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Summary  

¢Ƙƛǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǇŀǇŜǊ ōȅ Ω{ƻǳǘƘнп /ŜƴǘŜǊΨ examines and analyzes the 
piracy phenomenon in the Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden. These 
includes attacks carried out by non-state groups such as the Iran-
backed Houthis of Yemen, the Somali pirates, the Al-Qaeda, and even 
goes back to the times of the European pirates, as well as the recent 
involvement of national states such as Iran. The paper also explores the 
motives behind these activities and their evolution over the past three 
centuries. It highlights the negative impact of piracy and the attacks 
against vessels on international trade.  

The research explains how these have affected the local, regional, and 
global economy, in addition to the security, stability and investment 
opportunities in the region. The paper ends with some conclusions 
which help to understand the different contexts of these events. It 
submits some recommendations which can contribute to reducing the 
challenges that this important maritime region faces and thereby have 
a positive impact on Yemen and the regional states.  
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Introduction  
Piracy has constituted a well-established historical phenomenon in the Red Sea and 
the Gulf of Aden. It has particularly flourished over the past three centuries, which 
have witnessed major political conflicts and economic crises, that have been big 
contributors to its rise. Piracy has resulted in increased attacks on commercial ships 
and threatened the maritime security in the region. 

Combating piracy operations in the Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden over the past three 
centuries has undoubtedly been of historical, political and economic significance. This 
importance has increased today due to the challenges posed by the attacks of the 
Houthi militia in the Red and Arabian Seas as well as the involvement of major states 
in an escalating conflict in this strategic maritime region.  

 

Objectives of the Research Paper  

Besides tracing the piracy operations in the Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden over the past 
three centuries and analyzing its reasons, the paper also recounts the most prominent 
piracy incidents marked by violence and confrontation in this maritime region. This 
includes the involvement of both non-state groups and national states with their 
different historical and political contexts as well as their military and religious motives. 

The paper also aims to create a deeper understanding about the phenomenon and 
compares the incidents that have taken place in the Red and Arabian Seas. It provides 
a comprehensive assessment of the negative effects of piracy on maritime traffic, and 
regional security and stability. 

!ŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǇŜǊΩǎ ŎƻƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ ŀƛƳŜŘ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜ 
to a better understanding of the piracy phenomenon in the Red Sea and the Gulf of 
Aden. This could help in finding effective solutions to combat this menace, thereby 
guaranteeing maritime security and possibly even preventing it from turning into a 
subject of fierce global power struggle.  
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Illustrative map of the Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden  (Mapbox) 

 

Importance of the Red Sea as a Global Waterway  

The Red Sea is considered one of the most important waterways in the world. It serves 
as a link between Asia, Africa and Europe. It connects between the Indian Ocean and 
the Arabian Sea to the south and the Mediterranean Sea to the north via the Suez 
Canal and the Bab Al-Mandab Strait.1  LǘΩǎ strategic importance is illustrated in the 
following points: 

1- It is a main trade route through which about 12% of the global maritime trade and 
14% of the trade exchange between Asia and Europe passes. The narrow strip of water 
ς measuring roughly 1,200 miles (1,900 km) long and, at its widest point, over 190 
miles (300 km) wide -- also serves as a lifeline for the global economies, as huge 
quantities of commodities and oil products are transported through it. It is an 
important gateway to the Arab Gulf countries and also links them with other states in 
the world. The sea also comprises one of the main strategic routes on which China has 
ōŀǎŜŘ ƛǘǎ ǇǊƻƳƛǎŜŘ Ψ.Ŝƭǘ ŀƴŘ wƻŀŘΩ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΦ 

2- The Red Sea is an important geopolitical location in the heart of the world. This 
makes it the focus of attention of major international forces. It is bordered by 
countries of political and economic importance such as Saudi Arabia and Egypt. For 
this reason, it is considered a theater of regional and international conflicts.  

 
1 Bab_alMandab_Strait_Ar.pdf (south24.net) 

https://south24.net/news/pubPdfEn.php?id=67
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3-Huge natural resources: The Red Sea has an abundance of natural resources such as 
oil, natural gas, and minerals.2 This forms an important income source for the regional 
states, and contributes to development of the local economies and attracting foreign 
investments. The sea is also an important source of fish for a large section of local 
residents, including fishermen, especially in Yemen. 

4-Unique biological diversity: The Red Sea is home to a unique biological diversity, 
including more than 1,200 species of fish and around 350 coral species. It is considered 
an outstanding tourist destination for those who love swimming, diving, snorkeling 
and other water sports. The Red Sea is also one of the warmest and saltiest seas of 
the world. It hosts some of the most productive and diverse coral reefs globally. The 
corals are known for their ability to tolerate the heat and the rising temperatures, 
making the Red Sea the last coral refuge globally. The sea also supports extensive 
seagrass beds and mangroves. All these factors help in maintaining the environmental 
balance of the region.  

Since early times, the Gulf of Aden-Red Sea-Suez Canal route has faced several security 
challenges, such as piracy, terrorism, and attacks related to political motives. 
However, these challenges have increased at an alarming pace since November 2023. 
To combat this, strategic international cooperation is necessary to guarantee the 
security of the maritime navigation and stability of the global economy. The riparian 
ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ Ƴŀƛƴƭȅ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƭŜ ŦƻǊ ǎŜŎǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǿŀǘŜǊǿŀȅΩǎ ǎŀŦŜǘȅΦ Recent days have 
seen an increase in the international presence and conflict there, following the Houthi 
attacks on vessels. Consequently, this has enlarged the scale of the geopolitical 
challenges and the importance of positive and effective engagement by the regional 
states in drafting the future of the surrounding waterways.  

.  

 

 

 

 
2 The Red Sea Gas Project (marefa.org Arabic) 

https://www.marefa.org/%D9%85%D8%B4%D8%B1%D9%88%D8%B9_%D8%BA%D8%A7%D8%B2_%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A8%D8%AD%D8%B1_%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A3%D8%AD%D9%85%D8%B1
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.ǊƛǘƛǎƘ ǎƘƛǇ ΩwǳōȅƳŀǊΨ ǘƘŀǘ ǎŀƴƪ ƻŦŦ the Mocha coast in the Red Sea, two weeks after Houthis attacked 

it on February 18, 2024 (AFP) 

 

Attacks in the Red Sea in the 21st Century  

 

The Houthi attacks  

Although the Red Sea has witnessed several incidents of piracy and violent attacks on 

vessels over the past centuries, the occurrences during late 2023 and early 2024 have 

been very different. In late 2023, the Iran-backed Houthis began offensive operations 

against vessels in the Red Sea with alleged links to Israel, under the pretext of 

supporting Gaza. Although the United States quickly responded to this threat by 

launching a maritime coalition and carrying out counter-attacks using naval forces, 

these meŀǎǳǊŜǎ ƘŀǾŜƴΩǘ ǇǊŜǾŜƴǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƎƻƛƴƎ IƻǳǘƘƛ ŀǎǎŀǳƭǘǎΦ ¢ƘŜ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴ 

response has been almost unilateral as many countries have refused to participate in 

the US-ƭŜŘ ƳŀǊƛǘƛƳŜ Ŏƻŀƭƛǘƛƻƴ ΨhǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ tǊƻǎǇŜǊƛǘȅ DǳŀǊŘƛŀƴΩΦ3 Due to this position, 

the latest confrontations in the Red Sea appear to be only an American-British-Israeli 

problem despite the fact that the Houthi attacks have impacted different countries 

ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎŀƭƭȅΦ Lǘ ǎŜŜƳǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ¦{Ω ǇŀǊǘƛŀƭƛǘȅ ǘƻǿŀǊŘ LǎǊŀŜƭ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ DŀȊŀ ǿŀǊ Ƙŀǎ 

 
3 The Houthis welcome the rejection of some countries to enter the naval coalition(RT Arabic) 

https://arabic.rt.com/features/1523862-%D8%AA%D8%B1%D8%AD%D9%8A%D8%A8-%D8%AD%D9%88%D8%AB%D9%8A-%D8%A8%D8%B1%D9%81%D8%B6-%D8%AF%D9%88%D9%84-%D8%AF%D8%AE%D9%88%D9%84-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AA%D8%AD%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%81-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A8%D8%AD%D8%B1%D9%8A/
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impacted the international stance in terms of the Red Sea incidents4. This is in addition 

to other calculations for some countries, especially the Arab states.  

¢ƘŜ ¦ƴƛǘŜŘ {ǘŀǘŜǎΩ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ wŜŘ {Ŝŀ ŀǘǘŀŎƪǎ ǎƘƻǿǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŘŜŀƭ ǿƛǘƘ 

a unique threat. This has been indicated by the American gradual response to the 

Houthis. It began with the establishment of the maritime security coalition5 

ΨProsperity GuardianΩ on December 19, 2023. Following this, the US-led coalition 

launched6 six aerial operations against the Shiite group in Yemen with an aim to 

weaken its military capabilities. On January 17, 2024, Washington designated the 

IƻǳǘƘƛǎ ŀǎ ŀ Ψ{ǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ 5ŜǎƛƎƴŀǘŜŘ Dƭƻōŀƭ ¢ŜǊǊƻǊƛǎǘ ƎǊƻǳǇΩΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŎƭŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ 

take effect after 30 days7. Regardless of the consequences, the Houthis have 

continued with their attacks in the Red Sea. They have even expanded their circle of 

operations to reach the Gulf of Aden in the Arabian Sea. Washington probably didn't 

expect such persistent and audacious attacks by the Houthis in the Red Sea and the 

Gulf of Aden, as can be seen from its random responses. It appears that Washington 

has been taken aback by the unproductive outcomes of its operations against the 

group. According to Vice Admiral Brad Cooper, deputy commander of the US Central 

Command, ǘƘŜ IƻǳǘƘƛǎ ŀǊŜ άǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ Ŝƴǘƛǘȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ǘƻ ǳǎŜ ŀƴǘƛ-ship 

ōŀƭƭƛǎǘƛŎ ƳƛǎǎƛƭŜǎ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǎƘƛǇǇƛƴƎέΦ8It is a fact that Iran's presence as a supporter of the 

Houthis has complicated the American military mission in the Red and Arabian Seas. 

However, the outcomes of the security mission have been very frustrating, at least till 

the time of writing this paper. 

The Houthi attacks in the Red Sea are the most prominent of this century, and perhaps 

in history. This is despite the development of technology which is supposed to reduce 

the threats against navigation in this important waterway. Piracy in the Red Sea and 

the Gulf of Aden saw a decline over the 20th and the 21st centuries, due in many ways 

ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŀŘǾŀƴŎŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ IƻǳǘƘƛΩǎ ŀǘǘŀŎƪǎ ƘŀǾŜƴΩǘ 

apparently been impacted by such a development. They perhaps make use of this to 

carry out their attacks against vessels, tankers and sea ports.  

The Houthis possess capabilities of a geopolitical entity and enjoy regional support. 

They carry out their attacks in the Red Sea under a convenient moral cover, citing the 

άtŀƭŜǎǘƛƴŜ ŎŀǳǎŜέ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƻǳŎƘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǎŜƴǘƛƳŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ Ƴƛƭƭƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ !Ǌŀōǎ ŀƴŘ aǳǎƭƛƳǎΦ ¢Ƙƛs 

is probably the core difference between the attacks by the Houthis and those carried 

 
4 The Reason for the Arab Reluctance from Joining the Coalition for Protecting Navigation in the Red Sea/23-12-
2023(DW Arabic) 
5 The US announces a new coalition to confront the Houthi attacks in the Red Sea(france24.com Arabic) 
6 An American official: The US carries out new strikes against the Houthis(CNN Arabic-Arabic) 
7 Washington Re-designates the Houthis as a terrorist organization((skynewsarabia.com-Arabic) 
8 The Houthis in Yemen were the first to use ballistic missiles as anti-ship missiles in a war(Udefense- Arabic) 

https://www.dw.com/ar/%D8%A3%D8%B3%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%A8-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B9%D8%B2%D9%88%D9%81-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B9%D8%B1%D8%A8%D9%8A-%D8%B9%D9%86-%D8%AA%D8%AD%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%81-%D8%AD%D9%85%D8%A7%D9%8A%D8%A9-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%AD%D8%A9-%D8%A8%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A8%D8%AD%D8%B1-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A3%D8%AD%D9%85%D8%B1/a-67803432
https://www.france24.com/ar/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B4%D8%B1%D9%82-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A3%D9%88%D8%B3%D8%B7/20231219-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%88%D9%84%D8%A7%D9%8A%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AA%D8%AD%D8%AF%D8%A9-%D8%AA%D8%B9%D9%84%D9%86-%D8%B9%D9%86-%D8%AA%D8%B4%D9%83%D9%8A%D9%84-%D8%AA%D8%AD%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%81-%D8%AF%D9%88%D9%84%D9%8A-%D9%84%D9%85%D9%83%D8%A7%D9%81%D8%AD%D8%A9-%D9%87%D8%AC%D9%85%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AD%D9%88%D8%AB%D9%8A%D9%8A%D9%86-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A8%D8%AD%D8%B1-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A3%D8%AD%D9%85%D8%B1
https://arabic.cnn.com/middle-east/article/2024/01/13/us-carries-out-further-strikes-against-houthis-in-yemen-one-day-after-hitting-nearly-30-locations
https://www.skynewsarabia.com/middle-east/1686241-%D9%88%D8%A7%D8%B4%D9%86%D8%B7%D9%86-%D8%AA%D8%B9%D9%8A%D8%AF-%D8%AA%D8%B5%D9%86%D9%8A%D9%81-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AD%D9%88%D8%AB%D9%8A%D9%8A%D9%86-%D9%85%D9%86%D8%B8%D9%85%D8%A9-%D8%A7%D9%95%D8%B1%D9%87%D8%A7%D8%A8%D9%8A%D8%A9
https://www.udefense.info/threads/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AD%D9%88%D8%AB%D9%8A%D9%88%D9%86-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%8A%D9%85%D9%86-%D9%87%D9%85-%D8%A3%D9%88%D9%84-%D9%85%D9%86-%D8%A7%D8%B3%D8%AA%D8%AE%D8%AF%D9%85-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B5%D9%88%D8%A7%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%AE-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A8%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%8A%D8%B3%D8%AA%D9%8A%D8%A9-%D9%83%D9%85%D8%B6%D8%A7%D8%AF-%D9%84%D9%84%D8%B3%D9%81%D9%86-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D8%AD%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A9-%D8%AD%D8%B1%D8%A8.29856/
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ƻǳǘ ōȅ ƻǘƘŜǊ άƴƻƴ-ǎǘŀǘŜέ ŀŎǘƻǊǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǿŀǘŜǊǿŀȅǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƭŜǎǎ ƻŦ 

ǘƘŜ IƻǳǘƘƛǎΩ ŀŎǘǳŀƭ ƛƴǘŜƴǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ Ǝƻŀƭǎ ōŜƘƛƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀǘǘŀŎƪǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳƛƴƎ IƻǳǘƘƛ 

ŀǘǘŀŎƪǎ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƳƛƭƛǘŀǊȅ ǇƻǿŜǊ ōǳǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜȄǇƭƻƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

Palestinian cause. It is an ongoing crisis that has witnessed divisions cropping up 

among major countries. Therefore, the Chinese9, Russian10, and even the Saudi 

positions,11 which call for reducing tensions in the Red Sea, draw a link between the 

Houthi attacks on navigation and the situation in Gaza. But the point to be noted here 

is that the main Houthi goal behind their operations is to embellish their image among 

local residents who are subjected to poverty and repression, especially in the areas 

controlled by the group in North Yemen.12 

Against this backdrop, the Houthi attacks can be considered different from the 

previous piracy operations in the Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden. Nonetheless, in 

essence, they are related to power struggle. They appear to resemble previous 

examples of conflicts among states in the region. The difference is that the 

implementing actor here is perhaps a mere agent to regional parties. 

Although the Houthi attacks in the Red Sea began much earlier, -- in March 2015 

against ships affiliated to the Saudi-led coalition in Yemen--, they were different from 

the current modelΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǿŀǎ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ IƻǳǘƘƛΩǎ ǇƻƻǊ ƳƛƭƛǘŀǊȅ ŎŀǇŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŀǘ 

time.13 It now appears clear that the reopening of the seaports in the Houthi-

controlled areas in February 2023, under international pressure, has facilitated the 

arrival of Iranian weapons and experts there. It is difficult to hypothesize here about 

indigenous military development by the Houthis that has led to this qualitative 

ŜƴƘŀƴŎŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳǇΩǎ ƳŀǊƛǘƛƳŜ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎΦ bƻǘŀōƭȅΣ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ȅŜŀǊǎ ǿƘŜƴ 

ports in the Houthi-ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭƭŜŘ ŀǊŜŀǎ ǊŜƳŀƛƴŜŘ ƛƴƻǇŜǊŀǘƛǾŜΣ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳǇ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ 

exert pressure for opening them despite launching attacks in the Red Sea, which were 

also few and far between. However, today the group has been launching daily attacks 

ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ ǘƻ ŎƻƳƳŜǊŎƛŀƭ ǾŜǎǎŜƭǎ ōǳǘ ŜǾŜƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǿŀǊǎƘƛǇǎΦ14 

The first Houthi incidence of hijacking vessels in the Red Sea took place on January 3, 

нлннΣ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ƘƛƧŀŎƪŜŘ ǘƘŜ 9ƳƛǊŀǘƛ ǎƘƛǇ ΨwŀǿŀōƛΩΣ ŘǊŀƎƎƛƴƎ ƛǘ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ŦƻǊŜƛƎƴ ŎǊŜǿ ǘƻ 

the coast of Al-Hodeida. At the time, the Saudi-ƭŜŘ Ŏƻŀƭƛǘƛƻƴ ǘŜǊƳŜŘ ƛǘ άŀ ǇƛǊŀŎy and 

 
9 China: Ending the conflict in Gaza quickly will ease tensions in the Red Sea(aa.com.tr Arabic) 
10 The Security Council rejects Russian amendments to a draft resolution linking the Houthi demands to stop their 
attacks to addressing the situation in Gaza(RT -Arabic) 
11 Saudi Foreign Minister: The attacks in the Red Sea are linked to the Gaza war... and there is a need for a 
ceasefire( SWI swissinfo.ch Arabic) 
12 ¢ƘŜ IƻǳǘƘƛǎΩ wƻƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ IŀƳŀǎ-Israel Conflict(Dr. Marta Furlan (South24 Center) 
13 Houthis detain the cargo ship (Rawabi), which flies the UAE flag(BBC News Arabic) 
14 Bold Houthi Attacks Give Biden Stark Choices - WSJ 

https://www.aa.com.tr/ar/%D8%AF%D9%88%D9%84%D9%8A/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B5%D9%8A%D9%86-%D8%A5%D9%86%D9%87%D8%A7%D8%A1-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B5%D8%B1%D8%A7%D8%B9-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D8%BA%D8%B2%D8%A9-%D8%B3%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%B9%D8%A7-%D9%8A%D8%AE%D9%81%D9%81-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AA%D9%88%D8%AA%D8%B1-%D8%A8%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A8%D8%AD%D8%B1-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A3%D8%AD%D9%85%D8%B1/3123046
https://arabic.rt.com/world/1528370-%D9%85%D8%AC%D9%84%D8%B3-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A3%D9%85%D9%86-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AF%D9%88%D9%84%D9%8A-%D9%8A%D8%B1%D9%81%D8%B6-%D8%AA%D8%B9%D8%AF%D9%8A%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D8%B1%D9%88%D8%B3%D9%8A%D8%A9-%D8%B9%D9%84%D9%89-%D9%85%D8%B4%D8%B1%D9%88%D8%B9-%D9%8A%D8%AE%D8%B5-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AD%D9%88%D8%AB%D9%8A%D9%8A%D9%86-%D9%88%D8%AF%D9%88%D9%84%D8%A9-%D8%B9%D8%B1%D8%A8%D9%8A%D8%A9-%D8%AA%D9%85%D8%AA%D9%86%D8%B9-%D8%B9%D9%86-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AA%D8%B5%D9%88%D9%8A%D8%AA/
https://www.swissinfo.ch/ara/ozyr-khrgy-lsaaody-lhgmt-fy-lbhr-lahmr-mrtbt-bhrb-ghz-ohnk-hg-lokf-tlk-lnr/71429008
https://south24.net/news/newse.php?nid=3618
https://www.bbc.com/arabic/middleeast-59857748
https://www.wsj.com/world/middle-east/biden-faces-stark-choice-over-increasingly-bold-houthi-attacks-7e44174f
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ŀǊƳŜŘ ƘƛƧŀŎƪ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǊƎƻ ǎƘƛǇ ΨwŀǿŀōƛΩ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊǊƻǊƛǎǘ IƻǳǘƘƛ Ƴƛƭƛǘƛŀ 

off Al-IƻŘŜƛŘŀέΦ15 Later, the Houthis released it through Omani mediation.16 

Bolstered by their current spate of success, the Houthis claim that they have the ability 

to strike any vessel in the Red Sea from anywhere on land17. Many of the ballistic 

missiles that targeted vessels in the Red Sea and Bab Al-Mandab Strait were launched 

from Houthi camps in the governorates of Ibb, Dhamar, Taiz, Al-Bayda, and other 

places.18 

¢ƘŜ IƻǳǘƘƛ ŀǘǘŀŎƪǎ ƘŀǾŜƴΩǘ ōŜŜƴ ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘŀǊƎŜǘƛƴƎ ǾŜǎǎŜƭǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ wŜŘ {ŜŀΦ Lƴ 

October-November 2022, the Houthis targeted the oil exporting ports of South 

Yemen19, where the Yemeni Internationally-Recognized Government is based. The 

ŀǘǘŀŎƪǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŀƛƳŜŘ ŀǘ ƘŀƭǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ¸ŜƳŜƴƛ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ƻƛƭ ŜȄǇƻǊǘǎ, and proved 

successful. Houthi Leader Abdulmalik Al-Houthi bragged about the accuracy of their 

ƳƛƭƛǘŀǊȅ ǎǘǊƛƪŜǎ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜ ¸ŜƳŜƴƛ ǇƻǊǘǎΣ ǎŀȅƛƴƎΥ ά²Ŝ ǿŜǊŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ Ƙƛǘ ǘƘŜ ƻƛƭ ǘŀǇΦέ20 

The challenge posed by the Houthi attacks can be gauged from statements by 

American officials who have spoken about the hardships their mission faces in the Red 

Sea and the Gulf of Aden.21 

Till March 6, 2024, the group has targeted about 61 commercial and military cargo 

ships in the Red and Arabian Seas, launching 64 attacks using ballistic missiles, drones, 

and other weapons, according to details revealed by the Houthi Leader in a televised 

speech.22 

 

 

 

 

 

 
15 {ŀǳŘƛ ŎƘŀƴƴŜƭ ά!ƭ 9ƪƘōŀǊƛȅŀέόX-Arabic) 
16 After detaining it for 3 months, the Houthis release an Emirati ship with Omani mediation(Al-Jazeerah.net -
Arabic) 
17 The Houthis: We are able to sink vessels in three seas((skynewsarabia.com-Arabic) 
18 The Houthis and the Red Sea attacks.. Launching Rockets from two locations in Yemen((skynewsarabia.com-
Arabic) 
19 The Fourth Houthi Attack on South Yemen's Oil Port(South24.net) 
20 ¢ŜȄǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ wŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴŀǊȅ [ŜŀŘŜǊΩǎ ǎǇŜŜŎƘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŀƴƴƛǾŜǊǎŀǊȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǊǘȅǊ ƭŜŀŘŜǊόsaba.ye Arabic) 
21 American official: We did not expect this to happen to American ships(RT -Arabic) 
22 The Houthi Leader: We targeted 61 ships in the Red and Arabian Sea(aa.com.tr -Arabic) 

https://twitter.com/EKH_brk/status/1477913694021603328?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E1477913694021603328%7Ctwgr%5Ea7e2bdb2c3daa142ffce417e83626c7ab77078da%7Ctwcon%5Es1_&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Farabic.cnn.com%2Fmiddle-east%2Farticle%2F2022%2F01%2F03%2Fsaudi-led-coalition-houthi-ship-rawabi
https://www.aljazeera.net/politics/2022/4/26/%D8%A8%D8%B9%D8%AF-%D8%A7%D8%AD%D8%AA%D8%AC%D8%A7%D8%B2%D9%87%D8%A7-3-%D8%A3%D8%B4%D9%87%D8%B1-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AD%D9%88%D8%AB%D9%8A%D9%88%D9%86-%D9%8A%D9%81%D8%B1%D8%AC%D9%88%D9%86-%D8%B9%D9%86
https://www.aljazeera.net/politics/2022/4/26/%D8%A8%D8%B9%D8%AF-%D8%A7%D8%AD%D8%AA%D8%AC%D8%A7%D8%B2%D9%87%D8%A7-3-%D8%A3%D8%B4%D9%87%D8%B1-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AD%D9%88%D8%AB%D9%8A%D9%88%D9%86-%D9%8A%D9%81%D8%B1%D8%AC%D9%88%D9%86-%D8%B9%D9%86
https://www.skynewsarabia.com/middle-east/1688757-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AD%D9%88%D8%AB%D9%8A%D9%88%D9%86-%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%AF%D8%B1%D9%88%D9%86-%D8%A7%D9%95%D8%BA%D8%B1%D8%A7%D9%82-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B3%D9%81%D9%86-3-%D8%A8%D8%AD%D8%A7%D8%B1
https://www.skynewsarabia.com/middle-east/1694146-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AD%D9%88%D8%AB%D9%8A%D9%88%D9%86-%D9%88%D9%87%D8%AC%D9%85%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A8%D8%AD%D8%B1-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A7%D9%94%D8%AD%D9%85%D8%B1-%D8%A7%D9%95%D8%B7%D9%84%D8%A7%D9%82-%D8%B5%D9%88%D8%A7%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%AE-%D9%85%D9%88%D9%82%D8%B9%D9%8A%D9%86-%D8%A8%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%8A%D9%85%D9%86
https://south24.net/news/newse.php?nid=3043
https://www.saba.ye/ar/news3224598.htm
https://arabic.rt.com/world/1518211-%D8%A8%D9%88%D9%84%D9%8A%D8%AA%D9%8A%D9%83%D9%88-%D8%B1%D8%AF-%D9%81%D8%B9%D9%84-%D8%A8%D8%A7%D9%8A%D8%AF%D9%86-%D8%B9%D9%84%D9%89-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%87%D8%AC%D9%85%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D8%B9%D9%84%D9%89-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B3%D9%81%D9%86-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A8%D8%AD%D8%B1-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A3%D8%AD%D9%85%D8%B1-%D8%A3%D8%B2%D8%B9%D8%AC-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A8%D9%86%D8%AA%D8%A7%D8%BA%D9%88%D9%86/
https://www.aa.com.tr/ar/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AF%D9%88%D9%84-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B9%D8%B1%D8%A8%D9%8A%D8%A9/%D8%B2%D8%B9%D9%8A%D9%85-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AD%D9%88%D8%AB%D9%8A%D9%8A%D9%86-%D8%A7%D8%B3%D8%AA%D9%87%D8%AF%D9%81%D9%86%D8%A7-61-%D8%B3%D9%81%D9%8A%D9%86%D8%A9-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A8%D8%AD%D8%B1%D9%8A%D9%86-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A3%D8%AD%D9%85%D8%B1-%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B9%D8%B1%D8%A8%D9%8A-/3158379
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Photo of an Israeli ship in the Arabian Sea (The Times of Israel) 

 

Reciprocal Israeli -Iranian attacks  

While the United States and Israel accuse Iran of providing support to the Houthis in 

their attacks against cargo ships in the Red Sea, this waterway has previously seen 

direct mutual attacks between Iran and Israel. 

Lƴ !ǇǊƛƭ нлнмΣ ŀƴ LǊŀƴƛŀƴ ŎŀǊƎƻ ǾŜǎǎŜƭ Ψ{ŀǾƛȊΩ ǿŀǎ ŀǘǘŀŎƪŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ƭƛƳǇŜǘ ƳƛƴŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ wŜŘ 

{Ŝŀ ƴŜŀǊ ǘƘŜ Ŏƻŀǎǘ ƻŦ 5ƧƛōƻǳǘƛΣ ŎŀǳǎƛƴƎ ŘŀƳŀƎŜΦ !ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ LǎǊŀŜƭ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŀƴƴƻǳƴŎŜ 

ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴΣ ΨThe bŜǿ ¸ƻǊƪ ¢ƛƳŜǎΩ ǉǳƻǘŜŘ ŀƴ ǳƴƴŀƳŜŘ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴ 

ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭ ŀǎ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ άLǎǊŀŜƭ ƘŀŘ ƴƻǘƛŦƛŜŘ ǘƘŜ ¦ƴƛǘŜŘ {ǘŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘǎ ŦƻǊŎŜǎ ƘŀŘ ǎǘǊǳŎƪ 

ǘƘŜ ǾŜǎǎŜƭέΦ23 A week prior to this, some explosions had targeted the Israeli-owned 

ǾŜƘƛŎƭŜ ŎŀǊǊƛŜǊ ǎƘƛǇ ΨIȅǇŜǊƛƻƴ wŀȅΩ ƴŜŀǊ ǘƘŜ tƻǊǘ ƻŦ CǳƧŀƛǊŀƘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ¦ƴƛǘŜŘ !Ǌŀō 

Emirates.24 

These two sea attacks are considered a major chapter in the protracted Iranian-Israeli 

conflict. Due to its war with some Iranian factions, Israel fears that any presence of 

 
23 Iran confirms that one of its ships was attacked in the Red Sea(BBC News Arabic) 
24 Hebrew media reports that an Israeli cargo ship was targeted near the coast of the Emirates( Euronews -Arabic) 
 

https://www.bbc.com/arabic/middleeast-56661852
https://arabic.euronews.com/2021/04/13/israeli-media-talk-about-targeted-commercial-israeli-ship-off-the-coast-of-the-uae
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Tehran in the waterways means smuggling support to them in addition to intelligence 

missions. 

¢ƘŜǊŜ ǿŜǊŜ ǎǳǎǇƛŎƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ Ψ{ŀǾƛȊΩ ǿŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ǳǎŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ŎŜƴǘŜǊ ŦƻǊ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƴƎ ƛƴǘŜƭƭƛƎŜƴŎŜ 

and as a floating weapons depot. A few months after the incident, Iran replaced25 

Ψ{ŀǾƛȊΩ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǎǇȅ ǎƘƛǇ Ψ.ŜƘǎƘŀŘΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ ŀƎŀƛƴ ŘŜǇƭƻȅŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ wŜŘ {Ŝŀ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ 

the launch of the current Houthi maritime operations against commercial and military 

vessels in the region26, a day before the US-UK air assaults began against the Houthis 

in Yemen.27 

According to The Washington Institute for Near East Policy, Israel seized at least four 

such Iranian spy ships-cum-floating armories between 2002 and 2014. The ships were 

being used to send weapons and ammunition to groups like Hezbollah, Hamas, and 

Palestinian Islamic Jihad. In 2019, Iran disclosed that three of its tankers had been 

ŀǘǘŀŎƪŜŘ ƻŦŦ {ŀǳŘƛ !ǊŀōƛŀΩǎ wŜŘ {Ŝŀ Ŏƻŀǎǘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǎƛȄ ƳƻƴǘƘǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ȅŜŀǊΣ ǎƛȄ 

other Iranian ships were targeted by Israel.28 

¢ƘŜ ²ŀǎƘƛƴƎǘƻƴ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ ǉǳƻǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ Ω²ŀƭƭ {ǘǊŜŜǘ WƻǳǊƴŀƭΨ ŀǎ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ άLǎǊŀŜƭ Ƙŀǎ 

targeted at least a dozen vessels bound for Syria, most carrying Iranian oil and some 

ŎŀǊǊȅƛƴƎ ǿŜŀǇƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ŦƻǊ IŜȊōƻƭƭŀƘΩǎ ǇǊŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ƳƛǎǎƛƭŜ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳέΦ 

Meanwhile, The bŜǿ ¸ƻǊƪ ¢ƛƳŜǎ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘŜ LǎǊŀŜƭƛ bŀǾȅΩǎ Cƭƻǘƛƭƭŀ-13 commando 

unit had carried out at least ten such attacks using mines and other weaponry during 

нлнлΣ ǇǊƛƳŀǊƛƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ wŜŘ {Ŝŀ ōǳǘ ŀƭǎƻ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ŝŀǎǘ ƻŦ aŜŘƛǘŜǊǊŀƴŜŀƴέΦ29 

In April 2021, media platforms said that a commercial ship owned by an Israeli 

company was attacked while sailing in the Sea of Oman. Israeli officials pointed the 

finger of blame at Iran.30 

Lƴ Wǳƭȅ нлнмΣ ¢ŜƘǊŀƴ ǘŀǊƎŜǘŜŘ ŀƴ ƻƛƭ ǘŀƴƪŜǊ ƳŀƴŀƎŜŘ ōȅ LǎǊŀŜƭƛ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅ ΨZodiac 

aŀǊƛǘƛƳŜΩ ƛƴ ŀ ŘǊƻƴŜ ŀǘǘŀŎƪ ƻŦŦ ǘƘŜ hƳŀƴ ŎƻŀǎǘΣ ƪƛƭƭing two of its crew.31  

In November 2022, navigation data disclosed that oil tanker ΨtŀŎƛŦƛŎ ½ƛǊŎƻƴΩΣ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ 

with a maritime company owned by Israeli billionaire Idan Ofer, was partially damaged 

when hit by an explosive carrying drone off the Omani coast. While Israel accused Iran 

of carrying out the attack with a Shahed-136 drone, the same that Tehran had supplied 

 
25 Iran replaced the Saviz ship with another spy ship.. Pictures revealed a secret(alarabiya.net -Arabic) 
26 South 24 Center(X) 
27 LǊŀƴ ŀƴŘ Ω!ƭ-!ǉǎŀ {ǘƻǊƳΨ - a Major Player or a Mere Beneficiary?(South24.net) 
28 LǊŀƴ ŀƴŘ LǎǊŀŜƭΩǎ ¦ƴŘŜŎƭŀǊŜŘ ²ŀǊ ŀǘ {Ŝŀ όtŀǊǘ нύΥ ¢ƘŜ tƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ŦƻǊ aƛƭƛǘŀǊȅ 9ǎŎŀƭŀǘƛƻƴόWashington Institute) 
29  Ibid 
30 An attack on a ship owned by an Israeli company in the Sea of Oman(skynewsarabia.com-Arabic) 
31 The "Zodiac" ship was bombed and two of its crew were killed. Sources confirm that Iran claimed responsibility 
for the attack, and Israel threatens a harsh response(aljazeera.net -Arabic) 

https://www.alarabiya.net/iran/2021/08/07/%D8%A7%D9%8A%D8%B1%D8%A7%D9%86-%D8%A7%D8%B3%D8%AA%D8%A8%D8%AF%D9%84%D8%AA-%D8%B3%D9%81%D9%8A%D9%86%D8%A9-%D8%B3%D8%A7%D9%81%D9%8A%D8%B2-%D8%A8%D8%A3%D8%AE%D8%B1%D9%89-%D9%84%D9%84%D8%AA%D8%AC%D8%B3%D8%B3-%D8%B5%D9%88%D8%B1-%D9%81%D8%B6%D8%AD%D8%AA-%D8%B3%D8%B1%D8%A7#:~:text=%D9%85%D8%A7%20%D9%87%D9%8A%20%22%D8%B3%D8%A7%D9%81%D9%8A%D8%B2%22%D8%9F&text=%D9%81%D9%81%D9%8A%20%D8%A3%D9%83%D8%AA%D9%88%D8%A8%D8%B1%202020%D8%8C%20%D9%86%D8%B4%D8%B1%20%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%B9%D9%87%D8%AF,%D9%88%D9%8A%D9%84%D8%B1%20%D9%83%D8%A
https://twitter.com/South24_net/status/1751011658443497824
https://south24.net/news/newse.php?nid=3817'
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/iran-and-israels-undeclared-war-sea-part-2-potential-military-escalation
https://www.skynewsarabia.com/world/1429594-%D9%87%D8%AC%D9%88%D9%85-%D8%B3%D9%81%D9%8A%D9%86%D8%A9-%D9%85%D9%85%D9%84%D9%88%D9%83%D8%A9-%D9%84%D8%B4%D8%B1%D9%83%D8%A9-%D8%A7%D9%95%D8%B3%D8%B1%D8%A7%D9%8A%D9%94%D9%8A%D9%84%D9%8A%D8%A9-%D8%A8%D8%AD%D8%B1-%D8%B9%D9%85%D8%A7%D9%86
https://www.aljazeera.net/news/2021/7/30/%D8%A8%D8%AD%D8%B1-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B9%D8%B1%D8%A8
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to Russia for use in the Ukraine war, Iran blamed Israel for the attack saying it was 

aimed at distracting attention away from the World Cup that was set to begin in 

Doha.32 

In February 2023, Tasnim News Agency, affiliated with the Iranian Revolutionary 

DǳŀǊŘΣ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƴ LǎǊŀŜƭƛ ǘŀƴƪŜǊ Ψ/ŀƳǇƻ {ǉǳŀǊŜΩ ǿŀǎ ŀǘǘŀŎƪŜŘ ōȅ ŀƴ LǊŀƴƛŀƴ ǎǳƛŎƛŘŜ 

drone (Shahed-136) in the Arabian Gulf.33 

In view of these attacks, it can be said that Iran paved the way for the Houthi war 

against vessels in the Red Sea by gathering intelligence over the past years. What is 

ƘŀǇǇŜƴƛƴƎ ƴƻǿ ƛǎ ŀ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ¢ŜƘǊŀƴΩǎ ƳŀǊƛǘƛƳŜ ōŀǘǘƭŜ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ LǎǊŀŜƭΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭ 

outcome appearing to be in favor of Iran as of now. 

¢ƘŜ ǿŀǊ ƭŀǳƴŎƘŜŘ ōȅ LǎǊŀŜƭ ƛƴ DŀȊŀ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ IŀƳŀǎΩ October 7 attack has provided 

Iran with the proper camouflage for this phase of operations. Moreover, this war has 

ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘŜŘ Ƙƻǿ ŎƭƻǎŜƭȅ ǘƘŜ IƻǳǘƘƛǎ ŀǊŜ ƭƛƴƪŜŘ ǘƻ LǊŀƴ ŀƴŘ ¢ŜƘǊŀƴΩǎ ƎƻŀƭǎΦ34 

 

 

 

 
32Tehran and Tel Aviv  exchange accusations of attacking the oil tanker, and Hebrew media: The tanker is not 
Israeli (aljazeera.net -Arabic) 
33 Report: An Israeli oil ship is attacked by Iranian ships with a drone in the Gulf of Oman-I24NEW Arabic 
34  LǊŀƴ ŀƴŘ Ω!ƭ-!ǉǎŀ {ǘƻǊƳΨ - a Major Player or a Mere Beneficiary?(South24.net) 

https://www.aljazeera.net/news/2022/11/16/%D8%B9%D8%A7%D8%AC%D9%84-%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%A6%D8%AF-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%82%D9%8A%D8%A7%D8%AF%D8%A9-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%88%D8%B3%D8%B7%D9%89-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A3%D9%85%D9%8A%D8%B1%D9%83%D9%8A%D8%A9
https://www.i24news.tv/ar/%D8%A3%D8%AE%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%B1/middle-east/1676660850-%D8%AA%D9%82%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%B1-%D8%B3%D9%81%D9%8A%D9%86%D8%A9-%D9%86%D9%81%D8%B7-%D8%A7%D8%B3%D8%B1%D8%A7%D8%A6%D9%8A%D9%84%D9%8A%D8%A9-%D8%AA%D8%AA%D8%B9%D8%B1%D8%B6-%D9%84%D9%87%D8%AC%D9%88%D9%85-%D9%85%D9%86-%D9%82%D8%A8%D9%84-%D8%B3%D9%81%D9%86-%D8%A7%D9%8A%D8%B1%D8%A7%D9%86%D9%8A%D8%A9-%D8%A8%D8%B7%D8%A7%D8%A6%D8%B1%D8%A9-%D9%85%D8%B3%D9%8A%D8%B1%D8%A9-%D8%A7%D9%86%D8%AA%D8%AD%D8%A7%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A9
https://south24.net/news/newse.php?nid=3817'
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¢Ƙƛǎ ƳŀǇ ǎƘƻǿǎ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǘŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ {ƻƳŀƭƛ ǇƛǊŀǘŜǎΩ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƻǾŜǊ ƭŀǊƎŜ ǇŀǊǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ DǳƭŦ ƻŦ !ŘŜƴΣ ǘƘŜ !Ǌŀōƛŀƴ 

Sea, and the north-west Indian Ocean  (Wikipedia) 

 

Attacks by Somali pirates  

The operations related to Somali pirates in the Gulf of Aden and the Red Sea are very 

different from those carried out by the Houthis in terms of motives, tools, and 

capabilities. However, they are similar in terms of being piracy that threatens this key 

waterway which is badly affecting the global economy, besides being one of the 

reasons for the militarization of the Red Sea.  

The Somali operations can be described as acts of piracy and armed robbery against 

passing civilian vessels to obtain money by exploiting the absence of a central 

authority in the country. Such piracy operations increased between 2005-2011, 35 and 

pose a serious threat to international navigation. 

According to a report published by Al-WŀȊŜŜǊŀ ƛƴ нлмнΣ άǘƘŜ ŀƴƴǳŀƭ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ 

who joined piracy activities in Somalia was then estimated to be 3,000 young men 

 
35 Facts - Bab al-Mandab's vital navigation artery becomes a target amid the repercussions of the Israel-Hamas 
war(SWI swissinfo.ch- Arabic) 

https://www.swissinfo.ch/ara/%D8%AD%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%A6%D9%82-%D8%B4%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A7%D9%86-%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%A8-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D9%86%D8%AF%D8%A8-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%AD%D9%8A-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AD%D9%8A%D9%88%D9%8A-%D9%8A%D8%B5%D8%A8%D8%AD-%D9%87%D8%AF%D9%81%D8%A7-%D9%88%D8%B3%D8%B7-%D8%AA%D8%AF%D8%A7%D8%B9%D9%8A%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D8%AD%D8%B1%D8%A8-%D8%A5%D8%B3%D8%B1%D8%A7%D8%A6%D9%8A%D9%84-%D9%88%D8%AD%D9%85%D8%A7%D8%B3/49063050
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whose ages range between  20-30. They are divided into four groups, the majority of 

whom are former coast guards. They have superior capabilities to hijack vessels up to 

240-300 miles inside the seas, and sometimes up to 1,000 miles as per the 

LƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ aŀǊƛǘƛƳŜ .ǳǊŜŀǳέΦ36 

It can be said that the main motive for the Somalian pirates is purely financial. 

According to Somali economic experts, the pirates represent an economic power as 

their annual income is estimated to be $100 million. They had an impact on the 

economy of the semi-ŀǳǘƻƴƻƳƻǳǎ ǎǘŀǘŜ ƻŦ ΨtǳƴǘƭŀƴŘΩ ƛƴ ƴƻǊǘƘ-east Somalia which was 

unable to pay the salaries of its employees.37 

Although the number of ships hijacked by Somali pirates reached about 149, this was 

attained over years since the first hijacking incident was reported in 2005, according 

to a 2013 World Bank report.  

In 2008, the Kenyan Foreign Minister said that the Somali pirates collected about $150 

million in ransom from their operations in the past year. This has emboldened them 

to continue their piracy.38 

¢ƘŜ {ƻƳŀƭƛ ǇƛǊŀǘŜǎΩ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳƛƴƎ ǘƘǊŜŀǘ ǘƻ ƳŀǊƛǘƛƳŜ ǘǊŀŦŦƛŎ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘ ŀ ŦƻǊŜƛƎƴ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜΦ 

An agreement was reached to deploy foreign forces off the Somali coast to confront 

piracy in the Red Sea, via a UN Security Council Resolution (No. 1838) in 2008.39 The 

resolution was adopted unanimously despite the conflict of interests in this vital area.  

The UNSC resolution asks nations with vessels in the region to apply military force as 

a means of repressing acts of piracy and armed robbery of vessels off the Somali coast. 

They were also asked to deploy warships and military planes, according to 

international law.  

Lƴ 5ŜŎŜƳōŜǊ нллуΣ ǘƘŜ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ ¦ƴƛƻƴ ƭŀǳƴŎƘŜŘ ΩhǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ !ǘŀƭŀƴǘŀΨ ǘƻ ŘŜŀƭ ǿƛǘƘ 

ǘƘŜ ŀǘǘŀŎƪǎ ƻŦ {ƻƳŀƭƛ ǇƛǊŀǘŜǎ ƻƴ ŎŀǊƎƻ ǎƘƛǇǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ȅŜŀǊΣ ΩhǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ hŎŜŀƴ 

{ƘƛŜƭŘΨ, affiliated with NATO, as well as a multinational naval task force was launched 

to combat piracy and protect vessels in the area.40 

Furthermore, the countries whose warships and military planes were operating in the 

high seas off Somalia were asked to use all possible means in line with international 

law to combat piracy and to cooperate with the transitional Somali federal 

 
36 Somali piracy | Encyclopedia |(aljazeera.net- Arabic) 
37 Ibid  
38 Somali piracy | Encyclopedia |(aljazeera.net- Arabic) 
39 Normal.dot (un.org) 
40 Operation "Atlanta" is in the strategic balance (aljazeera.net- Arabic) 
 

https://www.aljazeera.net/encyclopedia/2015/6/22/%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%82%D8%B1%D8%B5%D9%86%D8%A9-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B5%D9%88%D9%85%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%8A%D8%A9
https://www.aljazeera.net/encyclopedia/2015/6/22/%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%82%D8%B1%D8%B5%D9%86%D8%A9-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B5%D9%88%D9%85%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%8A%D8%A9
https://documents.un.org/doc/undoc/gen/n08/538/82/pdf/n0853882.pdf?token=CLCdkzI3XQT4NdqkGt&fe=true
https://www.aljazeera.net/opinions/2009/3/20/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B9%D9%85%D9%84%D9%8A%D8%A9-%D8%A3%D8%AA%D9%84%D8%A7%D9%86%D8%AA%D8%A7-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D9%8A%D8%B2%D8%A7%D9%86
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government. This was in accordance with the UNSC Resolution (No 1814) in 2018 and 

Resolution (No 1816) to take measures to protect maritime convoys affiliated with the 

World Food Program.41 

 

What are the differences between the Houthi operations in the Red Sea 
and Somali piracy?  

The Houthi operations in the Red Sea are different from Somali piracy, in terms of 

motives, goals, attack methods, impact, and international responses.  

1. Motives: 

The Houthis: Their actions are prompted by political and military motives with 

an aim to pressure the United States and Israel, according to their statements. 

They also seek to attract the attention of the international community.  

Somali pirates: They are driven by financial motives, with an aim to secure 

hefty ransoms from the owners of the hijacked ships.  

2. Goals: 

The Houthis: Their aim is to basically target vessels linked to Israel, the United 

States and Britain. It is remarkable that Washington has repeatedly stated that 

the ships targeted by Houthis have no links to Israel. This has been confirmed 

by independent international organizations, such as Human Rights Watch.  

Somali pirates: They target commercial ships without discrimination, and 

regardless of their nationalities or destinations. 

3. Attack methods: 

The Houthis: They use guided missiles, drones and explosive boats to hit 

vessels. In February, the US Central Command confirmed that the Houthis for 

the first time used an unmanned submarine in their attack.  

Somali pirates: They use machine guns, rocket-propelled grenades, grappling 

hooks and ladders to wreak havoc on regional shipping. 

 

 
41  Sea Piracy- Al Moqatel-Arabic 

http://www.moqatel.com/openshare/Behoth/Siasia2/QrsnaBhria/sec11.doc_cvt.htm
http://www.moqatel.com/openshare/Behoth/Siasia2/QrsnaBhria/sec11.doc_cvt.htm
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4. Impact: 

The Houthis: Their attacks have caused severe damage, claimed human lives 

and caused material damage to commercial ships, including igniting fires. In 

their latest attack on March 7, 2024 in the Gulf of Aden, three sailors from the 

ŎǊŜǿ ƻŦ Ψ¢ǊǳŜ /ƻƴŦƛŘŜƴŎŜΩ42 were killed and four others were injured. The 

IƻǳǘƘƛΩǎ CŜōǊǳŀǊȅ муΣ нлнп ŀǘǘŀŎƪ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ ǎƘƛǇ ΨwǳōȅƳŀǊΩ ƻŦŦ ǘƘŜ ¸ŜƳŜƴƛ 

coast led to its sinking two weeks later on March 2. This came amid warning 

by experts about an environmental catastrophe threatening the Yemeni coasts 

and marine life,43 as a result of the toxic cargo it was carrying. 

In addition to threatening the navigation security in the Red Sea and the Gulf 

of Aden, the Houthi attacks have led to a sharp increase in the cost of securing 

vessels and global trade. The attacks have also harmed the supply chains of 

some products.  

Somali pirates: Their attacks hampered maritime traffic and threatened 

navigation security. In addition, they hijacked several ships and detained their 

crew, releasing them in exchange for hefty ransom.  

5. The International Response: 

The Houthis: Many states and the UNSC condemned the Houthi attacks, while 

some countries like the United States and Britain imposed sanctions on leaders 

of the militia. In addition, an international naval force led by the US, called 

ΨhǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ tǊƻǎǇŜǊƛǘȅ DǳŀǊŘƛŀƴΩΣ ǿŀǎ ŦƻǊƳŜŘ ƛƴ 5ŜŎŜƳōŜǊ нлно ǘƻ ǎŜŎǳǊŜ 

ƴŀǾƛƎŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ wŜŘ {ŜŀΦ ¢ƘŜ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ ¦ƴƛƻƴ ƭŀǳƴŎƘŜŘ ΨhǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ 

!ǎǇƛŘŜǎΩ44, on February 19, 2024, contributing its share to the maritime 

security. The US and UK launched joint airstrikes on military facilities used by 

the Houthis in Yemen to weaken the group militarily.  

{ƻƳŀƭƛ ǇƛǊŀǘŜǎΥ !ƴ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƳŀǊƛǘƛƳŜ ǘŀǎƪ ŦƻǊŎŜΣ Ψ/ƻƳōƛƴŜŘ ¢ŀǎƪ CƻǊŎŜ 

мрмΩΣ ǿŀǎ ŦƻǊƳŜŘ ƛƴ WŀƴǳŀǊȅ нллф ǘƻ ŎƻǳƴǘŜǊ ǇƛǊŀŎȅ ƻŦŦ ǘƘŜ {ƻƳŀƭƛ ŎƻŀǎǘΦ 

Additionally, international aid was delivered to Somalia to combat poverty and 

help develop its economy. This aspect takes into consideration the fact that 

poverty and the pitiable living conditions in the country are one of the main 

reasons for the incidences of piracy against commercial ships.  

 
42  A Houthi attack on a ship in the Gulf of Aden kills three persons(independentarabia.com-Arabic) 
43 ¢ƘŜ 9ƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ wŀƳƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ wǳōȅƳŀǊΩǎ {ƛƴƪƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ wŜŘ {Ŝŀ(South24.net) 
44 The European Union launches a naval mission to protect navigation in the Red Sea - SWI swissinfo.ch- Arabic) 
 

https://www.independentarabia.com/node/555801/%D8%B3%D9%8A%D8%A7%D8%B3%D8%A9/%D9%85%D8%AA%D8%A7%D8%A8%D8%B9%D8%A7%D8%AA/3-%D9%82%D8%AA%D9%84%D9%89-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D9%87%D8%AC%D9%88%D9%85-%D8%AD%D9%88%D8%AB%D9%8A-%D8%B9%D9%84%D9%89-%D8%B3%D9%81%D9%8A%D9%86%D8%A9-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D8%AE%D9%84%D9%8A%D8%AC-%D8%B9%D8%AF%D9%86
https://south24.net/news/newse.php?nid=3846
https://south24.net/news/newse.php?nid=3846
https://www.swissinfo.ch/ara/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%AA%D8%AD%D8%A7%D8%AF-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A3%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%88%D8%A8%D9%8A-%D9%8A%D8%B7%D9%84%D9%82-%D9%85%D9%87%D9%85%D8%A9-%D8%A8%D8%AD%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A9-%D9%84%D8%AD%D9%85%D8%A7%D9%8A%D8%A9-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%AD%D8%A9-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A8%D8%AD%D8%B1-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A3%D8%AD%D9%85%D8%B1/72784367
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An archive photo of October 29, 2000, shows a boat affiliated with the Yemeni police pass beside the 

ǎǘǊƛŎƪŜƴ Ψ¦{{ /ƻƭŜΩ ǿƘƛƭŜ ōŜƛƴƎ ǇǳƭƭŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ tƻǊǘ ƻŦ !ŘŜƴ ōȅ ¸ŜƳŜƴƛ ǘǳƎōƻŀǘǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŜǇ ǿŀǘŜǊǎ 

following an AQAP suicide attack (AP/Hassan Jamali) 

 

!K!Iŋ« «~zj ~§jª]®r~|Ī O]ªpj®r|p ŊPMM *~zjŋ 

The Ψ!ƭ-vŀŜŘŀ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ !Ǌŀōƛŀƴ tŜƴƛƴǎǳƭŀΩ ό!v!tύΩ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭƭȅ ŎƭŀƛƳ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ for 

its suicide bombing of the ΨUSS ColeΩ, a guided missile destroyer of the US Navy, on 

October 12, 2000, near the Port of Aden in South Yemen. AQAP suicide pilots steered 

their small bomb-laden boat into the side of the USS Cole, as it was preparing to refuel 

in Aden Port. The blast ripped a 40-feet wide hole in its hull, and left 17 sailors dead 

and 39 wounded. Later, AQAP elements claimed responsibility for the attack.45 

It is not known if the AQAP has carried out other naval operations following the USS 

Cole attack. This is despite the terror group claiming numerous attacks in Yemen and 

also targeting Westerners at home and abroad after 2009, with operations in Saudi 

 
45 Attack on USS Cole (Aden, Yemen | October 12, 2000((rewardsforjustice.net) 
 

https://rewardsforjustice.net/rewards/attack-on-uss-cole-aden-yemen-october-12-2000/
https://rewardsforjustice.net/rewards/attack-on-uss-cole-aden-yemen-october-12-2000/
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Arabia, the United Kingdom, France, and the United States. Besides, the targeting of 

Ω¦{{ /ƻƭŜΨ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ǊŜǎŜƳōƭŜ ǘƘŜ ŀǘǘŀŎƪ ǎǘȅƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ IƻǳǘƘƛǎ ƻǊ {ƻƳŀƭƛ ǇƛǊŀǘŜǎΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ǇŀǊǘ 

of Al-Qaeda's operations against American interests in the sea and land.  

Following this operation, the security cooperation between Sanaa and Washington 

increased as well as their coordination and counterterrorism training. The cooperation 

reached its peak during the joint operation to eliminate the then AQAP leader Abu Ali 

Al-Harithi on November 3, 2002. Yemen has officially admitted to participating in the 

killing of Al-Harithi and five other AQAP operatives in a Hellfire missile attack that hit 

their vehicle east of Sanaa.46 

On July 27, 2009, General David Petraeus, the then Commander of the US Central 

Command, said, during a meeting with then Yemeni President Ali Abdullah Saleh, that 

the two sides discussed military cooperation, including joint training, 

counterterrorism, and implementation of cooperative security in Yemen and the 

entire region.47 

At the time, the US also announced its intention to increase the size of its development 

and security aid to Yemen to over $150 million, in contrast to its current model of 

direct military intervention against the Houthis.48 

At the time, General Petraeus confirmed that the United States had no intention to 

ǎŜƴŘ ŀƴȅ ƎǊƻǳƴŘ ŦƻǊŎŜǎ ǘƻ ¸ŜƳŜƴ ǘƻ ŎƻƳōŀǘ ǘƘŜ !v!tΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ²ŀǎƘƛƴƎǘƻƴ ƘŀǎƴΩǘ 

so far shown any willingness to support the Internationally-Recognized Yemeni 

Government and the military forces in South Yemen to confront the Houthi threat.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
46 Yemen officially admits participating in the killing of Al-Harithi and his companions((aljazeera.net- Arabic) 
47 lThe Red Sea Security-Al Moqatel-Arabic 
48 ¦{ LƴǘŜƭƭƛƎŜƴŎŜΥ ¸ŜƳŜƴΩǎ ŎƻƳƳƛǘƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ŦƛƎƘǘƛƴƎ !ƭ-Qaeda is unclear (reuters.com) 
 

https://www.aljazeera.net/news/2002/11/19/%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%8A%D9%85%D9%86-%D9%8A%D8%B9%D8%AA%D8%B1%D9%81-%D8%B1%D8%B3%D9%85%D9%8A%D8%A7-%D8%A8%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%B4%D8%A7%D8%B1%D9%83%D8%A9-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D9%82%D8%AA%D9%84
http://www.moqatel.com/openshare/Behoth/Siasia2/AmnBahrAhm/sec06.doc_cvt.htm
http://www.moqatel.com/openshare/Behoth/Siasia2/AmnBahrAhm/sec06.doc_cvt.htm
https://www.reuters.com/article/oegtp-cia-yemen-qaeda-sk5-idARACAE61201H20100203/
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Lǘŀƭƛŀƴ ŘŜǎǘǊƻȅŜǊ ΨCǊŀƴŎŜǎŎƻ bǳƭƭƻΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎŜǊǾŜŘ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ нƴŘ ²ƻǊƭŘ ²ŀǊΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ based in the Red Sea 

off the Italian colony of Eritrea and participated in military attacks there. (Wikipedia photo) 

 

The Red Sea attacks in the 20th Century  

During the 20th Century, the Red Sea witnessed incidents of rivalry and international 

conflicts rather than piracy operations, even though they led to the same outcome in 

terms of threatening global navigation. Of course, a few piracy operations did occur 

during that period.  

The Red Sea during the 20th Century witnessed several important events that affected 

its historical path. We will review here some of the most important events as shown 

below: 

 

The two World Wars  

Britain had managed to extend its influence over the Red Sea during the First World 

War. This led to a brief closure of the Suez Canal. The British control over the Red Sea 

had contributed to securing its supply lines to India and other colonies in the Middle 

East.  



The History  of Piracy in the Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden (1800- 2024)     South24 Center 

 

21 

 

The Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden have been a theater of fierce battles between the 

Allies and the Axis states, especially the Red Sea battle in 1940. Controlling the Red 

Sea helped in securing the supply lines for the Allies, particularly after the United 

States engaged in the war in 1941. 

Some of the major naval events and skirmishes that took place in the Red Sea are 

briefly recounted below: 

According to historical references in Wikipedia, Italy had eight submarines that were 

part of its ΨRed Sea FlotillaΩ based mainly at the Italy-ruled Eritrean port city of 

Massawa. However, four of them were lost during WW2, including one that ran 

aground due to crew poisoning caused by a leak of methyl chloride (used as a cheap 

substitute for freon in the air conditioning system). On June 16, 1940, the Italian 

ǎǳōƳŀǊƛƴŜ ΨDŀƭƛƭŜƻ DŀƭƛƭŜƛϥ ŎŀǳǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǎƛƴƪƛƴƎ ƻŦ bƻǊǿŜƎƛŀƴ ǘŀƴƪŜǊ ΨWŀƳŜǎ {ǘƻǾŜϥ 

sailing independently, about 12 nautical miles (22 km) south of Aden. However, the 

ΨDŀƭƛƭŜƻ DŀƭƛƭŜƛϥ ǿŀǎ ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜŘ ŀ ŦŜǿ Řŀȅǎ ƭŀǘŜǊΣ ǿƛǘƘ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀǎƻƴǎ ōŜƛƴƎ signs of 

methyl chloride poisoning of its crew. On June 19, HMAS Hobart of the Australian Navy 

sent its Supermarine Walrus amphibian patrol aircraft to bomb an Italian wireless 

station on Centre Peak Island between Massawa and the Arabian coast.49 

Lƴ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ƳŀƧƻǊ ƛƴŎƛŘŜƴǘΣ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ ŎŀǊƎƻ ǎƘƛǇ Ψa± .ƘƛƳŀΩ ǎǳŦŦŜǊŜŘ ŘŀƳŀƎŜ ƛƴ ŀƴ Lǘŀƭƛŀƴ 

airstrike that also killed one man in September that year. The ship was towed to Aden 

and beached for repairs.50 

Lƴ hŎǘƻōŜǊ мфплΣ ŀ Ƨƻƛƴǘ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ ŎƻƴǾƻȅ Ψ.b тΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ ƘŜŀŘƛƴƎ ƴƻǊǘƘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ 

the Red Sea and comprised of 32 commercial ships -- British, Norwegian, French, 

Greek, and Turkish--, was targeted by an Italian naval and aerial attack. The convoy 

was approaching Perim  (Mayyun Island) located at the entrance of Bab Al-Mandab 

Strait in South Yemen when an Italian plane attacked it with bombs.  

However, the Italian attack failed, with the bombs landing in the water, and only one 

commercial ship suffered minor damage. As part of the same mission, the British 

ŘŜǎǘǊƻȅŜǊ ΨIa{ YƛƳōŜǊƭŜȅΩ ǘƻǊǇŜŘƻŜŘ ŀƴ Lǘŀƭƛŀƴ ŘŜǎǘǊƻȅŜǊ ΨCǊŀƴŎŜǎŎƻ bǳƭƭƻΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ 

had beached on a coral reef in the Eritrean Harmil Island and suffered major damage. 

The torpedo attack split the damaged Italian destroyer into two. However, Italian 

shore batteries on Harmil Island fired shells on Kimberley, disabling the British 

 
49 Attack on Convoy BN 7 - Wikipedia 
50 Rohwer, Jürgen; Hümmelchen, Gerhard (1992) [1972]. Chronology of the War at Sea, 1939ς1945: The Naval 
History of World War Two (2nd rev. ed.). Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press. ISBN 978-1-55750-105-9. 
 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Attack_on_Convoy_BN_7#CITEREFRohwerH%C3%BCmmelchen1992
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ISBN_(identifier)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Special:BookSources/978-1-55750-105-9
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destroyer, which was towed away to the Port of Sudan by another British destroyer, 

Leander.51 

 

The Suez Canal crisis  

¢ƘŜ {ǳŜȊ /ŀƴŀƭ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ƭƛƴƪŜŘ ŎƭƻǎŜƭȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ wŜŘ {ŜŀΩǎ ƳŀǊƛǘƛƳŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜΦ [ȅƛƴƎ ŀǘ 

the northern edge of the Red Sea, the Egyptian-owned Suez Canal connects it with the 

Mediterranean. In 1956, Egypt under President Gamal Abdel Nasser nationalized the 

Suez Canal, which had been owned by the Suez Canal Company that was controlled by 

French and British interests The decision triggered a major reaction from Britain, 

France and Israel and they launched a tripartite aggression against Egypt to regain 

control of the Suez Canal for the West and remove Nasser from power. This struggle, 

known as the Ω{ǳŜȊ /ǊƛǎƛǎΨ, ended only after the Egyptian forces, before being 

defeated, sank 40 ships in the canal rendering it useless. As a result, the United States, 

Soviet Union, and United Nations intervened, forcing Britain, France, and Israel to 

withdraw.52 

As is apparent, the Egyptian action cannot be classified as piracy. It was related to 

defending its sovereignty and national interests. Furthermore, Egypt in this case was 

an independent state and also a Member of the United Nations.  

 

The 1967 and 1973 wars  

The 1967 War between the Arabs and Israel led to the closure of the Suez Canal again. 

Following the Six Day War that started on June 3, 1967, Egypt closed the Suez Canal 

for eight years. The decision affected the global oil trade severely and set off the 

energy crisis of the 1970s and the oil crisis of 1973. Only after the canal was cleared 

of sunken ships, bombshells and mines did they reopen the Suez on June, 5, 1975. 

According to a UN study, closure of the canal cost the world $1.7 billion in lost trade 

and increased shipping costs, while it cost Egypt $250 million in lost toll revenues 

annually. This factor enhanced the importance of the Red Sea as a commercial path.53 

During the Egyptian-Israeli war in 1973, Egypt and the then People's Democratic 

Republic of Yemen (South Yemen) decided to close the Strait of Bab Al-Mandab, with 

 
51 Attack on Convoy BN 7 - Wikipedia 
52 How Houthi attacks in the Red Sea impact shipping in the Suez Canal | Reuters 
53 The Suez Canal (wikipedia.org-Arabic ) 
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Attack_on_Convoy_BN_7#CITEREFO'Hara2009
https://www.reuters.com/markets/commodities/how-are-red-sea-attacks-impacting-shipping-suez-canal-2023-12-18/
https://ar.wikipedia.org/wiki/%D9%82%D9%86%D8%A7%D8%A9_%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B3%D9%88%D9%8A%D8%B3
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an aim to impose a maritime siege on Israel, which used to import 18 million tons of 

Iranian oil at the time. The narrow Bab Al-Mandab Strait connects the Red Sea and the 

LƴŘƛŀƴ hŎŜŀƴΦ ¢ƘŜ ōƭƻŎƪŀŘŜ ǇǊŜǾŜƴǘŜŘ ǎƘƛǇǎ ŦǊƻƳ ƭŜŀǾƛƴƎ ƻǊ ŜƴǘŜǊƛƴƎ LǎǊŀŜƭΩǎ ǇƻǊǘ ƻŦ 

Eilat, nearly 1,000 miles to the north. Egyptian ships enforced the blockade at the Bab 

Al-Mandab and forced back many oil tankers. The strait was reopened several months 

later on December 13, 1973, according to the then Yemeni Defense Minister Ali Nasser 

Mohammed.54   

 

The Israeli presence  

Following the Six-Day war of 1967, Israel captured many territories, including the Sinai 

Peninsula and took control of Sharm el-Sheikh, overlooking the Straits of Tiran, which 

helped it to regain control over shipping in the Gulf of Aqaba. The Red Sea came into 

focus again as North and South Yemen raised concerns over Israeli activities.  

Lƴ WǳƴŜ мфтмΣ ǘƘŜ ΨtƻǇǳƭŀǊ CǊƻƴǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ [ƛōŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ tŀƭŜǎǘƛƴŜΩΣ ŀ aŀƻƛǎǘ ƎǳŜǊǊƛƭƭŀ 

ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŎƭŀƛƳŜŘ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ŦƻǊ ŀƴ ŀǘǘŀŎƪ ƻƴ ŀƴ ƻƛƭ ǘŀƴƪŜǊΣ Ψ/ƻǊŀƭ {ŜŀΩΣ ƘŜŀŘƛƴƎ 

to the Port of Eilat, south of Israel. The attack occurred near the Bab Al-Mandab Strait 

in the Red Sea.55  

Lƴ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜΣ LǎǊŀŜƭ ōŜƎŀƴ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊƳƛƴŜ ¸ŜƳŜƴΩǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǾƛƎŀǘƛƻƴ 

lane. It adopted a policy of supporting the neighboring non-Arab states in the Red 

Sea.56 It sent its military officials to Ethiopia to secure access to islands located in the 

Red Sea, which were then under Ethiopian control.57 

However, with the normalization of relations between Egypt and Israel in 1977 this 

allowed the latter freer maritime navigation through most of the Red Sea. Israel also 

returned the Sinai Peninsula to Egypt. 

The navigation issue in the Red Sea thus took on different meanings that suited the 

nature of the moment and its interactions, ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ 9ƎȅǇǘƛŀƴ ŜȄǇŜǊǘǎΦ ά²ƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ 

ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ !Ǌŀō ǎǘŀǘŜǎΩ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ LǎǊŀŜƭ ǘƻǿŀǊŘ ǎŜŜƪƛƴƎ ŀ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ 

settlement, the matter changed. Accordingly, the concept of the Red Sea security is 

no longer presented as a military one. There is a focus on maintaining the marine 

ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŦƭǳƛŘƛǘȅ ƻŦ ƛǘǎ ƴŀǾƛƎŀǘƛƻƴ ǘǊŀŦŦƛŎέΦ58 

 
54 Al-Ayyam Newspaper((alayyam.info -Arabic) 
55 Tanker Bound for Israel Attached Near Red Sea - The New York Times (nytimes.com) 
56 LǎǊŀŜƭΩǎ aŀǊƛǘƛƳŜ {ŜŎǳǊƛǘȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ wŜŘ {ŜŀΥ IƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ /ƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ bŜǿ IƻǳǘƘƛ /ƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜόsanaacenter.org) 
57 Ibid  
58 The Somali Piracy Rehabilitates the Red Sea Security(SWI swissinfo.ch- Arabic) 

https://www.alayyam.info/article/8D0FA95W-F0TZEU-6F57
https://www.nytimes.com/1971/06/14/archives/tanker-bound-for-israel-attacked-near-red-sea-tanker-attacked-on.html
https://sanaacenter.org/the-yemen-review/jan-feb-2023/19711
https://www.swissinfo.ch/ara/%D8%B3%D9%8A%D8%A7%D8%B3%D8%A9-%D9%81%D8%AF%D8%B1%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%8A%D8%A9/%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%82%D8%B1%D8%B5%D9%86%D8%A9-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B5%D9%88%D9%85%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%8A%D8%A9-%D8%AA-%D9%80%D8%B9%D9%8A%D8%AF-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%B9%D8%AA%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%B1-%D9%84%D8%A3%D9%85%D9%86-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A8%D8%AD%D8%B1-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A3%D8%AD%D9%85%D8%B1/7000458
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The Tanker War  

The ship traffic in the Red Sea was badly affected by the Iraqi-Iranian War between 

1980-1988, as the oil tankers in the Arab Gulf were strategically stricken. The war 

ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǘǿƻ ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎ ǿŀǎ ŘǳōōŜŘ ŀǎ ΩǘƘŜ ¢ŀƴƪŜǊ ²ŀǊΨΦ !ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ²ƛƪƛǇŜŘƛŀΩǎ 

references, the Iraqi air force targeted most of the oil ports in Iran, with an aim to 

prevent it from exporting oil after losing the Faw Port which is considered as its oil 

artery and its only maritime outlet on the Gulf. On the other hand, the Iranian naval 

and air strikes focused on the Gulf oil tankers, claiming that the Gulf states support 

Iraq. The Kuwaiti oil tankers were the most affected. This pushed the Kuwaiti 

government to ask for international protection of their tankers. 

¢ƘŜ Ω¢ŀƴƪŜǊ ²ŀǊΨ led to the sinking of 224 oil tankers belonging to different nations, 

in addition to 540 commercial vessels. Moreover, nearly 430 sailors were killed during 

the war.59 

It can be said that the events in the Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden during the 20th 

Century led to big changes in the region, especially in terms of trade, politics, and 

security. Besides, the Red Sea has become more important as a global commercial 

route. This has increased the competition among countries to control it. The events of 

the Red Sea have also raised awareness about the importance of maritime security in 

the region. 

 

Different operations  

Although the Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden have been the focus of territorial rivalry 

ŀƴŘ ǎƪƛǊƳƛǎƘŜǎ ŘŀǘƛƴƎ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ ŎŜƴǘǳǊƛŜǎΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ŘŀƳŀƎŜ ǘƻ 

maritime trade and the global economy as the actions by the Houthis have done.  

Referring to some examples of piracy operations that this important waterway has 

seen during the 20th and 21st centuries, it can be said that their impact was limited. 

 

Additionally, combating the piracy menace was relatively an easy task as 38 countries 

participated in operations with an aim to thwart the threats, coordinated with each 

other, and established nearby naval bases such as the foreign bases in Djibouti. 

Furthermore, cargo ships adopted simple but effective defense measures like barbed 

 
59 The Tanker War in the Gulf..How Did it Start and How Did it End? (majalla.com-Arabic ) 
 

https://www.majalla.com/node/311041/%D9%88%D8%AB%D8%A7%D8%A6%D9%82-%D9%88%D9%85%D8%B0%D9%83%D8%B1%D8%A7%D8%AA/%D8%AD%D8%B1%D8%A8-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%86%D8%A7%D9%82%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AE%D9%84%D9%8A%D8%AC-%D9%83%D9%8A%D9%81-%D8%A8%D8%AF%D8%A3%D8%AA-%D9%88%D9%83%D9%8A%D9%81-%D8%A7%D9%86%D8%AA%D9%87%D8%AA%D8%9F
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wire fences, fire hoses, and water cannons, to prevent pirates from climbing on board. 

They also used Molotov cocktails, empty bottles filled with gasoline and stuffed with 

burning cloths, successfully against marine pirates, to protect themselves and avoid 

human and material losses.  

Moreover, the procedure to secure ships against piracy is also relatively an easy task. 

The armed forces of nearby vessels escort and protect commercial ships from the Gulf 

of Oman until they pass the Strait of Bab Al-Mandab. In comparison, the US-led 

ΨhǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ tǊƻǎǇŜǊƛǘȅ DǳŀǊŘƛŀƴΩ ƘŀǎƴΩǘ ōŜŜƴ ŀǎ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƛƴ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƴƎ ǎƘƛǇǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ 

due to the fact that the Houthis have used drones and ballistic missiles to target ships 

in the Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden for the first time. 

Christopher Long, Intelligence Director at Neptune P2P Group, a maritime security 

ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΣ ǎŀƛŘΥ ά¢ƘŜ ǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǘƻǇǇŜŘ ǇƛǊŀŎȅ ǿŀǎ ŀǊƳŜŘ ƎǳŀǊŘǎ ƻƴ ōƻŀǊŘΦ60 Thus, 

pirates didn't want to get killed; they just wanted money and if they got shot at, they 

ǿƻǳƭŘ Ǝƻ ŀǿŀȅΦέ  

¢ƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜΣ [ƻƴƎ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ άŜǾŜƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǎǳŎƘ ƻƴ-board protection, in a situation 

where heavily armed state-backed or politically motivated attackers, such as the 

Houthis, were to board a vessel, a security team would probably not be able to engage 

ǘƘŜƳέΦ 

ά²ŜϥǊŜ ƴƻǘ ŀōƭŜΣ ƴƻǘ ƳŀƴŘŀǘŜŘΣ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ƭƛƪŜΣ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘ ƛƴ ŀƴȅ ǎǘŀǘŜ-actor attack," 

he said. "If, for example, the Houthis tried to get on board, our guards would put their 

weapons down and let them." 

 

 

 
60 https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20231215-red-sea-cargo-ship-hijack-how-to-keep-merchant-vessels-safe-
from-attack(BBC) 
 
 

https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20231215-red-sea-cargo-ship-hijack-how-to-keep-merchant-vessels-safe-from-attack
https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20231215-red-sea-cargo-ship-hijack-how-to-keep-merchant-vessels-safe-from-attack
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British and Dutch commercial centers in the Yemeni city of Al-Mocha  (Wikipedia) 

 

Attacks in the Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden in 
the 19th and 18th centuries  

 

The Doria Dowlut ship and occupation of Aden  
 
During the 19th Century, Britain was a major imperial force interested in expanding 
its influence across the world, especially the waterways. Aden meant a lot to the 
English imperialists as it is a coastal city located in the Arabian Peninsula on an 
important commercial route between Europe and the Far East. At that time, Aden was 
ruled by the Sultan of Lahj and Aden, Mohamed Houssain Fudthel.61 
 
hƴ WŀƴǳŀǊȅ мфΣ муофΣ .Ǌƛǘŀƛƴ ŜȄǇƭƻƛǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ Ψ5ƻǊƛŀ 5ƻǿƭǳǘΩΣ ŀ ǎƘƛǇ ŀŦŦƛƭƛŀǘŜŘ 
ǘƻ ǘƘŜ Ψ9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ 9ŀǎǘ LƴŘƛŀ /ƻƳǇŀƴȅΩΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ŏƻŀǎǘ ƻŦ !ŘŜƴ ƛƴ муотΣ ŀǎ ŀ ǇǊŜǘŜȄǘ ǘƻ ƻŎŎǳǇȅ 
the city later. Although the ship's crew was rescued, Britain accused the residents of 
Aden of looting the vessel, according to messages by its Captain Syed Nouradeen bin 
Jamal.62  
 
This incident was used as a reason to secure the British commercial interests in the 
region, enhance its influence in the Indian Ocean, and occupy what was later known 
ŀǎ Ω{ƻǳǘƘ !ǊŀōƛŀΨ ǘƛƭƭ мфстΦ  

 
61Iƻǿ ǘƘŜ 5ƻǊƛŀ 5ƻǿƭǳǘ /ǊŀǎƘŜŘ Lƴǘƻ !ŘŜƴΩǎ IƛǎǘƻǊȅ(South24.net) 
62 Ibid(South 24 Center for News and Studies) 

https://south24.net/news/newse.php?nid=3472

