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The Iran war now has a Houthi problem. Iranian attacks on three commercial tankers in the Strait of
Hormuz on July 8 broke the fragile ceasefire declared only a few weeks earlier, prompting the U.S. to
abandon restraint and resume near-nightly airstrikes throughout Iran. Tehran retaliated with ballistic
missile and drone attacks against U.S. bases and allied territory in Jordan, Kuwait, Bahrain and
Saudi Arabia, though these strikes do little to halt the steady erosion of Iran’s military capabilities.
The Houthis’ entry into the conflict is meant to increase pressure on Washington by disrupting energy
exports through the Red Sea. Saudi Arabia, meanwhile, cannot afford for traffic through the Bab el-
Mandeb strait to become restricted while the Strait of Hormuz remains contested, and it will work
closely with the U.S. and treaty ally Pakistan to safeguard its energy export routes.

The Houthis’ entry into the conflict is especially notable, albeit belated. Despite being widely
described as the most active member of Iran’s regional network of partners, the group had until now
avoided escalation. Their restraint made it clear that they didn’t consider the U.S. and Israeli war
against Iran – the worst crisis the Iranian regime has faced since its inception – important enough to
open themselves up to retaliation. Instead, they prioritized the protection of their own gains. The
movement’s central objective is to consolidate power as Yemen’s dominant political and military
force. Every move it makes is in service to that goal.
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Even so, the latest fighting between Washington and Tehran creates openings the Houthis are
unlikely to ignore. Regional instability increases the value of the threat they pose to maritime traffic
through the Red Sea and Bab el-Mandeb, one of the world’s most important commercial
chokepoints. By disrupting global trade at a time of wider crisis, the Houthis get leverage and
relevance and, in doing so, remind Saudi Arabia that they can still impose real economic and political
pain.
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For Riyadh, pressure from the Houthis also threatens the relative calm achieved after years of costly
military intervention. Saudi leaders want nothing more than to safeguard their plans of economic
transformation, which require regional stability to implement. The Houthis understand that limited,
carefully calibrated escalation can exploit that priority without necessarily triggering a full return to
war. Their actions are best read, then, as instruments of political coercion, not demonstrations of
ideological commitment to Iran’s war with the United States.

They have, in other words, their own reasons for coordinating with Tehran on military technology,
intelligence and messaging. Iran supplies resources that bolster the movement’s capabilities, but it
does not exercise the command and control associated with a traditional proxy relationship. The
Houthis retain considerable freedom to operate as they see fit.

This independence also explains why Houthi participation in any future regional conflict will likely be
measured. The movement will exploit opportunities created by wider geopolitical confrontation so
long as the benefits exceed the military, political and economic costs. Once sustained escalation
threatens its domestic standing in Yemen or invites unacceptable retaliation, it can be expected to
pull back regardless of Tehran’s preferences. Opportunism, not ideological obligation, remains the
defining feature of Houthi behavior.

The movement is also watching the change in the regional balance of power as Iran’s position grows
more constrained. Successive military setbacks, economic pressure and the weakening of allied
groups have curbed Iranian influence. These developments raise questions about the future reliability
of Iranian support, giving the movement every incentive to diversify its options while still drawing on
Iran for as long as help remains available. In the meantime, the Houthis will be careful not to step too
far out of line; they remember all too well Operation Rough Rider, the 52-day U.S. campaign in 2025
that consisted of more than 1,000 strikes against them, and they don’t want to relive it.

The bigger concern for the Houthis is Iranian patronage. As Iran loses influence, they lose standing
relative to the internationally recognized government in Aden. If Tehran is unable to provide support,
the Houthis will be even more isolated. They have every reason, then, to show that they have the
power of coercion independent of Iran.

The Houthis have also capitalized on the long-running rift between Saudi Arabia and the United Arab
Emirates over Yemen’s political future. Riyadh backs the internationally recognized government in
Aden, while Abu Dhabi supports the Southern Transitional Council, whose secessionist agenda
complicates anti-Houthi coordination. This division has kept the Saudis and Emiratis from forming a
united front against the Houthis, who now have more room to consolidate control in northern Yemen.
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The bottom line is that the Houthis are using the Iran war to defend their interests in a calculated
way. They struck Saudi Arabia’s Abha airport with missiles and drones on July 13-14, after accusing
the Saudis of attacking Sanaa International Airport while a Houthi delegation returning from Tehran
attempted to land. That attack followed clashes in Hodeidah between Houthi and Yemeni
government forces and was followed, in turn, by a July 21 announcement that the Houthis would
impose a maritime blockade on Saudi Arabia. Riyadh condemned this as a threat to oil exports.

Even so, the movement is unlikely to sustain escalation in the face of overwhelming force. The
Houthis do not want to confront U.S. airpower, Pakistani naval support and a realigned UAE. A
coalition like that would threaten their domestic security and strengthen the Aden government and
the STC. Faced with that scenario, the Houthis are likely to stand down because they are not
interested in fighting a war they cannot win.

Houthi actions should be read not as evidence of a widening Iranian-led offensive but as the moves
of an increasingly autonomous actor exploiting a moment of geopolitical transition without being
consumed by it. As Iran’s position deteriorates, the cohesion its regional network will depend
increasingly on the independent calculations of its members rather than direction from Tehran. That
dynamic limits Iran’s ability to offset its conventional military losses through its partners. And this is
precisely why the regional balance of power is shifting against Iran despite sporadic “successes” in
the Red Sea and the Gulf.
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