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Introduction

Bab el-Mandeb is one of the most salient strategic sea lanes in modern times.
It is an important passage between Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden and the Indian
Ocean and the Mediterranean Sea via the Suez Canal. Hence, the importance of
this as a major artery for international trade and energy transportation. The
strait is situated between Yemen's coast on the one hand and the coasts of
Djibouti and Eritrea on the other, which makes it highly geopolitically and
security sensitive with a width of only about 30 kilometres at its widest parts.

It is important to study maritime protection and security in this passage
because of the large amount of global seaborne trade transiting through the
passage, such as oil and liquid natural gas flows from the Arabian Gulf to
European and American markets, and Asian goods moving towards Europe. This
topic has been studied from different aspects recently. Sayed Ahmed, Lobna
Makram and Howaida Ahmed (2025) conducted a study on the role played by
the United Nations in maintaining and improving international maritime
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security by analysing the international community's response to the threats to
international maritime security posed by the Houthis in the Bab el-Mandeb
Strait. The study identified the United Nations as having both offered a legal
framework to facilitate freedom of navigation and yet having had a somewhat
limited impact on the ground, because of the split within the United Nations
Security Council and the complexity of the Yemeni conflict.

On the other hand, the study conducted by Mohammed Abdel Fattah Al-
Hamrawi 2025, sheds light on the importance of the regional and international
competition over the strait. It highlighted the impact of such competition on the
safety of navigation in the Red Sea and how the strait serves as one of the main
battlegrounds in geopolitical power dynamics in the region and beyond. Its role
becomes even more critical in view of the various threats it is subjected to such
as piracy, terror, and non-traditional activities of the Houthis group.

From what has been mentioned, maritime protection and security in Bab el-
Mandeb Strait is not just military security but has several aspects such as
maritime routes security, commercial vessels security and freedom of navigation
which is guaranteed by rules of international law of the sea including 1982
United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS). It is also stressed
the importance of regional and international cooperation, with a focus on the
cooperation of the naval forces of the littoral states and the international powers
in the framework of multinational cooperation, the aim of which is the fight
against piracy and the protection of navigation.

The narrow geographical area of the strait compounds the threat of the
seriousness of the threats that face the strait by non-state actors, including the
Houthis group, which provides them with a higher margin to leverage in the
security of the strait. In addition, the fact that the Yemen war and the Red Sea
and Horn of Africa strategic balance have been interconnected has rendered the
strait one of the regional networks of balances of power. In this regard, this study
aims to highlight the correlation between geopolitical aspects and changes in
maritime threats in today's world, examine the effectiveness of current legal and
security mechanisms, and understand the ability of the regional and
international players in controlling risks and ensuring that the world of
maritime traffic remains uninterrupted.

Research problem

The study problem focuses on the continued escalation of what can be called
“non-traditional” threats to the security of navigation in Bab el-Mandeb Strait, as
well as the type of legal, security, and strategic challenges, which are not just
related to the local context of the Yemen conflict, but also to the wider regional
and international dimensions.

The Bab el-Mandeb Strait is one of the key international straits which are
recognized as transit passages under the provisions of the 1982 United Nations
Convention on the Law of the Sea. This puts an international obligation to
guarantee freedom of navigation and the continuity of the global trade flows.
The situation to security related to the Yemen conflict, however, has led to a new
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security reality, especially the massive strides in the sea domain the Ansar Allah
(Houthi) movement has made in boosting their maritime capabilities. This
reality is manifested in the employment of anti-ship missiles, Unmanned Aerial
Vehicles (UAVs), explosive-laden boats and naval mines, which have heightened
the dangers for commercial and military ships that pass through the area.

The need for international security of the international straits and the
freedom of navigation is clearly guaranteed by international law, while the actual
situation is characterized by several incidents and threats. These incidents have
come along with supply chain disruptions, escalating insurance and shipping
costs, and potential of military escalation. Another aspect of the question is
whether regional and international measures have been effective in securing the
strait and whether they are able to reconcile the needs of the littoral state of
national sovereignty with the needs of collective security of the international
community.

The threat, as well, is complex, with its dimensions that go beyond military to
the economic and geopolitical. In this context, the main question would be: How
much of the current maritime protection systems can ensure the safety of
navigation in Bab el-Mandeb Strait in the face of the developments of the
Houthis? To what extent are international legal and existing security
mechanisms options for combating this kind of non-traditional threat?

As such, the research problem is motivated by the need to analyse the current
situation of maritime protection and security in Shabaab and the efficiency of
the measures adopted, considering the potential strategic alternatives to
enhance maritime security in the strait without disturbing freedom of navigation
and minimising the effects of Yemen's conflict on the security of maritime
passage in the world border.

Relevance of the Study

The current study is of great relevance due to highlighting the seriousness of
non-traditional threats to one of the world’s most important maritime passages;
contributing to a deeper understanding of the relationship between regional
conflicts and the security of international navigation; providing a scholarly
analysis that may assist decision-makers in developing maritime protection
strategies; enriching academic studies in the fields of maritime security and
international law of the sea; clarifying the economic and political implications of
any security disruption in the Bab el-Mandeb Strait at both the regional and
international levels.

Objectives of the Study are to demonstrate the geopolitical and economic
significance of the Bab el-Mandeb Strait in the movement of international trade;
to examine the concept of maritime protection and security and clarify its legal
and security dimensions considering the rules of international law of the sea; to
analyze the nature of maritime threats emanating from the Houthi group; to
assess the effectiveness of the international legal framework governing
maritime straits, particularly the provisions of the United Nations Convention on
the Law of the Sea; to propose mechanisms and recommendations for
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strengthening maritime protection and security in the strait and reducing future
risks.

Section One: The Conceptual and Strategic Framework of Maritime
Protection and Security in the Bab el-Mandeb Strait

The Bab el-Mandeb Strait is a highly recognized strategic maritime passage in
the world, linking the Red Sea with the Gulf of Aden and then the Arabian Sea
and the Indian Ocean. This is an important route of communication between
East and West and between the northern and southern hemisphere (via the Suez
Canal). Given its special geographical position, the strait is a focal point in terms
of security and geopolitical issues of the big powers, especially in the areas of
freedom of navigation, shipping, and energy conveying. It has also become the
venue of the security issues such as piracy, maritime terrorism, smuggling and
environmental and economic threats.

Given the importance, maritime security has become integrated with the
strategic, economic, and political dimension in Bab el-Mandeb Strait. It is not just
about security of national interests but also about facilitation of global trade,
security of sea lanes from transnational threats. This, therefore, necessitates a
thorough review of the concepts and strategies of maritime protection and
security in a way that allows to be acquainted with the legal and security issues
related to the strait and understands the geopolitical implications why control
over the strait is vital for the coastal countries and major powers.

This section seeks to give an integrated perspective of the notion of maritime
security and its legal aspects as well as emphasise the geopolitical and strategic
importance of Bab el-Mandeb Strait. This is done through reading specialised
academic literature and studies as well as assessing the role of this strait in the
regional and international maritime security balances.

Subsection One: The Concept of Maritime Protection and Security

Plurality and complexity are the nature of the concept of maritime security,
which overlaps political, ideological, and strategic aspects. This can be
considered as a necessary precondition for the protection of the seas and the
sustainability of their economic wealth. In a wider context it is also known as an
effort to preserve the stability of the international order and secure the “highly
important” maritime routes. However, in much of the literature, the concepts
involved in maritime security have yet to be precisely defined, both with respect
to the problems that should be secured and the mechanisms that should be
embraced to secure the maritime domain [5, p. 29].

It is on this basis that maritime security can be defined as an effort and
institutional mechanism carried out by the nation's government and maritime
competent institutions in countering illegal threats and risks in the maritime
sector that are in line with security, stability, and protection of national and
international interests. It also means a comprehensive management process
established particularly for preventing threat and illegal activity in the maritime
domain and responding to them [8, p. 317].
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In a more specific framework maritime security involves protection against
the maritime security threats, including those of maritime terrorism and piracy,
and armed attacks and the fight against various illegal activities at sea, such as
deliberate maritime pollution, illegal exploitation of natural resources,
smuggling of drugs, persons, weapons and other materials which may be
engaged in criminal or terrorist acts and irregular migration [9, p. 17].

In scholarly research, researchers typically aim to take a broad understanding
of maritime security, not only in the narrow security sense, but also in terms of
the legal regime for the oceans, measures for combating maritime threat, and the
social and economic aspects related to sustainable use of ocean resources. The
all-roundedness of this approach stands in sharp contrast to the limited nature
of the issues that had been tackled by the international community in the sea
sphere to date and reflects the heterogeneity of the issues that form the topic of
modern research and analysis in this area [8, p. 317].

In this context, maritime security should be understood not just as a
preventive, but also a system of effective response measures to protect the
maritime domain from deliberate threats and illegal acts. This concept is of
particular importance because of the multi-facetedness of its dimensions—and
the fact that they are correlated. It involves co-ordinated activities by national
and international, public and private entities to safeguard the freedom of
navigation and maintain stability and security in the seas and key maritime
passages. On a theoretical level maritime security is taken for granted to have a
clear and well-defined meaning; on a practical level, it is subject to the will of
national sovereignty, the authorities deciding its scope and the priorities with
which it is implemented based on their strategic decisions. This sovereign aspect
has a direct impact on international cooperation in the maritime field, its extent
and efficacy, especially about transboundary issues. Conceptually there is a
distinction between maritime security and maritime safety. The threats of the
former (marine security) are related to the man-made threats including armed
attack, piracy and organised criminal activity; threats of the latter (maritime
safety) are concerned with natural and environmental threats like weather,
navigational hazards, accidental incidents, etc. Maritime security could be
addressed in the political, domestic and national structures, whilst
simultaneously offering opportunities for further cooperation with international
partners through agreements and legal instruments which allow for mutual
sharing of support and assistance in the quest to achieve maritime security [8, p.
318].

Subsection Two: The Geopolitical and Strategic Significance of the Bab el-
Mandeb Strait

[t is in the Bab el-Mandeb strait, which is the Red Sea's south entrance, and is
geopolitically significant. It links the Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden then to the
Arabian Sea and Indian Ocean and a natural outstretched to East/Southern East
Asia and ultimately the Pacific Ocean. This maritime route has been utterly
changed since the 1930s, when mainly with the development of oil and the
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growth of petroleum exports from the Arabian Gulf. All this brought the road to
be an important hub for trade and maritime traffic from east-west. The
importance and strategic value of the Straits and their role on the international
stage grew significantly, especially when the Suez Canal opened in 1869 linking
the Red Sea to the Mediterranean Sea. This made it the Bab el-Mandeb strait the
vital channel between Europe and the Mediterranean basin, and the Indian
Ocean region and East Africa. Before the canal was established, the strait was a
relatively secondary one and not of consequence beyond what the colonial
powers could see as their expansionist way into the territories bordering the
Red Sea. Subsequent developments transformed the maritime route passing
through the Suez Canal (north) and Bab el-Mandeb Strait (south) into one of the
shortest, fastest and cheapest global trade routes. The strait, one of the most
significant energy supply routes to Europe and America, was a strategic draw for
international powers particularly during an era when the world is increasingly
relying on oil from the Arabian Gulf. Further, Bab el-Mandeb is a particularly
strategic choke-choke of the world trade network of North and South and
therefore it remains in the calculation of international geopolitical competition
[11, p. 189].

The Bab el-Mandeb Strait runs through areas of the sea which are under the
sovereignty of three countries, Yemen on its eastern shore and Eritrea and
Djibouti on its western shore. The significance of this lies on both a strategic and
a geopolitical level: to be able to control strategic maritime passages, to
influence large areas of geography, without having to go through the costs of
direct military control or deployment of extensive capabilities. Also forming an
important part of the equation of control are the islands at the north entrance of
the strait, which are the keystone to the Red Sea. Thus, maximizing control over
these islands means maximising the possibility of regulating the passage of ships
and affecting its security and stability in practical terms, and this would have
implications for the regional and international balances involved [2, p. 9].

The Bab el-Mandeb Strait is one of the most important and strategically
sensitive international waterways, which means that it has a great strategic
value. This is because of its geographical position and its command over the
southern access to the Red Sea, which is of interest to major powers, and has
been a focus for their expansionist dreams and efforts to influence it since the
sixteenth century AD [10, p. 152]. The significance of the strait lies primarily on
geographical reasons as the strait is located at the southern end of the Red Sea
and is the shortest maritime passage between East and West benefiting by
geographical characteristics of the strait being a central axis of international
trade. It is the gateway from the Red Sea to the Arabian Sea and then to the
Indian Ocean, and from there to East and South-East Asia and then onwards to
the Pacific Ocean. It is also a strategic link between the Indian and Pacific Oceans
on one hand and the Mediterranean Sea on the other allowing maritime
extension towards the Atlantic Ocean via the Suez Canal. This has consolidated
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its status as an important node traffic point in international maritime traffic
system [2, p. 205].

The economic and political value of the Bab el-Mandeb Strait cannot be
separated from the strategic value of the Red Sea, which is one of the sensitive
regions globally due to its inclusion in the list of one of the most important
maritime ways in the world. It is of great importance both for its connection
between East and West and for its use as a key artery for oil transport and
international trade. It is the major seaway linking the Atlantic navigators with
the Mediterranean Sea and is seen as the key gateway for energy supplies to
Mediterranean countries and Western Europe [11, p. 193].

This acts as an affirmation of the Bab el-Mandeb Strat as an important link in
the global trade network, with a major portion of the trade exchanges between
the European Union and China, Japan, India and other Asian countries passing
through the Strait. It was doubled in importance following the opening of the
Suez Canal (1869) that linked the Red Sea with the Mediterranean Sea,
essentially making the strait the shortest marine path between Europe and
Southeast Asia and saving time and money for international shipping. Further,
the discovery of oil in the Arabian Gulf and on the Arabian Peninsula in the
1930s made the strait a key route between oil-producing areas and the key
industrial markets which further strengthened its strategic significance.
Nowadays, it has been regarded as one of the most important world energy
transportation channels, and many oil exports from the Arabian Gulf states and
Iran are conveyed to the international markets through it [1, p. 113].

Not only the sea of the strait is strategically important, but the Yemeni islands
overlooking the Red Sea, exceeding one hundred islands, are also. Of these,
Perim Island, which guards the eastern and western channels of the strait, is
foremost. This position affords Yemen a strategic edge over other Red Sea littoral
countries, enabling it to monitor the southern gateway to and from this
important sea lane directly [10, p. 153].

Section Two: Maritime Threats in the Bab el-Mandeb Strait and Regional
and International Response Mechanisms

The Bab el-Mandeb strait is one of the most important marine straits in the
world. It has become more important than ever before because it is one of the
main passages for oil, gas and international trade and has a significant amount of
traffic of ships, energy tankers every day. But this economic and geopolitical
significance has placed the strait on the brink of a series of increasingly serious
security challenges, especially with the continued war in Yemen and the
development of armed Houthis off the Yemen coasts and close to the strait.

Maritime hazards have increased in this region over the last few years, due to
the employment of a variety of offensive means against commercial shipping and
oil tankers. This has led to issues of regional and international security with
respect to navigation, and the stability of international commerce. As a result the
international community and neighbouring states along the Red Sea have
responded by increasing security measures, maritime cooperation and by
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launching certain legal and operational measures to address these threats. Such
measures have taken place via international agreements concerning navigation
of ships and via institutional structures through specialised international
organisations, of course the most prominent one being the International
Organization for Maritime and Ocean Affairs (IMO) under the United Nations.

In this regard, the nature of the maritime threat emanating from the activities
of the Houthis group in the Bab el-Mandeb Strait area will be studied in this
section, as well as the methods and tools employed to threaten the maritime
routes and vessels. It also examines the regional and international initiatives to
address these threats, including the contribution of international conventions, as
well as the contribution made by the IMO in enhancing the safety of shipping
and navigation within this important strategic passage.

Subsection One: The Nature of Maritime Threats Emanating from the
Houthi Group

The terms Houthis or the Houthis movement describes a religious movement
with political and ideological traits that looks to re-establish the Yemenite
Imamate system. This movement came to the fore in 1990, under the name
“Believing Youth”, and this was at the level of education and culture, with a view
to education and preparation based on teaching some of the instructions of
Islamic law and the organisation of various religious and cultural activities,
which had a vision more influenced by the Zaydi doctrinal orientation. This
structure is not exclusive for religious and educative activity, however. By mid-
2004 it had gradually evolved into an armed organisation of military nature and
the name “Houthis” — a shortened form of “Houthis Reda” — became the name
by which this organisation was known [12, p. 1322].

The name “Houthis” comes from the town of Houth in Al-Usaymat, part of the
Hashid tribal confederation's four branches. It is geographically located between
Saada in the northern part and Sana'a in the southern part; it is one of the old
and known settlements in Yemen. The movement's origins date back to the time
after Yemen's 1962 revolution, when some Jarudi Zaydi currents have been
working unobtrusively within state institutions. Some of this background's
figures were influenced by the ideas of this current, such as Badr al Din al
Houthi, who was involved in some of their intellectual activities in the Iranian
Revolution of 1979. Since the unification of Yemen in 1990, these groups have
tended to become more open about their political activities and formed Al-Haqq
Party which contested the parliamentary election in 1993. It was during this
period that the intellectual/cultural entity “Believing Youth” was found which
would serve to spread the religious education and knowledge of the youngsters.
But it did not stop in the field of culture and education; it was subsequently
turned into an armed movement known as “the Houthis movement” where it
was engaged in several military confrontations against the Yemeni army, in what
is known as the “six wars” since 2004 [12, p. 1323].

Since 2015, the intensifying conflict in Yemen has catapulted the Houthis as
one of the most prominent non-state actors, which has been creating a growing
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challenge to maritime security at regional and international levels. It is this
gravity, that as a non-governmental actor, it is not in the traditional institutional
system based on which the international order is built, that is the key. This
makes its ability to be engaged with legal and diplomatic processes more
complicated. The tools that the UN uses to “make” countries act in international
crises are mainly tools obligating countries to follow the Security Council
resolutions or follow to international agreements. This is not the same with
respect to non-governmental armed groups. Hence, it is the Houthis' use of non-
traditional means to handle conflict that accounts much for the lack of success in
the UN response to the threats they pose [14, p. 1554].

In this context, the group chose to go to the maritime space as a new
battlefield, mindful that threats to navigation in the Red Sea and Bab el-Mandeb
could have direct strategic impact on its regional opponents (UAE and Saudi
Arabia) as well as Egypt, and that the continuity of navigation towards the canal
is tied to its economic and strategic interests. These threats are felt beyond the
region — they impact on world trade routes and on the security of energy
supplies. This has prompted many strategic studies to see Houthi maritime
operations as a growing trend of what can be called ‘maritime terrorism’ and its
implications on the stability of the international navigational order [13].

The Houthis have attacked on several fronts. This has involved, for example,
the use of naval mines in some sea waters, placing a direct risk to the friendly
navigation and fishing boats [6].

The Houthis have also turned to using explosive-laden boats that operate
remotely, are hard for naval fleets to intercept or detect in time because of their
mode of operation and speed [4].

The group has also launched Unmanned Aerial Vehicles and Guided Missiles,
targeting ports, coastal facilities and Oil Tankers transiting through the Red Sea
and its environs. All these weapons represent a huge leap forward in the group's
navy military power, allowing it to influence maritime navigation security and
hamper the movement of vessels at times. They have even caused some states to
halt the transhipment of oil tankers in the zone: as happened in 2018, when the
Houthi in Yemen attacked two large crude oil tankers of Bahri company, the
Saudi company, which had transited Bab el-Mandeb Strait from Red Seaside. The
two tankers each had about 2 million barrels of crude oil. One of the tankers was
slightly damaged in the attack and there were no loss of life and no significant oil
spills that could have resulted in an environmental disaster. However, the
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA) decided to immediately halt oil shipping
transiting through the Bab el-Mandeb Strait until the route was secured and
navigation safe. The shipments were then resumed several days later following
Saudi Arabia's announcement that security measures had been implemented to
guarantee security of ships and tankers in the strait [14, p. 1555].

The impacts of these threats in Bab el-Mandeb Strait can be seen in two main
aspects, namely, Geopolitical dimension and Economic dimension. A geopolitical
analysis reveals that the strait has turned into a free space for the struggle of
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influence among regional and international powers, with increasing military
presence and military bases of several major powers including the USA, China
and France in the Red Sea and Horn of Africa. It's a sign of the rising strategic
significance of this key maritime route. Economically, the threat of any blockage
of the strait is particularly great because it is one of the world's most important
marine passages through which much international sea-borne traffic goes,
including millions of barrels of oil headed for world markets. Therefore, it is
obvious that any disturbance of traffic passing through this strait has a direct
impact on the increase in transport costs and consequently on the prices of
global energy commodities. This was clearly demonstrated in 2024 with
numerous international shipping companies having to navigate around the Cape
of Good Hope rather than through the Red Sea and the Suez Canal. This extended
the length of sea travel, boosted shipping rates, and impacted commodity prices
in world markets [https://maritime-executive.com/article/houthis-publish-a-
safety-faq-for-red-sea-shipping].

These threats also manifest in the direct threat they pose to the security of the
region. They have been part of the tension between Iran and the Arab coalition,
and they have raised growing concerns in Egypt of need to secure the security of
navigation in the Suez Canal as it is vital for international trade routes and
energy security [https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2018/7 /26 /saudi-
arabiasuspends-oil-exports-through-bab-al-mandeb].

On the international front, these risks prompted the United States and some of
its allies in December 2023 to implement Operation Prosperity Guardian to
ensure freedom of navigation in the Red Sea and the Bab el-Mandeb Strait.
European and Asian powers also engaged in similar activities at sea to safeguard
their trade and commerce interests in order to allow global trade to continue to
pass through this key waterway [14, p. 1556].

In conclusion, it is clear that the Houthi’s threat in the Bab el-Mandeb Strait is
not just a security issue in the local region. Instead, they have transformed into a
geostrategic consideration that has an impact on regional balances and maritime
security. They, on one hand, demonstrate the weak response of the international
community towards the armed non-state actors (ASNs) and, on the other hand,
illustrate the close connection between the security of sea lanes, global economic
stability, and international supply chains.

Subsection Two: The Role of International Conventions and the
International Maritime Organization in Strengthening Navigation Security

When it comes to the Bab el-Mandeb Strait and the Yemeni islands, there is a
regulated international legal framework determining the use of maritime
passages and the rights of coastal states and others. This framework has its
foundations in several international conventions and national laws, such as the
following:

The 1982 United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea

The importance of the Convention is that it is a major achievement of the
international community because it offers an all-inclusive legal regime to govern
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the use of the seas and oceans around the world. It guarantees: the protection of
environmental and marine resources and a just use of them by all the states. It
also deals with questions of state sovereignty over seas and oceans, and marine
and seabed rites of passage and maritime navigation of states. The Convention
entered into force on 16 November 1994, after the adoption of the Agreement
relating to the Implementation of Part XI which addressed a reduced and far less
complex number of provisions mentioned in the Convention, 1982 [7, p. 160].
The Convention on the Law of the Sea has codified the principles of the rite of
passage through international straits, clarifies the notions of transit passage and
lays out the rights and obligations of strataland border states, ships and aircraft
using transit passage. The Convention is especially relevant in this regard in that
it recognises the right of transit passage through international straits of which
the Bab el-Mandeb strait is one. This right gives ships a wider latitude than the
right of innocent passage because it allows submarines to pass in surface and
hoisting their flag. The Convention in article 38, paragraph 2, 1982 defines the
transit passage as follows: “Transit passage shall mean the exercise of the right
of freedom of navigation and overflight in the strait for the purpose of
continuous and expeditious transit between one part of the high seas or
exclusive economic zone and another part of the high seas or exclusive economic
zone; provided, however, that nothing in this article restricts the nature or origin
of the passage, and that the requirement of continuous and expeditious passage
does not prevent passage through the strait for the purpose of entry to or exit
from or return from a State bordering the strait in accordance with the
conditions of that entry (Article 38(2) of the United Nations Convention on the
Law of the Sea, 1982).
International Conventions Regulating Maritime Security
1. Most significant international legal instrument on the utilization of seas
and oceans is the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea which
established the general foundations for the utilization of maritime
activities of states. The Convention gave the freedom of navigation on the
high seas and established the rights and responsibilities of coastal states
in their exclusive economic zones. It also, to a great degree, controlled the
way international straits, so important to international commerce, were to
be used. In addition to this Convention, there are several other
international legal codes that have helped augment the maritime security
system and bolster the well-established rules on maritime navigation. The
most notable of them are (International Law of the Sea).
2. The Geneva Convention on the High Seas.
3. The International Convention for the Safety of Life at Sea.
4. The Convention for the Suppression of Unlawful Acts against the Safety of
Maritime Navigation.
Together, these conventions have created an interconnected international
legal framework for managing the oceans, securing safe shipping operations, and
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promoting international collaboration to address potential problems which
could impact shipping lanes.

The International Maritime Organization (IMO)

1. There are various specialized agencies of the United Nations, one of which
is the International Maritime Organization (IMO). Founded in 1948 with
the objects of governing maritime navigation affairs at international level
and increasing the security and safety in sea. The Organization is a key
institutional structure for international co-operation in maritime
transport and has several key functions, the most important of which are
[https://www.imo.org/en/About/Pages/Default.aspx].

2. Establishing international rules and standards that ensure the safety of
maritime navigation.

3. Developing legislation and regulations aimed at reducing marine pollution
and protecting the marine environment.

4. Preparing and formulating international conventions regulating the
maritime transport sector and promoting compliance with them among
member states.

The Organisation has contributed substantially to the ratification of key
international conventions, such as the International Convention for the Safe and
Environmentally Sound Recycling of Ships and the International Convention for
the Prevention of Pollution from Ships which are the backbone of the
international framework for maritime safety and marine environmental
protection. Apart from its legislative function, the Organization also offers
technical assistance and capacity building programmes, especially to developing
countries, to build their capacity in institutions and technologies in coastal
surveillance and port management. It is a sign of its important contribution in
strengthening the system of maritime security in international arena.

The Role of the United Nations and the Security Council in Confronting
Houthi Threats

The warranting of the Red Sea and Bab el-Mandeb Strait by the Houthis has
put the U.N. in a double bind: On one hand, it must maintain freedom of transit in
one of the world's most critical waterways, and on the other hand, it is forced to
deal with an armed group that is not fully bound by the rules of international law
in the same way as states. In response to this challenge, the United Nations has
used various instruments, such as the Security Council's resolutions, monitoring
and inspection mechanisms against arms smuggling, field monitoring missions
and diplomatic condemnation, and strengthen international cooperation.

Relevant UN resolutions include 2722 of 10 January 2024, which denounced
the Houthis' attacks against commercial ships in the Red Sea and Bab el-Mandeb
Strait and called on them to immediately halt such attacks and the release of
detained ships and seafarers. The resolution, in addition, reaffirmed the
principles of freedom of navigation and right of transit passage and requested
the Secretary-General of the United Nations to present monthly reports over a
certain period to follow developments. Subsequently, the Security Council
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extended and reinforced this mechanism to keep track of the attacks and their
consequences until 2026. Notably, the decision does not mandate any use of
force; rather it marks a greater awareness in the Security Council from the
Yemeni conflict being solely an in-tra Yemen one that could be resolved within
the framework of a normative peace to one that has increasingly been seen as
having a maritime dimension that poses a threat to global shipping lanes. The
Houthis' threat is, thus, a direct threat to international maritime passages
[https://undocs.org/S/RES/2624(2022)].

In 2016, in accordance with the Security Council Resolution 2216, the United
Nations formed and leads the United Nations Verification and Inspection
Mechanism (UNVM) in collaboration with the Port of Djibouti. This mechanism
is supposed to be used to inspect commercial vessels traveling to Yemeni ports
that are under the Houthis' control to make sure they don't transport weapons
or so-called 'dual use' materials
[https://news.un.org/en/story/2016/05/528382-un-sanctions-what-they-are-
how-they-work-and-who-uses-them].

Conclusion

It is clear from this study that the protection and security of the Bab el-
Mandeb Strait is a strategic matter, not only regional but also global, affecting the
economic and commercial system. Its strategic position at the junction of the
Red Sea, Gulf of Aden and the Indian Ocean to the Mediterranean Sea via the
Suez Canal has rendered it as one of the most important shipping routes on
which commerce and energy transportation relies. But this strategic importance
has also made the strait the focus of growing security concerns, as the Yemen
conflict has brought new security challenges along the Red Sea and Gulf of Aden
involving maritime security, while the Houthis are now a non-state armed group
with military power that can impact marine security. The study has illustrated
how new methods like naval mines, unmanned aerial vehicles and anti-ship
missiles have helped mould the security landscape in the area more complex,
thus pointing to the need for action at the regional and international levels for
better security for mariners. The study has also shed light on the importance of
the international legal regime of maritime straits, especially the stipulation of
United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) and the role played
by the International Maritime Organization (IMO) in setting standards and
procedures regarding safety and security of maritime navigation. In that regard,
combating sustainable threats to navigation in the Bab el-Mandeb Strait (BEM)
requires concerted legal and security measures and further cooperation
between the Red Sea rim countries and other international entities which would
guarantee the security of the strategic strait and the ongoing function of its role
in the global economy.

Research Findings

1. The Bab el-Mandeb Strait is one of the most important maritime passages
in the world, owing to its vital role in linking international trade routes
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between Asia and Europe and the passage of a significant proportion of
energy supplies through it.

The study showed that the ongoing conflict in Yemen has contributed to
the escalation of maritime threats in the region, particularly with the
emergence of the Houthi group as a non-state armed actor possessing
military capabilities that affect the security of navigation.

The maritime threats employed by the group have varied between naval
mines, explosive-laden boats, unmanned aerial vehicles, and guided
missiles. These instruments represent a form of non-traditional threat that
is difficult to confront through conventional security mechanisms.

The study revealed that any security disruption in the strait has direct
repercussions for global trade flows and international supply chains,
leading to increased shipping and maritime insurance costs.

The study affirmed the importance of the international legal framework
governing maritime straits, particularly the provisions of the United
Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea, in ensuring freedom of
navigation and regulating the use of international maritime passages.

The study highlighted the important role performed by the International
Maritime Organization in enhancing the safety and security of navigation
through the establishment of international standards and the coordination
of cooperation among states in the field of maritime security.

The study demonstrated that confronting threats in the strait requires
strengthening regional and international cooperation and intensifying
coordination among the naval forces of the states bordering the Red Sea
and the international powers operating in the region.
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