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Briefing Note: Overview 

 

Yemen is an historic transit hub for migrants and stands out in the region for its 

hospitality towards refugees. It is the only country in the Arabian Peninsula that is a 

signatory of the 1951 Refugee Convention and its 1967 Protocol. Since the 1991 outbreak 

of hostilities in Somalia, Yemen has been granting prima facie refugee status to Somalis. 

Drought, conflict, political instability and human rights violations in the Horn of Africa 

have led to an increased influx of refugees, asylum-seekers and migrants arriving into 

Yemen in search of safety, protection and economic opportunities. Yemen currently 

hosts over 225,000 refugees. In 2011 there were over 103,000 refugee and migrants 

that arrived in Yemen; the highest annual arrival rate since UNHCR started gathering 

these statistics in 2006. 

 

Despite its hospitality the country faces a number of challenges and almost half a million 

Yemenis are internally displaced, including over 545,000 IDPs registered so far, due to 

separate conflicts in the north and south. Political unrest that began in 2011 and 

widespread insecurity has exacerbated an already desperate situation. Yemen is the 

poorest country in the Middle East with over 4.25 million Yemenis (17.5% of the 

population) living on less than 1 USD per day. WFP has identified more than 7 ½ million 

Yemenis as food insecure and malnutrition rates in certain regions are comparable to 

Somalia rather than other countries in the Middle East. Due to insecurity and the 

declining economic situation, many refugees in urban areas who were self-reliant are now 

unable to find income generating opportunities, and in some cases have had to flee from 

fighting. This has led to an increasing number of vulnerable cases.  

 

UNHCR’s mission in Yemen is extraordinarily complex and the operation faces three 

simultaneous humanitarian situations: 

1) Ongoing mass influx of refugees/migrants from the Horn of Africa. 63,818 

(12,568 Somalis / 51,201 Ethiopians / 49 others) since the beginning of the year. 

2) IDP situation in the south (209,895) due to a conflict in Abyan since May 2011 

and potential return given the recent developments in the governorate.     

3) Protracted IDP situation in the north (335,415) with new displacement 

ongoing, particularly in Hajjah governorate. 

 

UNHCR has continued to provide essential life saving assistance and protection, and has 

maintained a broad presence in the country with 8 offices spread out between the north 

and south, along with three transit centres along the coast to receive the ongoing influx of 

new arrivals from the Horn of Africa.  

 

In 2012 UNHCR in Yemen is seeking almost 60 million USD to meet the increasing 

humanitarian needs within Yemen and ongoing influx of refugees from the Horn of 

Africa. These resources will ensure that UNHCR is able to increase its level of direct 

support for refugees and IDPs, build up the Government of Yemen’s capabilities, and 

strengthen its role as a lead agency in addressing protection and shelter needs. 



 

Influx of Refugees and Migrants  

The journey to Yemen across the Gulf of Aden and Rea Sea is difficult and dangerous. 

The migrants travel in smuggler’s boats, often packed in beyond capacity. When the 

boats reach the coast, they do not make land as smugglers fear being intercepted by the 

Yemeni coast guard. Rather the smugglers force the passengers into the water, often in 

deep and choppy waters, and a number of passengers unable to swim or too exhausted 

have drowned. Those that survive often arrive dehydrated, malnourished and in shock. 

UNHCR teams patrol the Gulf and Red Sea coasts to receive and ensure protection for 

new arrivals, and provide them with transportation to UNHCR transit and reception 

centres where new arrivals spend a few hours or days to rest and recover. Here they 

receive first aid, meals and are registered. Somali refugees are then transported to Kharaz 

refugee camp. Non-Somalis who wish to seek asylum are registered and undergo refugee 

status determination. Over the last year there has also been a proliferation in human 

smuggling and trafficking to and through Yemen, particularly along the Red Sea 

coast. Reports of smugglers engaging in robbery, abuse, and extortion on new 

arrivals continue to persist. This has presented a further challenge for UNHCR and its 

partners to provide protection to persons of concern and ensure access to asylum. 

 

Two Large Scale IDP Crises 

In the north of the country, successive rounds of conflict between the government and Al 

Houthi since 2004 have caused repeated large-scale displacement. Al-Houthi forces have 

consolidated de facto control of Sa’ada since last March. Currently, there are an 

estimated 335,000 IDPs in the north; most are concentrated in Sa’ada (over 110,000) 

and Hajjah (over 121,000), with significant numbers also in Amran and Sana’a. While 

there are two IDP camps in Hajjah Governorate, most IDPs live outside of camps in 

makeshift settlements. At present, insecurity hinders large-scale IDP return and continues 

to limit humanitarian access to Sa’ada, Al-Jawf, and areas of Hajjah and Amran, while 

intermittent clashes between tribes or between Al-Houthi and local tribes continue to 

cause new displacement.   

 

Fighting broke out in May of last year between government forces and an armed group in 

Abyan Governorate displacing some 209,000 people.  The majority of the IDPs found 

shelter within the host community while others found shelter in schools. In Aden, around 

69 public schools are housing some 20,000 IDPs. In mid-June several media outlets 

reported that the Yemen military had successfully retaken key parts of Abyan 

Governorate, including Zinjabar and Ja’ar. There is a possibility that IDPs may return to 

Abyan in the foreseeable future. Although some spontaneous returns to Abyan have 

already taken place, the presence of landmines and UXOs, a still fragile security 

situation, lack of basic services, loss of livelihoods and extensive damage to 

infrastructure are major obstacles to safe and sustainable return at present. UNHCR has 

been closely coordinating with the government and other agencies on a response plan for 

Abyan and has continued to assist IDPs in their areas of displacement. 

 

For further information, please contact Teddy Leposky, leposky@unhcr.org and Dania 

Khan, khan@unhcr.org.  
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