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From “Death to America” to a Non-Targeting Agreement:
The Houthis’ Secret Talks with the United States Report

Between the slogan “Death to America” and sitting down to ne-
gotiate with the Americans, the Houthis appear, at first glance,
to face an obvious contradiction: how can a movement that
presents the United States as a central enemy in its ideological
mobilization also send messages to Washington, seek de-esca-
lation, and reach understandings with it?

Yet the more precise question is not whether the Houthis have
negotiated with the United States. That is a publicly document-
ed fact. The real questions are: What did they negotiate over,
through which channels, what did they actually gain, and how
did they present those outcomes to their own supporters?

From the contacts acknowledged by the U.S. State Department
in 2015 to Oman’s announcement of the May 2025 agreement,
a body of evidence has accumulated that carries clear political
significance without any need to invoke conspiracy theories.

What Does Hostility Toward the United States Mean
in the Houthi Ideological Framework?

In a study published by Chatham House in February 2015, re-
searcher Peter Salisbury traces the movement’s origins to the
Zaydi revivalist milieu and the Believing Youth movement, fol-
lowed by the increasingly anti-American rhetoric of Hussein
Badr al-Din al-Houthi. Salisbury also points to the influence of
Iran’s revolutionary model on the sarkha, the Houthis’ signa-
ture rallying slogan.
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He makes an important observation, however: ideological
conviction existed alongside efforts to adapt the movement’s
public rhetoric in order to broaden its appeal. This provides
a useful lens for understanding both the movement’s political
behaviour and the choices of its leadership.

There is therefore no need to assume that the Houthis do not
believe in their own slogan in order to explain their willing-
ness to negotiate. A more plausible interpretation is that ideo-
logical conviction and practical selectivity can coexist: the
United States may remain an enemy within the Houthi ideo-
logical worldview, while avoiding direct confrontation with it
may serve a temporary strategic interest.

The political issue lies in how such arrangements are present-
ed to the movement’s supporters: Does the Houthi leadership
openly acknowledge that it has entered into a limited bargain,
or is its audience expected to regard every escalation as a vic-
tory and every retreat as another victory?

A particularly important documentary starting point is U.S.
Embassy Sana’a cable 09SANAA2185, dated 9 December 2009.
The cable, later published through WikiLeaks, focused on the
Houthis’ identity and the motivations behind their fighting.
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It stated that the embassy’s policy at the time was to avoid di-
rect contact with the Houthis out of sensitivity to the Yeme-
ni government’s position. Information was instead gathered
through intermediaries and other sources, including Hassan
Zaid.

The cable also noted the distinction, at that stage, between the
movement’s anti-American rhetoric and the fact that U.S. cit-
izens and interests were not being targeted. Its significance
lies in showing that U.S. officials had already identified a gap
between rhetoric and conduct years before negotiations with
the Houthis became publicly acknowledged.!

Confrontational Rhetoric and Channels of Engage-
ment

The period between 2009 and 2013 provides important context
for understanding the foundations of Washington’s later ap-
proach to the Houthis. A U.S. Embassy cable from Sana’a dated
December 2009 noted that the embassy’s policy was to avoid
direct contact with the group out of sensitivity to the Yemeni
government. At the same time, however, it distinguished be-
tween the Houthis’ strongly anti-American rhetoric and their
actual conduct: at that stage, the group was not targeting U.S.

1. U.S. Embassy Sana’a. (2009, December 9). Who are the Houthis, part one: What are
they fighting for? [Diplomatic cable 09SANAA?2185]. WikiLeaks Public Library of U.S.
Diplomacy.
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citizens or interests. This distinction offers insight into how
Washington viewed the Houthis at the time and where it placed
them within its broader assessment of threats in Yemen.

In this context, the account of Dr. Mohammed Qayzan, Un-
dersecretary at Yemen’s Ministry of Information,? carries in-
terpretive significance, although it should be considered with-
in the limits of its documentary value. Qayzan recounts that,
during a public event in late 2010, he asked then-U.S. Ambas-
sador to Yemen Gerald Feierstein about Washington’s position
toward the Houthis and their “Death to America” slogan.

According to Qayzan, the ambassador told him that there had
been contact with the group, including visits to Saada and
meetings with Abdulmalik al-Houthi, while denying that there
was any coordination with them. Qayzan also attributes to Fei-
erstein the view that the slogan functioned as a tool of political
mobilization rather than necessarily indicating an operation-
al intent to target Americans.

2. Mohammed Qayzan, “In Late 2010, I Received an Invitation from Mr. Gerald Feier-
stein, then U.S. Ambassador to Yemen,” 18 September 2026, X (formerly Twitter). Avail-
able at: https://x.com/mohgezan/status/2100918108739260909
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This account is, in part, consistent with Feierstein’s later pub-
lic position. In an interview published in July 2012, he was
asked how seriously the Houthis’ “Death to America” slogan
should be taken. He responded that the United States did not
regard the Houthis as enemies and did not agree with claims
that they supported terrorism. He suggested that the group
used anti-American rhetoric because of its effectiveness as a
tool for mobilization and recruitment. Later academic stud-
ies also examined this interpretation of the slogan and its
function as an instrument of political mobilization.?

The main value of Qayzan’s account , therefore, lies not so
much in proving the existence of an early secret relationship
between Washington and the Houthis as in illustrating how
the United States perceived the group at that stage. Washing-
ton did not treat Houthi rhetoric alone as a sufficient basis
for assessing the level of threat posed by the group. It also
considered its actual conduct, available capabilities, and op-
erational objectives.

This distinction helps explain, in part, the nature of Washing-
ton’s later approach to the Houthis. The United States could
view the group as an ideological adversary and a problematic
armed actor without necessarily placing it at the same level
of threat as al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula.

3. Asharq Al-Awsat Editorial. (2012, July 8). Asharq Al-Awsat interview: US envoy to
Yemen Gerald M. Feierstein. Asharq Al-Awsat English Archive. link
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Political Integration of the Houthis and the Path to
Empowerment

This picture became clearer during the transitional period
that followed 2011. At the time, U.S. policy did not seek to ex-
clude the Houthis from the political process because they re-
mained armed or because of their anti-American rhetoric. In-
stead, Washington supported their inclusion in the National
Dialogue Conference. In February 2013, the U.S. State Depart-
ment formally stated that the full participation of all compo-
nents of Yemeni society—including the Houthis, whom it men-
tioned by name—was essential to the success of the dialogue.
The Houthis ultimately took part in the conference with 35 of
its 565 seats.

In an article published in 2017, Mohammed Jumeh wrote that,
before the National Dialogue Conference, some Yemeni voices
had called for Houthi participation to be made conditional on
the group surrendering its weapons and entering the process
as a political actor. According to Jumeh’s account, Ambassador
Feierstein pushed for the Houthis to be admitted to the dia-
logue despite their continued possession of arms*.

4. Mohammed Jumeh, “Between Cultural Death and Real Death,” Al-Quds Al-Arabi, 15
November 2017. Available at: https://2u.pw/K5vKQ
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What can be documented more objectively, however, is that
the group entered the dialogue while retaining its armed
structure. Later studies of Yemen’s transitional process ex-
plicitly noted that Houthi participation was not made con-
ditional on giving up medium and heavy weapons®, and that
the allocation of seats gave the group political weight even as
its armed confrontations continued in northern Yemen.

From this perspective, the National Dialogue experience does
not prove that the United States favored the Houthis. It does,
however, reveal the limits of the risk assessment underpin-
ning the transitional approach: it assumed that the group’s
political integration could precede efforts to address its con-
tinued monopoly over armed force. As the Houthis expand-
ed militarily during 2013-2014, it became clear that political
participation was not necessarily an alternative to the use of
force. The group was able to pursue both tracks in parallel.

From Monitoring the Houthis to Direct Engage-
ment, 2015-2016

On 29 January 2015, The Wall Street Journal reported that
Washington was expanding its contacts with the Houthis as
part of efforts to secure a stable political transition and con-
front al-Qaeda. This marked an important shift in U.S.

5. Paffenholz, T., & Ross, N. (2016). Inclusive political settlements: New insights from
Yemen’s National Dialogue. PRISM, 6(1), 198-210.
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calculations: the group was mov-
ing from being primarily an object
of observation to an actor whose
ability to shape events had to be
addressed directly.

U.S. policy at the time was operat-
ingalongtwo tracks thatappeared,
on the surface, to be contradicto-
ry. In March 2015, the Obama ad-
ministration announced that it was providing “logistical and

intelligence support” to the Saudi-led military operation. Yet
on 2 June 2015, the U.S. State Department acknowledged that
American officials had met Houthi representatives in Oman
the previous week.

Anne Patterson, then Assistant Secretary of State for Near
Eastern Affairs, was among the officials associated with these
efforts. Media coverage described the meetings as the first
publicly acknowledged talks since the Houthis took control of
Sana’a, rather than the first possible contact in the history of
the relationship.’

6. Solomon, J., Nissenbaum, D., & Fitch, A. (2015, January 29). In strategic shift, U.S.
draws closer to Yemeni rebels. The Wall Street Journal. https://www.wsj.com/articles/in-
strategic-shift-u-s-draws-closer-to-yemeni-rebels-1422576308

7. The White House. (2015, March 25). Statement by NSC spokesperson Bernadette Mee-
han on the situation in Yemen. Obama White House Archives. https://obamawhitehouse.

archives.gov/the-press-office/2015/03/25/statement-nsc-spokesperson-bernadette-mee-

han-situation-yemen
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At that stage, the Omani channel was linked both to the polit-
ical process and to the issue of detained Americans. In early
June, American journalist Casey Coombs was released and
transferred to Oman, while State Department spokesperson
Marie Harf spoke publicly about the contacts and Oman’s me-
diation efforts.

Muscat was therefore not simply the venue for an exception-
al meeting; it had become a channel capable of maintaining
access to the Houthis, communicating with Washington, and
helping resolve urgent humanitarian issues.®

8. Agence France-Presse. (2015, June 2). American freed in Yemen as Oman hosts “se-
cret” US talks. The Peninsula. https://thepeninsulaqatar.com/article/02/06/2015/ameri-
can-freed-in-yemen-as-oman-hosts-secret-us-talks-1
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The overlap between the humanitarian and political tracks
continued in 2016. In official remarks in October, Secretary of
State John Kerry referred to the release of Americans and to
arrangements that included transporting a delegation of the
Houthis and the General People’s Congress from Muscat to Sa-
na’a, as well as evacuating wounded individuals. On 14 Novem-
ber, Kerry met Sultan Qaboos bin Said and Minister Yusuf bin
Alawi, while the U.S. State Department reiterated its support
for the efforts of UN Special Envoy Ismail Ould Cheikh Ahmed.’

A more explicit negotiating phase followed. Reuters reported
that Kerry met Houthi representatives in Oman on the evening
of 14 November 2016. The following day, he announced an un-
derstanding for a cessation of hostilities to begin on 17 Novem-
ber, provided the parties complied, as part of a broader frame-
work for a political settlement.

Yemen’s then foreign minister, Abdulmalik al-Mekhlafi, reject-
ed the announcement, however, saying that the internationally
recognized Yemeni government had not been informed of it.*

9. U.S. Department of State. (2016, October 16). Joint statement from Secretary John Ker-
ry, U.K. Foreign Secretary Boris Johnson, and UN Special Envoy for Yemen Ismail Ould
Cheikh Ahmed. https://2009-2017.state.gov/secretary/remarks/2016/10/263184.htm

10. Reuters. (2016, November 15). Kerry says Yemen ceasefire agreed, government rejects
move. Gulf Times. https://www.gulf-times.com/story/521302/Kerry-says-Yemen-cease-

fire-agreed-govt-rejects-move
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Contacts During Trump’s First Term

On 5 September 2019, David Schenker, Assistant Secretary
of State for Near Eastern Affairs, said during a visit to Saudi
Arabia that Washington was holding talks with the Houthis in
search of an acceptable negotiated solution. The Wall Street
Journal had also reported preparations for a negotiating team
led by Ambassador Christopher Henzel.

More revealing, however, was the response of Houthi official
Hamid Asim to Agence France-Presse. He declined to con-
firm or deny that talks were taking place, but described the
U.S. announcement that it was speaking with the Houthis as
a major victory and as evidence that their position had been
vindicated.

This illustrates the political value of being formally acknowl-
edged as a partyto talks even before any agreement is reached:
for the Houthis, the mere fact of being directly engaged by
a major power could itself be turned into domestic political
capital.!!

11. Chopra, A. (2019, September 6). Washington in talks with Iran-backed Yemeni reb-
els, U.S. official says. Agence France-Presse/The Times of Israel. https:/www.timesofis-
rael.com/washington-in-talks-with-iran-backed-yemeni-rebels-us-official-says/
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The clearest deal of President Trump’s first term came on 14
October 2020, when Americans Sandra Loli and Mikael Gidada
were released and the remains of Bilal Fateen were returned. In
exchange, arrangements were made for more than 200 Houthi
fighters to return from Oman to Yemen. National Security Ad-
viser Robert O’Brien announced the successful completion of
theoperation.®

Forthisreason, referencesto an agreement between the Houth-
is and the Trump administration should not reduce the history
of these contacts to May 2025. During Trump’s first term, the
two sides had already reached a detainee deal that was fun-
damentally different from the non-targeting agreement con-
cluded during his second term. Conflating the two obscures
the evolution of the relationship: from limited humanitarian
and security arrangements to a bargain directly linked to the
use of force and freedom of navigation.

Contacts During the Biden Administration

In February 2021, the Biden administration revoked the Houth-
is’ designations as a Foreign Terrorist Organization (FTO) and
a Specially Designated Global Terrorist (SDGT) entity, both of
which had been imposed at the end of the first Trump admin-
istration.

12. Finnegan, C., Meek, J. G., & Phelps, J. (2020, October 14). 2 Americans freed from mil-
itant group in Yemen, returning to US. ABC News. https://abcnews.com/Politics/ameri-

cans-freed-militant-group-yemen-returning-us/story?id=73612547
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Secretary of State Antony Blinken announced that the revo-
cations would take effect on 16 February, citing the humani-
tarian consequences of the designations. The decision did not
amount to recognition of a Houthi government, nor did it re-
move all sanctions targeting Houthi leaders.*?

On 3 March 2021, Reuters reported, citing two sources famil-
iar with the matter, that U.S. Special Envoy for Yemen Timothy
Lenderking had met the Houthis’ chief negotiator, Mohammed
Abdulsalam, in Muscat on 26 February. The talks focused on
efforts to advance a political settlement and halt the Houthi
offensive on Marib.

Lenderking’s written testimony before the Senate Foreign Re-
lations Committee on 21 April 2021 is particularly significant.
In it, he presented the Houthis as a component that would
need to be included in any political solution, while linking
such inclusion to peaceful and meaningful participation. In
June 2021, controversy arose after Lenderking described the
Houthis as a “legitimate actor.”

13. U.S. Department of State. (2021, February 12). Revocation of the terrorist designa-
tions of Ansarallah. https://2021-2025.state.gov/revocation-of-the-terrorist-designa-
tions-of-ansarallah/

14. Lenderking, T. A. (2021, April 21). Special envoy for Yemen: Testimony before the
Senate Committee on Foreign Relations, Subcommittee on the Near East, South Asia,
Central Asia and Counterterrorism. U.S. Senate Committee on Foreign Relations. https://
www.foreign.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/042121_Lenderking_Testimony.pdf
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The State Department subsequently clarified that the United
States recognized the Yemeni government, not a Houthi gov-
ernment.”

A Houthi Claim of a U.S. Offer

As the Red Sea crisis intensified, another diplomatic track
emerged that should be distinguished from direct U.S.-Houthi
contacts. In March 2024, the Financial Times revealed that
indirect talks had taken place in Oman in January between
U.S. and Iranian delegations. The U.S. side included Brett
McGurk and Abram Paley, while the Iranian delegation in-
cluded Ali Bagheri Kani. Omani officials conveyed messages
between the two sides. The discussions addressed the Red
Sea attacks alongside the nuclear issue.

These were U.S.-Iranian talks concerning the Houthis, not a
direct meeting between U.S. and Houthi representatives.*

15. U.S. Department of State. (2021, April 21). Special Envoy Tim Lenderking: Senate
Committee on Foreign Relations, Subcommittee on the Near East, South Asia, Central
Asia and Counterterrorism. https://2021-2025.state.gov/special-envoy-for-yemen-tim-
lenderking-senate-committee-on-foreign-relations-subcommittee-on-the-near-east-
south-asia-central-asia-and-counterterrorism/

16. Schwartz, F., & England, A. (2024, March 13). US held secret talks with Iran over
Red Sea attacks. Financial Times. https:/www.ft.com/content/89b01990-7657-45ea-

baaa-1f214b40f1cb
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On 16 September 2024, Reuters quoted senior Houthi official
Mohammed al-Bukhaiti as claiming that the United States
had offered to recognize the Houthi government in exchange
for an end to the attacks. The same report carried denials
from U.S. officials, one of whom described the claim as “com-
pletelyfabricated.””’

Military Pressure and the May 2025 Agreement

After returning to the White House, President Trump issued
an order on 22 January 2025 directing the start of the process
to redesignate the Houthis as a Foreign Terrorist Organiza-
tion. The designation took effect when it was published in
the Federal Register on 5 March 2025—a date that should be
distinguished from the earlier political announcement.®

The U.S. military campaign against the Houthis, Operation
Rough Rider, began on 15 March. According to a Reuters in-
vestigation published on 13 May 2025, citing U.S. officials,
Washington detected signs during the first weekend of May
that the Houthis were seeking a way out of the confrontation.

17. Reuters. (2024, September 16). Houthi official says U.S. offered to recognize Sa-
naa government; U.S. official denies claim. Reuters. https://www.investing.com/news/
world-news/houthi-official-says-us-offered-to-recognize-sanaa-government-us-offi-
cial-denies-claim-3618565

18. The White House. (2025, January 22). Designation of Ansar Allah as a foreign ter-
rorist organization. https:/www.whitehouse.gov/presidential-actions/2025/01/desig-

nation-of-ansar-allah-as-a-foreign-terrorist-organization/
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U.S. envoy Steve Witkoff then moved through Omani medi-
ation. Oman was in contact with Mohammed Abdulsalam,
while proposals were relayed to Abdulmalik al-Houthi."

The Reuters investigation linked the diplomatic break-
through to meetings held in Washington on 5 May, attended
by Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth, before the agreement
was announced the following day. Abdulsalam confirmed
that communication with the Americans had taken place
through Oman. Reuters also cited two sources as saying that
Iran had encouraged the Houthis to negotiate.

Omani Foreign Minister Badr al-Busaidi emerged as the
main diplomatic figure in announcing the outcome, while
Trump announced the end of the U.S. campaign, presenting
the decision as a response to the Houthis’ commitment to
stop attacking U.S. interests.

19. Stewart, P., Ali, I., Pamuk, H., & Banco, E. (2025, May 13). Houthi ceasefire fol-
lowed U.S. intelligence showing militants sought off-ramp. Reuters. https:/www.

investing.com/news/world-news/exclusivehouthi-ceasefire-followed-us-intel-show-

ing-militants-sought-offramp-4043298
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What the Agreement Actually Says — and What It
Does Not

The statement issued by Oman’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs
on 6 May 2025 remains the most important primary source
for understanding the agreement’s publicly stated terms20. It
said that contacts between the United States and the Houth-
is had resulted in a ceasefire under which neither side would
target the other, including U.S. vessels in the Red Sea and Bab
al-Mandab.

The statement linked the outcome to freedom of navigation
and the flow of commercial shipping, but it did not publish
a detailed treaty, establish a verification mechanism, specify
a timeframe, or include arrangements for disarmament or a
broader settlement over governance in Yemen. Nor did it pro-
vide for the lifting of sanctions on the group. The more cau-
tious description, therefore, is that it was a mutual non-target-
ing agreement with a limited publicly declared scope.

20. Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Sultanate of Oman. (2025, May 6). https://www.
fm.gov.om/ar/24131/
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Did the Houthis Plead with Trump, or Did They Force the
United States to Withdraw?

Trump presented the outcome as a Houthi retreat, saying that
the Houthis had asked for the bombing to stop in exchange
for refraining from attacks on U.S. vessels. Material published
in the U.S. National Counterterrorism Center’s guide, part of
the Office of the Director of National Intelligence and updat-
ed through January 2026, adds an important element: it states
that the Houthis sought to de-escalate and reached a ceasefire
in May 2025. This public intelligence assessment supports the
conclusion that the Houthis had an interest in reducing the
confrontation.?

Testing the Agreement Against What Happened Afterwards
Had the May agreement amounted to comprehensive recog-
nition of the Houthis or a shift toward partnership, one would
have expected signs of political and economic normalization to
follow. Instead, on 20 June 2025, the U.S. Treasury announced
sanctions targeting four individuals, twelve entities, and two
vessels linked to networks involved in Houthi financing, oil
trading, and shipping.

21. National Counterterrorism Center. (2026). Huthi movement (Ansarallah). Office of

the Director of National Intelligence. https://www.odni.gov/download/12996/
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These sanctions do not rule out the continuation of contacts,
but they do undermine any attempt to equate the end of U.S.
strikes with the end of Washington’s pressure policy.*

In July 2025, the Magic Seas and Eternity C—both Liberi-
an-flagged vessels managed by Greek companies—were sunk.
Without closer examination, these incidents should not au-
tomatically be treated as violations of every provision of the
U.S.-Houthi non-targeting understanding. They do, however,
demonstrate that the agreement did not amount to a general
end to the threat posed to international shipping in the Red
Sea.”

The U.S. National Counterterrorism Center (NCTC), in its coun-
terterrorism guide updated through January 2026, records that
the Houthis carried out at least 200 maritime attacks against
international commercial vessels and U.S. and allied naval
ships between October 2023 and October 2025. According to
the U.S. assessment, the campaign resulted in the sinking of
at least four commercial vessels.*

22. U.S. Department of the Treasury. (2025, June 20). Treasury sanctions Houthi illicit oil
trading and shipping. https: /home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/sb0174

23. Reuters. (2025, July 28). Houthis say they hold 10 crew from Greek-operated ship they
sank off Yemen. Reuters. https://www.investing.com/news/commodities-news/houth-
is-say-they-hold-10-crew-from-greekoperated-ship-they-sank-off-yemen-4155907Mal-
tezou, R., & Saul, J. (2025, July 9). Six crew rescued, 15 missing after Houthis sink latest
Greek ship in Red Sea. Reuters. https://www.investing.com/news/commodities-news/
four-dead-and-15-missing-from-greek-ship-attacked-in-red-sea-4128596

24. National Counterterrorism Center. (2026). Huthi Movement (Ansarallah). Office of
the Director of National Intelligence. https://www.odni.gov/download/12996/
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The Muscat Understandings, September 2026

On 12 September 2026, Reuters reported that Trump said,
during a conversation with Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed
bin Salman, that the Houthis had contacted his administration
and asked the United States not to intervene directly in the
fighting. The remarks came amid Houthi advances along the
coast and renewed concern over Bab al-Mandab.

Days later, the contacts moved to a direct meeting in Muscat.
On 16 September 2026, Reuters, citing informed sources, re-
ported that U.S. officials had met Houthi representatives over
the weekend at the U.S. Embassy in Muscat in an undisclosed
meeting facilitated by Oman. According to two sources, the
Houthi representatives told the U.S. side that they did not in-
tend to target American vessels and remained committed to the
ceasefire understanding reached between the two sides in May
2025. A Yemeni source also said that the group had pledged not
to target Israeli vessels or other commercial shipping, with the
exception of Saudi vessels.

The sources said the U.S. side was represented by embassy of-
ficials, while the Houthi delegation included Mohammed Ab-
dulsalam and Abdulmalik al-Ajri. No joint statement or public-
ly announced agreement emerged from the meeting, and the
U.S. State Department declined to confirm its details.?®

25. Azhari, T., Cornwell, A., Slattery, G., & Pamuk, H. (2026, September 16). US officials
met Iran-backed Houthis in Oman over the weekend, sources say. Reuters.
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Conclusion

From “Death to America” to assurances that U.S. vessels
would not be targeted, the trajectory traced in this report
can be understood through the wide political distance be-
tween rhetoric and practice. The movement that, from its
earliest years, placed the United States at the center of its
ideological and mobilizational discourse ultimately entered
into negotiations with Washington over clear rules govern-
ing confrontation and protecting U.S. interests from at-
tack—to the point that it came to appear more concerned
than anyone with safeguarding those interests.
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