Protesters Set New Goal: Fixing Yemen’s Military

By Laura Kasinof, The New York Times 
27 February 2012 

SANA, Yemen — As Yemen entered a new political era in which Ali Abdullah Saleh no longer ruled, antigovernment protesters nonetheless remained on the streets in the thousands, still unsatisfied with the state of affairs. 
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Yemenis attended the inauguration ceremony for President Abdu Rabbu Mansour Hadi in Sana, the capital, on Monday. 
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Mr. Hadi, left, and his predecessor, Ali Abdullah Saleh, who ruled for 33 years, during the inauguration ceremony Monday. 

“We closed this chapter of the past 33 years,” said Nadia Abdullah, a 27-year-old M.B.A. student. “This is part of our first goal. But there is Ahmed, there is Yahya,” she said, naming relatives of Mr. Saleh who still control major divisions of Yemen’s armed forces. 

Over the past year, Yemen’s protesters built a permanent sit-in site in Sana, the capital, creating a vast city of blue and green tents in front of Sana University. With Mr. Saleh’s ouster as their chief demand, the protesters withstood bloody attacks from government forces, rainstorms and internal fighting. 

Then last week, as part of a power-transfer deal, Yemenis took part in early presidential elections, voting in Mr. Saleh’s former deputy, Abdu Rabbu Mansour Hadi, the only candidate on the ballot. All at once, Mr. Saleh became the former president of Yemen. 

But rather than being content with their success and packing up their tents and going home, the protesters say that Change Square, as their protest site is known, will remain in place until there is a complete overhaul of the country’s divided military. 

“We will stay here until they restructure the army; then we will consider our revolution a success,” said Mohammed al-Jaradi, a young activist walking between tents to find lunch after midday prayers. 

Mr. Saleh’s son and nephews control military and security divisions, while a rebel military commander, Maj. Gen. Ali Mohsin al-Ahmar, who supports the protest movement, controls another unit. In September, troops from each side engaged in deadly clashes on the streets of Sana for weeks. 

Analysts say these military leaders wield more power than Mr. Hadi because each division acts as if it were an independent militia loyal to its commander. Protesters maintain that without a united national military, Yemen’s attempt at democratization will be futile. 

When asked whether Yemen’s youth revolution had succeeded, Osama Sultan, a student protester, responded with a shrug. “The important thing now is what Hadi will do with the army,” Mr. Sultan said, sitting next to his laptop in a tent in Change Square. 

In a ceremony on Monday afternoon inside Sana’s presidential palace, Mr. Saleh introduced Mr. Hadi as Yemen’s new president, a notably smooth transfer of power after the clashes over the past year, during which hundreds were killed. The new and former Yemeni presidents stood side by side, offering patriotic speeches about the way Yemenis had come together to overcome chaos. 

But in Change Square, which stretches about two miles along a major roadway, protesters paid no heed to events in the palace. As proof that they intend to remain in the street, the protesters have fortified their tents in recent weeks, turning them into semipermanent homes made of gray brick. Clotheslines are strung across the middle of the road, and a few protesters have created flower gardens outside their makeshift residences. It is widely believed that factions of the opposition are paying some of the protesters to remain in place and supplying them with free meals. 

“The main change now is in the outlook of the people,” Mr. Sultan said. “Yemenis are notably more optimistic these days, hoping that the Hadi presidency will give them a fresh start. 

“But if those responsible are in the same position,” he continued, “then there will be no change.” 

Protesters were eager to see Mr. Saleh leave the country. The former president recently returned to Yemen after seeking medical treatment in the United States, and government officials said he planned to move in the days ahead to either Ethiopia or United Arab Emirates. 

“We consider that the election was the first step in our beloved Yemeni revolution,” said Ibrahim Sheikh, a protester. 

Despite his delight at seeing Mr. Saleh forced out of office, Mr. Sheikh was keenly aware that the country remained desperately poor, with little government infrastructure, and that his hardships would not change overnight. 

“We want work, we want better education,” he said. “The problem is that the corruption is so spread throughout all of society. The head of the corruption is gone, and this will start to help things a little.” 

Signs of state collapse were everywhere. Government ministries have been destroyed by last year’s war in Sana. If a traffic officer does not show up for work, cars sit jammed at an intersection. Gun battles between tribesmen have killed at least seven people on the streets of Sana in the past few days. 

Even some of the most optimistic Yemenis talk about the country’s future in the conditional. 

“If we don’t reach an agreement on how to proceed over the next year, the problems are going to come back,” said Tala Aqlan, a Socialist Party member. “And worse than they were before.” 
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