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Saudi Arabia Is Killing Civilians With US Bombs

By Marjorie Cohn
January 26, 2016

Saudi Arabia has engaged in war crimes, and the United States is aiding and abetting them by
providing the Saudis with military assistance. In September 2015, Saudi aircraft killed 135
wedding celebrants in Yemen. The airstrikes have killed 2,800 civilians, including 500 children.

www.afgazad.com 1 afgazd@gmail.com



http://www.afgazad.com/
mailto:afgazd@gmail.com
http://www.afgazad.com/

Human Rights Watch charges that these bombings “have indiscriminately killed and injured
civilians.”

This conflict is part of a regional power struggle between Iran and Saudi Arabia. The Saudis are
bombing Yemen in order to defeat the Houthi rebels, who have been resisting government
repression for a long time. Iran has been accused of supporting the Houthis, although Iran denies
this. Yemen is strategically located on a narrow waterway that links the Gulf of Aden with the
Red Sea. Much of the world’s oil passes through this waterway.

A United Nations panel of experts concluded in October 2015 that the Saudi-led coalition had
committed “grave violations” of civilians’ human rights. They include indiscriminate attacks;
targeting markets, a camp for displaced Yemenis, and humanitarian aid warehouses; and
intentionally preventing the delivery of humanitarian assistance. The panel was also concerned
that the coalition considered civilian neighborhoods, including Marra and Sadah, as legitimate
strike zones. The International Committee of the Red Cross documented 100 attacks on
hospitals.

Protocol | to the Geneva Conventions prohibits the targeting of civilians. It provides that parties
to a conflict “shall at all times distinguish between the civilian population and combatants and
between civilian objects and military objectives and accordingly shall direct their operations only
against military objectives.”

Saudi Arabia is also engaging in serious individual human rights violations.

In January 2016, the Saudi government executed 47 people, including a prominent pacifist Shia
cleric, who had been a leader of the 2011 Arab Spring in Yemen. Many of those executed were
tortured during their detention and denied due process. Most were beheaded. This horrifies us
when ISIS does it. Yet State Department spokesman John Kirby protested weakly, “We believe
that diplomatic engagement and direct conversations remain essential in working through
differences.”

Also in January 2016, Palestinian artist and poet Ashraf Fayadh, a Saudi citizen whose family is
from Gaza, was sentenced to death by beheading. His alleged crimes: “apostasy,” or renouncing
Islam, and photographing women. “Throughout this whole process,” Amnesty International UK
found, “Ashraf was denied access to a lawyer — a clear violation of international human rights
law.”

Both Saudi Arabia and the United States are parties to the Geneva Conventions, which define as
grave breaches willful killing, willfully causing great suffering or serious injury to body or
health, and torture or inhuman treatment. Grave breaches are considered war crimes. Also
prohibited are “the passing of sentences and the carrying out of executions without previous
judgment pronounced by a regularly constituted court, affording all the judicial guarantees which
are recognized as indispensable by civilized peoples.”

Although neither the United States nor Saudi Arabia are parties to the Rome Statute for the
International Criminal Court, that statute sets forth standard aider and abettor liability provisions.
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It says that an individual can be convicted of war crimes if he or she “aids, abets or otherwise
assists” in the commission or attempted commission of the crime, “including providing the
means for its commission.”

The U.S. government is the primary supplier of Saudi weapons. In November 2015, the U.S. sold
$1.29 billion worth of arms to Saudi Arabia. It included more than 10,000 bombs, munitions, and
weapons parts manufactured by Raytheon and Boeing, as well as bunker busters, and laser-
guided and “general purpose” bombs. A month earlier, the United States had approved a $11.25
billion sale of combat ships to Saudi Arabia. The U.S. also provides intelligence and logistical
support to the coalition. During the past five years, the U.S. government has sold the Saudis $100
billion worth of arms. These sales have greatly enriched U.S. defense contractors.

Why has the United States “usually looked the other way or issued carefully calibrated warnings
in human rights reports as the Saudi royal family cracked down on dissent and free speech and
allowed its elite to fund Islamic extremists,” in the words of New York Times’ David Sanger?
“In return,” Sanger writes, “Saudi Arabia became America’s most dependable filling station, a
regular supplier of intelligence, and a valuable counterweight to Iran.” Saudi Arabia, and close
U.S. ally Israel, opposed the Iran nuclear deal.

In April 2015, the U.S. government prevented nine Iranian ships loaded with relief supplies from
reaching Yemen. President Barack Obama also sent an aircraft carrier to the area to enforce the
Saudi embargo on outside supplies. According to UN estimates, 21 million people lack basic
services, and over 1.5 million have been displaced. UNICEF notes that six million people don’t
have enough food.

Moreover, the U.S. government seeks to prevent scrutiny of Saudi human rights abuses in
Yemen. In October 2015, the United States blocked a UN Security Council sanctions committee
proposal that would have required the committee’s chair to contact “all relevant parties to the
conflict and stress their responsibility to respect and uphold international humanitarian law and
human rights law.”

The U.S. government is also violating domestic law by providing the Saudis with military aid.
The Leahy Law prohibits U.S. assistance to foreign security forces or military officers “if the
Secretary of State has credible information that such unit has committed a gross violation of
human rights.” Sen. Patrick Leahy (D-Vt.), for whom the law was named, told Foreign Policy:
“The reports of civilian casualties from Saudi air attacks in densely populated areas [in Yemen]
compel us to ask if these operations, supported by the United States, violate” the Leahy Law.

Furthermore, 22 U.S.C. section 2304 provides that “no security assistance may be provided to
any government which engages in a consistent pattern of gross violations of internationally
recognized human rights.”

The Arms Trade Treaty obligates member states to monitor exports of weapons and make sure
they do not end up being used to commit human rights abuses. Although the U.S. has not ratified
the treaty, we have signed it. Under the Vienna Convention on the Law of Treaties, a signatory is
prohibited from taking action inconsistent with the object and purpose of the treaty.
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The U.S. government should immediately halt arms transfers and military support to Saudi
Arabia and support an independent investigation into U.S. arms transfers and war crimes in
Yemen. The United States must stop participating in and call for an end to the de facto blockade
so that humanitarian assistance can reach those in need, engage in diplomatic efforts to end the
conflict, and ratify the Arms Trade Treaty.

In an interesting twist, the Saudis contributed $10 million to the Clinton Foundation before
Hillary Clinton became Secretary of State. In 2011, the year after the State Department had
documented myriad serious human rights violations by Saudi Arabia, Hillary oversaw a $29
billion sale of advanced fighter jets to the Saudis, declaring it was in our national interest. The
deal was “a top priority” for Hillary, according to Andrew Shapiro, an assistant secretary of state.
Two months before the deal was clinched, Boeing, manufacturer of one of the fighter jets the
Saudis sought to acquire, contributed $900,000 to the Clinton Foundation.

Hillary now says the U.S should pursue “closer strategic cooperation” with Saudi Arabia.
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