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Gil Feiler and Hayim Zeev

ExEcutivE Summary

Under the leadership of Sheikh Hamad al-Thani (1995-2013), Qatar 
established itself as a regional mini superpower. It launched and subsidized 
the global media giant Al Jazeera, poured billions into its unrivalled 
liquefied natural gas (LNG) infrastructure, made a successful bid for the 
2022 FIFA World Cup, and diversified its economy through international 
acquisitions by its Qatari Investment Authority. 

This newfound wealth emboldened the emirate to attempt to broaden its 
diplomatic profile and extend its influence. And it is in this sphere that 
its maverick foreign policy, which at times spanned the world’s most 
fraught ideological lines (Israel and the Taliban, the US and Iran, ISIS and 
Hezbollah), has led to increased tensions with its immediate neighbors and 
some unequivocal diplomatic disasters. In March 2013, neighboring UAE 
officials described Doha as “public enemy number three” – after Iran and the 
Muslim Brotherhood – in part because of its support for the latter organization, 
which also put it on a collision course with Egypt. Indeed, Qatari financial 
support for Islamist movements, including jihadist groups, has come under 
scathing international criticism with many countries pointing an accusatory 
finger at what once were termed bold intercessions, suggesting new limits on 
Qatar’s influence. In 2014, Saudi Arabia, Bahrain and the UAE withdrew their 
ambassadors over Doha’s perceived interference in their domestic affairs.

The June 2013 succession of Sheikh Hamad by his son Sheikh Tamim was 
thus viewed as a rebranding attempt at a difficult time for Qatar. The new 
emir’s first three years were marked by a rollercoaster ride that eventually led 
to a degree of rapprochement with fellow Arab states. The threat of ISIS, the 
triumph of Egypt’s Sisi, a carved-up Syria, a fractured Libya and the war on 
Iranian-supported Houthis in Yemen have all changed the landscape. Qatar 
has become part of a Saudi-led coalition of more than ten countries pledged to 
protect the Hadi government in Yemen. It has dutifully fulfilled Saudi demands 
and so far has managed not to infuriate its other large neighbor, Iran. 
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introduction

Qatar has made a name for itself in the new millennium. Its AAA-rated 
economic rise has been as indisputable as its diplomatic activity has 
been contentious. 

The tiny (4,473 sq mi/11,586 km2) emirate reflects the influence of many 
elements – deep-rooted Bedouin tribalism, conservative Islam, and, 
most significantly, enormous wealth, the product, to a certain extent, 
of certain risky commercial decisions taken in the 1990s to develop its 
enormous oil and gas reserves. 

Qatar has shown truly disruptive entrepreneurial leadership. It has 
launched and subsidized the global media giant Al Jazeera, poured 
billions into its unrivalled liquefied natural gas (LNG) infrastructure, 
made a successful bid for the 2022 FIFA World Cup, and diversified 
its economy through international acquisitions by its Qatari Investment 
Authority. Constitutionally, in 2013 the emirate became the only Arab 
state ever to have a peaceful abdication of a ruling Sheikh. 

Gil Feiler is a senior researcher at the Begin Sadat Center for Strategic Studies. He wrote his doctoral 
thesis on political-economic relations in the Middle East and has published extensively on business 
opportunities in the Middle East, political economy, economic cooperation, and terrorism financing. 
His most recent book is Investing in Russia, the Ukraine, Latvia, Lithuania and Kazakhstan (Brighton: 
Sussex Academic Press, 2007; with Alexandre Garese). 

Hayim Zeev completed a Master’s degree at Harvard University. He then worked for almost a decade 
for an international bank in corporate finance and fixed income origination, during which time he was 
involved in transactions throughout the Gulf. He currently works as an independent consultant in the 
field of project finance deal structuring and financial modeling as well as researching Africa equities.
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This newfound wealth emboldened Qatar’s monarchs to attempt 
to broaden its diplomatic profile, and it is in this sphere that the 
aforementioned “disruptive entrepreneurial leadership” seems to have 
foundered on some rocky shoals. A maverick foreign policy agenda which 
included relations with Islamist groups, the hosting of representative 
offices from such widely divergent world actors as the Taliban and 
Israel and a taste for mediating – or meddling in – conflicts throughout 
the Middle East and North Africa, has led to increased tensions with 
its immediate neighbors and some unequivocal diplomatic disasters. 
In March 2013, neighboring UAE officials described Doha as “public 
enemy number three” - after Iran and the Muslim Brotherhood - in part 
because of its support for the latter organization.1 Roughly a year later, 
Saudi Arabia, Bahrain and the UAE all withdrew their ambassadors 
over perceived Qatari interference in their domestic affairs. 

Much of the world— not only the Arab world— views Qatar with a blend 
of fascination and irritation. But Qatar is no Switzerland, having preserved 
neither its neutrality nor its discretion. Its unique network, which at times 
spanned the world’s most fraught ideological lines (Israel and the Taliban, 
the US and Iran, ISIS and Hezbollah) now looks more maladroit than 
brilliant. Positioning itself as a friend to all and the world’s go-to mediator 
has resulted in accusations of meddling and seeking the limelight. 

Thus Qatar has become a victim of its own success. It is no longer a 
peripheral player, and with that has come increased pressure from its 
neighbors. The two that cast the longest shadow are Saudi Arabia and 
Iran who have increasingly conflicting interests. Many countries point an 
accusatory finger at what once were termed bold intercessions, suggesting 
new limits on Qatar’s influence. 

Back-channel access and mediation were initially Doha’s unique selling 
points. As time went on, Qatar invested first in small but rapidly expanding 
militias and Islamist groups in Tunisia, Libya and Syria, and then in Egypt’s 
mammoth Muslim Brotherhood. It was effectively the front runner in the 
field “but” burned copious amounts of diplomatic currency in the process 
when its neighbors, Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Egypt and others turned on it.

As shall be demonstrated, since 2014, regional pressure has increased the 
diplomatic cost of Qatar’s foreign entanglements. Under the new Sheikh 
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Tamim, the emirate has shifted to a more consensual foreign policy, in 
line with that of its Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) neighbors. 

Ultimately this paper seeks to examine what have been the lasting 
outcomes of Qatar’s most recent diplomatic ventures. Has it done any more 
than play a spoiler in the recent turmoil of the Middle East, bankrolling 
controversial, if not terrorist, groups only to sheepishly return to the fold 
when events got too hot for it to handle? Do Qatar’s rulers have any real 
foreign policy strategy or are they opportunists who shift with the wind?

undErStanding Qatar

Qatar’s Economic Ascent
Qatar’s diplomacy is intertwined with its economic miracle. The emirate 
has the world’s third-largest reserves of natural gas – but because it has 
the most sophisticated liquefied natural gas (LNG) infrastructure in the 
world,2 it is the world’s largest gas exporter.3 Qatar achieved this status 
after decades of investment, risk-taking, substantial capital expenditure on 
maintenance,4 and the raising of more than US$100 billion in long-term 
debt from dozens of countries.5

Qatar exports LNG across the globe: its largest customers include the 
United Kingdom, India, Japan, and other countries in southeast Asia.6 

The emirate has invested strongly in gas-to-liquids (GTL) production and 
is home to the world’s largest GTL facility. At the same time, successful 
debt management stimulates investor confidence7 and the prices of its 
bonds set to mature in 2030 has risen by 60% relative to their issue dates.8  

Investment bankers, top contractors and fashion designers, impressed by 
Qatar’s business and political communities (which often overlap), poured 
into Qatar, as well as into the rest of the Gulf from the late 1990s onwards. 
Qatar developed later and more quickly than other rapidly expanding 
international business centers in the Gulf such as Dubai and Bahrain. But 
in contrast to its neighbors, it has been less politically stable; indeed, no 
other Gulf state has experienced as many coups and shifting alliances.

Despite this, Qatar has succeeded in creating a stable business and regulatory 
environment. In the 1990s, however, when investment started in LNG, the 
country’s risk premium9 was considerably higher.10 The beginnings of the 
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emirate’s vigorous economic expansion were actually in 1971 when Shell 
discovered what came to be known as the “North Field”, the world’s largest 
site for non-associated gas (i.e. containing only gas and no oil).11 In the 
1980s, Qatar’s ruler, Sheikh Khalifa launched plans to develop the field 
in collaboration with the five neighboring Gulf monarchies (Saudi Arabia, 
UAE, Kuwait, Oman, and Bahrain), but political problems scuppered 
the plan. Nonetheless, Qatar was already pursuing other international 
options. In 1984, a joint venture was formed with BP, Total, and the 
Japanese trading houses Marubeni and Mitsui with the aim of building up 
gas liquefaction facilities and a corresponding export infrastructure. The 
political convulsions of the region (the Iran-Iraq War, the First Gulf War) 
eventually soured BP on the venture, and it opted out in 1992 but at that 
point, Mobil, a major American oil player, joined in.12

Mobil’s investment, which took place simultaneously with a deepening of 
US-Qatari cooperation on security and defense, was crucial to establishing 
Qatar as the world’s leading LNG exporter. Significantly though, two-thirds 
of the field lies under Qatari territory while the remainder – the “South Pars 
deposit” – is claimed by and shared with Iran.13 This has compelled Qatar 
to develop closer relations with Tehran, as any conflict with it could put this 
valuable asset in jeopardy.14

Qatar is thus immensely wealthy. The Qatar Investment Authority (QIA), 
a sovereign wealth fund, was founded in 2005 to manage the country’s 
oil and gas income and strengthen its economy by diversifying into new 
sectors. The QIA controls Qatari Diar, a property investment company 
wholly owned by the state, which manages over $300 billion in assets. The 
QIA does not publish all its holdings, in part because it mixes personal 
investments of members of the royal family with funds of the state. What is 
publicly known is that QIA directly and through subsidiaries owns stakes 
in global blue chip companies and landmarks such as Barclays Bank, 
Volkswagen Group, Porsche, Harrods Group, Sainsbury’s, Credit Suisse, 
Canary Wharf Group, Royal Dutch Shell, the Paris Saint-Germain football 
club as well as the Spanish-based professional football club Barça, a 
petrochemical project in Malaysia, and Port Tarraco Marina in Tarragona, 
Spain. The French press is beside itself over how many assets Qataris own 
in France.15 Qatar owns more real estate in London than Queen Elizabeth 
and 20% of the London Stock Exchange. It has increased its stake in 
Tiffany’s, the iconic jeweler, and has even bankrolled Israeli football clubs.
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Far More than Just a Petrochemical Economy 
Qatar’s economy has proven resilient in the face of falling oil prices. Global 
oil prices have fallen from their peak of $110 a barrel in mid-June 2014 to 
a low of around $30 in early 2016. They have stayed below $40 for most 
of 2016 and have not reached significantly above $50 as of April 2017. 
Major oil-producing countries, particularly Venezuela, Nigeria and Russia, 
have been hard hit by this and Qatar has also not been totally immune to 
the drop; its GDP growth slowed down even before the post 2014 oil price 
slump. To a certain extent that is due to the rule of big numbers: Qatar’s 
economy is now of a size that makes it difficult to replicate its annual 
double-digit GDP growth of between 12 and 26% achieved from 2006-
2011. In 2013 and 2014, economic growth totaled 6.1% but was originally 
expected to register 7.3%. In 2015, the final figures point to only 3.6% 
growth.16 Growth rates for 2016 is estimated at 2.6% and 3.4% for 2017.
Qatar is relatively well insulated from the fall in oil prices for a number 
of reasons. While the Qatari Ministry of Development Planning and 
Statistics predicts the budget will swing to its first deficit in 15 years in 
2016, this is by no means a crisis for the country. Qatari policy makers 
have maintained conservative budget planning through the years, mainly 
by using conservative oil prices when calculating budgetary revenues. 
The budget for the fiscal year 2014-15 ending in March was prepared 
using an average price of $65 per barrel, a figure below prevailing market 
prices. Qatar’s crude oil was sold considerably above the budgeted level 
in the first few months of that fiscal year. 
Qatar can also borrow cheaply, and the rate of economic growth of 
around 3.5% is in line with the interest rate on debt. Public debt is low 
at 30% of GDP, making it easy to raise credit on international markets 
at favorable interest rates.
The country has a small population whose absolute funding requirements 
in term of benefits and public sector pay is largely covered by income 
from the US$300 billion in the QIA. This provides a larger buffer per 
capita than that available to other GCC States.17 The income from the 
QIA is linked to the global economy, which, in turn, benefits from falling 
energy prices. Leading banks put the fiscal breakeven (the oil price that 
would generate sufficient income to cover all the government’s planned 
budgetary expenditures) at US$60.
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This puts Qatar in a separate category from other oil producers such as 
Russia, Venezuela and even Saudi Arabia. The emirate has successfully 
implemented a strategy of diversifying away from the hydrocarbon sector; 
its non-energy sectors registered double-digit growth of over 11% between 
2012 and 2014. According to the IMF, the share of the hydrocarbon sector 
in total GDP fell from 59% in 2011 to 51% in 2013. In Q3 2014, for the 
first time, the non-hydrocarbon sector in Qatar represented over half of 
GDP (50.7%). This was due primarily to Qatar’s population growth of 
over 6% annually, which has driven consumption, and also to government 
investments outside the hydrocarbon sector.18

The strong growth of the non-hydrocarbon sector was driven mainly by the 
construction, financial services, trading, and tourism sectors. Construction, for 
example, grew by 13.6% in 2013 and 14.5% YoY in 14Q2, a result of increased 
infrastructure investments related to Qatar’s hosting of the FIFA World Cup in 
2022. Financial services grew by 14% in 2013 and 16.6% YoY in 14Q2 on the 
back of an increasing population.
While the Qatari economy is continuing with business as usual, especially in 
enhancing global investments, its foreign policy has fallen in line with that of 
the GCC. In Q1 of 2015, for example, state-owned Qatar Airways bought a 
9.99% stake in IAG, the parent company of British Airways, and a 20% stake 
in British Airways’ London Heathrow hub. By October 2016, Qatar Airways 
had increased its stake to 20%, becoming the flagship UK company’s largest 
shareholder. In February 2015, the sovereign wealth fund of Qatar became the 
sole owner of Porta Nuova, a new business district in Milan and in June 2016 
it signed a €3.8 billion deal to purchase naval vessels from Italy. In October 
2016, Qatar signed a deal to purchase 100 Boeing Jetliners in a deal worth 
almost US$20 billion, just after a US$4 billion fighter jet deal was signed. 
In sum, Qatar’s economy has shown extreme resilience. Its local population 
is largely quiescent, and the government has ample funds on hand to pay 
high state salaries. Qatari natives are also treated to free electricity and free 
healthcare,  among other significant benefits. All this is to point out that the 
country has the resources to pursue independent policies. But diverging too 
much from the consensus of the existing “world order” could lessen the value 
of its investments and put its business activities – and its overall viability – in 
jeopardy. At the same time, although Qatar is tied into the global economy, as 
shall be seen, regional pressure from its GCC neighbors is perhaps even more 
of a factor in its behavior and its policy decisions.
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Qatar’s Domestic State of Affairs 

To understand Qatari policy decisions, it is important to understand the 
ruling family’s mindset which, in turn, is shaped by four fundamental 
factors: 1) the relatively recent emergence of the country from a past 
of crushing poverty; 2) its geopolitical vulnerability as a small nation 
surrounded by larger, more powerful neighbors; 3) the size of its native 
citizenry compared to the non-citizen migrants in its midst (who actually 
make up the majority  of the population);  and 4) the ramifications of the 
relatively low educational levels of Qatari citizens. The underlying motif 
linking them all is a heightened sense of overall vulnerability. 

If Qatar now enjoys the highest GDP per capita in the world (around 
US$140,000), it has not forgotten its modest origins.19 Only two generations 
ago, there was large-scale emigration from Qatar and deaths from famine.20 
In the 1960s, one-quarter of childbirths ended in the mother’s death.21

Qatar essentially emerged as a distinct political entity only in the 19th 
century under the leadership of Sheikh Muhammad bin Khalifa al-Thani 
(1850-78). For much of its early history, the country was engaged in 
numerous border disputes with its neighbors, Bahrain and Saudi Arabia.22 
As recently as 1992, for example, Riyadh erected a highway along the 
un-demarcated Saudi-Qatari border, potentially threatening free Qatari 
movement into the UAE. Without Riyadh, Doha is entirely dependent 
on its port and thus good relations with Saudi Arabia are crucial to Qatar 
since it serves as the only land conduit for construction materials, a vital 
consideration in view of Doha’s ambitious infrastructure projects. 

In the years preceding 2006, Saudi Arabia blocked a multibillion-dollar 
project to supply Qatari gas to Kuwait.23 Riyadh also blocked a planned 
bridge from Qatar to the UAE in 2004. Thus Saudi Arabia’s sheer size and 
wealth has enabled it to cast a long shadow over Qatari affairs. 

However, despite the intra GCC rivalry – diplomatic and economic – there 
is a shared interest in survival of the regime of the each of the respective 
members. All have a similar hereditary tribal monarchy, similar Sunni 
traditions of the respective ruling families and similar interests. 

Of the six GCC members, Qatar transformed itself most rapidly. Perhaps 
that is why it felt is could shape the regional order and at the same time exact 
some sort of revenge on Saudi Arabia for the incidents mentioned above. 
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Figure 1: Map of Middle East

Map of Middle East via Wikimedia Commons

Qatar’s other oversize neighbor, Iran, lies across the waters of the Persian 
Gulf.  Iran has little direct influence on the Qatari population. Qatar is a 
non Shiite Wahabi Sunni country, as opposed to Wahabi Saudi Arabia. 
But has made its presence known in a variety of ways. 

For example, there were tensions between Iran and Qatar against 
the backdrop of reduced revenues from energy extraction. Iranian 
officials have repeatedly voiced dissatisfaction with Qatari energy 
policy and the relative depletion rates from the shared North Field/
South Pars gas fields.24 The field straddles both countries’ maritime 
frontier. Due to more sophisticated technology, Doha extracts far 
more gas from the joint fields than does its larger neighbor, which 
had long struggled under an international sanctions regime and lower 
level of foreign investment. 

Thus, there remains within Qatar’s leadership a keen awareness of 
the fragility of its accumulated wealth. The country is small and is 
precariously situated between two powerful, clashing nations that 
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have come to see themselves as defenders of the faithful, albeit one 
Shiite, the other Sunni.

Qatar’s military capabilities are limited (see Figure 2 below). With its 
small population, it cannot realistically build up sufficient military strength 
to rival its much larger neighbors. This could be one of the reasons why 
Sheikh Tamim decided to join the Saudi coalition in Yemen 2014-16. 

Saddam Hussein’s 1990 invasion of Kuwait was a defining moment for 
Doha’s foreign policy orientation. The fate of that small and defenseless state 
validated then-ruler Sheikh Hamad’s strategy of seeking multiple alliances, 
rather than relying on Riyadh’s “insurance policy.” “[The Qataris]… want to 
be all right with everybody. [As] a tiny country in the midst of a tumultuous 
region […] that’s how it survives – it dances at every wedding.”25

Thus, for example, before the Iraqi invasion, Doha’s relationship with the 
US had been lukewarm. Washington had opened an embassy in Qatar in 
1973, but in 1988 it froze bilateral negotiations and military cooperation, 
with Congress banning all arms sales to the country because it had illegally 
procured US-made anti-aircraft missiles on the black market. 

The ensuing 1991 Gulf War led to a thaw in US-Qatari relations. Qatar 
joined the coalition forces, and on June 23, 1992, concluded a defense 
cooperation agreement that allowed the US army to use Qatari facilities and 
conduct military exercises. The agreement has been continuously expanded 
and is periodically renewed.26 Qatar worked hard to convince Washington 
to strengthen their bilateral relations, with Sheikh Hamad investing over 
US$1 billion to build what became the Udaid airbase south of Doha. After 
9/11, Washington accepted the Qatari offer to help, with Udaid serving as 
an operational hub in Operation Enduring Freedom from 2001 onwards. 
Qatari patience paid off further in 2003, when the US Combat Operations 
Air Center for the Middle East was transferred from Saudi Arabia to Udaid. 

Figure 2: Qatar's Military Capabilities, 201527

Qatar  Saudi Arabia UAE
Active armed forces personnel 11,800 668,000 65,000
Tanks 92 1000 545
Armored fighting vehicles (AFVs) 464 6100 2,204
Aircraft 100 1,200  
Helicopter 43 ~400 200
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Qatar sees itself as a David pitted against Goliath neighbors. That sense 
of precariousness is reinforced to a significant degree because of the 
emirate's need to import manpower to fill jobs, from the most menial to 
the managerial and the military. In an increasingly sophisticated economy, 
more and more sensitive jobs are held by non-citizens. Non-Qataris make 
up around 90% of the emirate's population, giving it the world's highest 
proportion of migrant workers. Qatari citizens are estimated to number 
approximately 250,000, but the total population as of February 2016 
was estimated at around 2.3 million. Foreign workers from the Indian 
subcontinent make up the largest group of foreign workers. Remittances 
to India alone reached US$4.2 billion in 2015.28

The massive presence of foreign workers also poses a security concern for 
Qatar. Unlike the other Gulf States, whose armies are made up primarily 
of citizens, the Qatari army is half Pakistanis and Yemenis. There is both a 
shortage of local manpower alongside a lack of interest among the young, 
who prefer to enter commerce rather than join the armed forces.

An attempt to decrease their dependence on expatriate labor prompted many 
of the GCC countries to draw up national labor plans. Doha’s version was the 
so-called “Qatarization strategy,” that sought to develop the national labor 
force by replacing foreigners with citizens: “Qatarization is the identification 
and development of quality, competent Qatari male and female employees 
to assume permanent established positions….The overall Qatarization 
percentage target for the Energy and Industry Sector is 50 percent.”29

However, labor statistics and trends suggest that the Qatarization strategy 
is little more than lip service and that the level of foreign workers is 
increasing rather than decreasing. While Qatar’s youth unemployment 
rate is better than that of its neighbors (1.7% compared to over 20% in 
Saudi Arabia, Bahrain and Oman), less than 5% of jobs created in the 
Qatari private sector are filled by Qataris. Even in the public sector, the 
proportion of Qataris is quite small; around 40% of the workforce are 
citizens, compared to over 80% in most of the other GCC countries.30

Qatarization failed for several reasons but the central problem is that Qatari 
education is not aligned with demand in the labor market.  Efforts to equip 
Qataris with the skills required to attain their potential in both the public and 
private sectors have had limited success. Qataris are often not equipped to 
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carry out technical tasks. Nor does a low-wage private sector job appeal to 
mostly affluent Qatari youth. As a result, many continue to seek positions in 
the public sector, and while Qataris often get jobs because of Qatarization, 
they sense that they are placeholders filling artificial targets. 

Revamping the Emirate’s Political Culture

Alongside the factors outlined above, Qatar is the creation of a hereditary power 
structure that has been rocked by internal dissension as well as actual coups. 
Although local elections are held for municipalities and for a Consultative 
Assembly,31 ultimate power lies with the Emir and the backing of tribal chiefs. 
Qatar’s decision-making circle is effectively no more than four people.32

Some 20% of the emirate’s population is connected to the ruling al Thani 
family and  palace intrigues have been a contributing factor to the vagaries 
of Qatari policy since independence, particularly in the 1990s.33

Sheikh Hamad bin Khalifa al-Thani ascended power in a bloodless coup 
in 1995 while his father, Sheikh Khalifa bin Hamad, was in Switzerland. 
Sheikh Hamad had effectively been running the country since 1992, and had 
forged alliances with powerful local tribes as well as with major international 
companies through the acquisitions of the QIA mentioned above.34

While fifteen hundred members of the ruling al-Thani family pledged 
allegiance to the new emir, this did not mean all internal dissension had ended. 
There was a subsequent failed counter-coup attempt in February 1996 by 
loyalists to Sheikh Khalifa (for which Riyadh was accused of involvement),35 
followed by yet another attempt, on a larger scale, in October 2002.36

After the coup, the new Emir Hamad said, "I am not happy with what 
has happened, but it had to be done and I had to do it."37 Representing 
a new generation, open to the sorts of social, technological, economic, 
and political ideas from outside that his elders had never known, the new 
emir apparently referred to the need to reshape the national agenda of this 
traditional Wahhabi land. And indeed, surrounding himself with young, 
Western-educated advisers, he got right down to business. By carefully 
balancing the needs of the various branches of the large al-Thani family, 
Hamad succeeded in reducing intra-family rivalries and was thus able to 
consolidate his reign.38 He also moved beyond the tribal ruling mentality 
and began actively pursuing a process of nation-state building. 
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Washington and Tehran, both of which had strategic interests in Qatar, had 
no problem recognizing the new emir.39 Iran was keen to weaken Saudi 
influence on Qatar, while the US was interested in developing Qatar’s gas 
reserves without Saudi interference. In the wake of 9/11, as the US was 
gearing up for a more profound physical presence in the region, it found 
itself with some less-than willing regional partners: Riyadh was unwilling 
to allow its bases to be used for a war.

Riyadh’s intransigence on the use of its bases, was just the opportunity for 
Hamad to develop closer relations with Washington, as seen most clearly 
in the development of the Udaid airbase mentioned previously. Beyond 
the expanding defense cooperation, Washington also explicitly welcomed 
Hamad’s political, economic and educational reform agenda.40

Relations with its larger Arab neighbor had long been a source of sporadic 
tension, and Hamad became more critical of his Wahhabi neighbor, its influence 
on Qatari affairs, and more distrustful of Riyadh’s security guarantees. 

Inspired by what Dubai was becoming during this period, and unimpressed 
by the economic developments within Saudi Arabia, Qatar began to behave 
and think more independently.41 Huge investment opportunities seen by 
Western companies in its oil and gas reserves prompted Doha to begin to 
assimilate the can-do attitude of investment bankers and exploration and 
production company executives. One of the emir’s first moves was to create 
the Supreme Defense Council and the Supreme Council for the Investment 
of the Reserves of the State, investment vehicles similar to those being 
formed in other Gulf countries. This led a decade later to the formation of 
the aforementioned US$260 billion Qatar Investment Authority.42

Hamad essentially moved forward on two fronts. By strengthening state 
institutions and establishing an extensive welfare regime, he brought about 
domestic stability, a prerequisite for Qatar’s more muscular presence on 
the world stage. Economic liberalization that allowed greater ownership 
and protection for foreign companies as well as greater strategic planning 
for developing the country’s natural resources also helped set the stage, 
creating the necessary framework for an independent foreign policy.43

But the direction that foreign policy slant would take would also be 
colored by religious factors, which as we shall see, came to determine the 
emirate’s impact in areas way beyond the Gulf.



 MIDEAST SECURITY AND POLICY STUDIES     I       21

Sheikh Hamad’s abdication in June 2013 was a first in the Arab world - a 
voluntary handover of power, albeit to the Emir’s son and heir apparent, 
Sheikh Tamim. It can also be viewed as an attempt at rebranding at a 
difficult time for Qatar.

While the move was perceived abroad as surprising, in Doha rumors 
about the Emir’s plan to step down had been circulating since March 
2013. Some viewed his abdication as a response to failed Qatari regional 
policies vis-à-vis Syria and Egypt. Others point out that the Emir was 
tired and infirm (though only 61 at the time) and his departure at that 
particular moment was a means of deflecting criticism of Qatar among 
its neighbors as well as among protesters in Egypt and Tunisia who took 
issue with his support for the Muslim Brotherhood.44

In his inauguration speech, Sheikh Tamim stated that “we must avoid 
arrogance… [while] vanity leads to mistakes” adding that “we…respect 
all sincere, effective and active political trends in the region, but we are 
not supportive of one trend against another.”45

Already in 2007, Tamim had been tasked by his father with improving 
relations with Riyadh.46 Now he was in a position to actually accomplish 
something on that front. His first actions, however, hardly contributed 
to the goal of reconciliation.

The Saudis, for their part, had very specific expectations. Prince Saud 
al-Faisal declined any suggestion of international mediation in March 
2013between Riyadh and Doha, declaring that a Qatari change of 
behavior was the only way to resolve the crisis in confidence.47 Qatar 
gave the appearance that it had given in, signing an agreement in Riyadh 
on November 23, 2013 in the presence of Kuwaiti Emir Sabah Ahmad. 
The signatories promised not to support “hostile media” or to support 
any group that threatened the “security and stability of the GCC states, 
be it an organization or an individual.” The agreement also insisted on 
noninterference in the internal affairs of any Gulf state.48

But soon Gulf officials were accusing Qatar of violating the key principle 
of non-interference in internal affairs, claiming that the emirate and Turkey 
had established “spy networks to report on anti-Ikhwan [i.e. Muslim 
Brotherhood] planning and the future of GCC support for Egypt.”49 
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As previously mentioned, Saudi Arabia, the UAE and Bahrain took 
the drastic step of withdrawing their ambassadors from Qatar, thereby 
openly fragmenting the GCC (although this was not without precedent). 
There were also claims that Riyadh had threatened to seal off Qatar’s 
sole land border, close off its airspace and impose further sanctions.50 
The GCC perceived Qatar’s violations of the November agreement as a 
direct threat.51 Whatever the accuracy of this perception, the members’ 
responses indicated the gravity of the rift that had opened between Qatar, 
Saudi Arabia and the other GCC States. 

Another Riyadh Agreement was brokered in April 2014.52 Qatar reportedly 
agreed to a number of changes to its domestic and foreign policies, notably 
the prevention of Doha-based Muslim Brotherhood leaders from appearing 
on Al Jazeera and restrictions of Al Jazeera’s criticism of Egypt, Saudi 
Arabia and other states.53

Nonetheless, relations with Qatar’s neighbors continued to sour.54 Prior 
to another GCC meeting in Jeddah on August 30, 2014, a high-ranking 
Gulf official stated, “Qatar has failed the test miserably,” thereby 
raising expectations for sanctions including gradual isolation from GCC 
meetings and functions. Consequently, the GCC technical committee 
presented a report concluding that “Qatar didn’t live up to [all of its] 
promises” under the Riyadh Agreement. Doha was either incapable 
or simply unwilling to honor its commitments. The report said Qatar 
ignored six items of the Riyadh accord and only partially delivered on 
three. Perhaps because of these tensions, Sheikh Tamim conducted a 
changing of the guard at the top of the Qatari political echelon. Prime 
Minister Hamad al-Thani had served as foreign minister from 1992 
until 2013 and prime minster from 2007 to 2013 and was probably the 
most influential person in Qatar after the emir. He was asked to step 
down during the reshuffle. Somewhat surprisingly, Riyadh announced 
a détente with Qatar at the August 2014 GCC summit, thus stopping 
the Gulf dispute from spiraling to a point of no return. The rise of ISIS 
- which warranted a functioning GCC security community - may have 
played a role in the Saudi decision; King Abdullah Bin Abdul Aziz had 
warned that “extremism and terrorism will spread in the region and 
beyond unless we unite to take a decisive collective action.”55
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As a result, in September 2014 Qatar joined the international coalition 
against ISIS, committing along with its fellow GCC states to do its share 
in fighting the terrorist group.56 By mid-September, there were signs that 
the emirate was taking small steps in distancing itself from the Muslim 
Brotherhood, expelling several Brotherhood members, who reportedly 
made their way to Turkey and Sudan.57

Since 2014, the geopolitical realities of the region have led Qatar to 
become a more compliant member of the GCC. Whatever the real 
agenda was of former emir and the original plan of Sheikh Tamim, the 
Qatar of today is far more consensual in its foreign policy with respect 
to its GCC neighbors.

The new Emir’s first three years were marked by a roller coaster ride that 
eventually led to a degree of rapprochement with fellow Arab states. The 
threat of ISIS, the triumph of Egypt’s Sisi, a carved-up Syria, a fractured 
Libya and the war on Iranian-supported Houthis in Yemen have all 
changed the landscape. Qatar has become part of a Saudi-led coalition 
of more than ten countries pledged to protect the Hadi government in 
Yemen. It has dutifully fulfilled Saudi demands and so far has managed 
not to infuriate its other large neighbor, Iran.

The Role of Religion

Just as Qatar’s economy is dominated by foreigners, its religious 
atmosphere has been strongly influenced by outsiders, whose role in the 
country’s policy directions has been notable if not significant. 

All Gulf leaders are outwardly conservative and officially religious. Qatar 
shares with the other GCC states an interest in the stability of the Gulf, and 
in the eyes of these monarchs, stability goes hand in hand with adherence 
to tradition and the Islamic religion. 

However, unlike its larger neighbor Saudi Arabia, Qatar does not have a 
large indigenous clergy. There is no Grand Mufti and its religious schools 
are attended by less than 1% of all students and of those, only 10% are 
actual Qatari nationals.58 While the majority of Qataris adhere to the 
austere Wahhabi version of Islam, Qatari Wahhabism is less strict and 
dogmatic than that of Saudi Arabia. 
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But if Wahhabism is somewhat watered down in Qatar, other Islamist 
trends, specifically those stemming from the Muslim Brotherhood, have 
a robust and controversial presence. The Brotherhood openly runs study 
centers at Qatari universities, and NGOs and think tanks are awash with 
Arab Islamists. The Qatari population then has been influenced in recent 
decades by migrant non-Wahhabi preachers with little local competition. 
Prominent among these Islamist preachers is Yusuf Qaradawi, who has 
resided in the emirate since the 1960s. The foremost source of Qaradawi’s 
immense spiritual influence over the past decades has been his ubiquitous 
presence on Al Jazeera, the Qatari-based Arabic language satellite TV that  
began broadcasting in 1996. Presenter of one of its most viewed broadcasts, 
“a-Sharia wa-l-Hayat” (“Sharia and Life”), Qaradawi reaches an estimated 
audience of 60 million.59 In addition, he runs the widely visited website - 
IslamOnline.net - and is considered the Muslim Brotherhood’s foremost 
ideologue operating today.60

Qatar’s role in promoting Qaradawi’s views through Al Jazeera and his 
rise to prominence can be seen as an embrace of political Islamism. But 
a closer look at that support, especially in recent years may be the key 
to deciphering whether Qatari foreign policy is based on ideology or is 
merely opportunistic.

In 2011, Qaradawi returned dramatically to Egypt after the coup against 
Hosni Mubarak helped bring the Muslim Brotherhood to power there. 
His status under Egyptian President Muhammad Morsi stoked rumors 
of Qatari ruler Sheikh Hamad’s links to the Muslim Brotherhood. Qatar 
had, indeed, provided huge financial assistance to Egypt during Morsi’s 
brief presidency, a two billion dollar loan to prop up the Egyptian banking 
system in September 2013.

But Qaradawi returned to Qatar within a year of his arrival in Egypt, 
allegedly because of rivalries within the Brotherhood (although his 
advanced age might also have been a factor). Not long thereafter, in the 
summer of 2013, Egypt underwent a counterrevolution against Morsi and 
the Brotherhood. The preacher was bitterly critical of the new Egyptian 
regime led by Field Marshal Abdel Fattah Sisi. Because of Qaradawi’s 
continued prominence on Al Jazeera, the Brotherhood was seen by many 
in the Arab world as having official Qatari support. In December 2013, the 
Brotherhood (not including Hamas, its Palestinian branch) was classified 
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as a terrorist organization by Egypt, Saudi Arabia and the UAE. Several 
high-ranking Brotherhood officials thereupon relocated to Doha, where, 
to Cairo’s chagrin, they were granted asylum. Qatar has also offered 
shelter to other Islamists hounded out of other Middle Eastern countries, 
for example Hamas’ Khaled Mashal.

After a series of unofficial appeals, in September 2015 Egypt officially 
requested Qaradawi’s extradition to a military court to face the death 
penalty, accusing him of murder, violence, inciting violence, theft, 
insulting the judiciary, and escaping from jail.61 Although Qatar is a 
member of Interpol, it has not complied with these extradition requests, 
a fact that has damaged its relations with other members of the GCC.  
Over time however, with the strengthening of the Sisi regime, Qatar has 
become less confrontational; it may not have extradited the ninety-year-
old Qaradawi, but it no longer defends him either.

Thus, while it is difficult to say for sure, it appears that support for 
political Islam in Qatar is tactical, not deeply ideological. Doha may 
have supported political Islamism because the country’s leadership 
believed Islamists were the rising force in the Middle East.62 This view 
was influenced in part by the ascension of Muslim Brotherhood offshoot 
Hamas in the 2006 Palestinian elections and its 2007 takeover of the 
Gaza Strip, and in part to the Brotherhood’s growing influence in Egypt, 
Jordan and North Africa.

 It is certainly possible that Sheikh Hamad was convinced that political 
Islamist movements (spanning the Muslim Brotherhood, Tunisia’s 
Ennahda, Hamas, and possibly also the Syrian rebel group al-Nusra) 
constituted the center of Arab politics with pan-Arab secularists  on the 
left of the spectrum and radical groups such as al-Qaeda and ISIS on 
the right. Perhaps Hamad also believed that once in power, these groups 
would become more moderate. During the period 2010-13, Qatar’s policy 
of supporting what it believed was the winning trend of Islamization 
appeared to have been vindicated. 

Qatar may have also tolerated Qaradawi’s views because of his Al Jazeera 
huge popularity; while not representing a direct threat to the regime, the 
authorities had no direct reason to clamp down on him. There may also be 
a strong element of ego, not surprising in a fabulously wealthy autocrat: 
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Sheikh Hamad believed Qatar would be the “power that would go down 
in history – and win Western kudos – for coaxing Hamas into a peace 
agreement with Israel.”63 Several writers have also argued that Hamad 
was seeking to brand himself as a new, Islamist Nasser.64

The new ruler initially continued his father’s support of the Brotherhood 
and likely other Islamist groups, albeit in a less confrontational manner. 
However, in September 2014, Qatar expelled a number of Muslim 
Brotherhood members in response to requests from Egypt and neighboring 
Gulf States although only four of the deportees held a leadership position 
within the Brotherhood, and of these, only two held key functions that 
had an impact on the movement’s operations. Furthermore, there are no 
indications that Qatar has stopped supporting the Brotherhood financially.65

But by 2016, political Islam had come under heavy strain. The Muslim 
Brotherhood’s prospects for prominence have been reversed since the 
counter-coup in Egypt. Arab countries like Jordan, Morocco and the 
other Gulf States weathered threats to topple their regimes during the 
“Arab Spring.” Qatar seems to have bet the wrong way on the Egyptian 
revolution, as did most foreign policy analysts and certainly the media. 
Qatar has muted its support somewhat and as shall be seen in greater depth 
shortly, appears to have fallen in line with the so-called Sunni alliance of 
Arab states that enjoys cooperation with the US. 

The Great Disrupter: Al Jazeera
While the emirate’s precise foreign policy agenda and its impact may be 
subject to debate, it would be absurd to overlook what is arguably its most 
easily identified contribution to the world scene – Al Jazeera: undoubtedly 
a major component in the formation of the Qatari “brand.” 

The Qatari government created the Arab world’s first 24-hour news 
channel – modeled after American cable news networks – and debuted it 
as an “independent” network in 1996.66 In 2006, Al Jazeera began to air in 
English as well,67 underlining Doha’s resolve to increase its international 
profile and to influence the Western world – at least in terms of media 
consumption. Al Jazeera quickly established itself as the foremost opinion 
maker in the Middle East and has become an alternative to both state-
controlled media and the dominant Western news channels. Whether it 
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says what the “Arab street” wants to hear or whether it is merely a bullhorn 
promoting Qatar’s short-term interests, Al Jazeera has been a broadly 
popular channel that has challenged the status quo and significantly raised 
Qatar’s prestige. In 1996, after all, Qatar was just another small Gulf 
emirate seething with palace plots and rivalries.

Despite its commercial and brand success, and its rightful place in the 
history of the Middle East, the channel may however have damaged 
Qatar’s reputation. The Doha-based satellite channel exemplifies 
Qatar’s role as a “disrupter” in the Arab world. Some attribute the 
crumbling of iconic Arab regimes to its broadcasts,68 which were 
unprecedented in the Middle East and helped win over the hearts 
and minds of the “Arab street.”69 It did not, however, win over its 
governments, particularly that of Saudi Arabia.70

Arab governments criticized Al Jazeera for launching major political debates 
while conspicuously excluding any such discussion over Qatar or its ruling 
family. According to Freedom House, “while Qatar’s flagship satellite 
television channel, Al Jazeera, is permitted to air critical reports on foreign 
countries and leaders, journalists are subject to prosecution for criticizing the 
Qatari government, the ruling family, or Islam.”71 In addition, Arab critics 
protested that the network interviewed Israelis at a time when many Arabs 
were fighting normalization with the Jewish state; Jordan signed a peace 
treaty with Israel a little over a year before Al Jazeera began broadcasting, 
and the anti-normalization campaign in the Arab world at that time was 
intense. On the other hand, although it has encouraged interviews with 
Israelis and allowed them a platform by which to address an Arab audience 
in Arabic, it also constantly runs clips, usually taken out of context, of Israeli 
soldiers firing at civilians in the West Bank and Gaza Strip thus transforming 
its regular news broadcasts into propaganda according to critics. 

Others have blamed Al Jazeera for not only being Islamist but of 
promoting views that have led to jihadism.72 Al Jazeera’s coverage of 
the Arab upheavals openly championed the cause of political Islam, 
exemplified by the Muslim Brotherhood movement. The network was 
thus increasingly viewed as a partisan tool of Qatari foreign policy 
interests, losing much of its prior reputation in the Arab street as a 
neutral news network. Many, of course, would claim Al Jazeera was 
never a neutral news network.
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Despite the considerable pressure over Al Jazeera from around the Gulf, 
the Qatari leadership has not caved in by seriously curtailing its activities. 
The main bone of contention between Doha and the other Gulf states – 
chiefly Saudi Arabia – has been the Qatari use of the channel to criticize 
and challenge its neighbors politically. In one Wikileaks dispatch, the US 
ambassador to the emirate reported a joke by the Qatari prime minister 
whereby Al Jazeera had caused the Gulf state such headaches that it might 
be better to sell it. But he went on, "Al Jazeera's ability to influence public 
opinion throughout the region is a substantial source of leverage for Qatar, 
one which it is unlikely to relinquish.”73

The popularity of Al Jazeera has helped create “an image of Qatar as 
almost on a par with Saudi Arabia in terms of influence and importance, 
an image upon which Qatari foreign policy has been capitalizing.”74 
In recent years, Qatar’s diplomatic profile has clearly been magnified 
with a temporary seat on the UN Security Council, its hosting endless 
international conferences, and its presiding over OPEC. Whether this is 
due to the prominence of Al Jazeera or other factors can be debated. 

Qatari ForEign Policy 
In his 2011 work The Future of Power, Joseph Nye coined the terms “hard” 
and “soft” power, defining power as the ability to influence the behavior 
of others to get the outcomes you want. “Hard power” is characterized by 
military options, including coercion via threat and financial inducement. 
According to Nye, a country's “soft power” rests on three resources: "its 
culture (in places where it is attractive to others), its political values (when 
it lives up to them at home and abroad), and its foreign policies (when 
others see them as legitimate and having moral authority).”75 Soft power 
co-opts rather than coerces in order to achieve desired outcomes.

As noted above, Qatar’s small native population renders effective “hard 
power” impractical, if not impossible. Nevertheless, its rulers have chosen 
to flex their economic muscle through the development of an independent 
foreign policy, thereby projecting “soft power.” The success or failure of 
those policies calls for close analysis.

Qatar has positioned itself as an intrepid mediator with contacts across the 
political spectrum. Its burgeoning economy and cosmopolitan community 
of foreigners living and working in Doha allowed the emirate to cultivate 
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ties in all directions and with diametrically juxtaposed actors including 
Western powers, Iran (and Hezbollah), Israel, Hamas, the Muslim 
Brotherhood and Egypt. Sheikh Hamad believed that these mediations, 
touted by Qatar as an independent regional policy agenda, would insulate 
the emirate from regional and internal threats. This assessment, as shall be 
seen, ultimately proved naïve. 

A Disappointing Mediation Record 

Qatar’s period of intense regional mediation efforts, largely between 2000 
and 2014, appears to have been motivated partly by a desire for prestige 
and partly by economic interests. While neighboring Dubai focused 
on creating icons like the world’s tallest building (Burj Khalifa), Qatar 
invested in Al Jazeera and conflict mediation. Doha’s focus on active 
diplomacy may have been influenced by the success of Al Jazeera which 
shone a spotlight on the Arab world and its problems, leading, it seems in 
the mind of Sheikh Hamad, for an Arab solution – via Qatari mediation.

The time seemed ripe. Egypt’s primacy in Arab affairs was eroding. 
Traditionally, Saudi Arabia had served as a mediator in disputes, but 
Riyadh was distrusted by certain countries. The emir sensed that there was 
an opportunity for Qatar to assume a role as mediator.76 He calculated that 
maintaining relations across the board, as a person “capable of winning 
all parties’ trust,” would turn him into a prominent regional arbitrator.77

This led to a burst of Qatari activism, beginning in the 2007-08 
mediation attempt in the civil war in Yemen between the government 
and the Houthi rebels.78 In many respects, the war was a proxy fight 
between the Shiite Iranian-backed Houthis and the Riyadh-supported 
Sunni government of President Abd Rabbu Mansour Hadi, and Qatar 
effectively pandered to the interests of Saudi Arabia and the other Gulf 
States, having little effect on its own.

The limited impact of its Yemen intervention notwithstanding, the 
experience solidified the emir’s resolve to offer Qatar’s mediation 
services whenever needed. In May 2008, using its popularity with 
Lebanon’s Shiites due to its massive financial support in reconstructing 
Shiite-majority south Lebanon after the 2006 war with Israel, the emirate 
scored an apparent success in the form of the Doha Agreement between 
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the Sunni-led government and the Iranian-created Hezbollah.79 Before 
long, however, the situation that prompted the carnage in Lebanon in the 
first place – militias operating outside the control of the Lebanese state 
– has substantially worsened. Hezbollah, which has gone on to prove 
itself a useful proxy and a strategic asset for Iran in the Syrian civil war, 
now has even less interest in surrendering its arms than it did in 2008. 
From the perspective of the other political actors in Lebanon (most of the 
Christian communities, the Druze, and the Sunni population), as well as 
the US, Europe and Israel, Hezbollah’s success has weakened Lebanese 
sovereignty, compromised its army and torn to shreds any notion of power 
sharing among rival ethnic groups. 

In short, far from the shining success it initially seemed, the Doha 
agreement has solidified Hezbollah’s (and its Iranian patron) place in the 
Lebanese political landscape. Such support put it at odds with its Sunni 
neighbors in the Gulf and throughout the Middle East, all of whom fear 
Tehran and its hegemonic intentions. Soon thereafter however, Qatar 
turned from being a backer of Hezbollah and Iran to an opponent, when it 
moved against the Assad regime in Syria and became the first country to 
open a Syrian Sunni rebel-backed embassy in 2012.

Qatar’s estrangement from the Assad regime was further exacerbated by 
its offer to Hamas to establish its new headquarters in Doha following the 
organization’s expulsion from Damascus (in 2012), accompanied by $400 
million in reconstruction funds to the Hamas-controlled Gaza Strip. This 
move, like its Lebanese precursor, failed to bear the anticipated rewards. 
Not only did it not lead to reconciliation between Hamas and the Palestinian 
Authority (PA), as hoped by Qatar, but it put the emirate on a collision 
course with the Egyptian regime, which resented the strengthening of the 
Muslim Brotherhood’s Palestinian offshoot (i.e., Hamas).

Interestingly enough, these hardly successful manifestations of “soft 
power” did not dissuade the emirate from flexing its “hard power” muscle 
in the Libyan civil war. Its significant arms shipments to the Libyan rebels 
resulted in the Qatari flag being flown over Qaddafi’s gutted palace. As 
with its other interventions, however, this proved a Pyrhic victory, putting 
Qatar under intense criticism for encouraging revolution in the Arab world 
while giving her no say in the post-Qaddafi Libya. 
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Egypt: When the Stakes Became Too High

Qatar’s diplomatic whirlwind began to grind to a halt when the future 
of the Arab world’s most populous country, Egypt, was at stake. While 
Doha may have originally “read the market” correctly in the Arab world’s 
need for a mediator in the period 1995-2013, it eventually overplayed its 
support for the Muslim Brotherhood. 

Qatar had already irritated Egypt by usurping its traditional influence over 
Sudan in mediating the Darfur crisis in 2011. Its response to the July 2013 
overthrow of President Morsi caused significant rifts with its neighbors 
and severely damaged its influence as an independent regional policy 
leader, a role it had worked so hard to form since 1995. 

After the fall of Morsi, Qatari policy-makers seemed to be at a loss over 
what to do.  A pledge published by the state news agency to “respect the 
will of the Egyptian Arab Republic and the Egyptian people with all its 
constituents”80 was contradicted by messages of regret, some through Al 
Jazeera and some directly from the Qatari foreign office, over the ousting 
of Morsi and the suppression of the Muslim Brotherhood. At one point, 
the emirate even called for Morsi to be reinstated.81

In September 2013, Egypt retur'ned a $2 billion loan to Qatar that had been 
intended to steady the Egyptian banking system. Saudi Arabia and the 
UAE swiftly replaced the funds with a much larger loan of $8 billion to 
prop up the Egyptian financial system. Cairo also closed down Al Jazeera's 
Egyptian channel and arrested three of its journalists, accusing them of 
forming a “terrorist cell” and spreading false rumors about Egypt. 

Meanwhile, Al Jazeera regularly described Egyptian president Abdel 
Fattah Sisi as a “putschist,” which led the Emirati al-Khaleej newspaper 
to blast Doha in return: “the Qatari media continues its abusive style and 
condescending manner.”82 Not long thereafter, in November 2014, Riyadh 
convened a GCC summit that essentially set a tone of frigid suspicion 
- which has lasted until today - for Qatar’s relations with its neighbors. 
The Saudi website Elaph described the summit as “Qatar’s last chance 
to rectify its status in the Gulf and commit to the terms of the Riyadh 
Agreement after it had reneged on all its promises to abide by it.”83 At the 
meeting, Doha was given a timeframe of six months to a year to distance 
itself from the Muslim Brotherhood. 
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Qatar had taken on Sisi’s Egypt and lost. It now pledged to “stop meddling 
in the affairs of other Gulf States and rein in Al Jazeera’s campaigns.”84  
Saudi Arabia, the UAE and Bahrain declared the crisis with Qatar over 
and announced the return of their ambassadors to Doha,85 which they had 
withdrawn in March 2014.

In a subsequent December GCC summit in Bahrain, Doha pledged full 
support for Sisi, with Foreign Minister Khalid Bin Muhammad Attiya 
highlighting the “importance of Egypt’s regional role.”86 Between 
December 22 and December 24, several meetings were held between 
Sisi and Qatari intelligence officials.87 However, while Sisi’s office 
initially declared that “Egypt looks forward to a new era that ends past 
disagreements,” the agreement has not progressed past a formal appearance 
of rapprochement.88

Behind closed doors, Egypt has made clear that any reconciliation with 
Qatar depends on Doha’s compliance with several demands. These 
likely include a cessation of any support for the Muslim Brotherhood 
(possibly including Hamas) and an end to any negative reporting on the 
Sisi government. Former Egyptian Assistant Minister of Foreign Affairs 
Gamal Bayoumi stated that “Egypt is waiting on Qatar to change its 
media policies and stop supporting the escaped leaders of the Muslim 
Brotherhood to reach ultimate, unconditional and serious reconciliation. 
For the reconciliation to take effect, both countries should stop setting up 
conspiracies and offending each other.”89

It should come as no surprise, then, that over the course of 2015, Qatar 
continued its diplomatic quarrels with Egypt. When Cairo carried out 
airstrikes on ISIS targets in Libya in February 2015 (in response to the 
beheading of 21 Egyptian Christians), Qatar recalled its ambassador from 
Cairo.90 Egypt subsequently called Qatar a “terrorist supporter,”91 an 
accusation which, as shown below, may not lack merit.

Accusations of Terror Financing 
Qatar defines terrorism very differently from the West, possibly reflecting 
decades of preaching from members of the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood. 
In 2011, Sheikh Hamad, speaking about Libya, stated his conviction that 
Islamist groups should be co-opted into society by allowing them to 
participate in the political process: 
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Extremism is the result of tyrannical, dictatorial governments or 
leaders who give their people no justice and no security. This is 
what turns people into extremists. However, if the people can 
participate in the political process, I am certain that you will see 
this extremism transform into a civil/civilized (hayat madaniya) 
life and a civilized society.92

Significantly, such an understanding also informed Qatar’s support of 
the increasingly radical rebels in Syria. In December 2012, then-foreign 
minister Attiyah shook off concerns about the growing radicalization of 
the rebels with the following words: 

I am very much against excluding anyone at this stage, or bracketing 
them as terrorists, or bracketing them as Al-Qaeda. What we are 
doing is only creating a sleeping monster, and this is wrong. We 
should bring them all together, we should treat them all equally, 
and we should work on them to change their ideology, i.e. put more 
effort altogether to change their thinking.93

In September 2014, Sheikh Tamim (who succeeded his father) reiterated 
this stance while defending himself from allegations of supporting ISIS: 

We don’t fund extremists…I know that in America and some 
countries they look at some movements as terrorist movements. 
...In our part of the region, we don’t… If you talk about certain 
movements, especially in Syria and Iraq, we all consider them 
terrorist movements… [T]here is differences between some 
countries of who are the terrorists and who are the Islamist schools 
[sic], but we don’t consider them terrorists, [e.g.] groups in Syria, 
groups in Libya, groups in Egypt as well.94

This statement is a prime example of Qatar’s “strategy” of ambivalence. 
While Tamim seems to be condemning ISIS, he commits to nothing, 
never stating explicitly exactly which groups Qatar continues to support 
in Syria or Libya.

Qatari officials keep their support for Islamist groups in the shadows, but it 
is an open secret that Qatari individuals - many of them well connected to the 
government - played a key role in funding jihadists. The Doha government 
“has not put significant barriers in the way of this kind of thing – and a lot 
of people believe the government has, in fact, allowed it to happen.”95
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This allows Qatar to make gestures without taking responsibility. In 
September 2014, for example, the emirate accepted Washington’s 
invitation to join the anti-ISIS coalition.96 In the same month, Doha issued 
a new law to regulate charities through which money had been funneled to 
extremist groups abroad – but so far there are no indications that the law 
has yielded any practical consequences. It simply deflects blame from the 
Qatari government onto individuals in its territory.
Accusations have become commonplace that Qatari-based terrorist 
fundraisers, whether acting as individuals or as representatives of other 
groups, are a significant terrorist financing risk. According to former NATO 
Supreme Commander Admiral James Stavridis and other US officials, the 
largest share of individual donations to ISIS comes from Qatar, which had 
done far less to stop the flow than its Gulf neighbors.97 In September 2014, 
the US Treasury stated that an unnamed Qatari businessman had handed 
US$2 million to an ISIS commander.98

The problem seems to be playing out most acutely in Syria. In 2011, 
elements in Doha began to back a network of Qatar-based Syrian expats 
acting as middlemen in funding and arming opposition groups, initially 
under the umbrella of the Free Syrian Army (FSA). According to one of 
these middlemen, Doha essentially issued a call for bidders to join the fight.99 
Using middlemen enabled it to deny responsibility but many fighters funded 
by Qatar under the banner of the FSA would later defect to more radical 
groups such as Jabhat al-Nusra and ISIS.
Jabhat al-Nusra (“The Victory Front,” recently rebranded as Jabhat Fath al-
Sha’m or “Front for the Conquest of the Levant”) was, until 2016, a self-
acknowledged branch of al-Qaeda. Doha governmental organizations have 
repeatedly hosted individuals who openly back Jabhat al-Nusra or have 
acted as fundraisers for the group. These include Kuwaiti Salafist Nabil 
Awadhy, who was invited to give a lecture at a Ramadan festival hosted 
by a government-linked charity in July 2014.100 Analysts Gartenstein-Ross 
and Lischin cite an undisclosed, Qatar-based analyst who believes that Doha 
has willingly supported this group, and that Nusra commanders have been 
coming to Doha for meetings with senior Qatari officials and financers since 
2012. According to the same source, several Qatari officials regard Jabhat 
al-Nusra as an indispensable tool with which to topple the Assad regime.  
They regard relations with the group as necessary to Qatar’s maintaining its 
role as an important regional negotiator.101
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The delusion that this relationship would work to Qatar’s advantage 
came into sharp focus in the wake of Doha’s role in the September 2014 
release of 45 Fijian UN peacekeepers who had been held captive by al-
Nusra. Instead of being applauded for their part in the release, accusations 
flew that a substantial ransom, if not ongoing funding, had been paid to 
the group by Qatar. This prompted strong criticism from many Western 
and Arab governments, which contended that such largesse was being 
deployed unwisely and naïvely.

Also in September 2014, out of eleven individuals that US Treasury 
designated as having supported ISIS, Jabhat al-Nusra, and al-Qaeda and 
affiliates, three had connections to Doha: Umar Qatari was a fundraiser for 
al-Qaeda; Ibrahim Isa Hajj Bakr had been imprisoned in 2006 for plotting 
an attack US military infrastructure and personnel in Qatar but had been 
released from prison; and Tariq Harzi, a Kuwait-based fundraiser who 
arranged for ISIS to receive approximately $US 2 million from a Qatar-
based IS financial facilitator.102

There is a familiar pattern in evidence here of Qatari support for a range of 
different groups, often indirectly, without a clear strategy linking the groups 
and without any clear goals. Moreover, the system is prone to corruption, as 
middle men quickly began to inflate their abilities on the ground.103

Accusations of terror financing marred Qatari state visits over the past 
few years, including to the UK in October 2014104 and to the US in 
February 2015. On August 20, 2014, German minister for Economic 
Cooperation and Development Gerd Müller openly accused Qatar of 
financing ISIS, though two days later, the German government rushed 
to clarify it had no direct evidence for this, and the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs issued a statement voicing regret for any misunderstanding. 
The following month Sheikh Tamim visited Germany and strongly 
denied any Qatari role in financing ISIS, claiming that the terror group 
endangered Qatari security as well.105

During Operation Protective Edge (July-August 2014), Israeli president 
Shimon Peres openly branded Qatar “the world’s largest funder of 
terror.”106 According to one unnamed Western diplomat, “there are eight 
to 12 key figures in Qatar raising millions in pounds for jihadis … there is 
not even much attempt to keep quiet about it.”107
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Terror financing has been illegal in Qatar since 2004, when the emirate 
founded a Financial Intelligence Unit (FIU) and the Qatari Authority 
for Charitable Activities (QACA). Two years later, charitable oversight 
was expanded. However, according to a 2008 IMF evaluation of Qatar’s 
anti-money-laundering and counter-terror finance (AML/CFT) regime, 
the terror finance legislation passed was inconsistent and had never 
been implemented. At the time of the evaluation, the relevant authorities 
had not confiscated or frozen any assets, and not a single case had been 
brought to court. In 2009, Matthew Levitt of the Washington Institute for 
Near East Policy (and a former deputy assistant secretary for intelligence 
and analysis at the US Department of the Treasury) asked the FIU how 
it assessed the compliance of local hawalas – an informal money transfer 
business that abounds in Qatar and is frequently utilized to transfer funds 
to terrorist groups - with the new law requiring registration with the 
Unit. “The official explained - with a straight face - that no hawalas were 
operating in the country as none had registered with the authorities.” The 
law on terror financing reflects the standard Qatari attitude to counter-
terrorism, summed up by one US official as follows: “a law has been 
passed, and therefore the problem has been solved.”108

The picture that emerges from the US State Department’s Report on 
Terrorism of 2013 is identical. Despite a 2010 Combating Money 
Laundering and Terrorist Financing Law that obliged the government 
to freeze the funds of terrorist organizations designated by the UN 
Security Council, only one suspicious transaction has been referred to 
prosecution, and not a single individual has been designated.109 This 
still remained the case in 2013:  

Despite a strong legal framework, judicial enforcement and effective 
implementation of Qatar’s anti-money laundering/counterterrorist 
the financing of terrorism (AML/CFT) law are lacking. Qatar’s lack 
of outreach and enforcement activities to ensure terrorist financing-
related transactions are not occurring and the lack of referrals by 
the financial intelligence unit of cases are significant gaps.110

Doha’s failure to act is not a result of lack of organization or capacity. 
The State Department assessed that Qatar has a functional administration, 
including effective security services, which have not only proven “capable 
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of monitoring and disrupting nascent violent extremist activity” but also 
have maintained an “aggressive posture toward monitoring internal violent 
extremist or terrorism-related activities.”111 Furthermore, there are almost 
no domestic pressures. Doha faces the weakest internal opposition of all 
Gulf states. Qatari citizens risk decade-long imprisonment for deeds like 
reading a poem in support of the “Arab Spring”112 or criticizing the inner 
affairs of Qatar.113

There is evidence that opposition to cracking down on terror finance has 
come from within the Qatari government. A Wikileaks cable from the 
US embassy in Doha reveals that when, in 2008, Qatar’s attorney general 
jailed - for a mere six months - Khalifa Muhammad Turki Subaiy, a 
former Qatari central bank official and designated terror facilitator for 
al-Qaeda,114 the official faced “the risk of political fallout from other 
Ministers within the government of Qatar.”115 Subaiy was released after 
a mere three months and is believed by US Treasury to have transferred 
“hundreds of thousands of dollars” to al-Qaeda in Pakistan since then.116

In October 2014, US Treasury Undersecretary and head of the Office of 
Terrorism and Financial Intelligence David Cohen complained, with reference 
to terror financiers like Nuyami and Subaiy, that “there are US- and UN-
designated terrorist financiers in Qatar that have not been acted against under 
Qatari law.”117 The Qatari ambassador to the US admitted that both were 
living unhampered in Qatar, but claimed their bank accounts had been frozen. 
“We know that there is a problem, and we are building a case to take those 
involved to court…We’re committed to work with the US on these cases.”118 

Before 2013, Qatar believed its financial support (direct or indirect) for 
a cocktail of radical Sunni and Shiite political groups served its political 
and security interests. That may have now changed with growing pressure 
from its Arab peers, notably Egypt and Saudi Arabia, and with a new 
administration in Washington. 

The current status of Qatari financing of radical groups remains murky. 
While lack of oversight by those in Qatar who provided the funding has 
denied the country control over the resources’ ultimate use, the Qatari 
government is no longer publicly courting the Muslim Brotherhood and 
seems to be increasingly wary of the funding of extremist groups as a 
means of pursuing an activist foreign policy. 
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The Effect of American Policy, or Lack Thereof

Qatar’s maverick role in the Middle East has been abetted in part by the 
contradictions inherent in the US policy both towards it and the Syrian civil 
war. As Dennis Ross, former Middle East advisor to several presidents put 
it: “The Qataris need to know they can’t have it both ways. But so far, they 
see that they can.”119

Qatar’s leaders succeeded in constructing a sophisticated alliance with 
the Obama administration despite their associations with Islamist groups. 
From the beginning of the crisis in Syria in 2011, Obama showed no 
appetite for direct military embroilment, opting instead for a policy that 
carefully avoided American ground intervention.120 This behavior was 
convenient for Doha. Both of its large neighbors, Saudi Arabia and Iran, 
have vested interests in Syria and the deployment of US ground troops 
could have led to a clash with the latter. Qatar would then have been 
forced to choose sides, which could have put its North Field natural gas 
resources at risk, shared as they are with Tehran.

In May 2013, Obama admitted that he had no “magic formula” for dealing 
with the Syrian quagmire, but called for “helping the opposition.”121 One 
consequence of this policy was that Qatar was given carte blanche to run 
what amounted to a proxy opposition network in Syria, along with Turkey 
and Saudi Arabia. In essence, the emirate was supporting armed extremist 
groups including the Ahrar al-Sha’m group (known to have ties to al-
Qaeda) and Jabhat al-Nusra. 

Reportedly, the Obama administration believed it was politically expedient 
to rely on the Qatari proxy network, in that it provided a means to realize its 
policy goal of supporting the so-called moderate opposition while eschewing 
direct involvement. The administration also appreciated the logistical ease of 
working with the miniscule decision-making circle in Doha.122

However, it became increasingly clear that relying on these opposition 
groups ran counter to another US foreign policy imperative - disrupting 
and destroying terror networks. As evidence accumulated of significant 
funding of Islamist groups, Qatar’s position became increasingly 
compromised, almost leading to sanctions from Arab states – such as the 
withdrawal of ambassadors in 2014. 
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Already in December 2013, the US Treasury department had imposed 
sanctions on Qatari businessman Abdel Rahman Nuaymi on the grounds 
that he had transferred $600,000 to al-Qaeda in Syria. Nuaymi is a well-
connected professor at Qatar University and former president of both 
the emirate’s football association and the Arab Center for Research and 
Policy Studies (aka the Doha Institute), a think tank close to the regime 
Treasury cited both this action as well as his overseeing the transfer of 
over $200 million per month to al-Qaeda in Iraq (AQI)123 and his support 
for the insurgency in Iraq during 2003-04. 

Nuaymi had been head of the Geneva-based “human rights” group 
Alkarama,124 but after the designation, stepped back from the position. 
At a press conference at the Doha Institute, he voiced his confidence 
that the local authorities would side with him and refrain from any legal 
prosecution. His confidence has proven well founded as Doha refused to 
have him arrested,125 and the Obama administration did nothing substantive 
to retaliate for such behavior. An anonymous US official has claimed that 
Secretary of State John Kerry regularly raised his concerns about Doha’s 
ties to extremist groups in closed-door meetings with diplomats126 but the 
Obama State Department never condemned Qatar publicly.127

Unlike the State Department, the US Treasury Department has been blunter 
in its criticism. On March 4, 2014, Undersecretary Cohen characterized 
Qatar as a “permissive jurisdiction” for terrorism fundraising to the benefit 
of groups such as Jabhat al-Nusra and ISIS; fundraisers, he claimed, “are 
soliciting donations to fund extremist insurgents [including] al-Qa’ida’s 
Syrian affiliate, al-Nusra Front, and the Islamic State of Iraq and the 
Levant (ISIL), the group formerly known as al-Qa’ida in Iraq (AQI).”128

Throughout 2013, Washington expressed its concern that Qatari weapons 
might reach Jabhat al-Nusra. When in March 2014 a Qatari official claimed 
that Qatar’s weapons transfers to Syria were now closely coordinated with 
the CIA and had been significantly curbed throughout 2013, the agency 
declined to comment.129 There were increasing calls from the US Congress 
to apply strong pressure on Qatar to change its behavior, including a threat 
to remove US troops from Udaid airbase. 

In February 2015, several US and Arab officials stated that pressure from 
Washington and the Gulf states appeared to have pushed Qatar to scale 
back its support for extremist militant groups.130
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In the final analysis, however, it would appear that the Obama administration 
considered Qatar an indispensable ally, shielding it from serious security 
challenges through continued military and defense partnership. While 
the US Treasury Department identified its role in terror financing as a 
problem, no similar public reprimands were voiced by either the State 
or Defense departments.131 It remains to be seen whether this bifurcated 
approach to Qatar and its proxy support for Islamist militias will have 
come to an end under President Trump.

Israel
Another aspect of Doha’s penchant for playing both sides against the 
middle is with respect to its relations with both Israel and the Palestinian 
Arabs. But as in other cases, it has fallen short of its goals, whether to be 
viewed as a neutral and trustworthy mediator or as a power broker.

Qatar and Israel enjoyed low-key commercial relations from 1996 
until 2009, with the Israeli trade mission in Doha simultaneously 
functioning as a diplomatic mission. Despite political tensions, 
Qatar has invested in the Israeli Arab sector. In 2005, it sponsored 
the construction of the $6 million Doha Stadium for the Israeli-Arab 
soccer team Hapoel Bnei Sakhnin - the first such official investment 
of an Arab state in Israel.132 According to a more recent July 2015 
report by Israeli newspaper Globes, Doha intends to continue these 
investments including support worth 8 million shekels each for Israeli 
Arab soccer clubs Hapoel Bnei Sakhnin and Ahi Nazareth. Sakhnin 
has in the meanwhile already received $500,000.133

For a tiny Arab state, it was a brave decision to refer openly to Israel as a 
state. Qatar has made no secret of its relationship and the time in which 
it hosted an Israeli trade mission. Other Arab states with contacts with 
Israel, such as Tunisia and Morocco and even Jordan and Egypt, rarely 
talk about them in public. The Qatari-Israeli relationship endured even 
during the period of the “al-Aqsa Intifada,” at a time when its neighbor, 
Oman, severed its ties with the Jewish state.134

Tensions intensified, however, with the 2007 takeover of the Gaza 
Strip by the Muslim Brotherhood’s Palestinian offshoot, Hamas. 
This violent cleavage within Palestinian society, which pitted Hamas 
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against Mahmoud Abbas’ Palestinian Authority (based in Ramallah), 
may have been viewed by Qatar as an opportunity to mediate between 
the warring sides but eventually came to naught. Instead, Doha has 
propped up Hamas several times since 2007, leading to tensions with 
the PA and other Arab leaders.

The situation became even more complicated with the outbreak of fighting 
between Hamas and Israel in late 2008-early 2009 (Operation Cast Lead). 
Sheikh Hamad called for an “emergency Arab summit” (that was boycotted 
by Egypt, Saudi Arabia and most other Arab nations) to denounce “the 
flagrant savage aggression against the Palestinian people.”135 Around the 
same time, Qatar announced the end of its normalization with Israel and 
the head of the Israeli mission was instructed to close the mission and 
leave the emirate within one week.136

Doha then held a conference in February 2009 “to mobilize the world 
community against the war crimes being committed by Israel.” During 
the summit, Qatar pledged to establish a reconstruction fund for Gaza 
of $250 million. As the funds were intended to go directly to Gaza, 
Qatar apparently planned to bypass the Palestinian Authority, which 
exacerbated ill-feeling with the PA.137 Prime Minister Hamad bin Jassim 
bin Jaber bin Muhammad al-Thani asked Israel’s Foreign Minister Tzipi 
Livni for permission to deliver Qatari relief supplies through Ben-Gurion 
Airport.138 Israel agreed to facilitate the transfer provided there was no 
accompaniment of Qatari personnel, but Doha rejected this condition. 

While Qatar’s move to officially eject Israeli representatives may have 
been triggered primarily by genuine outrage at the intensification of 
fighting during Operation Cast Lead, it also reflected a policy change 
from being a regional mediator towards a new ambition of attaining 
regional leadership through active involvement. Such a shift in Qatar’s 
Middle East policy became even more apparent, as we have seen, after 
the outbreak of the Arab upheavals, with Qatar initially expressing greater 
alignment with more radical and Islamist elements. 

Israel’s Foreign Ministry’s Deputy Director General for the Middle East, 
Yaacov Hadas-Handelsman has contended that this realignment reflects 
Qatari rivalry with Saudi Arabia and Egypt) rather than a genuine drift 
towards the radical camp  but as  has been previously been pointed out, this 
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is far from clearly established.139 Not long thereafter,  Hadas-Handelsman 
was invited to Qatar to discuss a reopening of an Israeli trade mission. 
In exchange, Doha asked Israel for permission to import construction 
materials to Gaza, so as to assume the leading role in reconstruction. Qatar 
also requested an official Israeli endorsement of its  role and its standing 
in the Middle East. Israeli policy makers rejected the deal on account of 
the high amount of construction material stipulated by Qatar, regarded 
as a national security threat due to its dual civilian-military role, and also 
because of reported American opposition.140

This setback apparently did not deter Doha from cozying up further with 
Hamas. The civil war in Syria had pushed the region’s leaders to choose 
sides between Sunni opponents of the Assad regime and the Iranian-backed 
dictator. In February 2012, Ismail Haniyeh, Hamas’s prime minister in 
Gaza, confirmed that the movement had left Syria for Qatar, Egypt and the 
Gaza Strip. Soon Qatar was involved in mediating a reconciliation deal 
between Hamas and Fatah (that never came to fruition).

Israel did not appreciate Qatar’s support for Hamas. The emirate’s ambition 
to be a main backer of Hamas after its expulsion from Damascus was 
consistent with its approach of gaining regional influence and reinforcing a 
policy independent from “larger and more powerful neighbors, especially 
Saudi Arabia.”141 Hamas is a major player in the Palestinian arena and 
thus for Qatar to mediate a future solution, it needs credibility with the 
organization. With Hamas’ rejectionist charter animating constant terror 
attacks on its citizenry, Israel views such ambitions as naïve, if not counter-
productive to achieving peace.

On October 7, 2012, Sheikh Hamad crossed into Gaza from the Egyptian 
side, embarking upon the first official visit of a foreign head of state to the 
Strip. (This occurred during the brief presidency of Muslim Brotherhood 
leader, Muhammad Morsi.) During the visit, he pledged $400 million for 
infrastructure projects142 but apparently ignored how such a visit would be 
viewed by other players in the conflict. PA President Abbas described the 
visit as a “dangerous precedent of Arab leaders’ embracing Haniyah as a 
head of state and thus cleaving the Palestinian people and territory in two.” 
Similarly, Jerusalem-based (and PA-supported) Palestinian newspaper  
al-Quds deplored Hamad’s failure to visit the West Bank as well. Qatari 
influence had thus only deepened the rift within Palestinian society.
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The Qatari visit to Gaza also irked Israeli officials. Yigal Palmor, spokesman 
of the Israeli Ministry of Foreign Affairs, accused Sheikh Hamad of having 
“thrown peace under the bus…[by] help[ing] Hamas entrench themselves 
in Gaza, not to yield one inch to the P.A., and enhancing the division and 
the reality of two de facto states.” “Most of the money that he’s pouring in 
Gaza,” Palmor argued, “will go to Hamas pockets, directly or indirectly. 
You think that will encourage them to hold national elections?”143

While it is not possible to detail the exact amount of financial support 
Hamas has received from Qatar, it is established that in addition to the 
pledge made by Sheikh Hamad during his 2012 visit, the emirate pledged 
$60 million for the salaries of Hamas’s employees in Gaza in the aftermath 
of another failed (May 2014) reconciliation agreement between Hamas 
and Fatah.144 In October 2014, it pledged to invest $1 billion in Gaza at 
a donors’ conference in Cairo, making up almost a fifth of the total $5.4 
billion promised in international aid145 and in March 2015, it claimed to 
have started building housing units there. While many other countries 
have not paid, Qatar has largely respected its pledges and as of 2017 is 
one of the largest financial backers of the Gaza Strip.

In the wake of Israel’s Operation Protective Edge (July-August 2014), 
there were several indications of secret cooperation between Israel and 
conservative Arab states. And while Qatar has not hesitated to engage 
Israel in the past, it seems to have no clear policy with regard to Israel or 
the Palestinian factions at this time. Instead, its policy is little more than 
an agglomeration of responses and pressures. As of 2016, Qatar enjoys 
political credibility with neither the Israelis nor Palestinians.

 This is not to say that it has been smooth sailing between Tehran and Doha. 
The Syrian civil war has clearly been a source of tension. In February 2014, 
Iran charged Qatar - along with Riyadh - with “destabilizing the region 
and thwarting all efforts for peace in Syria,” presenting “information, lists 
and documents” to Belgian Foreign Minister Didier Reynders implicating 
Qatar in terror support activities. However, only four days later, Qatari 
Foreign Minister Attiyah was received in Tehran at which time Iranian MP 
Alaeddine Boroujerdi (Chairman for the Committee for Foreign Policy and 
National Security of the Islamic Consultative Assembly of Iran) disparaged 
his guest by stating that Qatar was no longer a major player in Syria: “Today, 
everybody knows that the Syria file is no longer in the hands of Qatar.”146



44  I Qatar: The Limits of Nouveau Riche Diplomacy

It would seem that Sheikh Tamim was already recognizing that he needed 
to find a way to serve both masters (Saudi Arabia and Iran) when he first 
came to power. In his inaugural speech, no mention was made of the 
conflict in Syria. This was perhaps a hint that he would be adopting a 
“softer tone” on the issue, and work towards rebuilding the previously 
cordial relationship with Tehran.147

Meanwhile in the background of all this was Washington’s attempt to 
reach a deal on the Iranian nuclear issue. Once the Obama administration 
had come to an agreement with Tehran in the summer of 2015, Qatar was 
essentially granted more leeway in dealing with the mullahs as well. With 
sanctions removed, for example, Iran could re-embark on developing its 
joint natural gas reserves with the emirate.

As of 2016, Qatar continues to maintain regular dialogue with Tehran. 
Qatar’s role in Syria and its joining in the bombing campaign of the 
Houthis in Yemen have apparently irked the Iranians, but economic 
interests seem to have thus far prevailed. 

concluSion

In the economic realm, Qatar has proven a responsible member of the 
global order. In the diplomatic sphere, by contrast, the emirate has 
shown itself to be erratic.

Qatar has an entrepreneurial leadership and its relative power has 
grown inexorably since the coup that brought Sheikh Hamad to 
power in 1995. The country’s development of its LNG infrastructure 
has required vision and flexibility and the resulting long-term LNG 
contracts with partners in Japan, Asia, Europe and the US have made it 
a respected energy superpower.

Economically, Qatar has earned a place next to the dynamic UAE and 
differentiated itself from the staid Saudi Arabia and Kuwait. Its economic 
ascent is by no means attributable only to luck; it has listened to advice, 
invested in technology, taken risks and set up regulations. It adheres to 
financial covenants and has shown considerable commercial acumen. 

The global companies and bankers that flocked to Doha have imbued 
Qatari society with a new confidence. As opposed to most resource-rich 
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countries, Qatar has learned from these interactions. Foreign executives 
have helped tie Qatar ever more closely to the global banking system 
and also opened it up to seeing a way forward in an increasingly 
interdependent global economy.

When energy prices dipped, Qatar shifted its financial resources toward 
further diversification and international investment. The oil and gas 
investments and considerable lending by mainly European banks to 
infrastructure and real estate projects in Qatar have also render almost all 
developed countries and international banks stakeholders in the stability 
and integrity of the country.148

Yet those same falling prices have revealed and underscored the inherent 
fragility of Qatar’s foreign policy ambitions. Certainly other factors have 
played an important role but with falling oil and gas prices, Qatar has 
been compelled to take a more subdued diplomatic profile for fear of 
aggravating its powerful neighbors Saudi Arabia and Iran.

As we have seen, Qatari foreign policy was based on a blend of survival 
instinct, a small country’s general trend toward establishing international 
alliances, and a newfound wealth that enabled it to punch above its weight. 
This manifested itself in mediation attempts in conflicts that other states 
failed to resolve; and while these attempts met with meager success, more 
and more Qatari ministers and leading businessmen are tied to the global 
economy, to which diplomatic mediation was almost a natural extension. 

But due to a series of missteps, Qatar’s voice in global diplomacy, and its 
regional and international reputation changed significantly first because of 
its role vis-à-vis leadership changes in Egypt, then because of its behavior 
in the Syrian, and more recently, the Yemeni civil wars.

While Sheikh Hamad largely followed a path of pragmatism, the strong 
support Doha offered Hamas, its tolerance of the Egyptian branch of the 
Muslim Brotherhood on Al Jazeera and inside the emirate put it at odds 
with its larger, more powerful Sunni neighbors. It is unlikely that Yusuf 
Qaradawi would have attained such prominence without the support 
of Sheikh Hamad. Moreover, Hamad continued to back the Muslim 
Brotherhood even as it caused significant tensions with his traditional 
allies, the US and other Gulf states.
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Whether this was the result of a firmly held ideology or something more 
along the lines of marking one’s territory, Hamad’s abdication, coupled 
with the Sunni establishment’s growing apprehension of both the Iranian-
Shiite threat and the menace of ISIS, have led to a ratcheting down of 
Doha’s go-it-alone foreign policy.

In addition, while the US prefers to have Qatar in its orbit rather than 
out of it and despite the Obama administration’s eagerness to maintain 
defense and security cooperation with the emirate, Doha has not been 
immune to criticism. Repeated censure by US Treasury officials as well as 
Congressional testimony that urged “an assessment of the cost and effort 
to remove US personnel from the Udaid airbase,”149 was viewed with 
concern in Doha. Under a no-nonsense Trump administration, playing 
both sides of the fence may no longer work for Qatar.

Doha-based Al Jazeera undoubtedly transformed the Arab world when it 
debuted as well as throughout the first decade of the 21st century, but its 
editorial choices eventually aroused both suspicion and outright anger. 
Ultimately, the costs to Qatar of its foreign interventions were twofold. On 
the one hand, the emirate tainted its own image by funding problematic 
groups; on the other, international condemnations and regional frustration 
weakened its prestige.

Thus, Qatar’s shifting behavior on the world stage can be viewed as 
resulting from two competing roles it chose to play. The first was as an 
agent provocateur; it tested limits but eventually understood boundaries. 
The second was as a an actor trying to keep itself in the limelight. In the first 
scenario, Qatari decision-makers courted controversy in order to anticipate 
the general mood of the Arab world (the logic of political opportunists). In 
the second scenario, those decision-makers merely sought controversy in 
order to benefit from the publicity (the logic of brand marketers). 

Neither of these approaches proved sustainable. Despite its ambition, and 
with the exception of the innovation of Al Jazeera, Qatar has not enacted 
any fundamental change in the region. Indeed, from 2014 onwards, its 
foreign policy has become far more conservative, constrained by its 
relationships with the US, Europe, the Sunni Arab States and Iran.
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