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T 

he roots of Qatar’s break-
down in relations with 
its Gulf partners Saudi 
Arabia, the United Arab 
Emirates and Bahrain 

date to the rule of former Emir 
Sheikh Hamad bin Khalifa al-Thani.

Sheikh Hamad became the emir 
of Qatar in June 1995 following a 
soft palace coup against his father. 
In June 2013, Sheikh Hamad abdi-
cated and passed power to his son, 
Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad al-Thani.

The move was viewed as an at-
tempt by the father to ease ten-
sions with Qatar’s Gulf Coopera-
tion Council (GCC) neighbours by 
having a fresh start led by his son. 
“It’s time we open a new page in 
the march of our nation where the 
new generation takes responsibil-
ity using their infallible energy and 
creative thoughts,” Sheikh Hamad 
said at the time.

Observers, however, said the 

country’s foreign policy did not 
change much with the new ruler, 
who either took guidance from the 
former emir or preferred to walk in 
his father’s footsteps.

“Sheikh Tamim is his father’s son 
— and of Sheikha Moza, the glamor-
ous and equally nonconformist for-
mer first lady of Qatar,” wrote Rou-
la Khalaf in the Financial Times. 
“He inherited their unconventional 
spirit and their penchant for mis-
chief. It was always an illusion to 
believe he would chart a radically 
different course.”

In November 1996, Qatar 
launched Al Jazeera satellite tel-
evision, whose programmes and 
reporting have often been a thorn 
in the side of many GCC and Arab 
countries.

“For many years Al Jazeera has 

been a bone of contention for the 
Gulf states and Egypt, even before 
its heyday of rolling news cover-
age during the ‘Arab spring’,” wrote 
Emirati commentator Sultan Sooud 
al-Qassemi.

“In September 2002, Saudi Ara-
bia recalled its ambassador to Qa-
tar over what it regarded as critical 
coverage of the Saudi peace plan, 
which offered Israel the normalisa-
tion of ties in exchange for peace 
with the Palestinians,” he said. 
“In 2014, the very same three Gulf 
states withdrew their ambassadors 
from Qatar for ‘interfering in their 
internal affairs, jeopardising re-
gional security’ as well as support-
ing the Muslim Brotherhood.”

Doha’s critics accuse it of sup-
porting Islamist groups across the 
Middle East. Saudi Arabia and the 
UAE are demanding that Qatar 
make a clean break from its past 
policies.

“We had an agreement in 2014, 
on paper, signed by the emir of Qa-
tar, pledging that he would abide 
by the various grievances that 
were put in the agreement. They 

have not held to that agreement, so 
clearly there is a lack of trust,” An-
war bin Mohammed Gargash, UAE 
minister of state for foreign affairs, 
told CNN.

“Various countries — Saudi Ara-
bia, Bahrain, the UAE, Egypt and 
other countries — are fed up with 
this sort of duplicity that we’ve 
seen, that has been undermining 
the region… It is time for cooler 
heads, to restructure Qatar’s ap-
proach on foreign policy,” he said.

Riyadh accused Doha of backing 
Islamic extremism, a charge Qatar 
denied, and Saudi Foreign Minis-
ter Adel al-Jubeir demanded that 
Qatar end its support for the Pal-
estinian group Hamas and Egypt’s 
Muslim Brotherhood to restore ties 
with its neighbours.

Critics of Qatar say it has bene-
fited from hosting the region’s big-
gest US military base but Washing-
ton’s support may be coming to an 
end under the presidency of Don-
ald Trump who appears to have 
given his approval of the Saudi-led 
measures against Doha.

One incident that observers tout-
ed as being the cause of the latest 
crisis is Qatar’s alleged payment of 

$1 billion in April to radical groups 
to secure the release of members 
of the Qatari royal family held hos-
tage in southern Iraq.

“Commanders of militant groups 
and government officials in the re-
gion told the Financial Times that 
Doha spent the money in a transac-
tion that secured the release of 26 
members of a Qatari falconry party 
in southern Iraq and about 50 mili-
tants captured by jihadis in Syria,” 
the newspaper said. “By their tell-
ing, Qatar paid off two of the most 
frequently blacklisted forces of the 
Middle East in one fell swoop: An 
al-Qaeda affiliate fighting in Syria 
and Iranian security officials.” Qa-
tar denied the report’s allegations.

France called on Qatar to answer 
the questions its neighbours had 
asked. “Qatar must be completely 
transparent and answer precisely 
the questions that have been asked 
notably by its neighbours. That’s 
what France is asking for,” French 
government spokesman Chris-
tophe Castaner said.

Most of the points of contention 
between Qatar and its adversaries 
— which include alleged relations 
with Iran and its proxies — were 
inherited from the days of Sheikh 
Hamad. It is unclear whether 
Sheikh Tamim is willing or able to 
change them.

“We can shift any position if we 
believe that this is the wrong po-
sition and if the parties would sit 
with us and convince us that we 
are wrong,” Meshal bin Hamad al-
Thani, Qatar’s ambassador to the 
United States, told Al Jazeera.
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F 

ormer Qatari Prime Minis-
ter Sheikh Hamad bin Jas-
sim bin Jaber al-Thani has 
been out of sight since he 
left power in 2013 but ob-

servers say the political legacy he 
left behind lingers on.

Since the latest crisis between Qa-
tar and its Gulf neighbours began, 
media interest in Sheikh Hamad 
has resurfaced. The Egyptian news 
website elyomnew.com said Sheikh 
Hamad is one of several candi-
dates expected to seek to lead Qa-
tar, should the rule of Emir Sheikh 
Tamim bin Hamad al-Thani collapse.

Sheikh Hamad, also a former for-
eign minister, lives in a luxurious 
apartment in the upmarket area of 
Knightsbridge in London because, 
some observers said, he did not 
want to be close to decision-making 
in Doha, lest the royal family sus-
pect him of meddling in the coun-
try’s affairs.

Bahrain’s pro-government Al Wa-
tan newspaper on June 7 accused 
Sheikh Hamad, then the prime 
minister, of involvement in the 2011 
protests in Pearl roundabout in Ma-
nama.

The newspaper alleged that 
Sheikh Hamad communicated with 
the “now-dissolved Iranian-backed 
Al Wefaq” opposition group to me-
diate with the Bahraini government 
with the aim of changing the Ma-
nama’s ruling system.

He “presented his vision to Al 
Wefaq society to launch a national 
dialogue as soon as possible to dis-
cuss its political demands provided 
that the protests would not end 
at the said roundabout until one 
month elapses from the beginning 
of such dialogue,” wrote Al Watan.

The Qatari proposal, which in-
cluded Al Wefaq’s participation 
in “Bahrain’s transitional govern-
ment,” was rejected by the govern-
ment.

The Saudi-funded Al Arabiya TV 
released audio recordings of the 
former prime minister as well as 
Sheikh Hamad bin Khalifa al-Tha-
ni, Qatar’s former emir, purport-
edly conspiring with former Libyan 
leader Muammar Qaddafi against 
Riyadh in 2003.

In the recording, whose authen-
ticity could not be independently 
verified, Sheikh Hamad bin Jas-
sim said Qatar’s ties with Israel are 
meant to secure US help to fend off 
pressure from Saudi Arabia.

“The region will be facing a vol-
cano, Saudi Arabia will be facing a 
revolution,” he is alleged to have 
said. Saudi Arabia will be divided 
into small states within 12 years, he 
predicted.

Sheikh Hamad bin Jassim was 
criticised following remarks in an 
interview with the Financial Times 
in April 2016.

“We [Arabs] didn’t demonstrate 

we are an ally [to the United States] 
you can rely on. We have to have 
an excellent relationship with the 
United States but the United States 
won’t come to the region like be-
fore,” he told the newspaper.

He angered Riyadh when he sug-
gested Iranians were better than 
the Saudis in the art of negotiation. 
“I have to admit one thing: They 
[the Iranians] are more clever than 
us and more patient than us and 
the best negotiators. Look at how 
many years they negotiated [with 
world powers]. Do you think an 

Arab country would negotiate for 
so long?”

Sheikh Hamad was said to be lob-
bying to be a candidate for the post 
of secretary of the League of Arab 
States but Qatar’s tensions with 
other Arab countries made that un-
likely.

He has reportedly made a contro-
versial investment of $9.4 billion in 
Barclays bank. The deal is the sub-
ject of an investigation in Britain.

Ali Ammar is an Arab Weekly 
contributor.

Qatar has for years been accused 
of being too lax with financial 
restrictions against extremists in 
the region. Here are some of the 
key accusations against Doha:

Muslim Brotherhood, 
Hamas, Taliban

Since Qatar’s rise in international 
politics in the late 1990s, the gas-
rich emirate has, directly and indi-
rectly, supported Islamist groups 
across the Arab world, including 
Egypt’s Muslim Brotherhood and 
allies of the Brotherhood in Libya, 
Tunisia and other parts of the Arab 
world.

The kingdom was a key backer of 
Egypt’s former Islamist President 
Muhammad Morsi, sparking a 2014 
diplomatic dispute that led Saudi 
Arabia, the United Arab Emirates 
and Bahrain to recall their ambas-
sadors.

Qatar is home to several promi-
nent figures in the Muslim Broth-
erhood, which is classified a ter-
rorist organisation by Saudi Arabia 
and the UAE. Youssef al-Qaradawi, 
one of the Brotherhood’s spiritual 

leaders, is based in Qatar. Khaled 
Meshaal, a former leader of the Pal-
estinian Hamas, is based in Qatar. 
The Afghan Taliban has an office in 
Qatar.

Financing suspicions
Qatar is regularly accused of leni-

ency in the fight against the private 
financing of extremist groups, accu-
sations it firmly denies. A 2009 US 
diplomatic wire released by WikiLe-
aks slammed Qatar as uncoopera-
tive with Washington in cutting off 
funding for extremist groups.

In 2015, French politicians ques-
tioned Qatari diplomacy after 
the Charlie Hebdo attack. Qatar’s 
ambassador said it had become a 
“common assumption” that Doha 
would fund or otherwise support 
“terrorists and terrorism.” In 2016, 
the United States renewed its suspi-
cion around Qatar’s will and ability 
to enforce laws against the financ-
ing of groups it listed as terrorist 
organisations.

Leaked e-mails alleged that then-
presidential candidate Hillary Clin-
ton believed Qatar was “providing 

clandestine financial and logistical 
support” to the Islamic State (ISIS).

The rise of Al Jazeera
Founded more than 20 years ago 

by the government of Qatar, satel-
lite network Al Jazeera has nearly 
80 offices worldwide and emerged 
as the voice of the “Arab spring” in 
2011. However, critics of Al Jazeera 
have said its editorial line is too 
sympathetic to Islamists.

Al Jazeera has regularly been 
entangled in debates over its prox-
imity to extremists, with al-Qaeda 
leader Osama bin Laden turning to 
the channel to disseminate his au-
dio and video tapes to the world.

In April 2016, Iraqi authorities 
closed Al Jazeera’s office in Bagh-
dad over what they said was cover-
age favourable to ISIS and hostile to 
Iraq’s Shia majority. Also that year, 
Abu Muhammad al-Jolani, head 
of what was then al-Qaeda’s Syria 
branch, appeared on television for 
the first time in a video broadcast 
on Al Jazeera.

(Agence France-Presse)

Is Qatar paying the price
for its ‘Hamad Doctrine’?

Sheikh Hamad bin Jassim bin Jaber al-Thani, 
former CEO of Qatar’s troubled project
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Roots of breakdown. A 2012 file picture shows Hamas Prime 
Minister Ismail Haniya (R) and the Emir of Qatar Sheikh Hamad 
bin Khalifa al-Thani in Khan Yunis in the southern Gaza Strip. (AFP)         

Most of the points of 
contention between 
Qatar and its 
adversaries were 
inherited from the 
days of Sheikh 
Hamad.

Roots of lingering accusations
about Qatar's ties to extremism

Lingering legacy. Qatar’s 
former Prime Minister 
Sheikh Hamad bin Jassim 
in Riyadh in 2015.     (AFP)
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The country’s foreign 
policy did not change 
much with the new 
ruler.

Khaled Meshaal, a 
former leader of the 
Palestinian Hamas, is 
based in Qatar. The 
Afghan Taliban also 
has an office in Qatar.


