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audi Arabia, the United 
Arab Emirates, Bahrain 
and Egypt have stepped up 
pressure on Qatar, accusing 
it of supporting terrorism to 

destabilise the region, a charge the 
Gulf state denies.

The four Arab countries on June 
5 announced they were cutting of 
diplomatic relations and closing of 
transport ties with Qatar in what 
is seen as their strongest measures 
yet against Doha. Qataris living in 
Saudi Arabia, the UAE and Bahrain 
were given two weeks to leave and 
the country’s diplomats had just 48 
hours to head home.

Qatari aeroplanes are banned 
from using Saudi and Egyptian air-
space and the country’s only land 
border — with Saudi Arabia through 
which it imports about 40% of its 
food — is shut. The moves are ex-
pected to hurt Qatar, despite its re-
assurances that everything is under 
control.

The three Gulf countries with-
drew their ambassadors from Qatar 
in 2014 for Doha’s alleged interfer-
ence in their internal affairs but re-
lations were restored nine months 
later. The Gulf states are now argu-
ing that Qatar failed to meet obliga-
tions that it agreed then and said 
that unless they see a change in Qa-
tari policies, ties will remain cut.

“This is not about regime change 
— this is about change of policy, 
change of approach,” Emirati State 
Minister for Foreign Affairs Anwar 
Gargash told Agence France-Presse 
(AFP). Gargash said the four Arab 
countries seek a “political com-
mitment (from Qatar) to change 
course” as Doha’s foreign policy 
“has gone wild.”

Gargash vowed stronger econom-
ic pressure against Qatar if it does 
not respond to their requests. “If 
this (current measure) doesn’t work 
then we will have to also escalate 
our economic steps,” he told France 
24 television.

Doha, however, remained defiant, 
with Qatari Foreign Minister Sheikh 
Mohammed bin Abdulrahman al-
Thani saying: “We are not ready to 
surrender and will never be ready to 
surrender the independence of our 
foreign policy.”

The United States, which has a 
major military base in Qatar that 
hosts 10,000 troops, appears to 
have given mixed signals. US Presi-
dent Donald Trump initially backed 
the measures against Qatar but later 
offered “to help the parties resolve 
their differences,” only to back them 
again by accusing Qatar of funding 
terrorism “at a very high level.” An 
hour earlier, US Secretary of State 
Rex Tillerson asked Qatar’s neigh-
bours to ease their measures against 
Doha, urging “calm and thoughtful 
dialogue.”

It remains unclear if the dispute 
would be resolved soon as previous 
Kuwaiti and Turkish mediation ef-
forts have yet to bear fruit. Turkey 
enjoys good ties with Saudi Arabia 
but is viewed as more allied to Qatar. 
Both Turkey and Qatar host Muslim 
Brotherhood members and support 
similar rebel groups in Syria.

Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan approved a bill by parlia-
ment allowing Turkish troops to be 
deployed in Qatar, where they also 
have a military base, in a move that 
is viewed as an attempt to break the 
isolation that Doha faces.

The Turkish announcement and 
an Iranian pledge to help Qatar with 
food supplies prompted Gargash to 
accuse Qatar of seeking the aid of 
Turkey and Iran in its dispute with 
the Gulf states.

“The great escalation from the 
confusing and confused brother 
country and the request for politi-
cal protection from two non-Arab 
countries and military protection 
from one of them could be a new 
tragic and comic chapter,” Gargash 
wrote on Twitter.

Sheikh Mohammed visited Mos-
cow to discuss the crisis with his 

Russian counterpart Sergei Lavrov. 
“We call for all contradictions to 
be resolved at the negotiation table 
through a mutually respectful dia-
logue,” Lavrov said.

Kuwait and Oman are the only 
two Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) 
members that have not cut ties with 
Qatar but they are likely to come 
under pressure from Riyadh not to 
veer too close to Doha.

The problem the four Arab states 
have with Qatar can be explained in 
a statement issued June 8, in which 
they branded 12 groups and 59 peo-
ple linked to Qatar as being involved 
in terrorism. Qatar dismissed the 
statement as “baseless allegations.”

The list included 26 Egyptian 
nationals, most notable of whom 
are Muslim Brotherhood-linked 
cleric Yusuf al-Qaradawi and Salafi 

preacher Wagdy Ghoneim. The 
Muslim Brotherhood is designated 
as a terrorist organisation by Egypt, 
the UAE and Saudi Arabia, and 
those countries want Doha to expel 
Brotherhood members as well as of-
ficials from the Palestinian move-
ment Hamas.

Five Libyans were named, includ-
ing former Islamist commander Ab-
delhakim Belhadj and other militia 
leaders opposed to Libyan Field 
Marshal Khalifa Haftar, who is sup-
ported by Egypt. Both the UAE and 
Egypt want Qatar to stop its alleged 
backing of militias opposed to Haf-
tar.

Iranian-linked Bahraini opposi-
tion groups were also included on 
the blacklist and Manama wants 
Doha to side clearly with the Bah-
raini government.

What is likely to be the most diffi-
cult part for Doha to stomach, how-
ever, is the list’s naming of 18 Qa-
taris, some of whom are members 
of the ruling family, politicians and 
businessmen. It includes names 
like Abdullah bin Khalid al-Thani, 
a member of the Qatari royal family 
who previously served as the coun-
try’s minister of the interior.

The Gulf countries also want Qa-
tar’s Al Jazeera television to change 
what they see as a pro-Islamist edi-
torial line.

Unlike the row in 2014, the three 
Gulf countries appear less inclined 
to settle for less than a real change 
of Qatar’s policies.
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T
he situation in the Gulf 
is the result of Qatar’s 
wrong decisions. Such 
decisions are likely the 
result of Doha’s failure 
to take into considera-

tion the Gulf’s recent changes.
In Saudi Arabia, the new 

kingdom has seen the light with 
the coronation of King Salman bin 
Abdulaziz Al Saud in 2015. In the 
United States, a new administra-
tion has taken over from that of 
Barack Obama, who reduced all 
the crises and problems of the 
Middle East to just the nuclear 
deal with Iran.

Furthermore, Qatar has 
misjudged and downplayed the 
strong relations between Saudi 
Arabia and the United Arab 
Emirates. It thought it could 
exploit potential differences in 
the two countries’ viewpoints on 
Yemen but forgot that both 
countries are willing and able to 
resolve their differences through 
negotiations. Operation Determi-
nation Storm is the perfect 
illustration of the solid relations 
between the two brotherly states.

Daring to tread where other 
Gulf countries do not, the tiny 
state of Qatar has wrongly 

assumed that it has free rein in 
the Gulf region. This was wrong 
because other countries can 
outdo Qatar by surpassing its 
schemes without making the sort 
of serious mistakes Doha has 
made, such as allowing its Al 
Jazeera news channel to give 
Osama bin Laden a wide 
audience after the 
September 11, 2001, 
attacks. Al Jazeera had 
exclusive access to bin 
Laden, whose taped 
messages praised terror-
ism and warped the minds 
of many young people in 
the Gulf and in the Arab 
world in general. Was 
this a coincidence?

It must be recog-
nised that, politically, 
Qatar is the land of 
paradoxes. On the one 
hand, it hosts a US air 
base in Al Udeid, 
south-west of Doha, and 
is quite open about its 
relations with Israel. On the 
other, it does not hesitate to 
serve as a mouthpiece for bin 
Laden, Hamas, the Muslim 
Brotherhood, Yusuf al-Qaradawi, 
Hezbollah, the Houthis and the 
Bashar Assad regime.

The Qatari rulers have always 
loved to play the game of para-
doxes, especially during the reign 
of Sheikh Hamad bin Khalifa 
al-Thani. They have done so to 
annoy Saudi Arabia.

They need to update their 
knowledge of the regional and 
international contexts. Nicolas 
Sarkozy is no longer in power in 
Europe and Obama has left the 

White House. Like Iran, 
Qatar benefited to a 

large extent from 
Obama’s Middle 
East policy or 

Qatar needs to realise there is a new game in town
rather the lack of it.

The Americans eliminated bin 
Laden all right but wrongly 
estimated the dangers of the kind 
of terrorism practised by Sunni 
extremist groups born from the 
womb of the Muslim Brother-
hood, as well as the type practised 
by Iranian-controlled sectarian 
militia in Syria and Iraq. The 
Qatari regime thought itself smart 
enough to buy the services of 
these terrorist organisations and 
use them to pressure or annoy 
those it perceives as enemies.

To survive in the current tough 
world reality, Qatar must perform 
a quick turnabout in its attitude 
and seize the opportunity offered 
by Kuwaiti Emir Sheikh Sabah 
Ahmad al-Jaber al-Sabah’s 
mediation.

There are harsher measures 
than just being politically 
ostracised. By refusing to become 
a dependable, serious partner in 
the war on terror, Qatar risks 
finding itself formally accused of 
supporting terror. It will 
consequently find its enormous 
investments frozen across the 
world.

There ought to be no room for 
stubbornness when it comes to 
saving Qatar and the Qatari 
people. Playing with terror and 
with terrorists has always been a 

double-edged sword.
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Qatar has misjudged and 
downplayed the strong relations 
between Saudi Arabia and the 
United Arab Emirates.
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