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Thank you very much Graham and thank you all for coming. Hello to my Mother who is here today and who gave me some advice when I was leaving to always look out for myself. I think that is good advice for anyone going to Yemen.

If people have mobile phones or other enabled equipment, please leave them on because if you are going to twitter the outside world about the events that are going to come in front of you for the next hour feel free. That will probably be the first time you have heard that from anyone. 

I am going to kick off by saying why I was in Yemen and why I have got the standing to say what I say. I am going through some points about why it was important and then a number of proposals for the Government to do in the Yemen and Somalia environment.

That will be the introduction, then I will do a review on the state of the State of Yemen, its social economic and security circumstances. That will bring us to the half-hour point and I will take any questions.

So why is Yemen important for Australia? I haven’t come back from Yemen to speak its book to you, but I did spend 13 months there working on a British-funded aid project, the largest aid project paid for by the international community in the justice reform sector. 

It was about getting the police used to the idea of being a service to the public, rather than being an extortionate, violent, isolated group of uniformed and sometime unshoed men. The other side of our project was on justice reform where we were seeking to enable the Yemeni justice system perform better, be less corrupt, look after its files and be able to tell people who were in its grasp where they were and what might be happening to them.

The main reason for doing this in Yemen is because 80 per cent of disputes and conflicts are resolved outside what we would call a formal or State justice system - that is by tribal or customary law or an intervention of a religious Sheikh. There are lots of ways of getting your problems fixed in Yemen, unfortunately, when they involve land and water, which most do, they end up with shootings. 

When shootings start in a traditional country like Yemen, there is no end to the dispute. It becomes a feud, and historical feuds and the relations between people involved in those feuds define people’s social place and their meaning. So if I was to see Ian Dudgeon on the street I would ask him who he was feuding with today, and he would be able to give me a litany of issues relating to his grandparents, cousins, and predecessors.

Having an inside run on the Ministry of the Interior also opened up a lot of doors for me. Enjoying the environment and having enough Arabic not to be a burden on anyone when I was with them, also opened further doors and allowed me to sit in the meeting rooms with Yemeni men and discuss their views on the issues of the day.

Yemen is on the fulcrum of an arc of crisis running between Pakistan and Northern Kenya. Yemen and Somalia straddle the mouth of the Red Sea through which about $25 billion worth of Australian trade travels each year – and these are old figures from 2005. 

It is an international trade route which would be at risk should Yemen and Somalia decline into less governed spaces, more aggressive entities and if they were exploited as such by forces hostile to global trade. 

Because of its gravity as an Islamic centre, many Westerners study in Yemen. Now we have got an anxiety about home-grown, Western-looking terrorists. It is certainly an issue for the American Embassy, the British Embassy, whose Ambassador survived a suicide bomb attempt three days ago in Sana’a and the French Embassy. All of those countries have large numbers of citizen expatriates studying Island in Yemen, some in Wahhabi schools and other in more Sufi or traditional schools of Islam. 

Somalia and Yemen sees the traffic and transit of militants, weapons and people. There is also smuggling of oil, diesel and gas across the Gulf of Aden. This damages the Yemeni economy which is the source of it all, but enriches the fishermen and businessmen engaged in it. 

Australia is a good international citizen and has an instinctive interest in quelling emerging difficulties. Also – and an important thing for people interested in diplomacy in this room – is that if we seek to treat with Yemen on its economic, social as well as security development, we should be doing it hand-in-hand with the Gulf States and other Arab countries. Working with them on Yemen gives us a much better ability to deal with them on matters of fundamental importance to our interests. 

Yemen can be a door to the development of our relations with other Arab States.

What can we do for Yemen? Firstly, I believe the dignity of the Yemeni State is most important to retain and strengthen. We don’t want to end up dealing with a series of tribal regions, nor does anyone else. We like to deal through the President’s Office, the Foreign Minister’s Office in a similar structure to what we have here for dealing with another country. A one-stop-shop, to put it bluntly. 

A small thing that Australia could do to help strengthen the State and dignify it to some degree while urging it forward, is to establish an Honorary Consulate as a first step towards greater diplomatic recognition. 

Another thing which might not be seen as so difficult here in Canberra, is simply increasing the budget for the Australian Embassy in Riyadh is to be able to fly in its Ambassador, Councillor or Third Secretary from time to time, to have a closer look at Yemen than they do at present, which is about the frequency of once a quarter or half year. 

It is not good enough to have Australians resident in Riyadh with a country like Yemen sitting under the belly of Saudi Arabia and Australia not having a good look at it. 

The third thing is trade, development and commerce. These are important to Yemen as they provide poorer people with jobs ultimately if you subscribe to the idea that improving the economy drags people up. In that case I cannot see any obstacle for Austrade appointing a local representative in Sana’a to help stay in touch with business opportunities for Yemenis to export to Australia or for Australians to import from Yemen.

Already one of the richest families in Yemen exports vegetables to Cowra or another location for a canning factory. It is a very strange and small fact, but it is one of these things which is another reason for Australia to have a better look at the place.

We used to give scholarships to Yemenis. The Canadians, the British, the French and the Canadians all do and I can’t see what is the problem with helping to expand the minds of some of Yemen’s potential future leaders by having them come to Australia to study the social sciences, how parliamentary systems work, agriculture, medicine and things like that.

In addition, Australia is an active player in organisations such as international agricultural research networks. For a country where 50 per cent of the children in some areas are under-weight, one in 10 children across the country is malnourished and agriculture is in a state of decline, I would urge the Australian Government to consider leveraging some of its effort through organisations such as the Australian Centre for Agricultural Research and other bodies to help them work on Yemeni food production and the improvement of agriculture. 

AusAID is going to be opening an office in Ethiopia soon and that provides it with a perfect platform from which to address directly questions of development in Somalia and across the Red Sea in Yemen.

The relationship between Somalia and Yemen is historically coupled and will remain coupled into the future. It is my view that the Yemenis have much greater cultural affinity with Somalis than they do with many of the other Arab nations.

We ought to use the focus on Africa which is afoot at the moment in DFAT and AusAID to be able to prompt greater multilateral assistance through countries collectively, or international assistance through organisations such as the United Nations, to Somalia and Yemen. 

This could be used as a device to improve our position in Africa by doing something about something I am quite certain irritates the Africans enormously and that is Somalia. It is a problem that is almost insoluble and unless we take a good grip on it, it won’t fix itself. 

The Prime Minister has said about China that we have to take a multilayered approach. Good on that angle; we are not major players on counter-terrorism, but I certainly would think that it is sensible for DFAT to direct Bill Patterson, the Ambassador for Counter Terrorism, to visit Somalia very soon. 

Bill was talking to you here a month ago. I urged him to go last July and I urged the Deputy National Security Adviser to consider the same thing. People like Bill should have Yemeni authorities on his speed-dial; he should know some of them in person. Because when a company like Oil Search has a hostage taken or one or two of its Australian employees shot or something else happens, then it is people like Bill who have to mobilise, along with many others, to address it. I feel this is a shortcoming in the deployment of our diplomatic assets. 

Fortunately, as I was working in the Yemeni Ministry of the Interior I could chew qat from time to time with officials. One of them, late at night, raised with me the possibility of putting ideas about counter-terrorism intelligence together. 

I said to him ‘like a fusion cell’. I had read about fusion cells in United States policing, but the man said ‘we were just talking about that amongst the shooting teams this afternoon’. Yemen is like this – one evening you can be chewing qat with someone and in the morning they have been out directing people to be terminated. 

Fusion cells are a great idea for a silo-driven, tribally broken-up country, governed by a structure like Yemen. Australia’s experience in dealing in that environment should be something to be considered in discussions and through our allies such as the US and the United Kingdom.

Working on police matters – if the community doesn’t have a stable or sensible police force then nothing else can happen. Intelligence can’t rise up, and people don’t know about themselves unless they can collect information and effectively and pool it. Therefore reform of the basic levels of the police, which I was involved in, is important. 

The Australian Federal Police – the apparent boom area for overseas deployment – ought to have some of their people discuss these matters with Yemeni Ministry of the Interior through the Embassy on one of their infrequent visit from Riyadh to Sana’a.

Yemen has redefined its borders with Saudi Arabia. The recent war against the Shiite tribesmen in the north of the country affected that. The borders have changed over the years. A former Imam gave away a large province to Arabia in 1934 and the current president has sold two other provinces to Saudi Arabia since he took power. 

Yemen can be divided into a number of important geo-political areas. There is the hot, humid Red Sea environment; the Highlands, its richest agricultural environment, its most populated area, and its dominant cultural zone. Then there are the eastern plains. People will identify themselves by village, by origin, by family and by tribe, even if they live in other places in the country. 

You can identify people by looking at their teeth on many occasions. In the market you will be talking to someone wanting to sell you something and you will say ‘you are from Taez’, making light conversation and you will know that because the water is heavily mineralised in that city and he will have lined black and brown teeth. 

Yemen is part of the Great Game again. Some of you might be aware of Chinese influence in Baluchestan and Pakistan and their investment in the Arabian Sea port of Gwaidar. The Chinese are the biggest market for Yemeni oil which itself is declining rapidly. The French are seeking to establish a small maritime base on an island in the straits of the Bab-el-Mandeb; the Americans are upping their aid.

Historically the French were in Djibouti and the English were in Aden. The Russians have declared an interest in the hydrocarbon base of Yemen’s current economy, so I believe that, just like at the end of the Ottoman Empire, Yemen’s location gives us cause to sit up and look at it, irrespective of its internal circumstances. 

Dealing with Yemen is not an area for quick generalisations. Normally we apply the lens of public analysis to a State. A State has a president or a prime minister or a cabinet which talks to each other from time to time. It has a ministerial range of portfolios; it has a bureaucracy which is based to some degree on merit and ability.

Yemen has all of that in name only. It is run as a series of small banks for the ruling tribes and families. They are structures of state established to allow Yemen to deal with the world, but they are structures which are also there as tools for the enrichment of the individuals that run them. 

So in the Ministry of the Interior, let’s say for example there are five Deputy Ministers, two of whom had an intimate responsibility to work together on a particular issue, but would never speak because of a long-standing family feud. 

There were no driving licences available from one of the issuing stations in the capital towards the end of last year because the man who was in charge of the stationary and all of the fabric of the motor vehicle licence set-up was not talking to the guy who needed the passes to be printed for the customers. This held up driving licence renewal for more than a month at a time when the police were enveloping the town searching cars and questioning people about their documentation as part of their anti-terror activities.

So Yemen is a shell of a state – a turtle with a carapace on its back which you can all see and is generally associated with a turtle – that is the Government of Yemen, and underneath that shell with all of its complexity and scales you have the Government of Yemen as it is run by tribes, powerful individuals, patronage networks, passing of money, bribery, and all of the nice things that makes life so worth living in Yemen. 

It is not the government that holds Yemen together; it is the people looking after themselves in historical, social relationships or tribes. The leaders, who I met, wanted foreign governments to deal directly with them because that would be another source of income that they could distribute to their tribespeople and retain their status as tribal leaders. 

Obviously that is not easy to do if you have a president you should be dealing with somewhere else. Nonetheless, there is an ambition from the tribes to regain and retain their standing which has been eroded to some extent by the parallel governmental state – a state that is particularly weak, but nonetheless it is there and it irritates the tribespeople who are in a constant bargaining and negotiating relationship with it.

Yemen is class bound. Around five per cent are assertively are descended from the union between Ali and Fatima. They are therefore Shiite who do not subscribe to the Iranian style of Shiitism; they believe there were five Imams and they work by transmission of rule and religious understanding and authority by bloodline. They believe they have a special dignity. They are called Sada. 

The bulk of people are tribespeople and they are divided into two large groups comprising 80 per cent of the population. Most of them live in non-urban environments, quite the opposite of Australia where 90 per cent of us live in urban environments.

They are either there as tribespeople or as long-standing cultivators. The tribespeople are very proud of their traditions, their oral history, the way they deal with each other, the sense of honour, all of those things you would have read about in every standard book on the Arab. At the same time they look down on the Sada as being inflated good-for-nothings. 

Underneath the cultivators and the tribespeople we have got the people who make us the backbone as what we describe as small business – hairdressers, meat sellers, dough makers, car repairers and they are all called Muzayn. They are a class of service people looked down by the others. I had a brush with being a Muzayn myself when I bought a couple of little reed flutes or mizmar which people play noisily and irritatingly at weddings and thought that would be a great souvenir to bring back to Canberra. 

I engineered a meeting with one of Sana’a’s most talented players and I bought the flutes from him and took them to work, showing the staff and saying that I would play them. The staff were horrified. It was their view that they could not work with someone who was of the Muzayn class. They told me I had to be a tribesman. It was repugnant to them to have a foreigner with a musical instrument and asserting he was going to play it. 

There is a fourth class of people who are Yemeni who are literally untouchable. They are black people, the Akhdamm, probably the remnants of an Ethiopian invasion in 600AD. They live on the outskirts of towns, do all the dirty work, are not allowed to marry outside their group. As the World Bank reported in one of its literacy studies, shockingly some teachers will not even show the children how to hold their pen so they can learn to write. 

Australian took in about 15 Yemenis as Australians in 2008. The Yemeni tourist figures for 2008 show that 1030 Australians visited as tourists – a fantastically inflated figure, but for anyone from the Department of Foreign Affairs sitting here, it should make them think hard about the Bill Patterson question again, because the figures that came out yesterday quoted the Yemeni Ministry of Tourism as saying there had been a 20 per cent increase in Australian tourists in 2009.

That brings us up to over 2500 Aussies scampering about somewhere at any point over a year subject to hostage-taking, kidnapping, shooting, bombing and anything else that might be of importance to an Ambassador for Counter-Terrorism to think about. 

One of the biggest books in Yemen is its encyclopaedia of genealogy. Who you know, not what you know is of most importance in Yemen. We had a liaison officer in the Ministry of Interior and another man who was working with us from time to time on our reform program for the police and he had a doctorate. 

I was listening to some Yemeni businessmen chewing qat one evening and I mentioned that I was pleased this man had a doctorate and they looked at each other and said ‘how disappointing’. I asked why and they told me that he had no power and if he had power he would not need a doctorate. 

So who you choose to meet in Yemen is determined by the cash-flow situation through the office they hold. If he were powerful he would have been head of say the traffic police, able to recruit illegitimate taxes from people across the city every day. Or perhaps the man who is head of informal incarcerations. 

When I want someone incarcerated I will go to the police station, slip them some money and the person will be picked up put in prison and would have to buy his way out, so the police profit from both sides. In Yemen there are lots of private prisons and there is transfer and sale of prisoners between official prisons. 

Yemen is a dynamic place, subject to change, but nonetheless encumbered by tradition. It has a huge youth population; nearly 45 per cent of the entire population is under 15 years old. It is like walking through a high school; there is not a room in Yemen like this one, excuse me for saying. It is a completely different demographic, and these people won’t have jobs or prospects. They can’t buy a wife. Very difficult circumstances for them. 

Contraception is promoted by certain NGOs, but not widely used. It is a shame to have a small family of only six or eight children and I have heard Yemeni adolescents say that. The person I first engaged in the project as a driver had 11 brothers and sisters and the wage we paid him was the family’s main income. In fact one income from a foreign aid organisation will support up to 13 others. 

Yemen’s foreign trade is declining. The money it is earning from oil, which makes up 75 per cent of its Government income and 90 per cent of its foreign-earned exchange is decreasing. There was a 70 per cent fall in revenues last year as the oil price dipped. At the same time Yemen imports 80 per cent of its cereals and all of its rice – and Yemenis love rice. 

An increase in the oil price for Yemen’s really quite meagre exports of about 150,000 barrels a day doesn’t cover the weight of human demand for food. Therefore they have an extremely sensitive market – movements in the price of sugar cause grave anxiety; the prospect of no bread in the morning can cause riots. 

The currency is slipping in value so imports are naturally becoming more expensive; there is a constant shortage of electricity – we had Earth Hour eight hours a day every day in Sana’a and rumours would have it that the Government must ensure that electricity is supplied to other cities to help keep them settled. 

The Ministry of Agriculture and Irrigation has probably failed in managing water, the safe use of chemicals, and the growth of crops. The fishing industry has probably been trawled into oblivion by Thai, Filipino, Greek, Spanish and other nations in the same way as they trawled Somalia’s waters, leading to the piracy problem we have today. One of the major threats to Yemeni stability is the impoverishment of coastal villages. 

Piracy has also stopped any effective exploration for off-shore oil in Yemen. Niggling matters such as pirates in small boats will cruel an entire economy, so that is why we need to help Yemen stabilise its security situation. 

The Yemenis believe tourism is a growth industry and Arab tourism? Yes, quite possibly; other tourism? Who would go there on holiday? Is there anyone here? Generally, you would be very well received, looked after. They would be polite to you, it would be cheap and you would have the thrill of a lifetime. 

However, you won’t go, because for the same amount of money you could go to a place where you don’t have anxieties about ever getting home. The tourism industry in Yemen is subject to religious debate. The Government was so disturbed by the Islamist view of tourism that they convened a special conference on the subject last year in order to obtain an authoritative view from religious sheiks from Qatar, Egypt, Saudi Arabia and Jordon, and inform the believers in Yemen that thinking about tourism was okay.

Why is tourism a bad thing? They think it is a bad thing because you leave your house. It is doubly bad if you are a woman and you leave your house. You have to have a chaperone. You go to another town where you don’t know the people and you are at risk morally and reputationally.

Foreigners will come and there will be bad behaviour. They are not Muslim and they might drink. So for these reasons, tourism is seen by many as not a growth industry. So in order to take advantage of some of Yemen’s beautiful places, Yemenis have to come to terms first that Westerners hanging about looking at old buildings are a welcome development. 

Oral information in Yemen is very important, 78 per cent of the women and 35 per cent of the men can’t read or write. 

Carrying a weapon is a most important thing – maybe the mobile phone is the Australian equivalent. A person without a mobile phone these days is really not 100 per cent. In Yemen if you don’t have a weapon stuck in your belt, then it is the same. For tribesmen not having a weapon is not being a man. 

One of my friends was the head of what they call the Patrolling Police in Sana’a; he had a formation of 700 men who walked up and down the streets in certain areas to quell pickpockets, people who abused shop keepers and so on. I asked him how the gun-collecting campaign was going. He said his force had taken 1,500 guns off people in their district in the last year. I asked if anyone was dead, he said not a single officer was injured. 

I asked him what he had done with all the guns, knowing full well that he had either got a new Land Rover or overseas trip out of the sale of them. He said they were all locked up. I told him that when Australia was effectively disarmed after the Port Arthur Massacre the Government showed all the weapons handed over being destroyed on television and asked him why he did not do the same.

He said that would mean war. We can take someone’s weapon, but we can’t touch it. If they don’t have a licence we will hold the weapon until something happens and they get it back. It is under our protection.

So you see again the difference in culture. They feel there is nothing wrong with weapons; it is simply that they do not have a licence or they have been carrying it in town after being told not to do it. 

Deals get done. The village leader of a group of delegates from three places who had come to see the Sheik of the area 100 kilometres outside Sana’a said they wanted electricity. The Sheik said yes as a Member of Parliament he was going to deliver electricity. However, first the delegation had to go to the market and buy an electricity meter for about $5; second, they must promise not to steal electricity.

The man then pulled out a piece of paper, wrote down the agreement with the people’s names; brought out the thumb pad and all the men signed it. For the Sheik and the village leaders that is a deal for life. 

Intriguingly about their culture, the village leaders said at the end that when the people from the Government came to connect the electricity, they must not enter a house. The house is the castle. Yemen is very protective about that, people won’t go into a house unless they make utterances to warn women to take cover. Often that would be in another room.

I was there for a year and only with one Yemeni did I meet his wife and she was the daughter of one of the country’s biggest business family and a board member of the Islamic Development Bank based in Jeddah, so she had some individual standing in the country. Nowhere else will you get a cross gender discussion, unless it is in a protected environment where people can come and go without being seen. 

Referring to Somalia, it is indeed an unfortunate country. There is a war brewing, there is likely to be another round of shooting, the Ministry of the Interior in Yemen told me that al-Shabab people come to Yemen to hide or to proselytise and as a consequence there is a pogrom by Yemen on its Somali refugee population which is disturbing to the UN High Commission for Refugees. 

The police have asked citizens of Yemen to report on their neighbours, their nationality, their movements and what they are doing, because again there is this foreign pressure on Yemen to suppress terrorism and the association of a part of Somali with Islamic extremism. 

The internal security situation is largely insoluble without social and economic changes in Yemen. Under-educated and credulous people are easily led, particularly with money. Four Koreans were killed by a youth wearing a suicide vest in March and four or five days after that a Korean diplomatic convoy was attacked by a young man and this week the British Ambassador was attacked in the same way. 

Simple people from the bush come to town to get money, become radicalised and end up being used for attacks like that. 

The terrorism situation is not solvable through religious intervention as the spiritual father of Al-Qaeda thinking in Yemen, Sheik al-Zindani, is still on the street, running his own university, where the underpants bomber was meant to have been, where a number of others have also attended. It is under surveillance. 

The guidance given by men like Sheik al-Zindani is substantial. He is the same kind of player, but a bit more virulent, as Abu Bakar Bashir is in Indonesia. While Bashir has had to quell his rhetoric, there is no such pressure on any of the prelates in Yemen. 

Unlike Morocco, Saudi Arabia and Egypt, the state has not made an intervention to control or guide the sermons occurring on Wednesdays and Fridays in the mosques. You can hear quite extraordinary things about Israel, Zionism and Jews. In January the preachers were questioning why there were foreigners in our country and why did anyone even need to speak to them. They are not a direct menace but are upsetting because, as I said, most Yemeni people are very friendly and kind.

If you squeeze down terrorism in Yemen it will pop up in Somalia. Those two countries have to be dealt with at the same time.

Foreigners do need protection to move around. I was in the Old City at the market and I noticed two foreigners and as I walked past them I saw they had two CPP or Close Personal Protection people with them. The Old City is not a hostile environment, I never had a problem, but now the Ministry of Tourism will give you someone to walk around with just as a way of facilitating your passage through the alleys, buildings and so on. 

Yemen’s economy has been gravely damaged by the absence of foreigners who spend in the country. Hundreds of shopkeepers in the Old City of Sana’a have had nothing, and it’s a bit of a shame that you can make a good bargain there because it is far more easy now than it was a few years ago. 

Yemen is a place where you can dress up. I went to an area near the airport where a number of Al-Qaeda people were executed to look at a geological feature there - the Arabian Peninsula's first dinosaur track find. So we went into the countryside through a number of police posts. In Yemen, the room does not have cupboards, it has hooks, but by the end of lunch, in a room with 25 men in it, every hook had four or five assault-rifles hanging from it. 

The south of Yemen faces difficulties. There is a low-level insurrection going on led by southerners who have had their jobs, capital, land and buildings taken from them. The northern tribes invaded the south in 1990 and then more violently in 1994 after a 10-day civil war. 

There is nothing new in Yemen’s history about what is happening in the south; it happens at village level, family level, catchment level and government level, where a group of people would band together and say we will get this guy’s cows, lay claim to the stream and take that house that they hardly ever use. 

If you go outside Sana’a and look at some of the land, you see men sitting in cars watching their land, because if they don’t someone will steal it by putting a breeze block hut on it and declaring that is their’s. Then there will probably be a shoot-out and the one who has the most might will end up owning the country. 

That is what the north did in the south. There is no organised force capable of challenging the northern rulers in the unified state of Yemen, but there will be car-jacking, kidnappings, shootings and burning of shops on a regular basis and occasionally there will be a small demonstration that will be broken up by gunfire by the local authorities implementing the north’s wishes. 

The Government feels that some wealthy individuals in Qatar or Abu Dhabi are paying the south to secede with the ambition, false in my view, of becoming another little Abu Dhabi because of the oil and gas reserves there.

I have mentioned the private prisons. The electrician belonging to our IT consultant was picked up on the street outside the consultant’s shop at 7.30am loaded into the back of a van and taken to the prison with the intention of having his boss or a relative come round and pay the equivalent of $5 to let him go. There are examples of this every day. 

Southern newspapers have been suppressed; editors have been shot at, journalists arrested. In Yemen you make a new organisation to deal with every new problem you get, so in the south they established a ‘media court’ to deal with the ‘splittists’. In Yemen, being a splittist is possibly the worst thing you can be apart from a carrier of swine flu. 

The Yemeni Parliament is planning to raise the marriage age to 17 to stop the practice of child brides. There has been a backlash from traditional elements that want it at 15 and want customary weddings to take place at any age. 

Kidnapping in Yemen will grow as the economy falls. A group will take you, trade you for a social welfare payment, settlement of a dispute, infrastructure, or release from prison of a relative. By doing this things get done faster than by trying to use the often unhelpful political system. 

Qat is a non-addictive stimulant that more and more women and children are chewing at the expense often of proper nutrition. In the Ministry of Justice women do most of the work because the men would arrive at 9am; they would talk, then around 10.30am start to circulate and collect money for qat; they would send a representative off to the market and he would buy a cart-full and distribute it, and then they would be off at 1pm. The women would then leave at 2.30pm to go home and make meals for their families.

I mentioned the war in the north. It was a lingering social and tribal dispute and lasted seven months. The longer it went on the more money the Saudi Arabians gave Yemen and it only became difficult when the Saudis said enough is enough you must stop this.

The Yemeni view was that we will negotiate a settlement and look for reconstruction money, then get back up there and belt them again. This is the market logic that goes on behind public policy, security and stability. 

I expect that there will be growing conflict in Yemen over religious teaching, with Saudi-financed Whabi schools moving in to replace the Sufi. The influence of Saudi Arabia in Yemen has been extremely conservative. Yemen was once a colourful place where women had open faces, now no women has an open face and everyone is in black. 

That is almost the direct result of a flight to conservatism through poverty and Saudi payments and religious direction. The squabble in the north of Yemen was in part due to the Yemeni Government allowing personalising Whabis, funded by Saudi Arabia, to move into a Shiite environment.

I thought that being in Yemen why not go to as many religious festivals as I can? There are Catholics and Ethiopian Evangelical Protestants where they spoke in tongues. The impact of religion has closed all the cinemas in the capital. There used to be five. They are classed as immoral – it means you have to go out of your house, you might see things you should not, and there might be a squabble that would lead to a feud, so cinemas are evil. 

When you have a problem there is no point in going to court because your file will almost certainly get lost.

And I will end it there – thank you. 

QUESTIONS: 

Western education is so downgraded what hope is there for outside foreign aid elements to have any influence? And how do Westerners manage to deal with the bureaucracy? 

People are flocking to private schools that teach English. It is almost a licence to print money. People want to learn English in order to deal with foreigners, because they feel that no matter their skills, if they can’t speak English they won’t be able to get a job.

The second thing is the ultra-wealthy like to send their children to America or Britain. The family that exports vegetables to Cowra sent 40 of its children to America for their degrees. One of the desert tribesmen, whose family has been involved in senior hierarchy of Yemeni tribal affairs for generations, took his degree from Georgetown University.

So there is a wish for this, but in general terms people do not have access to education.  

As regards the bureaucracy, you have to deal with it as an emphatic, informed individual who speaks Arabic, otherwise you hire intermediaries who have been living with and working with foreigners.

There is a churn and burn of local workers with aid organisations and the UN; people will snatch or poach good individuals. Many are not able to fit easily with the Western way of working. 

How do the Russians and Chinese do their business in Yemen? Do the Chinese suffer from violence?
When I was flying to regional places in Yemen the passengers were often mostly Chinese. The people who are around the country are more Chinese than Western. The Russians have decreased their efforts since the 1960s and 70s and have had to keep up with the Jones in the south since the unification in 1990. The whole Communist thing is a bit on the nose.

The Russians are seen to be giving a lot of aid as trade, particularly in the arms environment and the Chinse do the same. State subsidies and assistance are the main tools for entry into the Yemeni mindset by China and Russia. 

So speaking from a Western businessperson’s perspective, most Western companies operating in Yemen have shareholders to account to, organisations like Transparency International breathing down their neck.

One assumes that Chinese, Russian and Indian companies do not have the same problems.

As regards violence against Chinese, I can tell you the story of two Chinese who were kidnapped and apparently according to the Ministry of Justice, they asked for so much meat and drank so much gin and whisky, and then no interest in them emerged from anywhere, so they were booted out after 10 days. 

You only need a Dutch couple taken or a Brit gone and the entire universe falls on your head, but with the Chinese no-one seems to care. 

Can you talk more about qat in terms of it using up foreign exchange and arable land and its effect on the economy? 

About 30 per cent of agricultural land is under qat. It is a dynamic shrub that is quite thirsty so people use subsidised diesel to pump water out of wells or truck water in. It is labour intensive, because you have to keep the bugs off it. Then you have to clip it and sort it into bundles. There is great value in this and the Government can tax it on certain road blocks. 

There are qat snobs who will point out the beautiful luscious stem and the green leaves. The crop is very socially and economically important because it does provide jobs and people have to live. 

They have tried to rub out qat with other crops such as potatoes. The farmers agree and pull all their trees up and there is a huge potato mountain and the prices have fallen and the qat goes back in. 

With so many of the population under 15, will that mean an enormous population surge in the future?

The population is forecast to grow to 34 million by 2020 from 23 million now. By about 2050 they will have 73 million and at the same time Russia, through illness and lack of breeding, will have less people.

But there is not enough water, soil, food – there will be grave civil strife or a pandemic of some kind or another, so I can’t see that straight line forecast reach 73 million.

Do you think the project you were working on will leave a legacy?

It is a five-year project and my contract finished after the first year. I think five years is enough time to have some impact on behavioural and organisational issues in a country like Yemen.

It was nine months before we received one written item from the Ministry of the Interior. It wasn’t an important letter; it was simply saying that they had received our message. We see these people every few days but they would not commit anything to paper. 

We were always tested on our values and approach, orientation and empathy so it was not like calling in the consultants and saying that you wanted the IT structure adjusted. We were even thinking of introducing radios to the police in a trial area, because mostly the police use their private mobile phones if they use anything at all.

But who commands and controls? How do you train people? Is there electricity to recharge batteries? Things like that slow the uptake of technology and the structures relating to it.

After one year I can happily say that I don’t think we had any impact on a member of the public at all, but we did have some encouragement by the leader of the police to keep going; we had great access through the Ministry of the Interior. 

So there was an impact on the police, but not on the public and not on the issue below that which was the reduction of conflict. With justice we failed to engage a justice adviser for 11 months because the people we passed into the Yemenis for recruitment to the position were rejected. 

