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Spotlight Brexit

Questions raised as Qatar capitalises on Brexit
London

Q 

atar’s pledge to invest 
$6.2 billion in the United 
Kingdom was imme-
diately followed by lo-
gistical questions from 

British politicians and economists 
about the outlay.

Doha announced its significant 
investment plans at the recent Qa-
tar-UK Business and Investment 
Forum in London and Birmingham. 
Questions over the investment’s 
viability were immediately raised 
after Qatar failed to meet previous 
financial pledges.

Britain’s Financial Times pub-
lished a report warning that Qatar 
was not always a reliable invest-
ment partner. “Previous promises 
of Qatari investment in UK infra-
structure have not always material-
ised,” the newspaper said.

In 2013, Britain and Qatar dis-
cussed investment proposals reach-
ing $10 billion, including in the 
Hinckley Point nuclear reactor and 
the Thames super-sewer. Both pro-
jects went ahead with no Qatari in-
vestment.

Even when Qatari investment has 
come through, many projects have 
been mired in complications and 
delays. Doha’s investments in other 

British infrastructure, such as the 
Chelsea Barracks project in London, 
have also drawn criticism. London’s 
Evening Standard newspaper de-
scribed the project as “one of the 
most protracted and controversial 
property sagas of recent decades”.

Qatar’s investment in London’s 
high-end Harrods department store 
has also faced public criticism. In 
January, demonstrators blocked 
doorways and set off smoke bombs, 
protesting the store’s withholding 
of service charges from the staff. 
Several British unions criticised 
Harrods’ policy of keeping money 
that would normally go directly to 
the waiting and kitchen staff at Har-
rods’ cafés and restaurants.

Economic analysts in Britain 
questioned the timing of Qatar’s 
announcement, which came in the 
same week that the British govern-
ment triggered Article 50 — a 2-year 
process to leave the European Un-
ion. With Britain’s path to Brexit 
unclear, and with the existence of 
promised trade deals that can only 
be officially negotiated after the exit 
from the European Union, some 
wondered about the effects of Qa-
tar’s promised investments.

Critics said the pledge, which is 
being portrayed by the British gov-
ernment as a major post-Brexit vic-
tory, could cause further political 
instability and division in the coun-
try at a time when Britain is dealing 
with calls for a Scottish referendum 
on independence.

The announcement is generally 
thought to reflect Doha’s political 
agenda. In a time of major trans-
formation in the international 
sphere, Qatar is seeking to secure 
closer financial ties with Britain 
and Russia, they said. Qatar is also 

reportedly approaching the Trump 
administration on finance and in-
vestment matters.

However, Qatar’s attempts to fi-
nance its foreign policy objectives 
is likely to fall short, particularly 
given the nature of Qatar’s prom-
ised investment, which does not 

represent a major component of the 
British economy. Promises of Qatari 
investment that go unfulfilled are 
likely to place a financial burden on 
both Qatar and Britain.

British government statistics in-
dicate that Qatar is United King-
dom’s third largest export market 

in the Middle East and accounts  
for $43.5 billion of existing invest-
ment in Britain. Bilateral trade 
is valued at more than $6.2 billion 
per year. In 2015, British exports 
 to Qatar totalled $3.23 billion, with 
Qatar exports to Britain at $3.35 bil-
lion.
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A question of timing. British Prime Minister Theresa May (R) greets Qatari Prime Minister Sheikh 
Abdullah bin Nasser bin Khalifa al-Thani during the Qatar-UK Business and Investment Forum in 
Birmingham, on March 28th.               (AFP)
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The security implications of Brexit

B
ritish Prime Minister 
Theresa May’s implicit 
threat to condition 
continued security 
cooperation with 
Europe on a Brexit 

trade deal sits oddly with her 
otherwise conciliatory tone. 
Britain’s “notification of with-
drawal” letter reads that “failure 
to reach an agreement” could 
result in weaker security coopera-
tion.

While May’s move might play 
well with rabid anti-European 
readers of the Daily Mail and the 
Daily Telegraph, which include 
many Conservative members of the 
British House of Commons, other 
European leaders take it as an im-
plicit threat. Britain’s role in shar-
ing intelligence and its relation-
ship with Europol, the European 
Union’s law enforcement agency, 
“will be part of the negotiations”, 
May said in debate that followed in 
Westminster.

“I would like to maintain the 
level of cooperation we have cur-
rently… but our membership will 
lapse and… (without an exit deal 
Britain) would not be able to access 
information in the same way as we 
would as a member,” she said.

“Our security arrangements 
would obviously lapse if we left 
the EU without a deal,” added the 
prime minister’s spokesman.

May’s comments drew sharp 
criticism from other officials.

Former permanent secretary to 
the Treasury Nicholas Macpherson 
wrote on Twitter that crime and 
terrorism “do not respect borders” 
and that the lack of a trade deal was 
“not a credible threat” to security. 
“Time to get real,” Macpherson 
added.

There was pushback by officials 

in Brussels and Westminster, where 
Britain’s participation in various 
policing policies and bodies, such 
as Europol and the European Arrest 
Warrant, as well as security data-
bases, particularly the Schengen 
Information System, the European 
Criminal Records Information Sys-
tem and Passenger Names Records, 
is critical.

Despite the controversy, most 
components of Britain’s and 
Europe’s security and defence rela-
tions do not involve the architec-
ture of the European Union. Britain 
has always opposed the European 
Union interfering with the role of 
NATO and the country participates 
in several security operations out-
side the organisation’s purview.

Britain’s “Nine Eyes” alliance, 
for example, allows the country to 
share intelligence with various Eu-
ropean partners, including France, 
Denmark and the Netherlands. The 
Club of Berne, another intelligence-
sharing group, includes Norway, 

Switzerland and EU members.
This might seem quite unrelated 

to trade negotiations but the fly in 
the ointment is the European Court 
of Justice (ECJ), the lynchpin of the 
European Union’s judicial archi-
tecture. After a trade deal is agreed 
to, the ECJ would play a key role 
in resolving any dispute between 
Britain and the European Union 
over regulation. May is determined 
to end ECJ jurisdiction in Britain 
but will have to at least accept it 
playing an indirect role in future 
proceedings.

This is where political grand-
standing by Brexiters meets its 
limit. Brexit Secretary David Davis 
has already had to eat his hat. He 
will no doubt have to do so again in 
the months to come.

There is also a broader picture to 
consider. Since entering the White 
House, US President Donald Trump 
has engaged in dramatic militari-
sation of US policy in the Middle 
East, largely without the consulta-

tion of American allies in Europe. 
The United States is intervening in 
Yemen more forcibly than before 
and backing Saudi policy. Yemen 
is facing a huge humanitarian 
catastrophe, with two-thirds of its 
population in need of aid.

The escalating military activities 
are occurring with no sign of dip-
lomatic initiatives or future peace 
talks. The US Defense Department 
has asked the White House to 
remove restrictions on providing 
military aid to Gulf allies that are 
fighting the Iran-backed Houthi 
rebels in Yemen. Unspecified 
US special operations forces are 
operating in dozens of countries in 
the Middle East, Africa and Central 
Asia.

These policies could produce 
even more radical Islamists, 
undermine humanitarian relief 
and destroy any hope of economic 
reconstruction, the effects of which 
will be far more devastating in the 
Middle East, the Sahel and Europe 
than in the United States.

Meanwhile, with relations 
between Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan and EU leaders 
having grown increasingly more 
sour and German concerns that 
Turkey is spying on German-res-
ident Turks, there is an increased 
need for European leaders to 
present a united front against the 
Turkish president.

With all this in the backdrop, 
Brexit negotiations are serving as 
a distraction. There are far bigger 
security challenges confronting 
Europe and Britain on their south-
eastern borders.

The Brexiters are heading for a 
sharp collision with the real world. 
Their belief that Britain needs to 
take back control and break free of 
the shackles of external influence 
will be shown for a grievous mis-
understanding of Britain’s history, 
identity and security needs.

Francis Ghilès is an associate 
fellow at the Barcelona Centre for 
International Affairs.
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Process in motion. An EU flag with one of the stars symbolically cut out during a 
pro-remain demonstration in front of the Houses of Parliament, on March 29th.  (AFP)


