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Washington

“Qatar wants to have 
it both ways — have 
a US base and fund 
the Muslim Broth-
erhood,” former US 

Ambassador Dennis Ross wrote in 
USA Today. Over the past 25 years, 
Ross has advised three US presi-
dents on US Middle East policy. 
He currently is a distinguished fel-

low at the Washington Institute for 
Near East Policy.

Despite Qatar hosting a huge US 
airbase and paying some of the 
costs associated with its operation, 
Ross concludes that “Qatar is most 
definitely not an ally.” The reason: 
“Few countries have done more 
to promote the Muslim Brother-
hood,” Ross claims.

He is not referring simply to the 
fact that Qatar provides a safe hav-
en for Islamist leaders and preach-
ers but to tangible support, as well, 
in the form of money and arms to 
radical Islamists in Syria and Libya.

“When I was in the Obama ad-
ministration in 2011 and we sought 
to get the Qataris to coordinate 
with us and to be transparent 
about where and to whom they 
were sending arms in Libya, we 
rarely got straight answers,” Ross 
wrote. “Consistently, we found 
that they sent weapons to the Is-
lamist forces, the very militias we 
were opposed to getting arms. The 
same pattern has been followed in 
Syria.”

Ross spoke about the positions 
expressed in his column and how 
US policymakers should respond 
in light of US President Donald 
Trump’s trip to Riyadh during 
which he tried to rally Arab re-
gimes to join in fighting extremist 
groups in the region.

“It is not clear at this point how 
focused [the Trump administra-
tion] is on the Qataris and their ap-
proach to the Muslim Brotherhood 
and other Islamists,” Ross said.

Trump met with Qatar’s Emir 
Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad al-Thani 
during the Arab summit hosted by 
Saudi Arabia but it is not known if 
he raised the issue of Qatari sup-
port for extremist groups. After the 

meeting, Trump described Qatar 
as a “strategic partner” in the war 
against terrorism.

For years, many have argued that 
Qatar can be useful as an interme-
diary between Islamist groups and 
Arab governments and could serve 
to moderate the extremists’ views. 
Ross does not buy this argument.

“I have seen precious little 
evidence of the Qataris influenc-
ing the behaviour of the Muslim 
Brotherhood or Hamas,” Ross said. 
“The argument that they have pro-
vided a useful back channel to the 
Muslim Brotherhood was never 
one that would have appealed to 
this administration.”

The issue of the US airbase in 
Qatar poses a problem for US poli-
cymakers. Al Udeid Airbase houses 
thousands of US military personnel 
and operates under a 1991 bilateral 
defence cooperation agreement 
that was expanded and renewed 
in 2013. In 2003, the US Combat 
Air Operations Centre for the Mid-
dle East was relocated to Al Udeid 
from Saudi Arabia.

Al Udeid is the logistics, com-
mand and basing hub for the US 
Central Command — CENTCOM — 
and US and coalition air operations 
from Afghanistan to Syria are con-
ducted out of the base.

Ross acknowledged the im-
portance of Al Udeid, calling it “a 

critical base for protecting our na-
tional security interests in the Mid-
dle East,” but he said the benefits 
gained from the base should not 
blind US policymakers to Qatar’s 
less supportive actions in the re-
gion.

“Qatar needs to know it can-
not have it both ways, supporting 
those who challenge our interests 
and our friends but effectively 
buying us off with basing rights,” 
Ross said.

Alternatives to Al Udeid do exist, 
including in the United Arab Emir-
ates, although Ross admitted that 
a move would be expensive. Qatar 
paid much of the costs of building 
the base and subsidises its opera-
tions.

The answer may be for Trump to 

do what he claims to do best: Make 
a deal. The Qataris certainly do not 
want the United States to withdraw 
from Al Udeid. After all, Qatar is 
a tiny, rich country with powerful 
neighbours. Its royal family must 
sleep more soundly at night know-
ing that the world’s superpower is 
present. A threat to move the base 
may be enough to alter Qatari be-
haviour.

At a minimum, Ross and others 
say the subject of Qatar’s relation-
ship with the United States should 
be on the agenda in Washington.

Mark Habeeb is East-West editor 
of The Arab Weekly and adjunct 
professor of Global Politics and 
Security at Georgetown University 
in Washington.
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tatements attributed to Qa-
tari Emir Sheikh Tamim bin 
Hamad al-Thani criticising 
US foreign policy and prais-
ing Iran have led to outrage 

in other Gulf Cooperation Council 
(GCC) countries.

In the comments carried on the 
official Qatari News Agency (QNA) 
less than a week after the show of 
solidarity in Riyadh during US Pres-
ident Donald Trump’s visit to par-
ticipate in Arab Islamic American 
summit, Sheikh Tamim supposedly 
said:  “Iran represents a regional 
and Islamic power that cannot be 
ignored and it is unwise to face up 
against it.” He also was said to call 
it a stabilising power in the region.

The Qatari emir, speaking at a 
graduation ceremony at a Qatari 
military academy, also reportedly 
criticised the Trump administra-
tion, saying that it would not last 
long due to problems domestically, 
and praised the Muslim Brother-
hood-affiliated Hamas movement 
and the Iran-allied Hezbollah mili-
tia, QNA said.

An earlier report attributed to 
QNA and quoting Foreign Minister 
Sheikh Mohammed bin Abdulrah-
man al-Thani said Doha had with-
drawn its ambassadors from Saudi 
Arabia, Egypt, Kuwait, Bahrain and 
the United Arab Emirates.

This and the statements attrib-
uted to the emir led to a severe 
backlash in all of the countries men-
tioned, with some calling the al-
Thanis traitors on social media.

The controversy led to Qatar is-
suing a statement saying that QNA 
had been hacked and that there was 
no validity to the comments attrib-
uted to Sheikh Mohammed, despite 
state-controlled media reporting 
the news item as legitimate.

Even with the denial, media in 
the GCC continued reporting the 
QNA statements as genuine. Conse-
quently, Qatari based Al Jazeera was 
highly critical of the Saudi-owned 
Al Arabiya and the UAE-based Sky 
News Arabia for continued coverage 
of the disputed statements.

Official Gulf sources, who spoke 
on the condition of anonymity, said 
that despite the chaos in Qatari me-
dia institutions and their carrying 
of statements attributed to Sheikh 
Tamim, the reported statements do 
not conflict with current Qatari for-
eign policy, whether regarding re-
gional issues or Qatar’s position on 
various Islamic organisations.

Gulf analysts said Doha expect-
ed the hacking story would save it 
from its predicament but no one 
seemed to believe it. They added 
that many of the policies endorsed 
by Qatar are not in line with the rest 
of the GCC, despite other Gulf coun-
tries’ attempts to bring Qatar into 
the fold.

Saudi Arabia and other Gulf Arab 
countries have worked to diffuse 
tensions between Egypt and Qa-
tar, asking Cairo not to engage in 
a media and diplomatic war with 
Doha despite the Qatari campaigns 
against Egypt and its efforts to im-
pose the banned Muslim Brother-
hood movement on the Egyptian 
people.

Exasperating an already tense 
situation, statements by Doha’s for-
eign minister appear to point to a 
larger conspiracy, while indirectly 
blaming the United States for the 
current state of affairs.

“It is surprising that during the 
past five weeks, there were 13 opin-
ion articles focused on Qatar” in the 
US media, Sheikh Mohammed said 
at a news conference.

He said that on the day QNA was 
hacked “a conference on Qatar con-
vened without us attending while 
the authors of those articles were 
there.” He said that the alleged 
hacking took place the same even-

ing as the conference, asking at the 
news conference: “Is this a coinci-
dence?”

The conference he referenced 
was organised by the Foundation 
for the Defense of Democracies and 
called “Qatar and the Muslim Broth-
erhood’s Global Affiliates: New US 
Administration Considers New Poli-
cies.”

One of the panellists, Ed Royce, 
chairman of the US House of Repre-
sentatives Committee on Foreign Af-
fairs, said during the session that, if 
Doha was sponsoring Hamas, “then 
we are talking about sanctions 
against Qatar.”

A Gulf official told Reuters that 
Kuwaiti Emir Sheikh Sabah al-Ah-
mad al-Sabah offered during a con-
versation with Sheikh Tamim to 
mediate and host talks to ensure the 
feud does not escalate.

The dispute has led to the block-
ing of several Qatari news sites in 
Saudi Arabia, the UAE and Egypt.

In March 2014, Saudi Arabia, the 
UAE and Bahrain recalled their am-
bassadors from Doha over regional 
security issues related to Qatar’s 
support for the Muslim Brother-
hood movement, specifically in 
Egypt, but the dispute was resolved 
the following month.
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Backlash. Qatari Foreign Minister Mohammed bin Abdulrahman al-Thani at a news conference in 
Doha, on May 25.                                                                                                                                                             (AFP)


