
By Jon Gambrell

Gulf Arab nations often get con-
sidered one giant family,  as
many ruling tribes intermar-

ried and have long ties stretching
back to the days before oil turned
dusty fishing villages into skyscraper-
studded metropolises. But if the last
day has proven anything, it ’s  that
every family fights. The diplomatic
standoff between Qatar and its neigh-
bors has exposed longstanding faults
running just under the surface of the
Gulf Cooperation Council, a regional
body meant to serve as a counterbal-
ance to Iran.

None of the key countries - Qatar,
Bahrain, Saudi Arabia and the United
Arab Emirates - appears to be backing
down, calling into question the unity of
the council just as it seeks to portray
itself as standing up to Iran. “The new
hawkish policy reflects an end to
decades-long tradition in the Gulf
Cooperation Countries that seeks to
maintain dialogue irrespective of policy
differences,” wrote Ayham Kamel,
Middle East director at the Eurasia
Group, calling the damage to Gulf rela-
tions “irreparable.” “Saudi Arabia’s rela-
tionship with President Trump is the
linchpin of Riyadh’s new approach.  The
implicit message to all the Gulf leaders
is that Saudi Arabia remains the center
of gravity in Gulf affairs.”

The Gulf Cooperation Council,
known by the acronym GCC, formed in
1981 in the wake of Iran’s Islamic
Revolution overthrowing the shah and
installing its clerically overseen govern-
ment. By the time ink dried on the
agreement, Iraq had already invaded
Iran, sparking a long, bloody war
between the two countries that spilled
into the waters of the Persian Gulf and
worrying the Sunni Arab members of
the council.

Typically, heavyweight Saudi Arabia
has dictated major foreign policy deci-

sions across the council, which is head-
quartered in the kingdom. Saudi Arabia,
home to the holiest sites in Islam, views
itself as the protector of the Sunni faith
as well. Both it and the United Arab
Emirates also view themselves as pro-
viding the military power necessary to
counter Iran, especially after the 2015
nuclear deal Tehran struck with world
powers. But there always have been
cracks. The sultanate of Oman long has
maintained its distance, serving as a
crucial go-between Iran and the West.
Kuwait, home to Shiites and Sunnis liv-
ing together in peace, has served as a
mediator as well.

But while those countries quietly
stand apart, Qatar has gone loud. While
practicing Wahhabism, an ultra-conser-
vative version of Islam standard in
Saudi Arabia, Qatar allows women to
drive and foreigners to drink alcohol.
Qatar openly embraces officials from
the Muslim Brotherhood, a Sunni
Islamist group that other Gulf nations

view as a threat to their hereditary rule.
It maintains relations with Iran as it
shares a massive offshore natural gas
field with the Islamic Republic. And its
Doha-based Al-Jazeera news network
didn’t hesitate to go hard after autocrat-
ic rulers amid the protests of the 2011
Arab Spring.  

That, coupled with long-standing
allegations from the West of Qatar
allowing or even encouraging funding
of Sunni extremists, appear to be what
finally tipped Saudi Arabia and others
into taking action. Even US President
Donald Trump appeared to line up with
them in a tweet Tuesday, writing:
“Perhaps this will be the beginning of
the end of the horror of terrorism.”
Qatar ’s Foreign Minister Sheikh
Mohammed Bin Abdulrahman Al Thani
warned that the crisis raised “a big
question mark” about the Gulf council.

“This brings about real questions
about the future of the GCC nations,
which are basically one people who

share the same language and have
extensive family ties among its people,”
he told Al-Jazeera. “That said, however,
we reject that some in the GCC are try-
ing to impose their will on Qatar or
intervene in its internal affairs.” Despite
Sheikh Mohammed’s strong words,
Qatar is vulnerable. I t imports the
majority of its food, much of it over its
now-shut land border with Saudi
Arabia.  Emirati and Saudi government
officials have offered no specifics about
what they hope to achieve with isolat-
ing Qatar. However, there have been
some suggestions.

Sultan Sooud Al Qassemi, an outspo-
ken member of the ruling family of the
sheikhdom of Sharjah in the UAE, wrote
Monday that “it is likely that this time
the Gulf states will demand the com-
plete shuttering of the Al-Jazeera TV
network before any mediation can take
place.” He also identified other Qatari
media outlets that could be closed, as
well as said Muslim Brotherhood and
Hamas members would need to be
expelled. “I t  must de -escalate the
media coverage and must sever ties
with extremist groups including, but
not only, the Muslim Brotherhood and
groups in Yemen,” Al Qassemi wrote in
a column for Newsweek’s website.
“Judging by the Qatari reaction so far,
it seems the Gulf states’ patience will
be tested.”

That’s toned down compared to oth-
er columns, which include one in the
Saudi government-aligned daily news-
paper Arab News calling Qatari officials
“pathological liars.” Others warned that
Qatar stood on a diplomatic precipice.
“Qatar cannot continue to face two
ways, supporting groups and regimes
that are actively harming the region,”
Abu Dhabi’s state-owned The National
newspaper opined in an editorial
Tuesday. “The GCC is a club, with com-
mon goals. If Qatar cannot agree with
those goals, it  should not hope to
remain part of the club.” —AP

Qatar crisis exposes a long Gulf family fight

RIYADH: Photo shows a general view of the King Fahad street in the Saudi capi-
tal Riyadh. Arab nations including Saudi Arabia and Egypt cut ties with Qatar
accusing it of supporting extremism, in the biggest diplomatic crisis to hit the
region in years. —AFP
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Focus

By Eric Randolph

Viewed from Tehran,  the extraordinar y spat
between Qatar and its Gulf neighbors has many
advantages, experts say, but it is also worried

about yet more volatility in the troubled neighbor-
hood.  “This is a new low for the Saudis. They don’t
know how to do foreign policy. They are fighting with
most of their neighbors,” said Foad Izadi, international
affairs professor at the University of Tehran. “At least
this incident gives the Iranian government an opportu-
nity to show it is the mature and responsible actor in
the region,” he added.  

“It also gives us an opportunity to increase relations
with Qatar since now it needs Iran for aviation and food
supplies.” After Saudi Arabia and several of their allies
severed ties with Qatar on Monday-cutting off its sea,
land and air access-Iran was quick to jump in with
offers of food imports and access to its airspace. The
Saudis accused Qatar of supporting extremist groups
seeking to “destabilise the region”, which it denied. But
analysts say the real target was Iran.

“The Saudis seek to create a united front against
Iran, and they need to eliminate any opposition within
the (Gulf ) coalition,” said Farhad Rezaei, research fellow
with the Center for Iranian Studies in Turkey.  He said
the Qataris are being punished for not sharing Saudi
Arabia’s “obsession with Iran”. “There are others in the
Gulf coalition that do not share this obsession, but

none have Qatar’s ability to resist Saudi pressure,” said
Rezaei, highlighting Doha’s immense gas reserves and
close military ties with Washington.

‘No satisfaction in Tehran’ 
The spat comes less than a month after US President

Donald Trump visited Saudi Arabia and called for a
united front to isolate Iran, so the sudden collapse in
the Gulf alliance should be welcome in Tehran. Not just
Qatar, but also other Muslim nations including Oman,
Kuwait and Malaysia-have expressed their doubts or
even outright opposition to the Saudis’ relentless cam-
paign against Iran. But that doesn’t mean Iran wel-
comes the latest tumult among its rivals, said Adnan
Tabatabai, head of German think-tank CARPO.

“I don’t think there’s a sense of satisfaction in Tehran
over this spat,” he said. “Of course Iran is happy to show
that the GCC (Gulf Cooperation Council) is fragile, but
ultimately it just makes the neighboring region even
more volatile and that doesn’t serve anyone’s inter-
ests.”He said the dispute was a particular tragedy
because Qatar and Iran have shown it’s possible to
have a constructive economic partnership despite
sharp differences in other areas.

They back opposing sides in the Syrian conflict,
where Iran has provided vital ground forces to Syrian
President Bashar Al-Assad while Qatar has funded the
rebel groups trying to bring him down. But Qatar and
Iran also share an offshore gas field, called North Dome

and South Pars, working closely together on its man-
agement and naval security. “That should not have
been seen as a problem but as a blueprint for other
countries on how economic cooperation can build into
a common security relationship,” said Tabatabai.

Regional competition 
Spurred on by a fiercely anti-Iran administration in

Washington, the Saudis are determined to push back
against Tehran’s powerful position across the region.  As
well as its successful campaigns in Syria, Iranian-backed
militias are crucial to the fight against the Islamic State
group in Iraq. Tehran’s close ally Hezbollah is dominant
in Lebanon, while the loosely affiliated Houthi rebels in
Yemen have dragged the Saudis and their allies into a
devastating and draining conflict in that country.

“Unfortunately for the Saudis, Qatar has viewed Iran
as part of the solution to regional conflicts... and know
that military conflict could threaten its economic ties
with Iran,” said Rezaei. It remains to be seen whether
the aggressive move against Qatar will force it to
change its mind, or do the opposite and push it more
firmly into the arms of Iran. But for now, Iranian ana-
lysts are basking in the opportunity to depict the
Saudis as the bad guys. “The Saudi government is not
content with having a dictatorship internally, they
want a regional dictatorship,” said Izadi. “They don’t
accept any dissent, even from their fellow Sunni gov-
ernments.” —AFP

Gulf crisis presents opportunities, uncertainties for Iran

Abust-up between Arab powers has dealt a blow to
supercarriers already hurt by low oil prices and laptop
bans, exposing the sensitivity of Gulf hubs to regional

uncertainty and creating openings for rival airlines - at least in
the short term. The unexpected closure of most surrounding
airspace to Qatar’s airline and restrictions on travel for its
nationals left passengers stranded and forced its high-profile
chief executive to bail out of a meeting of airline bosses in
Mexico. “It completely surprised all of us,” Alexandre de Juniac,
head of the International Air Transport Association, said after
overseeing the meeting of around 200 airlines. Saudi Arabia,
Egypt, UAE and Bahrain severed diplomatic ties with Qatar on
Monday over its alleged support for militants. Transport links
closed. Plunged into a diplomatic row for the second time in
three years, Qatar Airways was forced to reroute dozen of flights
through Iranian airspace as the world’s second-richest nation
per capita found itself almost boxed in by no-fly restrictions.

It was a dramatic reversal for the once unstoppable carrier,
which has splashed tens of billions of dollars on jetliners and
clashed with US rivals over its breakneck expansion. “The
whole business model is based on being a hub. They have
invested in the airport, invested in state-of-the-art aircraft.
They are losing a key source of (traffic) feed from major local
markets,” British aviation consultant John Strickland said. “With
the overflight ban, it is not only a headache to reroute some
of the operation, but it will make flights longer due to more
circuitous routes. It adds time and cost and disrupts the
schedule in terms of making connections.”

Shift to other carriers
Some demand may shift to other carriers, he said. IATA del-

egates said European carriers and Turkish Airlines could bene-
fit, as well as UAE heavyweights Emirates and Etihad. Disarray
between Gulf allies left the region’s wider aviation growth
looking vulnerable in the eyes of some industry watchers and
laid bare political complexities underpinning the diversifica-
tion from oil into an East-West transit point. “It has been a reali-
ty that they have adapted to and lived with. That said, there
has always been a significant concern that this (Gulf aviation)
is, if not on a knife-edge, then on a fairly narrow plane,” said
Peter Harbison, a former Australian aviation trade negotiator
and chairman of consultancy CAPA. “It certainly does destabi-
lize things that little bit further. Do you get to a tipping point? I
don’t think so.” IATA, whose members include national carriers
of all the affected states, was reluctant to wade publicly into
the row. “Nations all over the world can close their borders and
close or open their (airspace). But we would like the normal
connectivity to be re-established, the sooner the better,” de
Juniac said. While air travel between nations is governed by
bilateral pacts, the right to overfly another country for civil
transport is enshrined in international law through a 1944 tran-
sit accord. However, Saudi Arabia is not a member of the treaty,
which calls for disputes to be settled through negotiation
before exercising the right to close airspace for limited reasons.

Fragmented airspace
The decision to isolate Doha came as Qatar Airways CEO

Akbar Al Baker mingled with IATA members late on Sunday in
Cancun. He left overnight by business jet, delegates said. The
move sent aviation officials from Montreal to Geneva and the
Gulf scrambling to understand the ban and find routings
through fragmented airspace, a step akin to threading a nee-
dle. IATA said last week Gulf airlines had already seen traffic
curtailed in April by US and UK bans on electronics in cabins
of flights from some Middle East and North African nations.

“I think one can read too much into a short-term event,”
said Aengus Kelly, chief executive of Aercap, one of the world’s
largest leasing companies and aircraft owners. “Global travel is
resilient. We have been through so much in the last decade:
Russia, Brazil, Euro-zone crisis, Turkey.” “Having said that, a lot
of capacity has been going into the Gulf region. Some carriers
in the Gulf recognized about a year and a half ago that there
wasn’t an endless growth model of 15 percent a year.” That
could have consequences for the timing of deliveries of
dozens of wide-body jets on order from Airbus and Boeing.
“They will be deferred and the market will come back into bal-
ance,” Kelly predicted.

Iran joins IATA board
The row placed Qatar and its outspoken airline boss in the

unusual position of responding to events outside his control.
The region’s shifting dynamics were also reflected by the elec-
tion of the head of IranAir to IATA’s board for the first time since
at least before the 1979 Islamic Revolution. Qatar has friendlier
ties with Tehran than most neighbors including Saudi Arabia,
where President Donald Trump last month called on Muslim
states to stand united against Iran. The undercurrent of tensions
between Saudi Arabia and Iran, which has ordered 200 Western
jets under a deal with major powers, is seen as key to the stabili-
ty of the region and could spill over to air travel demand, avia-
tion experts said. “For the first time, it’s very clear Iran does have
a chance to come back into the fold and that is part of the things
that are creating new tension in the Middle East,” said Robert
Martin, head of Singapore lesssor BOC Aviation. —Reuters

Arab rift deepens 
woes for airlines

By Tim Hepher and Victoria Bryan


