
Foreign militaries widen 
footprint in Middle East

Controversy about haj presents
a new twist in the Qatari crisis
London
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s the annual haj draws 
near, it seemed Qatar 
was trying to politicise 
the event to get back at 
Saudi Arabia amid an 

ongoing row pitting Doha against a 
group of Saudi-led Arab countries.

Tensions over the haj, one of the 
main pillars of Islam, erupted af-
ter Qatar’s government-financed 
media reported that Qatari nation-
als were not welcome this year be-
cause of the diplomatic crisis be-
tween Doha and Riyadh.

The reports in Qatari media and 
international media outlets funded 
or subsidised by Doha began circu-
lating in early June, shortly after 
the Saudi-led boycott against Qatar 
began. They claimed that Qatari na-

tionals were being banned from en-
tering the Grand Mosque in Mecca, 
a claim dismissed by Riyadh, which 
said authorities don’t check the na-
tionalities of individuals entering 
Islam’s holiest sites.

This was followed in late July 
by Doha filing an official complaint 
with the United Nations, claiming 
that Saudi Arabia was hindering 
Qatari nationals from performing 
the pilgrimage.

Saudi Director-General of Pass-
ports Major-General Sulaiman al-
Yahya dismissed the allegations 

and said people of all nationalities 
were welcome to perform the haj 
and that all services would be avail-
able to Qatari pilgrims during the 
haj.

The only change in policy that 
Riyadh has introduced relates to 
travel: Qatari pilgrims can no longer 
travel to Mecca by land but need to 
arrive in airports at Medina or the 
Red Sea coastal town of Jeddah on 
any airline other than Qatar’s na-
tional carrier Qatar Airways, which 
is denied entry to Saudi Arabia be-
cause of ongoing sanctions.

Riyadh has vehemently rejected 
attempts to politicise the haj, in-
cluding calls to allow for interna-
tional interference in organising 
the event. Saudi Foreign Minister 
Adel al-Jubeir compared such calls 
to a “declaration of war.”

Iranian nationals are returning 
to the pilgrimage this year after 
months of negotiations between 

Saudi and Iranian officials. The 
Iranian government banned them 
from attending the haj last year.

Riyadh severed diplomatic rela-
tions with Tehran after its embassy 
was attacked by an angry mob in 
January 2016. One of the points ne-
gotiated is that the haj not be used 
for political activities. However, 
Iranian Supreme Leader Ayatollah 
Ali Khamenei has urged pilgrims 
to have their voices heard over 
the “mischievous” presence of the 
United States in the region during 
the pilgrimage to Mecca.

“Where is the best place to talk 
about the mischievous presence of 
America in the region? The haj is 
the best place,” Khamenei said on 
his official website on July 30.

Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf 
section editor of The Arab Weekly.
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R 

ussia and the United 
States are expanding 
their foothold in the Mid-
dle East by increasing the 
number of their military 

bases and upgrading existing facili-
ties in the region.

Russian President Vladimir Putin 
has ratified a deal with the Syrian 
government that allows Russia to 
keep its Hmeimim Airbase in Syria’s 
Latakia province for 49 years, with 
the option of extending the arrange-
ment for another 25 years.

The agreement is part of Russian 
military measures to support Syr-
ian President Bashar Assad against 
rebels opposing his rule and it al-
lows Moscow to have a presence 
in Syria until the year 2066 — long 
after 51-year-old Assad’s tenure is 
expected to have ended.

Although Russia has been a long-
time ally of the Syrian regime, its 
military presence has become more 
visible in recent weeks. Russia 
marked its annual Navy Day with 
military parades July 30 that, for the 
first time, extended to Syria. Russia 
displayed its naval hardware at its 
base in Syria’s coastal city of Tartus 
and its submarines in Syrian waters.

In the central Syrian city of Homs, 
Russian military police set up 
checkpoints to monitor a ceasefire 
between the Syrian regime and op-
position forces.

Russian fatalities have report-
edly increased in the past months. 
Reuters estimated that at least 40 
Russian servicemen and private 
contractors have been killed while 
fighting in Syria in 2017.

“That tally over seven months ex-
ceeds the 36 Russian armed person-
nel and contractors estimated by 
Reuters to have been killed in Syria 

over the previous 15 months, indi-
cating a significant rise in the rate 
of battlefield losses as the country’s 
involvement deepens,” said a Reu-
ters report.

The US government is asking 
Congress for permission to build 

new, albeit temporary, facilities in 
Iraq and Syria to be used in the fight 
against the Islamic State (ISIS).

“As the campaign to defeat ISIS 
transitions beyond the liberation of 
Mosul and Raqqa, operational com-
manders will need the requested 
authority to build temporary inter-
mediate staging facilities, ammu-
nition supply points and tactical 
assembly areas that have adequate 
force protection,” read a policy 
statement released by the White 
House.

“These facilities, supply points, 
and assembly areas will enable the 
pursuit of ISIS into the Euphrates 
River Valley and help improve the 

security of Iraq’s borders.”
There are more than 5,000 US 

troops in Iraq and the United States 
and the Iraqi government are dis-
cussing the possibility of a long-
term US military presence.

Regional power Iran stated last 
November that Tehran is consider-
ing setting up naval bases in Syria 
and Yemen and recent reports sug-
gested that Assad has given the Ira-
nians permission to install them. US 
officials said that Iran has a drone 
base in Syria.

Mamoon Alabbasi is an Arab 
Weekly contributing editor in 
London.
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Special Focus

Long-term presence. Russian Defence Minister Sergei Shoigu (C) is seen visiting Russia’s Hmeimim 
Airbase in Syria, last year.                         (Russian Defence Ministry Press Service)
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● The July 26 
agreement allows 
Moscow to have a 
presence in Syria 
until the year 2066.

● Riyadh has 
vehemently rejected 
attempts to politicise 
the haj.
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