
Since the botched Christmas Day bombing 
of a Detroit-bound passenger jet, the 
Yemen-based Al Qaeda in the Arabian 
Peninsula (AQAP) was thrust into the inter-
national spotlight. Nigerian suspect Umar 
Farouk Abdulmutallab told investigators 
that he received training and the explo-
sives used in the attempted attack from the 
AQAP. The incident is seen to propel 

Analysis: Al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula 
As the Al Qaeda Central continues to be targeted by military assaults in Pakistan, the Al Qaeda in the 
Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) is seen to be getting more active. The group has shown that it has international 

aspirations and there is little doubt that it could emerge as major threat against the West and itôs allies. 
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AQAP as Al Qaedaôs most virulent fran-
chise, and suddenly warranted the atten-
tion of intelligence agencies. However, 
upon further scrutiny, the AQAP's growing 
ambition and increasing strength is not a 

surprise. 

 The AQAP is keen on transform-
ing Yemen into a launching pad for global 

2009 photograph  of Al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula key personalities. Seated from 

left to right are Abu Hurayrah Qasim al Raymi, Said Ali al Shehri, Abu Basir Nasir al 

Wuhayshi, and Abu Hareth Muhammad al Awfi.                                                         

(Photo credit: The Long War Journal http://www.longwarjournal.org)  
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jihad. Yemen is a country besieged by a multitude of 
challenges that threaten its stability. With a crippled 
economy and plagued by a dysfunctional regime, a 
large portion of the population have become alienated. 
In its northern provinces, a five-year-old uprising risks 
escalating into a proxy contest between Iran and Saudi 
Arabia. In the south, political discrimination and eco-
nomic neglect have fueled secessionist grievances. The 
Yemeni landscape is dotted with lawless regions where 
the government is virtually absent. The AQAP has 
sought to exploit Yemen's situation to establish it as a 

global jihadist hub. 

Roots and Evolution of AQAP 

 In January 2009, Al Qaeda militants in Yemen 
announced that the Saudi and Yemeni "branches" of Al 
Qaeda were merging under the banner of AQAP. Al-
though the name AQAP formerly referred to the wave of 
terrorism that swept the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia from 
2003 through 2007, its historical roots go back to the 
1990s. The original membership of the AQAP were 
Saudi nationals who were veterans of the war in Af-
ghanistan, combatants from subsequent conflicts involv-
ing Muslims in other regions, and graduates of terrorist 
training camps based in Afghanistan. Following the U.S. 
led invasion of Afghanistan in October 2001, many mili-
tants returned to Saudi Arabia where they operated un-
der Osama bin Laden's instructions to start a terrorism 
campaign. The AQAP launched a series of suicide 
bombings, shooting attacks, and kidnappings that tar-
geted foreign civilians and Saudi security forces. Saudi 
Arabia began an aggressive crackdown on AQAP and 
largely dismantled the Saudi branch of AQAP by 2007. 
Due to the aggressive crackdown, many AQAP opera-
tives fled to the more hospitable operating environment 

in Yemen to regroup. 

 Like Saudi Arabia, Yemen has been a source of 
fighters; hundreds of Yemenis went to fight the Soviets 
in Afghanistan and were graduates of training camps in 
that country. The government of Northern Yemen used 
these fighters to help defeat the South in the civil war 

which ended in 1994. But the relationship between the 
government and the Al Qaeda changed after the 9/11 
attacks and the Yemeni government was enlisted to 
help in the U.S.-led War on Terror. The post-9/11 coop-
eration between the U.S. and Yemeni governments met 
with considerable success. The cooperation was exem-
plified with the assassination of an Al Qaeda leader in 
2002 by missile attack from a Predator drone with the 
assistance of the Yemeni government. However Yemen 
fell off the U.S. scope as it was bogged down with bat-
tling insurgencies in Iraq and Afghanistan. The Yemeni 
government, on the other hand, turned a blind eye to the 
extremists as long as they were not causing trouble. The 
Al Qaeda in Yemen peaked in strength, spurred by the 
dramatic 2006 prison break of U.S.S. Cole attack con-
spirator Nasir al-Wuhayshi and 22 other members. The 
Al Qaeda offshoot in the country launched a spate of 
attacks on oil pipelines, security installations and attacks 
on Western embassies. The suicide bombing attack on 
the U.S. Embassy in September 2008, which killed 16 
people, was itsô most high profile attack. After the forma-
tion of the AQAP, figures vary wildly regarding the 
strength of its membership, with numbers ranging be-
tween 50 and 300. The Yemeni government estimates 

Photograph of the United States Embassy in Sana'a, Yemen 

when it reopened after it was attacked by the AQAP in     

September 2008 



Analysis: Al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula 
(Continued from Page 2) 

P a g e  3  V o l u m e  2  I s s u e  4  

that the AQAP has between 200 to 300 members. 

Leadership 

 The AQAP is under the leadership of Nasir al-
Wuhayshi, a 33-year-old Yemeni who went to Afghani-
stan for militant training sometime in 1996. He was 
known to have served as Osama bin Ladenôs aide de 
camp. He fought at Tora Bora before fleeing in 2001 to 
Iran, where he was incarcerated and later extradited to 
Yemen for his role in the U.S.S. Cole bombing. He 
broke out of a Sana'a prison with 22 others in the infa-
mous February 2006 prison break. Although AQAP is 
likely to be operating independently and without opera-
tional direction from Al Qaedaôs Central leadership, Na-
sir al-Wuhayshi is AQAPôs strongest link to the Al Qaeda 
in Pakistan's Federally Administered Tribal Areas, since 
he served as Osama bin Ladenôs secretary during his 

days in Afghanistan. 

 The groupôs deputy leader is Saeed al-Shehri, a 
Saudi Arabia national who was a former inmate in 
Guantanamo Bay. He was reported by the Yemeni gov-
ernment as among those killed in an airstrike in Decem-
ber 2009 but this was later proven false. He has been 
active in giving statements to the media with regards to 
the AQAPôs involvement in the 2009 Christmas Day plot 

and the call for a blockade at the Red Sea. 

Major Operations 

 AQAP's first operation after the 2009 merger 
was carried out against Prince Mohammed bin Nayef, 
Saudi Arabiaôs security chief and head of the PRAC pro-
gram (Prevention, Rehabilitation, And Post Release 
Care). In August 2009, al Asiri, a Saudi who was a 
wanted AQAP member, allegedly renounced terrorism 
and requested to meet the prince in order to repent and 
be accepted into the countryôs rehabilitation program. 
Such surrenders are not unprecedented and they serve 
as great press events in the countryôs ideological battle 
against the Al Qaeda. However, al Asiri's surrender was 
a Trojan Horse ploy to get close to Prince Mohammed 
who was targeted because of his role as a key figure in 
this ideological battle. After al-Asiri entered a small room 
to speak with Prince Mohammed, he activated an impro-
vised explosive device (IED) hidden in his underwear. 
The resulting explosion ripped al-Asiri to shreds but only 

slightly injured the prince.  

 The next major operation conducted by AQAP 
brought itself international attention and cemented the 
groupôs role in the global jihad. The Christmas Day Plot 
on 25 December 2009 was the first operation conducted 
by AQAP outside of the Arabian Peninsula. It involved 
Nigerian suspect Umar Farouk Abdulmutallab, who 
smuggled explosives in a plastic bag stitched in his un-
derwear when he boarded a Northwest Airlines aircraft 
departing Amsterdam. The explosives failed to detonate 
and Umar Farouk Abdulmutallab was arrested in New 
York with burns on his body. Investigation revealed that 
Umar Farouk Abdulmutallab was trained by the AQAP in 
Yemen and that the group provided him with the explo-

sives for the attack. 

 These two major plots show that AQAP has 
developed operational creativity. The operatives have 
found new ways to by-pass security measures in order 
to insert suicide bombers and smuggle explosives into 
even the most protected targets. Like the Al Qaeda Cen-
tral, the AQAP has proven to be very good at under-
standing the security paradigm and developed tactics 
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File photograph of Delta/Northwest Flight 253 which was 

the target of the 2009 Christmas Day bombing plot        

(Photo credit: Associated Press) 
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intended to exploit vulnerabilities in that paradigm in 

order to launch attacks. 

Yemen: A Terrorist Safe Haven? 

 There are indications that the AQAP is increas-
ing in strength in Yemen which runs the risk of becom-
ing a terrorist safe haven. Yemen faces socioeconomic 
problems that have the potential to overwhelm the Yem-
eni government, which would further jeopardize domes-
tic stability and security across the region. Yemen is one 
of the poorest countries in the Middle East and its main 
source of government revenue, oil, is estimated to run 
out in ten years' time at current production levels. A 
large percentage of its population is illiterate and unem-
ployed. Furthermore, Ali Abdallah Saleh's government is 
accused of being not just ineffective but also riddled with 

corruption. 

 For the Yemeni government, the AQAP is not 
their number one security priority. The group is seen 
more of a nuisance to the Yemeni government than any-
thing else because it is not a direct threat to the regime. 
Yemen's immediate existential problems are the Houthi 
rebels and the Southern Secessionist Movement. These 
are issues that directly jeopardize the regimeôs ability to 
stay in power. South Yemenis believe that they are mar-
ginalized and are not receiving the benefits, or the ac-
cess, or especially the economic development that they 
should, as southern Yemen is where most of Yemenôs 
hydrocarbons are located. Additionally, the corrupt gov-
ernment in Northern Yemen has exported its tribal struc-
tures along with its patronage and corruption networks, 
to the South, thus locking Southerners out of full partici-
pation in government. As a result, the secessionist 
movement has become increasingly violent with a series 

of demonstrations and armed confrontations. 

 In the north, Houthi rebels, practicing the Zaidi 
Shia sect of Islam, said they were discriminated against 
by the government and that their liberty to practice their 
faith is being infringed upon. Yemen's government in 
turn accused the rebels of wishing to bring down the 
government and institute Shia religious law. The five-
year-old low-level conflict intensified in August 2009, 
with both sides increasing attacks. This conflict has 
raised regional tensions with the government accusing 
Iran of supporting the Houthis. Since that time, hundreds 
have been killed and more than 250,000 were displaced 
by clashes between government troops and the Houthis 
rebels. Although the Yemeni government has declared a 
ceasefire with the rebels in February 2010, many have 
questioned how long the truce will last. The Yemeni gov-
ernment has brokered several ceasefire agreements 
with the rebels over the 5-year conflict but none have 
lasted for long. The February 2010 truce has allowed 
the Yemeni government to focus its attention on the 
struggle against AQAP, albeit under U.S. pressure after 
the botched Christmas Day Plot. Yemeni security forces 
have ramped up air raids and security sweeps on mili-

tant hideouts. 
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Yemen could be the next terrorist haven.                          

(Image credit: Science of Global Security and Armed Conflict 

http://globalcrim.blogspot.com)  
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 However, as the Yemeni government steps up 
its fight against AQAP, its task is complicated by the 
terror group's relationship with Yemeni tribes. The nexus 
between the tribal groups and AQAP remains a poorly 
understood topic. The central government does not con-
trol large Yemeni territories. Many parts are controlled 
by powerful and well-armed tribes. Reports of tribal ar-
eas frequently used by AQAP seeking refuge are in 
Ma'rib, Shabwa, Dhamar, Lahij and Abyan. However, 
the extent of tribal support for AQAP is unclear. Some 
analysts link the close relationship between militants 
and tribal members in Yemen back to the late 1980s, 
when Yemeni fighters returned home from the war 
against the Soviet Union in Afghanistan. These men 
were welcomed home as heroes and many married 
women from the families of prominent tribal sheikhs. 
Others argue that the relationship is overstated. Tribes 
are allied with AQAP on pragmatic reasons rather than 
ideological ones which could be used as a bargaining 
chip against the government in their demands on better 
living condition or to negotiate on behalf of jailed tribal 

members. 

Conclusion  

 Unlike the original Yemeni and Saudi Arabian 
branches of Al Qaeda, which were focused on the Saudi 
regime and the presence of Western interests in Saudi 
Arabia, the AQAP has shown that it has international 
aspirations. As Al Qaeda Central continues to be tar-
geted by military assaults in Pakistan, the AQAP has the 
potential to become a major threat. At the same time, a 
weak, Yemeni government, alarming socioeconomic 
challenges, and multiple security threats indicates that 

fighting the AQAP could be a daunting task. 

GLOBAL PATHFINDER II 

 

The ICPVTR Terrorism Database ï Global Pathfinder - is 

a one-stop repository for information on the current and 

emerging terrorist threat. The database focuses on terror-

ism and political violence in the Asia-Pacific region ï com-

prising of Southeast Asia, North Asia, South Asia, Central 

Asia and Oceania. 

 

Global Pathfinder is an integrated database containing 

comprehensive profiles of terrorist groups, key terrorist 

personalities, terrorist and counter-terrorist incidents as 

well as terrorist training camps . It also contains specific 

details and analyses of significant terrorist attacks in the 

form of terrorist attack profiles. 

 

In addition to providing the latest information on terrorist 

attacks and pronouncements, Global Pathfinder also in-

cludes over a hundred terrorist training manuals, counter 

terrorism legislations and conventions, analytical papers 

on terrorist ideologies, commentaries on terrorist trends 

and patterns, transcripts of landmark cases, interviews 

with terrorists as well as photographs from different con-

flict zones across the world. Further, Global Pathfinder 

also has a huge collection of jihadi websites, the contents 

of which are routinely translated and analyzed by our ana-

lysts. This analysis helps develop an understanding of the 

developments in the ideological spectrum and trajectory of 

the terrorist threat, in both in tactical as well as strategic 

space. 
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Blockade of the Red Sea: Threat or Diversion? 
The Al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) has called for a blockade of the Red Sea and has 
sought the assistance of other Islamist groups, such as Al Shabaab in Somalia to carry out the 
threat. While it remains unlikely that the AQAP would be able to control the Red Sea and other 
strategic chokepoints, the call for a blockade should be taken as a warning that the group itôs 

developing its capabilities to carry out attacks. 
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operating in Somalia, to help block the 
straits for ñthat will tighten the noose on 
the Jews because through it America 
supports them by the Red Seaò. Shehri 
also said that a successful operation 
carried out at the Bab-al-Mandeb would 
be a great victory for the Al Qaeda due 
to the maritime importance of the straits. 
Significance of the target 
 One of the more prominent Al 
Qaeda ideologues, Abu Musab Al Suri 
wrote in his book ñGlobal Islamic Resis-
tance Callò, of the need to target sea 
vessels because of their strategic and 
economic importance. He identified four 
main passages which should be marked 
as targets for a terrorist attack. They are: 
the Hormuz Straits in the Persian Gulf, 

In February 2010, the Al Qaeda in the 
Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) called for a 
jihad that focused on blockading the Red 
Sea to cut off any shipments bound for 
Israel, particularly those coming from the 
United States. The pronouncement was 
made in an audio tape recording by the 
factionôs deputy leader, Saeed al-Shehri 
posted on a website frequented by 
Islamist groups. The target of the block-
ade was the Bab-al-Mandeb Straits 
(Arabic for the Gates of Scares) which is 
a 20 mile chokepoint between the Horn 
of Africa and the Middle East and also 
serves as a strategic link between the 
Mediterranean Sea and the Indian 
Ocean. Shehri called on Islamist insur-
gents such as the Al Shabaab, a group 

Map showing the general location and surrounding areas of the Red Sea.           

(Image credit:  www.geography.about.com)  




