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T 

he crisis between Qa-
tar and a quartet of Arab 
countries led by Saudi 
Arabia escalated with 
Doha appearing to politi-

cise the haj and restoring diplomat-
ic relations with Iran.

A major point of contention for 
the quartet is Doha’s relationship 
with Iran, viewed by most Gulf Co-
operation Council (GCC) members 
as a destabilising force due to its 
support of radical Islamic militias, 
such as Hezbollah in Lebanon and 
Yemen’s Houthi rebels, who are 
fighting a Saudi-led coalition that 
supports the country’s internation-
ally recognised government.

Following an attack on the Saudi 
Embassy in January 2016, Riyadh 
and several other regional coun-
tries, including Qatar, severed dip-
lomatic ties with Iran. However, on 
August 23, Qatar announced that 
it would reinstate full diplomatic 
ties with Tehran, going against one 
of the boycotting countries’ chief 
demands for negotiations to com-
mence with Qatar.

“The state of Qatar announced 
today that its ambassador to Tehran 
will return to exercise its diplomat-
ic duties,” a statement from Qatar’s 
Foreign Ministry said, adding that 
Doha intended to strengthen bilat-
eral relations with Iran in all fields.

Gulf sources viewed Doha align-
ing itself with Tehran over its Gulf 
Arab neighbours as an escalation. 
The sources said the move to nor-
malise relations with Iran comes at 
the expense of Kuwait, which had 
been attempting to mediate in the 
crisis.

Kuwaiti officials closed Iran’s cul-
tural mission and military offices 
and requested that the Iranian Em-
bassy reduce its diplomatic mis-
sion from 19 representatives to four 
after the uncovering of a Hezbol-
lah-sponsored terror cell, some of 
whose members had direct ties to 
Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps.

Bahraini Foreign Minister Sheikh 
Khalid bin Ahmed al-Khalifa ques-
tioned Doha’s logic in restoring re-
lations with Iran.

“On the same day Qatar refused 
to allow its citizens to perform haj, 

(it) reinstated its ambassador in the 
country that falsely claims it fights 
for Islam and Muslims,” Sheikh 
Khalid wrote on Twitter.

He was referring to Qatar’s efforts 
to apparently use the haj as a politi-
cal pawn in the dispute by blocking 
a Saudi initiative that would allow 
Qatari pilgrims to be transported 
to the pilgrimage on Saudi Arabian 
Airlines flights.

Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz 
Al Saud ordered the opening of the 
Salwa border crossing for Qatari pil-
grims wishing to travel by land to 
the haj. He also directed Qatari pil-
grims be admitted without request-
ing an e-visa and for the kingdom’s 
national carrier to send aeroplanes 
to Qatar to transport pilgrims as 
royal guests.

However, Qatari officials refused 
to allow Saudi planes to land in Qa-
tar.

“Qatari authorities have not al-

lowed the aircraft to land as it did 
not have the right paperwork, al-
though the paperwork was filed 
days ago,” a statement attributed 
to Saudi Arabian Airlines Director-
General Saleh al-Jasser said.

Qatari officials initially denied 
that a Saudia flight had been re-
fused permission to land at Doha’s 
Hamad International Airport; how-
ever, a follow-up statement said the 
plane was not cleared to land be-
cause required paperwork was filed 
with the wrong ministry.

Qatar’s Foreign Ministry called 
the Saudi gesture “un-Islamic” in a 
statement.

“Limiting the transfer of Qatari 
pilgrims to Saudi Arabian Airlines 
only is unprecedented, illogical, 
surprising and contravenes the 
teachings of Islam,” said a state-
ment from the ministry, which gave 
no details why King Salman’s offer 
ran counter to Islamic doctrine.

The orders by King Salman fol-
lowed talks in Jeddah between Qa-
tari ruling family member Sheikh 
Abdullah bin Ali bin Abdullah bin 
Jassem al-Thani and Saudi Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin 
Abdulaziz.

“My brothers and my children, 
I deeply regret that you have been 
denied transport from Doha by 
Saudi planes to perform pilgrimage. 
I hope the brothers in Qatar will 
cooperate to facilitate pilgrimage 
for the citizens,” Sheikh Abdullah 

wrote on Twitter following Doha’s 
refusal to allow the Saudi flight to 
land.

He said there were opportuni-
ties for Qatari pilgrims to enter the 
kingdom, either by air or land via 
Al-Ahsa or the eastern provinces.

Saudi news channel Al-Ekhbariya 
reported that 442 Qatari pilgrims 
had entered the kingdom via the 
Salwa border crossing, with that 
figure expected to grow.

The stand-off began June 5 when 
Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emir-
ates, Bahrain and Egypt cut dip-
lomatic ties with Doha over what 
they described as Qatar’s interfer-
ence in their countries’ internal af-
fairs and support for radical groups 
such as Hamas, the Taliban and the 
Muslim Brotherhood, charges that 
Doha denies.
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D
oha has found 
another occa-
sion to continue 
its campaign of 
denigration against 
Saudi Arabia by 
accusing it of using 

the haj for political gains. Such 
behaviour is in line with Qatar’s 
stubbornness in refusing all well-
intentioned initiatives towards 
reaching a solution to the boycott 
crisis.

Saudi King Salman bin Ab-
dulaziz Al Saud’s offer to trans-
port Qatari pilgrims from Doha to 
Jeddah on Saudi aeroplanes was 
motivated by a desire to leave 
politics out of religion and spare 
the Qatari people from paying the 
price of regional isolation brought 
on them by their ruler’s actions.

While Saudi Arabia is placing 
religious considerations above 
politics, Qatar has chosen to 
manoeuvre and use the haj for 
political gains and thus deny its 
citizens the chance to fulfil the 
fifth pillar of their faith. What is 
even more serious is that these 

manoeuvres only worsen the 
crisis with Saudi Arabia.
Doha misread the Saudi mon-

arch’s initiative and dealt with it 
in the same arrogant style it has 
displayed throughout the dispute. 
Instead of getting off its high 
horse, Qatar chose to escalate the 
crisis by tapping into a strategic 
and sensitive file, one with a great 
potential for mending relations 
when good intentions are present 
but also with enough destructive 
potential when hearts and minds 
are filled with doubt.

A closer look at haj seasons over 
the last few years reveals that 
Qatar receives special attention 
from Saudi authorities, perhaps 
because of its shared geographi-
cal, historical and anthropologi-
cal ties.

This special treatment was 
absent from the Saudi approach 
to the cases of pilgrims from Iran 
and Syria, for example. Despite 
their long-standing differences 
and seasonal disagreements with 
Iran and Syria, Saudi authorities 
put aside political differences 
to welcome pilgrims from those 
countries but they have not gone 
so far as to formally offer to 
airlift them back and forth from 
Mecca as they did with the Qatari 
pilgrims.

By launching the haj initiative 
for Qatar, Riyadh proved that 
close ties carry real weight in 
determining its approach to the 
political crisis with Qatar. Doha, 
on the other hand, has categori-
cally refused the Saudi initiative, 
proving that neither brotherly ties 
nor religious dictates can stand in 
the way of its political moves.

Doha continues to hammer 
the victimisation narrative even 
if it means altering facts and 
reversing realities. By doing so, it 
deprives its citizens of their God-
given right and duty to perform 
the pilgrimage and turns them 
into hostages in a war aimed at 
removing Saudi Arabia’s religious 
legitimacy in managing haj af-
fairs.

During the United Nations’ 
opening session speech, Qatar 
brought in its heavy diplomatic, 
political and media artillery to 
consecrate the victimisation nar-
rative. It is also using this year’s 
haj to reinforce its victim status 
and garner the widest possible 
support from the grey states.

The irony here is that these 
same countries that are clamour-
ing about the need to place haj 

under international oversight — 
perhaps within an arrangement 
like that of the Vatican, in which 
a religious power exists within 
the boundaries of a secular state, 
Italy — are themselves ruled by 
clerics and do not believe in the 
separation of religion and politics. 
An even bigger irony lies in the 
fact that these countries implore 
Saudi Arabia to embark on reli-
gious reforms while they have not 
dared to reform, even partially, 
their own religious discourse and 
practices.

Saudi authorities are well aware 
that this year’s haj season is 
special in more than one way. The 
expected number of pilgrims for 
this year has increased 25% from 
last year and many political pun-
dits inside and outside the Gulf 
area are betting on the failure of 
this year’s season.

However, whether they come in 
through King Abdulaziz Inter-
national Airport in Jeddah or 
Prince  Mohammed bin Abdulaziz 
Airport in Medina, pilgrims will 
be immediately struck by Saudi 
authorities’ readiness to deal with 
all possible scenarios, from the 
direst prospects to the best.
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Different direction. An Iranian woman walks past a Qatar Airways branch in the capital Tehran.                    (AFP)
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