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Presentation to the Joint Oireachtas Committee on Foreign Affairs, and Trade and Defence 

06.04.17 

 

During the course of this Committee meeting you will be hearing testimony about the horrific situation 

we collectively face in 2017 - one country is already in famine and three others are on the brink. 

National governments and the international community have failed to act in time to stop women, 

children and men from starving to death.  

In Ethiopia and Kenya we are seeing the catastrophic impacts of drought, made worse by climate 

change. Coping strategies and assets have been eroded, and millions of people are being placed at 

risk. While each context has its unique aspects, conflict, insecurity, weak governance and lack of access 

by aid workers are the primary drivers of the terrible situations in northern Nigeria, South Sudan, 

Yemen, and Somalia. Conflict drives people from their homes and livelihoods, disrupts trade, and 

makes responding to humanitarian crises all the more challenging, complex and dangerous.   

In Yemen, two years of brutal conflict have led to the UN designating Yemen the worst humanitarian 

crisis on the globe. Speaking in January this year, Minister Flanagan warned that Yemen is in danger 

of becoming a failed state and that the number of people in need in Yemen now exceeds those in 

either Iraq or Syria1. More than three million people have been forced from their homes, and over 

46,000 women, men and children have been killed or injured since the escalation of conflict in March 

2015. Political and military decisions made by all parties to the conflict have now led the country to 

the brink of famine, and 70% of people in Yemen are dependent on humanitarian assistance. Basic 

services like health, water and education are collapsing. The economy is in crisis, with food prices on 

average up to 22% higher than before the escalation of the conflict, pushing the basics beyond the 

reach of many. We are now in a situation where nearly two-thirds of the total population – 17.1 

million people – are hungry. Over 7 million of these are already starving and just a step away from 

famine if things do not improve.  

                                                           
1 https://www.dfa.ie/news-and-media/press-releases/press-release-archive/2017/january/2m-funding-
announcement-for-yemen/ 
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Despite the increasingly challenging environment, Oxfam continues to deliver life-saving assistance. 

Since 2015, we have been reaching more than one million people with clean water, hygiene kits and 

other essential aid. In the four governorates of Yemen, three of which are at risk of famine, Oxfam is 

supporting over 200,000 people with cash to buy food in local markets, or to purchase livestock as a 

potential source of income.  

The devastating conflict in Yemen has been fuelled by official arms sales by some Western 

Governments, including the UK and US, as well as illicit arms transfers within the region and high 

levels of arms stockpiled in the country. Media reports2 carried last week claim that US Defence 

Secretary, Jim Mattis, has requested the White House to lift Obama-era restrictions on US military 

support to Gulf States engaged in the Yemeni conflict, such as UAE and Saudi Arabia. In a memo this 

month to the US National Security Adviser H.R McMaster, Mattis said that even limited support for 

operations being conducted in Yemen – including a planned offensive on the port of Hodeida led by 

UAE, would help combat a “common threat.” 

Hodeida Port handles 70 percent of Yemen’s food imports as well as humanitarian aid. As such, an 

attack on the Port would prevent the majority of imports to the country from being accessed and 

would push people further towards famine with devastating impact. Rerouting supplies and overland 

transport would greatly increase the costs and further delay the delivery of much need aid to the 

northern part of the country. All land, sea and air routes to Yemen must remain open to allow the 

regular and consistent flow of food, fuel and medicines to the country to meet the needs of the 

population. International Humanitarian Law dictates that attacks targeting military objects related to 

supply routes and infrastructure, including ports, should not disproportionately affect civilians. Yet 

cutting off Yemen’s only lifeline - Hodeida Port - is currently being discussed at the highest levels, 

potentially with support from the UK, the Government of which dedicated several hours to 

discussions on Yemen in Parliament last week. 

Ireland and Yemen are not so far apart as one might think. We have strong trade ties in surrounding 

countries, as well as longstanding diplomatic engagement and opportunities for influence. Minister 

                                                           
2 https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/national-security/trump-administration-weighs-deeper-
involvement-in-yemen-war/2017/03/26/b81eecd8-0e49-11e7-9d5a-
a83e627dc120_story.html?utm_term=.c7911215462a 
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Flanagan has visited the gulf recently, and made clear Ireland’s opposition to the conflict3. But more 

needs to be done. 

Against this backdrop, we are urging Committee members to take action: 

 The Irish Government, specifically the Foreign Minister, should use Ireland’s influence at UN 

and EU level to stop countries being arms brokers and help them to become peace brokers 

- in line with the commitments made in our constitution, Bunreacht na hÉireann. We would 

ask the Committee to write to the Foreign Minister requesting an update on diplomatic 

efforts made by Ireland in relation to the situation in Yemen. At the meeting of the EU Foreign 

Affairs Council last week, the Netherlands pushed for the inclusion of a reference to EU 

Member States' arms sales to Yemen, which should take into account UN human rights 

obligations and recent reports on the humanitarian situation. Ireland supported this motion. 

We would request Committee members to use your authority to encourage the Foreign 

Minister to raise the issue of Yemen in meetings with his UK counterpart and to strongly 

condemn the UK government’s selling of arms to Saudi Arabia who are a primary party to 

the existing conflict. We would also urge the Committee to encourage the Minister to 

continually raise Yemen at EU level. 

 

 We would also welcome the Committee recommending that the Foreign Minister directs his 

Department to use its Embassy in Saudi Arabia to convene a meeting with its Saudi 

counterparts to make it clear that Ireland unilaterally condemns the country’s devastating 

bombing campaign in Yemen at the highest level, and reiterate the need for a comprehensive 

ceasefire. 

 

 As Ireland campaigns for a non-permanent seat on the UN Security Council in 2021, we would 

urge the Committee to recommend to the Department of Foreign Affairs that Ireland 

supports calls for a new UNSC Resolution that endorses the proposals of the Special Envoy to 

Yemen, Ismail Ould Cheikh Ahmed4.  

                                                           
3 https://www.dfa.ie/news-and-media/press-releases/press-release-archive/2017/january/2m-funding-
announcement-for-yemen/ 
4 https://osesgy.unmissions.org/ 
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 Lastly, the Yemen Donor Conference will be held in Geneva on April 25th hosted by the UN 

Secretary General and co/hosted by the Foreign Ministers of Switzerland and Sweden. The 

objectives of the conference are to raise awareness of critical humanitarian needs in Yemen; 

to mobilise resources for the 2017 Humanitarian Response Plan; to promote respect for 

International humanitarian law, Human Rights Law and the Protection of Civilians; and to 

advocate for an end to hostilities. Attendance at the level of Foreign Minister is anticipated. 

We would request that the Committee urge Minister Flanagan to attend and demonstrate 

Ireland’s concern in regard to the scale of humanitarian need in Yemen, diplomatically and 

financially. While peace is the only lasting solution, humanitarian needs continue to increase 

and the funds needed to address these are not being delivered. The 2017 Humanitarian 

Response Plan is only 7% funded as of 15th March5. While we welcome the Irish Government’s 

commitment of €46 million in humanitarian assistance to Yemen since 2016, we call on the 

Minister to work with other international donors to ensure that the substantial funding needs 

are met, including by increased assistance from Ireland.  

A broader trend in Yemen and the other countries affected by the food crises and conflict which we 

are discussing today, is the significant displacement of people. Conflict and famine are forcing an 

unprecedented number of people from their homes and contributing to the greatest refugee crisis 

since the end of Second World War.  In Somalia, there are an estimated 1.1 million Internally Displaced 

Persons and over one million Somali refugees in the Horn of Africa and Yemen. Widespread water 

shortages and pre-famine conditions in Somalia have increased migration and displacement among 

those affected by the drought, putting even more pressure on receiving areas. The conflict in Yemen 

has also meant that thousands of Somalis and Yemenis fleeing the crisis there are now arriving in 

Somalia, which is buckling under this new burden.  

While facilitating the quest for peaceful solutions and funding for humanitarian response are vital in 

emergencies, the third pillar is to protect those forced to flee by greater global responsibility sharing. 

                                                           
5 https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/operations/yemen 
6 https://www.dfa.ie/news-and-media/press-releases/press-release-archive/2017/january/2m-funding-
announcement-for-yemen/ 
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The six wealthiest countries in the world continue to host just 9% of the global refugee population7. 

Within the last decade we have witnessed the systemic erosion of refugee protections worldwide. The 

response of the EU to this growing displacement crisis has been pitiful. European leaders have 

introduced increasingly regressive policies that close the door on some of the world’s most vulnerable 

people. If these trends continue, there will be fewer places for refugees to seek protection.  

The EU Emergency Trust Fund for Africa – a fund created with the aim to ‘address the root causes of 

instability, forced displacement and irregular management’ has been touted as a programme that will 

contribute to ‘good migration management’. But in the context of an increasingly harmful EU 

migration management strategy, it is unclear what ‘good migration management’ means. It is also 

apparent that the EU Trust Fund is used for security and border management by states with repressive 

human rights regimes. As a founding member of the Trust Fund and Vice-Chair of the Fund’s Board, 

we are calling on the Irish government to provide greater clarity on the Fund’s activities. We would 

welcome the Committee requesting an update from the Minister for Foreign Affairs on how Irish 

funding is being used and how it will ensure that all projects funded with Irish tax payers money are 

compliant with the OECD DAC principles and compatible with international human rights law.  

Those forced to flee their homes – be it from South Sudan or Syria, Yemen or Somalia – should be able 

to access safe and regular routes to Europe to seek asylum from conflict and persecution as is their 

right.  

While we welcomed the Irish government’s commitment to host an increased number of refugees 

through the Irish Refugee Protection Programme, 4,000 refugees were supposed to have been granted 

protection in Ireland by 2016 yet to date less than half that number have safely reached our shores. 

We were also alarmed to see legislation enacted soon after the IRPP that significantly increased the 

obstacles for families to be reunited. In the 2015 International Protection Act, the definition of the 

family for the purposes of reunification was been narrowed by the Irish Government. This means 

that grandparents are separated from their grandchildren, children over 18 separated from their 

parents, and elder brothers and sisters separated from their younger siblings. 

                                                           
7 https://www.oxfam.org/en/pressroom/pressreleases/2016-07-18/six-richest-countries-host-less-9-refugees 

https://www.google.ie/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjsx6bdt4jTAhWFvxQKHeh4BV4QjRwIBw&url=https://www.youtube.com/user/OxfamIreland&psig=AFQjCNHkui68i9Ji9vcaEQcc4OeL_-zgdw&ust=1491314003448890


 
 

6 
 

In December 2016, the Tánaiste travelled to a refugee camp in Greece and experienced first-hand the 

testimonies of people fleeing their homes from war-torn and unstable countries.  Our team in Greece 

raised the situation of family reunification with the Tánaiste, emphasising that many people in refugee 

camps in Greece are desperate to reach their family members in other European countries. 

We would urgently request that the Oireachtas Committee on Foreign Affairs, Trade and Defence host 

a meeting with their counterparts on the Justice and Equality Committee to assess the progress of 

the Irish Refugee Protection Programme. We also ask that the Committee write to the Tánaiste 

Frances Fitzgerald, to request an update on the obstacles to safe passage for families to Ireland.  

What we are witnessing globally is unprecedented in modern times. If these crises are left unresolved, 

malnutrition and deaths will continue to rise. But we can still stop the worst from happening. We need 

a fully funded humanitarian response, the resolution of conflict, safe and secure access, and greater 

responsibility sharing by the global north for those in need who are currently languishing in camps 

in developing countries. Humanitarian agencies cannot do this alone. It will take a combined and 

collaborative effort and Ireland can and should play a role. We are asking you, Committee Members, 

to use your personal and political weight to join with us and protect those who live in the world’s 

forgotten crises.  

Thank You. 
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