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Cairo

A 

laa Mamdouh had not 
planned to return to 
Egypt from Qatar. Fol-
lowing a regional dip-
lomatic crisis involv-

ing Qatar, the country in which he 
worked, however, he said his return 
became an inevitability.

“Conditions changed rapidly for 
everybody after Egypt and other 
countries cut off ties with Qatar,” 
said Mamdouh, 26, from the south-
ern province of Sohag. “Essential 
supplies disappeared. Commodity 
prices rose dramatically and the fu-
ture became totally uncertain.”

The salary of approximately $407 
Mamdouh received every month 
selling electrical appliances at a 
shopping mall in Doha was quickly 
dwarfed by rising prices, making 
day-to-day survival difficult.

“Most importantly, the general 
atmosphere became hostile to-
wards foreign workers, especially 
workers from Egypt,” Mamdouh 
said.

Egypt joined Saudi Arabia, the 
United Arab Emirates and Bahrain 
in cutting diplomatic ties with Qa-
tar on June 5, citing Doha’s alleged 
support for radical extremism and 
terrorism.

An estimated 300,000 Egyptians 
work in the small super-rich Gulf 
country, which is dependent on for-
eign workers who make up an es-
timated 1.6 million of Qatar’s total 
population of 2.5 million. However, 

many Egyptian expat workers have 
made the risky decision to return to 
their home countries following the 
crisis.

Cairo announced it was ending 
visa-free entry for Qatari nationals 
— with some exceptions.

Observers said the sudden return 
of hundreds of thousands of people 
employed in Qatar — mainly in con-
struction and service industries — 
could have a detrimental effect on 
Egypt’s flagging economy.

“The return of these workers will 
present the government with a se-
rious problem,” said Salah Eddin 
Fahmy, a professor of economics at 
al-Azhar University. “These work-
ers will need to be given alternative 
jobs, which is not easy now.”

Egypt has an official unemploy-
ment rate of 12.5% but independent 
estimates put the number much 
higher. The return of expat workers 
will increase that.

Although Egypt has invested bil-
lions of dollars in construction pro-
jects, creating tens of thousands of 
jobs, demand for labour is not high 
as the industry was saturated.

The Qatari government has said 
it would not move to deport expat 
workers but Qatari news channels 
recently aired reports focusing on 
Egyptian workers and issues relat-
ing to failure to renew passports 
and residency permits.

Egypt pulled its diplomatic mis-
sion from Qatar and Cairo is repre-
sented in Doha by Greece.

Despite official reassurances, 
Mamdouh said he was concerned 
about the Qatari media’s portrayal 
of the situation, including articles 
and reports that appeared to call for 
Egyptian workers to be expelled.

Cairo has said it was ready to re-
ceive the workers if they wish to re-
turn but analysts said Egypt would 
have a major problem accommo-
dating them.

“If this were true, the government 
would have been able to easily find 

jobs for those currently living in 
Egypt who are wasting away their 
lives at coffee shops,” said Fatima 
Ramadan, a member of Egypt’s in-
dependent Labour Union. “Return-
ing workers will increase the num-
ber of the unemployed here.”

Regional unrest has increased 
pressure on the local job market. 
In the past six years, hundreds of 
thousands of Egyptians who used 
to work in Libya, Syria and Yem-
en returned home, exacerbating 
Egypt’s employment situation.

In Libya, Egyptian workers were 
targeted by radical groups believed 
to be backed by Qatar. In 2015, Cairo 
airlifted tens of thousands of work-
ers from Libya after attacks against 
Egyptian workers surged.

The return of expat workers 
would deprive the national econ-
omy of funds they send to family 
members in Egypt. Egyptian work-
ers in Qatar sent an estimated $1.2 
billion in remittances to Egypt eve-
ry year. In 2016, remittances from 

Egyptian workers abroad amounted 
to $22 billion, which was important 
to the struggling national economy.

It is unclear how many Egyptians 
had returned from Qatar. Mamdouh 
said he was aware of hundreds of 
others who have made the journey 
and of many more considering re-
turning.

Although he started searching for 
a job as soon as he returned, his ef-
forts have proved fruitless. Sohag 
is among several southern provinc-
es with the highest unemployment 
and poverty rates in Egypt.

Instead of staying home, Mam-
douh started working with a rela-
tive at a mobile phone services 
shop in his village.

“This will be temporary until I 
find another permanent job,” Mam-
douh said. “I know that finding this 
job will not be easy but I will keep 
trying.”

Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian 
reporter in Cairo.

Egyptian workers return from Qatar 
citing ‘hostile’ atmosphere in Doha
Ahmed Megahid

Fallout. The building of the Qatari embassy in the Egyptian 
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Despite bias, 
Erdogan to try 
his hand at 
mediation

London

T 

urkish President Re-
cep Tayyip Erdogan, 
despite being a strong 
supporter of Qatar in 
its dispute against the 

Saudi-led Arab quartet, intends to 
try his hand at resolving the crisis 
with a visit to the Gulf region.

“All our efforts are focused on 
a solution that suits the laws of 
brotherly relations,” said Turkish 
Foreign Minister Mevlut Cavusog-
lu on July 14 in Ankara after meet-
ing with his Qatari counterpart 
Sheikh Mohammed bin Abdulrah-
man al-Thani following US Secre-
tary of State Rex Tillerson’s failed 
mediation in the Gulf region.

Cavusoglu said Erdogan was 
planning a trip to the region soon.

The Turkish and Qatari minis-
ters reiterated their rejection of 
the Arab quartet’s demand that 
Turkey’s military base in Qatar be 
closed.

“No country has the right to 
raise the issue of the Turkish base 
or the military cooperation be-
tween Qatar and Turkey as long 
as this cooperation respects inter-
national law,” Sheikh Mohammed 
said.

The Turkish daily Hurriyet re-
ported that Turkey has 150 troops 
at the Qatar base, up from 80 
soldiers who were sent after the 
parliament approved the troop 
deployment in June.

Erdogan pledged to “support 
Qatar in every way, because we 
share the same values.” The Turk-
ish leader has close ties to the 
Muslim Brotherhood. Qatar is ac-
cused of backing the Brotherhood 
as well as other Islamist groups 
and hosting some of their key fig-
ures in Doha.
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The solution for Qatari crisis must come from within the GCC

T
he crisis with Qatar 
calls into question the 
necessity and effi-
ciency of the Gulf 
Cooperation Council 
(GCC). It also raises 

questions about the future of this 
regional body when the interests 
of a member country do not align 
with the interests of the other five 
members.

Those who argue that the GCC 
was born as a reaction to specific 
circumstances and consequently 
must disappear since those circum-
stances no longer exist are worth 
considering. In 1981, the Gulf coun-
tries banded together in reaction 
to what they perceived as threats 
from regional agendas of Iran and 
the Soviet occupation of Afghani-
stan. Now that these agendas are 
outdated, the GCC has fulfilled its 
purpose and must be retired, the 
argument goes.

The reality is that, through its dy-
namic character, this Gulf experi-
ment developed a new vision for 
a regional entity based on mutual 
interests and common policies. The 
result has been a far cry from previ-
ous attempts to build Arab regional 
entities on the basis of unproduc-
tive ideological beliefs.

Citizens of the Arab world, from 
east to west, have likely never felt 
the consequences of decisions by 
the Arab League on their daily lives 
or their futures. The GCC experi-

ment, however, made an obvi-
ous difference in the lives of Gulf 
citizens. It established a shared 
culture and created political, legal 
and administrative traditions that 
can no longer be ignored as passing 
fads.

It might be unwise for GCC mem-
bers to use the argument that the 
body is unnecessary as an excuse 
to enact totally independent poli-
cies. It would be a major step back-
ward just for the sake of insisting 
on what has been a minor aspect of 
the GCC for the past 36 years.

The Qatar crisis has shown that 
the GCC has evolved from a body 
focused on maintaining unity to 
one that is paying the price for 
merely remaining in place and 
enduring. In other words, the GCC, 
despite the crisis, has moved from 
the period of biological compat-
ibility based on tribal relations and 
anthropological similarities to a 
period in which unity is defined by 
modern logical standards rather 
than primitive blood and cultural 
ties.

The dramatic aspect of the 
Doha crisis is the tip of the 
iceberg of a reality that GCC 
members tried to hide for 
three decades. The reality 
is that individual interests 
of the members are often 
constructed on political 
and social philosophies out 
of sync with official GCC 
discourse.

There are telling axioms 
regarding Qatar worthy of 
attention and analysis. The 
first has to do with the strength 
of bilateral interests between the 
GCC members in comparison with 

the strength of each member’s 
interests with the rest of the world. 
We need to find out the degree to 
which GCC members see their own 
security and stability dependent on 
the collective entity’s security and 
stability before they perceive them 
dependent on the security and 
agendas of non-GCC capitals.

The boycotting countries do not 
appreciate Qatar’s unusual rela-
tions with Iran nor do they like its 
supra-GCC relations with Turkey. 
They also do not tolerate Qatar’s 
unique relations with political 
Islamist groups. These criticisms 
are signs of structural failure in the 
founding spirit of the GCC.

The GCC’s failure to find a purely 
internal collective solution to the 
crisis with Qatar does not necessar-
ily erode its political and economic 
importance for the region’s coun-
tries. Suffice it to note that some 
world capitals were unable to come 

up with solutions to the crisis. 
Even the major world powers could 
not break the consensus of the 
Gulf countries on their approach 
to resolving the crisis. The Gulf 
countries and the international 
community are behind the Kuwaiti 
mediation.

We are hearing voices from the 
Gulf discreetly announcing the end 
of the GCC. The political world, 
however, has seemingly become 
convinced of the necessity of 
keeping the GCC alive and united 
because it represents a strategic 
necessity for security and peace in 
the world.

The crisis in the Gulf seems to 
argue in favour of keeping and 
reinforcing the GCC rather than 
dismantling it. It is important, 
however, to keep in mind that the 
problem is internal to the Gulf 
countries and requires a solution 
from inside the Gulf, a solution 
that is in line with and protective of 
the Gulf’s specificities and sensi-
tivities. Imported solutions would 
be useless.

The international reaction to the 
Gulf crisis with Qatar has revealed 
the limitations of the major powers 
in imposing their own solutions to 
international crises. These pow-
ers tried in vain to interfere in the 
Gulf crisis. US Secretary of State 
Rex Tillerson, for example, had 
to settle for just the signing of a 
memorandum of understanding 
with Qatar on tracking the flow of 
terrorist financing. The solution 
to the problems must come from 
inside the GCC.

Mohamed Kawas is a Lebanese 
writer.
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