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A Stolen Childhood: How the Houthis Turned Raddad
from a Student into a “False Martyr”

Incident: Forced recruitment, torture, and killing of a child in a Houthi
summer camp, followed by falsification of death and propaganda
portrayal as a martyr.

Date: February 2025

Location: ‘Ayal Afir village, Nihm District, Sana’a Governorate

Type of Violation:  Forced recruitment, torture, and killing of a minor — posthumous
manipulation

Introduction:

In the remote village of ‘Ayal Afir in Nihm District, where poverty clings to the mountain soil
and mingles with the scent of war, Raddad Saleh Ali no longer attending Al-Falah School—
the place where his educational journey began and continued to the high school. Overnight,
his dream of finishing school and going to university vanished. It was no longer a priority. His
world, at just fourteen years old, was turned upside down—not by a stray shell, but by
something more insidious: a systematic machine of recruitment and exploitation.

Raddad came from a poor family. His father, a construction worker, had lost his job like so
many others in Yemen over the past decade of war. Like many families, Raddad’s viewed the
Houthi group with a kind of sympathy—perhaps shaped by propaganda. But that sympathy
came at a price far higher than they ever imagined. Poverty and misplaced trust became
their currency in the war economy. And Raddad paid the ultimate price: forcibly recruited,
tortured, and robbed of his right to live.

The Brother: The First Executioner

In early February 2025, Raddad was forced down a path he never wanted—recruitment and
bearing arms. But this wasn’t the first time he was exposed to pressure to follow this path.
What’s chilling is that the push didn’t come from a stranger—it came from within his own
home. His older brother, Ahmed, had joined the Houthis years earlier as a fighter. He didn’t
want his younger sibling to remain outside the group’s influence. He offered Raddad up as a
sacrifice to the recruitment officers, hoping to elevate his own status. Thus, the brother
became the first link in the chain that led Raddad to his death.

With the father’s silence and the brother’s encouragement, Raddad was handed over to
Ahmed Al-Saqqaf, the recruitment officer in Nihm. Raddad’s opinion didn’t matter. No one
cared that he refused. He was taken to a summer center in the village of Malerh—a place
originally built as a Quran school by Sheikh Sinan Abu Luhum, now seized by the Houthis and
turned into a camp for indoctrination and training children to kill.

Inside the walls of that closed center, Raddad discovered a different world. A world with no
space for childhood, no room for dissent. He refused to become a cog in their machine. He
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refused to hold a weapon he didn’t understand. His rejection was innocent, honest, like any
.child’s

But being innocent is a crime. And crimes have consequences. When all fake promises and
persuasion failed, the “discipline” began. On Saturday, February 8, 2025, Raddad’s refusal
turned into torment. Wooden sticks rained down on his head and face from the center’s
supervisor. His scalp split open, blood poured from a deep wound and his nose, with no one
to wipe it or offer a drop of water.

This wasn’t a momentary punishment, it was a calculated

submission. After the beating, the wounded child was locked in a dark room, left to bleed
alone for two full days. Two days of pain, fear, and abandonment. That room became his
prison, his hospital, and his first grave. There, his body began to change color, his face paled,
and life slowly drained from him.

The Hospital: A Final Stop

When death became too obvious to hide, Raddad was rushed to 84th Hospital in Sana’a.
Doctors immediately placed him in intensive care, but his soul was already slipping away.
Three days later, on February 13, Raddad passed away. It wasn’t a natural death, it was a
slow, brutal murder. The weapon: a wooden stick. The stage: a classroom meant for Quran
memorization. The witness: the silent walls of a locked room.

The “Martyrdom” Farce: When Grief Is Bought

After the crime, the cover-up began. The perpetrators denied everything. They tried to
deceive the father, claiming the death was due to a “nosebleed.” But the truth spread like
wildfire—through Raddad’s peers and the few fighters whose conscience hadn’t yet died.

The father erupted in grief and rage. He refused to accept his son’s body. His refusal was the
last echo of humanity within him.

But the exploitation machine didn’t stop. Senior Houthi leaders intervened. They applied
pressure, mixing threats with promises. They used their strongest card: the brother, now
complicit, to convince the father to accept a “settlement.” They offered a devil’s deal: they’d
declare Raddad a “martyr,” grant him the rank of “captain,” and pay a monthly salary
through the Martyrs’ Association.

In a moment of weakness—crushed by poverty, deception, and the loss of hope for justice—
the father agreed. His son’s right to justice was traded for a forged file, a fake rank, and a
monthly stipend. A formal funeral was held. Photos of Raddad in military uniform were
distributed. He became a “martyr of the Quranic march” in Houthi propaganda, though in
truth, he was a victim of their brutality.
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The Witnesses: Voices from Within

the Yemeni Coalition for Monitoring Human Rights Violations researcher followed the case
closely, gathering testimonies from villagers who knew the details. Their names were coded
for protection.

Witness “J.R.” said: “Raddad died because of the beating... He refused recruitment and
wanted to leave the center. They beat him until he bled and left him without help. When his
condition worsened, they took him to the hospital, but he died. Then they appeased his
family with promises of martyrdom and a salary.”

Witness “A.R.” added, revealing the depth of the terror: “He was forced into the center...
and tortured for refusing recruitment. The torture wasn’t just to convince him, it was a
message to the other children: this is the fate of those who say no.”

Conclusion: Not Just a Case, But a Pattern

Raddad’s story isn’t an isolated incident. It's a microcosm of the machinery that grinds
childhood in Yemen. It shows how poverty and faith are twisted into tools of exploitation,
how family ties become channels of harm, and how victims’ rights are stolen under the guise
of “settlement” and “martyrdom.”

The Yemeni Coalition for Monitoring Human Rights Violations issues an urgent plea: to the
global conscience, to all who block accountability for criminals in Yemen—enough. It’'s time
to stop this machinery of crime. It’s time to look into the eyes of children like Raddad and
not forget them in political equations.

Raddad wasn’t just a child who suffered and deserves justice. He’s part of a long memory of
brutality endured by thousands of Yemeni children because of war, especially by the hands
of the Houthis. This memory will not die. If it doesn’t remain alive in our awareness as a
witness to the crime and a call for justice, it will retreat into the subconscious, becoming a
deep wound that never heals, resurfacing conflict whenever the winds shift.
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