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arms ship carrying weapons for the Shi’ite 
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Overview 
 

1.On October 26, 2009, Yemen announced that it seized an Iranian ship named Mahan-1, 

loaded with mostly anti-tank weaponry. The shipment was to be delivered to the Houthi 

Shi’ite rebels, who fight against the Yemeni army in the north of the country, on the Yemeni-

Saudi border. The ship had set sail from the Iranian port of Bandar Abbas. Its crew, 

including five Iranians and an Indian national, were taken for interrogation in Sana’a.  

 

2.Since the renewal of the military confrontation in August 2009, the Yemeni government, 

headed by President Ali Abdullah Saleh, has repeatedly accused Iran of providing the Shi’ite 

rebels with military and financial aid, as well as propaganda assistance (through Iran’s official 

media). Yemen even claimed to have intercepted trucks loaded with weapons sent by Iran to 

help the rebels. However, it is the first time that the government is able to present actual 

proof (i.e., the seized vessel) of Iran’s arms shipments to the rebels.  

Mahan-1, the Iranian ship seized off the 
coast of Yemen (Al-Arabiyya, October 26, 

photo from YouTube) 
 

RPG launcher seized on board the Iranian 
ship off the coast of Yemen (Al-Arabiyya, 

October 26, 2009) 
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3.Assuming what the Yemenites claimed is true, Iran’s military assistance to the Shi’ite rebels 

in northern Yemen should be viewed as part of the Iranian regime’s larger strategy. Within 

that strategy, Iran nurtures Shi’ite minorities across the Middle East and uses them to 

destabilize and weaken Arab regimes, gradually establishing its regional influence and status 

(placing its own “revolutionary” ideology as an alternative to the peaceful solutions offered by 

the West).  

 

4.The ship seized by Israel on November 4, which had set sail from Bandar Abbas with a 

shipment of arms for Hezbollah in Lebanon, is another good example of Iran’s policy put into 

practice. The two recent interceptions (by Yemen and by Israel) show that, as far as Iran is 

concerned, the sea remains the route of choice for large-scale arms shipments from Iran to 

conflict zones in the Middle East and elsewhere.  

 

The interception of the Iranian arms ship by Yemen 
 

5.On October 26, 2009, the Yemeni navy seized a ship named Mahan-1, sailing under an 

Iranian flag, which had left the Iranian port of Bandar Abbas1 and illegally penetrated into 

Yemen’s territorial water. The Yemeni navy claimed to have confiscated anti-tank weapons 

found on board the ship, which was meant for the Houthi Shi’ite rebels fighting against the 

Yemeni army in the north of the country, near the border with Saudi Arabia.2 The ship’s crew, 

which included five Iranians and an Indian national, were taken for interrogation in Sana’a. 

According to Yemeni sources, the ship’s crew claimed that they came to Yemen in order to 

evacuate and meet with wounded Iranians who fought alongside the Shi’ite rebels.3 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 http://www.isna.ir/ISNA/NewsView.aspx?ID=News-1430251&Lang=E 
2 On Iran’s assistance to the Houthi Shi’ite rebels in Yemen and its regional implications, see our October 1, 2009 
Information Bulletin: “Geopolitically strategic Yemen has become a focus of local Iranian-Saudi Arabian strife. The 
Yemeni government accuses Iran of supporting Zaydi-Shi’ite (Houthi) rebels in the northern part of the country with 
weapons, money and propaganda. Subverting local Shi’ite populations in the Middle East is a frequent Iranian modus 
operandi”. See also our October 13, 2009 Information Bulletin: “Iranian subversion in Yemen: Iranian websites 
expose additional evidence of the regime’s ideological and religious influence on the Shi’ite rebels in north Yemen 
and the rebellion’s importance for Iran in supporting the Shi’ite minority in the Arab-Muslim world”, as well as: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qQN4-YZxBaE. 
3 Al-Arabiyya, October 26, 2009; as well as 
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/middleeast/yemen/6449122/Yemen-accuses-Iranian-religious-
institutions-of-backing-armed-rebellion.html.  

http://www.terrorism-info.org.il/malam_multimedia/English/eng_n/html/iran_e025.htm
http://www.terrorism-info.org.il/malam_multimedia/English/eng_n/html/iran_e030.htm
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The route of the MV Mahan-1 

 

6.The ship was intercepted near the port of Maydi in the Hajjah Governorate, 

northwestern Yemen. Yemeni security sources believe that the ship was on its way to unload 

the arms shipment near the city of Harad, located some 10 km from Al-Malahid, in the Sa’dah 

Governorate (the area in northern Yemen where the clashes between the Yemeni army and 

the Houthi Shi’ite rebels take place). The weapons seized on board the ship were to be 

hidden on a farm and subsequently taken by the rebels.  

 

Yemen’s response 
 

7.Yemen’s Information Ministry spokesman Hassan Ahmed al-Lawzi stressed once 

again (Yemen Observer, October 29) that Iran continued meddling in Yemen’s internal affairs, 

and said that Yemen had even showed Tehran some documents proving that. He further 

added that Iran’s continuing meddling was driven by that country’s religious establishment, 

which, led by the Arabic-language Al-Alam TV, was turning Iran’s media against Yemen.4 

 

8.Further on, Yemen Observer cites the Al-Ahali newspaper, which claimed that the 

Iranian Revolutionary Guards trained the Houthi rebels in Eritrea and even transferred arms 

from the Eritrean port of Assab5 to Maydi, Yemen (where the intercepted Iranian ship was 

supposed to unload its cargo). Yemen Observer added that Abdallah Madhoun, a Houthi 

leader who had recently turned himself in, said in his interrogation that the Shi’ite rebels 

received unlimited support from the Revolutionary Guards as well as from 

Lebanese Hezbollah experts coming from Lebanon.  

                                                 
4   http://www.yobserver.com/front-page/printer-10017502.html 
5 On Iran’s activity in Eritrea and elsewhere in East Africa, see our Information Bulletin: “Iran’s activity in East Africa, 
the gateway to the Middle East and the African continent”.  
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Iran’s response 
 

9.Official Iran continues to call for a peaceful resolution of the conflict in northern Yemen and 

even volunteers itself as a mediator between the Yemeni government and the Houthi rebels. 

At the same time, it categorically denies any involvement in favor of the rebels, even though 

according to all evidence, Iran is stoking tensions by providing the rebels with extensive 

military, financial, and media assistance.  

 

10.In this context, Iran Diplomasi, a website associated with diplomatic elements of Iran’s 

reformist bloc, voiced harsh criticism of the Iranian double talk on the issue of Yemen. It 

claimed that Iran’s mediation offers were absolutely meaningless as long as Iran was actively 

supporting the Shi’ite rebels in the conflict. The website further claimed that Iran 

“humiliated itself by the very act of bringing up mediation offers, while the 

Yemeni government uncovered more and more evidence of the assistance 

provided by Iran to the Shi’ite rebels”.6  

 

11.As a result of that policy, Iran categorically denied that the seized ship was carrying 

weapons, claiming that it had set sail with no cargo on board from the UAE port of Sharja and 

was bound for the Caspian Sea via the Red Sea, the Mediterranean, and the Black Sea for 

commercial purposes. Ship owner Abd al-Latif Meymani also denied having any cargo on 

board the ship.7 Iran’s Foreign Ministry once again accused the Yemeni press of politically-

motivated “media fabrications”. Mohammad-Hassan Alizadeh, Iran’s ambassador to Yemen, 

denied the affair as well,8 while Iran’s Defense Minister Ahmad Vahidi once again offered to 

mediate between the Yemeni government and the Houthi rebels, rejecting the allegations 

about weapons found on board the intercepted Iranian ship.9 

 

The response of Al-Sharq al-Awsat, an Arab 
London-based newspaper (affiliated with Saudi 
Arabia) 
 

12.On the backdrop of the reports on the interception of the ship (and the arrest of 11 

members of the Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps by Pakistan after they had infiltrated into 

its territory), Tariq Alhomayed, one of the strongest critics of the Iranian regime, once 

again lashes out against it in his column in Al-Sharq al-Awsat. In an article titled “Iran does 

                                                 
6 IRdiplomacy, October 2009.  
7 Mardom Salari, November 1. 
8 ISNA, October 31. 
9 Fars News, October 28. 
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what it wants”, Alhomayed claims that the exposure of the weapons by the Yemeni 

government shows once again that Iran was a reckless, irresponsible country (even before 

the exposure of the arms ship which carried weapons for Hezbollah and was seized by 

Israel). He further adds that alongside such publicly-revealed examples of Iran’s subversion 

and meddling in other countries’ affairs, the Revolutionary Guards continue to operate 

in Iraq and in Lebanon, arming local Shi’ite groups. He concludes by saying that “the 

Iranian regime’s problem is that it has yet to be punished, which is why it hasn’t learned the 

lesson and continues to meddle, directly or not, in the affairs of other countries, while 

claiming that it is other countries that meddle in Iran’s internal affairs”.10 

 

Summary 
 

13.Iran continues its extensive naval activities on the sea routes leading from its ports to 

Yemen and Sudan in the Red Sea so that it can provide arms and ammunition to boost the 

military staying power of its proxies, mainly local Shi’ite communities (in Yemen or in 

Lebanon). At the same time, the Iranians establish their presence in various ports along those 

sea routes. Iran considers smuggling weapons to terrorist organizations and to subversive 

groups an important component in its effort to establish its regional posture and to export its 

political-religious school of thought (striving to undermine the existing regional order and the 

western Arab Sunni hegemony in the Middle East, supplanting it with the Iranian Shi’ite 

revolutionary model).  

 

                                                 
10 http://aawsat.com/english/news.asp?section=2&id=18614 


