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The shift in power in Wadi Hadramawt: reform
or a recycling of influence?

a report

Abdullah Al-Shadli

alwaysThe Hadhramaut Valley has been
described as the "black box" of the Yemeni crisis,
not only because of its tribal and geographical
complexities, but also because it is the backyard
where oil interests intersect with cross-border
military loyalties.

However, the developments witnessed in the
“‘Al-Khashaa” region and the valley areas from the
beginning of December 2025 until the beginning of
January of this year are no longer just “skirmishes”
to change the map of control, but have opened a
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deep gap in the wall of the “shadow economy” that
has penetrated the joints of the state for three
decades, which is what researchers in Yemeni
economic affairs describe as one of the most
prominent patterns of the shadow economy linked
to the energy sector for decades.

The discovery of the Southern Armed ForcesFor
stationsThe unlicensed, rudimentary oil refining
during its brief period of control over the valley was
not merely a crackdown on legal violations, but a
"strategic revelation" that placed all parties — local
and regional — before moral, political and legal
obligations, and raised fundamental questions
about the future of Hadramawt's resources in light
of the new military positioning of the Saudi-backed
"Homeland Shield" forces.

Wadi Hadhramaut is an environment for
organized looting
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For many years, the Hadhramaut Valley remained
under the control of the First Military Region forces,
which are military brigades dominated by northern
elements and run by officers linked to traditional
centers of influence in (formerly) Sana'a and Marib.

A careful analysis of the situation indicates that the
continued presence of those forces in Hadramawt,
despite all the political changes, was not for purely
security reasons, but rather to protect a complex
"network of interests".

The primitive stations discovered in “Al-Khashaa” in
Wadi Hadhramaut reflect a pattern of “systematic
exploitation”; where crude oil is extracted through
excavations and fuel tanks buried underground, in
complex camouflage operations that take
advantage of the vast desert nature.

The failure of the First Military Region to uncover
these stations for years, and its cover-up of them —
as field data indicates — places it in the category of
a “silent partner’” or “safe haven” for smuggling
networks that have drained Hadramawt’s wealth for
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the benefit of influential figures from northern
governorates. Military observers believe this raises
serious questions about the nature of the protection
provided by the controlling forces for these activities
in areas under their control, at a time when the
people of the governorate are suffering from
deteriorating services and high living costs.

Breaking oil taboos

The "Promising Future" operation launched by the
Southern Armed Forces on December 3rd shook
this entrenched system of corruption. The entry of
these forces into the valley regions was not merely
a change in uniform, but a shift in the security
doctrine regarding resources.

The establishment of oil refining and extraction
stations in Al-Khasha’a, and the removal of the
cover from the workforce and the networks
associated with it, represented a devastating blow

\ info@almarfacenter.org G-y 2l Gaiswal s plell glidl _glaeal A _Sall_Og opn Q7




duayl dijgganll

REPUBLIC OF YEMEN
MINISTRY OF SOCIAL AFFAIRS AND LABOR Jaellgdrelaial yggudl éjljg
LICENSE NO. (469) (469) A—Bj A
KNOWLEDGE CENTER FOR STRATEGIC RESEARHES & STUDIES duilpwyl Gl uilg il wlallé— opeallj Spo

a / VA s e L : (oB 511

to the “parallel economy” that feeds the black
markets, armed groups, terrorist organizations, and
perhaps the lranian-backed Houthi militias, which
have found in the valley a “soft space” for years.

This argument is reinforced, with regard to the
Houthis' benefit,DescriptionA report issued by the
US Treasury on Friday, January 16, indicated that
the Houthis earn more than $2 billion annually from

illicit oil sales, reflecting the extent of uncontrolled
resources in Yemeni conflict zones.

During the month in which the Southern Forces
controlled the Wadi areas of Hadramawt, they
proved that "cleansing resources" is the other side
of "cleansing the land," which explains the
apprehension and the counter-movement to expel
them from those areas.

Re-engineering or replication of the past?

The strategic turning point came on January 2nd,
when the conflict shifted from political rivalry to
direct military confrontation. After the Southern
Forces tightened their grip on the oil-rich regions

/
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and exposed the organized looting in Wadi
Hadramawt, Saudi Arabia led a decisive military
intervention to redraw the balance of power. This
intervention resulted in the removal of the Southern
Forces and their replacement with the "Homeland
Shield" forces as a field alternative, ensuring that
the valley would remain under the regional umbrella
and the new political arrangements.

Field readings indicate that the decision to remove
the southern forces was not a spur-of-the-moment
decision, but was preceded by an intensive military
buildup of units with controversial ideological and
political backgrounds. Military reports have
observed movements of units affiliated with the
Muslim Brotherhood, including the "Happy Yemen"
brigades, which enjoy direct Saudi support, towards
strategic locations in the valley.

This advance coincided with warnings issued by the
head of the Transitional Council in Wadi Hadramawt
regarding the arrival of military reinforcements
coming from Marib Governorate, in a move
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interpreted as an attempt by the northern forces to
regain their influence over the oil fields under the
guise of "new legitimacy".

As tensions escalated, the situation moved to a
stage of "direct confrontation," revealing the extent
of regional determination to change the balance of
power in Hadramawt. While the northern forces
loyal to Riyadh were suffering setbacks on the
ground against the steadfastness of the southern
forces, Saudi air power intervened, tipping the
scales through a series of intensive airstrikes.

According to field sources, Saudi aircraft targeted
the “Al-Khasha’a” camp and the “Mu’awada’
brigade with seven precise raids, forcing the
southern forces to withdraw from the positions
where the “looted refinery bomb” was detonated.

Riyadh'’s resort to the air option against yesterday’s
allies in the Transitional Council reflects the extent
of its concern about the “secrets” that the
southerners have seized in the Khash’ah area.
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The expulsion of southern forces by air power, and
the facilitation of the advance of forces coming from
Marib or affiliated with the "Happy Yemen" brigades,
raises serious questions about the nature of the
mission assigned to the "Homeland Shield" forces
in the future. Many questions arise as to whether
their role will be to protect state sovereignty, or to
act as a "buffer zone" preventing southern forces
from once again approaching the oil and corruption
files that have remained the exclusive domain of
traditional power centers for three decades.

This military escalation gives the “primitive
refineries” file more dangerous dimensions; the
battle that began as a security operation to combat
smuggling ended with a regional air confrontation,
which suggests that the “price of truth” in Wadi
Hadramawt was so high that it required the
intervention of the air to close the file on the ground,
pending what the upcoming rounds of political and
judicial conflict will bring.
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The judiciary faces a difficult test.

From the very first moment the Southern Forces
unveiled the other side of the biggest “corruption
scandals in Hadrami oil,” Attorney General Judge
Qaher Mustafa took the initiative to issue directives
to open a comprehensive and urgent investigation
into the “Al-Khashaa” stations case, which can be
considered “the straw that may break the camel’s
back.”

These directives, which included investigating
operators, financiers, and even public employees
who "covered up" or "failed," put the judiciary in
direct confrontation with the "oil barons."

The issue here is no longer a mere commercial
violation, but a "serious crime" affecting national
security and public funds. The success of this
investigation depends primarily on the extent of
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cooperation from the local authorities in Hadramawt
and the new military leadership (Homeland Shield).

However, if these investigations are "diluted" or the
files are buried under the pretext of "maintaining
political consensus,” then that will be a "death
certificate” for the hopes of the people of
Hadramawt for a new era of integrity.

The challenge of “cowardice”™ versus
"responsibility”

The local authority in Hadramawt, under its current
leadership, stands at a historic crossroads. It can
either take the initiative and shoulder its historical
responsibility by revealing to the people the truth
about who was plundering their oil, where that
money went, and who the influential figures
involved were, or it can play the role that observers
describe as "cowardly and conspiratorial" by
covering up the issue and concealing the secrets
that the leadership of the First Military Region was
concealing.
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Theoretically, Hadhramaut is in a "new era," but the
real test is "action." The Hadhrami citizen is eager
to see these influential figures behind bars and
wants to know why successive authorities remained
silent about these "black factories" for years. The
"Hadhramaut Tribal Alliance" and other social
components also face a similar test; their silence
regarding these oil scandals will mean they are
complicit in the cover-up, while their action to
pressure for the completion of investigations will
strengthen their presence as guardians of the land's
wealth.

International political dimensions and the future

The presence of multiple armed groups with
conflicting loyalties in oil-rich regions is a recipe for
continued conflict. The international community,
closely monitoring the political process, recognizes
that "sovereignty over resources" is at the heart of
the conflict. The Southern Transitional Council, for
its part, considers the exposure of these sites as
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conclusive proof that "restoring the southern state"
is the only way to protect the country's resources
from the systematic plundering perpetrated by
northern forces since the summer of 1994.

Conversely, if the “Homeland Shield” forces
continue to follow an approach of “ambiguity” or
protect old interests under a regional cover, this will
inevitably lead to a new wave of popular and
military escalation in the south.

Under no circumstances can stability be built on the
ruins of looted wealth, and the Yemenis -
specifically the Hadramis — cannot be convinced of
the usefulness of any political solution that does not
restore their right to control their “livelihood”
represented by the oil wells.

The issue of illegal oil refineries in Wadi Hadramawt
is not merely a passing corruption case; it is a
manifesto illustrating how the war in Yemen is being
waged as a tool for profit. The Southern Forces
have exposed the truth, and now the ball is in the

\ info@almarfacenter.org G-y 2l Gaiswal s plall o)l glaeal )M _Sall_Ggopan @

e i




auayl dsjgganll

REPUBLIC OF YEMEN
MINISTRY OF SOCIAL AFFAIRS AND LABOR Jaollg drelaiaylgggudl djljg
LICENSE NO. (469) (469) A—Bj A
KNOWLEDGE CENTER FOR STRATEGIC RESEARHES & STUDIES duilpwyl Gl uilg il wlallé— opeallj Spo

a / VA s e L : (oB 511

court of Saudi Arabia, the Homeland Shield Forces,
the Yemeni judiciary, and the local authorities In
Hadramawt.

Will the will for "accountability" prevail and close the
door on the looting that has continued for three
decades? Or was what happened in January in
terms of military change merely a "recycling" of
northern influence with new faces, to ensure that
the flow of looted oil remains away from the state
treasury and the benefit of the citizen? The answer
will be determined in the coming days through the
results of the investigations into the "Khashaa" file
and the extent of the local authority's "courage" in
standing up to the influential.

Without that, the Hadhramaut Valley will remain a
potential flashpoint for explosion at any moment,
because people may tolerate poverty, but they
cannot tolerate seeing their wealth stolen under the
protection of "supposed allies".

January 17, 2026
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