70 Yemeni army recruits. In December 2016, 
Daesh claimed responsibility for the death of 35 Yemeni soldiers at a military camp 
in Aden. As the Coalition forces continue to regain control over Yemeni territory, the 

9  Statement by General Asiri, Coalition to Restore Legitimacy in Yemen, April 25, 2016
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We have received numerous reports 
of the recruitment of children in 
Yemen for use in the armed conflict, 
mostly by the Popular Committees 
affiliated with the Houthis. In all, 
between 26 March 2015 and 31 
January 2017, the UN has managed 
to verify the recruitment of 1,476 
children, all boys.

RAVINA SHAMDASANI, SPOKESPERSON FOR THE UN HIGH 

COMMISSIONER FOR HUMAN RIGHTS

—
—

 

Houthi child soldiers at a rally in Sana'a, May 2015
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—

In addition to violating UN resolutions, the Houthis have committed many other 
serious acts, including:

On October 1, missiles from Yemen struck HSV Swift, a UAE civilian logistics ship 
carrying humanitarian aid while it transited the Bab al Mandab strait. The ship was 
transiting the Red Sea near the port of Mokha. Houthi-Saleh forces are believed to 
have used Chinese-built C-802s in the attack. The UN Security Council condemned 
the attack, saying that “Members take threats to shipping around Bab al Mandab, a 
strategically important shipping passage, extremely seriously.” 

On October 9, a ballistic missile landed near the Saudi summer capital of Taif, 
near Makkah; 

Another missile was launched at the ancient Yemeni city of Marib on October 9, on 

On October 27, the coalition intercepted and destroyed missiles that were targeting 
Makkah, one of Islam’s most sacred sites. 

in August 2016, documented violations of international humanitarian law and 
international human rights committed by the Houthi-Saleh forces. The report on 
the implementation of an arms embargo and targeted sanctions on Saleh and 
four Houthi leaders was submitted to the 15-member Security Council Sanctions 

Houthi Violations
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Committee, which had imposed an arms embargo on those rebels and soldiers 
loyal to Saleh. Resolution 2216 of April 14, 2015 demanded that the Houthis 
withdraw from all seized areas and that they relinquish all seized arms. It also 
established an arms embargo on the Houthis and on forces loyal to former 
president Saleh.

The UN report, in addition to other reports of late 2016, details the following 
such violations by the Houthi rebels:

in the Taiz governorate “with the deliberate aim of avoiding attack” and in 
violation of international humanitarian law;

The diversion of approximately $100 million a month from Yemen’s central bank to 
support the group’s war effort and that the foreign reserves of the central bank had 

10

The recruitment of children, and for the killing and maiming of children and 
attacks on schools and hospitals;11 

while ensuring compliance with the targeted arms embargo set up in Resolution 2216. 

were intercepted while transferring arms, believed to be for the Houthis.

Security Council publications site at: http://www.securitycouncilreport.org/

Cash;” August 4, 2016
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By the Numbers
BETWEEN MARCH 2015 AND JANUARY 2017

Projectiles (missiles and mortar 
rounds), including more than 40 
ballistic missiles, launched into 
Saudi territory by the Houthis.

Civilians in Saudi Arabia 
killed by the Houthis.

Civilians in Saudi Arabia 
injured by the Houthis.

Civilian locations in Saudi 
Arabia, including homes, 
mosques and schools, 
impacted by Houthi attacks.

55,138

80
630

2,724
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Saudi humanitarian assistance 
funded 124 projects totaling 
$847 million — offering food, 
shelter, health and education to 
the people of Yemen.

—
—

 

Saudi relief worker from the King Salman 
Humanitarian Aid and Relief Center
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The Coalition and the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia continue to make the protection 
of civilians the priority in its efforts to restore safety and stability to Yemen. 

Saudi Arabia has been the single largest donor of humanitarian aid to Yemen, 
providing more than $847 million in humanitarian assistance. In April 2015, 
in response to an appeal by the United Nations Custodian of the Two Holy 
Mosques King Salman bin Abdulaziz ordered the donation of $274 million to 
the UN to support its humanitarian efforts in Yemen. In May 2015, the Kingdom 
established the King Salman Humanitarian Aid and Relief Center (KSRelief) to 
more effectively deliver aid to the people of Yemen. The Kingdom then donated 
an additional $267 million. 

KSRelief is providing aid to all areas of Yemen, including areas controlled by 
Houthi militias. In fact, 70 percent of all humanitarian aid to Yemen arrives 
through the Port of Hodeidah. The city of Hodeidah is one of the major population 
concentrations under Houthi control and at very high risk of famine.  

KSRelief, cooperates with a number of international humanitarian organizations, 
such as the Red Cross, the UN, and Doctors Without Borders, to facilitate their efforts 
in Yemen.

KSRelief is also working closely with the UN International Children’s Emergency 
Fund (UNICEF) in training 3,153 health workers on the social management of acute 
malnutrition and opened 854 centers for therapeutic nutrition program. The program 
also provided medical treatment and follow up cases of acute malnutrition. KSRelief 
mobile health teams have treated over a quarter of a million children suffering from 

Humanitarian Aid to the People 
of Yemen
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acute malnutrition and provided immunization and postnatal care to over 1.2 million 
children throughout Yemen. The teams also provided services for pregnant women 
and post-delivery care for over 220,000 women.

KSRelief has also provided funding to the World Health Organization to assist 
with the organization’s life-saving heath care services in Yemen. As of May 
2016, funding from KSRelief has allowed WHO to deploy 14 mobile teams to 

teams to Yemen, including seven surgical teams, to provide trauma care in the 
governorates of Aden, Abyan, Hajjah, Sada’a and Amran. Funding from KSRelief 
have allowed the WHO to provide life-saving medicines and supplies to hospitals 
serving more than 2 million patients. 

Since its establishment, KSRelief has been an active force for providing aid to 
the people of Yemen.

In March 2017, KSRelief sent 58 trucks carrying medical supplies and equipment 
to a number of provinces in Yemen. Of these, 11 trucks delivered supplies to 
Republic Hospital in Aden and six trucks to Mareb Hospital. KSRelief has entered 
into a number of agreements with private hospitals in Aden and Taiz aimed 
at providing full medical care for more than 750 wounded in these provinces. 
KSRelief seeks to activate the role of government hospitals to treat the injured 
inside Yemeni territories by providing medical services and treatment devices. 

KSRelief has launched 51 projects in health, nutrition, water and environmental 

Yemeni citizens, in addition to programs providing medical care and treatment 
for people inside Yemeni territory.

In collaboration with the World Health Organization (WHO), KSRelief provided 
basic services such as diabetes and cancer medicines, and support the operation of 
emergency rooms by providing 350,000 gallons of fuel to 88 hospitals and 19 health 
facilities in Yemen. KSRelief has provided more than 12 million vaccines, to date, for 
Yemeni children against measles, rubella, tetanus and whooping cough.
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Humanitarian 
Assistance in Yemen
• Saudi Arabian remains by far the largest 

donor of aid to Yemen.

• $847 million in humanitarian assistance 
through King Salman Humanitarian Aid and 
Relief Center.

• Legal residency inside the Kingdom to 
600,000 Yemeni refugees fleeing the 
civil war.

• 12 million vaccines for Yemeni children.

supplies as part of its continuing support of health care services in Yemen.

In another major humanitarian effort, Saudi Arabia has allowed Yemenis who 

become legal residents. This initiative has enabled more than 600,000 Yemenis 
to obtain medical care, education, and jobs.

The U.S. and the U.K. also helped form the Friends of Yemen Group, a 

2010 conference in London in order to raise funds for Yemen’s development 
and increase donor coordination.
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The Coalition has not imposed 
a blockade or an economic 
boycott on Yemen, and it 
continues to grant permits in 
record time for all relief and 
humanitarian ships.

—
—

 

Humanitarian aid from the United Arab 
Emirates at the Port of Aden, May 2015
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09
—

The obstruction of the flow of commercial and humanitarian shipments in Yemen is 
confined to ports in areas controlled by Houthi militias and forces loyal to former President 
Saleh. These parties have deliberately obstructed the entry of shipments in order to deepen 
the humanitarian crisis and arouse international public opinion against the Coalition. 

In order to ensure that maritime commerce to Yemen complies with the UN Security 
Council arms embargo, the Government of Yemen authorized the creation of the the United 
Nations Verification and Inspection Mechanism (UNVIM)  on May 2, 2016. Based in Djibouti, 
UNVIM provides fast and impartial clearance services for shipping companies transporting 
commercial imports and bilateral assistance to Yemeni ports outside of the authority of the 
Government of Yemen. Ships bound for Yemen are cleared expeditiously. For example, in 
March 2017, the most recent month for which data is available, 34 certificates of clearance 
were issued expediently. These ships transported 636,810 metric tons of cargo to Yemeni 
ports, including 254,690 metric tons of food.12

In addition to hindering humanitarian and trade shipments, Houthi militias and forces 
loyal to former President Saleh have exploited their control over Yemeni ports, including 
the Port of Hodeidah, by engaging in smuggling activities. This has created a black market 
for petroleum, goods, and humanitarian supplies. Houthi militias have used the proceeds 
to finance their operations and raise the profile of their leaders. They have similarly used 
their control of ports as a political bargaining chip by imposing sieges and starvation on 
provinces and cities. 

The Coalition has not imposed a blockade or an economic boycott on Yemen, and it 
continues to grant immediate and periodic permits in a record time for all relief and 
humanitarian ships. In the case of commercial ships, the UNVIM, in cooperation with the 
Coalition and the legitimate government of Yemen, issues permits on a neutral basis to 
ships entering all Yemeni ports.

Blockade Accusations

12  

March 2017. Available online at  https://www.vimye.org/media
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The Joint Incidents Assessment 
Team (JIAT), tasked with assessing 
claims of violations and accidents 
as a result of the Coalition’s 
military operations in Yemen, 
continues to display a strong 
commitment to independent 
investigations by releasing its 
findings to the public.

—
—

 

Destroying land mines laid by 
Houthi forces, April 2016
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—

Safeguard Civilians
The Saudi-led Coalition in Yemen is committed to protecting civilians in Yemen 
and has taken steps to avoid causalities in an ongoing war zone. Among these 
steps, the Coalition launched an independent assessment team, fostered active 
partnerships with relief organizations and focused on safeguarding Yemen’s 
urban centers as part of a concerted effort to protect civilians and uphold 
international humanitarian law. 

and tasked it with assessing claims of violence against civilians by Coalition 

is composed of military members, weapons experts and legal specialists in the 
laws of war. The independent group reviews reports of Coalition activities that 
are known to have led to civilian casualties, and offers recommendations for 
ways to avoid future incidents.

issue repeated warnings to Houthi militias and Saleh forces so that they can 
evacuate cities prior to a Coalition air strike. The Coalition also has heightened 
its emphasis on safeguarding critical infrastructure and, as a result, civilian 
lives in Yemen’s urban centers. 

The Coalition is working alongside UN agencies and the International Committee 
of the Red Cross as part of a collaborative approach to minimize the possibility of 
harm to civilians, medical personnel, journalists and relief organizations.

Steps to Reduce Civilian 
Casualties
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JIAT Findings

GREAT HALL INCIDENT

With respect to the unfortunate Great Hall incident in Sana’a on October 8, 2016, the 
Coalition expressed its deepest condolences and support to the victims’ families, 
and for all those affected by violence in Yemen. After conducting immediate 

the General Chief of Staff passed inaccurate information that there was a gathering 
of armed Houthi leaders in a known location in Sana’a, and insisted that the location 
be targeted immediately as a legitimate military target. 

and Procedures (ROEs), and the release of inaccurate information, a Coalition aircraft 
wrongly targeted the location, resulting in civilian deaths and injuries. 

The Coalition, tasked with supporting the legitimate government of Yemen, has 

ABS HOSPITAL 

In response to the alleged bombing carried out by the coalition forces on Abs 
Hospital in the Yemeni city of Abs in the province of Hjjah on August 8, 2016, which 

hospital that was inadvertently struck. 

northern part of the city of Abs. The Coalition forces then targeted the location of 
that gathering. As a result, air forces monitored a moving vehicle from the targeted 
site heading southwards, pursued and shelled it immediately. The vehicle was 
next to the building that had no signs of a hospital before the bombing. It was later 
proved to be Abs Hospital.

KHALEQ MARKET 

On February 28, 2016, the UN Secretary General strongly condemned the airstrike 
in Nahem District in Sana’a on February 27 that killed at least 32 civilians and 
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the facts that one of the Coalition’s warplanes was on a humanitarian mission 
close to the Popular Resistance and the army loyal to the legitimate government. 
It observed two heavily armed transport vehicles and armed Houthi militia 
stopped near a small market beside some small buildings and canvas tents on 
a road linking the Directorate of Naham with Sana’a. These transport vehicles 
and Houthi militia were considered to be high-value military targets and a laser-
guided missile was deployed.

ASMAA SCHOOL, HODEIDAH

Refuting allegations by the Amnesty International that Asmaa school, located in the 
city of Al-Mansouriya in the Yemeni province of Hodeidah was subject to air shelling 

based on surveillance information showing armed Houthi militias were using it as a 
headquarters, storage facility and distribution post for weapons smuggled through the 

Based on the laws of war, the legal protections of civilian sites are dropped when 
that site is being used for a military purpose. Considering this fact, as well as 
the fact that students had vacated the school for some time, the Coalition forces 
targeted the site. The investigation showed that no human life was lost and the 

Assessment Team reached the conclusion that the procedures followed by the 
Coalition forces targeting the site were correct.

MOKHA COMPLEX 

a compound in the Directorate of Mokha, Taiz governorate three days earlier, 

found, after reviewing the intelligence information, that there were four targets 
in the areas controlled by the Houthi militia and forces of the former President 
Saleh. These included coastal defense missile batteries, which pose an immediate 
danger to ships and the Coalition’s naval forces in the Red Sea.

It was later found that a residential compound was erroneously targeted due 

coalition has expressed its deep regret at this unintentional error. Coalition forces 
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Foreign Minister  
Adel Bin Ahmed Al-Jubeir 
CHATHAM HOUSE  |   SEPTEMBER  7,  2016

"There is a fault with how information is gethered in Yemen, which 
is not accurate. People say this is a school. Well, it may have been a 
school a year ago, but was not a school when it was bombed, and 
then they say the Coalition hit a school, not true.

People accuse us — the Coaltion — of bombing a wedding 
party in which 120 people died. We had no planes the day of the 
wedding, or the day after the wedding. But I do not see anyone 
retracting the charges.

We were accused of bombing the old city of Sana'a, common 
heritage of mankind, when we had no fliers anywhere near the 
old city."

are committed to observing the rules laid down in international conventions of 
humanitarian law. In particular, the Coalition maintains its commitment not to 
target civilians during military operations and to take all measures to preserve 

to the victims’ families in accordance with international law once the supporting 
documentation has been submitted to the Reparation Commission.

HAYDAN HOSPITAL

According to the claims of Doctors Without Borders, the Haydan Hospital in Saa’da 

the facts that the Coalition forces had accurate intelligence information that there 
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was a military gathering of Houthi militia in the Directorate of Haydan. A warplane 

a medical facility that the armed Houthi militia was using as a military shelter in 
contravention of international law [under Article 52, Paragraph 2, Annex Protocol 
I]. This fact made it a legitimate target after coalition forces warned the persons in 
charge under Article 19 of the Fourth Geneva Convention. 

Without Borders because of the immediate threat posed by the armed Houthi 
militia using the medical facility located on the borders of the Kingdom. Although 
the Coalition bombed the installations as a military target, it acknowledges that it 
should have warned Doctors Without Borders that they would lose international 
protection before carrying out the air strike. However, the Houthi militia had 

patients at the facility. There were no casualties.

MOBILE CLINIC OF DOCTORS WITHOUT BORDERS, TAIZ

hostile militant gatherings at the request of Yemeni forces loyal to the legitimate 
government and local popular resistance forces in Directorate of Hoban, Taiz 
Province. This was considered a high-priority target whose destruction would 
deliver military advantage. 

The tent of the Doctors Without Borders organization was not bombed, but was 
affected by these bombings due to its proximity to the target. There were no civilian 
casualties. Coalition forces expressed its regrets about this unintentional error. 

and concluded that Doctors Without Borders should have set up its facility away from 

Coalition coordinates with the humanitarian organizations and works with them to assist 

by Coalition forces were observed and that they adhered to international law.
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Appendix
—

President Abd-Rabbuh Mansour al Hadi   

4 and September 23, 2011 following the attacks on the Presidential Palace in Sana’a in the 
wake of the ‘Arab Spring’ protests—a period referred to as the “2011 Yemeni Uprising”—in 
which then-President Saleh went to Saudi Arabia for medical treatment. Hadi became 
Acting President again on November 23, 2011 after Saleh moved into a non-active role 
pending the results of the next  presidential elections. Hadi was chosen as a president 
for a two-year transitional period on February 21, 2012.

In a September 2012 interview13, Hadi warned that his country, still reeling from 
the popular uprising that ousted Saleh, risked a descent into a civil war “worse 
than Afghanistan” should an upcoming months-long national dialogue fail to 
resolve the state’s deep political and societal rifts. Hadi warned that Yemen was 
facing three separate enemies, which he believed were extremist terrorists Al 
Qaeda, pirates in the Gulf of Aden and Houthi rebel militias. He stated his strong 
belief that Iran was supporting these adversaries. 

Ali Abdullah Saleh al Sanhani al Humairi  
As of the early 2000s, the Houthis fought against the national government of former 

his alliance with that group. Saleh is not Houthi, but is Zaydi and a part of the Sahan 
tribe of northern Yemen. Traditionally, the Houthis and/or ‘Ansar Allah,’ the political 
organization of the Houthis, distrusted Saleh and saw him as corrupt. These views 

Main Actors in the Yemen Crisis 
2011 - Present

Received by NSD/FARA Registration Unit 05/16/2017 6:24:28 PM

Received by NSD/FARA Registration Unit 05/16/2017 6:24:28 PM



51

          SAUDI  ARABIA AND THE YEMEN CONFLICT            2017 REPORT

were not unfounded: In February 2015 a panel of UN experts released a report, 
alleging that, during his time in power, Saleh amassed a fortune worth between $30 
billion to $62 billion.14

The background to his political career and that arc of development vis-à-vis the 
Houthis is as follows:

with South Yemen in 1990. The South accepted Saleh as president of the 

against Yemeni King Mohammad al Badr which saw the establishment of the 
establishment of the Republic of Yemen that year. 

From 2004, a sporadic civil war in the country has been underway with the 
security forces of the Yemen government battling “the Believing Youth” (Al-
Shabab al Mumin), the pro-Zaydi Houthi-led movement based in the mountains 
west of Saa’da, the capital of Yemen’s northwestern most province.

On February 2, 2011, facing a Tunisia-style, “Arab Spring” national uprising, Saleh 
announced that he would not seek re-election in 2013, but would serve out the 
remainder of his term.  In response to government violence against unarmed 
protesters, 12 MPs of Saleh’s party resigned on February 23. By March 5, this number 
had increased to 13, as well as the addition of two deputy ministers. On November 

his deputy, Vice President Abd-Rabbuh Mansour Hadi. On February 27, 2012, Saleh 
formally ceded power to Hadi and stepped down as the President of Yemen.

Since that time, Saleh has been a behind-the-scenes ally of the Houthi movement 
in Yemen. Tribesmen and government forces loyal to Saleh have joined the 

13  Blake Hounshell, “Yemen’s president warns of a civil war ‘worse than Afghanistan’,” Foreign Policy, September 29, 2012  
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The Houthis
Houthi is the name of an ancient and powerful Yemeni dynasty, in turn named 
after a town known as Houthi or “Huthi” that is located about halfway between 
Saa’da in the north and Yemen’s capital Sana’a to the south. The al Houthi family 
is a “sayyid” family —that is, descendants of the Prophet Mohammad and who 
played key theological and political roles in north Yemen. This family, and the 
political-rebel movement whose adherents collectively refer to themselves by 
“the Houthis,” adhere to what is known “Zaidism” or “Zaydism” —the Zaidi school 
of jurisprudence which emerged in the 8th century as a moderate interpretation 
of the Shia branch of Islam. Approximately 35 to 40 percent of Muslims in Yemen 
adhere to Zaidism. 

Zaydis ruled parts of Yemen for almost 1,000 years until 1962 and were even 
supported by Saudi Arabia in the 1970s. But then the Houthis, who emerged as a 
Zaidi revivalist movement in the 1990s, fought a series of wars between 2004 and 
2010 against the Saudi-supported central Yemeni state led by then-President Ali 
Abdullah Saleh.

Leadership in the movement has rested in various al Houthi family relatives. 
At present, Abdul Malik Badreddin al Houthi is the leader. He leads this group 
with his brothers Yahia Badreddin al Houthi, Abdul Karim Badreddin al Houthi, 
and the late Hussein Badreddin al Houthi. Abdul Malik al Houthi is the leading 

been continuing from 2004 to the present day.
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Research and information department | April 2017

$ 8.2

Total of aid provided

 by Saudi to Yemen

 (April 2015 - April 2017)

Billion U.S. Dollars

Humanitarian aid and relief provided through KSrelief

Aid provided to Yemenis inside Saudi Arabia

Development aid allocated to Yemen

Saudi Arabia's deposit to the Central Bank of Yemen

Bilateral Government Assistance

$ 847,598,580

$ 2,275,718,347

$ 1,000,000,000

$ 1,130,186,557

$ 2,950,000,000

Summary of Saudi Aid to Yemen
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Research and information department | April 2017

KSrelief's Projects for women & children in yemen

HealthEmergency Telecommunications 

NutritionLogistics

Water, Sanitation and Hygiene Humanitarian and Emergency 
Relief coordination  

Camp coordination & Management

Food Security 

Shelter

Education

Protection

Early Recovery 

Total No

KSRelief

15
Projects

4
Projects

14.5
Million

 beneficiaries

10.5
Thousand

 beneficiaries

75
Million

73
Projects

292.3
Million

23.6
Million

10
Projects

10 Projects 54 Projects

44 Projects16 Projects

44
Projects

2
Million

 beneficiaries

13.8
Million

 beneficiaries

27.2
Million

166.8
Million

Projects

124
Total Cost

$ 597,598,580
Partners

81

Cost
238,240,079

Shelter

Food Security

 Camp coordination &
Management

��ار��

Cost
224,670,610

Health

 Water, Sanitation and
 Hygiene

Nutrition

��ار��

 Emergency
 Telecommunications

 Humanitarian and Emergency
  Relief coordination

Logistics

��ار��

Education

 Early Recovery

Protection

��ار��

Cost
78,176,921

Cost
56,510,970

KSrelief’s Projects in Yemen

15.1 Thousand
 beneficiaries

27,7 Million
 beneficiaries

19,6 Million
 beneficiaries

3,9 Million
 beneficiaries
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Research and information department | April 2017

The Centre implemented several projects and 

programs in the health, nutrition and WASH sectors 

that target Yemenis, and they are :

More than 

2,500
Beneficiaries of medical 
clinics in Djibouti that 

were built to serve Yemeni 
refugees in Obock Camp

Providing

 27
Million liters of water to 

health facilities and Yemeni 
beneficiaries 

More than  2785
Tons of health and medical aid were 
provided. In addition to more than 2 
million liters of fuel to support health 

facilities

More than  27
Tons of medicine, solutions and medical 
supplies were air-dropped to break  the 

siege of Taiz

More than  250
Trucks carrying medical aid, devices 

and equipment to support the 
health sector

More than

30
Airplanes carrying medical 

support directly through the 
Centre or its international 

partners

More than

103
Health facility was prepared. In 
addition to supporting dialysis 
centers, oncology centers and 

central laboratories

Treated Inside Saudi

5966

37,267,029

Beneficiaries

Cost

Treated Inside Yemen

22,269

11,506,034

Beneficiaries

Cost

Treated Inside Sudan

599

1,384,000

Beneficiaries

Cost

Treated Inside Jordan

534

14,000,000

Beneficiaries

Cost

Total

29,368

64,157,063

Beneficiaries

Cost

Health Sector Projects in Yemen

Saudi’s Aid to Wounded Yemenis
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Research and information department | April 2017

Food Security Projects in Yemen

 Implemented Food Baskets Projects

Implemented Ongoing

2
Projects

18
Projects

6.2
Million

 beneficiaries

130
Thousand 

baskets 

1.6
Million
baskets 

Dates Project

2016 - 2017
 All Yemeni

governorates

1305 tons647 tons

2015 - 2016

Our Partners
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Higher
Education Grant 

 More than 8 thousand
students

Public Education

Aid provided by Saudi 

to Yemeni and Syrian visitors (refugees)

 inside Saudi 
(2015 - 2017)

Aid provided by Saudi 

to Yemeni and Syrian visitors (refugees)

(2015 - 2017)

603,833

895,175

291,342

+

=

Equal to 4.5% of Saudi citizens

EducationHealth

 Primary Health Care
Centers received

 Saudi hospitals
 provided medical

services

Health

 Saudi hospitals
 provided medical

services

 Primary Health Care
Centers received

 Around 41 thousand
beneficiary

 Around 437 thousand
beneficiary

 Around 370 thousand
beneficiary

Education

Higher
Education Grant 

 More than 4 thousand
students

Public Education

285 thousand 
students

141 thousand 
students

 Around 35 thousand
beneficiary

Yemeni

Syrian

Research and information department | April 2017
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SUMMARY:  YEMEN WHITE PAPER

and

Informational Materials Distributed by Brownstein Hyatt Farber Schreck, LLP (#5870) on behalf of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs for Kingdom of Saudi 
Arabia. Additional Information is on file with the Department of Justice, Washington, D.C. 

Received by NSD/FARA Registration Unit 05/16/2017 6:24:29 PM

Received by NSD/FARA Registration Unit 05/16/2017 6:24:29 PM



Received by NSD/FARA Registration Unit 05/16/2017 6:24:29 PM

Received by NSD/FARA Registration Unit 05/16/2017 6:24:29 PM



Received by NSD/FARA Registration Unit 05/16/2017 6:24:29 PM

Received by NSD/FARA Registration Unit 05/16/2017 6:24:29 PM



and

Informational Materials Distributed by Brownstein Hyatt Farber Schreck, LLP (#5870) on behalf of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs for Kingdom of Saudi 
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Defeating terrorism requires 
sound policies, concerted 
government efforts and 
international cooperation. 
Saudi Arabia works closely 
with its allies to hunt down the 
men, cut off the money, and 
change the mindset that terror 
organizations create and  
rely on. 

—
—
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“The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia is 

determined, God willing, to strike 

with an iron fist those who target 

the minds and attitudes of our 

youth.”

Custodian of the Two Holy Mosques 
King Salman bin Abdulaziz
July 5, 2016

—
—
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Overview  
Capturing the Men; Cutting off the Money  
and Changing the Mindset

As the birthplace of Islam and home to the Two Holy Mosques, Saudi Arabia is an 

scholars have condemned terrorist acts and aggressively sought to combat deviant 
ideologies.  

Defeating terrorism requires sound policies, concerted government efforts and 
international cooperation. Saudi Arabia is one of the leading nations in combatting 

down the men, cut off the money, and change the mindset that terror organizations 
create and rely on. 

Terrorism is an enormous challenge to the global community, and the terrorist 
threat that directly faces Saudi Arabia is multifaceted – from Al-Qaeda in the 
Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) on its southern border to the rise of Daesh (also known 
as ISIS or ISIL) to its north, in Iraq and Syria, to the clandestine activities of Al-
Qaeda and Daesh in the Kingdom itself. Saudi Arabia has responded by taking 

regional leader and committed global partner to combat terrorism. The Kingdom 
uses all the tools at its disposal: military action to roll back the territorial gains of 

efforts to challenge and eventually overcome the ideology, theology and messages 
that underlie terror organizations. 

01
—
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February 2017, Foreign Minister Adel bin Ahmed Al-Jubeir told a German newspaper 

the side of the United States, should the U.S. lead a coalition against the terrorism 
in that country. Saudi Arabia greatly values its strong alliance with Washington 
today. Few global partnerships are combating terrorism more effectively than the 

Saudi Arabia’s multifaceted approach 

Kingdom’s: 

• Membership in the 68-nation strong 
Global Coalition to Counter ISIS; making 
341 sorties in support of coalition 
airstrikes in Syria.
• Creating in December 2015 a multi-
nation Islamic Military Alliance against 
Terror;
• Co-chairmanship of the Counter ISIL 
Finance Group, along with the United 
States and Italy;
• Agreement with the UN in 2011 to launch 
the United Nations Counterterrorism 
Center; Saudi Arabia has pledged $110 
million to the center;
• Imposition of sanctions on entities 

joint designations with the U.S Treasury 
Department;
• International intelligence sharing by the 
Saudi Ministries of Defense and Interior;
• Strengthening of local banking laws;
• Far-ranging investigations into terror-
funding networks;

"Saudi Arabia is one of 
our closest partners on 
counterterrorism. I have 
worked very closely, 
especially [with] Crown Prince 
Mohammad bin Naif, over 
the last 15 years. And they 
are truly a good example 
of how foreign intelligence 
services can work against 
these terrorist organizations. 
And Saudi Arabia faces a very 
serious threat from terrorism."

—
Former CIA Director John Brennan
Face the Nation
September 11, 2016
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• Crackdowns on local money-exchange 
operations; 

• Military-technology transfers from 
the U.S. that contribute to joint 
counterterrorism efforts; 

• Army and Special Forces training with 
the American and British militaries, as 
well as security-technology research 
and development between Saudi 

international equivalents.
• Implementation of aggressive public 

in the Kingdom to discredit terror groups 
and condemn their activities;

• Monitoring its mosques to prevent 
political and religious incitement. 

terrorism stems from its history as a target 
of terrorist violence, but also from its 
recognition that terrorism is a serious threat to order, stability and human development in the 
world today. 

In 2016, Saudi Arabia suffered 34 attacks on its soil from a variety of extremist groups, 
including a trio of simultaneous attacks against U.S. targets on July 2016. In total, 
the country has faced more than 60 known attacks by Al-Qaeda and Daesh, some 
two dozen of them in the last two years. The self-proclaimed leader of Daesh called 
for the extermination of the Saudi royal family in three formal decrees, or “fatwas,” 
issued between 2014 and 2016. Confronted with such threats, Saudi security forces 
continue to bolster their resources and capabilities. 

The international situation today demands ongoing and close cooperation between nations allied 
against terror. Although successful in the design and implementation of its counterterrorism 
programs, Saudi Arabia continues to build on its initiatives, because terrorism remains a threat 

"This is the highest level of 
terrorism Saudi Arabia has 
experienced since at least 
2000. There were more 
people killed from terrorism 
in 2015 in Saudi Arabia than 
in the previous 11 years 
combined."

GLOBAL TERRORISM INDEX 2016.

THE INSTITUTE FOR ECONOMICS AND PEACE,

WASHINGTON DC
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to the safety and security of its citizenry and the global community. The effort must 
continue to be a collective one wholly dedicated to eradicating terrorist violence, 
extremism and radicalization in all its forms: cultural, political and religious. 

“From assisting the refugees who 
are being thrown out of Syria by the 
fighting there, supporting Jordan in 
taking care of those refugees; the 
energy supplies and other support 
they are giving to Egypt as they work 
through some really tough financial 
times ...  It's very clear that Saudi 
Arabia is stepping up to its regional 
leadership role out here right now at a 
key time in terms of trying to restore 
stability in this key region of the 
world."

U.S. SECRETARY OF DEFENSE JIM MATTIS 

APRIL 19, 2017
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"I believe that no two countries 
are working as closely in fighting 
terrorism, and in particular ISIS, as 
the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia and 
the United States. This has been 
the case for a number of years. 
We are intensifying our efforts."

FOREIGN MINISTER ADEL BIN AHMED AL-JUBEIR 

MARCH 23, 2017

"There is great unanimity around the effort to defeat ISIS 
– not just on the battlefield, but also off the battlefield and 
around the world." 

U.S. SECRETARY OF STATE REX TILLERSON 

MARCH 23, 2017
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Saudi security forces have arrested 
more than 300 foreign nationals in 
the last two years for involvement in 
terrorist activities with Daesh.

Saudi Special Forces during  
a training demonstration,  
May 2015
 

—
—
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During the last decade, the Saudi government has fundamentally restructured 
operations and coordination to better address national security threats and to 
prevent terrorist attacks. Much of this activity has been aimed at dismantling 
the physical presence of terrorists and the ability of militants to operate within 
the Kingdom.

To do so effectively, Saudi security forces maintain rigorous security standards 
and undertake continuous training on the latest best practices for combating 
terrorist threats. Security professionals regularly participate in joint programs 
throughout the world, including in Europe and the United States. 

Saudi security agents also work with their international counterparts to conduct 
missions and exchange information. Saudi Arabia and the United States have 
established two joint task forces—one that pursues leads to terrorist activities 

-
cation of Saudi Arabia’s human resources have been complemented by the de-
ployment of new technologies that assist in safeguarding the Kingdom.

In addition to adopting enhanced tactics to patrol the county’s desolate border-
lands, the Saudi government has also implemented counterterrorism measures 
designed to confront threats in the Kingdom’s dense urban areas. Neighborhood 
police units engage and work directly with community members, encourag-
ing citizens to provide tips and leads about suspicious activity. This approach 
has led to arrests of most-wanted terrorists and to the discovery of safe houses 
where terrorists were meeting, plotting and staging attacks.

The Men 
Updates on Combating Terrorism

02
—
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“We are tremendously pleased with the 
work and sacrifice of our brave security 
men who operate out of loyalty for their 
nation and religion, guided by their belief in 
God while facing the dark terrorist groups 
that have violated the Qur’an and the 
Sunnah of the Prophet, peace be upon him, 
and follow the ways of Satan in shedding 
blood. Their crimes and harm extend near 
and far, sparing no father, brother, friend 
or relative their heinous acts through 
their actions, they revealed that they are 
a scourge that poses harm to the society, 
but their efforts are constantly thwarted, 
thanks to God, first, and then to the efforts 
of our heroic security men.”

THE CUSTODIAN OF THE TWO HOLY MOSQUES KING SALMAN BIN ABDULAZIZ

IN A LETTER TO CROWN PRINCE MOHAMMAD BIN NAIF,

DEPUTY PRIME MINISTER AND MINISTER OF INTERIOR

JANUARY 27, 2017
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These activities - training, education, the inclusion of technology and communi-
ty outreach - have allowed Saudi security forces to foil many terrorist plots with-
in the Kingdom and to dismantle Al-Qaeda’s operations. They have also created 
an unwelcome environment to terrorists and extremists. 

hundreds have been wounded carrying out their duties. Casualty rates have de-
creased in recent years, as a result of improved training, experience and preven-

-

In addition to training courses for combating terrorists, Saudi Arabia has led nu-
merous international counterterrorism conferences on subjects ranging from 

-
ferences such as these give nations and international organizations an opportu-
nity to meet and discuss best practices for combating terrorism. These confer-
ences are critical to ending the threat of terrorism on global community.

Saudi Internal Security, Special Forces, and International Collaboration
Recent Actions by Saudi Arabia’s Special Operational Forces (SOF) and its sub-agen-
cies: the Saudi Emergency Force (SEF) and Special Security Forces (SSF).

In early January 2017, the Ministry of Interior announced that Security Forces 
had arrested more than 300 foreign nationals from nine different nations in the 
last two years for involvement in terrorist activities with Daesh. In addition to 
these arrests, preemptive security operations by SSF that foiled terrorist plots 
throughout 2016 have included: thwarting planned attacks at a) the Prophet’s 
Mosque in Medina during the Pilgrimage season (September 2016); b) the U.S. 
consulate in Jeddah during Ramadan (July 2016); c) an international football 
match at the al Jawahara Stadium, also in Jeddah; d) a checkpoint in Damman 
in early August; and e) the tourist areas of the island of Tarout on the Arabian 
Gulf. They also prevented seven suicide attacks targeting a number of mosques 
in the region of Eastern Province.
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In early 2017, Saudi Security Forces continued to disrupt planned attacks and to 
capture extremists. On January 7, Daesh-linked extremists Tayea Salem Yaslam 
Al-Sayari - known as a “suicide belt” maker for Daesh - and Talal Samran A-Saa-
di were killed during a shootout with police forces in the Riyadh neighborhood 
of Yasmeen. Two weeks later, two extremists blew themselves up after security 
forces cornered them in the Harazat residential area of Jeddah.

Throughout 2016 and into early 2017, Saudi security forces dismantled several 
terrorist cells and arrested dozens of individuals connected to terrorism.  Pa-
kistani national Abduallah Gulzar Khan was arrested for plotting the Ramadan 
suicide attack on the U.S. consulate in Jeddah. Yemeni national Omar Saeed 
Mahdi Bahdaissami was arrested for the murder of a Saudi corporal as he was 
leaving early morning prayer at a local mosque. Six other Yemeni nationals were 
arrested in connection with that attack. A Syrian national, Nasser Mohammed 

belts and preparing explosive materials for Daesh to use in the Kingdom. In addi-
tion, Egyptian national Hisham Mohammed Abdo was caught before attempting 
a suicide attack on a mosque in Al-Ahsa.

 

TERROR PLOTS FOILED BY SAUDI SPECIAL FORCES IN 2016

• Thwarting planned attacks at the Prophet’s Mosque in Medina during the Pilgrimage season

• Thwarted attack on the U.S. consulate in Jeddah during Ramadan

• Foiled a planned terror attack on an international football match at the al Jawahara Stadium, Jeddah

• Thwarted a terrorist attack at a checkpoint in Damman

• Foiled a terrorist attack on tourist areas of the island of Tarout on the Arabian Gulf

• Prevented seven suicide attacks targeting a number of mosques in Eastern Province 
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On September 19, 2016, Saudi Special Forc-
es arrested 17 members of Daesh terror cells. 
Saudi authorities seized pipe bombs, weapons, 
ammunition, suicide vests and bomb-making 
materials in the raids. In a press conference, 
Ministry of Interior spokesman Major General 
Mansour Al-Turki said the terrorist cells had a 
list of targets that included civilians, religious 

locations of military installations and eco-
nomic targets. 

In February, Daesh claimed responsibility for 
the murder of retired Brigadier General Ah-
mad Faya Asiri in the city of Jizan. On August 
21, 2016, Ministry of Interior spokesperson Ma-
jor General Mansour Al-Turki announced that 
security forces arrested Osama Ahmed Mo-
hammed Al-Rajhi, a Yemeni national; Muwaf-
faq Saleh Sunaid Al-Harbi, a Saudi national; 
and Mohammad Ahmed Mohamed Al-Rajhi, another Yemeni national. 

In addition, on June 3, 2016, security forces announced the arrests of three individuals, among 
them an imam at a mosque in Medina, suspected of supporting Daesh. These arrests highlight-
ed the fact that there has been a marked increase in the presence of known individual terrorists 
and their related networks in the southwestern provinces of the country, and Saudi security 

operations in Jeddah and the Taif provinces; the larger of these operations took place in Wadi 

attacks.

Counterterrorism Operations and Exercises
On November 4, 2016, Saudi Special Security Forces simulated an attempt by a terrorist group 
to free a prisoner during his transfer from prison. The simulation was part of the tenth day of 
the Arab Gulf Security-1 exercises hosted by Bahrain. Saudi Special Security Forces carried out 

THE BLACK LEOPARDS
 
As Saudi Arabia prepared to receive nearly 2 million 
pilgrims from all over the world for the annual Hajj 
in September 2016, the Kingdom put a new security 
plan in place to engage a number of highly equipped 
government agencies. One of the most important 
measures taken was the deployment, for the first 
time, of the SSF unit known as the “Black Leopards,” 
an elite force trained in rapid-intervention opera-
tions. 

Black Leopards were positioned in Security Control 
Centers, specifically at the entrances of holy sites. 
They are trained and equipped to respond to emer-
gency events and were given the authority to deal di-
rectly with any terrorist attacks or other incident that 
would have put the pilgrims’ safety at risk.
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several operations during the exercise, which entailed dividing special opera-
tions forces and armored security forces, defusing and removing explosives, and 
coordinating with the air force. The security forces worked according to detailed 
plans to respond to a large number of possible scenarios.     

In March 2016, the Special Forces took part in a 20-nation counterterrorism ex-
ercise called “North Thunder.” The three-week exercise took place along Saudi 
Arabia’s border region with Iraq and Kuwait, using conventional and unconven-
tional warfare techniques as part of a wider strategy to develop a counterterror-
ism alliance of Islamic nations in the Middle East.

The Special Forces continue to conduct regular training with partner nations in 
the Middle East, including NATO allies such as the French Special Forces Com-
mand (Commandement des Opérations Spéciales). These training programs fo-
cus particularly on interoperability. 

NORTHERN THUNDER MILITARY EXERCISES 

Special forces train during the North Thunder military exercises in 

Hafar Al-Batin, 500 kilometers northeast of the Riyadh on March 10, 

2016. Armed forces from 20 countries conducted maneuvers in north-

eastern Saudi Arabia, participating in one of the world's biggest military 

exercises. North Thunder involved 350,000 soldiers, 20,000 tanks and 

2,500 warplanes.
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In October 2015, the SSF took part in a joint training exercise with Pakistan’s Spe-
cial Services Group aimed at improving interoperability in counterterrorism and  
counterinsurgency operations and developing associated tactics, techniques 
and procedures (TTPs) in rugged environments.   

Collaboration with the United States
Saudi Arabia and the United States have a longstanding relationship dating back 

-
velop the country’s natural resources. Today, the Saudi-U.S. relationship is stronger 
than ever. A major reason for the strength of this vital partnership has been the co-
operation between the two countries on matters related to security and intelligence. 
Both nations are committed to rooting out the sources of terrorism. 

On February 10, 2017, Central Intelligence Agency Director Mike Pompeo present-
ed Crown Prince Mohammed bin Naif, the Deputy Prime Minister and Minister 

the Ministry of Interior, particularly over the past decade-and-a-half.  

NSA-MOD

The U.S. National Security Agency (NSA) collaborates with the Kingdom’s Min-
istry of Defense, focusing on internal security and terrorist activity on the Ara-
bian Peninsula. This partnership has been conducted within the framework of 

Mabahith, or General Directorate for Investigations (GDI—roughly analogous to 
parts of the FBI). While structured in distinct divisions, the GDI works alongside 
the Special Security Forces (under the Assistant Minister for Security Affairs) 
and the Special Emergency Forces, which report directly to the Minister of the 
Interior.

U.S. SWAT TEAM MODEL

The Saudi Special Security Forces (SSF)  is modeled after  the special weapons 
and tactics (SWAT) teams employed by U.S. law enforcement and comprises 
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some 500 operatives across 13 centers throughout the country. The SSF is the 
counterterrorism unit of Saudi Arabian General Security within the MOI and is 
funded through allocations within the Defense budget. The operations of the SSF 
include: a) counterterrorism operations “in all forms and methods,” b) VIP pro-
tection at home and abroad, c) aviation protection for local and international 

the Ministry of Foreign Affairs e) Explosive Ordnance Disposal (EOD) and Count-
er-Improvised Explosive Devices (C-IED) f) protection of critical installations and 
facilities, g) supporting other security sectors and helping to maintain security 
during the Hajj in cases of disasters and crises.

“We, God willing, continue to confront 
terrorism and extremism everywhere, 
and with thanks to God we have 
managed to thwart many terrorist plots. 
We are surrounded by areas of conflict, 
and we were the first [nation] affected 
by terrorism from various sources, but 
we are equipped to combat terror in any 
place and under any circumstances.”

CROWN PRINCE MOHAMMAD BIN NAIF 

DEPUTY PRIME MINISTER AND MINISTER OF INTERIOR, ON THE OCCASION 

OF BEING AWARDED THE CIA ‘GEORGE TENET MEDAL’ BY AGENCY 

DIRECTOR MIKE POMPEO 

FEBRUARY 10, 2017
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U.S.-Built Military Bases 
U.S. Army and Air Force engineers designed and constructed Saudi military 
bases in Taif, Khamis Mushait and Hafar Al-Batin. The latter, King Khalid Mili-
tary City in Hafar Al-Batin, was built to defend the Kingdom’s northeastern bor-
der and was used to house thousands of American and other coalition soldiers 
during the Gulf War. 

In February 2016, the base played host to a large-scale military maneuver, North 
Thunder.  Approximately 150,000 soldiers, 2,540 warplanes, 20,000 tanks, and 460 
helicopters participated in the largest military exercise in the history of the re-
gion. Twenty Arab and Muslim countries and the GCC-formed Peninsula Shield 
took part in the drill, led by Saudi Arabia.

The United States Military Training Mission
(USMTM) to Saudi Arabia is a special Security Assistance and Security Cooper-
ation organization under the authority of the chief of the U.S. diplomatic mis-
sion. From March 30 to April 19, 2016, U.S. Army Special Forces teams conduct-
ed combined training with the Royal Saudi Land Forces 1st Airborne Brigade in 
Tabuk, in the northwestern part of the Kingdom. Training included small-arms 
marksmanship; machine-gun, mortar and anti-tank weapons training; land nav-

coordinated by U.S. Special Forces team leadership.

Collaboration with International Organizations
INTERPOL

In mid-2016, Saudi Interpol announced plans to link internal sections of its da-
tabases to the General Secretariat of Interpol based in Lyon, France, in order to 

In February 2016, Saudi Interpol detained an Indian doctor, Sabeel Ahmed, for his 
involvement in a 2012 plot to recruit people for the terror group Lashkar-e-Taiba.
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On December 15, 2016, Interpol’s Director for Saudi Arabia Major General Moham-
med bin Ali Al-Zabin concluded a new cooperation agreement with Saudi Ara-
bian Airlines in which Interpol and the airline would coordinate the transfer of 
wanted and convicted persons.

On September 17, 2015, the Kingdom chaired a meeting of the heads of Interpol’s Na-
tional Central Bureaus in the Middle East and North Africa. Interpol member states 
agreed to double the exchange of information that is recorded in the Interpol data-

meeting also resulted in 18 new initiatives on Interpol capacity-building to prevent 

In January 2014, Interpol and Saudi Arabia strengthened fugitive investigations, in-

“I can tell you even to this day there are 
plots directly targeting the U.S. homeland 
that would not have been disrupted 
without the assistance of Saudi Arabia.  
I can’t think of another ally that plays a 
more important role than Saudi Arabia 
does in our counterterrorism fight and our 
ability secure our own homeland.”

FRANCES TOWNSEND

FORMER HOMELAND SECURITY AND COUNTERTERRORISM ADVISOR 

TO PRESIDENT GEORGE W. BUSH

JULY 20, 2016
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cluding electronic surveillance. Interpol-Riyadh arranged for its frontline police of-

at the Naif Arab University for Security Sciences in Riyadh with participation by 
investigative units from Saudi Arabia, Algeria, Jordan, Lebanon, Morocco, Sudan 
and Yemen.

United Nations Counter Terrorism Center
In September 2011, Saudi Arabia signed an agreement with the United Nations 
to create the United Nations Counter Terrorism Center (UNCCT) and donated $10 
million to its establishment. The initiative for this center was conceived in 2005, 
when the late King Abdullah held the “Counter-Terrorism International Confer-
ence” in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia. 

The UNCCT was established within the international body’s Counterterrorism 
Implementation Task Force (CTITF) to promote international cooperation on 
counterterrorism through the implementation of the UN’s Global Counterterror-
ism Strategy. 

In 2014, King Abdullah provided the Center with a donation of $100 million to en-
hance its capabilities and effectiveness in helping countries combat terrorism. Oth-
er donors include the U.S., the U.K., Norway and Germany. The Center consists of 
an Advisory Board of 21 member states including the U.S., the U.K., Russia, China, 
Germany, France, Switzerland and numerous Arab and Muslim States.

To date, the UNCCT has initiated more than 30 non-military counterterrorism 
projects around the world at the global, regional and national levels. Working 
alongside the Security Council Counterterrorism Committee, the Saudi-funded 
program initiated two programs in the latter half of 2016: 

• The Counter Foreign Terrorist Fighters (FTF) Program targets FTFs in Syria 
and Iraq and prevents their radicalization and their recruitment by Daesh, 
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their travel to and from these areas. 
• The Advance Passenger Information Program is based on U.S. Customs and 

Border Protection’s system for collecting personal information on air travelers 

Interpol Red Notices

In January 2011, Interpol released “Red Notices” – international notices for wanted-individuals that amount to 
arrests warrants for all member countries of Interpol (save for the United Kingdom) – for 47 terror suspects want-
ed by the Kingdom. Interpol’s General Secretariat Headquarters in Lyon issued the notices at the request of its 
National Central Bureau (NCB) in Riyadh; the Interpol NCB for Saudi Arabia is part of the Ministry of the Interior and 
partners with the Kingdom’s General Directorate of Investigation.

In March 2009, Saudi Arabia and Interpol published the largest-ever issue of Red Notices for more than 80 sus-
pected terrorists with links to Al-Qaeda in Iraq and in Afghanistan.

A ‘Red Notice’ can be requested by any Interpol member country. It is placed in the central database and added 
to foreign law enforcement databases and is sent to all 187 member countries with details of terror suspects to 
help those enforcement officials world-wide in their search. The notice remains in effect until the wanted fugitive 
is extradited. (Interpol does not have authority to arrest individuals who are the subject of a Red Notice. Only 
the law enforcement authorities of the Interpol member country where the individual is located have the legal 
authority to make an arrest). Of the Red Notices issued by Saudi Arabia since 2011, thirteen arrests have been 
made, while three Notices--those of a Jordanian man, a citizen of the United Kingdom, and a Saudi citizen--have 
been dismissed .  The Kingdom has also stepped up efforts to cooperate regionally: In June 2016, Jordan’s Interpol 
office in Amman received a wanted suspect from Saudi Arabia, authorized under an order issued by Jordan’s Public 
Security Department. 
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“Combating terrorism is an international obligation that 
requires global cooperation in efforts, at all levels, to 
confront it–in security, intellectually, in the media and 
militarily–remembering that such cooperation shall be 
in accordance with the rules of international law and 
the founding principles of the UN, the first of which is 
equality of sovereignty."

—
Crown Prince Mohammad bin Naif
Deputy Prime Minister and Minister Interior, on the occasion of being
awarded the U.S. Central Intelligence Agency’s George Tenet Medal by CIA
Director Mike Pompeo, February 10, 2017
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In order to combat terror 
financing, Saudi Arabia has put 
in place one of the strictest 
financial control systems in the 
world.

Saudi delegation attends the  
Counter-ISIL Finance Group,  
October 24, 2016

—
—
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03
—

Illicit funding allows terrorist networks to thrive. In order to combat the threat 

-
cial systems. In recent years, the Kingdom has undertaken a number of mea-
sures to combat money laundering and realized a number of accomplishments 

According to the U.S. Department of State’s 2015 International Narcotics Control 
Strategy Report (INCSR), published in December 2016, Saudi Arabia has enacted 
legislation in all of the following areas critical to cutting off funds for terrorist 
organizations:

1)  the criminalization of drug-money laundering; 
2)  the criminalization of money laundering beyond drugs; 
3)  ‘Know-Your-Customer’ provisions; 
4)  the reporting of large banking transactions; 
5)  the reporting of suspicious banking transactions; 
6)  the maintenance of banking records over time; 
7)  disclosure protection; 

10)  cross-border transportation of currency; 

13)  the ability to freeze terrorist activity without delay; 
14)  as a state party to the 1988 UN Drug Convention; 

The Money
Combating Terror Financing
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Furthermore, in response to the efforts of terrorist organizations to exploit the 
sympathies of Saudi citizens, the Kingdom has established new laws or consid-
erably strengthened laws in place designed to ensure that charitable contribu-
tions are not diverted from authentic humanitarian organizations. Riyadh has 
issued instructions to a number of agencies prohibiting the transfer of funds by 
charitable organizations to recipients outside Saudi Arabia, except with Foreign 
Ministry approval and subject to stringent reporting requirements. The Kingdom 
reformed its banking laws in order to require that charitable organizations have 

-
ry authority, in order to maintain tighter controls over these accounts. 

“[Saudi Arabia is] the target of extremists. 
We have suffered in terms of terrorist 
attacks, we have suffered in terms of loss 
of security personnel trying to defend the 
innocent, we are the forefront of fighting 
extremism and terrorism in the region and 
in the world. And so for somebody to say 
the Saudis are funding extremism or [that] 
their ideology is funding extremism is 
preposterous.”

HIS EXCELLENCY ADEL BIN AHMED AL-JUBEIR

MINISTER OF FOREIGN AFFAIRS

PRESS CONFERENCE, JULY 21, 2016
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-
counts by charities, including requiring one single account for each charity, with 
sub-accounts permitted only for the purpose of receiving deposits. Particularly 
stringent in this regard is the fact that no ATM or credit cards can be issued for 
these accounts and that all payments may be made only by checks payable to 

Across Saudi Arabia, all unlicensed money-exchange houses have been shut 
-

thority founded in 2003, conducts tight supervision of so-called “informal” mon-

intelligence unit (the Saudi Arabian Financial Intelligence Unit, or SAFIU), in 
compliance with the standards of the G7’s Financial Action Task Force (FATF), 

-

placing restrictions on non-residents’ ability to open accounts in the country.

Saudi Arabia has also worked to target individuals and entities providing assistance 
to terrorist organizations. The U.S. Department of the Treasury noted in March 2016 

-
cluding Yousif Salih Fahad Al-Ayeeri and Khaled Ali Al-Hajj, central facilitators of 
the organization. In addition to these operations, the Kingdom has placed sanctions 

against the Al Ayeeri Foundation, Al-Hajj and others.

Financial Counterterrorism Efforts

within the Kingdom’s jurisdiction to implement all recommendations for 

Financial Action Task Force (FATF).
• Saudi Arabia established money-laundering units in SAMA and all local 

banks to ensure the banking system is not exploited by money laundering 
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operations. These units are responsible for reporting dubious transactions to 
the authorities.

• Saudi Arabia established a money intelligence department to monitor 

typically done in coordination with the SAMA and Saudi banks.
• Saudi authorities have closed down unlicensed money-exchange or money-

transfer centers.

of the Egmont Group , a Toronto-based international body consisting of 152 
national Financial Intelligence Units (FIUs) formed in 1995 to exchange 

• Saudi Arabia earned observer status in the FATF in 2015 and anticipates full 
membership in 2018.

Preventing the Misuse of Saudi Charitable Contributions 
Terror networks often gain access to funds by hiding behind charitable organi-
zations, preying on the sympathies of Saudi citizens seeking to support philan-
thropic causes. The Saudi government has put into place a variety of rules and 
regulations to prevent the manipulation of good-will and charity. 

• Saudi charities are prohibited from transferring money abroad. 
• Saudi charities cannot operate abroad except through the King Salman  

Humanitarian Aid and Relief Center or the Saudi Red Crescent, a quasi-
government entity.

• The collection of cash contributions in mosques and public places is 
prohibited. The Kingdom has instituted a thorough vetting of religious clerics 
to ensure charitable giving is not misdirected. The government suspended 
more than 1,000 clerics in 2013 and 900 clerics in 2014 on the grounds of 
negligence with regard to this requirement.

• Saudi Arabia monitors all appeals for charitable funds via television, the 
internet and social media, and operates a hotline for private citizens to 
contact authorities to report suspected activity related to terrorism or terror 

• In February 2016, SAMA announced that bank accounts for collecting donations 
solicited on social media and SMS messages would be frozen. The new 
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regulation follows a decree that all citizens and NGOs wishing to establish a 
charitable project in another country must receive permission from the Saudi 
Ministry of the Interior before setting up operations in that country.

International Cooperation in Combating Terrorist Financing
-

ordination between governments to ensure that funds are not falling into the 
-

organizations off from resources. 

Saudi Arabia currently has Financial Action Task Force Observer status. This 
status requires a full endorsement of FATF practices. Saudi Arabia is currently 
a member of that body’s sub-set organization, the Middle East and North Africa 
Financial Action Task Force (MENAFATF). Throughout 2016, the Kingdom con-
tinued to implement compliance standards and undergo “mutual assessment” 
procedures for full membership in the FATF, set for June 2018.

Abdulaziz Saleh Al-Furaih, Vice Governor of SAMA, stated: “We cannot discuss 

statement was made during the Eighth Forum on Compliance and Combating 
Money Laundering held in Riyadh on May 9, 2016, one of many such conferences 
the Kingdom has held since earning FATF observer status. At the conference, the 
Kingdom reiterated its commitment to:

• Establish money laundering units in SAMA and in all local banks to ensure 
the banking system is not exploited and to report any dubious transactions 
to the authorities;

• Issue any necessary new rules and regulations for combating money 

institutions;
• Establish a permanent intergovernmental agency committee to oversee all 
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terrorist individuals or groups;
• Continue to strengthen the country’s Financial Intelligence Unit (FIU).

THE UNITED NATIONS

Suppression of the Financing of Terrorism (adopted by the UN General Assembly 
-
-

cated with the purpose of committing terrorist offenses; the forfeiture of funds 
used or allocated for the purpose of committing acts of terrorism and any pro-
ceeds derived therefrom; and requires of signatories “the greatest measure of 
assistance” in connection with criminal investigations or criminal or extradition 
proceedings in respect of terrorist acts. State parties commit themselves not to 

UNITED NATIONS RESOLUTIONS 1267, 1333, 1373

The Kingdom supported the following requirements of various UN Resolutions 
related to combating terrorism:

Security Council Resolution 1267.
• Freezing of funds of listed individuals related to terrorist activity based on 

UN Security Council Resolution 1333.
• The signing of the International Convention for Suppression and Financing 

of Terrorism based on UN Resolution 1373.
• Reporting to the UN Security Council the implementation of Resolution 1390.

Recent Cooperation 
Saudi Arabia works in tandem with its international partners to place sanctions 
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related individuals and front-groups, while the Kingdom has legally formalized 
such designations. Many of these individuals are included on the UN Sanctions 
list pursuant to that body’s counterterrorism legal regime.

On October 20, 2016, Saudi Arabia designated two individuals and one business 
as supporters of terrorism over their links to Hezbollah, the international ter-
ror group closely tied to the Iranian Revolutionary Guards. Those sanctioned are 
Lebanese nationals Muhammad Al-Mukhtar Falah Kallas and Hasan Jamal-al-
Din, and the Iraq-and Lebanon-based Global Cleaners S.A.R.L. The individuals 
and business sanctioned were designated under the Saudi Law of Terrorism 
Crimes and Financing and Royal Decree A/44. Under the law, any assets con-
nected to the sanctioned entities under Saudi jurisdiction are frozen, and Saudi 
citizens or residents are generally prohibited from engaging in any transactions 
with the individuals or entities.

In March 2016, the U.S. and Saudi Arabia took joint action to disrupt the fundrais-
ing and support networks of various terrorist groups by imposing sanctions on 
several individuals and organizations with ties across the Middle East, Pakistan 

The U.S. State Department’s Bureau of Counterterrorism and Countering Violent 
Extremism in its Country Reports on Terrorism 2015, released June 2, 2016, re-
ported that the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia is cooperating with U.S. requests for 

-
eling to Syria and Iraq.” The move was a breakthrough in U.S-Saudi cooperation 
given the absence of a formal mutual legal assistance treaty between the two 
countries. The agreement was negotiated between the Department of Justice’s 

-
partment of Legal Affairs and International Cooperation. The International Cen-
ter for Counterterrorism in The Hague estimated in October 2016 that there were 
35,000 FTFs in Syria and Iraq with Daesh.

-
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(FTFs). For instance, Saudi Arabia and the U.S. are working directly with banks to 
determine the whereabouts, activities and intentions of their account and card 
holders. Enhanced cooperation in recent years has assisted in identifying and 

Counter-ISIL Finance Group
Saudi Arabia serves as a co-chair of the Counter ISIL Finance Group (CIFG), along-
side the U.S. and Italy. The CIFG was established in 2015 to disrupt ISIL’s sources 
of revenue and its ability to move and use funds to wage its campaign of terror.

The group most recently met in October 2016, hosted by the U.S. Department of 
the Treasury, to pursue the following objectives: 1) to prevent Daesh from access-

-
tion of assets and resources that transit, enter, or originate from Daesh-held 
territory; 3) to deny Daesh funding from abroad; and 4) to prevent Daesh from 

BACKGROUND ON THE ELIMINATION OF MONEY-TRANSFER CENTER NETWORKS

As of 2015, Saudi Arabia had effectively eliminated the nationwide network of 
-

hicles under the guise of “charities.” After the terrorist attacks on September 11, 
2001, the U.S. Department of the Treasury initiated the Terrorist Finance Track-
ing Program (TFTP) to identify, track and pursue terrorists and their networks. 
The United States has worked closely with the Kingdom to track and close down 
illicit money-transfer centers. 

As part of this cooperation, Saudi Arabia established its Anti-Money Laundering/
Combating the Financing of Terrorism (AML/CFT) regime, providing a statutory 

-
ticle II of this law created the Saudi Arabian Financial Intelligence Unit (SAFIU), 
which is responsible for receiving and analyzing reports on suspicious transac-
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-
tions to continue to develop their AML/CTF training programs which, in turn, are 
reviewed annually for adequacy.

Saudi Arabia’s comprehensive crackdown on illicit money transfers - developed 
-

cial of the Financial Action Task Force (FATF), who remarked that the Kingdom’s 

than any country in the world.” 

Saudi Legal Regimes and Compliance
The Saudi government has worked aggressively to pass and implement laws on 

Originally approved in December 2013 and subsequently updated in 2015, the 
Saudi Council of Ministers passed its Penal Law Concerning Crimes of Terrorism 
and Its Financing, signed into law by the late King Abdullah in February 2014. 
This legislation added 41 new laws to the country’s existing counterterrorism 
laws. Among its provisions, this law:

• Gives the Minister of the Interior the power to issue arrest warrants against 
those suspected of having committed terrorist crimes and to delegate this 

indirectly in pursuance of an individual or collective criminal enterprise 
intended to disturb the public order, destabilize the security of society or 
the stability of the state, expose its national unity to danger, obstruct the 
implementation of the organic law or some of its provisions, harm the 
reputation of the state or its standing, endanger any of the state facilities 
or its natural resources, force any of its authorities to do or abstain from 
doing something, or threaten to carry out actions leading to any of the 
aforementioned objectives or encourage their accomplishment.”
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In addition, Royal Order A/44 (Article IV) Against Terrorism of March 2014 for-
mally declared Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula, Al-Qaeda in Iraq, Al-Nusra 
Front (Syria), Hezbollah in the Kingdom (also known as Hezbollah in the Hijaz), 
the Muslim Brotherhood and the Houthis as terrorist organizations.

Furthermore, the Order authorized the formation of a committee that includes 

fore mentioned organizations.  

Additionally, the Order criminalizes the following:

terroristic organizations, factions and groups, or sheltering their members 
or their promoters inside or outside the Kingdom;

• Contacting or communicating with groups or factions or individuals who 
harbor enmity for the Kingdom;

• Being loyal to, in liaison with, or communicating with another country with 
the intention of exploiting the secure unity and stability of the Kingdom and 
its people;

• Committing offenses against other countries and/or their leaders;
• Soliciting the help of States, international organizations or bodies against 

the Kingdom;
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“We have faced more than 63 terror attacks by 
Al Qaeda and ISIL, 26 of them just in the last two 
years.  More than 200 citizens and policemen were 
killed in terrorist attacks.  More than 2800 suspects 
have been arrested since 2015. We have assured 
and enforced laws which criminalize all sorts of 
terrorist-related activities, including involvement 
in conflicts or financing terrorist or extremist 
groups.  We have classified and announced a list of 
terrorist organizations, we have taken major actions to prevent 
radicalization and protect the community in Saudi Arabia 
with a private phone number to report suspicious activity. We 
have established a major intelligence department to monitor 
and investigate any suspected financial transactions.  This 
is usually done in coordination with the Saudi Monetary 
Agency and the banks.  This led to convicting more than 226 
persons in terrorist financing activities, prosecuting more 
than 240 suspects, freezing and investigating more than 117 
suspected accounts, closing all unlicensed charity collection 
locations.  Also, in the international effort we have contributed 
to international community efforts to combat terrorism and 
its finance through exchanging information and some of that 
information has helped in saving lives in other countries. ”

GENERAL MANSOUR AL-TURKI 

SPOKESMAN OF THE MINISTRY OF THE INTERIOR 

PRESS BRIEFING WITH U.S. JOURNALISTS 

JUNE 8, 2016
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The King Abdulaziz Center 
for National Dialogue 
(KACND), uses digital media 
to fight against sectarianism. 
Saudi Arabia’s “war of 
ideas” works to instill the 
concepts of moderation and 
tolerance, and undermine 
any intellectual or religious 
justifications for extremism 
and terrorism.   

—
—
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04
—

Attacking extremism at its psychological and ideological roots–and not merely 
cracking down militarily on its manifestations–is a critical component of 
Saudi Arabia’s strategy to defeat terrorism. From public awareness campaigns 
to establishing counter-radicalization and rehabilitation programs, Saudi 
Arabia’s “war of ideas” works to instill the concepts of moderation and tolerance, 

terrorism. The multi-faceted campaign aims to protect vulnerable groups, such 
as the youth, among other potentially disenfranchised members of society.

Fighting radical religious beliefs in the Kingdom is an immense challenge. The 
Kingdom’s counterterrorism-education measures focus on communicating the 
distinguishing aspects of the true Islamic faith in contrast to those individuals 
and entities whose actions are centered on the intentional misrepresentation or 
the degradation of its teachings.

These measures include, but are not limited to, counseling and conferences 
led by the Riyadh-based King Abdulaziz Center for National Dialogue (KACND) 
and the Vienna-based King Abdullah International Center for Interreligious and 
Intercultural Dialogue (KAICIID); and a Sakinah “Tranquility” campaign that is 
run by an independent NGO with support from the Ministry of Islamic Affairs.

extremist mentality and promote moderation and tolerance among its citizenry. 
More detail on these programs are provided in the sections that follow.

The Mindset 
Combating Extremism
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� Public Awareness Campaign: This ongoing public awareness campaign 
reinforces Islam’s true values and educates Saudi citizens about 
the dangers of extremism and terrorism. The campaign includes 
advertisements on television, radio, billboards and online, as well as 
programs on television, in schools and mosques, and at sporting events. 
 
A public service announcement produced in Saudi Arabia 
provides an example of efforts to curb online extremisms, in 
particular. This public service announcement, released by the King 
Abdulaziz Center for National Dialogue in June 2015, generated 

 
 
The text of the public service announcement ran as follows: 

  
“What is the greatest destroyer of nations and peoples? Disease? Natural 
disasters? Famine? Perhaps. But there is a hidden killer worse than all of 
them. A killer many of us don’t know, but who has claimed hundreds of 
thousands of lives — children, women, the elderly. And it doesn’t stop at 
killing people. It destroys states. It bleeds their resources, wrecks economies, 

 
 
Shall I surprise you some more? The killer lives among us. Right now, at this 
very moment, he walks around free and loose. He might be near you, in the 
same building. He might be right beside you. He might be your dearest friend, 
or your closest relative. Shall I shock you even more? The hidden killer might 
be ... YOU. You think you are innocent? Think again. Go over your convictions 
and ideas. Think back on the grudges you bear. Lots of people like you thought 
they were innocent, but became wild animals. They ruined their own states, 
destroying them with enormity. Hundreds of thousands of dead and wounded. 
 
This killer, sleeping inside you, wakes up the moment you give up on 

hate has been ignited. Dividing people into categories. Insularity. When 
you fail to live together with people who are different than you, you grow 
wild. The result? A devastating war. Its soldiers are you and thousands 
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wins except for death. The country falls behind the rest of the world. 
Resources are wasted that could have been invested for everyone to 
make a better life, to build a solid economy, to strengthen security, to 
support teaching and knowledge. It might have been possible for everyone 
together to avoid this disaster if everyone thought about coexistence and 
rowed on both sides of the lifeboat, rather than vanish into a whirlpool. 
 
On your way to work, or when you enter your home and are among your family, 
always ask yourself — is a dispute worth losing all of this? Coexistence. Let’s 
talk to each other, let ’s live together.

� Public and Religious Education: The program audits curriculum material to 
vet and eliminate extremist-related material, as well as introduce enhanced 
teaching methods and provide better training for educators. Imams have 
been prohibited from incitement and talk of intolerance, and the Ministry 
of Islamic Affairs is conducting a program to educate imams and monitor 
mosques and religious education to purge extremism and intolerance. 

� Global Interfaith Dialogue Initiative: Launched an international effort 
to promote interfaith dialogue. In early 2008, Custodian of the Two Holy 
Mosques King Abdullah bin Abdulaziz launched the interfaith dialogue as 
a way to underscore the commonalities among the world’s religions. To 
initiate this endeavor, King Abdullah convened a meeting on June 4, 2008 
of more than 500 Muslim scholars from around the world. The conference 
highlighted the importance of dialogue and emphasized the need for the 
faiths and cultures of the world to combat extremism and intolerance. This 
was followed by the World Conference on Dialogue in Spain on July 16, 2008. 
The conference, hosted by King Abdullah and King Juan Carlos I of Spain, 
brought together 300 delegates from around the world representing Islam, 
Buddhism, Christianity, Confucianism, Hinduism, Judaism and Shintoism. 
The culmination of this dialogue initiative was a special session of the 
United Nations General Assembly on November 12, 2008, attended by more 
than 25 world leaders. 

� United Nations Counterterrorism Center: The Kingdom is the founder and 
primary funder of the United Nations Counterterrorism Center, with more 
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than $100 million in donations from the Kingdom to date and more than 
30 non-military counterterrorism projects around the world at the global, 

� Counter-Radicalization and Rehabilitation: In addition to public awareness 
campaigns to prevent the spread of terrorist ideologies, Saudi Arabia has 
taken direct, focused steps to neutralize sources of extremism. For example, 
the Ministry of the Interior has been working in conjunction with King Fahd 
Security College and Naif Arab University for Security Sciences to develop 

program for detainees is the longest continually functioning program in the 
world, and several countries are establishing similar programs based on the 
Kingdom’s model. 

Saudi counter-radicalization efforts are a model for other nations around the 
world. The Government of Malaysia, for example, announced in November 2016 
that it would send 10 senior security specialists to Saudi Arabia to study at the 

from the experience of the Kingdom in counseling and countering extremist 
ideology with moderation, argument and proof,” said Zainol Rahim Zainuddin, 
the Malaysian Ambassador to Saudi Arabia. Malaysian Prime Minister Ahmad 
Zahid Hamidi said that he had discussed with King Salman solutions to protect 
Southeast Asian countries from the threat of terrorism carried out by Daesh, 
which has recruited individuals from these countries.

In the discussion, an understanding was reached that Saudi Arabia and Malaysia 
would continue to exchange knowledge on experiences with combating 
terrorism and extremist ideology. In addition, Prime Minister Hamidi praised the 
counseling practices applied by Saudi Arabia, pointing to the Prince Mohammad 
bin Naif Center for Counseling and Care as a “unique model to counter extremist 
ideology with moderate ideology.” Algeria, Egypt, Jordan, Yemen, Singapore, 
Indonesia, Malaysia, and the United States military through “Task Force 134” 
in Iraq have also modeled their counter-radicalization programs after Saudi 
Arabia’s approach.
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On November 23, 2016, Ben Emmerson, the UN Special Envoy on Counterterrorism 
and Human Rights, praised prison conditions of those accused of terrorism in 
the Kingdom as humane and focused on rehabilitation. He expressed admiration 
for humanitarian aid and psychological support provided by the Mohammad bin 
Naif Center to those accused of terrorism and their families, and allowing these 
families to become involved directly in the rehabilitation programs of detainees. 
After attending a trial session of those accused of plotting to assassinate the late 
King Abdullah, Emmerson said the condition of detainees or those accused of 
terrorism should be considered an example to be followed at the international 
level. He cited as well the level of professionalism and respect for human rights 
in Saudi prisons.  

“The counseling center’s continuous support program does a great job at 

in their societies through a series of programs and activities,” Emmerson said.

Overview: Recent Activity

The Kingdom’s religious establishment is fully engaged with the Saudi 
government in countering the mindset sustaining radical extremism.

Following the three simultaneous terror attacks of July 4, 2016, the imams of 
the Grand Mosque in Makkah and the Prophet’s Mosque in Medina vehemently 

behind extremist organizations. On July 5, 2016, on the celebration of the Eid Al-
Fitr, the Custodian of the Two Holy Mosques King Salman bin Abdulaziz said in 
an address to all Muslims that the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia will “strike with an 

and pledged efforts to “distance them from masterminds of misleading ideas.” 
King Salman urged Muslims to unite, and condemned terrorism and extremism, 
stressing their contradiction to Islam.

On June 3, 2016, Saudi security services announced the arrest of terror 
suspects, including an imam at the Prophet’s Mosque in Medina suspected of 
supporting Daesh.   
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In his sermon of July 8, 2016, Sheikh Khalid Ali Al-Ghamedi, the Imam of the 
Grand Mosque in Makkah, described terrorism as “an outlandish phenomenon 
for Islam and in particular for Saudi Arabia, home to the two holiest mosques.”

On June 9, 2016, the Kingdom announced that it would install surveillance 
cameras inside and outside all mosques throughout the country. The long-
term plan, announced by the Ministry of Islamic Affairs, includes setting up an 
operations room with links to 95,000 mosques.

In July 2016, at a conference of the Organization of Islamic Cooperation, King 
Salman made a series of remarks about the widespread phenomenon of 
online terrorist recruitment and incitement. He called on Saudi youth to take 
the initiative to counter extremists’ online activity with their own responses 
by arguing against strident interpretations of Islam and advancing their own, 
tolerant understanding of the religion instead. He also called on people of good 
conscience throughout the world - including state and non-state entities - to 

In August 2016, the Deputy Minister of Islamic Affairs for Call and Guidance 

controls in place in the Kingdom to monitor religious activities and preaching. 
That ministry also monitors any preaching or writing in the guise of religious 
guidance that may lead to the spread of deviant ideologies.

The 19th International Conference on Processes of Radicalization and 
Deradicalization (ICPRD) Jan. 30-31 2017, Jeddah — The ICPRD convened 
leading scientists, researchers and scholars to exchange views, share their 
experiences and research all aspects of the processes of radicalization and 
deradicalization. The conference provided researchers, practitioners and 
educators an interdisciplinary forum to review the most recent innovations, 
trends, concerns and  practical challenges encountered in the following areas: 1) 
“Processes of Radicalization and Deradicalization,” 2) “Analyzing the Positions of 
Terrorists, 3) “Assessing Countering Violent Extremism Programs,” 4) “Assessing 
the Effectiveness of Deradicalization,” 5) “Beyond Terrorism: Deradicalization and 
Disengagement from Violent Extremism,” 6) “Care Rehabilitation,” 7) “Challenges 
in Assessing the Effectiveness of Deradicalization Programs,” 8) “Challenges in 
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Terrorist Rehabilitation,” 9) “Civilian Victims of Terrorism,” 10) “Combating Violent 
Extremism and Radicalization in the Digital Era.”

The Kingdom has undertaken the modernization of its educational system, 
reviewing curriculum materials and removing any teachers or professors who 
profess and inculcate extremist beliefs. The country promotes cultural exchange, 
sending and paying for tens of thousands of students to attend American 
universities not only to acquire scholarly and technical know-how and expertise, 
but to gain exposure to Western belief systems and world views.

In fall 2016, several prominent Saudi religious scholars, who had gathered at a 
conference on extremism, drew attention to the critical importance of the role 

“The Kingdom has been keen to combat 
terrorism based on its conviction that 
terrorism has no identity and no religion, 
and from its belief that the terrorists are 
committing these acts stemming from 
their deviant ideologies and evil thought. 
All negative religious, political and social 
ideologies that use religion as a tool, 
throughout human history, do not reflect 
the absolute truth about religion.”

CROWN PRINCE MOHAMMAD BIN NAIF

DEPUTY PRIME MINISTER AND MINISTER OF INTERIOR

FEBRUARY 10, 2017
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played by scholars in disseminating factual information and revealing the unethical 
tactics of terrorists in trying to lure people away from the rightful path of Islam. 
Sheikh Abdullah bin Sulaiman Al-Manea, Member of the Council and Adviser to 
the Royal Court, highlighted the role of the authorities at the Ministry of Interior in 
ensuring the safety of Saudi Arabia in light of this trend. 

As pointed out by Education Minister Dr. Ahmed Al-Issa, much effort has been 
made in the last decade to improve textbooks and make the education system 
respond to nation’s  need to defeat and eventually eliminate extremism. Part 
of the challenge at hand is to move students away from rote learning and to 
stimulate critical thinking. The Kingdom also wants to better prepare young 
Saudis to compete in a global economy, as the government seeks to diversify its 

economy with new, non-petroleum sources of revenue and investment.

MODERNIZATION OF 
SAUDI EDUCATION
 
• Remove Teachers and Professors Who 

Profess Extremist Beliefs

• Replace Textbooks with Tablet Computers in 
Classroom Teaching

• De-Emphasize Rote Learning, Stimulate 
Critical Thinking

• Emphasize the Role of Modernization in the 
Outlook of Young Students

• Prepare Students to Compete in a Global 
Economy

Effat University Student Pursuing a Degree in Filmmaking. (Photo 
Credit: Arab News)
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National Campaigns

counterterrorism education measures aimed at undermining extremist views 
and at disrupting the activities of those who promote violent extremism. Led by 
the King Abdulaziz Center for National Dialogue (KACND) and the King Abdullah 
International Center for Interreligious and Intercultural Dialogue (KAICIID), 
these measures include, but are not limited to, a counseling program, a religious 
“Tranquility” campaign, public education campaigns, and a “Religious Authority” 
campaign.

KING ABDULAZIZ CENTER FOR NATIONAL 

The National Dialogue Forum of the 
King Abdulaziz Center for National 
Dialogue (KACND) was instituted 
in June 2003 to debate reform and 
suggest remedies following the Al-
Qaeda terrorist attacks  of Sept. 11, 2001. 
Each of these meetings takes place in 
a different city in the Kingdom. As a 
forum, KACND has been described as 
“an independent national institution 
which seeks to strengthen channels 
of communication and dialogue 
between Saudi citizens and the 
different elements and institutions of 
Saudi society.” 

The Center’s objective “is to combat 
extremism and foster a pure 
atmosphere that give[s] rise to wise 
positions and illuminating ideas that 
reject terrorism and terrorist thought.”

engagement to combat extremism and deviant ideology. On Oct. 6, 2016, the 
center announced a new initiative, dubbed “Talahom,” to promote meetings that 

“The greatest and most appalling 
of all sins is for anyone to 
deliberately and premeditatedly 
shed the blood of innocent 
people…wreak chaos and havoc 
and undermine security and 
stability in order to achieve the 
evil goals of criminal gangs and 
sectarian terrorist organizations.”

—
Sheikh Khalid Ali Al-Ghamedi
Imam of the Grand Mosque in Makkah
July 8, 2016
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put into practice the principles of co-existence and national unity. Faisal Al-
Muammar, the secretary general of KACND, stressed the initiative’s importance 

added that these types of projects preserve and enhance the Kingdom’s security 
and strengthen national unity based on shared values.

“The sedition witnessed in the Islamic 
world today requires all of us to exert 
the utmost effort to unify our voice, 
close ranks and work together to solve 
the problems of the Islamic nation, and 
achieve victory for its issues. However, 
the biggest challenge facing our Islamic 
nation is how to keep our youth, the real 
wealth and hope of the future, away from 
the dangers facing them – particularly 
extremism and violence – and distance 
them from masterminds of misleading 
ideas that force them to behave in 
extraordinary ways that contradict the 
principles of our Islamic religion and the 
pillars and values of our Islamic societies.”

CUSTODIAN OF THE TWO HOLY MOSQUES

KING SALMAN BIN ABDULAZIZ

JULY 5, 2016

Received by NSD/FARA Registration Unit 05/16/2017 6:24:33 PM

Received by NSD/FARA Registration Unit 05/16/2017 6:24:33 PM



47

          SAUDI  ARABIA AND COUNTERTERRORISM            2017 REPORT

Similar messages stressing the need of those radicalized or at risk of radicalization 
have been broadcast on Saudi television and radio and at sporting events. Schools, 
mosques and even the screens of automated teller machines feature such messages. 
Ministries and government bodies have participated in this campaign by organizing 
symposiums, exhibitions and lectures, as well as by distributing materials to combat 
extremism and promote balanced, centrist views and moderation.

MONITORING OF RELIGIOUS PREACHING

Imams who preach intolerance or hate toward others are dismissed, punished 

‘khateeb’— those who deliver religious sermons— and muezzin–those who call 
Muslims to prayer. The ministry has additionally suspended approximately 1500 
others who were ordered to join a multi-year “enlightenment program” devoted 
to educating imams and monitoring religious preaching. In recurring legislation 

implements, the dismissal of teachers who espouse extremist views. In 2015, the 

monitoring of all mosques in Saudi Arabia using the Geographic Information 
Systems (GIS). The project allows the Ministry to monitor day-to-day activities 
in any mosque, including prayers and ceremonies.

Saudi government and religious leaders have publicly and routinely condemned 
terrorism and extremism. In May 2009, the Second Deputy Prime Minister of 

which was to address the “intellectual abnormality” that, according to the Saudi 
government, is “the main reason for terrorism.” These conferences have since 
been ongoing, the declaration of which is the moderate nature of Islam and 
warnings against “the dangers of embracing deviant ideologies.” The National 
Dialogue campaigns against extremism have been ongoing in various cities in 
Saudi Arabia since 2003, most recently on Feb. 7, 2017.

Related to this campaign, The King Abdullah International Center for  
Interreligious and Intercultural Dialogue (KAICIID) convened the second annual 
meeting of the Board of Directors’ Advisory Forum on Feb. 6-7, 2017, at KAICIID 
headquarters in Vienna.
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KAICIID Secretary General Faisal 
bin Abdulrahman bin Muaammar 
described the session as a 
milestone in which the Advisory 
Forum laid “the foundation for 
the Forum’s development in the 
coming decades. In particular, the 
Forum’s task forces are vehicles 
to focus on creating change in 
four thematic areas: “Interreligious 
Dialogue Training,” “Governance 
and Common Citizenship,” 
“Reconciliation” and “Capacity 
Building.” The Center is particularly 
focused on Iraq and Syria as part of 
its anti-extremism goals.

In early January 2017, the Saudi 
Embassy in Beirut sponsored an 
interfaith meeting on the topic 
“Lebanon unites us” in order 
to strengthen Saudi-Lebanese 
relations and to promote 
Christian-Muslim understanding. 
Saudi Chargé d’Affaires Walid 
Bukhari organized the national 
interfaith meeting at the Saudi 
diplomatic mission following a 

of Lebanon Michel Aoun in January.

Supported by the Ministry of Islamic Affairs, the Sakinah “Tranquility” Campaign 
partners with Islamic scholars who engage potential radicalized online users 
seeking religious knowledge. These scholars work to direct their focus away from 
extremists source. The campaign has received praise by American and British 

“The most dangerous thing 
is not the textbook itself but 
the way the textbooks are 
translated by the teachers 
to the students. What we 
are trying to do—opening 
the system—will help us 
make students participate 
and become active learners, 
which is a very powerful tool 
to eliminate and reduce any 
extreme views.” 

—
Dr. Ahmed Al-Issa,
Minister of Education, 
the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia 
February 16, 2017
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Kuwait, to model their own efforts to combat internet radicalization after Saudi 
Arabia’s Sakinah campaign.

PUBLIC EDUCATION CAMPAIGNS

The Ministry of Education regularly audits school textbooks and curricula 
to ensure that teachers do not espouse intolerance and extremism, and a 
government-sponsored program requires the removal any curriculum element 
that is radical and inconsistent with Islam. Also in place is a special training 
program to promote religious tolerance for male and female Islamic Studies 
teachers. Teachers are periodically dismissed or subjected to punitive action 
for failure to abide by government instructions to avoid inciting hatred against 
other religions.

As a result of the institution of the National Dialogues, the Saudi government 
launched the ‘King Abdullah Project for the Development of Public Education’ in 
February 2007.

This project approved a $2.4 billion, six-year project to transform the Kingdom’s 
public education system. The effort, which has been ongoing since its launch, 
focuses on teacher training and development; curriculum development with 
an emphasis on critical thinking; improving the educational environment 
through technology (i.e., Smart Boards in classrooms); and extracurricular 
activities. In October 2016, the Ministry of Islamic Affairs launched a program 

focused on dealing with a problem after it occurred, the current campaign aims 
at safeguarding youth against radical ideology by using every source available 
to the ministry, such as sermons and mosque activities and general education 
curricula and advocacy.

The ministry also has been working on issuing a series of books called the 

the transcript of the meeting and the dialogue that took place between the late 
Interior Minister Prince Nayef bin Abdulaziz and Saudi imams and preachers. 
The dialogue provided a detailed outline of “how to address a radical ideology 
and deviant thinking.”
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CYBER-SECURITY, SOCIAL MEDIA AND THE INTERNET

The Saudis are the most active Twitter users in the Arab world, according to 
a 2014 report, with 4.8 million users producing 40 percent of all tweets in 
Arab countries. This unfortunately raises concerns in the Kingdom about the 
penetration of radicalized recruitment through social media and Internet-based 
communications.

In February 2013, the International Data Corporation (IDC) reported that Saudi 
Arabia invested the most of any country in the Middle East on technology, 
underscoring the growing importance with which the Kingdom sees cyber-
security and countering extremism on the Internet. The Kingdom has tasked 
the Ministry of Defense to work with the private sector to defend the Kingdom 
against those threats.

While the Ministry of Defense works to develop the military aspect of cyber-
security as it pertains to the protection of Saudi industry and border surveillance, 
the Ministry of Interior is focused on the  internal and domestic dimension of 
monitoring extremist communications, applying cyber-security technologies 
to track radicalized messaging throughout Arab/Muslim social media and the 
Internet in general.  

in recent years, particularly its computer network. Known as the “National Data 
Center,” this network links the Ministry’s centers throughout the Kingdom via 
terminals for entering and retrieving security, administrative and service data. 

The main focus of this project involves investing in building it capacity to 
monitor online communications and intervene as necessary. To date, there 1,000 
terminal systems in more than 250 centers for capturing and accessing this data. 

Article 4 of the January 2014 Anti-terrorism Law prohibits support for banned 
groups “circulating their contents in any form, or using slogans of these groups 
and currents [of thought], or any symbols which point to support or sympathy 
with them through audio, visual, or written format, including websites and 
social media.” On March 24, 2007, the Saudi government decreed, and the MOI 
put into practice, the Anti-Cyber Crime Law,  which criminalizes the production 
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and spread of materials online that damage “public order, religious values, [and] 
public morals.” This law establishes penalties for offenses such as hacking into 
websites and heavy penalties for anyone who assists a terrorist group build or 
operate a website, or who uses a website to disseminate information such as 
instructions on how to build an explosive device. In 2008, the Saudi government 
established the Specialized Criminal Court (SCC) to try terrorism-related cases. 
This includes those involving violations of the cyber-crime law, such as using 
social media to incite international organizations against the Kingdom or the 
founding unlicensed and/or prohibited organizations, online or otherwise.

There are two regulatory agencies concerned with Internet usage in the Kingdom: 
The Communications and Information Technology Commission (CITC) and the 
Internet Services Unit (ISU). Since 2006, the CITC has blocked access to thousands 
of websites with the aim of destroying the ability of extremist organizations to 
spread their message and reach potential recruits. The ISU is a department of 
the King Abdullah Center for Science and Technology (KACST) and registers all 
blocking requests for content deemed offensive and/or radicalizing.

According to Prince Abdulaziz bin Bandar bin Abdulaziz, the assistant to the 
head of the Saudi National Intelligence Agency (SNIA), there are nearly 17,000 
extremist Internet sites carrying radical ideologies, with an annual increase 
of 9,000 websites that “move away from original Islam in order to legitimize 
violence.” Prince Muqrin bin Abdulaziz, the head of SNIA, has launched outreach 
to 14 Western website hosting companies to reduce the activities of more than 
5,400 websites used by terrorist groups.

As terrorists traditionally have used the Internet for recruiting and training, 
the Saudi Council of Ministers approved on April 13, 2007 the Anti-Cybercrime 
Law. Article 7 (1) of the cyber-crime law imposes a maximum of ten years’ 

a website for a terrorist organization, promotes the organizations’ radicalism, 
or propagates information on how to make explosives. In March 2017, the SCC 
delivered a 27-year sentence to a Saudi found guilty of joining a terrorist group 
and sending content intended to undermine public order via the social platform 
WhatsApp. Part of the 27 year-sentence was based on Article 6 of the Anti-
Cybercrime Law.
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Saudi Arabia has flown 341 
sorties against Daesh in Syria, 
the second largest number of 
sorties, after the United States.—

—
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05
—

Saudi Arabia is the main target of Daesh and other terror groups because it is the 
birthplace of Islam and home to the Two Holy Mosques. Saudi Arabia continues 
to expand and intensify its counterterrorism initiatives, as terrorism remains a 
major threat to the safety and security of our citizenry and the global community.

Saudi Arabia is one of the leading nations combating terrorism and terrorist 

is hunting down the men, cutting off the money and destroying the mindset that 
Daesh and other terror organizations create and rely on.

On February 21, 2017, Foreign Minister Al-Jubeir told a German newspaper that 

Al-Jubeir noted that not only Saudi Arabia, but other Gulf nations were willing to 
send special forces troops as part as a U.S.-led coalition against Daesh. Since the 
rise of that terror group in 2014, all exercises and training of Saudi conventional 
and special forces have focused on countering and combatting non-state 
insurgents. Daesh and the emergence of similarly aligned militant Islamists 
pose the most immediate threat to the Kingdom. Daesh has carried out deadly 
attacks in the Kingdom and Abu Bakr Al-Baghdadi, Daesh’s leader, has declared 
his intention to destroy the Saudi state. In view of this, the Foreign Minister has 
said Saudi Arabia is ready to participate with the its own forces if the U.S.-led 
coalition against Daesh is prepared to engage in ground operations—a comment 

of Al-Qaeda. Hundreds of alleged Daesh supporters were arrested in 2015 and 2016. 

Fighting and Defeating Daesh
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announced the arrest of several terror suspects, among whom was an imam at 
the Prophet’s Mosque in Medina suspected of supporting Daesh. The Kingdom  

to spread false beliefs and encourage violent actions that are a degradation of 
the spirit and meaning of Islam. However, it is the geopolitical threat of this 
terror group that is the most immediate, and to this end, the Kingdom has been 
working closely with its allied partners through two major military coalitions—

territorial growth and logistical basis of Daesh. 

International Cooperation 
Saudi Arabia is a founding member of the Global Coalition to Counter Daesh, 
beginning airstrikes against Daesh targets in Syria in September 2014. As of 

largest number of sorties, after the United States. 

In January 2017, Saudi Arabia hosted the general staff chiefs of fourteen countries 
of the Global Coalition Against Daesh. Representatives from Saudi Arabia, U.S., 
Jordan, UAE, Bahrain, Turkey, Tunisia, Oman, Qatar, Kuwait, Lebanon, Malaysia, 
Morocco and Nigeria discussed their approaches to enhance the efforts of the 
coalition to paralyze and destroy Daesh capabilities.

On March 22, 2017, Saudi Foreign Minister Adel bin Ahmed bin Al-Jubeir 
and foreign ministers of the other Global Coalition member nations met in 
Washington at the invitation of U.S. Secretary of State Rex Tillerson to review 
and accelerate the campaign for the lasting defeat of Daesh. 

The Islamic Military Alliance to Fight Terrorism
On December 15, 2015, Saudi Arabia announced the formation of the Islamic Military 
Alliance to Fight Terrorism. At the time of the Alliance’s original organization, 
the Kingdom announced that the initial group of 34 states had “decided on the 

military efforts, exchange information, and train Alliance personnel through a joint 
operations center based in Riyadh to coordinate and support military operations.” 
This Alliance has been subsequently grown to 41 nations.
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The “North Thunder” military drill was launched in northern Saudi Arabia on 
February 28, 2016 with the participation of forces representing the Kingdom, 
the United Arab Emirates, Jordan, Bahrain, Senegal, Sudan, Kuwait, Maldives, 
Morocco, Pakistan, Chad, Turkey, Tunisia, Comoros, Djibouti, Oman, Qatar, 
Malaysia, Egypt and Mauritania, in addition to the GCC’s Peninsula Shield Forces. 
“North Thunder” received regional and international attention as the largest  ever 
military drill in the Middle East in terms of the number of participating forces.

On March 27, 2016, the Chiefs of Staff of the armed forces of the Alliance 

The Peninsula Shield Force 
 

The Peninsula Shield Force is the military side of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) for the Arab States of the 
Gulf region and is intended to deter and respond to military aggression against any of the GCC member countries: 
Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates.

The Shield Force recently expanded its mandate to combat the emergence of Daesh, alongside its regular activity 
of monitoring and containing: instability in the Mideast region, regional neighbors’ ambitions for nuclear weapons, 
political instability in Iraq, and the upheaval in Syria. These factors have given the GCC clear incentives to strength-
en its collective defense and security systems.

The Royal Saudi Air Force (RSAF)

The Royal Saudi Air Force is the centerpiece of the Kingdom’s defense structure and has been highly effective 
in combating Daesh in Syria, such as during airstrikes with U.S. coalition forces in early February 2016. Saudi 
fighter aircraft have carried out 341 strikes against Daesh targets in Syria since the beginning of the international 
campaign against Daesh. These attacks included the destruction of or damage to Daesh fighters, training bases, 
compounds, headquarters, command and control facilities, a finance center, supply trucks and armed vehicles.
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In 2016, Saudi authorities 
foiled multiple terrorist plots 
targeting mosques, sporting 
events, tourist attractions and 
the U.S. Consulate in Jeddah. 

Member of the Saudi special police unit 
stands guard during a military parade, 
September 2015

—
—
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Domestic Terror Attacks: 2015-2017
2017

On January 21, two extremists blew themselves up after security forces cornered 
them in the Harazat area of Jeddah. 

On January 7, two terrorists were killed by police in the Al-Yasmin suburb of 
Riyadh. The two men were named as Tayeh Salem bin Yaslam Al-Sayari, an 
Daesh “suicide bomb” expert, wanted for previous acts of terrorism, and Talal bin 
Samran Al-Saedi.

2016

one person.

On July 4, 2016, four suicide bombs exploded in three locations in Saudi Arabia. 
One of them exploded in the parking lot of the Nabawi Mosque (the Prophet’s 
Mosque in Medina). The second and third suicide bombers targeted a mosque 
in Qatif, but they failed to harm anyone but themselves. A fourth militant blew 
himself up in Jeddah.

Chronology of Terrorism Against 
the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia
2015 through February 2017

Received by NSD/FARA Registration Unit 05/16/2017 6:24:33 PM

Received by NSD/FARA Registration Unit 05/16/2017 6:24:33 PM



58

2017 REPORT          SAUDI  ARABIA AND COUNTERTERRORISM

death of one person.

On April 30, an explosive device detonated in Al-Ahsa.

On April 6, shootings took place in the city of Riyadh, resulting in the death of 
one person.

On April 4, a detonation of an explosive device in Al-Kharj resulted in the death 
of one person. 

person.

On February 8, a car bomb exploded in Riyadh without causing injuries. Daesh 
claimed responsibility.

On January 29, a suicide bombing in the Ridha mosque in Al-Ahsa, in the eastern 
region of the country, resulted in the deaths of four people, including two security 
personnel, and the injury of 18 individuals.

2015

On October 26, a suicide bomber murdered two people and wounded 26 in a 
mosque in the southern city of Najran. The bomber, a Saudi national who recently 

of the mosque by a 95-year-old man, which limited the death toll.

On September 4, at the Aramco Abqaiq Community, Sgt. Ali Al-Habeeb was killed 
during a confrontation with a terrorist attacker. Saudi security forces pursued 
and killed the attacker, who was reported to have been wearing an explosives-
laden belt.
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On August 6, the Abha Mosque bombing was carried out by a suicide bomber, 
killing 17 people at a mosque in the south-western Saudi city of Abha. The mosque 
was inside a military installation controlled by Saudi Special Forces engaged in 
the war in nearby Yemen. 

On July 29, a policeman was killed in a drive-by shooting in the village on Al-
Jish in Qatif Province.

On July 16, a suicide attacker detonated his car bomb at a police checkpoint near 
a prison in Riyadh, killing himself and injuring two others.

On July 3, a policeman was killed during a counter-terror operation Taif, in the 
southwestern province of the country.

On May 29, a suicide bomber attacked a mosque in Dammam, killing 4 people 
and injuring 4 others.

On May 22, a suicide bomber attacked the Imam Ali mosque in the village of Al-
Qadeeh, in Qatif governorate, during Friday prayers. The Saudi health minister 
told state television that at least 21 people had been killed and more than 80 
injured in the blast. Daesh later claimed responsibility for the attack.

On January 5, a pair of suicide bombers attacked a border patrol unit near Arar, 
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Addendum: Op-Eds
—

Saudi general: My country supports 
America's tough stance against ISIS, 
terror and Iran
Major General Ahmed Hassan Mohammad Asseri  
Adviser to Saudi Arabia’s Defense Minister

FOX        |   MARCH 26, 2017

Leaders from 68 countries gathered in Washington for a meeting of the Global 
Coalition to Counter Daesh (ISIL) hosted by President Trump’s administration 
this past week.

Saudi Arabia welcomes the new administration’s attention to the Middle East 

terrorists such as Daesh and pushing back against Iranian interference in 
countries such as Yemen.

As Americans would say, “You’ve got our back.” And America’s support is 
indispensable as we stand together against a host of threats to regional stability.

While meeting with Saudi Deputy Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman – an 
architect of our country’s economic, social, and governmental reforms – at 
the White House recently, President Trump enthusiastically endorsed the 
modernization drive that will make our country an even more valuable strategic 
partner. Similarly, our government welcomes the United States’ long-standing 
support of the Saudi defense forces.

FOFOFOFOFFOFFOFOFOOFOFOFOFFFOFFOFOFOFOFFOFOFFOOFOOFFFOFOFFOOFOFFFFOOFOFOOFFOFOFFOFFFFFFFOOOFFFOFFFFOFFFFFFFOOFOXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX  
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The new administration is also tough minded about the Iranian threat to regional 

world powers, including the United States.

Defense Secretary James Mattis and CIA Director Mike Pompeo each describe 
Iran as the world’s largest state sponsor of terrorism, while Vice President Mike 
Pence has called the nuclear agreement “a terrible deal.”

Saudi Arabia is prepared to work with the United States and its allies to restrain 
Iranian conduct, just as we have helped to stabilize the Arabian Gulf and its 
energy supplies since World War II. While the U.S.-Saudi partnership is time-

the Global Coalition’s founding three years ago, Saudi Arabia has been an active 

southern Turkey to join the US-led air campaign against Daesh in Syria.

off funding for Daesh and Al Qaeda. Through real-time information-sharing, we 

banks to Middle Eastern extremists.

To ensure that charitable contributions don’t subsidize terrorism, we prohibit Saudi 
mosques and aid organizations from transferring money outside our country.

We have also taken strong steps to stop unauthorized shipments of military 
equipment from leaving Saudi Arabia and to prevent people from crossing our 
borders to join Daesh in Iraq or Syria.

Meanwhile, Saudi Arabia is mobilizing the Muslim world against the extremist 
threat to our religion. Under Saudi leadership, the 41-nation Islamic Coalition is 

and sharing information and intelligence.

Last March, in the largest joint military exercise ever in the Middle East, some 
350,000 soldiers, 20,000 tanks and 2,500 warplanes from 20 countries joined 
together in “war games” in the Saudi desert to jointly train our security forces for 
operations against non-state armed groups.
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encouraging educators and scholars as well as religious and political leaders to 
raise their voices against those who preach violence. Moreover, Saudi Arabia has 
created a center which operates 24/7 to analyze social media to identify and 
track terrorist efforts to recruit and activate new followers.

But non-state armed groups and radical preachers aren’t the only threats. By 
conducting ballistic missile tests last month and meddling in Yemen, Lebanon, 
Syria, Iraq, the Sinai Peninsula and even the Gulf States, Iran is imperiling the 
stability of our region. Even more disturbingly, Iran is sharing ballistic missile 
technology with the extremist Houthi militia in Yemen and similar groups in 
other countries, thereby imperiling the security of the entire region.

In Yemen, which shares a 1,100-mile border with Saudi Arabia, Iran is supporting 
and arming the Houthi militia, modeled on the terrorist Hezbollah movement 
that has destabilized Lebanon. While making Yemen ungovernable, the Houthis 

other projectiles at our towns, killing at least 375 civilians, closing more than 500 
schools and displacing 24 villages and over 17,000 people.

In January, three Houthi suicide boats rammed a Saudi frigate off the western 
coast, killing two crew members and injuring three others.

to reinstate Yemen’s legitimate, internationally recognized government and 
restore peace and security to the country.

To be sure, Saudi Arabia prefers to promote stability through peaceful means, as 
we do by providing much-needed diplomatic and economic support to strategic 
allies such as Egypt and Jordan. But aggression, active destabilization and acts of 
terrorism, including Iran’s infringements in Yemen, demand a military response.

From the Cold War through the War on Terror, the U.S. has helped Saudi Arabia 
strengthen our defenses through joint military training exercise and ballistic 
defensive weapons sales, making our country the largest customer of U.S. 
military equipment.
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Today, we’re working with the United States and its allies to defeat Daesh, Al 
Qaeda and Iranian-sponsored extremism and expansionism.

We stand shoulder-to-shoulder for a secure and stable Middle East in a peaceful 
and prosperous world.  
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The Saudis are Fighting Terrrorism, 
Don’t Believe Otherwise
Saudi Foreign Minister Adel bin Ahmed Al-Jubeir

NEWSWEEK                |   FEBRUARY 3, 2016

Those who accuse Saudi Arabia of supporting violent extremism not only fail to 
acknowledge the Kingdom’s leadership in combating terrorism around the world 
but also do not see that it is illogical and irrational for Saudi Arabia to be anything 
less than at the forefront of nations combatting this scourge.  

Multiple actors—each with their own motives—have targeted the Kingdom, 
seeking to destabilize the country and terrorize the Saudi people. So it is in our 
national interest to defeat terrorism—and a national priority.  

Whether non-state actors like Al-Qaeda or the Islamic State militant group (ISIS), 
or state-sponsored extremism from Iran and its proxies, Saudi Arabia has, as 
much as any other country, a national security incentive to stop the men, the 
money and the mindset that foments terrorism and violent extremism.

Some try to malign Saudi Arabia by reciting that “15 of the 19” 9/11 hijackers were 
Saudi. They should know that the mastermind of the 9/11 attacks, Khalid Sheikh 
Mohammed, told U.S. interrogators that the initial plan was to have 20 hijackers 
from different nationalities, but late in the planning Osama bin Laden directed 
him to use as many Saudis as possible to give the attack a Saudi face.  

This was likely designed to drive a wedge between the Kingdom and the U.S. If 
this was Osama bin Laden’s plan, it almost succeeded, as we saw from the wave 
of criticism the Kingdom experienced after 9/11.

Al-Qaeda
In 2003, the Saudi capital was targeted with simultaneous suicide bombings 
at three residential compounds. These bombings killed more than 30 persons, 
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including Saudis, Lebanese, Americans, British and Australians. Other attacks 

expatriates to cause them to leave. It did not succeed. Faris al-Zahrani, a top 
Al-Qaeda strategist whose death sentence was recently carried out, along with 
other convicted terrorists, masterminded a 2004 attack on the U.S. Consulate in 

ISIS
The murderers of ISIS have publicly proclaimed the taking of the Saudi state 
as one of their goals. Throughout 2015, ISIS militants struck four mosques in 
Dammam, Qatif, Abha and Najran, killing 38 and wounding 148. In August 2015, 
Saudi authorities arrested 421 suspects from four different extremist cells in 
connection with these crimes. Another 15 suspects were arrested while planning 
a suicide operation against the U.S. Embassy in Riyadh using a truck loaded 
with explosives.  ISIS operatives in Saudi Arabia have been caught trying to 
free terrorists from prison, recruit young people to their cause and spread ISIS 
propaganda.

Iran
Iran has used terrorism as an instrument of its foreign policy since the 
1979 Revolution. Saudi Arabia has long been a target of terrorism perpetrated by 

facility in Ras Tanura in eastern Saudi Arabia. That same year, Saudi authorities 
foiled a plot by Iranian pilgrims to smuggle explosives into the kingdom. In 1988, 
Hezbollah al-Hejaz attacked a petrochemical company facility in Jubail. Most 
despicable was Iran’s involvement in the 1996 Khobar bombings, which resulted 
in the deaths of 120 people, including 19 Americans.

Faced with such diverse and dangerous adversaries, Saudi Arabia has spared no 
effort or expense to combat terrorism. The Kingdom is committed to uprooting 
extremism at the source and draining militant groups of resources.

Saudi Arabia has arrested extremists within its borders, tried them before 
specialized courts and imposed the ultimate penalties on those convicted. The 
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Donations in mosques and public places are prohibited, and Saudi charities are 
prohibited from transferring money outside the country to ensure that charitable 

In 2005, the Kingdom launched a national public awareness campaign against 
extremism that is still ongoing to counter the extremist narrative and educate 
our public about the dangers of violent extremism. In 2008, it launched a global 
interfaith dialogue to promote harmony among the world’s religions and cultures. 
A global center was established in Vienna to continue this effort.

In addition to actions, Saudi Arabia has worked with other nations to combat 
terrorism—both diplomatically and militarily. Through a $110 million grant, Saudi 
Arabia helped establish the United Nations Counter-Terrorism Center to combat 
terrorism, address the mindset of extremism that foments terrorism and build 

Saudi Arabia has established “fusion cells” where law enforcement and 

military actions against ISIS, and Saudi Arabia is leading a coalition of 38 Islamic 

Terrorism is a global scourge. Many countries have known the grief and pain 
it causes. It makes no sense for Saudi Arabia to support or condone those who 
have as their goal the destruction of Saudi Arabia. It is against our values, our 
faith and our national character.  

That is why the Kingdom has responded with strength, persistence and resolve.  
To accuse the Kingdom of being lax, much less complicit, when it comes to 

against the face of reality.
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Saudi Arabia does not support 
Islamic State terrorists – or 
any others 
Mohammed bin Nawaf Al-Saud, Ambassador of the 
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia to the UK 

                                                     |   AUGUST 17, 2014

Richard Norton-Taylor suggests that Saudi Arabia has been “funding the most 

intolerant brand of Islam” in his blog (UK weapons trump human rights in Israel 

and Saudi Arabia, August 11, 2014).

He suggests this is “Wahhabi absolutism.” Hearsay and a little knowledge is a 
dangerous thing. He supports his argument with information gleaned from the 
column of a fellow journalist from another newspaper.

As stated, Wahhabism is not a sect of Islam. What is being referred to is the 
interpretation of Muhammad Abd al-Wahhab, who saw his fellow Muslims 
being diverted from the path of Islam as it had been delivered by the prophet 
Muhammad (PBUH). Saudis do not accept to be labelled “Wahhabis”. We are 
Muslims. In 2011, HRH Prince Salman bin Abdulaziz (now the crown prince) said: 
“Some people use the word Wahhabism to describe the message of Muhammad 
Ibn Abd al-Wahhab in order to isolate Saudi Muslims from the rest of the Muslim 
world.”

This word is a convenient label dreamed up by some governments, political 
analysts and the media to describe the major “Islamic threat” facing western 
civilization. It is described as extremist and radical, accused of inspiring 
movements ranging from the Taliban in Afghanistan to the al-Qaida network 
and now Daesh in Iraq.This was likely designed to drive a wedge between the 
kingdom and the U.S. If this was Osama bin Laden’s plan, it almost succeeded, as 
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we saw from the wave of criticism the kingdom experienced after 9/11.

But this view does not even faintly correspond with the teachings of Muhammad 
Ibn Abd al Wahhab, who was a well-travelled, learned, scholarly jurist of the 
18th century. He insisted on adherence to Qur’anic values and the teachings of 
the prophet Muhammad (PBUH) which includes the maximum preservation of 
human life, even in the midst of jihad. He taught tolerance and supported the 
rights of both men and women.

Let me make it perfectly clear. The government of Saudi Arabia does not support 
or fund the murderers who have collected under the banner of the Islamic 
State. Their ideology is not one that Saudi Arabia recognizes, or that would be 
recognized by the vast majority of Muslims around the world – whether Sunni 
or Shia.

Under the leadership of the Custodian of the Two Holy Mosques, King Abdullah, 
Saudi Arabia launched an initiative for dialogue between all religions and 
cultures in 2008 with the establishment of the King Abdullah Bin Abdulaziz 
International Centre for Interreligious and Intercultural Dialogue in Vienna.

Following an international counterterrorism conference held in Riyadh in 2005, 

the nation’s own borders daily, indeed hourly.

Firm action is taken against any imam who is found to hold extremist views 
and who tries to incite their followers to violence. Saudi Arabia has passed laws 
and warned its citizens that they will be arrested and prosecuted if they attempt 
to join Daesh or any other international terrorist group, or to take part in any of 

it can to stop the spread of this corrosive poison in the country and region and 
encourage all other governments to do the same.
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Don’t Blame ‘Wahhabism’ for 
Terrorism
Mohammed Alyahya, Nonresident Fellow,  
Atlantic Council

                                                            |   OCTOBER 19, 2016

The word “Wahhabism” has become a boogeyman in the West, deemed responsible 

for the radicalization of Muslims around the world. And since Wahhabism is a 

strain of Islam that has its origins in the Arabian Peninsula and is the dominant 

religious doctrine of Saudi Arabia that country is often viewed as the prime 

culprit in the propagation of violent extremism.

But blaming Wahhabism and Saudi Arabia for Islamist radicalism is a dangerous 

red herring. 

This single-cause explanation distracts from the complex political, economic 

and psychological reasons people join terrorist groups. In doing so, it impedes 

Most Islamist militants have nothing to do with Saudi Wahhabism. The Taliban 

for example, are Deobandis, a revivalist, anti-imperialist strain of Islam that 

emerged as a reaction to British colonialism in South Asia. Most members of 

Al Qaeda follow a radical current that emerged from the Muslim Brotherhood, 
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— have engaged in violent jihad in Iraq, Afghanistan and Syria.

And yet much of the Western news media and far too many pundits put forward 

a different picture entirely, pinning the blame for terrorism on Wahhabi ideology 

emanating from Saudi Arabia. These arguments lead one to imagine that 

European terrorists end up joining the Islamic State by wandering the streets of 

Paris or Brussels and stumbling upon a Saudi-funded mosque. In this mosque, 

they read a single book, “The Book of Monotheism,” by Muhammad ibn Abdul-

Wahhab, the 18th-century sheikh who founded Wahhabism. A week later, the 

book’s fundamentalist message inspires them to travel to Syria’s front lines or to 

plot terrorist attacks in Europe.

The reality is much more complex. Most of the perpetrators of terrorist attacks 

in Europe have been petty criminals who were known to drink alcohol and 

take drugs. Their radicalization has little to do with theology. Some European 

Muslims reportedly purchased books like “Islam for  Dummies” before embarking 

on journeys to take part in jihad in Syria. What they all have in common is a 

belief that the Muslim world and the West are locked in an irreconcilable clash 

of civilizations.

jihadist groups that have emerged in the Arab world in recent years. Tunisians 

account for the largest foreign population in the Islamic State. The group’s top 

ranks emerged from Iraq. Syria, of course, is a hotbed of jihadists of all stripes. 

And yet, these countries until recently were ruled by secular dictators, who 

banned Saudi missionary activities and, in the case of Iraq and Syria, viewed 

Saudi Arabia as an adversary.

On the other hand, Saudi Arabia has been engaged in missionary activities in 

India, building mosques, schools and social service centers. And yet barely any 

jihadists have emerged from among India’s population of more than 170 million 

Muslims.
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The revival of a politicized form of radical Islam, which has been taking place 

in the Arab world since the 1970s, is not driven just by ideology, but by the 

failure of Arab governments to meet the expectations of their own populations 

and the brutal reprisals they have employed to quell demands for better, more 

transparent governance. Like the social and psychological alienation that 

drives some European Muslims to join extremist groups, this root cause must be 

terrorism. Ideological intolerance is a problem in its own right, one that carries 

with the causes of violent extremism can diminish the effectiveness of serious 

counterterrorism efforts.

It is Saudi Arabia — the country accused of promoting ideas that lead to violent 

Arabia has fought Al-Qaeda not only operationally, but also by countering its 

ideology with religious arguments. Scholars have mobilized to condemn both 

of the rehabilitation programs for those convicted of aiding and abetting 

terrorism.

In the 1990s, Saudi Arabia’s grand mufti, Abdul Aziz ibn Baz, issued a fatwa 

condemning suicide operations. The current grand mufti, Abdul Aziz bin 

Abdullah al-Sheikh, is also on record advocating against Saudis’ joining groups 

all Muslims to remain obedient to the legitimate leader’s dictates and avoid any 

form of organized political activism.

adopted by radicals is often a mask for other issues. Blaming or even destroying 
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