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Yemen: France should press Saudi and Emirati allies to minimize harm to 
hundreds of thousands of civilians in Hodeidah attack 

 

15 NGOs appeal to President Macron on the eve of a humanitarian conference on Yemen in Paris 
 
Paris, 26 June 2018 - 16 humanitarian and human rights organizations today urged Emmanuel Macron 
and the French government to use all means at their disposal to press their allies, including Saudi 
Arabia and the United Arab Emirates, to minimize harm to civilians during the attack on Hodeidah 
city, home to Yemen’s most important port. The international humanitarian conference on Yemen 
organized in Paris on Wednesday 27 June will be useful only if it contributes to preventing this new 
humanitarian disaster and improving the protection of civilians across Yemen, say NGOs. 
 
The Saudi and Emirati-led coalition launched an attack on June 13 against Houthis around Hodeidah 
port, on the west coast of Yemen, through which more than 70% of imports enter the country. Hodeidah 
is a lifeline for more than 20 million Yemenis who rely on outside aid to survive. UN Special Envoy for 
Yemen Martin Griffiths warned two months ago that an attack on Hodeidah could “in a single stroke, 
take peace off the table”. Fighting for port control also poses a disproportionate risk to civilian 
populations. 
 
Even before the Hodeidah attack, Yemen was facing an unprecedented humanitarian crisis, directly 
linked to three years of conflict and the warring parties’ restrictions on humanitarian aid and access, 
including the coalition-imposed sea and air blockade on parts of Yemen under Houthi control. UN 
humanitarian coordinator for Yemen, Lise Grande, on Friday warned of the threat of a new cholera 
outbreak due to a possible water system break down in Hodeidah – just months after Yemen grappled 
with the largest cholera epidemic in modern times with over one million suspected cases. 
 
Thousands of people have already been displaced by recent fighting and the risks to civilians from the 
Hodeidah offensive are all the more serious given the track record of all parties to the conflict. In three 
years of war, the coalition forces have repeatedly violated international humanitarian law, using 
explosive weapons with wide area affect in densely populated areas, bombing schools and hospitals, 
and blocking aid and access. The Houthi forces they are fighting have also laid antipersonnel landmines, 
restricted humanitarian access and indiscriminately shelled densely populated areas in Yemen. 
 
France's willingness to do more to address the crisis in Yemen is welcome. However, several NGOs have 
recently expressed, in an open letter to President Macron, their concerns about the humanitarian 
conference on Yemen of 27 June, co-chaired by Saudi Arabia – a party to the conflict –, as a major 
offensive is under way. The French initiative, now downgraded to a meeting of experts, will be judged 
on its ability to secure clear commitments from Saudi Arabia and its allies to minimize risks to civilians 
during the Hodeidah attack and across Yemen, NGOs said today. 
 
 



The 15 signatory organisations call on France to: 
• Publicly warn of the risks to civilians during an attack on Hodeidah and call on all parties to take 

immediate steps to provide safe passage to civilians fleeing, allow unimpeded access for aid and 
commercial imports to the broader population and access by humanitarian agencies, as required 
by international humanitarian law.  

• Condemn indiscriminate and disproportionate attacks against civilians by all parties. 
• Suspend French arms transfers to Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates where there is a 

substantial risk of these arms being used in Yemen to commit or facilitate serious violations of 
international humanitarian law or international human rights law; and allow for increased 
parliamentary oversight over arms sales. 

 
The 15 signatory organisations are: ACAT, Alliance internationale pour la défense des droits et des 
libertés, Amnesty International, Action Contre la Faim, CARE France, Humanity & Inclusion, Human 
Rights Watch, Observatoire des Armements, Norwegian refugee Council, Médecins du Monde, Première 
Urgence Internationale, Saferworld, Salam for Yemen, Save the Children, SumOfUs. 
 
 
Dr. Jean-François Corty, International Operations Director, Médecins du Monde  
“The blockade of the coalition, which is akin to collective punishment, and the attack on 
Hodeidah amplify the deterioration of living conditions and access to care for civilians. France must 
actively pursue a conflict resolution diplomacy to limit the worsening of the humanitarian crisis.”  
  
Fanny Petitbon, Advocacy Manager, CARE France  
“The port of Hodeidah is the lung of Yemen. It is the entry point for 70% of food, medicine, gas and 
humanitarian aid. If the port stops working, people will not be able to support themselves for long: the 
stocks will not last more than two months and the whole country is at risk of asphyxiation. France must 
use all the levers at its disposal to immediately stop the offensive on the city and support the UN efforts 
to take control of the port and accelerate the peace process. This is the only way to avoid a humanitarian 
catastrophe.”  
 
Jan Egeland, Secretary General of the Norwegian Refugee Council (NRC)  
“More and better aid is urgently needed for millions faced with starvation, disease and deprivation. But 
only cease-fire and peace talks can end this man-made hemorrhage of human lives. The Paris conference 
must therefore focus on ending this senseless war. France, the US, UK have earned big money on arms 
sales to those waging war and we demand they use their influence to push Saudi Arabia and the UAE to 
the table, just as we demand that Iran use their leverage on Ansar Allah before the conflict escalates 
beyond hope."  

 
Anne Héry, Advocacy Director, Humanity & Inclusion (HI)  
“Bombing civilians in Yemen is a crime, not war. France's engagement only makes sense if it does not 
compromise on the protection of civilians and humanitarian access throughout the Yemeni territory."  
 
Stéphanie Lord, Hodeidah Field Coordinator, Action Against Hunger (ACF)  
“In Hodeidah, our teams support more than 4000 children suffering from acute malnutrition per month 
on average and complete more than 7,600 medical consultations per month. However, the current 
military intervention in Hodeidah is leaving hundreds of thousands of women, men and children stranded 
without any support or access to humanitarian aid. We are extremely worried about not being able to 
reach people in need as the warring parties advance, leaving civilians caught in the middle.” 



Robert Parker, Director of Policy, Saferworld  
“Addressing human suffering in Yemen requires more than humanitarian efforts; it requires building 
peace. There can be no military solution to the war in Yemen. International actors like France, the UK and 
the US, must stop material and diplomatic support to the warring parties and focus on an inclusive peace 
process in which the voices of Yemen’s women, men and young people are heard.”   
 
Racha Mouawieh, Yemen Researcher for Amnesty International and author of the 
report “Stranglehold: Coalition and Huthi obstacles compound Yemen’s humanitarian crisis”  
“For the last three years, the restrictions imposed by the Saudi-led coalition have prevented Yemenis 
from obtaining vital products they desperately need. The deadly military offensive carried out by the 
coalition against Hodeidah will aggravate an already catastrophic situation and endanger millions of 
civilians. France must stop looking away while Yemen slowly suffocates.”  
 
Bénédicte Jeannerod, France director, Human Rights Watch  
“The battle of Hodeidah raises huge concerns about its potentially devastating impact on civilians 
throughout Yemen, already suffering during more than three years of conflict from large-scale violations 
by all sides, notably the Saudi-led coalition. France and Saudi Arabia have undertaken with great fanfare 
a humanitarian conference on Yemen. Its usefulness will be judged by its concrete results for civilians: the 
end of unlawful attacks on civilians, unrestricted access to humanitarian assistance, and ensuring 
civilians can flee the fighting for safety. France should act consistently with its claimed support for 
human rights in Yemen, by ending all weapons sales to the Saudis, who have repeatedly violated the 
laws of war and taken no action against those responsible”.   
 
Hélène Legeay, Maghreb/Middle East Program Manager, ACAT  
“France is officially expressing its concern over the humanitarian crisis affecting Yemeni civilians, but is 
proving much more silent with regards to the sale of French weapons that could be used against these 
same civilians. In contravention of the Arms Trade Treaty and the Military Programming Law, it has still 
not published its annual reports on its exports of war materials. This silence is more than dubious.”  
   
Olivier Routeau, Operations Director, Première Urgence Internationale  
"The risk to the civilian population of Hodeidah is now immense. These populations’ access to basic 
services will be interrupted if the assault continues or in case of attempted encirclement of the city. 
Drinking water distribution networks are already damaged, in an area where temperatures will soon rise 
to extreme levels, and cholera will re-emerge seasonally. The urgency to find a diplomatic solution for 
Hodeidah and its port has never been higher."  
   
Tony Fortin, Research Officer, Observatoire des Armements  
"Although there is suspicion of massive French arms involvement in Yemen - including Leclerc tanks in 
Hodeidah province - the government has still not published its annual report to Parliament on arms sales. 
In doing so, the State violates its own law since the deadline for the publication of such data is set 
on June 1st by Law No. 2013-1168 of December 18th, 2013. This reflects a clear delay compared to other 
European powers (The United Kingdom, Germany, Sweden, the Netherlands) in which 
Parliaments have access to data on arms contracts and have broad supervisory powers in the matter "  
 
Sadek Alsaar, President, Salam For Yemen  
"Beyond the conflict that has killed more than 10,000 people and injured 50,000, the blockade on Yemen 
is deadlier than the fighting. The attack on the port of Hodeidah, the main point of entry for food and 
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humanitarian aid, is likely to worsen the situation of this country, where 90% of food needs are 
imported."  
 
Eoin Dubsky, Campaign Manager at SumOfUs 
"The urgency of the situation in Hodeidah should more than ever convince the French government to 
respect the Arms Trade Treaty. More than 101,000 people signed the SumOfUs petition calling on 
President Macron to stop French arms exports to countries involved in the Yemeni conflict. A recent 
survey conducted by YouGov for SumOfUs indicates that 75% of French people are in favor of suspending 
these exports, while nearly 70% support greater parliamentary oversight on these issues." 
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