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News & Analysis Qatar crisis   

Washington forum debates Qatari foreign policy adventurism

Washington

Q 

atar’s conflicting foreign 
policy choices in several 
areas have drawn the ire 
of both Doha’s partners 
within the Gulf Coopera-

tion Council (GCC) and the Trump 
government, an analyst at the Hud-
son Institute in Washington said 
during a debate.

Panellists discussing the recent 
isolation of Qatar spoke of how the 
small country leveraged both its 
relatively small population and high 
GDP to secure a place on the world 
stage with a  limited risk of blowback.

Mohammed Khalid Alyahya, a non-
resident fellow at the Rafik Hariri 
Centre for the Middle East, described 
how both combined to create circum-

stances in which Qatar’s leaders could 
afford to take almost whatever foreign 
position they liked without serious 
risk of facing organised opposition 
at home.

In this way, the Qatari government 
enjoyed conditions in which there 
was almost no internal conflict between 
its decision to host both the 2022 
World Cup and the US airbase at Al 
Udeid, while providing a safe zone 
in which financial and political adven-
turers could meet with backers of 
extremist groups with relative impu-
nity.

“The argument is, why would we 
do that if we’re doing this?” asked 
Michael Pregent, an adjunct fellow 
at the Hudson Institute. “They’re in 
a position where they’re being courted 
and this (behaviour) is being incen-
tivised.”

Alyahya ascribed much of the moti-
vation for Qatar’s actions to what he 

characterised as its search for relevance 
on the global political stage.

“We’ve seen Qatar purchase Har-
rods in the United Kingdom, pump-
ing more than [$52 million] into the 
real estate market in England alone 
and much more around Europe,” he 

said. “You’ve seen Qatar buying 70% 
of Volkswagen, so the idea of putting 
Qatar on the map, of making Qatar 
a known entity internationally has 
been very much at the foundation 
of Qatari policymaking.”

For Qatar, that search for relevance 
carried little or no risk but Doha’s 
adventurism carried considerable 
peril for its neighbours, considering 
the presence of hostile cells in Qatari 
borders benefiting from Doha’s sup-
port.

The Obama administration and 
much of Western Europe appeared 
content to accept Qatar’s adventur-
ist foreign policies, including its 
relations with Iran and support for 
the Muslim Brotherhood.

With a Hillary Clinton victory in 
2016 looking assured, there appeared 
to be little motivation to change tack 
but with Donald Trump’s accession 
to the presidency and his choice of 

the destination of his first overseas 
trip — Saudi Arabia — a volte-face in 
the regional balance of power was 
predictable.

However, by turning their fire on 
the diminutive Gulf state, the other 
GCC countries invited scrutiny of 
their own policies. “They have to 
take care of adventurists that support 
al-Qaeda and [Jabhat Fateh al-Sham] 
and other groups,” Pregent said.

US policies in the region, Pregent 
added, remained consistent with the 
aim of defeating ISIS and al-Qaeda 
and curbing Iranian influence.

To that end, US Sunni allies within 
the GCC generally proved helpful but 
Qatar’s reluctance to fully engage 
those aims, and not least its reluc-
tance to act against suspected ter-
rorists and its payment of ransom 
money to Hezbollah affiliates in Iraq, 
provided the United States with cause 
for concern.
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A 

fter weeks of shuttle di-
plomacy from the Unit-
ed States, France, the 
United Kingdom and 
others, the Gulf crisis, 

which has seen Saudi Arabia and 
its allies sever ties with Qatar over 
its alleged support for terrorism, 
looks likely to continue. The latest 
high-profile diplomatic attempt 
to resolve the dispute, by Turkish 
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan, 
failed to yield results.

Erdogan, who has sided with 
Doha from the onset of the dis-
pute, referred to the sanctions on 
Qatar as un-Islamic and likened 
them to a “death penalty,” words 
that were unlikely to endear him to 
the governments opposing Qatar.

Factoring into Erdogan’s visit 
was the fact that his government 
is known for its affiliation with the 
Muslim Brotherhood, which is one 
of the chief components of the dis-
pute.

The Saudi-led bloc issued 13 
demands it said Doha must com-
ply with for the sanctions to be 
lifted. One of the demands was 
the closure of a Turkish military 
base in Qatar, which houses more 
than 3,000 military personnel, in-
cluding special operations units, 
ground troops and military train-
ers.

Gulf media, which usually en-
dorse the regional policy positions 
of their governments, mostly wel-
comed Erdogan’s visit. Misgivings 
about his role as a mediator, how-
ever, were expressed.

Saudi newspapers reported fac-
tually on Erdogan’s meeting with 
Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz 
Al Saud although many editorials 
stressed that the solution to the 
crisis should be sought within the 
region.

The lead editorial in the Saudi 
daily Al Yaum, urged for the cri-
sis to “be resolved within the Gulf 
house.” The publication said: “The 
Kingdom [of Saudi Arabia] con-
tinues to believe that the solution 
to the crisis lies within the Gulf 
House, not beyond it and that Doha 
should not seek to internationalise 
the crisis and enter it into a dark 
tunnel that will only cause further 
complications and bring the crisis 
to an impasse and uncertain end. 
This is something that the [Gulf 
Cooperation Council] GCC coun-
tries do not want to see.”

A less diplomatic tone was tak-
en in an editorial by prominent 
Saudi journalist Jameel al-Thiyabi, 
who, in the widely circulated Okaz 
newspaper, warned about Tur-
key’s designs for the region.

“What does Turkey want from 
Qatar?” asked Thiyabi. “It’s no 
longer a question that needs to be 
asked. After the diplomatic crisis 
worsened following Qatar’s ob-
stinacy, this question has become 
relevant. Is Turkey hoping to real-
ise its imperial designs in the Gulf 
through the gates of Qatar?”

Besides Saudi Arabia, Erdogan 
visited Kuwait, which has played 
the role of mediator, and Qatar.

Despite refraining from using 
the same rhetoric as during his 
visit to the Gulf, and endorsing 
Kuwaiti mediation as the way for-
ward, Erdogan’s attempts at di-

plomacy seem to have had the op-
posite effect: The day after he left 
the region, Saudi Arabia, the UAE, 
Bahrain and Egypt issued a black-
list of 18 groups and individuals al-
leged to have direct or indirect ties 
to Doha.

The quartet had previously des-
ignated 59 individuals and 12 enti-
ties with alleged ties to Qatar on its 
terrorism list.

In an interview on the US net-
work PBS’s “Charlie Rose” pro-
gramme, UAE Ambassador to the 
United States Yousef al-Otaiba said 
that one of the underlying issues 
linked to the dispute was Doha’s 
failure to fulfil its pledge as a party 
to the 2014 Riyadh agreement.

“Unfortunately, everything that 
has been signed into this agree-
ment has been violated for the last 
three years,” Otaiba said, adding 
that the four countries’ frustration 
had hit a new level.

The ambassador said the dispute 
is over what kind of future GCC 
countries want.

“If you ask UAE, Saudi, Jor-
dan, Egypt, Bahrain, what 
kind of Middle East they 
want to see ten years 
from now, it will be fun-
damentally opposed to 
what I think Qatar wants to 
see ten years from now,” Otaiba 
said, adding that the UAE and its 
allies want a more secular, stable, 
prosperous and empowered region.

The crisis broke out after state-
ments attributed to Qatari Emir 
Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad al-Thani 
criticising US foreign policy and 
praising Iran were carried by the of-
ficial Qatar News Agency.

Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Bahrain 
and Egypt severed diplomatic ties 
with Doha on June 5, saying that 
Qatar inter fered in their countries’ 
internal affairs and supported radi-
cal groups such as Hamas, the Tali-
ban and the Muslim Brotherhood.

Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf 
section editor of The Arab 
Weekly.
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Conflicting interests. Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud (L) shaking hands with Turkish
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan in Jeddah, on July 23.                                                                                                                          (AFP)

A 

day after Turkish Presi-
dent Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan’s trip to Gulf 
Cooperation Council 
members in an effort to 

resolve the crisis with Qatar ended, 
Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emir-
ates, Bahrain and Egypt released an 
updated blacklist of 18 entities and 
individuals with suspected ties to 
the government in Doha.

The quartet blacklisted nine 
charity and media organisations 
in Yemen and Libya and nine indi-
viduals from Qatar, Kuwait, Yemen 
and Libya with links to Qatari au-
thorities” as “terrorists,” a state-
ment carried by the Saudi Press 
Agency said.

The Qataris on the list, along 
with a Kuwaiti individual, were in-
volved in fund-raising campaigns 
to support al-Nusra Front and oth-
er terrorist militias in Syria, while 
the three Yemeni individuals and 
the three organisations in Yemen 
provided support to al-Qaeda, the 
statement said.

The statement stressed that the 
two Libyan individuals and the 
six Libyan terrorist entities on the 
list were affiliated with terrorist 
groups in Libya and had received 
substantial financial support from 
Qatari authorities while playing an 
active role in the chaos and devas-
tation in Libya.

“We expect Qatari authorities to 
take the next step and prosecute 
the terrorist groups and people,” 
the statement said, adding: “The 
four countries and their interna-
tional partners will ensure that 
Qatar has ceased its support and 
funding of terrorism, has stopped 
welcoming terrorists and has 
stopped spreading extremist and 
hate speech.”

The Central Bank of the UAE in-
structed financial institutions to 
stop dealing with 18 additional in-
dividuals and entities with alleged 
links to Qatar.

In a circular, the central bank 
asked financial institutions to 
“start the immediate search for 
and freezing of all bank accounts, 
investments and deposits that may 
be held by any individual or en-
tity” included on the list released  
July 25.

The UAE central bank previously 
ordered local banks to stop deal-
ing with and freeze the assets of 
59 individuals and 12 entities with 
alleged links to Qatar. It also told 
them to apply enhanced due dili-
gence for any accounts they hold 
with six Qatari banks.

Qatar has called the updated 
blacklist a “disappointing sur-
prise.”

The dispute began June 5 and 
analysts have said it is the region’s 
worst diplomatic crisis in years.
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After weeks of 
shuttle diplomacy 
from the United 
States, France, the 
United Kingdom and 
others, the Gulf crisis 
endures.

GCC countries 
have to take care of 
adventurists that 
support al-Qaeda and 
[Jabhat Fateh al-Sham] 
and other groups.”

Michael Pregent, an adjunct 
fellow at the Hudson Institute


