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A 

t a time when the Qatar 
crisis loomed large, Iraqi 
Prime Minister Haider al-
Abadi conducted a 3-day 
tour of Saudi Arabia, Iran 

and Kuwait, touted as part of an ef-
fort to coordinate with Iraq’s neigh-
bours in the fight against terror as 
well as to boost bilateral economic 
ties, which should help with the 
country’s reconstruction.

Iraqi officials said the regional 
tour was delayed as Baghdad did 
not want to be seen as taking sides 
in a row between Qatar and its Gulf 
neighbours. Saudi Arabia, the Unit-
ed Arab Emirates and Bahrain, along 
with Egypt, have accused Qatar of 
supporting terrorism, a charge that 
Doha denies.

Abadi’s trip came as Iraqi forces 
edged closer to liberating Mosul 
from Islamic State (ISIS) militants, 
making the case for reconstructing 
the city more urgent.

Prior to Abadi’s visit to Saudi Ara-
bia, Iraqi Vice-President Iyad Allawi 
said during a news conference in 
Cairo that Qatar promoted a plan to 
divide Iraq along sectarian lines.

“In Iraq, Qatar adopted a project 
similar to that of Iran: To split Iraq 
into a Sunni region in exchange for 
a Shia region,” said Allawi, who was 
on a visit to meet with Egyptian 
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi. “It 
is time we all spoke honestly and 
made things clear (to the Qataris) so 
we can reach some results.”

Abadi said Allawi’s statement is 

“unacceptable” and he should not 
make such remarks in his capacity 
as vice-president, because it does 
not reflect the policy of the gov-
ernment. “I think Allawi wanted to 
please Sisi by criticising Qatar but 
we do not want this to be mistaken 
as Iraq’s position,” Abadi said.

Abadi said Baghdad should not 
take sides in disputes among Gulf 
countries and that he rejected pres-
sure to be with or against Qatar. “We 
don’t want to be part of any axis.” 
Abadi said. “We want to coordinate 
with these states to continue fight-
ing terrorism.”

The Iraqi prime minister, howev-
er, criticised sanctions imposed on 
Doha by its Gulf neighbours, argu-
ing that they would hurt the people 
of Qatar, not its government.

Abadi’s position on Qatar did not 
prevent the Saudis from giving the 
Iraqi delegation a warm welcome. In 
a statement, Iraq and Saudi Arabia 
expressed “their happiness over… 
a qualitative leap in relations” and 
stressed the need “to explore oppor-
tunities to support economic and 
trade relations.”

“The countries agreed to establish 
a coordination council to upgrade 
relations to the hoped for strategic 
level and open new horizons for co-
operation in different fields,” said a 
statement by the official Saudi Press 
Agency.

The visit is seen as a political 
breakthrough between the coun-
tries which have not enjoyed good 
relations since the 1990 Iraqi inva-
sion of Kuwait. Analysts pointed 
to Washington as being behind the 
warming of ties, in a bid to draw Iraq 
out of the orbit of Iran.

Abadi’s press office quoted Saudi 
King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud 
as being “ready for mutual collabo-
ration in the economy, trade, bor-
ders, private sector” and the fight 
against terrorism.

It is unclear if such projects will 
move ahead. Saudi Arabia previous-

ly expressed concern about the role 
of Iranian-backed Iraqi militias but, 
during Abadi’s visit to Tehran, Ira-
nian Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali 
Khamenei warned against measures 
that could weaken the predominate-
ly Shia militias.

“The Americans are against (Ira-
nian-backed militias) because they 
want Iraq to lose its main source of 
strength,” Khamenei told Abadi. The 
United States “and their regional al-
lies (Saudi Arabia) have created ISIS 
with their money and do not wish 
to fully eliminate them” in Iraq, he 
said.

It remains difficult for Abadi to 
dispel the view that the Iraqi state is 
under the heavy political influence 
of Iran, albeit he has sought to por-

tray himself as more independent of 
Tehran than his predecessor, former 
Prime Minister and current Vice-
President Nuri al-Maliki.

Maliki, who like Abadi belongs 
to the pro-Iran Dawa Party, is very 
influential in Iraq. He enjoys the 
support of many members of parlia-
ment, militia leaders, media outlets 
and more importantly, Tehran.

In fact, while Abadi was abroad 
making diplomatic manoeuvres, 
some commentators in Iraq sought 
to damage the image of his tour. Aws 
al-Khafaji, the head of the Abu al-
Fadl al-Abbas Brigade, one of Iraq’s 
Iranian-backed militias, told the 
Russian state broadcaster RT that 
Abadi “came (to Saudi Arabia) carry-
ing the flag of victory.”

Khafaji claimed that Abadi’s mes-
sage was: “Iraq, which you (Saudi 
Arabia) and others have sought to 
harm, regained its strength. Iraq 
won against ISIS, whose thoughts 
come from your (Saudi) environ-
ment or media finance.”

Such comments by a senior militia 
leader in Iraq stand in stark contrast 
to the letter and spirit of what Abadi 
was saying and trying to achieve. 
It further highlights how the Iraqi 
state is divided, especially when 
considering that Abadi is nominally 
the head of all Iraq’s armed forces —
including its militias.

Mamoon Alabbasi is an Arab 
Weekly contributing editor in 
London.
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Qatar crisis

Istanbul

T 

he diplomatic crisis in the 
Gulf has left Turkey in a 
delicate position and its 
relationship with Saudi 
Arabia unravelling over 

the Ankara’s decision to throw its 
full support behind Qatar.

Saudi Arabia, several other Gulf 
countries and Egypt severed diplo-
matic ties and transportation links 
with Qatar over Doha’s alleged 
support for Islamic extremism and 
criticism that it maintains an inap-
propriately close relationship with 
Iran. Qatar dismissed the accusa-
tions as “unjustified.” Sanctions 
included trade bans and the with-
drawal of ambassadors.

Turkey has criticised the sanc-
tions against Qatar and vowed its 
support. The countries share a 
close relationship, partly over their 
backing of the Muslim Brother-
hood, a group classified as a ter-
rorist organisation by Saudi Arabia 
and others, and similar goals in 
Syria.

Tensions increased after Turkey 
rejected the call to close its military 
base in Qatar, a demand included in 
a list compiled by Saudi Arabia, the 
United Arab Emirates, Egypt and 
Bahrain. The 13-point list included 
a 10-day ultimatum for Qatar to 
shut broadcaster Al Jazeera, scale 
down ties with Iran and cease sup-
port for the Muslim Brotherhood.

Turkish Defence Minister Fikri 
Isik said he was “aggrieved” by the 
dispute in the Gulf but added that 
Turkey would not renegotiate its 
position on the military base in Qa-

tar. “The Turkish military base in 
Qatar was established for the mili-
tary training of Qatari soldiers and 
for the security of Qatar and the re-
gion,” Isik told Turkish broadcaster 
NTV. “Nobody should be disturbed 
by this.”

Turkey’s Justice and Develop-
ment Party (AKP) government has 
shipped 5,000 tonnes of food to 
Qatar and Turkish Economy Min-
ister Nihat Zeybekci promised 
at least 11,000 tonnes more. The 
Turkish parliament fast-tracked 
legislation allowing for the deploy-
ment of Turkish troops on Qatari 
soil and 23 Turkish troops arrived 
in Qatar on June 22.

While these agreements were 
drawn up before the outbreak of 
the crisis between Qatar and Tur-
key’s other Gulf allies, analysts 
warned that the timing of the ex-
traordinary session, which was 
convened to push the bills through 
parliament, gave the strong signal 
that Turkey took sides against Qa-
tar’s critics.

This has left Turkey in an in-
creasingly precarious position vis-
à-vis Saudi Arabia. The countries 
stepped up economic and military 
cooperation since 2015 after they 
had frayed under King Salman bin 
Abdulaziz Al Saud’s predecessor 
over Turkey’s support for the Mus-

lim Brotherhood during the “Arab 
spring” uprisings. Saudi Arabia is 
an important investor in Turkey 
and as many as 250,000 Saudis vis-
ited Turkey in 2016.

The risk of upsetting its other 
Gulf ally is one of the reasons that 
Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan’s tone has been unusually 
mild but signs of strains in the re-
cently mended Saudi-Turkish rela-
tionship are hard to ignore.

Erdogan, who criticised the sanc-
tions against Qatar as “inhumane” 
and “un-Islamic,” called on King 
Salman to find a solution to the cri-
sis. “We are talking about a country 
for that something like the death 
penalty has been decided,” Erdog-
an told AKP members. “As the lead-
ing figure in the Gulf, the king of 
Saudi Arabia has to find a solution 
to this problem and take the first 
steps towards that end.”

Turkish Foreign Minister Mev-
lut Cavusoglu visited Saudi Ara-
bia on June 16 to negotiate a way 
out of the stalemate but returned 
empty-handed. While throwing its 
support behind Qatar, Ankara kept 
its official posture of pushing for 
stronger ties with the small Gulf 
country’s opponents, setting itself 
up for an almost impossible diplo-
matic mission.

Erdogan complicated matters by 
making a surprising claim on televi-
sion that the Saudi king had agreed 
to consider the Turkish offer of set-
ting up a military base in Saudi Ara-
bia, alongside the one Turkey has 
been building in Qatar since 2014. 
The rejection of his claim from the 
kingdom was swift: “Saudi Arabia 
cannot allow Turkey to establish 
military bases on its territory,” a 
statement by the state Saudi Press 

Agency read. Saudi Arabia has “no 
need for such a thing.”

In what can be seen as an addi-
tional slight against Turkey, two 
journalists working for the Turkish 
state broadcaster TRT World were 
detained in Mecca while reporting 
on Cavusoglu’s visit. The men were 
released ten hours later after Cavu-
soglu intervened. Analysts warned 
that Turkey needs to abstain from 
alienating the Saudis if it did not 
want to risk another foreign policy 
fiasco and trigger further isolation 
in the region.

Ankara’s ambiguous attitude in 
the Qatari-Gulf crisis is fuelling 
security-related concerns among 
experts in Turkey. Retired Turkish 
diplomat Oguz Demiralp criticised 
the Turkish government’s claims of 
“neutrality” in the Gulf crisis.

“Everybody is aware of the 
strong ties between Turkey and 
Qatar,” he wrote for the Turkish 
news website T24. “We have to do 
this without antagonising the Sau-
dis and their supporters. We should 
not allow Qatar to use us to show 

that they are in the right.”
Referring to the decision to send 

Turkish troops to Qatar, Demir-
alp asked: “So what if the Saudis 
find a legal pretext to enter Qatar? 
Will Turkish soldiers fight against 
them?”

In a column written for the 
pro-government Daily Sabah, Er-
dogan spokesman Ibrahim Kalin 
dismissed claims of Turkey taking 
sides against Saudi Arabia as the 
work of “propagandists who seek 
to take advantage of the crisis to 
damage Turkish-Arab relations.”

There are high economic stakes 
for Turkey. Economist Mustafa 
Sonmez warned that Turkey does 
not have the luxury of rupturing 
ties with either Qatar or its other 
partners in the Gulf. Pointing to 
trade links and potential contracts 
for Turkish businesses in Qatar and 
its opponents in the crisis, Turkey, 
he wrote, “has an equal number of 
eggs in either basket.”

Constanze Letsch is a contributor 
to The Arab Weekly in Istanbul.
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