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Washington

F 

ollowing the apparently 
unsuccessful efforts by 
US Secretary of State Rex 
Tillerson to solve the Qa-
tar crisis through shuttle 

diplomacy, Washington is facing 
a stark reality: Observers said the 
Trump administration, riddled 
with internal differences, does not 
have enough credibility to mediate 
the Qatari dispute. 

While Tillerson was attempting 
to mediate a solution to the crisis, 
US President Donald Trump un-
dercut him by reiterating previous 
accusations of Qatar having a his-
tory of funding terrorism and by 
raising the option of transferring 
the United States’ Al Udeid mili-
tary base out of Qatar.

The big picture is probably that 
the Americans no longer wield 
enough influence in the Middle 
East to end the spat between its al-
lies.

Tillerson spent several days 
in meetings with officials in Qa-
tar, Saudi Arabia and Kuwait but 
headed home July 13 without suc-
cess. “Hope to see you again un-
der better circumstances,” Sheikh 
Mohammad bin Hamad al-Thani, 
the brother of Qatar’s Emir Sheikh 
Tamim bin Hamad al-Thani, told 
Tillerson as he boarded his plane 
in Doha, Reuters reported.

Observers said there was no easy 
way forward for the United States 
in the conflict between Qatar and 
Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, the United 
Arab Emirates and Egypt. Qatar has 
been under an embargo by them 
since June 5 and has been relying 
on help from Iran and Turkey as 
well as on milk airlifted from Ger-
many to circumvent the boycott.

Qatar said it would negotiate 
with the four other countries only 

if they lift their embargo, some-
thing the Saudi-led group is un-
willing to do. Tillerson warned the 
crisis is harming US business and 
military interests in the region.

All parties to the conflict, which 
revolves around Qatar’s alleged 
support for extremist groups but 
is seen by Doha as an assault on 
its sovereignty, are US allies. The 
United States has important mili-
tary bases in Bahrain and Qatar.

Turkey, another important US 
partner in the region, weighed in 
on the crisis by siding with Qatar. 
Ankara’s Muslim Brotherhood-af-
filiated government has enhanced 
its military support to Doha since 
the start of the conflict.

Washington is concerned that 
the rift could push Qatar into clos-
er cooperation with Iran, seen as a 
dangerous and destabilising power 
by both the United States and Sau-
di Arabia.

“I don’t see an awful lot of op-
tions” for the United States, said 
Nathan Brown, director of the In-
stitute for Middle East Studies at 
George Washington University. 
The countries involved in the con-
flict did not display any urgency 
to arrive at a solution, while the 
United States lacked the power to 
push the five countries towards an 
agreement, Brown said.

“US leverage has receded,” 
Brown said. “The countries in-
volved are far more assertive today 
than they were in the 1990s” when 
the United States held greater 
sway, he added.

A reason for the decrease of 
American clout was the “failed in-
terventions” by Washington in Iraq 
and Afghanistan after 2001, said 
Gordon Adams, professor emeritus 
at American University’s School of 
International Service in Washing-
ton. The wars showed the “inabil-
ity of the US to reach its aims” and 
unleashed “centrifugal forces,” Ad-
ams said.

Even though Tillerson’s mis-
sion was officially limited to giving 
support for mediation efforts by 
Kuwait, the United States waded 
further into trying to solve the con-
flict when Tillerson signed a mem-
orandum with Qatar for the joint 
fight against funding of terrorist 

groups. The agreement was meant 
as a signal to the Saudi-led bloc in 
the dispute that a way out could be 
found but, during a visit to Jeddah, 
Tillerson was told by the boycott-
ing group that the memorandum 
did not go far enough. He returned 
to Doha to brief Qatar’s leaders but 
went back to Washington empty-
handed.

Adams said Tillerson acted as 
though US power could bring the 
two sides to an agreement. “He is 
still behaving like America can di-
rect traffic in the region but I am 
afraid he will come up short,” he 
said about Tillerson.

The lack of a unified position 
within the Trump administration 
adds to Tillerson’s problems. “Not 
only is the region in turmoil, Wash-
ington is in continuous turmoil,” 
Adams said. “Tillerson is just one 
tweet away from being under-
mined.”

In the days after the Qatar cri-
sis erupted, Tillerson called on all 
sides to work for a solution, only 
to be contradicted by Trump, who 
came out very strongly in favour 
of Saudi Arabia and condemned 
Qatar as a “funder of terrorism at 
a very high level.” Trump’s stance 
means that Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, 
the UAE and Egypt feel little need 
to meet Qatar half way to end the 
conflict.

The US president strengthened 
that impression during and im-
mediately after Tillerson’s trip. In 
an interview with the Christian 
Broadcasting Network, Trump 
called Qatar a “funder of terror-
ism” that had been told to stop. 
On July 14, one day after Tillerson 
ended his mission, Trump told 
Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz 
Al Saud in a phone call that coun-
tries in the region should “cut 

all funding for terrorism and dis-
credit extremist ideology,” a White 
House statement said. The choice 
of words echoed Trump’s earlier 
criticism of Qatar.

Trump speculated about the 
possibility of transferring the Al 
Udaid Airbase — the largest US mil-
itary base in the region — outside 
of Qatar.  He said there were no 
problems regarding the base “but 
if we ever needed another military 
base, you have other countries that 
would gladly build it. Believe me.”

A solution for the crisis will 
have to come from the region it-
self, Brown said. The United States 
could support regional media-
tion efforts, such as those by Ku-
wait, but inviting officials from all 
countries involved to Washington 
for talks — an idea suggested by 
Trump in the early days of the spat 
— seemed unrealistic, he said.

The crisis could drag on for 
months, Adams said, adding: 
“There will be a long period of in-
stability in the region.”
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Receding leverage. The Emir of Qatar Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad 
al-Thani (L) welcomes US Secretary of State Rex Tillerson in Doha, 
on July 11.                                                                                                                                                         (AP)
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Tillerson discovers Qatar situation is not ripe for resolution

U
S Secretary of State 
Rex Tillerson ended 
an effort to bring 
about a negotiated 
resolution to the 
crisis between Qatar 

and its erstwhile Gulf and 
regional allies. This was Tiller-
son’s first moment in the spot-
light, his first opportunity to 
demonstrate his diplomatic and 
political skills. He found, how-
ever, that the crisis was not ripe 
for resolution.

Until the past few weeks, 
Tillerson had been largely 
sidelined by the White House-
centric Trump administration and 
at times has seemed frustrated by 
his minimal role in policymaking. 
A popular Washington guessing 
game has been to predict when he 
would resign.

At face value, US President 
Donald Trump seems to have 
given Tillerson full responsibility 
for mediating the Gulf crisis. He 
was also — at least on paper — 
well-qualified to undertake the 
mission: Beside his low-key 
personality, Tillerson had devel-
oped good personal ties with 
many Gulf region leaders during 
his decades at Exxon Mobil.

Tillerson was, however, 
perceived as pro-Qatar by 
members of the pro-Saudi bloc, a 
perception that prevented him 
from having the full trust of all 
parties involved — the first 
requirement of any would-be 
mediator.

A more serious challenge was 
the lack of clear support from 
Trump. On July 12, Trump, in an 
interview with the Christian 
Broadcasting Network (CBN), 
mentioned his “differences” with 
Tillerson and reiterated previous 
pro-Saudi positions.

Beside these challenges, 
Tillerson found the going hard for 
one additional big reason: The 
parties in the conflict are not 
ready to resolve the situation.

The concept of “ripeness,” as it 
applies to a negotiation or 
mediation, was developed by 
Richard Haass, a former senior US 
diplomat and current president of 
the Council on Foreign Relations. 
Many conflicts remain unre-
solved, not because of a lack of 
will by the parties involved or 
lack of effort by mediators, but 
because the conditions are not 
ready for an agreement.

One of the key elements that 
creates ripeness is what conflict 
resolution scholar I. William 
Zartman terms “a Mutually 
Hurting Stalemate” — a situation 

in which the two sides cannot 
agree on a way out (hence, the 
stalemate) and yet both sides are 
suffering because of the conflict 
(hence, mutually hurting).

Simply put, the GCC-Qatar 
crisis is not a “mutually hurting 
stalemate.” This does not mean 
that it will not become one but, as 
of now, neither Riyadh, its allies 
nor Doha are hurting badly 
enough to create the conditions 
that would lead to concessions 
and a solution.

The Saudis and their allies can 
live without Qatar much better — 
and for much longer — than Qatar 
can live without them. The only 
direct leverage Qatar has is over 
the United Arab Emirates, to 
which it provides natural gas, but 
Doha has not threatened to cut 
this off — most likely because it 
needs the proceeds and does not 
want (or cannot afford) to 
exacerbate the crisis.

Qatar can, however, threaten 
— through words or actions — to 
side more closely with Turkey or 
Iran. It is risky for Qatar to get too 
close to Ankara or, especially, 
Tehran: Neither is an Arab 
country and Iran is viewed by 
Riyadh and Washington as the 
greatest threat to regional peace 
and security.

Qatar could consider itself 
wielding significant leverage over 

the mediator: Hosting Al Udeid 
US military base. Interestingly it 
is not Doha that is threatening to 
close that base but Trump instead 
who is suggesting (as he did in his 
CBN interview) that an alterna-
tive site would be easy to secure.

At this point, Qatar and its 
adversaries can survive the crisis 
without too much disruption. 
Riyadh and its coalition have one 
distinct advantage: Time. They 
are in this for the long haul and 
their people are not suffering 
because of the conflict.

Qatar, on the other hand, not 
only must use its leverage 
cautiously but risks having the 
crisis escalate to a point that its 
population — which so far has 
supported the government — 
becomes disgruntled. It is no fun 
living in a pariah state.

For the time being, however, 
the conflict is not ripe for resolu-
tion. The only option for Tillerson 
is to keep talking to all sides, even 
without great expectations.

Ultimately, the key for him may 
be to find a way for Doha to save 
face even as it concedes to most 
of Riyadh’s demands.

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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Riyadh and its coalition have one 
distinct advantage: Time.

I don’t see an awful 
lot of options”

Nathan Brown, director of the 
Institute for Middle East 
Studies

for the United 
States.


