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Drone attacks in Saudi Arabia:
Yemeni Houthis, Iran or Irag?

Blurred lines of contestation are typical in the region, raising the risk ofa miscalculation flaring into a major conflict

Fanar Haddad

For The Straits Times

LastSaturdaysawan
unprecedented strike on

Saudi Arabia’s oil infrastructure
leading to the temporary
suspension of half of the country’s
oil capacity — over 5 million barrels.

centofglobal oil supplies from the
market. Oil prices rose by almost
20 per cent before falling again.
According to Bloomberg, the
attacksled to the single biggest
disruption of oil supplies on record.
Widely circulated footage from
Saudi Arabia showed vast fires
engulfing the targeted oil facilities.
Ansar Allah of Northern Yemen -

as the Houthis - claimed

that they hadlaunched up to 10
drones directly targeting Saudi
Aramco oil facilities in Abgaiq and
Khurais in eastern Saudi Arabia.

Saudi Arabia, however, has
fingered Iran, saying the attack
involved Iranian-made cruise
missiles. US officials have
also blamed Iran, but without
providing evidence.

Commenting on the symbolic
and material magnitude of the
strike, energy analyst Roger Diwan
stated that: “Abqaiq s the heart
of thesystemand theyjusthada
heart attack.” Abqaiqis home
toa major petroleum processing
facility run by Aramco, the Saudi
Arabian QOil Company.

Saudi Arabia has beeninvolved in
adestructive and seemingly
stalemated war against the Houthis
inYemen since 2015, The war was
triggered by the Houthis’ takeover
ofthe Yemeni capital Sana’a and
the ousting of pro-Saudi Yemeni

an Iranian proxy and felt that their

. takeoverin Yemen marked an

: unacceptable Iranian extension

i onto their southernborders. The
. ensuing war hasseenasustained
i Saudi-ledair campaignin Yemento !
¢ little effect. The Houthis remain :
: entrenchedinnorthern Yemenand :
: thewar hasachievedlittlebeyond :
. strengthening the Houthis’ hand,

: deepeningtheir ties to Iran and

. devastatingan already

. impoverished country.

This saw the removal ofabout 5per :
. attackonSaudi territory. Over the
: pasttwoyears, there have been :
. some two dozen such strikes. While :
i criticalinfrastructurehas beenhit
. inthe past (suchas those aimedat
i Abhaairportin southern Saudi

: Arabia) none compare tolast

¢ Saturday’s operation.

Thisis not the first Houthi drone

The Abqaiq crude processing

¢ plantis described as the single
agroup more commonly referred to :
i Saudioil sectorandlies well over
responsibility for the attack, stating :

most important facilityin the

1,000km from Yemen.
That the Houthis, whoonly a few

: yearsagowerebeing describedasa
: ragtagmilitia, now have the ability
: tostrikeat such critical

: infrastructureandatsuch

: distances highlights their perhaps
: underestimated capabilities and

: alsoraises questions regarding

: theefficacy of Saudi defence

: spending - Saudi Arabiais the

: world’slargest importer of arms,
. spending an estimated US$355

: billion (S$489 billion) since 2015.

These attacks will inevitably

. derail already tenuous moves

i towardsaresolution of the conflict
: inYemen. Recently reported

. American efforts to establish a

. dialogue with the Houthis will

i likelybe abandoned.

More alarming are the

. implications for the wider region.

: The Houthis’ attackis being framed

: asanlranian attack against Saudi

¢ Arabia. Assuch, rather than an

i episode in the Yemeni conflict,

president Abdrabbuh Mansur Hadi. :
Saudi Arabia views the Houthis as :

these attacks carry the potential of
leading to regional war that could

i see the low-level conflict between

the USand Iran quickly heatup.

On Sunday, President Donald

¢ Trump tweeted that the United
i Stateswas “locked andloaded”,
: suggesting it was considering

¢ military action.

At this stage, it is difficult to

. establishwhether the drone

. attacks were indeed a message

¢ from Iran - one showcasing its

- ability to disrupt global oil supplies
i bystriking beyond Gulf waters asit
: isalleged to have doneinaseries of
: tanker attacks over the summer. It

¢ doesnotmatter whether Iran

i directly ordered the attack or

: ifitwas partof the Houthis’

: ongoing (Iranian-supported) effort
¢ toup their game. Either way, it

: highlights Saudi vulnerability and

¢ Iranian proxy capacity.

The attacks alsopoint to the

¢ increasing and increasingly

: effective role that auxiliary forces

¢ areplaying inregional rivalries.

i Asymmetric and non-conventional
: warfare complicates analready

i fraught geostrategic landscape.

i Oneattraction of such methodsis

: the deniability thatit offers state

i actors seeking to project power.

Nevertheless, US Secretary of

State Mike Pompeo has already
i placed the blame for the attacks

A satellite image
- from Planet Labs
showing thick
black smoke
rising from
Aramco’s Abgaiq
oil processing
facility in Saudi
Arabia last
Saturday. The
Houthis have
claimed
responsibility,
Iran is being
blamed and
there are also

suspicions that
Iraqi
paramilitaries
are involved.
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: squarelyon Iran. In this way, the

¢ Yemeni civil war, the Saudi-led

: campaign in Yemenand the

: stand-offbetween Iran and the US
: anditsallies are intertwined.

There have been suspicions

¢ regarding the Houthis' claims of

: responsibility, with several people,
: including Mr Pompeo, saying the

: directionof the attacksindicated

i theydid not originate from Yemen
¢ butwere more likely started from

¢ TranitselforIraq.

Teheran supports anumber of

: Iragi paramilitary organisations
¢ which can be counted upon to help
: project Iranian power when

i necessary. These have engaged in
* military operationsin Iraq and in

i Syria. Theyare also suspected of

. havingacted against Saudi Arabia.
i OnMay 14, drone attacks struck

¢ aSaudioil pipeline west of the

¢ capital Riyadh.

As withlast Saturday’s attacks,

i the Houthis claimed responsibility,
: Iran was blamed and there were

¢ suspicions that the attack actually

: came from Iraqi paramilitaries to

i thenorth.

OnMonday, Mr Pompeo

i backtracked and stated that

. evidence suggests the attacks did

i not come from Iraq after all. That

. provides somereliefbutIraq

: remainsakey front towatch inthe

¢ US-Iranian-Saudirivalry. Iraq is

i home to a number of paramilitary

¢ organisations that are collectively

: recognised asastate institution

: referred toas the Hashd al-Sha’bior
i Popular Mobilisation Units. These

¢ forman entrenched partof Iraq’s

: politicaland military landscapes

i and contain some of Iraq’s most

i capable assets - they were recently
¢ the target of a series of Israeli

i airstrikesagainstIraqg.

The Iraqi government is

i incapable of fully demobilising or
: integrating these. Iraq remains

i caught between its contradictory

. relationships with the US, Iran and
i Saudi Arabia. The diffusion and

¢ incoherence of political power in

i Iragmeans thatit canat once have
¢ goodrelations with all three, yet be
: anunwilling staging ground for

i military activity in the simmering

i conflict between them.

Such blurred lines of contestation

are characteristic of the region
: todayandare similarly reflected in
: Syria, Lebanonand Yemen.

The danger in such a situation is

. theriskof escalation on one front

i inflaming the others and engulfing
: the Middle Eastinaregion-wide

¢ conflict with global implications.

. Even absentsuch a major

: conflagration, the tit-for-tat

: demonstrations of military reach

! areaffecting the stability of an

¢ increasing number of Middle

¢ Eastern countries.

One thing seems certain, absenta

i seriousattemptatresolving the

¢ perpetual game of brinkmanship
i that dominates the stand-off

: between Iranand the US and its

i allies, we areonly one

: miscalculation or overreaction

i away from a major conflict with

: globalimplications.
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