10

January 14, 2018

Gulf

News & Analysis
Swiss Federal Intelligence
Service investigates
Qatar-linked Islamists

Qatari ties to terror further revealed by Swiss report
V iewpoint

Iman Zayat

The Arab Weekly staff

Geneva

T

he Federal Intelligence
Service (FIS) in Switzerland has been investigating relations between
Qatar, including the
royal family, and figures supporting terrorism, the Swiss daily Le
Temps reported.
The report revealed Qatari contacts with Arab figures in Switzerland and civil society organisations operating between Doha,
Berne and Geneva that are suspected of funnelling money to terrorist organisations.
Qatari-linked suspects have
used charities and NGOs to support terror networks under the
cover of “humanitarian aid,” the
report stated.
The findings, a result of collaboration between European intelligence services and Gulf partners,
particularly Saudi Arabia, reflect
improved security coordination
between Riyadh, Switzerland and
the rest of Europe.
Among the individuals named
by the FIS was Abd Al-Rahman
al-Nuaimi, co-founder of the Geneva-based Al Karama Foundation. It describes itself as an Arab
human rights organisation but has
openly advocated on behalf of terror supporters and long been accused of ties to extremism. It has
been listed as a terror organisation
by the United Arab Emirates since
2014 and is known to Western in-

telligence services as a notorious
organisation.
In 2015, Al Karama admitted
that it had hosted Mohammed Emwazi, alias Jihadi John, a BritishArab Islamic State fighter who is
believed to be in videos produced
by the terror organisation showing
the beheading of captives in 2014
and 2015.
The two other figures named
by the FIS were Ali Abdullah alSuwaidi, chairman of the Internationaler Islamischer Rat (IIR), a
Muslim organisation in Berne; and
Salafist Nicolas Blancho, who acts
as head of the controversial Islamic Central Council of Switzerland
(ICCS).
In November, Saudi Arabia, the
UAE, Bahrain and Egypt added the
ICCS and the International Union
for Muslim Scholars (IUMS), headed by Doha-based Yusuf al-Qaradawi, to its terror blacklist.
The Arab quartet has accused
Doha of secretly funding Islamist organisations and promoting
extremism, charges that Qatar denies. Qatar has been blockaded by
its Arab neighbours since last June
over its alleged support of extremism and ties to Iran.
Le Temps, which cited several
interlocutors linked to Swiss intelligence in its report, noted that the
FIS warned that the canton of Ticino in southern Switzerland and
the neighbouring Italian enclave
of Campione had been sites of a
discreet recruiting base for the international branch of the Muslim
Brotherhood until 2001. The FIS
declined to comment on the case.
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Q

atar’s support for
Islamist groups
in the West has
frequently popped
up in the media.
While the country’s role in supporting and financing Islamists
was well-known in the international community, most Western
countries have been reluctant to
carry out thorough investigations
due to economic interests.
However, the threat of extremism posed by Qatar’s brand of
political Islam is serious and
should give the West pause. This
is particularly true for Europe,
which has suffered a series of terror attacks in recent years.
A report published by Swiss daily Le Temps stated that Switzerland’s Federal Intelligence Service
(FIS) has investigated suspicious
relations between Qatar, including the Qatari royal family, and
figures supporting terrorism.
The report is no surprise given
Qatar’s past and confirms
information previously
released by Gulf authorities. It
specifically implicates
Abd Al-Rahman al-Nuaimi,
co-founder of the NGO Al Karama;
Ali Abdullah al-Suwaidi, chairman
of the Internationaler Islamischer

Rat (IIR); and Nicolas Blancho,
head of the Islamic Central
Council of Switzerland (ICCS).
The three individuals and entities
have been named by Saudi Arabia
and the United Arab Emirates as
sponsors of terrorism.
The report, which was based
partly on information provided to
the FIS by Saudi Arabia and other
Gulf countries, shows that Switzerland is hoping to clear itself —
especially its banking system — of
potential allegations of wrongdoing that involve the financing of
terrorist groups under the cover
of charities and humanitarian aid.
Among the specific findings
of the report were ties between
al-Qaeda-linked ideologue Abdullah al-Muhaysini, Nuaimi and
Suwaidi. Nuaimi was designated
as a terrorist by the US government in December 2013 and by
the United Nations in September
2014 over his financial support for
terror groups.
The US Treasury Department
claimed Nuaimi provided millions
of dollars to al-Qaeda in Iraq. He
has also been accused of sending
hundreds of thousands of dollars
to al-Qaeda members in Syria, alShabaab members from Somalia
and al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula via a charity in Yemen.
Even more, the Swiss investigation linked those designated
terrorists to national Qatari institutions. Nuaimi formerly served
as the head of the Qatar Football
Association, was a founder and
board member of Eid Charity in
Qatar and served as a top adviser
to the government of Qatar on
charitable donations, the report
said. Eid Charity in Qatar, which
describes its mission as “financing mosques around the world,” is
run by Suwaidi.
By leaking the investigation to
the media, Switzerland hoped
to show it was fully committed
to the global fight against terror
and send a clear message that its

government was cracking down
on its infamously lax banking
legislation.
More than anything, however,
the Swiss investigation aimed to
shake the foundations of Qatar’s
insidious campaign in Europe,
through which charities and investments were used as covers for
promoting extremism. In the long
run, the investigation might spur
other European countries to look
into Doha’s activities abroad.
It could also spell trouble for
Qatar’s ties to Switzerland, which
are already on shaky ground. In
July 2017, Swiss citizens protested
in Zurich against Doha’s alleged
support for terrorism. The demonstrators demanded that Swiss
authorities sever ties with the Qatari regime and called on Switzerland to join other European and
Arab countries in imposing strict
measures against the country
until Doha meets key demands.
Qatar has long been affiliated
with the Muslim Brotherhood and
provides financial support to the
group and its offshoots. Former
Qatari Emir Sheikh Hamad bin
Khalifa al-Thani had close ties to
the movement.
Always aiming to gain independence on the international
scene, Qatar has recruited large
numbers of teachers who are
members of the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt.
The Muslim Brotherhood,
which describes its core activities
as running hospitals, schools and
providing social services, never
fulfilled this mission in Qatar, a
wealthy state capable of providing these services on its own. As a
result, domestic politics in Qatar
has been off-limits for Islamists,
who have directed their activities overseas. Doha’s support for
Islamist organisations around the
world has helped keep the domestic Islamist movement at bay
while promoting Islamist
thought in Europe.

Slain ex-president’s party at odds as Yemen’s
Houthis threaten Red Sea shipping routes
Mohammed Alkhereiji
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emen’s General People’s Congress (GPC) announced the selection of
a controversial leader to
succeed former Yemeni
President Ali Abdullah Saleh, further complicating the political implications of the country’s nearly
3-year civil war.
Sadeq Amin Abu Rass, 65, was
named in an official statement as
GPC chairman, a move that was disputed by other party officials and
members of Saleh’s family.
Saleh was killed December 4
by Iran-allied Houthi rebels, with
whom he was previously aligned,
two days after he said that he was
willing to “turn a new page” with
the Saudi-led coalition.
The statement by the GPC appears to contradict Saleh’s stance
towards the Houthi militia by praising their efforts in the war but did
demand the release of Saleh’s
family members, associates and
journalists working for the Salehowned television channel, Yemen
al-Yawm.
Backlash over Abu Rass’s announcement within the party was
swift, with GPC Assistant SecretaryGeneral Yasser al-Awadi posting on
Twitter that: “Any party’s statement
that does not publicly break relations with Houthi murderers and
declare war against them does not
represent us and is not our party.”
The London-based pan-Arab daily Asharq Al-Awsat reported that
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Danger on all fronts. A file picture shows the reflection of Yemenis in a mirror next to a picture of
former Yemeni President Ali Abdullah Saleh in Sana’a.
(AFP)
most GPC members, many of whom
fled Sana’a around the time Saleh
was killed, labelled the declaration
of a new leader “void.”
Those members released a statement saying the January 7 meeting was “invalid” because most
members of the party’s general and
permanent committees were not
in Sana’a, Asharq Al-Awsat said,
adding that decisions made at the
meeting are “not legally” binding.
Dissension within the GPC is an
unwelcome development for the
internationally recognised government of President Abd Rabbo
Mansour Hadi and the Saudi-led

coalition fighting on its behalf. This
is because negotiations with the
Iran-sponsored Houthis are seen
by many to be a non-starter, due to
their record of reneging on agreements and settlements.
The “Murder of Saleh (is) definitely a turning point,” tweeted UAE
Minister of State for Foreign Affairs
Anwar Gargash, adding that the
Houthis are perceived as a greedy

Not many Yemenis
appear to have
heeded the Houthis’
call to arms.

sectarian militia and an obstacle to
a political solution.
There were hopes that fighters for
the GPC would merge with the internationally recognised government,
a scenario that seems unlikely.
Meanwhile, the number of Houthi
fighters has apparently dropped significantly, forcing their leadership
to scramble for a quick-fix solution.
On January 4, the Defence Ministry of Yemen’s Houthi government
announced it is “open for applications for voluntary recruitment for
the year 2018,” the Houthi-controlled Saba news agency said. The
statement said applicants should

be Yemeni nationals between the
ages of 18 and 40, mentally and
physically fit, “loyal to God and the
homeland” and happy to serve anywhere in the country.
Not many Yemenis appear to
have heeded the Houthis’ call to
arms. Houthi scholars issued a fatwa calling on Yemenis living in areas under its control to join the ranks
of the Houthi military. The edict effectively makes fighting alongside
the Houthis a religious duty. Those
who refuse could be killed.
Coalition spokesman Turki alMaliki, at a news conference January 10, said the Red Sea port of
Hudaydah had become a base for
Houthi operations and is a threat
to international shipping traffic.
Houthi leaders in a meeting with
a UN delegation had threatened to
cut off shipping routes in the Red
Sea.
Maliki said that coalition naval
forces had foiled an attack on a
Saudi oil tanker, which was targeted with a remote-controlled ship
loaded with explosives. Maliki implored the United Nations “to take
the initiative and take over Hudaydah from the Houthis” and secure
the Red Sea shipping routes.
The conflict in Yemen began
when Shia Houthis and forces loyal
to the GPC overran Sana’a in September 2014 and seized most of the
country. A Saudi-led Arab coalition,
supported by the United States
and the United Kingdom, began an
air campaign against the rebels in
March 2015.
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