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ANKARA/DOHA: Turkey threw its sup-
port behind Qatar yesterday, with offi-
cials saying it could fast-track troop
deployment and provide crucial food
and water supplies to the Gulf Arab
country facing isolation from some of
the biggest Middle Eastern powers. In
the deepest split between Arab states
for decades, Saudi Arabia, Egypt, the
United Arab Emirates (UAE) and Bahrain
severed relations with Qatar on
Monday and closed their airspace to
commercial flights, saying it was fund-
ing militant groups. Qatar vehemently
denies the accusations.

Turkish President Tayyip Erdogan
has said isolating Qatar would not
resolve any problems. Erdogan, who
has long tried to play the role of a
regional power broker, said Ankara
would do everything in its power to
help end the regional crisis. Iran’s
Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad
Zarif is visiting the region to discuss
the standoff. Lawmakers from
Erdogan’s ruling AK Party and the
nationalist opposition MHP on
Wednesday proposed bringing for-
ward approval of a draft bill that will
allow Turkish troops to be deployed
to Turkey’s military base in Qatar, par-

ty officials told Reuters. Turkey has
maintained good relations with Qatar
as well as several of its Gulf Arab
neighbours. Turkey and Qatar have
both provided support for the Muslim
Brotherhood in Egypt and backed
rebels fighting to overthrow Syrian
President Bashar al-Assad. The Turkish
parliament was also set to bring for-
ward approval of a draft accord
between the two countries on mili-
tary training cooperation, the officials
said. Both bills, which were drawn up

before the spat erupted, are expected
to be approved by the Ankara parlia-
ment on yesterday. Turkey’s lira weak-
ened after the move.

Food and Water
Turkey’s main exporting industry

body said it was ready to meet food
and water supply demands from
Qatar, after a Qatari official said Doha
was in talks with Iran and Turkey to
ensure trade disruptions did not cre-
ate shortages. Grain traders said Qatar

appears to have a comfortable imme-
diate supply of wheat. “Qatar recently
purchased about 20,000 tonnes of
Russian milling wheat which accord-
ing to my calculations has just arrived
in past days or will arrive in coming
days,” one European grain trader said.

The president of Qatar’s Chamber
of Commerce was quoted yesterday
by local media as saying Qatar had
enough food stored in strategic
reserves to last for a year. “There will
be no shortage of food and other
products as more than 95 percent of
imports from Qatar arrive by air and
sea,” Qatari Sheikh Khalifa bin Jassim
Al-Thani said. Turkey set up a military
base in Qatar, its first such installation
in the Middle East, as part of an
agreement signed in 2014. In 2016,
Ahmet Davutoglu, then Turkish prime
minister, visited the base where 150
troops are stationed, the Turkish daily
Hurriyet reported.

In an interview with Reuters in
late 2015, Ahmet Demirok, Turkey’s
ambassador to Qatar at the time, said
3,000 ground troops would eventual-
ly be deployed at the base, which
was primarily to serve as a venue for
joint training exercises. — Reuters

DOHA: The diplomatic crisis over Qatar is
shining a spotlight on a facility that few
Qataris have ever visited - the enormous
Al-Udeid airbase, America’s biggest in the
Middle East. A 45-minute drive south-
west of the capital Doha, the base is off-
limits to ordinary Qataris but central to
the emirate’s foreign policy. Home to
some 10,000 US troops, it is a crucial hub
for US military operations in the Middle
East, especially the battle against the
Islamic State group. 

Which is why many were surprised to
see US President Donald Trump publicly
siding with Saudi Arabia, the United Arab
Emirates and other Gulf states after their
dramatic decision this week to break off
ties with Qatar. In tweets on Tuesday Trump
appeared to point the finger at Qatar as a
financer of extremism, though his adminis-
tration later changed gears and called for
Gulf unity. Experts say that if the adminis-
tration isn’t careful, Trump risks damaging
relations with one of Washington’s most
important allies in the region.

“Al-Udeid is part of the strategic value
that Qatar provides to the US,” says
Kristian Ulrichsen, a Gulf analyst with the
Baker Institute at the US-based Rice
University. “It provides conditions that
the US military cannot get anywhere else
in the Gulf.” Among these advantages is
allowing the US Air Force to land B-52
bombers used in air strikes on Syria. “Al-
Udeid is a massive base which is instru-
mental with all of (the United States’) dif-
ferent campaigns,” says Andreas Krieg of
the Defense Studies Department at
King’s College London and a former advi-
sor to the Qatari military. “It’s involved in
operations against ISIS, Syria, Somalia,” he
said, using an alternative acronym for IS.

Among those to have served at Al-
Udeid since it opened in 2005 is current
US Defence Secretary James Mattis in his
role as head of US Central Command. The
Pentagon moved quickly to smooth over
any problems caused by Trump on social

media, praising Qatar’s “enduring com-
mitment to regional security”. But such
an episode exposed discrepancies in cur-
rent US policy, Ulrichsen says. “Clearly, we
have two wings in this administration -
the presidential wing and the institution-
al wing,” he says.

Trump sided with Riyadh after his
recent trip to the Middle East, says
Ulrichsen, because the Saudis “read the
US president like a book”. “They knew
how to reach him, he was clearly flat-
tered” at the attention he received on his
trip to Riyadh, Ulrichsen says. 

Effort to relocate base? 
Al-Udeid was established 12 years ago

as Washington looked for an alternative
base in the region after the Saudis asked
them to leave the kingdom in the wake
of the Sept 11, 2001 attacks. At the time,
the move served Saudi interests. It also
helped the United States, as Al-Udeid
provided Washington with a chance to
spread risk across the region. For Qatar,
the base provides security from any
regional rivals and an insurance policy for
US support - something it has no doubt
been conscious of in recent days. “The
Americans can provide something to
Qatar that nobody else can,” says Krieg.

But the pushing of Al-Udeid to center
stage could reveal another major fault
line in Gulf politics - are some of Qatar’s
rivals trying to replace Al-Udeid with an
American airbase in their own coun-
tries? Krieg says Al-Udeid is eyed jeal-
ously by the UAE, which would love the
base to be relocated. 

“ The long-term plan is to get the
Americans to come to the UAE,” he says.
“Saudi and Emirati pressure (to move) is
something that might come up, though
I think it’s unlikely in the short-term,”
says Ulrichsen. 

“We may well be seeing the begin-
ning of that process, even though you
just cannot up sticks.”  — AFP 

WASHINGTON: In a series of morning tweets,
President Donald Trump threw Washington’s
relations with Doha into deep crisis on
Tuesday and raised doubts about the future of
the largest US air base in the Middle East.
Trump publicly accused key regional ally
Qatar of funding extremism, while tacitly
backing a blockade of the emirate, home to
the Al-Udeid Air Base near Doha where
around 10,000 US military personnel are sta-
tioned. The base is also the regional head-
quarters of US special forces and air force
commands - two vital components of
American military operations in Afghanistan,
Syria, Iraq and beyond.

Trump’s comments came after Saudi
Arabia, the United Arab Emirates and other
Gulf states broke diplomatic relations with
their smaller neighbor.  The US leader
appeared to claim credit for Gulf states isolat-
ing Doha, a move he said could “be the
beginning of the end to the horror of terror-
ism!” “So good to see the Saudi Arabia visit
with the King and 50 countries already pay-
ing off,” Trump said in a morning tweet. “They
said they would take a hard line on funding...
extremism, and all reference was pointing to
Qatar,” he said.

Trump’s tweets mark a major departure in
US foreign policy that could upend the bal-
ance of power in the Middle East, and left his
administration scrambling to contain the
damage. Just weeks ago Trump smiled and
shook hands with Qatari Emir Sheikh Tamim
bin Hamad Al-Thani, saying “we are friends, we
have been friends for a long time now.”
Pentagon spokesman Jeff Davis tried to quell
concerns about the future of Al-Udeid, stress-
ing there had been “no impact” on US military
operations in Qatar “and we don’t anticipate
there will be.”

Apparently contradicting Trump,
spokesman Sean Spicer said the White House
“wants to see this issue deescalated and
resolved immediately.”  “The president had a
very, very constructive conversation with the
emir during his visit in Riyadh,” Spicer added.
“At that time, he was very heartened by the
emir’s commitment to formally joining the ter-
rorist financing targeting center.”

‘Real talk’ 
Among diplomats and former US officials

there was shock that Trump would so openly
pick sides in what is effectively a dispute

between allies. Previous US administrations
have expressed deep concern about the hun-
dreds of millions of dollars that flow from
Qatar, Saudi Arabia and Kuwait to the likes of
the Islamic State group, Al-Qaeda, Hamas and
the Muslim Brotherhood. But the White House
has preferred to quietly coax those capitals
into adopting tighter financial rules and crack-
ing down on individual donations, while
building invaluable intelligence and military
cooperation.

That approach was epitomized by
President George W Bush’s approach to Saudi
Arabia after the 9/11 attacks on the World
Trade Center and the Pentagon. Fifteen of the
19 hijackers were Saudi citizens. Just hours
before Trump’s tweets, the US ambassador in
Qatar Dana Shell Smith took to Twitter herself
to stress the “great partnership” with Qatar and
“real progress to counter terrorist financing.”

Aside from providing a vital base for US
troops,  Qatar has garnered signif icant
regional influence, from becoming a major
player in Libya to dramatically influencing
the stance of the Syrian opposition. Bob
Corker, the Republican head of the Senate
Foreign Relations Committee, appeared
stunned when informed by journalists about
Trump’s tweets on Qatar. “Some of our Arab
friends have different sensibilities relative to
groups like the Muslim Brotherhood and
others, and it’s created some dissension, and
it’s been our policy that we work with every-
body in the region in a way that’s construc-
tive,” he responded.

But Trump’s tweets may not come as much
of a shock inside the White House. Officials say
that the president and his top aide and son-in-
law Jared Kushner have been impressed by
Saudi Arabia’s dynamic young deputy crown
prince Mohammad bin Salman, who is vying
to become the country ’s next king. In
Washington there are growing fears that tacit
support could now embolden Saudi Arabia
and the UAE to pursue regime change in
Qatar or make other demands that are so
punitive they will stoke a crisis.

Saudi Arabia and the UAE have long been
infuriated by Qatar’s support for the Muslim
Brotherhood, for the Arab Spring which over-
threw several autocratic regimes and for its
tolerance of arch-rival Iran. Al-Jazeera - the
Doha-based channel which has been highly
critical of the Saudi royal family - has also
been a thorn in their side. — AFP

Turkey throws support behind Qatar
Ankara to fast-track troop deployment, ready to meet food and water demands

ANKARA: Turkey’s President Recep Tayyip Erdogan addresses foreign
ambassadors at a Ramadan dinner on Tuesday. — AP 
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