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OE Watch Commentary: Much of Yemen’s 
ground war is a fight between militias 
calling themselves “popular committees” or 
“popular resistance.” Groups on both sides 
of the conflict use this or similar terminology. 
Recently, though, the focus has turned to 
southern militias that have resisted and in 
some cases expelled the Huthis and their 
allies from several parts of Aden. These 
groups, which call themselves the “Southern 
Resistance” and/or “Southern Popular 
Committees,” have become the key on-the-
ground partner for the Saudi-led “Decisive 
Storm” bombing campaign. Who are they?

The emergence of the contemporary 
southern armed resistance can be traced 
to the tumultuous 2010-2012 period, when 
Al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) 
militants took over several important parts of 
Abyan and Shabwa Provinces. Unable to regain 
the areas alone, the Yemeni military bolstered 
its ranks by enlisting locals to form militias, 
called “popular committees.” Once major 
operations against AQAP ceased in 2013, some 
of the southern militias began attacking the 
very government forces that had armed them in 
the first place. As the first article notes, this was 
often due to disputes over unfulfilled payments.

The proliferation of militias is not the only 
reason southern rebel unity should not be taken 
for granted. Since the 1986 civil war in what 
was then South Yemen (PDRY), the political 
class of Yemen’s south has been divided into 
two broad camps. The first of these may, 
roughly speaking, be called the secessionist 
group (referred to as the “Tughma” faction in 
Arabic). They are led by Ali Salem al-Beidh and 
enjoy strong support in the provinces of Lahj 
and Dalie. The second group accepts a unified 
Yemen but calls for greater southern autonomy 
(known as the “Zumra” faction in Arabic). 
Their public face is Abd Rabbo Mansour 
Hadi and they have historical support in the 
provinces of Shabwa and Hadramout. In 2012 President Hadi began a program to reincorporate former military officers from the Tughma 
faction who had left the country following South Yemen’s defeat to the North in the 1994 civil war. Most prominent among them was Mahmoud 
al-Subaihi, whom Hadi named defense minister in 2014 and whose whereabouts are currently unknown.

The Aden-based, Saudi-backed southern resistance recently issued a statement, excerpted alongside this article, on unifying its ranks 
and renaming itself the “Southern Popular Force.” While the Syrian conflict has taught us that statements of unity alone are meaningless, 
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… one of the main features of the current and future conflict in Yemen is the flourishing 
of the Popular Committees which the Huthis have called by different names, such as 
“popular committees” sometimes and “revolutionary committees” others… another set 
of popular committees was formed between 2010-2012 in the provinces of Abyan and 
Shabwa in the south of the country to support the army in its fight against al-Qaida. 
Many of their fighters were recently moved to Aden to help defend the city against an 
expected attack by pro-Huthi popular committees… As soon as promises made to the 
leaders of these groups (often involving money) go unfulfilled, they turn the weapons 
obtained from the state against it, as occurred when the main roads were blocked 
by tribal groups that had participated in the fight against the Huthis in the Hashid 
tribal areas in the north, or the popular committees in Abyan Province who took over 
government buildings there and prevented them from regaining them since they had not 
received a promised payment from the government…

“… As soon as promises made to the leaders of these groups (often involving money) go unfulfilled, they  
 turn the weapons obtained from the state against it …”

“Divided Yemen” by Map of North and South Yemen. Source: Wikimedia Commons
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the prospects for a unified southern armed 
resistance to emerge seem as good as ever. 
Were the peaceful southern autonomy 
movement (“Hirak”) to fully transform 
into an armed resistance, as the third 
accompanying article claims has already 
happened, these prospects would look even 
better. The Saudi-led “Decisive Storm” 
campaign is thus betting on a force whose 
ultimate goal is reasserting the independence 
of South Yemen by force. Add the irony of a 
former Soviet ally being reborn with Saudi 
help to the growing list of strange and 
dangerous developments in the region.  
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… leaders of the Southern Resistance Movement called for a meeting on 5 April 2015 
where they discussed recent developments in the south in general and Aden in particular. 
Several measures aimed at finding an organizational structure were taken

According to the Masarat Center for Strategy and Media, all indications in the south 
point to the transformation of the Southern Movement from peaceful struggle to armed 
rebellion…
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