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IN DRAMATIC POLICY SHIFT,
BIDEN WITHDRAWS U.S.
SUPPORT FOR SAUDI
“OFFENSIVE OPERATIONS”IN
YEMEN

The announcement curbs certain arms sales and comes
with renewed diplomatic pushes.
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Yemeni girls hold pictures of civilian victims during a demonstration to commemorate the first
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anniversary of the Saudi-led airstrike in which 140 civilians were killed and more than 500 were
injured, in Sanaa, Yemen, on Oct. 8, 2017. Photo: Hani al-Ansi/Picture Alliance via Getty Image

In his first major foreign policy address, President Joe Biden an-
nounced on Thursday that he would end American support for Saudi
and United Arab Emirates-led “offensive operations” in Yemen, echo-
ing a promise he made on the campaign trail in 2019.

Speaking at the State Department, Biden told diplomats that he
would prioritize diplomatic solutions to the conflict and appointed, as
a special envoy, one of the department’s top Middle East experts. He
also announced support for a cease-fire and an effort to restart long-
stalled peace talks.

“This war has to end,” Biden said. “And to underscore our commit-
ment, we are ending all American support for offensive operations in
the war in Yemen, including relevant arms sales.”

The move signaled a dramatic shift in U.S. support for Saudi Arabia, a
move that has long been urged by progressive activists. Under
President Donald Trump, Congress passed resolutions blocking cer-
tain arms sales and directing the U.S. to end its role in the hostilities,
but Trump vetoed them.

One of the primary backers of the vetoed resolutions, Rep. Ro
Khanna, D-Calif., told The Intercept by phone that Biden’s announce-
ment was a victory. “This is now a decisive step and really what the
war powers resolution was calling for, so I'm very pleased,” Khanna

said.
Asked if Congress’s job was
done, Khanna said he
= = thought the legislature still
“Thisisnow a

had a role to play in sup-
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decisive Step and porting diplomatic efforts
" Wha t the war and reversing last-minute
rea y _ policy changes by the
powers I‘ESO|LI'|:Ion Trump administration.
was ca""‘g for’ SO The Biden administration
I’'m very pleaSEd.” had previously placed a

temporary freeze on bil-

lions of dollars in arms

sales to Saudi Arabia and
the UAE, as well as saying that it would review the transfer of ad-
vanced military hardware, including air-ground munitions, that the
Trump administration sought to advance over the objections of
Congress.

Saudi Arabia and the UAE launched their intervention in Yemen in
March 2015, after an Iranian-backed rebel group known as the
Houthis took over the capital and forced out Yemen’s internationally
backed president. The U.S. has supported the intervention, first under
President Barack Obama and then under Trump, with weapons sales,
intelligence, and logistical support, even after Saudi airstrikes increas-
ingly targeted civilian sites like hospitals and schools.
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The Biden administration has not yet announced operational details
of the move or clarified what they meant by “offensive operations.”
In his address, Biden said that the U.S. would continue to help defend
Saudi Arabia from drone and missile attacks, some of which have
come from Yemen and have led the Saudis to claim that they are pur-
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suing the war in self-defense.

An administration official declined to share operational details of
what the cutoff meant but pointed to the fact that the Biden adminis-
tration had previously announced they were “reviewing several arms
sales to ensure they are in line with our strategic goals, including
ending the war.”

Briefing reporters on Thursday morning, national security adviser
Jake Sullivan said that the prohibition would extend “to the types of
offensive operations that have perpetuated a civil war in Yemen that
has led to a humanitarian crisis,” but would not result in the U.S.
halting its own operations against Al Qaeda in the country.

Kate Kizer — policy direc-
tor with the progressive

group Win Without War, -

which has lobbied to end The deta‘“s Of What
U.S. support for the inter- conStitUtes

vention — told The “offen Sive

Intercept by phone that un- - »y
derstanding the details of Operatlons are

the distinction are impor- important because
tant because the Saudis the saudis have
have frequently claimed -

that they were acting defen- frequently CIalmed
sively. they were acting
“The coalition has tried re- defenSIVely.

peatedly in the past to say

that airstrikes in residential

areas in Yemen have been

‘defensive’ operations because they were responding to a ballistic
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missile strike,” Kizer said. “So it’s really important to define what
that means.”

Biden’s call is a hard won-victory for the progressive wing of the
Democratic Party, much of which had urged Obama and Trump to
end U.S. support for the war. Khanna, along with Sens. Chris Murphy,
D-Conn., and Bernie Sanders, I-Vt.,, had repeatedly introduced various
measures to stop U.S. support for the war, all of which initially failed
in Congress.

Khanna told The Intercept that a turning point on Capitol Hill was
the assassination of Jamal Khashoggi, a U.S.-based Saudi dissident
who was brutally killed by Saudi agents, likely on the orders of Saudi
Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman — who is also a key architect
behind the Yemen war.

“When we started, there
was such a strong U.S. rela-
tionship with the Saudis

(11 =?

After Kha_Shoggl S that it was very hard to
murdel‘, thlngs break through,” Khanna
ch an ged _” said. “And it took a lot of

work in the House; we were

taking on our own leader-

ship in the beginning. But
then after Khashoggi’s murder, things changed.”

Kizer told The Intercept that building support for ending the war has
been a long process among progressive activists, and that it was im-
portant to move the discussion beyond a proxy war between Saudi
Arabia and Iran. “I think what really has been the gamechanger over
the years is building a public education campaign that really changed
the terms of the debate about what’s happening in Yemen,” Kizer
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said. “When we started in 2015, it was totally framed through the lens
of Iran, and the détente with Saudi Arabia and the Iran nuclear deal.
Very little was said about Yemen.”

WAIT! BEFORE YOU GO on about your day, ask yourself: How likely is it that

the story you just read would have been produced by a different news outlet if
The Intercept hadn’t done it?

Consider what the world of media would look like without The Intercept. Who
would hold party elites accountable to the values they proclaim to have? How
many covert wars, miscarriages of justice, and dystopian technologies would
remain hidden if our reporters weren’t on the beat?

The kind of reporting we do is essential to democracy, but it is not easy, cheap,
or profitable. The Intercept is an independent nonprofit news outlet. We don’t
have ads, so we depend on our members — 70,000 and counting — to help us
hold the powerful to account. Joining is simple and doesn’t need to cost a lot:
You can become a sustaining member for as little as $3 or $5 a month. That’s
all it takes to support the journalism you rely on.

Become a Member —
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Emails show that the LAPD repeatedly
asked camera owners for footage during
the demonstrations, raising First

Amendment concerns.
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