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Executive Summary 

    he Yemen war is having a devastating impact upon the popula-
tion as it has led to what the UN describes as the worst humanitarian 
crisis in the world. However, the United Kingdom (UK) continues to sell 
arms to Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates (UAE), seemingly 
ignoring the overwhelming evidence of violations of International 
Humanitarian Law in their actions in the conflict. This raises questions 
of whether or not the UK is not only complicit in the war crimes in 
Yemen, but is also part-responsible for the perpetuation of the conflict.

T
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The Conflict in Yemen 

   n March 2015, a coalition of
countries led by Saudi Arabia and 
nine others – including the UAE, 
Bahrain and Kuwait – backed Presi-
dent Abdrabbuh Mansur Hadi’s gov-
ernment against the Houthis, an 
Iranian-backed rebel group.
The resulting war has led to what the 
UN describes as ‘the worst humani-
tarian crisis in the world’ as around 
80% of Yemen’s population of 29 
million people require some form of 
humanitarian or protection assis-
tance.
Since the fighting erupted, around 4 
million people have been forcibly 
displaced from their homes and, 
despite the fact that nearly a third of 
the population depends on govern-
ment salaries, the government froze 
many of these payments shortly after 
the war began.  Additionally, 
two-thirds of all Yemeni districts are 
already in a pre-famine state, mean-
ing that around 14.3 million people 
are in acute need, a 27% increase 
from last year.  

I
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Source: UN, Yemen peace project, UNOCHA

The Human Cost of the War
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   he UN’s head of humanitarian 
operations has expressed a further 
warning: given the country’s dire 
circumstances thanks to the war, the 
death toll from the COVID-19 pan-
demic could ‘exceed the combined 
toll of war, disease, and hunger over 
the last five years.’  Indeed, the war 
has decimated Yemen’s health care 
system as over half of the country’s 
medical facilities have been rendered 
dysfunctional. It is estimated that 20 
million Yemeni people lack any 
access to health care as, according to 
the UNHCR, the country’s health 
system ‘has in effect collapsed.’

Amnesty International estimates that 
over 200,000 Yemenis have been 
killed since fighting erupted.  

According to the Yemen Peace Proj-
ect, the total number of injured civil-
ians currently sits at 9,797 and the 
total number of killed civilians sits at 
8,757, leaving the total number of 
civilian causalities at 18,554.
The United Nations High Commis-
sioner for Human Rights has docu-
mented that this includes at least 
2,898 children and 1,395 women. 
However, these figures do not com-
prise of the many thousands of civil-
ians who have died as a direct con-
sequence of the worsening socioeco-
nomic, health and humanitarian 
conditions.  For instance, Save The 
Children estimates that 85,000 chil-
dren have died from starvation or 
preventable diseases since 2015.  

T
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Source: Yemen data project, Save The Children, Amnesty
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    he Yemen Peace Project argues 
that the Coalition are responsible for 
crimes against humanity given that 
they have illegally blockaded Yemeni 
ports; used starvation as a weapon of 
war; bombed populated areas, 
farms, fishing boats, and civilian 
infrastructure; and used banned and 
inherently indiscriminate weapons, 
such as white phosphorus and clus-
ter bombs. At time of writing, accord-
ing to the Yemen Data Project, the 
Coalition 

have been responsible for 21,998 air 
strikes on Yemen since the conflict 
began, averaging at 12 air strikes per 
day.  Human Rights Watch has docu-
mented at least 90 of these airstrikes 
to be in violation of International 
Humanitarian Law, as they appeared 
to be deliberate attacks on civilians 
and civilian objects.  Overall, the 
Ministry of Defence has logged 410 
breaches of International Humanitar-
ian Law by the Coalition.  
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Source: Amnesty, Yemen peace project, Save The Children, Yemen data project
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     n investigation by a UN Group of 
Exports found that Coalition 
air-strikes were responsible for the 
majority of civilian casualties as they 
deliberately targeted residential 
areas, funerals, weddings, detention 
facilities, markets, civilian boats and 
medical 

facilities.  As well as this, the Saudis 
and Emiratis have bombed aid 
resources from international aid 
organisations, such as Oxfam and 
Save The Children, including target-
ed water treatment plants and chol-
era treatment centres. Yemen has 
subsequently seen the largest chol-
era outbreak in recorded history.  

A

Targets of air strikes

Source: Channel 4, UK Parliament, Oxfam
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UK Arms Sales

    he UK is the second largest exporter 
of defence equipment in the world.
The greatest share being accumulated 
within the air defence market (63%), 
with land accumulating 24% share of 
exports and 13% of the share of exports 
accumulated by sea.  Over the last ten 
years, the UK’s average annual export 
value has been £8.9 billion, with 60% 
of the market share being made up of 
Middle Eastern countries.  CAAT (Cam-
paign Against Arms Trade) reports that 
the value of UK export licences 
approved for military goods since the 
bombing of Yemen began is £25 billion. 
This includes £2.7k spent on UK com-
ponents for military support aircraft and 
components for combat aircraft respec-
tively; £2.4k spent on UK components 
for military training aircraft; and, £2.3k 
on UK weapon sights.

The Arms Trade Treaty, as well as region-
al and domestic legislation, regulate 
international arms sales by certifying the 
obligations of states to protect human 
rights.  However, a report released by 
the UN in September 2020 asserts that 
third States – such as the UK.  
The USA and France – ‘have helped to 
perpetuate the conflict by continuing to 
supply the parties with weapons.
The British Foreign Office disagrees 
with this statement, insisting that the 
UK is not a member of the Saudi-led 
Coalition and is ‘doing all it can to help 
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end this devastating conflict by putting 
our full weight behind the UN-led 
peace process.
As well as claiming that a secure, pros-
perous and politically stable Gulf is in 
the UK’s strategic interests, the govern-
ment further justifies its actions through 
pointing to the fact that there is approxi-
mately 132k people employed within 
the UK’s defence industry, with a 
£24.4 billion turnover as of 2019.  
Nevertheless, since the conflict began, 
the total amount of UK funding sent to 
Yemen sits at only £970 million
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Jeff Abramson, Arms Control Association
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Parliament’s International Development and Business, Innovation and Skills Committees, Sept 2016
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    etween 2010 and 2019, Saudi 
Arabia accounted for 41% of the 
UK’s total arms export volume, and 
the UK accounted for 19% of the 
arms imports to Saudi Arabia.  CAAT 
reports that the total published value 
of UK export licences approved for 
military goods to Saudi Arabia since 
bombing of Yemen began is £5.4 
billion. However, it maintains that 
the real value is at least £16 billion. 
This includes 390 limited-value 
‘standard’ licences and 92 unlimit-
ed-value ‘open’ licences; the latter 
category allowing for multiple deliv-
eries and unlimited quantities, with 
no financial data attached for the 
period of validity of the licence.  In 
2007, the UK secured a licence to 
supply Typhoon fighter jets to Saudi 
Arabia. These jets have since risen 
as one of the UK’s most popular 
export within the defence sector.  
With a top speed of more than 
1,500mph and the ability to carry an 
array of ground and air combat 
weaponry, these jets are the most 
advanced swing-role combat aircraft.

The UK companies which applied for 
the highest number of export licenc-
es to Saudi Arabia are Excelitas, BAE 
Systems, VestGuard UK and 
Rolls-Royce.  Exports from compa-
nies such as these include £2,9 
billion of aircraft, helicopters, drones, 

and related equipment and compo-
nents; and, £2.5 billion of bombs, 
missiles, grenades, and countermea-
sures, and related equipment and 
components.  As well as arms sales, 
the UK continues to provide military 
training to the Royal Saudi Airforce 
(RSAF) and other Saudi personnel on 
the maintenance and operation of 
weapons, enabling them to be com-
bat-ready even after UK support is 
removed.  One former BAE Systems 
worker revealed to Channel 4 Dis-
patches that the RSAF would be 
unable to fly its fleet of Typhoon fight-
er jets without British support: ‘With 
the amount of aircraft they’ve got and 
the operational demands, if we 
weren’t there in 7 to 14 days there 
wouldn’t be a jet in the sky.’

B

A Royal Saudi Air Force Typhoon fighter jet:
Most of the kingdom's air power has been supplied by UK
https://www.defenceprocurementinternational.com/news
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Undisclosed licences
(unlimited-value “open” licences) to Coalition

£10 billion

Undisclosed bombs and missiles deals/ongoing maintenance,
training, and technical support

Disclosed licences
(limited-value “standard” licences) to UAE

£715 million

£246m      Aircraft, helicopters, drones, and
                related equipment and components
£159m      Armoured vehicles, tanks
£101m      Electronic equipment
£53m      Light weapons, artillery
£43m      Warships
£33m      Small arms
£80m      Other

Disclosed licences
(limited-value “standard” licences) to Saudi Arabia

£5.4 billion

£2.7 billion    Aircraft, helicopters, drones, and related
                       equipment and components
£2.5 billion    Bombs, missiles, grenades, and countermeasures,
                       and related equipment and components
£200 million  Other

UK arms sale to Saudi Arabia and UAE since
the Coalition operations began in March 2015

Source: CAAT, House of Common Library, Stockholm International Peace Research Institute
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The UAE

�� �  �� �� �� � � � �� � � � � �� � � � � � � 	 � � � �
� �� � � � �� � � �� � � �� � � � � � �� � � � � �� � � � � � � �
� �� � ��

A    ccording to The Yemen Peace 
Project, the UAE is just as involved – 
perhaps even more militarily 
involved – than Saudi Arabia within 
the Yemeni war as it appears that it 
conducts the majority of the Coali-
tion’s front-line combat airstrikes. 
Indeed, despite Saudi Arabia’s reluc-
tance to do so, the UAE has been 
actively involved in putting troops on 
the ground, including training and 
supervising Yemeni militias.  

Consequently, in the past two 
decades, the UAE has invested great-
ly in its arms industry, in particular in 
armoured vehicles and missiles. 
According to the Stockholm Interna-
tional Peace Research Institute, the 
UAE has been the world’s eighth 
largest importer of weapons between 
2015 and 2019.  Whilst the UAE is 
one of the UK’s biggest arms custom-
ers, the UK’s sales are modest in 
comparison to other suppliers, such 
as the United States (68%) and 
France (11%). David Cameron’s gov-
ernment attempted to increase its 
arms sales to the UAE in 2013 
through 

a contract which would have seen 
BAE Systems supplying 60 Euro-
fighter Typhoons, but the deal was 
later appropriated by France. A per-
manent British Defence Staff has 
since been established in the Gulf as 
part of the UK’s 2015 National 
Security Strategy and Strategic 
Defence and Security Review in an 
attempt to increase the UK – UAE 
arms trade relations.

CAAT reports that the total value of 
UK export licences approved for mili-
tary goods to the UAE since bombing 
of Yemen began is £715 million.  
CAAT further reports that 122 UK 
arms companies have applied for 
licences to export military equipment 
to the UAE, including BAE Systems 
(artillery, aircraft, surface-to-air mis-
sile systems and armoured vehicles), 
Accuracy International (sniper rifles), 
and AEI Systems (aircraft cannons, 
mounted machine guns and aircraft 
spares).  This has resulted in the 
approval of 652 limited-value ‘stan-
dard’ licences and 86 unlimited-val-
ue ‘open’ licences. This includes, for 
instance, licencing for aircraft, heli-
copters and drones at a value of 
£246 million; for armoured vehicles 
at a value of £158 million; for elec-
tronic equipment at a value of £101 
million; and, for light weapons at a 
value of £53 million.  
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Andrew Smith, Campaign Against the Arms Trade
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C     hannel 4 Dispatches filed a Free-
dom of Information request asking 
how many UK weapons or planes 
have been involved in the conflict. 
Their request was denied by the Min-
istry of Defence because the informa-
tion might ‘adversely affect relations 
with our allies.’  However, Amnesty 
International argues that ‘there is 
extensive evidence that irresponsible 
arms flows to the Saudi-led Coalition 
have resulted in enormous harm to 
Yemeni civilians.’  For instance, 

in 2016, UK Defence Secretary Sir 
Michael Fallon confessed that cluster 
bombs used by Saudi Arabia to bomb 
Yemeni villages and farms were made 
and sold by the UK.  Bellingcat has also 
tracked scores of images and videos of 
Saudi and Emirati combatants in 
Yemen with UK-made weaponry.  

Moreover, in August of last year, the 
Global Legal Action Network (GLAN) 
and UK law firm Bindmans submitted a 
288-page report of their comprehensive 
independent analysis which accumu-
lated witness testimony and crater and 
bomb-fragment analysis from a large 
number of strikes carried out by the 
Coalition. Their evidence, accumulated 
very soon after Saudi bomb strikes, 
directly contradicted the Saudi-Coali-
tion’s post-strike investigations. Aaron 
Merat, a journalist and Commons 
researcher states that: ‘This evidence 
shows not only that Riyadh is targeting 
Yemeni civilians but that it is covering 
them up with whitewash “investiga-
tions”… What’s worse is that the British 
government says that it bases its deci-
sions on whether or not to approve 
arms sales to Saudi Arabia on informa-
tion provided to it by Saudi Arabia.’ 
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Former Air Vice Marshall Sean Bell

www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-38364694
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Legal Challenges

      he Government continues to 
resist campaign groups and back-
bench MPs by continuing to supply 
arms to Saudi Arabia and the UAE, 
despite abundant evidence of viola-
tions of International Humanitarian 
Law in Yemen. In 2016, CAAT 
launched a Judicial Review of arms 
sales to Saudi Arabia. Their claim 
was rejected in 2017 by the High 
Court, however, in 2019, the Court 
of Appeal ruled in their favour. The 
Court found that the Government’s 
decision-making process for granting 
export licences was ‘irrational and 
therefore unlawful.’  Resultingly, the 
Government was forced to retake all 
export arms decisions in accordance 
with the law and stop issuing new 
arms export licences to Saudi Arabia, 
placing hundreds of millions of 
pounds of arms sales on hold. These 
restrictions were applied to licences 
to every Coalition country, including 
the UAE.  

However, in July 2020, the Secre-
tary of State for International Trade 
Liz Truss declared that any breaches 
of International Humanitarian Law 
by the Saudi-led Coalition were ‘iso-
lated incidents.’ Therefore, she con-
cluded, the Government is satisfied 
that Saudi Arabia has a ‘genuine 
intent and capacity’ to comply with 
the law, meaning ‘there is not a clear 
risk’ that weaponry supplied by the 
UK will be misused.  The Govern-
ment has since resumed issuing new 
licences, ‘clearing the backlog of 
licence applications for Saudi Arabia 
and its Coalition partners.’  
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UK aid sent to YemenApproved UK sales to
Saudi Arabia and UAE

£0.97 Billion£6.11 Billion

Approved UK sales to Saudi Arabia and
UAE vs. Yemen aid since the conflict began

Source: International Observatory of Human Rights, CAAT
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Recommendations

   he United Kingdom must listen to the calls by organisations such as 
Amnesty International, Human Rights Watch and CAAT to stop supplying 
arms to the Saudi-led Coalition until there is no longer a substantial risk 
that these arms will be used to fuel the conflict in Yemen. Backbench MPs 
must renounce support for all new and existing arms export licences 
secured by the UK Government to the Coalition.

The United Kingdom Government must also listen and cooperate with the 
Group of Eminent International and Regional Experts on Yemen who 
stressed, in officially presented report to the Human Rights Council on 29 
September 2020 ,  “there are no clean hands in this conflict. The respon-
sibility for violations rests with all parties to the conflict.” In its findings, 
the report concluded that “violations have been committed by the Govern-
ment of Yemen, the Houthis, the Southern Transitional Council, as well as 
members of the Coalition, in particular Saudi Arabia and United Arab 
Emirates.”

The Group of Experts called upon the Security Council to refer the situa-
tion in Yemen to the International Criminal Court, and to expand the list 
of persons subject to Security Council sanctions. The Group also 
expressed support for the creation of an international criminal justice 
investigation mechanism, as well as further discussions about the possi-
bility of a specialised court to deal with the international crimes commit-
ted during the conflict in Yemen. The Group reiterated its call for third 
states to stop transferring arms to parties to the conflict given the role of 
such transfers in perpetuating the conflict and potentially contributing to 
violations.
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