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Glossary 
 
Asylum seeker: An asylum seeker is a person who hopes to gain refuge in another country. 
If a refugee arrives in a country and formally seeks asylum – the right to stay in the country 
to avoid being sent back to danger in their homeland – that person remains an asylum 
seeker pending a decision on their case. 
 
Crimes Against Humanity: Crimes against humanity are certain crimes (for example 
murder, torture, deportation, or apartheid) committed by members of government forces or 
a non-state armed group that are knowingly committed as part of a widespread or 
systematic attack on a specific civilian population. Widespread could mean many attacks 
or one major attack. Systematic means the attack was well planned by those who carried it 
out. 
 
Excessive Use of Force: Excessive use of force occurs when authorities use more force 
than is reasonably necessary. 
 
Extrajudicial Killing: An extrajudicial killing is the deliberate killing of a person by 
governmental authorities or their agents without a trial or other legal basis – that is, 
outside the protections of the law. 
 
Geolocation: Connecting a piece of visual information to the location where it was 
originally recorded using visual cues in the image(s). This can include, for example, 
identifying unique landmarks in a photograph or video with their precise location on a 
satellite image. 
 
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights: The International Covenant on Civil 
and Political Rights (ICCPR) is a multilateral treaty that binds states parties to respect the 
civil and political rights of individuals, including the right to life, the prohibition of torture, 
freedom from arbitrary detention, freedom of religion, freedom of speech, freedom of 
assembly, electoral rights, and rights to due process and a fair trial. 
 
Migrant: A migrant is a person who is moving, either on foot or by other means of 
transportation, from his or her home country to a secondary country, sometimes passing 
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through one or more countries before reaching the final destination. Reasons for migration 
can include, but are not limited to, economic reasons, poverty, lawlessness, and 
environmental disaster. A migrant can be someone who is planning to seek asylum in his 
or her final destination country. 
 
Pushbacks: Pushbacks are collective expulsions, which prevent people from reaching, 
entering, or remaining in a particular territory and usually afford summary or no screening 
for asylum or other protection needs. Pushbacks violate the right to due process in the 
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights and the customary international law 
principle of non-refoulement. 
 
Refugee: Generally, a refugee is a person who has been forced to flee their country 
because of persecution, war, or violence. Under the 1951 Refugee Convention, a refugee is 
someone who is unable or unwilling to return to their home country because of a well-
founded fear of persecution for reasons of race, religion, nationality, or political opinion. 
Under customary international law, governments are prohibited from forcibly returning 
refugees to their home country if it would place them in danger. 
 
Smuggling: In this report, smuggling is defined as the illegal transportation of people 
across an international border, in violation of applicable laws or other regulations, in 
exchange for financial or other material benefit. There are three fundamental differences 
between smuggling and trafficking as highlighted below. Consent: The smuggled person 
agrees to being moved from one place to another. Trafficking victims, on the other hand, 
have either not agreed to be moved or, if they have, have been deceived by false promises 
into agreeing, only to then face exploitation. Exploitation: Smuggling ends at the chosen 
destination where the smuggler and the smuggled person part ways. In contrast, traffickers 
exploit their victim at the final destination and/or during the journey. Transnationality: 
Smuggling always involves crossing international borders whereas trafficking occurs 
regardless of whether victims are taken to another country or moved within a country’s 
borders. 
 
Trafficking: The United Nations Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in 
Persons, Especially Women and Children (Trafficking Protocol) defines trafficking as the 
recruitment, transportation, transfer, harboring, or receipt of persons through “the threat 
or use of force or other forms of coercion…or of the giving or receiving of payments or 
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benefits to achieve the consent of a person having control of another person, for the 
purpose of exploitation.” 
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Summary 
 

We were fired on repeatedly. I saw people killed in a way I have never 
imagined. I saw 30 killed people on the spot. I pushed myself under a rock 
and slept there. I could feel people sleeping around me. I realized what I 
thought were people sleeping around me were actually dead bodies. I woke 
up and I was alone. 
– Hamdiya, 14 years old 

 
Saudi border guards have killed at least hundreds of Ethiopian migrants and asylum 
seekers who tried to cross the Yemen-Saudi border between March 2022 and June 2023. 
Human Rights Watch research indicates that, at time of writing, the killings are continuing. 
Saudi border guards have used explosive weapons and shot people at close range, 
including women and children, in a pattern that is widespread and systematic. If 
committed as part of a Saudi government policy to murder migrants, these killings would 
be a crime against humanity. In some instances, Saudi border guards first asked survivors 
in which limb of their body they preferred to be shot, before shooting them at close range. 
Saudi border guards also fired explosive weapons at migrants who had just been released 
from temporary Saudi detention and were attempting to flee back to Yemen. 
 
It is estimated that approximately 750,000 Ethiopians live and work in Saudi Arabia. While 
many migrate for economic reasons, a number have fled because of serious human rights 
abuses by their government, including during the recent, brutal armed conflict in northern 
Ethiopia. Ethiopian migrants have for decades attempted the dangerous migration route – 
known as the “Eastern Route” or sometimes the “Yemeni Route” – from the Horn of Africa, 
across the Gulf of Aden, through Yemen and into Saudi Arabia. It is estimated that well 
over 90 percent of the migrants on this route are Ethiopian. The route is also used by 
migrants from Somalia and Eritrea, and occasionally other east African nations. In recent 
years, there has been an increase in the proportion of women and girls migrating on the 
eastern route. 
 
Migrants and asylum seekers described their journey to the Yemen-Saudi border as rife 
with abuse and controlled by a network of smugglers and traffickers who physically 
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assaulted them to extort payments from family members or contacts in Ethiopia or  
Saudi Arabia. 
 
Since the armed conflict began in Yemen in 2014, both the government and the Houthi 
armed group have detained migrants in poor conditions and exposed them to abuse. In 
2014, Human Rights Watch documented abuses, including torture, of migrants in detention 
camps in Yemen run by traffickers attempting to extort payments. In 2018, Human Rights 
Watch documented how Yemeni guards tortured and raped Ethiopian and other migrants 
and asylum seekers from the Horn of Africa at a detention center in Aden and worked in 
collaboration with smugglers to deport migrants in large groups to dangerous conditions at 
sea. In 2021, Human Rights Watch documented how scores of mostly Ethiopian migrants 
burned to death after Houthi forces launched projectiles into an immigration detention 
center in Sana’a, which they controlled, causing a fire. Yemen is also home to one of the 
world’s worst humanitarian crises, with the vast majority of the population reliant on aid  
to survive. 
 
Between January and June 2023, Human Rights Watch interviewed 42 Ethiopian migrants 
and asylum seekers by telephone, who tried to cross the border between Saudi Arabia and 
Yemen, or the friends and relatives of those who tried to cross. All attempted border 
crossings between March 2022 and June 2023. Human Rights Watch also analyzed over 
350 videos and photographs posted to social media or gathered from other sources filmed 
between May 12, 2021 and July 18, 2023, and several hundred square kilometers of 
satellite imagery captured between February 2022 and July 2023. These show dead and 
wounded migrants on the trails, in camps and in medical facilities, how burial sites near 
the migrant camps grew in size, the expanding Saudi Arabian border security 
infrastructure, and the routes currently used by the migrants to attempt border crossings. 
 
Migrants and asylum seekers told Human Rights Watch that after crossing the Gulf of Aden 
from Djibouti to Aden on often life-threatening journeys, in unseaworthy vessels, 
overcrowded and with limited food and water, Yemeni smugglers separated them into 
groups according to their Ethiopian ethnicity. Smugglers then took them to Saada 
governorate, currently under the control of the Houthi armed group, also known as Ansar 
Allah, on the border with Saudi Arabia. Smugglers took ethnic Tigrayans to an informal 
migrant settlement camp called Al Raqw and ethnic Oromo to a camp called Al Thabit,  
both in Saada. 
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Many interviewees said Houthi forces controlled the entry and exit into the camps and 
worked with smugglers to control their stay in Saada. Houthi forces would often extort 
bribes from the migrants or transfer them to what migrants described as detention centers 
where people were abused, until they could pay an exit fee. Sometimes, Houthi forces 
would collect migrants injured during their crossing into Saudi Arabia from hospitals in 
Saada even when they were injured from an attempted crossing, and forcibly return them 
to smugglers in the camps. 
 
Interviewees said that the camps in Saada contained tens of thousands of migrants 
waiting their turn to cross the border into Saudi Arabia. Men, women, and children 
regularly make crossing attempts in groups of up to 200 people. Migrants who traveled in 
large groups told Human Rights Watch that their groups had more women than men and a 
number of unaccompanied children. Those unable to pay the smuggler fees in full were 
often forced to lead the group and consequently were the most likely to be injured or killed 
by explosive weapons attacks or shootings. 
 
Saudi border guards were often sighted either patrolling the border area holding rifles or in 
“cars” or large vehicles with what interviewees said looked like rocket launchers mounted 
on the rear. Many migrants said they saw cameras tracking their movements mounted on 
what looked like “street lamps” on the Saudi side of the border. 
 

Border Killings 

While Human Rights Watch has previously documented killings of migrants at the border 
with Yemen and Saudi Arabia since 2014, the killings documented in this report appear to 
be a deliberate escalation in both the number and manner of targeted killings. This report 
shows how the pattern of abuses has changed from an apparent practice of occasional 
shootings and mass detentions to widespread and systematic killings. Such killings would 
be crimes against humanity if they are both widespread and systematic and part of a state 
policy of deliberate murder of a civilian population. 
 
Migrants and asylum seekers described the following violations as they attempted to cross 
into Saudi Arabia. 
 
 



 

“THEY FIRED ON US LIKE RAIN” 4 

Explosive Weapon Attacks 

People traveling in groups, from four to five people to up to several hundred described 
being attacked by mortar projectiles and other explosive weapons by Saudi border guards 
once they had crossed the border from Yemen into Saudi Arabia. In total, Human Rights 
Watch interviewees described 28 explosive weapons incidents. After leaving camps near 
the border, migrants would approach or cross the border, often making multiple attempts 
over a period of months after being “pushed back” by Saudi border guards. Interviewees 
described seeing Saudi border guards, border guard posts and surveillance cameras and 
attempting to evade detection, for example by crossing during morning prayers. Human 
Rights Watch has identified what appear to be border guard posts from satellite images 
that are consistent with these accounts. 
 
Interviewees had encountered Houthi forces in and travelling to the camps, but 
consistently described being attacked by Saudi border guards, often describing their 
uniforms and frequently referring to the effects of explosive weapons being “like a bomb,” 
mortar or rocket launchers being fired from the “back of cars.” Attacks sometimes lasted 
for hours or even days. 
 
Once the attacks stopped, survivors were often then approached by Saudi border guards 
and detained, sometimes for months, by Saudi authorities in Saudi detention facilities. All 
described scenes of horror: women, men, and children strewn across the mountainous 
landscape severely injured, dismembered, or already dead. Many who said they managed 
to escape described the guilt of not being able to carry victims to safety, often after having 
been severely injured themselves. 
 
Members of the Independent Forensic Expert Group (IFEG) of the International 
Rehabilitation Council for Torture Victims, an international group of prominent forensic 
experts, analyzed videos and photographs both collected from social media by or sent 
directly to Human Rights Watch showing injured or dead migrants to determine the causes 
of their wounds. IFEG members concluded that some injuries exhibited “clear patterns 
consistent with the explosion of munitions with capacity to produce heat and 
fragmentation,” while others have “characteristics consistent with gunshot wounds” and, 
in one instance, “burns are visible.” 
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Large Group Crossings and Deaths 

Human Rights Watch interviewed 23 people who attempted to cross into Saudi Arabia as 
part of large groups that came under fire from explosive weapons. This included one 
person who watched another group come under fire the day before he attempted to cross, 
giving a total of 24 large group incidents. The dates and groups sizes indicate that these 
were all separate incidents. In total, 3,442 people were estimated to have taken part in 
these large crossings. Ten interviewees estimated that from 11 attempted crossings with a 
total of 1,278 migrants, they had seen killed or estimated at least 655 deaths. In one of 
these incidents, a survivor explained that from his group of 170 people, “I know 90 people 
were killed, because some returned to that place to pick up the dead bodies – they 
counted around 90 dead bodies.” 
 
For nine additional attempted large group crossings, involving an estimated 1,630 people, 
interviewees saw people dying around them, but were often too busy fleeing or too 
traumatized to give an estimate of the number of deaths and instead said how many 
people returned to the camps. In these nine cases, out of 1,630 migrants, interviewees 
recounted that 281 people had survived. For example, one interviewee explained “from 
150, only 7 people survived that day… There were remains of people everywhere, scattered 
everywhere.” Another interviewee went to the Saudi border to collect the body of a girl 
from his village and said “Her body was piled up on top of 20 bodies” explaining that “it is 
really impossible to count the number. It is beyond the imagination. People are going in 
different groups day to day. The dead bodies are there.” For the remaining four large group 
crossings that came under fire from heavy weapons, interviewees were not able to 
estimate the number of dead or known survivors. 
 
This means Saudi border guards have killed hundreds, possibly thousands, of Ethiopian 
migrants and asylum seekers. 
 

Small Group Crossings 

While Saudi border guards fired explosive weapons at four small group crossings of ten 
people or less, interviewees said they witnessed no deaths as a result. 
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Shootings at Close Range 

People traveling in smaller groups or on their own said once they crossed the Yemeni-
Saudi border they would see Saudi border guards either at a distance in patrol vehicles or 
sometimes at close range carrying rifles. Many said the border guards shot at them 
immediately or the border guards would let them approach further into Saudi territory, ask 
them where they were going, and then fire their rifles at them. Interviewees describe being 
apprehended by armed border guards and asked in which limb of their body they would 
prefer to be shot and then the border guard would shoot this limb. People also described 
guards beating them with rocks and metal bars. 
 
The abuses of Saudi border guards extend beyond firing explosive weapons and shooting 
at migrants at close range. Some migrants said that after an attack with explosive weapons 
was complete, the Saudi border guards would descend from their border guard posts and 
beat survivors. A 17-year-old boy described how Saudi border guards forced him and other 
survivors to rape two girl survivors after the guards had executed another survivor  
who refused. 
 

Consequences of Attacks 

Human Rights Watch interviewed many people who lost one or more limbs as a result of 
explosive weapons or shootings at the border and remain stranded in Yemen with limited 
or no health care and resources to leave. People described an absence of medical 
treatment at both Al Thabit and Al Raqw camps and Al Gar village, where survivors usually 
returned after an attack. Some made it to hospitals in Saada and other more severe cases 
to Sana’a. Usually, the friends and relatives of the victims raised money to help migrants 
access medical care. 
 
Human Rights Watch estimates that since the start of its investigations in January 2023,  
at least hundreds of largely Ethiopian migrants have been killed at the border with Saudi 
Arabia. 
 
There has been no international mechanism mandated to monitor rights violations in 
Yemen, including abuses against migrants, since the United Nations Human Rights 
Council-mandated Group of Eminent Experts, was disbanded in 2021 following pressure on 
Council member states from Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates. Yemeni, regional, 
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and international civil society groups, including Human Rights Watch, continue to call on 
UN member states to fill this gap with a mechanism aimed at monitoring the human rights 
situation in Yemen, and investigating abuses with a view to laying the foundation for 
accountability and redress. 
 
Negotiations for a new truce in Yemen present an opportunity to incorporate much-needed 
accountability and redress measures essential for addressing the harms committed 
against Yemenis, as well as Ethiopian migrants in the country and others. It is critical that 
discussions meaningfully include all stakeholders, including Yemeni civil society. To date, 
talks between the warring parties, particularly those between Saudi Arabia and the Houthi 
armed group, continue to be conducted largely in secret without the participation of 
Yemeni civil society actors. 
 
While this report is focused on the widespread and systematic abuses committed by Saudi 
border guards, Human Rights Watch notes that the Houthis play a significant role in 
perpetrating abuses against migrants along this migration route. Houthi forces’ role in 
coordinating security and facilitating access to the border for smugglers and migrants in 
Saada governorate, coupled with its practice of detaining and extorting migrants, amount 
to torture, arbitrary detention, and trafficking in persons. 
 
In recent years, Saudi Arabia has invested heavily in deflecting attention from its abysmal 
human rights record at home and abroad, spending billions of dollars to host major 
entertainment, cultural, and sporting events. These include a Formula 1 motorsport Grand 
Prix and heavy weight boxing world title fights, purchasing Newcastle United, an English 
Premier League Football team, and creating the LIV golf tour, which recently announced a 
merger with the PGA Tour. It has also spent hundreds of millions of dollars on signing 
global soccer stars for the Saudi Professional League in 2023 such as Cristiano Ronaldo, 
Karim Benzema, and Sadio Mané. 
 

Recommendations 

Saudi Arabia should immediately and urgently revoke any policy, whether explicit or de 
facto, to deliberately use lethal force on migrants and asylum seekers, including targeting 
them with explosive weapons and close-range attacks and should urgently investigate and 
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appropriately discipline or prosecute security personnel responsible for abuses, including 
unlawful killings, wounding and torture at the Yemen border. 
 
Concerned governments should publicly call for Saudi Arabia to end any policy, whether 
explicit or in effect, to target migrants with explosive weapons and close-range attacks on 
the border with Yemen and press for accountability for any senior Saudi officials credibly 
implicated in ongoing mass killings of migrants and asylum seekers. In the interim 
concerned governments should impose sanctions on Saudi and Houthi officials credibly 
implicated in ongoing violations at the border, including through facilitating smugglers’ 
access to the border, as well as through detaining and extorting migrants. 
 
Given the gravity of the abuses outlined in this report, a UN-backed investigation should 
be established into the killings and abuses against migrants and asylum seekers at the 
Yemen-Saudi border, including those documented in this report. 
 
Human Rights Watch calls on organizers and participants in major international events 
sponsored by the Saudi government to speak out publicly on rights issues or, when 
whitewashing Saudi Arabia’s human rights record is the primary purpose, not to 
participate. 
 
For many years, Saudi Arabia has been one of the world’s largest arms importers. 
Concerned governments should suspend any transfers of arms and other military 
equipment to Saudi Arabia, including arms, training, and maintenance agreements and 
suspend any ongoing military training and cooperation with Saudi bBorder guard units.  
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Methodology 
 
This report is based on interviews with 38 Ethiopian migrants and asylum seekers who 
tried to cross the Yemen-Saudi border between March 2022 and June 2023, and four 
relatives or friends of Ethiopian migrants and asylum seekers who tried to cross during the 
same period. Human Rights Watch also analyzed over 350 videos and photographs posted 
to social media or gathered from other sources filmed between May 12, 2021 and July 18, 
2023, and several hundred square kilometers of satellite imagery. Thirty-two interviewees 
are male, ten are female, and three are children. All 42 interviews were conducted between 
January and June 2023. 
 
Human Rights Watch interviewed Ethiopian migrants and asylum seekers in Yemen by 
telephone. Most interviewees were located in Saada or Sana’a governorates in Yemen. 
 
Human Rights Watch also interviewed humanitarian actors, nongovernmental 
organizations, and members of civil society in Yemen. 
 
Interviews were conducted in private settings – either completely alone or with the 
interviewees’ family members present – with assurances of confidentiality. The researcher 
informed all interviewees about the purpose and voluntary nature of the interviews, and 
the ways in which Human Rights Watch would use the information. All were told they could 
decline to answer questions or could end the interview at any time. The researcher told 
interview subjects they would receive no payment, service, or other personal benefit for 
the interviews. The researcher for this project used an Ethiopian interpreter and conducted 
interviews in Amharic and Oromo. 
 
Geospatial and open-source researchers from Human Rights Watch’s Digital Investigations 
Lab verified the videos and photographs recorded by migrants and border residents that 
were shared directly with Human Rights Watch and on others’ social media. Human Rights 
Watch cross referenced 29 of these videos with satellite imagery to map sections of a route 
used to cross the Yemen-Saudi border. We identified likely Saudi border guard posts near 
this route which may be responsible for firing at migrants. We verified two videos showing 
at least three dead or severely wounded migrants inside Saudi territory. 
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The several hundred square kilometers of satellite images Human Rights Watch analyzed 
were collected between February 2022 and June 2023. This included over 50 kilometers of 
the border between Al Raqw camp and Al Gar village, allowing us to assess the 
development of security infrastructure there, and identify burial sites near migrant camps 
which have grown considerably since the start of 2022. 
 
Members of the Independent Forensic Expert Group (IFEG), an international group of 42 
distinguished forensic experts coordinated by the International Rehabilitation Council for 
Torture Victims (IRCT), used 22 videos and photographs collected from social media by or 
sent directly to Human Rights Watch showing injured or dead migrants to interpret 
potential causes of wounds. 
 
To protect confidentiality, pseudonyms are used for all interviewees. 
 
Human Rights Watch wrote to the Saudi Arabian Ministry of Interior, Ministry of Defense, 
and the Human Rights Commission, as well as the Human Rights Ministry of Ansar Allah.  
 
The Houthi authorities replied to our letter on August 19, 2023. 
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A Dangerous Journey to the Border 
 
A combination of factors, including poverty, drought, conflict, and serious human rights 
abuses have driven hundreds of thousands of Ethiopians to leave their country and 
migrate over the past decade. An International Organization for Migration (IOM) report 
from 2020 found that migration from Ethiopia to Saudi Arabia is highly gendered. Women 
and girls account for most documented movements, given the high demand for domestic 
work in Saudi Arabia, while men comprised the majority of undocumented movements.1 
However, the report found that the proportion of women and girls travelling along this 
corridor has increased in recent years. 
 
Most Ethiopians have traveled by boat across the Gulf of Aden and then by land through 
Yemen to Saudi Arabia, the final destination country. This dangerous migration route is 
known as the “Eastern Route” or sometimes the “Yemeni Route.” Human Rights Watch has 
previously documented how a network of smugglers, traffickers, and authorities in Yemen 
kidnap, detain, and beat Ethiopian migrants and extort them or their families for money.2 
Migrants who illegally cross into Saudi Arabia usually do so in the mountainous border 
area separating Yemen’s Saada governorate and Saudi Arabia’s Jizan province. There is 
evidence that both sides of this border have experienced landmine use and could still 
have mined areas.3 IOM’s Displacement Tracking Matrix – which monitors migrant arrivals 
in Yemen – reported just over 73,000 migrant arrivals in 2022,4 while in 2023, as of July 31, 
the figure was already over 86,630.5 In 2022, the IOM’s Displacement Tracking Matrix 

 
1 International Organization for Migration, Gendered Patterns of Women and Girls' Migration along the Eastern Corridor, 
December 2020, https://returnandreintegration.iom.int/en/resources/report/gendered-patterns-women-and-girls-
migration-along-eastern-corridor (accessed July 18, 2023). 
2 “Ethiopians Abused on Gulf Migration Route,” Human Rights Watch news release, August 15, 2019, 
https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/08/15/ethiopians-abused-gulf-migration-route. 
3 See “Saudi Arabia mine ban policy profile,” Landmine and Cluster Munition Monitor, http://www.the-monitor.org/en-
gb/reports/2022/saudi-arabia/mine-ban-policy.aspx (accessed August 11, 2023); and “Yemen mine action profile,” 
Landmine and Cluster Munition Monitor, http://www.the-monitor.org/en-gb/reports/2022/yemen/mine-action.aspx 
(accessed August 11, 2023). 
4 “DTM Yemen - Flow Monitoring Datasets - December 2022,” International Organization for Migration Displacement Tracking 
Matrix datasets, December 2022, https://dtm.iom.int/datasets/dtm-yemen-flow-monitoring-datasets-december-2022 
(accessed July 10, 2023). 
5 “DTM Yemen - Flow Monitoring Datasets - July 2023,” International Organization for Migration Displacement Tracking Matrix 
datasets, July 2023, https://dtm.iom.int/datasets/dtm-yemen-flow-monitoring-datasets-july-2023 (accessed August 14, 
2023). 
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found that women and girls made up 24 percent of total migrant arrivals in Yemen and 11 
percent were children.6 
 
Generally, interviewees said smugglers did not make in-person contact with them inside 
Ethiopia and directed all travel remotely through telephone calls until migrants reached 
Djibouti.7 In a small number of cases, migrants went to known smuggler hotspots to meet 
with smugglers. Hamdiya, a 14-year-old girl from Hararghe in Oromia who said she left 
Ethiopia because of financial problems, explained how she contacted smugglers: 
 

We went to Dire Dawa [a federally administered city in eastern Ethiopia near 
the Oromia and Somali regional borders] and hung around the gate where 
the smugglers could see we were poor from our clothes. They came to us 
and asked if we wanted to go to Saudi Arabia… They took us by car to 
Djibouti.8 

 
Interviewees mostly used smugglers to travel all the way from their home in Ethiopia to the 
northern border of Yemen. Migrants generally paid for their journey in parts: 1) from 
Ethiopia to Djibouti, 2) from Djibouti to Aden by boat across the Gulf of Aden, 3) from Aden 
to Saada, and 4) from a migrant camp in Saada governorate to the border. Some 
interviewees had difficulty affording the whole journey with smuggler assistance and made 
parts of the journey – particularly once in Yemen – on their own. 
 

 
6 “DTM Yemen - Flow Monitoring Datasets – January – December 2022,” International Organization for Migration 
Displacement Tracking Matrix datasets, December 2022, https://dtm.iom.int/datasets/dtm-yemen-flow-monitoring-
datasets-december-2022 (accessed July 10, 2023). 
7 The overwhelming majority (a few had contact) of interviewees said they did not make contact with Ethiopian smugglers 
inside Ethiopia. 
8 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Hamdiya, March 2, 2023. 
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Map of the migration route from Ethiopia to Saudi Arabia through Yemen. Graphic © Human Rights Watch 

 
Those interviewed described life-threatening journeys9 as long as three days from Djibouti 
across the Gulf of Aden to reach Yemen, in most cases in overcrowded boats, with no food 
or water. Several interviewees described ill-treatment and abuse such as beatings by 
smugglers or traffickers all the way along the migration route. Many interviewees said the 
traffickers physically assaulted them to extort payments from family members or contacts 
in Ethiopia or Saudi Arabia along various points of the route. Yemane, a young man who 
fled his home in Raya in southern Tigray because of the armed conflict in northern 
Ethiopia,10 described how upon his arrival in Yemen traffickers took him to a house and 
beat him, and held him for ransom: 
 

The smugglers register you, when you cross the sea, you are always 
assigned to a smuggler. In Ethiopia when you communicate [by telephone] 
with the smuggler, they give you a code and in Yemen you give the code 
over [to the Yemeni smuggler]. They ask you, “Who is your owner?” They 

 
9 Human Rights Watch telephone interviews with Rishan, January 23, 2023, and with Bona, January 26, 2023. 
10 For more on the armed conflict in Tigray see “Ethiopia,” Human Rights Watch country page, 
https://www.hrw.org/africa/ethiopia. 
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[the Yemeni smugglers] picked me up by car and took me to somewhere 
around Aden. There was a house, and I was put inside it. There was torture 
in that house. They started to beat me. I immediately called my family in 
Saudi Arabia, and they transferred money for me. I left [that house] after 
four days.11 

 
Yemane eventually made his way with the assistance of smugglers to Al Raqw camp  
in Saada. 
 
A 14-year-old girl, Hamdiya, said that Ethiopian smugglers in Djibouti demanded money 
from her before the boat crossing: 
 

In Djibouti the smugglers asked us to pay money for the boat by sea. I 
didn’t have any money – I had left home with the hope of earning money. 
But they [the smugglers] asked me to pay 2,000 Ethiopian Birr [US$37] and 
they kept me [in Djibouti] for a week and they beat me every day and did 
not give me any food. They [the smugglers] said if you don’t pay [us] they 
would keep beating me. On day eight they knew I couldn’t pay so they 
released me.12 

 
Human Rights Watch interviewed two girls and eight women for this report. Several female 
interviewees said smugglers and other migrants sexually assaulted them or other female 
migrants along the smuggling route. Three of the ten women and girls interviewed for this 
report were raped by either smugglers or other migrants; two became pregnant as a result. 
Dahabo, a 20-year-old woman from Oromia in Ethiopia who left her home in search of 
better work opportunities in Saudi Arabia, described her anguish, “I am pregnant from 
rape by a smuggler. I am in a mental crisis because of that.”13 
 

 
11 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Yemane, March 16, 2023. 
12 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Hamdiya, March 2, 2023. 
13 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Dahabo, January 12, 2023. 
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Baati, a 25-year-old man from Hararghe told Human Rights Watch, “The smugglers took a 
ransom from us and beat us and called our family [demanding money]. They would take 
women outside separately, doing whatever they wanted with them.”14 
 

Migrant Camps near the Border between Yemen and Saudi Arabia 
Migrants told Human Rights Watch that they traveled to two main migrant “camps” along 
the Yemen-Saudi border in Saada governorate in northern Yemen.15 Saada has long been a 
center for migrant arrivals trying to access Saudi Arabia.16 Migrants said that in general 
smugglers took Oromo migrants to an area called Al Thabit in the northwest of Yemen and 
Tigrayan and other ethnicities of the Ethiopian migrants were generally taken to Al Raqw. 
Even when smugglers did not take migrants on their journey to the border, migrants 
usually chose to go to migrant camps according to this ethnic split. Interviewees explained 
that the camps were divided in this way for language purposes. 
 

Al Thabit Migrant Camp 
Al Thabit is located about 70 kilometers northwest of Saada and about 4 kilometers east of 
the Yemen-Saudi border on a riverbed (wadi) prone to flash floods. Satellite imagery shows 
that the camp started to grow from the end of June 2022, and increased rapidly from July 
2022 to March 2023, until it was largely dismantled in early April 2023. 

 
14 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Baati, January 16, 2023. 
15 Informal settlement areas used by smugglers to hold migrants before border crossing attempts. 
16 The Regional Mixed Migration Secretariat, “Desperate choices:” Conditions, risks & protection failure affecting Ethiopian 
migrants in Yemen, October 2012, https://mixedmigration.org/resource/desperate-choices/ (accessed July 10, 2023); Mixed 
Migration Centre, Captive commodities “This route is like a fire,” March 2023 https://mixedmigration.org/wp-
content/uploads/2023/03/Captive-Commodities-Ethiopians-on-Eastern-migration-route.pdf (accessed July 10, 2023). 
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Satellite imagery of January 1, 2023 shows the migrant camp of Al Thabit in Saada Governorate, Yemen. Image © 
2023 Airbus. Google Earth 

 
Interviewees who stayed in Al Thabit described it as a crowded makeshift informal 
settlement filled with tents and rudimentary shelters and surrounded by wire mesh.17 
Hamza, a 19-year-old man from West Hararghe in Oromia in Ethiopia, described the place 
as being “like an open-air detention center”: 
 

There are some shelters made from plastic sheets…[It] has a compound 
which is built with wire, you cannot get out.…. There are hundreds of 
thousands of migrants there. Once you get in you cannot get out. There are 
guards there, the Houthis guard that area. The Houthis register everyone 
[that enters]. There is always registration going on. Once you submit a 
payment to the guards, the smugglers come and take you to the border. 

 
17 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Desta, February 6, 2023. 
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Otherwise, you can’t get out of Al Thabit. Sometimes you can go back into 
Yemen, but you cannot go alone to the border…18 

 
Tayya, a 26-year-old man from Hararghe in Oromia, said he fled drought in the summer of 
2022 to seek a better life in Saudi Arabia. He confirmed the Houthi presence in Al Thabit 
and explained how they worked with smugglers to enforce control over the area: 
 

To get into Al Thabit you pay the smugglers. Once you are inside [Al Thabit] you 
can’t leave. The Houthis have a list of names saying who paid and who didn’t pay. 
There are Houthi forces everywhere and they work with the smugglers.19 

 
Lencho, a 26-year-old man from Arsi in Oromia who tried to cross the border from Al Thabit, 
said that Houthi forces often took migrants from the camps to 
what they called “detention centers” in Saada if they could not 
afford to pay the smuggler fees. Migrants identified the Houthi 
forces by the green military uniforms they were wearing and 
the weapons they carried. Lencho described their abusive 
treatment and confirmed they hold a list of migrants that have 
paid smuggler fees. 
 

I was in Al Thabit at the time and they [the Houthi 
forces] took me seven months ago [September 2022] to 
the largest detention center in Saada and kept me 
there for three months… I couldn’t pay money so they 
took me there. In Al Thabit there are so many Houthi 
forces. They say they are protecting the country, but 
they are exploiting migrants and they take money from 
us.20 

 
Human Rights Watch received and geolocated a photograph 
and a video from a Houthi-run center in the southwest outskirts of Saada depicting scores 

 
18 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Hamza, February 22, 2023. 
19 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Tayya, April 8, 2023. 
20 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Lencho, April 18, 2023. 

 
A video published on TikTok on 
April 6, 2023 and geolocated by 
Human Rights Watch shows a large 
group of migrants gathered north of 
Al Thabit camp in Saada 
Governorate, Yemen on April 4, 
2023. © 2023 Private 
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of migrant men and boys in a cramped room sleeping and sitting on blankets. A video 
recorded outside the north side of the main building shows a migrant man with two open 
wounds on the left side of his lower back and buttock which are consistent with gunshot or 
explosive fragment wounds, according to an IFEG pathologist. 
 
Human Rights Watch verified 16 videos shared on social media, including a Facebook 
livestream, showing a large group of migrants leaving the camp and moving through a pass 
to the north on April 4, 2023. 
 

Al Raqw 
The Al Raqw camp is located 17 kilometers south of Al Thabit camp, just east of the Yemen-
Saudi border on the elevated bank of a riverbed that marks the border. 
 
Migrants described Al Raqw as a village-like area where thousands of migrants stay in 
tents as they prepare to cross the border. Berhe, an 18-year-old youth from Raya in 
southern Tigray who escaped the conflict there in November 2022, described Al Raqw: 
 

There are no fewer than 50,000 people living there. The biggest number [of 
people] is migrants…The migrants sleep in tents… There are smugglers and 
Yemeni people too who work there and depend  
on migrants.21 

 
Interviewees told Human Rights Watch that before entering Al Raqw, smugglers took them 
to Monabbih district in Saada first. Haben, a 29-year-old man from Tigray, described the 
process in Monabbih: 
 

In order to go to Raqw you have to pay at Monabbih...There is a detention 
center in Monabbih where migrants who cannot pay are kept in detention. 
The Houthis control the security [of the detention facility]. They wear the 
Houthi, ranger uniform. The Houthis work with the smugglers.22 

 

 
21 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Berhe, March 13, 2023. 
22 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Haben, March 15, 2023. 
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Human Rights Watch analyzed nine photographs taken in late May and early June 2023 
sent from a facility in Monabbih that third parties confirmed is used by smugglers to hold 
migrants before traveling to Al Raqw. The photographs show tens of migrants packed 
together near bright orange tents inside a fenced off compound. Using these photographs 
and satellite imagery, Human Rights Watch identified a facility in Monabbih 13.8 
kilometers southeast of Al Raqw which matches the description of the “detention center” 
provided by Haben.  
 
Satellite images of the camp show an increase in the number of tents at the compound 
from May 2022 to June 2023.  
 
 
 

 
Satellite imagery of July 20, 2023 shows the detention facility of Monabbih in Saada Governorate, Yemen. Image © 
2023 Planet Labs PBC 
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Merhawi, a 26-year-old man from Tigray, described how the migrant camp in Al Raqw has 
also become increasingly crowded in 2023: 
 

Raqw is so overcrowded because the border is so lethal. People stay in 
Raqw instead [of crossing]. Just a small number now try to cross but still 
thousands arrive every day. Due to that there is no work in Raqw. The only 
way you can survive is if you have money in your pocket.23 

 
Satellite imagery demonstrates the large increase in the number of tents in and around Al 
Raqw from June 2022 to June 2023. 
 

 
Satellite imagery of June 23, 2023 shows the migrant camp of Al Raqw in Saada Governorate, Yemen located just 
across a river from Saudi Arabia. Image © 2023 Maxar Technologies. Source: EUSI 

 
 

 
23 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Merhawi, February 23, 2023. 
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Human Rights Watch constructed a 3D model of the migration route from the migrant camp of Al Thabit in Saada 
Governorate, Yemen, into Saudi Arabia using geolocated videos and satellite imagery. Graphic © 2023 Human  
Rights Watch 

 

Dynamics of Border Crossings 
Migrants cross into Saudi Arabia from Yemen at various points along a 100-kilometers-long 
mountainous stretch of the border; their routes depend on the migrant camp of departure. 
Saudi Arabia has deployed border guards along this mountainous route for a number  
of years.24 
 
From Al Thabit: Interviewees told Human Rights Watch that journeys from Al Thabit to the 
border took between five and seven hours to several days. By geolocating 29 videos 
shared on social media using satellite imagery and the mountains visible in the 
background of the videos, Human Rights Watch reconstructed the route from Al Thabit 
camp to the border and the first kilometers inside the Saudi territory. The route runs for 10 
to 15 kilometers until reaching the border and includes steep slopes, ravines, and 

 
24 “Special patrols support Saudi border forces” (“دوریات المجاھدین خط خلفي لدعم القوات السعودیة”), video clip, Al Arabiya, 2017, 
YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JPSBccG_2JM&t=12s (accessed August 11, 2023). 
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mountain passes as high as 2,200 meters. People leaving Al Thabit said they generally did 
so in large groups of between 50 and 300 migrants. 
 
Migrants and asylum seekers who traveled in large groups told Human Rights Watch that 
their group had more women than men and a number of unaccompanied children. Iftu, a 20-
year-old woman from Hararghe in Oromia, left Ethiopia when smugglers convinced her to 
travel to Saudi Arabia with the promise of better work opportunities. “Most of the group was 
female,” she said of her border crossing in November 2022. “I was in a group of 250 and 200 
were women and 50 were men. There were a lot of kids between 12 and 13 years old.”25 
 

Human Rights Watch verified 10 videos shared on TikTok and 
Facebook between March 6 and April 10, 2023 of Ethiopian 
migrants crossing from Yemen to Saudi Arabia. The number of 
migrants in the groups shown in these videos ranges from 22 
to roughly 100. Human Rights Watch identified one and a half 
times more women than men in videos that contained enough 
detail to determine the presenting genders of the migrants. 
The ratio of female to male migrants on the trail increased in 
videos shared on social media after July 30, 2022 to five 
times more women than men. The ten videos verified by 
Human Rights Watch were short, averaging just 79 seconds, 
and likely did not capture the full number of migrants present 
in each group. 
 
Iftu said that the journey from Al Thabit took five days as her 
group tried to avoid being seen by the Saudi border guards 
that patrol the area. “We walked for five days because we 
were trying to hide from the border guards,” she said. “We 
were changing our way [to avoid them].”26 

 
25 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Iftu, January 13, 2023. 
26 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Iftu, January 13, 2023. 

 
A video published on TikTok on July 31, 
2022 and geolocated by Human Rights 
Watch shows a group of 22 migrants, 20 of 
whom appear to be women, descending a 
steep slope inside Saudi Arabia near the 
trail used to cross from the migrant camp of 
Al Thabit. © 2022 Private 
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Satellite imagery from June 23, 2023 shows two Saudi border guard posts and two layers of fence close to Al Raqw 
migrant camp. Image © 2023 Maxar Technologies. Source: EUSI 

 
From Al Raqw: Al Raqw’s informal migrant camp settlement is right on the border. Only a 
river separates it from the Saudi border. Many interviewees said they could see the border 
crossing, border guard posts and border surveillance equipment they described as “large 
cameras” from the settlement itself.27 Human Rights Watch verified 13 videos recorded in 
or near Al Raqw and shared on social media showing three Saudi border guard posts that 
overlook the camp from the top of nearby hills. Three of these videos shared on TikTok on 
March 6, 2023, and April 28, 2023, show newly constructed fences next to one of the 
border guard posts. 
 
Satellite imagery shows that these fences, spanning 2.7 kilometers, were built in the 
period between July and December 2022. They appear to be under construction, likely for 
expansion, and run parallel to other fences which were built prior to 2022. Multiple pick-up 

 
27 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Abdi, January 24, 2023. 
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trucks are consistently visible on satellite images along the patrol roads and parked at the 
guard posts. One pick-up truck with an object mounted in the back is regularly parked on a 
high point where the new fences end. The back of this truck faces the Yemeni border. 
Human Rights Watch has not been able to determine the purpose and function of the 
object mounted in the back. 
 
People said that it took 20 to 30 minutes to reach the border from Al Raqw, depending on 
the size of their group. While four interviewees joined large group crossings from Al Raqw, 
most crossed from Al Raqw on their own or in small groups of fewer than ten. This is likely 
due to the proximity of the border to Al Raqw and less need for smuggler guidance. 
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Killings of Migrants 
 
The scale of the killings of migrants at the border documented in this report far surpasses 
those documented previously by Human Rights Watch. Saudi Arabia’s abuses against 
migrants and asylum seekers, committed historically and detailed more recently in this 
report, have been perpetrated with absolute impunity. In a 2014 report, Human Rights 
Watch documented how “Saudi border guards would fire warning shots at migrants and on 
occasion have fired at them directly, injuring or killing them.”28 A similar pattern was 
documented in a 2019 report.29 In 2020, Human Rights Watch showed how Houthi forces in 
April 2020 forcibly expelled thousands of Ethiopian migrants from northern Yemen using 
Covid-19 as a pretext, killing dozens and forcing them to the Saudi border.30 Saudi border 
guards then fired on the fleeing migrants, killing dozens more, while hundreds of survivors 
escaped to a mountainous border area. Saudi officials eventually allowed hundreds to 
enter the country, but then arbitrarily detained them in unsanitary and abusive facilities 
without the ability to legally challenge their detention or eventual deportation to Ethiopia. 
 
Between January 1 and April 30, 2022, UN experts reported receiving allegations of 
“artillery shelling and small arms fire allegedly by Saudi security forces causing the deaths 
of up to 430 and injuring 650 migrants, including refugees and asylum seekers.”31 They 
went on to state that this “appears to be a systematic pattern of large-scale indiscriminate 
cross-border killings.” 
 
In June 2023, the International Organization for Migration’s Missing Migrant Project stated 
that in 2022 “at least 795 people, believed to be mostly Ethiopians, lost their lives on the 

 
28 Human Rights Watch, Yemen’s Torture Camps: Abuse of Migrants by Human Traffickers in a Climate of Impunity, May 25, 
2014, https://www.hrw.org/report/2014/05/25/yemens-torture-camps/abuse-migrants-human-traffickers-climate-impunity. 
29 “Ethiopians Abused on Gulf Migration Route,” Human Rights Watch news release, August 15, 2019, 
https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/08/15/ethiopians-abused-gulf-migration-route. 
30 “Yemen: Houthis Kill, Expel Ethiopian Migrants,” Human Rights Watch news release, August 13, 2020, 
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/08/13/yemen-houthis-kill-expel-ethiopian-migrants. 
31 Joint letter from the Special Rapporteur on extrajudicial, summary or arbitrary executions; the Working Group on Arbitrary 
Detention; the Special Rapporteur on the human rights of migrants; the Special Rapporteur on trafficking in persons, 
especially women and children; the Special Rapporteur on violence against women and girls, its causes and consequences 
and the Working Group on discrimination against women and girls to the Government of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, 
October 3, 2022, https://spcommreports.ohchr.org/TMResultsBase/DownLoadPublicCommunicationFile?gId=27562 
(accessed July 10, 2023). 
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route between Yemen and Saudi Arabia, predominantly in Yemen's Saada governorate at 
the northern border.”32 
 
The marked change in pattern of abuses documented at the border from an apparent 
practice of occasional shootings and mass detentions to widespread and systematic 
killings documented by UN Experts in 2022 and in this report indicates that the abuses 
may qualify as crimes against humanity, if there is now a Saudi state policy of murder of 
civilian migrants. 
 
  

 
32 “Deaths on Migration Routes in MENA Highest since 2017: IOM 2022 Data Reveals,” International Organization for 
Migration’s Missing Migrant Project news release, June 13, 2023, https://www.iom.int/news/deaths-migration-routes-mena-
highest-2017-iom-2022-data-reveals (accessed July 10, 2023). 
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Killing Migrants with Explosive Weapons 
 
Migrants traveling in groups of all sizes who crossed the border from Yemen into Saudi 
Arabia described attacks they believed to be by Saudi border guards that were consistent 
with the use of mortar projectiles and other explosive weapons. Human Rights Watch has 
confirmed the use of explosive weapons in some of these cases by corroborating witness 
evidence with pathological analysis of photographic evidence from interviewees showing 
wounds consistent with blast trauma. 
 
People traveling in groups, from four to five people up to several hundred described being 
attacked by mortar projectiles and other explosive weapons by Saudi border guards once 
they had crossed the border from Yemen into Saudi Arabia. After leaving camps near the 
border, migrants would approach or cross the border, often making multiple attempts over 
a period of months after being “pushed back” by Saudi border guards. Interviewees 
described seeing Saudi border guards, border guard posts and surveillance cameras and 
attempting to evade detection, for example by crossing during morning prayers. 
 
Human Rights Watch has identified what appear to be border guard posts from satellite 
images that are consistent with these accounts. Interviewees had encountered Houthi 
forces in and travelling to the camps, but uniformly described being attacked by Saudi 
border guards as they crossed or neared the border, often describing their uniforms and 
frequently referring to explosive weapons “like a bomb,” mortar or rocket launcher being 
fired from the “back of cars.” Attacks sometimes lasted for hours or even days. Once the 
attacks stopped, survivors were often then approached by Saudi border guards and 
detained, sometimes for months, by Saudi authorities in Saudi detention facilities. Saudi 
border guards even told survivors they detained that they know migrants are coming and 
showed them vantage points “to show how they were killing people.” 
 
All interviewees described scenes of horror: women, men, and children strewn across the 
mountainous landscape severely injured, dismembered, or already dead. Eleven videos and 
photographs of injuries and wounds sent directly to Human Rights Watch or collected from 
social media and assessed by an IFEG pathologist are consistent with injuries from shrapnel 
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and explosive blasts.33 Human Rights Watch has documented at least 11 incidents where 
interviewees estimated that at least 70 people had been killed, including eight where they 
were part of groups of at least 140 people and knew of only a handful of survivors. 
 
“I saw people killed in a way I have never imagined,” said Hamdiya, a 14-year-old girl who 
crossed the border in a group of 60 in February 2023 that was repeatedly fired upon. “I saw 
30 killed people on the spot.” 
 
After witnessing the mass killing, Hamdiya pushed herself under a rock and at one point 
fell asleep. “I don’t know what happened after that,” she said. “I could feel people 
sleeping around me. I realized what I thought were people sleeping around me were 
actually dead bodies. I woke up and I was alone.”34 
 
After surviving the attack, other migrants and Yemenis assisted Hamdiya to get to Sana’a. 
She told Human Rights Watch that while she did not sustain any physical injury, “I have a 
mental injury. I can’t sleep now. During the night I am so scared. I prefer people to stay 
awake and talk to me.”35 
 
In total, 27 interviewees in separate incidents described 28 explosive weapons attacks 
from the Saudi Arabian side of the border after they crossed into Saudi Arabian territory. 
24 of these incidents involved large group crossings, while four groups of smaller than ten 
people also experienced explosive weapons attacks. Often people couldn’t accurately 
name the weapon that had been fired at them. Interviewees used words like “bomb,” 
“mortar,” and “explosive” interchangeably when describing the explosive weapon. Some 
interviewees said they saw rocket launchers mounted on top of vehicles that were used to 
fire explosive weapons at them. 
 
 
 

 
33 Analysis received from Members of the Independent Forensic Expert Group (IFEG), an international group of 42 
distinguished forensic experts coordinated by the International Rehabilitation Council for Torture Victims (IRCT), August 
2023. 
34 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Hamdiya, March 2, 2023. 
35 Ibid. 
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A Note on Saudi Border Guards 

 
The General Directorate of the Border Guard (GDBG) falls under the Saudi Arabian 
Ministry of Interior. The GDBG, headquartered in Riyadh, has nine commands or 
regions: Tabuk, Al Jouf, Northern Region, Eastern Region, Najran, Jizan, Asir, Makkah 
and Madinah. It is possible other security forces, in addition to Saudi border guards, 
were also deployed at the border at the time of the attacks documented in this report. 
A 2020 Carnegie Endowment for International Peace publication said that a new 
security force under the Ministry of Interior, the al-Afwaj Regiment, had been “tasked 
with preventing smuggling, trafficking, and infiltrators,” and had been deployed to 
support the GDBG.36 In May 2018, the New York Times reported that a Green Beret 
team of the US Special Forces arrived in Saudi Arabia to train Saudi ground troops 
responsible for securing the border against Houthi attacks.37 
 
Based on witness accounts, it has not been possible to identify the exact security 
force units involved in attacks against Ethiopian migrants at the border with Yemen. In 
the absence of specific information on specialized units, this report will refer to Saudi 
security forces at the border as Saudi border guards. 

 

Crossings from Al Thabit 
Interviewees explained that the journey from the Al Thabit camp takes five to seven days. 
Human Rights Watch verified and geolocated 29 videos that show a migrant trail from the 
camp, heading north towards the Saudi border before crossing into Saudi territory. 
 

 
36 Eleonora Ardemagni, “The Saudi-Yemeni Militarized Borderland,” Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, January 9, 
2020, https://carnegieendowment.org/sada/80745 (accessed July 10, 2023). 
37 Helene Cooper, Thomas Gibbons-Neff, and Eric Schmitt, “Army Special Forces Secretly Help Saudis Combat Threat From 
Yemen Rebels,” New York Times, May 3, 2018, https://www.nytimes.com/2018/05/03/us/politics/green-berets-saudi-
yemen-border-houthi.html?smid=nytcore-ios-share&referringSource=articleShare (accessed July 10, 2023). 
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3D model of likely Saudi border guard posts and patrol roads near fences identified with satellite imagery near the 
migration route from the migrant camp of Al Thabit in Saada Governorate, Yemen, into Saudi Arabia. Graphic © Human 
Rights Watch 

 

Using satellite imagery, Human Rights Watch identified three Saudi border guard 
posts located just beyond the border at between 3.5 and 6 kilometers west of Al 
Thabit. The three posts straddle the riverbed, one to the north and two to the 
southwest. Human Rights Watch identified an additional four buildings located 
over a 4.1-kilometer stretch of ridgeline in Saudi territory that runs roughly parallel 
to the trail migrants use to cross from Al Thabit. The buildings are located along 
fences and what appear to be patrol roads, indicating they are likely Saudi border 
guard posts. A further three buildings that appear to be Saudi border guard posts 
are located closer to the valley floor of Wadi Hamr river between 1.3 to 3.1 
kilometers north of the trail from Al Thabit. 

 
Human Rights Watch identified what appears to be a Mine-Resistant Ambush Protected 
(MRAP) vehicle parked at one of the Saudi border guard posts north of the trail from Al 
Thabit in satellite imagery from October 11, 2021 to January 1, 2023. An MRAP is a light 
tactical vehicle that has armor and is designed and engineered to protect it against mines, 
improvised explosive devices, or small arms fire. The MRAP visibly parked at the Saudi  
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border guard post appears to have a heavy machine gun mounted in a turret on its roof. 
Human Rights Watch was not able to identify the make or model of the MRAP. 
 
Using a 3D model of the area near Al Thabit, Human Rights Watch identified large sections of 
the migration route that are visible from four of the likely Saudi border guard posts. This 
includes the majority of the route Human Rights Watch reconstructed inside Saudi territory. 
 
Consistent with interviewees’ evidence, 10 videos verified and geolocated by Human 
Rights Watch show migrants in large groups strung out over tens to hundreds of meters 
along the trail, with large proportions of women, often in brightly colored clothing, and 
with no visible weapons. Four of these videos shared on TikTok between November 26 and 
December 4, 2022 show a group of at least 47 migrants in a line approximately 70 meters 
long passing near the line of sight of what appears to be a Saudi Border Guard post in 
Saudi territory. 

 
Satellite imagery recorded on January 1, 2023 shows what appears to be a Mine-Resistant Ambush Protected (MRAP) 
vehicle parked at one of the Saudi border guard posts north of the trail from Al Thabit camp. Image © 2023 Airbus. 
Source Google Earth 
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Using a 3D model, Human Rights Watch identified and highlighted sections of the trail used by migrants to cross from Al 
Thabit into Saudi Arabia that are visible from likely Saudi border guard posts. Graphic © 2023 Human Rights Watch 

 
Interviewees consistently stated that that they were in Saudi territory while coming under 
fire. They did not report a clearly marked border, but they recounted seeing buildings on 
hilltops which they thought were border guard posts, surveillance cameras and being told 
by smugglers that they were in Saudi territory, with migrants with debts to smugglers being 
made to walk first, used as “cannon-fodder.” Interviewees consistently reported both 
seeing Saudi border guards and trying to evade being seen by them. They frequently 
referred to seeing Saudi border guards with “cars” with mortars or other explosive 
weapons on the back. At least nine interviewees reported being approached and detained 
by Saudi border guards after the firing stopped. 
 
Dahabo, a 20-year-old woman who left her home in Gara Muleta, Oromia in Ethiopia in 
search of better economic opportunities in Saudi Arabia, described crossing the Yemen-
Saudi border in December 2022: 
 

Immediately after we arrived [at the border], they [the Saudi border guards] 
fired on us…A lot of people were dying. In a group of 200 migrants only 50 
people survived. 
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The people who shot us were Saudi government military – the uniform was 
multiple colors. It was like green or white or something. Everyone knows it 
is Saudi military – the smugglers told us – they are Saudi military, they are 
border guards. Everyone was calling the people who shot at us Saudi 
military. I couldn’t see the military, the people firing at us. It wasn’t a bullet 
they were shooting. It was thrown from the back of a car, like a bomb. It 
kills a lot of people. They fired on a lot of people.38 

 
Dahabo said she was then captured by Saudi border guards who told her, “We know you 
are coming this way.”39 After four nights she said the Saudi border guards released her and 
told her, “Don’t ever look back and if you look back, we will kill you.”40 

 
Iftu attempted to cross into Saudi Arabia one month earlier, in November 2022: 
 

We walked five days because we were trying to hide from the police [border] 
guards. We were changing our way [to avoid them]. There was firing from the 
border guards. They were firing big rocket launchers at us. It was like a bomb. 
From the 250 people [in the group crossing], 150 died. There were 70 or 80 
people who were severely injured and scattered all over the mountain.41 

 
Iftu explained how she was able to approximate the number of dead migrants from her 
group. She explained that after the firing from the explosive weapons ended, Saudi border 
guards came to her, “showed me the dead,” and collected the remaining survivors 
together. She added that “after they captured us, they took us to the top of the mountain 
to show how they were killing people.”42 She was then taken to a detention center 
“approximately six hours away from the border” and where she was held for about six 
weeks. Saudi officials eventually released her and took her back to the border where she 
was able to cross back into Yemen.43 
 

 
38 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Dahabo, January 12, 2023. 
39 Ibid. 
40 Ibid. 
41 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Iftu, January 13, 2023. 
42 Ibid. 
43 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Iftu, January 13, 2023. 
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Hadiya, a 20-year-old woman from East Hararghe in Ethiopia, tried repeated crossings from 
the Al Thabit encampment: 
 

We were there for three months, because we were trying to cross all this 
time. We would try and cross and then the border guards would push us 
back and then we would try and again and we would be pushed back, and 
this happened for 3 months.44 

 
Hadiya’s last attempt was in October 2022, she explained the lethal force used by Saudi 
border guards: 
 

I was with 170 people. Most of them were women, and there were kids also. 
The Saudi [border guards] were firing at us from the back of a car. I saw 
them throwing something from a car… When they [the Saudi border guards] 
fired at us people lost their hands and legs and we couldn’t help them 
because we had to help ourselves. I saw people killed with my own eyes. I 
saw 20 people dead while I was walking.45 

 
In another case, Hanna, a 20-year-old woman from West Hararghe in Ethiopia explained 
how she recognized the border guards: 
 

I saw the border guards’ car – it was similar to the color of the border 
guards uniform color. The color is similar to a grass color – green and white. 
The car is a small car – it looks like a gun that is on the car. We see from far 
they are pointing it at us and it looks like a gun. We don’t clearly see people 
but we see cars – I saw more than 30 cars all over the mountains. Early in 
the morning they [the border guards] started to fire on us…people started to 
die…people were screaming – the border guard kept firing at us for  
2 hours.46 

 

 
44 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Hadiya, January 16, 2023. 
45Ibid. 
46 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Hanna, January 19, 2023. 
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In both cases, after the firing stopped, Hadiya and Hanna were approached and detained 
by Saudi border guards. 
 
Desta, a 25-year-old man from West Hararghe, said he left Ethiopia because he “couldn’t 
survive” the poverty. He said that he tried to cross the border three times, the last attempt 
in January 2023 in a group of about 200 people. His account illustrates how Saudi border 
guards monitor migrant crossing points from different directions from various border  
guard posts: 
 

When we arrived at the border [crossing point] there were border guard posts 
in three directions, south, southwest, and north … We had to run uphill at 
this place where you have to be strong enough to get on the top of the 
mountain and quick enough so the southwest border guard post won’t  
see you.47 

 

We rested in Al May because nothing was happening. The border guards 
couldn’t access this place we thought, but after we arrived [in Al May], those 
[border guards] on the south border guard post saw us and fired on us where 
we were resting. We started to run. We were crawling on our hands, and a lot 
of people died, and some escaped. But after we escaped, we had to go down 
[the mountain] and then that’s where there is Saudi farmland. Unfortunately, 
when we got to the farmland …, a Saudi tank was standing there. The tank 
started to fire on us and killed a lot of people, 185. Most were not killed on 
the spot; most were wounded… People were injured and waiting for help, but 
no one came to help them. Only 15 people survived.48 

 

 

 
47 Human Rights Watch has not been able to identify a location known as “Al-May.” It is likely this is the terminology used by 
Ethiopian migrants to refer to specific locations on the border crossing route. 
48 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Desta, February 6, 2023. 
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A Saudi border post is visible in a video sent to, verified and geolocated by Human Rights 
Watch. The video shows the bodies of at least two migrants hidden under bushes just north 
of the trail from Al Thabit into Saudi Arabia. The person recording says the victims were killed 
three days prior. The border post is visible 1.3 kilometers to the northeast of the person 
making the recording one second into the video, just before the bodies are exposed. 
 
Bilal, a 25-year-old man from West Hararghe in Ethiopia, tried to cross the border in 
February 2023. He described the explosive weapons he saw being used against his group 
of 140 as “like something which is used to shoot down a plane. They fire it from the back of 
a car.”49 Bilal then explained how he had been walking with his group when the Saudi 
border guards struck them with what he said were mortar projectiles: 

 
49 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Bilal, February 20, 2023. 

 
Using satellite imagery, Human Rights Watch geolocated a video that shows the bodies of at least two migrants 
hidden under bushes. The person who recorded the video said the victims were killed three days prior. A likely 
Saudi border guard post is in the valley roughly 1.3 kilometers away. Image © 2023 Maxar Technologies.  
Google Earth 



 

 37 HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH | AUGUST 2023 

We walked about eight hours [from Al Thabit] to arrive at that place [where 
the attack happened]. There is … a space where you take a rest. We stayed 
there for a few hours… As soon as we started to walk again, the border 
guards started to fire on us – like ten times. 

 

They [the Saudi border guards] … were firing big things like a mortar …They 
fired it from the back of a car. We could see where the border guards were 
positioned. They were in four spots. We lost 130 people that day – the 
majority were women and there were children there too.50 

 

Hamza, 26, from West Hararghe in Ethiopia described reaching the border and seeing a car 
with “a big gun in its back half a km away.” His group waited overnight after seeing 70 
people in another group of 90 being killed from a nearby hilltop. 
 

At lunch it looked clear. We could see the car, but it didn’t move. The 
smugglers showed us different directions where the border guards are 
located…where you run. At lunch time we decided, we were 160 people… 
We started to walk in line, the border guards fired on us… I saw people 
thrown on the branch of trees, people cut in two and people who lost their 
body parts.51 

 
In one particularly chilling incident in early June 2023, interviewees said Saudi border 
guards fired explosive weapons on a group of resting migrants after having just released 
them back at the border. Munira, a 20-year-old-woman from Oromia, explained what 
happened: 
 

The Saudis picked us up from the detention center in Daer and put us in a 
minibus going back to the Yemen border. When they released us, they 
created a kind of chaos; they screamed at us to “get out of the car and get 
away.” They trapped us into the same lane, they didn’t want us to spread out 
in case we tried to go back to Saudi I think, and this is when they started to 
fire mortars – to keep us into the mountain line, they fired the mortar from 

 
50 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Bilal, February 20, 2023. 
51 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Hamza, February 22, 2023. 
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left and right. When we were one kilometer away, the border guards could 
see us. We were resting together after running a lot…and that’s when they 
fired mortars on our group. Directly at us. There were 20 in our group and only 
ten survived. Some of the mortars hit the rocks and then the [fragments of 
the] rock hit us…The weapon looks like a rocket launcher, it had six 
“mouths,” six holes from where they fire and it was fired from the back of a 
vehicle – it fires several at the same time. They fired on us like rain. 

 

When I remember, I cry... I saw a guy calling for help, he lost both his legs. 
He was screaming; he was saying, “Are you leaving me here? Please don’t 
leave me.” We couldn’t help him because we were running for our lives. 
There are several people who lost their body parts.52 

 
An IFEG pathologist reviewed a photograph of the injuries to Munira’s face and concluded 
that the wounds are consistent with characteristics of a high-speed element like 
fragmentation.53 At the time she was interviewed she was receiving basic treatment in a 
medical center in Qatabir (a district in Saada) and explained she had no choice but to try 
and cross the border again as soon as she recovers: “We can’t afford life in Yemen, there is 
no food, and we can’t survive, we will die. Even tonight or tomorrow morning we will try to 
cross [the border] again.”54 
 

Crossings from Al Raqw 
As set out earlier in this report, the Al Raqw camp sits on the elevated bank of a river that 
forms the Yemen-Saudi border. As soon as migrants cross the river, they are in Saudi  
territory. As with Al Thabit, Human Rights Watch used satellite imagery and videos shared 
on social media to identify border fences along with what appear to be Saudi Border Guard 
posts that are set back from the river. Eight videos shared on social media between April 
12, 2022 and May 4, 2023 recorded inside the camp, and verified by Human Rights Watch, 
show that these posts have a direct view of Al Raqw. 
 

 
52 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Munira, June 3, 2023. 
53 Analysis received from Members of the Independent Forensic Expert Group (IFEG) of the International Rehabilitation 
Council for Torture Victims (IRCT), August 2023. 
54 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Munira, June 3, 2023. 
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Amanuel, 20, from Tigray crossed into Saudi Arabia in May 2022 almost reaching the 
border fence before:  
 

...we decided to travel in the morning around 9 a.m. After we walked around 
30 minutes, there is a fence [on the border]. It is built with iron metal and 
some wire mesh. You have to cross onto that fence to go into Saudi Arabia. 
It is not strong, you can easily jump over. 10 meters away from that fence, 
the border guards threw a big explosive onto us. It was like a mortar – a 
very big explosive. I was hit by this.55 

 
Amanuel crossed in a two-hour walk from Al Raqw into 
Saudi Arabia in a group of 200 Ethiopians, 40 men and 
160 women of mixed ethnicities, in January 2023: 
 

After we crossed the border, …it was midnight and 
we were sitting in groups of 20 to 30 people... I 
don’t know what happened, but the border guards 
fired on us… We were sitting according to our 
ethnicity. All the Amhara died. The Tigrayan group 
were sitting separately. We [the Tigrayans] were 
hit by the impact of the explosion. The people in 
the direct line of fire of the [explosive] were all 
killed… I was hit also but not directly.56 

 
Berhe was hit on both legs. Other migrants carried him  
to safety. Berhe sought medical assistance in a hospital 
in Saada: 
 

The wound I have is on both legs, but the right leg 
is worse because it is broken. They [hospital in 
Saada] put metal to support my leg. I couldn’t continue the treatment 
because I don’t have enough money. I am sleeping inside the compound 

 
55 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Amanuel, April 3, 2023. 
56 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Amanuel, March 13, 2023. 

 
A video recorded in Al Raqw, published on 
TikTok on March 6, 2023, and geolocated by 
Human Rights Watch shows a likely Saudi 
border guard post across the river from the 
camp. © 2023 Private 
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hospital … under the shade of the tree as I couldn’t afford to stay inside  
the hospital.57 

 
Said, a 25-year-old man from Raya Kobo in Amhara, tried to cross the border in March 2023 
and was injured in his face and chest when Saudi border guards fired on his group: 
 

We left Raqw at 3 a.m. and there were 200 of us in the group. Half of our 
group were women. They got tired and they wanted to sit and take a 
break…We couldn’t move for a while because it was daylight and we had to 
wait when the border guards are going to prayer. When we started walking, 
the border guards fired on us and killed 40 people. I saw these people die… 
three of my friends, women who were from Raya...were killed in front of 
me…I don’t want to think about that too much…All of my friend’s stomach 
came out, and the other one lost both her legs. I couldn’t bury more people 
because the firing was still coming.58 

 
A video shared on Facebook on March 16, 2023 and verified and geolocated by Human 
Rights Watch shows four wounded migrants in the back of a truck at a location roughly 
three kilometers east of Al Raqw. An IFEG pathologist determined one of the wounded 
migrants sustained damage to the muscles and bones in his left leg consistent with 
explosives damage.59 The truck appears to be transporting the migrants to get medical 
assistance. 
 
Merhawi, 26, from Tigray, described himself as a trader that had crossed into Saudi Arabia 
many times. He explained “the border guards see migrants with a camera, but if they see 
you carrying trade they won’t kill you.”60 Merhawi said he then traveled to the border 
crossing points from Al Raqw to collect the body of his deceased friend who attempted to 
cross into Saudi Arabia in February 2023: 
 

 
57 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Berhe, March 13, 2023. 
58 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Said, March 14, 2023. 
59 Analysis received from Members of the Independent Forensic Expert Group (IFEG) of the International Rehabilitation 
Council for Torture Victims (IRCT), August 2023. 
60 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Merhawi, March 6, 2023. 
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They [the Saudi border guards] shot him with a bullet not with a mortar, on 
his leg. They shot him only on the leg, not other parts… I think he bled to 
death. We know how much he struggled because the place was impacted by 
his body a lot…. We went to collect his body. We communicated with the 
border guards…There were three of us that day. The guards didn’t believe us, 
so they kept one of us behind and let the others go and get the body. We 
picked the body of my friend up and arrived back in Raqw and buried him.61 

 

Numbers of Migrant Deaths 
Human Rights Watch has not been able to confirm the exact number of migrants killed in 
each incident documented during this research. Interviewees often said they estimated 
how many were killed by subtracting the number of people who ultimately returned to the 
migrant camps and villages along the border or in hospitals in Saada from the total 
number in the group that tried to cross the border at the outset. Human Rights Watch notes 
that some migrants may have returned without interviewees being aware of them doing so; 
some may have sought medical assistance without other survivors knowing; others may 
have managed to pass Saudi border guard patrols and get inside Saudi Arabia. 
 
Interviewees who were in groups of hundreds of people have, however, consistently 
reported witnessing more deaths than they could count and being surrounded by bodies 
after coming under attack. One interviewee, Fami, a 23-year-old man from West Hararghe, 
Oromia, recounted how fellow migrants returned to collect bodies after his group was 
subjected to an explosive weapon attack at the border. Fami estimated that his group 
numbered 190 people when they tried to cross the border in November 2022 but that only 
20 returned to Al Raqw migrant camp. “I know 90 people were killed,” he said, “because 
some migrants returned to that place to pick up the dead bodies. They counted around 90 
dead bodies.”62 

 

Jemal, a 40-year-old man from Wollo in Amhara region has lived in Yemen for 19 years. He 
said that he is friends with many Ethiopian migrants who try to cross the border into Saudi 
Arabia and he recently went to Saada to give his friend who died while crossing the border 

 
61 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Merhawi, March 6, 2023. 
62 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Fami, February 7, 2023. 
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in January 2023 a decent burial. When Jemal went to the al-Juhmouri hospital morgue he 
saw a lot of bodies he identified as looking like local Yemeni nationals but said most 
looked like Ethiopians. “I cannot say how many numbers of dead there were,” he said, 
“but many. The bodies were piled upon each other.”63 
 
Jemal sent Human Rights Watch a video showing the entrance to a container containing a 
pile of dead bodies at least four corpses high in the grounds of al-Juhmouri hospital. Jemal 
also sent another video showing an additional dead body on top of a container located in 
the southeast corner of the hospital. 
 

Large Group Crossings and Deaths 
Human Rights Watch interviewed 23 people who attempted to cross into Saudi Arabia as 
part of large groups that came under fire from explosive weapons. This included one 
person who watched another group come under fire the day before he attempted to cross, 
giving a total of 24 incidents. The dates and groups sizes indicate that these were all 
separate incidents. In total, 3,442 people were estimated to have taken part in these 
crossings. Ten interviewees estimated that from 11 attempted crossings with a total of 
1,278 migrants, they had seen killed or estimated at least 655 deaths. In one of these 
incidents, a survivor explained that from his group of 170 people, “I know 90 people were 
killed, because some returned to that place to pick up the dead bodies – they counted 
around 90 dead bodies.”64 
 
For nine additional attempted large group crossings, involving an estimated 1,630 people, 
interviewees saw people dying around them, but were often too busy fleeing or too 
traumatized to give an estimate of the number of deaths and instead said how many 
people returned to the camps. In these nine cases, out of 1,630 migrants, interviewees 
recounted that 281 people had survived. For example, one interviewee explained “from 
150, only 7 people survived that day… There were remains of people everywhere, scattered 
everywhere.” Another interviewee went to the Saudi border to collect the body of a girl 
from his village and said “Her body was piled up on top of 20 bodies” explaining that “It is 
really impossible to count the number. It is beyond the imagination. People are going in 
different groups day to day. The dead bodies are there.” For the remaining four large group 

 
63 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Jemal, January 27, 2023. 
64 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Fami, February 7, 2023. 
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crossings that came under fire from heavy weapons, interviewees were not able to 
estimate the number of dead or known survivors. 
 
This means Saudi border guards have killed hundreds, possibly thousands, of Ethiopian 
migrants and asylum seekers. 
 

Small group crossings 
While Saudi border guards fired explosive weapons at four small group crossings of 10 
people or less, interviewees said they witnessed no deaths as a result. 
 

Video analysis 
Human Rights Watch analyzed two videos that show large numbers of dead migrants 
strewn across the mountainside. These videos, which were shared on Facebook, appear to 
have been recorded on the border crossing trail from Yemen to Saudi Arabia. While Human 
Rights Watch was not able to precisely geolocate these videos, the mountainous terrain, 
topography and vegetation visible in them are consistent with other videos geolocated to 
the border area. 
 
The first of the two videos was uploaded to Facebook on November 5, 2022. It shows at 
least 13 to 20 bodies lying motionless near sparse foliage and rocks. Despite the poor 
quality of the video, at least two of the bodies are visibly stained with blood. According to 
an IFEG pathologist, one of the bodies exhibits advanced decomposition. The caption 
attached to the video claims it shows “Oromo children” who “died at the gate of Saudi 
Arabia.” The term Oromo children used in this context refers to people from the Oromia 
region of Ethiopia, not that the bodies are those of children. The uploader has shared 
multiple videos recorded near Al Thabit on his TikTok page, indicating the migrants may 
have died near the trail from Al Thabit into Saudi Arabia. 
 
The second video, shared to Facebook on May 18, 2023, shows at least seven dead 
migrants near a trail, five of whom are female. As the people recording walk through the 
area, they cover the bodies with cloth and offer water to two more migrants who are limp 
and appear close to death while speaking Arabic and Tigrinya. At one point someone off 
camera refers to a migrant as “Tigrayan,” indicating the video may have been recorded 
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near the trail from Al Raqw into Saudi Arabia. Human Rights Watch was unable to 
determine what killed the migrants shown in these videos. 
 

Burial sites 
Human Rights Watch identified at least eight burial sites near Al Raqw, half in Saudi 
territory, and counted at least 287 graves on a satellite image of June 23, 2023. Four of 
these sites, the closest to Al Raqw, have grown since February 9, 2022, at which date 
Human Rights Watch counted 183 graves. 
 
The largest burial site identified by Human Rights Watch is located across the river from Al 
Raqw on Saudi territory. It grew significantly between February 2022 and June 2023. 
Human Rights Watch counted 12 graves on a satellite image of February 9, 2022 and 72 on 
an image of June 23, 2023 at this site.  
 

 
Location of burial sites identified on satellite imagery close to Al Raqw migrant camp. Image: February 9, 2022. © 
2023 Maxar Technologies. Source Google Earth 
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Satellite imagery comparison between February 9, 2022 and June 23, 2023 shows the 
increasing number of graves in the main burial site of Al Raqw migrant camp. Human Rights 
Watch counted at least 12 graves on February 9, 2022 and then at least 72 graves on June 
23, 2023, while more graves could be hidden under the trees. Image © 2023 Maxar 
Technologies. Source: Google Earth, EUSI 
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Human Rights Watch verified a video shared on Facebook on May 16, 2022 showing at 
least five bodies covered in cloth in the riverbed next to this site. An additional video from 
the same event that was shared on Twitter on November 12, 2022 shows migrants digging 
a grave in the burial site and placing one of the bodies into it. The video shows other 
completed graves in the site made with stones and concrete. 
 
A video recorded at a burial site nearby and shared on TikTok on September 5, 2021 shows 
a close-up of a similar headstone with a name and a date of birth and death in the 
Ethiopian calendar on it. Two additional videos recorded at a burial site a kilometer east of 
Al Raqw and shared on TikTok on December 23 and 25, 2022 show migrants digging what 
appear to be single body graves. Human Rights Watch cannot confirm how many bodies 
each grave in the eight identified burial sites holds, but these videos suggest each 
headstone represents the grave of an individual. 
 
The number of new graves in the burial sites near Al Raqw is not wholly representative of 
the hundreds or thousands of deaths suggested by interviewees to have occurred since 
May 2022. Bodies of migrants who were killed while crossing the border are not always 
retrieved. Humanitarian actors65 operating services for migrants in Saada also described 
how some migrants are buried in remote places or left unburied along the route, 

 
65 Human Rights Watch telephone interviews with representatives from humanitarian organizations, May and June 2023. 

 
A video published on May 16, 2022 and geolocated by Human Rights Watch shows migrants 
walking past cement graves during a burial ceremony at the largest burial site in Al Raqw.  
© 2022 Private 
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vulnerable to the elements or wild animals. Human Rights Watch verified two videos 
shared on Facebook on April 24, 2023 that illustrate this. Migrants in the videos are shown 
burying victims in an unmarked area on the Yemen side of the border on the trail from Al 
Thabit to Saudi Arabia. Two other videos shared by the same Facebook page on April 4, 
2023 and analyzed by Human Rights Watch show a similar burial in a different remote 
location. Other bodies that are retrieved may be sent to hospitals in nearby districts and 
Saada city.66 
 
The consistency with which interviewees described witnessing large number of deaths, the 
use of explosive weapons by Saudi border guards, and the pattern of excessive lethal force 
against unarmed civilian migrants indicate that Saudi border guards have killed hundreds 
if not thousands of migrants between March 2022 and June 2023. Human Rights Watch 
believes that the nature and scale of abuses committed by the Saudi border guards, which 
follow a pattern identified by UN experts and notified to the Saudi authorities in October 
2022, and the similarities in the apparent unlawful killings and other crimes suggest these 
abuses may qualify as crimes against humanity.  

 
66 Human Rights Watch telephone interviews with representatives from humanitarian organizations operating in Yemen, May 
and June 2023. 
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Shootings at Close Range 
 
Interviewees traveling in smaller groups or on their own said once they crossed the Yemen-
Saudi border they would see Saudi border guards either at a distance or sometimes at 
close range carrying rifles. Some said these rifles had optics mounted on them.67 Many 
said border guards shot at their groups immediately or that border guards would let the 
group travel further into Saudi territory, ask the migrants where they were going, and then 
fire their rifles at them. People also described armed border guards apprehending them, 
asking them which limb of their body they would prefer to have shot, and then shooting 
that limb. One interviewee described how Saudi border guards killed a migrant “on the 
spot” after he refused to rape another migrant in the group.68 
 
Some people who were shot survived after fleeing from the border guards back toward 
Yemen. Others that were shot at, were temporarily detained by Saudi border guards, 
without medical care. Saudi officials took them close to Yemen, still wounded, and 
expelled them from Saudi Arabia. Fourteen interviewees were involved in shooting 
incidents at close range by Saudi border guards. Six interviewees were both targeted by 
explosive weapons and involved in shootings at close range. 
 
Nuradin, a 23-year-old man from West Hararghe left his home in Ethiopia four years ago 
because of the economic situation and in search of a better life in Saudi Arabia. After some 
years spent in Redda, Yemen begging and searching for work, he tried to cross the border 
in December 2022: 
 

We were confronted by Saudi border guards. They were shouting at us and 
commanded us to stop... We surrendered and showed them our hands. 
When they [the Saudi border guards] arrived near us, they shot at us. The 
man who shot me was only four meters away from me. I was with 45 other 
people, men and women; most of the group was female. There were only 12 
men and there were kids there too. They shot at our legs…The guards were 
wearing Saudi military uniform, multiple colors with a mix of green and 

 
67 Human Rights Watch telephone interviews with Nuradin, January 23, 2023, and Fami, February 7, 2023. 
68 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Yusuf, February 11, 2023. 
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brown. It was obviously a Saudi military uniform. There were eight that shot 
at us. They were carrying a gun or a sniper rifle that had a camera on it. 

 

I was shot in my neck and I was bleeding…I couldn’t remember too much. 
There were eight [border guards] when they shot at me. This I remember. 
After we were shot, we were collected. Many people were shot in different 
parts of their body. The bullet went through my mouth and out through my 
neck. I was shot brutally.69 

 
Nuradin sent Human Rights Watch a photograph showing his injury. An IFEG pathologist 
reviewed the photograph and confirmed the injury sustained is consistent with 
characteristics of a high-speed element, including bullets.70 
 
The border guards took Nuradin and four other migrants from his group to a temporary 
detention facility nearby. They released him five days later in an area close to Al Gar in 
Yemen on the border. Nuradin did not receive any medical attention while detained and 
the border guards told other people detained in the facility not to help him and any other 
wounded migrants. Nuradin said it was “a miracle I survived.” A few days after he was 
detained, two female detainee migrants helped him manage the bleeding and his injury. 
 
Fami, left Ethiopia in search of a better life. He worked as a daily laborer in Yemen for three 
years, mostly on a khat (qat in Arabic) farm (a plant whose leaves are widely chewed 
throughout Yemen and the Horn of Africa and contain an amphetamine-like, but less 
powerful, stimulant), until he decided to try to cross the border to Saudi Arabia in 
November 2022. Fami told Human Rights Watch what happened after he survived an 
explosive weapon attack: 
 

After these things [the attack] happened, they [the Saudi border guards] 
captured us, and they first identified who spoke Arabic [in our group of 
survivors]… From our group one of the migrants spoke Arabic, then they 

 
69 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Nuradin, January 23, 2023. 
70 Analysis received from Members of the Independent Forensic Expert Group (IFEG) of the International Rehabilitation 
Council for Torture Victims (IRCT), August 2023. 
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asked him to choose a body part, and he chose his hand and they shot  
his hand.71 

 

Fami said that after the border guard shot the man’s hand, they expelled him to 
Yemen, wounded and without assistance, medical or otherwise.72 

 
Kiros, a 27-year-old man from Raya Alamata in Tigray, said he used to live and work in 
Saudi Arabia but was eventually arrested and held in a detention center for a year in 
Shmeisi in Jeddah before the Saudi Arabian authorities deported him to the Ethiopian 
capital, Addis Ababa, in the late summer of 2022. He said “[I] couldn’t stay in Addis and I 
couldn’t travel to Tigray because of the conflict…The road was not open to go there [to 
Tigray] and for economic reasons I returned to Yemen to try to and enter Saudi Arabia 
again.”73 
 
Kiros tried to cross the border in September 2022 from Al Raqw in a small group of six men 
and four women. As his group walked toward the Saudi border, he said, “Saudi border 
guards told us to stop.” Kiros added, “While they walked towards us, they opened fire and 
fired bullets at us.” Kiros said that a bullet ricocheted off a rock and hit his leg, breaking it 
near his knee.74 
 
Gebere, 32, from Tigray explained that: 
 

There are a lot of border guards, they are scattered everywhere at the 
border…For those people that shot me – there were four altogether, but I 
could see others. The border guards told us to stop…and chose three of us 
to shoot, they shot my left leg.75 

 
 
  

 
71 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Fami, February 7, 2023. 
72 Ibid. 
73 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Kiros, March 9, 2023. 
74 Ibid. 
75 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Gebere, March 23, 2023. 
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Smugglers’ Use of Migrants as “Cannon-Fodder” 
 
Interviewees told Human Rights Watch that sometimes migrants who could not afford to 
pay the smugglers’ fees were placed at the front of the group as “cannon-fodder” to test 
the safety of the route. 
 
Hamdiya, the 14-year-old girl who left her home in Hararghe in Oromia in Ethiopia because 
she couldn’t continue her education and needed to migrate to look for work, said the 
smugglers in Al Thabit demanded more money for the crossing than she was able to pay: 
 

The smugglers asked us for 500 Saudi riyals [$133] but I don’t have 
contacts back home in Ethiopia or in Saudi Arabia or Yemen [to help me 
pay]. So, they [the smugglers] beat me again. They said to me if I don’t pay, 
I will be raped. But this didn’t happen to me. After spending two weeks in Al 
Thabit, the smugglers said I had to go [and cross the border]… 

 

They [the smugglers] put some migrants in a group to walk in the front – I 
was one of these migrants. After a couple of minutes [during the crossing], 
they [the smugglers] hung back, they [the smugglers] send you to walk in 
that place, that dangerous place they say “Go! Go!” and then they watch 
you. If you are successful and it is safe, they will follow you.76 

 

The group to which Hamdiya, quoted at the beginning of this report, came under repeated 
fire by explosive weapons, and she witnessed scores of people being killed all around her. 
She only survived by hiding under a rock for two to three days. 
 
  

 
76 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Hamdiya, March 2, 2023. 
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Sustained Injuries 
 
Human Rights Watch interviewed many migrants who lost one or more limbs from 
explosive weapons or shootings at the border. People described an absence of medical 
facilities to obtain medical treatment at both Al Thabit or Al Raqw camps and at nearby Al 
Gar village, where most migrants returned to after an attack. Some made it to hospitals in 
Saada and other more severe cases were taken to Sana’a. Usually, friends and relatives of 
the victims raised and pooled resources to help migrants access medical care in larger 
cities. Sometimes interviewees said local Yemeni villagers who are aware of the situation 
of injured migrants at the border would help them access medical care by providing them 
with transport to Sana’a. 
 
Awol traveled with his brother from West Hararghe in Ethiopia to try to earn a better living 
in Yemen. He settled in Redda, just south of Sana’a and explained that life was hard. “I 
work in agriculture, like khat farms. Sometimes I get paid, sometimes I don’t. I work the full 
day and I hope to get paid. This is how I live.”77 His brother tried to cross the border with 
Saudi Arabia in the hope of a better life there. He was wounded by an explosive weapon 
when he tried to cross in June 2022: 
 

The [Saudi] border guards fired a bomb on him and a lot of people got killed 
that day. He was walking on the top of a mountain and he was hit by what 
was thrown on them by the border guards. He fell from the mountain and 
broke his legs, and his back was paralyzed.78 

 
Awol went on to explain his brother’s medical condition: 
 

He cannot eat now; his jaw is broken. They [doctors] put metal in his jaw for 
treatment. They [the hospital] asked for more money to treat him but we 
can’t afford it. He cannot chew his food, so we give him fluids. His back is 
broken and he is paralyzed…He needs blood, his body needs to be 
stronger. They [the doctors] asked us to take him home and feed him to  

 
77 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Awol, February 21, 2023. 
78 Ibid. 
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make him stronger but we cannot even feed 
ourselves. Honestly, I am just waiting for him to die.79 

 
Amanuel left his home in Adigrat in Tigray in 2020 because of 
the conflict. “I was scared I was going to be part of the war. I 
left with one of my friends and I went directly to Yemen.”80 
Amanuel tried to cross the border with Saudi Arabia in May 
2022 with another friend from Al Raqw. Saudi border guards 
fired an explosive weapon at him and his friend. His friend 
died instantly and Amanuel suffered a severe leg injury: 
 

It was like a mortar [that hit me], a very big explosive. I 
stayed over-night [where I was hit] for around 12 
hours. I was bleeding all this time. I was thinking 
about death because I was losing my mind, from over-
bleeding… Two people picked me up, they checked 
me, and knew I was alive and they carried me to 
Raqw… People [Ethiopian migrants] collected money 
and sent me to Sana’a….I was sleeping on the street for three days…People 
would pass by and give me food, but I couldn’t eat because of the pain. 
Finally, some Yemenis helped me and they took me to a hospital and the 
hospital amputated my leg.81 

  

 
79 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Awol, February 21, 2023. 
80 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Amanuel, April 3, 2023. 
81 Ibid. 

 
Eliyaas tried to cross the Yemen-Saudi 
border in November 2022 and was injured 
in an explosive weapon attack. © 2022 
Private 
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Other Saudi Border Guard Abuses at the Border 
 

The abuses of Saudi border guards extend beyond firing explosive weapons and 
shooting at migrants at close range. Some interviewees told Human Rights Watch 
that after an attack with explosive weapons was complete, the Saudi border guards 
would descend from their border guard posts and beat survivors.  

 

Juhur, a 17-year-old boy, described how Saudi border guards forced him and other 
survivors to rape two girl survivors after the guards had executed another survivor 
who refused: 

 

[When the firing stopped] they [Saudi border guards] took us. In my group 
there were seven people: five men and two girls.82 The border guards made 
us remove our clothes and told us to rape the girls. The girls were 15 years 
old. One of the [migrant] men refused. They [border guards] killed him on 
the spot…I participated in the rape, yes. To survive I did it. The girls both 
survived because they didn’t refuse. This happened at the same spot where 
the killings took place.83 

 
After Kiros was hit in the knee by a bullet fired by a Saudi border guard, he described how 
the guards proceeded to beat him and other migrants: 
 

The border guards started to beat us and told us to sit on the ground. They 
checked us and then picked up a rock and started beating us with that; one 
guy was bleeding on his head because of this. We were told to return to 
Yemen immediately. I was carried back to Yemen with the help of other 
migrants. But when we walked back, another border guard found us and 
beat us with a metal bar. He said, “You think you can’t get hurt by this, you 
need to be beaten more!” We were all beaten this way.84 

 
82 Juhur, age 17, said that border guards forced him and four other “men” to rape the two 15-year-old girls, but he was not an 
adult at the time and the ages of the other “men” is not clear from his account. 
83 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Juhur, January 30, 2023. 
84 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Kiros, March 9, 2023. 



 

 55 HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH | AUGUST 2023 

After Iftu survived an attack with explosive weapons, she said that Saudi border guards 
searched for survivors among the dead bodies, and then proceeded to torment them: 
 

When they [Saudi border guards] see a group, they fire continuously, when 
they kill everyone, they go down to collect all those who didn’t die. This is 
what happened to me. I survived and they came to meet me and showed 
me the dead. They took us to the top of the mountain to show how they 
were killing people. Then they took us to a detention center and beat us all 
there.85 

  

 
85 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Iftu, January 13, 2023. 
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Temporary Detention in Saudi Arabia 
 
Saudi border guards took nine interviewees who had traveled from Al Thabit and who 
survived explosive weapons attacks to temporary detention facilities in Saudi Arabia for 
between several hours to several days before expelling them to Yemen. Some experienced 
beatings and all consistently described overcrowding, terrible sanitation, and inadequate 
bedding, food, water, and medical care. 
 
After Nuradin was shot in the neck by Saudi border guards and taken to what he described 
as a “military camp:” 
 

They [Saudi border guards] collected us and took us by car and we traveled 
for one hour and 15 minutes to a military camp. The camp is like a radio 
command center – we were there for four days and then after four days they 
took us to Al Gar and told us to leave from here. 

 

We didn’t get any medical support [in the camp]. People tried to give me 
water but the guards stopped them. They warned people not to help 
me…throughout the five days I was bleeding and I slept outside. The camp 
had no toilet so everyone used the room [we were sleeping in] as a toilet. 
Therefore, you cannot use the room to sleep. We just got food one day. 
There were approximately 140 people in the camp, most were women and 
there were underage girls. We all stayed in the same place, there was no 
separation between us.86 

 
Border guards intercepted Munira with her group when they tried to cross into Saudi 
Arabia. The guards took them to what she described as a formal detention center in Dayer, 
a province of Jizan governorate, which directly borders Saada governorate in Yemen. She 
described the conditions of the center where she was held for three days and three nights: 
 

 
86 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Nuradin, January 23, 2023. 
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We could not sit and sleep. We had to stand. The toilet was overflowing and 
the floor was wet with human excrement. The wetness of the floor… it came 
above our ankles. We were walking in toilet water. We developed infections 
from this. People were sick. It was a disaster.87 

 

Bona, an 18-year-old man from Jimma, Oromia in Ethiopia, left because he didn’t “have a 
house to live in” and explained he wanted to be able to afford his own home. He tried to 
cross the border in January 2022 in a small group of four other migrants as he could not 
pay any smugglers’ fees. He was intercepted on the mountain route from Al Thabit by Saudi 
border guards who shot at him at close range and then took him to an informal detention 
center 20 minutes away: 
 

It was not a [formal] detention center or a military camp, it is where they 
keep sheep, like a house for animals. There were only four of us at first and 
then they added more people. Lots and lots of migrants; finally, the number 
reached around 100. We just got food once a day, a biscuit in the morning. 
They [the Saudi border guards] brought water in the morning inside a big 
barrel… We couldn’t drink more than once.88 

 
  

 
87 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Munira, June 3, 2023. 
88 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Bona, January 26, 2023. 
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International Protection of Ethiopian  
Migrants and Asylum Seekers 

 
The UN Refugee Agency (UNHCR) stated in March 2022 that “several regions of Ethiopia are 
affected by conflict and violent unrest as a result of political and ethnic tensions, conflict 
over land and access to resources, and intercommunal disputes. In addition, the country is 
impacted by a range of natural disasters, including droughts, flooding, and locust 
infestation.”89 This statement underlined UNHCR’s decision to issue a No Returns 
Advisory90 to all parts of Ethiopia and its call on states to allow civilians fleeing Ethiopia to 
access their territories and to ensure respect for the principle of nonrefoulement. Given 
this Advisory and human rights conditions in Ethiopia, this report calls on all governments, 
including Saudi Arabia, to give Ethiopian asylum seekers access to their territory and to 
provide them temporary protection or full and fair asylum procedures. Given the current 
situation for asylum seekers and migrants in Yemen and Saudi Arabia, this report also 
urgently calls on resettlement countries to increase refugee resettlement places for 
Ethiopians in Yemen, in part to give Ethiopian asylum seekers an alternative from crossing 
from Yemen to Saudi Arabia. 
 
In paragraph 33 of the Advisory, UNHCR also called on states not to forcibly return 
Ethiopians to Ethiopia: 
 

As the situation in parts of Ethiopia may remain fluid and uncertain for 
some time to come, coupled with an unfolding humanitarian emergency in 
the country, UNHCR calls on States to suspend the forcible return of 
nationals and former habitual residents of Ethiopia originating from any 
areas that are affected by, or which remain fragile and insecure as a result 
of, military action and/or ensuing displacement, until the situation 
stabilizes. The bar on forcible return serves as a minimum standard and 
needs to remain in place, until such time, as the security, rule of law, and 
human rights situation has significantly improved to permit the safe and 

 
89 “UNHCR POSITION ON RETURNS TO ETHIOPIA,” UNHCR, March 2022, https://www.refworld.org/pdfid/623079204.pdf 
(accessed July 10, 2023). 
90 Ibid. 
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dignified return of those determined not to be in need of international 
protection.91 

 
At time of writing, the International Organization for Migration (IOM) is running flights and 
services under their Voluntary Humanitarian Return program for migrants from Yemen to 
Addis Ababa in Ethiopia.92 
 
Human Rights Watch interviewed 15 Tigrayans and one man from Afar who all said they fled 
Ethiopia because of the recent conflict in northern Ethiopia. The outbreak of conflict in the 
Tigray region between the Ethiopian federal government and allied regional forces and 
Eritrean forces against Tigrayan fighters in November 2020, and its expansion to the 
neighboring Afar and Amhara regions, has resulted in numerous human rights and laws-of-
war violations.93 In Tigray, Ethiopian and allied forces carried out massacres, widespread 
sexual violence, indiscriminate shelling and drone strikes, pillage, and deliberate attacks 
on civilian objects and infrastructure, such as hospitals and schools.94 In the Western 
Tigray Zone, Amhara security forces and interim authorities have continued to carry out an 
ethnic cleansing campaign against the Tigrayan population.95 
 
Tigrayan forces have also carried out killings, sexual violence, and attacks and pillage of 
civilian infrastructure in the Amhara and Afar regions.96 Abuses have persisted in Tigray 

 
91 “UNHCR POSITION ON RETURNS TO ETHIOPIA,” UNHCR, March 2022, https://www.refworld.org/pdfid/623079204.pdf 
(accessed July 10, 2023). 
92 For more information on the IOM’s Voluntary Humanitarian Return program, see “Movement Assistance,” IOM, undated, 
https://www.iom.int/movement-assistance (accessed August 21, 2023). 
93 For more on Human Rights Watch reporting on Ethiopia, see “Ethiopia,” Human Rights Watch country page, 
https://www.hrw.org/africa/ethiopia. 
94 “Ethiopia: Eritrean Forces Massacre Tigray Civilians,” Human Rights Watch news release, March 5, 2021, 
https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/03/05/ethiopia-eritrean-forces-massacre-tigray-civilians; “I Always Remember That Day”: 
Access to Services for Survivors of Gender-Based Violence in Ethiopia’s Tigray Region, November 9, 2021, 
https://www.hrw.org/report/2021/11/09/i-always-remember-day/access-services-survivors-gender-based-violence-
ethiopias; “Ethiopia: Unlawful Shelling of Tigray Urban Areas,” February 11, 2021, 
https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/02/11/ethiopia-unlawful-shelling-tigray-urban-areas; “Ethiopia: Airstrike on Camp for 
Displaced Likely War Crime,” March 24, 2022, https://www.hrw.org/news/2022/03/24/ethiopia-airstrike-camp-displaced-
likely-war-crime. 
95 Human Rights Watch, “We Will Erase You from This Land”: Crimes Against Humanity and Ethnic Cleansing in Ethiopia’s 
Western Tigray Zone, April 6, 2022, https://www.hrw.org/report/2022/04/06/we-will-erase-you-land/crimes-against-
humanity-and-ethnic-cleansing-ethiopias. 
96 “Ethiopia: Tigray Forces Summarily Execute Civilians,” Human Rights Watch news release, December 9, 2021, 
https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/12/10/ethiopia-tigray-forces-summarily-execute-civilians; “Ethiopia: Tigrayan forces 
murder, rape and pillage in attacks on civilians in Amhara towns,” Amnesty International news release, February 16, 2022, 
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region, since the signing of a cessation of hostilities agreement in November 2022 that 
ended active hostilities. Human rights abuses and insecurity also persist in other parts of 
the country, notably in the Amhara and Oromia region.97 Since 2019, parts of Oromia have 
been affected by an insurgency and government- led counter-insurgency campaign during 
which Oromo civilians as well as minority communities in the region have been subjected 
to widespread killing and arbitrary detentions. 
  

 
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2022/02/ethiopia-tigrayan-forces-murder-rape-and-pillage-in-attacks-on-
civilians-in-amhara-towns/. 
97 “Conflicts, attacks in Oromia, security situation in Amhara regions ‘extremely concerning’ says EHRC in annual report,” 
Addis Standard, July 12, 2023, https://addisstandard.com/news-conflicts-attacks-in-oromia-security-situation-in-amhara-
regions-extremely-concerning-says-ehrc-in-annual-report/ (accessed August 11, 2023). 
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Violations of International Law 
 

Saudi Arabia 
Unlawful Killings and Excessive Use of Force 
In 2017, the Special Rapporteur on extrajudicial, summary, and arbitrary executions 
presented a report on the mass casualties of refugees and migrants in the course of their 
flight.98 The report addressed killings by both State and non-State actors. Guidelines on 
the use of lethal force state that in general it is only legitimate “to save the life of a person 
or to protect a person from serious injury” and that such force must be necessary and 
proportionate and that it cannot be used in a discriminatory fashion.99 And intentional 
lethal use of firearms, under UN standards, is only permissible by law enforcement 
officials “when strictly unavoidable in order to protect life.”100 In her 2017 report on the 
“Unlawful death of refugees and migrants,” the Special Rapporteur noted that “irregularly 
crossing a border, hiding from border guards, throwing stones, or escaping capture or 
interception are not acts that ought to be met with deadly force.”101 
 
Human Rights Watch documentation indicates that Saudi border guards’ actions amount 
to unlawful killings and excessive use of force. Saudi border guards have repeatedly fired 
on groups of unarmed migrants irregularly trying to cross a border, often women and 
children, including when they are at rest. At least some of these acts have occurred in 
areas where migrants reported substantial border surveillance capabilities, with migrants 
even stating that guards took them to viewpoints “to show how they were killing 
people.”102 Saudi border guards repeatedly fired on survivors, killing some at close range, 
including when survivors were complying with orders from Saudi border guards. In the 

 
98 “Unlawful death of refugees and migrants - Report of the Special Rapporteur of the Human Rights Council on extrajudicial, 
summary or arbitrary executions,” (A/72/335), August 15, 2017, https://reliefweb.int/report/world/unlawful-death-refugees-
and-migrants-report-special-rapporteur-human-rights-council (accessed July 10, 2023). 
99 “Report of the Special Rapporteur on extrajudicial, summary or arbitrary executions, Christof Heyns,” (A/HRC/26/36), April 
1, 2014, https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/771922?ln=en (accessed August 11, 2023). 
100 Ibid. 
101 “Unlawful death of refugees and migrants - Report of the Special Rapporteur of the Human Rights Council on extrajudicial, 
summary or arbitrary executions,” (A/72/335), August 15, 2017, https://reliefweb.int/report/world/unlawful-death-refugees-
and-migrants-report-special-rapporteur-human-rights-council (accessed July 10, 2023). 
102 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Iftu, January 13, 2023. 
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most egregious example, a migrant was summarily executed after refusing to rape  
other survivors. 
 

International crimes, including Torture and Crimes Against Humanity 
Crimes against humanity are part of customary international law and were first codified in 
the charter of the Nuremberg International Military Tribunal of 1945. The purpose was to 
prohibit crimes “which either by their magnitude and savagery, by their large number, or 
by the fact that a similar pattern was applied and endangered the international 
community… shocked the conscience of mankind.”103 Since then, the concept has been 
incorporated into a number of international treaties and the statutes of international 
criminal tribunals, including the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court. The 
definition of crimes against humanity varies slightly by treaty; the definition found in the 
Rome Statute, sets out, as crimes, a range of serious human rights abuses committed as 
part of a widespread or systematic attack directed against any civilian population, with 
knowledge of the attack.104 
 
Article 7(2)(a) of the Rome Statute determines that crimes against humanity must be 
committed in furtherance of a State or organizational policy to commit an attack. 
 
The attack against a civilian population underlying the commission of crimes against 
humanity must be widespread or systematic, it need not be both.105 “Widespread” refers to 
the scale of the acts or number of victims. A single occurrence of large-scale killings, such 
as the individual massacres of large groups of migrants that have attempted to cross the 
border that at least claimed the lives of dozens of people, could by themselves each be 
considered a widespread attack. Human Rights Watch has documented at least 24 large 
scale killings and considers that the abuses and crimes committed by Saudi authorities 
against Ethiopian migrants are “widespread” and amount to crimes against humanity. 

 
103 History of the United Nations War Crimes Commission and the Development of the Laws of War (1943), p. 179, quoted in 
Rodney Dixon, “Crimes against humanity,” in Commentary on the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court O. 
Triffterer, ed.) (1999), p. 123. 
104 Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court (Rome Statute), A/CONF.183/9, July 17, 1998, entered into force July 1, 
2002, https://www.icc-cpi.int/resource-library/documents/rs-eng.pdf (accessed July 10, 2023), art. 7. 
105 Prosecutor v. Jean-Paul Akayesu, International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (Appeals Chamber), Case ICTR-96-4-A, ICTR 
Trial Chamber, September 2, 1998, para. 579; Kordic & Cerkez, International Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia 
(ICTY), Case IT-95-14/2, ICTY Trial Chamber, February 26,2001, para. 179; TheProsecutor v. Clement Kayishema and Obed 
Ruzindana, International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda, Case ICTR-95-1-A, ICTR Trial Chamber, May 21, 1999, para. 123. 
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A “systematic” attack also indicates “a pattern or methodical plan.” International courts 
have considered that the nature of the abuses, their broad-based character, and their 
frequency (rather than the actions of individual security forces and personnel) constitute 
relevant factors to assess whether the acts are reflective of a policy.106 
 
Human Rights Watch has documented regular, frequent attacks by Saudi border guards 
using explosive weapons, often followed by border guards approaching survivors and 
firing with firearms at close range, sometimes after first speaking with survivors. Saudi 
border guards have also fired on migrants after releasing them from Saudi custody. In 
response to this pattern smugglers place migrants who have failed to pay the smugglers’ 
fees in full at the front of migrant groups as “cannon fodder” to test the response of border 
guards when approaching areas where border guards may be present. 
 
In October 2022, the UN published its Expert Communications to the Saudi Government 
and the Houthi forces.107 They laid out a series of grave allegations of rights abuse against 
migrants and asylum seekers from January 1 to April 30, 2022, including killings, torture, 
arbitrary detention, and sexual abuse. They noted: 
 

What appears to be a systematic pattern of large-scale, indiscriminate 
cross-border killings, using artillery shelling and small arms fired by Saudi 
security forces against migrants, including refugees and asylum seekers, 
and victims of trafficking.108 

 
In March 2023, the Saudi Government denied that such killings were taking place and 
claimed to have “discovered no information or evidence to confirm or substantiate the 

 
106 Prosecutor v. Kunarac, International Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia (ICTY), Case ICTY-96-23/1 A, Appeals 
Chamber, June 12, 2022, para. 98. 
107 Joint letter from the Special Rapporteur on extrajudicial, summary or arbitrary executions; the Working Group on Arbitrary 
Detention; the Special Rapporteur on the human rights of migrants; the Special Rapporteur on trafficking in persons, 
especially women and children; the Special Rapporteur on violence against women and girls, its causes and consequences 
and the Working Group on discrimination against women and girls to the Government of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, 
October 3, 2022, https://spcommreports.ohchr.org/TMResultsBase/DownLoadPublicCommunicationFile?gId=27562 
(accessed July 10, 2023). 
108 Ibid. 
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allegations.”109 Human Rights Watch findings, which cover the period from March 2022 to 
June 2023, a corroborate the systematic pattern referred to in the UN Experts’ allegations. 
 
The commission of crimes against humanity can serve as the basis for individual criminal 
liability not only in the domestic courts of the country where the crimes took place, but 
also in international courts and tribunals, as well as in other country's courts under the 
principle of universal jurisdiction. Individual criminal liability extends beyond those who 
carry out the acts to those who order, assist, facilitate, aid, and abet the offense. Under the 
principle of command or superior responsibility, military, and civilian officials up to the top 
of the chain of command can be held criminally responsible for crimes committed by their 
subordinates when they knew or should have known that such crimes were being 
committed but failed to take reasonable measures to prevent the crimes or punish  
those responsible. 
 
Given the evidence that indicates murder and other crimes being committed in a 
widespread or systematic way, as an attack on the civilian population of Ethiopian 
migrants, the following alleged crimes against humanity should be independently and 
impartially investigated and appropriately prosecuted, including investigating if there is a 
Saudi state policy to murder, torture or otherwise inflict serious arm on Ethiopian and 
other migrants. Any specific prosecution of crimes against humanity would need to meet a 
criminal law standard for individual criminal culpability. While agents of the Saudi Arabian 
government in their official capacity on Saudi Arabian territory allegedly committed these 
crimes, Saudi Arabia’s documented record of failing to address serious human rights 
abuses demonstrates casts doubt on its willingness to conduct any meaningful 
investigation, despite the seriousness of the alleged abuses. 
 

Murder, Persecution, and Other Inhumane Acts 
Murder is prohibited as a violation of the right to life under international human rights law 
and as a violation of Common Article III to the Geneva Conventions of 1949. 

 
109 Letter from the Permanent Mission of the Government of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia in Geneva to the Special 
Rapporteur on extrajudicial, summary or arbitrary executions; the Working Group on Arbitrary Detention; the Special 
Rapporteur on the human rights of migrants; the Special Rapporteur on trafficking in persons, especially women and 
children; the Special Rapporteur on violence against women and girls, its causes and consequences and the Working Group 
on discrimination against women and girls, March 2, 2023, 
https://spcommreports.ohchr.org/TMResultsBase/DownLoadFile?gId=37408 (accessed July 10, 2023). 
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“Other inhumane acts” include those “of a similar character intentionally causing great 
suffering, or serious injury to body or to mental or physical health.” 
 
Saudi border guard forces fired explosive weapons at large groups of Ethiopian migrants, 
often comprising a large proportion women and children, and including when they were at 
rest. Migrants reported incidences of killings at close range, including after being ordered 
to stop or questioned by Saudi border guards and, in the most egregious example, a 
migrant being killed after refusing to rape other migrants. Migrants were also fired upon 
shortly after being released from Saudi detention. At least some of these acts have 
occurred in areas where migrants reported substantial border surveillance capabilities. 
 
Survivors of attacks using explosive weapons have also been beaten with rocks and metal 
bars, shot at close range, raped by other survivors on the orders of border guards, forced 
to rape other survivors, and forced to choose parts of their bodies in which to be shot. 
When detained by Saudi border guards, migrants have been denied access to water, food, 
sanitation, or medical treatment for serious injuries and kept in inhuman and degrading 
detention conditions, including being forced to stand for days at a time due to the floor 
being covered in sewage water and human excrement. 
 
Together these acts may amount to the crimes against humanity of murder or other 
inhumane acts and should be investigated and prosecuted, as appropriate.  
 

Torture 
Ethiopians in temporary custody have been subjected to torture, defined as “the 
intentional infliction of severe pain or suffering” that can be either physical or mental.110 
 

 
110Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment (Convention against Torture), 
adopted December 10, 1984, G.A. res. 39/46, annex, 39 U.N. GAOR Supp. (No. 51) at 197, U.N. Doc. A/39/51 (1984), entered 
into force June 26, 1987, https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/convention-against-torture-and-
other-cruel-inhuman-or-degrading (accessed August 11, 2023), art. 1. Article 1 states: For the purposes of this Convention, the 
term “torture” means any act by which severe pain or suffering, whether physical or mental, is intentionally inflicted on a 
person for such purposes as obtaining from him or a third person information or a confession, punishing him for an act he or 
a third person has committed or is suspected of having committed, or intimidating or coercing him or a third person, or for 
any reason based on discrimination of any kind, when such pain or suffering is inflicted by or at the instigation of or with the 
consent or acquiescence of a public official or other person acting in an official capacity. It does not include pain or suffering 
arising only from, inherent in or incidental to lawful sanctions. 
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Many of the acts committed against Ethiopians amount to torture under the Convention 
against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment,111 to 
which Saudi Arabia is a party. Survivors of attacks using explosive weapons have 
described being beaten with rocks, shot at close range, in one case, raped by other 
survivors on the orders of border guards and forced to rape other survivors, and forced to 
choose parts of their bodies in which to be shot. Acts of torture can also include beatings, 
verbal insults, deprivation of food, water, and medical care. When detained by Saudi 
border guards, migrants have been denied access to water, food, sanitation, and medical 
treatment for serious injuries and kept in inhuman detention conditions. 
 

Pushbacks and Violation of the Principle of Non-Refoulement 
Pushbacks are collective expulsions, which prevent people from reaching, entering, or 
remaining in a particular territory and usually afford summary or no screening for asylum or 
other protection needs. Pushbacks violate the right to due process in the International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights112 and the customary international law principle of 
nonrefoulement. Saudi Arabia is bound by treaty and customary international law to 
respect the principle of nonrefoulement, which prohibits the return of anyone to a place 
where they would face a real risk of persecution, torture or other serious ill-treatment, or a 
threat to life. 
 
Mass pushbacks by Saudi Arabia of Ethiopian refugees and migrants at its border with 
Yemen do not allow for an individual assessment of someone’s right to seek international 
protection. Migrants who are returned almost certainly face a risk of persecution, torture, 
rape or other ill-treatment, or a threat to life. Migrants in the camps on the Yemen side of 
the border consistently face extortion, rape, beatings, and other ill-treatment and cannot 
access basic necessities, such as food and medical treatment. The conditions are such 
that migrants who have been returned to Yemen state that they have no choice but to 
attempt to cross to Saudi Arabia again, knowing that they are at severe risk of being fired 
upon by Saudi border guards. 
 

 
111 Convention against Torture. 
112 International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), adopted December 16, 1966, G.A. Res. 2200A (XXI), 21 U.N. 
GAOR Supp. (No. 16) at 52, U.N. Doc. A/6316 (1966), 999 U.N.T.S. 171, entered into force March 23, 1976. 
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The pushbacks may also amount to excessive use of force. The Special Rapporteur, in her 
2107 report, noted that: 
 

“Pushback” measures, in addition to violating the principle of “non-
refoulement,” may also amount to excessive use of force whenever officials 
place refugees or migrants intentionally and knowingly in circumstances 
where they may be killed or their lives endangered because of the 
environment.113 

 
Human Rights Watch believes Saudi border guard pushbacks from Saudi Arabia to Yemen 
may intentionally put lives at risk because border guards know but disregard that 
Ethiopian migrants may be victims of brutal crimes perpetrated by Houthi forces when 
summarily returned.  
 

Houthi Forces 
The focus of this report is largely and purposefully on the abuses committed by Saudi 
border guards. 
 
However, Human Rights Watch believes the Houthis also play a significant role in 
perpetrating abuses against migrants along this migration route. Houthi forces’ role in 
coordinating security and facilitating smugglers’ and migrants’ access to the border in 
Saada governorate, coupled with its practice of detaining and extorting migrants, may 
amount to torture, arbitrary detention, and trafficking in persons. 
 

Trafficking 
The United Nations Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, 
Especially Women and Children (Trafficking Protocol), to which Ethiopia and Saudi Arabia 
are state parties, defines trafficking as the recruitment, transportation, transfer, harboring, 
or receipt of persons through “the threat or use of force or other forms of coercion…or of 
the giving or receiving of payments or benefits to achieve the consent of a person having 

 
113 “Unlawful death of refugees and migrants - Report of the Special Rapporteur of the Human Rights Council on extrajudicial, 
summary or arbitrary executions,” (A/72/335), August 15, 2017, https://reliefweb.int/report/world/unlawful-death-refugees-
and-migrants-report-special-rapporteur-human-rights-council (accessed July 10, 2023). 
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control of another person, for the purpose of exploitation.”114 Exploitation includes, at a 
minimum, “the exploitation of prostitution of others or other forms of sexual exploitation, 
forced labour or services, slavery or practices similar to slavery, servitude or the removal  
of organs.”115 
 
Some of the abuses described in this report constitute trafficking as they include the 
transport, transfer, and harboring of migrants by using force or the threat of force for the 
purpose of exploitation. This includes cases where smugglers transported children, as well 
as adult migrants through the use of force, in order to extort them for money at a later point 
by beating them. 
  

 
114 Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and Children, Supplementing the 
United Nations Convention on Transnational Organized Crime (Trafficking Protocol), adopted November 15, 2000, G.A. Res. 
55/25, annex II, 55 U.N. GAOR Supp. (No. 49) at 60, U.N. Doc. A/45/49 (Vol. I) (2001), entered into force December 25, 2003, 
https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/protocol-prevent-suppress-and-punish-trafficking-
persons (accessed August 11, 2023). 
115 Ibid. 
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Right to Redress 
 
Under international law, victims of violations of international human rights and 
humanitarian law are entitled to redress, including reparation. According to the UN Basic 
Principles on the Right to a Remedy, victims of gross violations in particular have the right 
to receive “adequate, effective and prompt reparation for harm suffered.”116 This right 
draws on the broader principle of a right to concrete and effective remedy in the face  
of violations.117  
 
Victims of gross violations are “persons who individually or collectively suffered harm, 
including physical or mental injury, emotional suffering, economic loss or substantial 
impairment of their fundamental rights,” and include “the immediate family or dependents 
of the direct victim and persons who have suffered harm in intervening to assist victims in 
distress or to prevent victimization.”118 
 
Reparation includes, among other aspects, restitution and compensation. Compensation 
is due when restitution cannot be obtained.119  
 
Ethiopian migrants or their family members are entitled to reparation for rights violations 
committed as part of crimes against humanity, for instance if they were, tortured, 
persecuted or killed. The Saudi Arabian government bears primary responsibility to 
provide victims with, or assist them in obtaining, compensation.  

 
116 United Nations, Basic Principles and Guidelines on the Right to a Remedy and Reparation for Victims of Gross Violations 
of International Human Rights Law and Serious Violations of International Humanitarian Law, March 21,2006, 
https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/basic-principles-and-guidelines-right-remedy-and-
reparation (accessed July 18, 2023). 
117 International Commission of Jurists, “The Right to a Remedy and Reparation for Gross Human Rights Violations, A 
Practitioner's Guide,” Revised Edition, 2018, https://www.icj.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/Universal-Right-to-a-
Remedy-Publications-Reports-Practitioners-Guides-2018-ENG.pdf (accessed July 18, 2023), pp. 52-84; Theo van Boven, 
“Victims' Right to a Remedy and Reparation: The New United Nations Principles and Guidelines,” 
https://www.corteidh.or.cr/tablas/r26214.pdf (accessed July 18, 2023), p. 22. 
118 UN Basic Principles on the Right to a Remedy, principle 8. 
119 International Commission of Jurists, “The Right to a Remedy and Reparation for Gross Human Rights Violations, A 
Practitioner's Guide,” Revised Edition, 2018, pp. 156. 
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Recommendations 
 

To the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia 
• Immediately and urgently revoke any policy, whether explicit or de facto, targeting 

migrants with explosive weapons and close-range attacks on civilian migrants on 
the border with Yemen. 

• Investigate and appropriately discipline or prosecute security personnel 
responsible for firing explosive weapons and shooting at close range of migrants at 
the Yemen border.  

• Set up a fair, accessible, and independent mechanism to provide compensation for 
crimes against humanity committed against Ethiopian migrants and asylum seekers.  

• Investigate allegations of abuse at formal and informal detention centers, and 
appropriately discipline or prosecute those found responsible. 

• Investigate allegations of inhuman and degrading conditions of detention in formal 
and informal detention centers, including overcrowding, poor sanitation, 
inadequate bedding, food, water, and medical care, and commingling of unrelated 
men, women, and children.  

• Ratify the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court. 
• Respect the principle of nonrefoulement, end pushbacks, and collective expulsions. 
• Ratify the 1951 Refugee Convention and establish asylum procedures consistent 

with international standards for stateless people and foreign nationals at risk of 
persecution in their home countries. 

• Allow UNHCR to exercise its mandate by allowing it to determine asylum seekers’ 
refugee status and facilitate durable solutions, including integration in Saudi 
Arabia, for those recognized as refugees on its territory, and resettlement to third 
countries.  

 

To the Houthi Forces 
• End practices of arbitrary migrant detention, torture, and human trafficking.  
• Investigate and appropriately discipline perpetrators of human trafficking, 

including members of Houthi security forces complicit in abuses. 
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• Investigate allegations of abuses at formal and informal detention centers in Saada 
governorate, and appropriately discipline those found responsible. 

• Allow immediate, unhindered humanitarian assistance to those returning from 
attempted border crossings with injuries.  

• Immediately provide all survivors of explosive weapons attacks and close-range 
shootings with adequate food, water, and medical care, including access to mental 
health services.  

 

To Concerned Governments 
• Publicly call for Saudi Arabia to end any policy, whether explicit or in effect, to 

target migrants with explosive weapons and close-range attacks on the border  
with Yemen.  

• Press Saudi authorities to instruct border guards to refrain from the use of lethal 
force against migrants trying to cross into their territory.  

• Suspend any transfers of arms and other military equipment to Saudi Arabia, 
including arms, training, and maintenance agreements with Saudi Arabia’s Ministry 
of Interior. 

• Suspend any ongoing military training and cooperation with the Saudi Ministry of 
Interior and/or Saudi border guards. 

• Investigate origins of arms and equipment used by Saudi border guards in attacks 
against migrants on the border with Yemen. 

• Press for accountability for any senior Saudi officials credibly implicated in ongoing 
mass killings of migrants at the Yemen-Saudi border and in the interim impose 
sanctions on Saudi and Houthi officials credibly implicated in ongoing violations 
against migrants at the border, including through facilitating smugglers’ access to 
the border, as well as through detaining and extorting migrants.  

• Support the exercise of universal jurisdiction or other forms of jurisdiction as 
provided under international and domestic law to investigate and, evidence 
permitting, prosecute Saudi Arabian nationals credibly implicated in mass killings 
of migrants in in violation of international law.  

• Press the Houthi authorities to allow immediate, unhindered humanitarian 
assistance to those returning from attempted border crossings with severe injuries. 

• Make more resources available to support legal assistance to asylum seekers, 
refugees, and migrants in Yemen. 
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• Increase refugee resettlement places for Ethiopian refugees and asylum seekers in 
Yemen and establish and maintain generous complementary pathways for safe, 
legal, and orderly migration of Ethiopians and other third country nationals from 
Yemen for family reunification, education, and employment. 

 

To the United Nations 
• Establish a UN-backed independent investigation into the killings and abuses 

against migrants and asylum seekers at the Yemen-Saudi border, including those 
documented in this report. 
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A video published on TikTok on 

December 4, 2022 shows a group of 

roughly 47 migrants, 37 of whom 

appear to be women, walking along a 

steep slope inside Saudia Arabia on the 

trail used to cross from the migrant 

camp of Al Thabit.  
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Saudi border guards have killed at least hundreds of Ethiopian migrants and asylum seekers who tried to cross the Yemen-Saudi border 
between March 2022 and June 2023, and the killings continue to this day. Saudi border guards have used explosive weapons 
indiscriminately and shot people at close range, including women and children, in a pattern that is widespread and systematic.  

“They Fired on Us Like Rain” is based on 42 interviews with Ethiopian migrants and asylum seekers who tried to cross into Saudi Arabia 
from Yemen, or the friends or relatives of deceased migrants. It is corroborated by an open-source investigation that has analyzed over 350 
videos and photographs taken by witnesses as well as dozens of satellite images. This report shows how the pattern of abuses has changed 
from an apparent practice of occasional shootings and mass detentions to widespread and systematic killings. Widespread and systematic 
killings are crimes against humanity if they are part of a state policy of deliberate murder of a civilian population. 

Human Rights Watch calls on the Saudi government to immediately and urgently revoke any policy, whether explicit or de facto, targeting 
migrants with weapons and close-range attacks on civilian migrants on the border with Yemen. The Saudi government should investigate 
and appropriately discipline or prosecute security personnel responsible for unlawfully firing explosive weapons, or shooting at close range, 
at migrants at the Yemen border. 

“They Fired on Us Like Rain” 
Saudi Arabian Mass Killings of Ethiopian Migrants at the Yemen-Saudi Border
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