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Introduc�on   
 
Since the early 2000s, it has been U.S. policy to compel the Iranian regime to abandon its nuclear-
weapons ambi�ons and stop sponsoring terrorism. 
 
However, while claiming to be a U.S. ally, Qatar has undermined American policy on Iran through Doha’s 
�es to the Islamic Republic, support for Islamist terrorist groups like Hamas, and an adversarial approach 
to U.S. allies in the Gulf. 
 
Nonetheless, the U.S. has rewarded Qatar with an American security and diploma�c umbrella, from the 
loca�ng of U.S. Central Command at Al-Udeid base in 2003 to the decision to designate Qatar as a major 
non-NATO ally in 2022. 
 
This resource explores how the Qatari government’s behavior has aided Tehran and harmed American 
interests. 

1. Qatar’s Partnership with the Islamic Republic of Iran  
 
First, Qatar obstructs U.S. Iran policy through Doha’s extensive engagement with and support for Tehran 
in the security, poli�cal, diploma�c, and economic spheres. Qatar has long engaged in a regional hedging 
strategy that neither fully embraces the Islamic Republic nor Qatar’s Arab neighbors in the Gulf.  Doha’s 
policy mo�va�on appears geared towards extending diploma�c influence and in projec�ng “subtle 
power.”   
 
In 2006, while a member of the United Na�ons Security Council, Qatar voted against sanc�ons on Iran 
for its nuclear program. Further, throughout the late 2000s, Iran and Qatar engaged in high-level security 
and economic diplomacy, which produced several tangible ini�a�ves to boost commercial �es, including 
reducing trade barriers and reopening shutered shipping lines. On December 24, 2010, Qatar’s 
commander of the Navy Mohamed Nasser Mubarak al-Mohannadi announced an opening for poten�al 
“coopera�on in intelligence, security, and training fields.”  
 
Qatar and Iran also share ownership of the South Pars/North Dome natural gas condensate field, the 
world’s largest natural gas field. The South Pars field is part of Tehran’s territorial waters, and the North 
Dome field is part of Doha’s territorial waters. Nevertheless, in December 2013, Reuters reported that 
Qatar offered to support Iran’s development of South Pars. Qatari Energy Minister Mohammed Saleh Al 

https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/presidential-actions/2022/03/10/memorandum-on-the-designation-of-the-state-of-qatar-as-a-major-non-nato-ally/
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7591/j.ctt32b4qs
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7591/j.ctt32b4qs
https://www.armscontrol.org/factsheets/Security-Council-Resolutions-on-Iran
https://www.criticalthreats.org/analysis/qatar-iran-foreign-relations
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-northfield-qatar/factbox-qatar-iran-share-worlds-biggest-gas-field-idUSTRE66P1VV20100726
https://www.reuters.com/article/qatar-iran-gas/rpt-qatar-says-can-help-iran-get-more-from-worlds-biggest-gas-field-idUSL6N0K22U420131223/
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Sada said at the �me that the two countries had “established channels of communica�ons and 
established teams” for coopera�on on the gas fields.  
 
In June 2017, a�er several Arab states ins�tuted a blockade against Qatar (see sec�on 3), Iran 
immediately stepped in to help Doha ride out its isola�on. Iranian President Hassan Rouhani denounced 
the “siege” of Qatar and pledged to Qatar’s emir that “Iran’s air space, ground, and sea will be always be 
open to Qatar as a... friendly na�on.” In August 2017, Qatar and Iran restored full diploma�c rela�ons. 
Iran also gave Qatar an economic lifeline by permi�ng Qatar to use Iranian airspace and shipping lanes, 
and exported increased foodstuffs to Qatar to offset the Saudi cutoff of food exports. Qatar Airways also 
paid Iran $100 million annually in overflight fees, boos�ng Tehran’s batered economy.  
 
According to Iran’s Chamber of Commerce, Iranian exports to Qatar jumped from $60 million to $250 
million over the 2017–18 fiscal year a�er the regional boycot took effect. Bilateral trade between Qatar 
and Iran in non-oil commodi�es doubled between March and August 2018, helping Tehran withstand the 
Trump administra�on’s “maximum pressure” campaign.  
 
In August 2023, Qatar leveraged its �es with the U.S. and Iran to mediate hostage nego�a�ons between 
the two adversaries, which led to Washington unfreezing $6 billion in sanc�oned Iranian funds to ransom 
five Americans held by Tehran. The cash windfall incen�vized further Iranian hostage-taking.  
 
Doha hopes the ransom deal will set the precedent for addi�onal Qatar-mediated deals or “informal 
understandings” that would exchange Western sanc�ons relief for temporary Iranian concessions on its 
nuclear program. These terms guarantee the Islamic Republic’s access to funds, which, in turn, support 
its global terror enterprise and its brutal repression in Iran. Iran’s pathway to a nuclear weapon would 
remain open under these terms, and its other malign behaviors which threaten interna�onal peace and 
security would remain unaddressed.  
 
Qatar’s partnership with the Islamic Republic was further exposed during the biannual Doha 
Interna�onal Mari�me Defense Exhibi�on and Conference (DIMDEX) in March 2024. In a repeat of the 
2022 show, Islamic Revolu�onary Guard Corps (IRGC) officials and sanc�oned Iranian military officials 
were in atendance, alongside Iran’s Ministry of Defense and Armed Forces Logis�cs’ (MODAFL) exhibit 
of missiles, drones, and other weapons systems. Iran also unveiled a new submarine at the conference. 
In 2022, the U.S. State Department said it “reject[ed]” the IRGC’s presence to DIMDEX.  
 
During the conference, Qatar’s prime minister was engaged in the Sixth U.S-Qatar Strategic Dialogue in 
Washington, D.C. Qatar reaps significant benefits from its status as major non-NATO ally to the U.S., 
including via its extensive purchases of advanced weapons from American manufacturers, many of 
whom were also once again present at DIMDEX. At the same �me, Qatar has advanced Tehran’s efforts 
to proliferate arms to bad actors around the world.  

2. Qatar’s Support for Terrorist Groups  
 
Qatar frustrates U.S. policy on Iran through extensive support for Iran-backed terrorist organiza�ons. 
According to one leaked U.S. Department of State cable from 2009, Qatar is the “worst in the region” in 
terms of its lack of coopera�on with U.S. counterterrorism efforts.  
 

https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2017/6/25/iran-hassan-rouhani-condemns-siege-of-qatar
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/08/24/world/middleeast/qatar-iran-boycott-saudi-arabia.html
https://fas.org/sgp/crs/mideast/R44533.pdf
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/12/02/world/middleeast/qatar-iran-saudi-arabia-kushner-overflights.html
https://country.eiu.com/article.aspx?articleid=87579392
https://www.maritime-executive.com/article/facing-embargoes-iran-and-qatar-deepen-trade-ties
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/08/10/us/politics/iran-us-prisoner-swap.html
https://www.reuters.com/world/qatar-pursues-us-iranian-nuclear-steps-after-detainee-swap-2023-09-20/
https://www.unitedagainstnucleariran.com/report/irgc-islamic-revolutionary-guard-corps
https://www.iranintl.com/en/202403057521
https://www.navalnews.com/event-news/dimdex-2024/2024/03/iran-unveils-aip-version-of-fateh-class-submarine-at-dimdex-2024/
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/irans-revolutionary-guards-tout-missile-prowess-doha-exhibition-2022-03-23/
https://www.nytimes.com/2010/11/29/world/29cables.html
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Qatar provides financing and/or sanctuary to mul�ple U.S.-sanc�oned terrorist groups, including but not 
limited to al-Qaeda; al-Nusra Front; and, par�cularly, Hamas, which is sponsored by the Iranian regime. 
Qatar’s financial and diploma�c support for such groups mirrors and complements the financial and 
military support provided by Iran, the world’s biggest state sponsor of terrorism. 
 
In 2015, Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad Al-Thani, the Qatari emir, praised Hamas, saying, “We believe Hamas 
is a very important part of the Pales�nian people.” He has denied his government’s ongoing support to 
terrorist groups, sugges�ng instead that groups like Hamas were not in fact terrorist groups but 
legi�mate government actors.   
 
Qatar supports Hamas in mul�ple ways. Over the past decade, Qatar has funded Hamas to the tune of 
$1.5 billion, propping up its rule in the Gaza Strip. Qatar also conducts extensive private fund-raising 
efforts in-country which are disbursed to Hamas.  Doha also hosts Hamas leaders and poli�cal offices, 
and pla�orms the group’s propaganda on the state-owned Al Jazeera media network.  

 
Senior Hamas leadership figures live in luxury in 
Qatar. They include Khaled Meshaal, the former 
Hamas poli�cal bureau chief and the group’s 
current second-in-command, who has been in 
Qatar since 2012, as well as Ismail Haniyeh, chief 
of Hamas’ poli�cal bureau, who arrived in Qatar 
in 2019.  
 
On October 7, 2023, Hamas terrorists invaded 
Israel and killed 1,200 people—mostly civilians—
including babies, children, women, and the 
elderly. Hamas also abducted around 240 
hostages, bringing them back to the Gaza Strip.  
 
Immediately a�er the October 7 atack, Qatar 
laid the blame for Hamas’ assault squarely on 
Israel, sta�ng that “Israel [is] solely responsible 
for the ongoing escala�on due to its ongoing 

viola�ons of the rights of the Pales�nian people.” On October 10, Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei said, 
“We kiss the hands of those who planned the atack” on Israel, in reference to Hamas.  
 
On October 15, 2023, Qatar allowed Iranian Foreign Minister Hossein Amir-Abdollahian, who has close 
�es to the IRGC, to coordinate with Hamas leadership on Qatari soil. Hamas poli�cal bureau chief Ismail 
Haniyeh, currently residing in Qatar, met Abdollahian in Doha. Abdollahian praised the vicious October 7 
terrorist atack as “an historic victory.” A�er this mee�ng, Hamas released a statement saying that the 
Iranian foreign minister and Haniyeh discussed Iranian coopera�on with Hamas to achieve the group’s 
goals.   
 
On October 18, 2023, the U.S. Department of the Treasury sanc�oned a Hamas opera�ve based in Qatar 
with close �es to Iranian elements. The sanc�ons noted that the opera�ve, Muhammad Ahmad ‘Abd Al-
Dayim Nasrallah, had been involved in transferring tens of millions of dollars to Hamas and its military 
wing, the Izz al-Din al-Qassim Brigades, underscoring how Qatar enables and supports Iran’s efforts to 
finance Hamas. 

Iranian Foreign Minister Hossein Amir-Abdollahian (L) shakes 
hands with Hamas leader Ismail Haniyeh before their meeting in 
Doha, Qatar, on October 31, 2023 (Source: Fars News Agency) 

https://www.unitedagainstnucleariran.com/report/hamas
https://www.cnn.com/2014/09/25/world/meast/qatar-emir/
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/world/israel-hamas/2023/11/05/qatar-hamas-hostage-negotiations-gaza-war/71393787007/
https://www.counterextremism.com/extremists/khaled-meshaal
https://www.i24news.tv/en/news/israel-at-war/1698317669-away-from-gaza-s-adversity-where-are-hamas-leaders-hiding
https://www.counterextremism.com/extremists/ismail-haniyeh
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/hamas-leader-haniyeh-met-irans-khamenei-iran-hamas-official-2023-11-04/
https://www.mofa.gov.qa/en/statements/qatar-expresses-concern-over-the-developments-in-gaza-strip-and-calls-for-de-escalation
https://www.foxnews.com/world/irans-ayatollah-khamenei-says-we-kiss-hands-those-planned-israel-attacks
https://www.unitedagainstnucleariran.com/hossein-amir-abdollahian-islamic-republic-of-iran-foreign-minister
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/hamas-iran-leaders-agree-continue-cooperation-after-attack-israel-2023-10-14/
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/jy1816
https://www.farsnews.ir/en/news/14020812000279/Iranian-FM-Hamas-Chief-Discss-Gaza-Develpmens
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Qatar is also home to the Al Jazeera Media Network.  Al Jazeera has favorably reported on Hamas’ 
terrorist ac�vi�es against Israel, consistently pla�ormed Hamas propaganda, and sought to galvanize 
world opinion against Israel.  Hamas itself awarded Al Jazeera a prize and has praised its “high 
professionalism” and its “affilia�on with the cause of the oppressed Pales�nian people” a�er clashes 
between Israel and Pales�nian terrorist groups in 2021.  Al Jazeera also favorably covers Iran, the 
Islamic Revolu�onary Guard Corps (IRGC), and Tehran’s network of proxies and partners. 
 
In addi�on to suppor�ng Hamas, Qatar has backed violent Islamist groups in Syria, including Al-Nusra 
Front, an Al-Qaeda affiliate. Iran also has longstanding �es to Al-Qaeda, despite religious differences 
between the radical Sunni terrorist group and the Shia theocracy in Tehran. In fact, according to the 
United Na�ons, the current de facto leader of Al-Qaeda, Saif Al-Adel, is based in Iran. 
 
Ul�mately, Qatar’s ability to simultaneously aid or undermine U.S. policy on Iran improves its diploma�c 
leverage. Qatar claims to be providing the U.S. with significant value as the chief mediator between the 
U.S. and Hamas, emphasizing it is capable of delivering the hostages’ release. This approach has 
enhanced Qatar’s standing and diploma�c influence.  

3. Qatar’s Rivalry with the Gulf Coopera�on Council 
 
Although a member of the Gulf Coopera�on Council (GCC) group of countries, Qatar has taken a 
frequently adversarial non-coopera�ve approach to the other GCC states in order to project power far 
beyond the state’s �ny size and to dis�nguish itself on the regional and world stages. Qatar’s 
sophis�cated pursuit of what is commonly described as “subtle power” – in contradis�nc�on to 
tradi�onal “hard” and “so�” variants – has impaired America’s ability to build a united GCC coali�on to 
increase economic and poli�cal pressure on the Iranian regime.  
 
The GCC is a poli�cal, economic, and security bloc comprised of Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi 
Arabia, and the UAE. The partnerships between the U.S. and the Gulf monarchies in the GCC cons�tute a 
cornerstone of America’s strategy to counter and contain Iran.  Indeed, the ra�onale for the GCC’s 
founding in 1981 was largely based upon confron�ng the growing threat from the Islamic Republic. At 
the �me, Iran had already established itself as the nerve center of radical Shia movements and ideology 
following the 1979 Islamic Revolu�on, threatening Sunni powers in the Gulf.   
 
At odds with the GCC’s original purpose, however, Qatar pursues its regional ambi�ons at the expense of 
other members of the GCC. Amid the 2011 Arab Spring uprisings across the region, Qatar sought to 
capitalize and enhance its geopoli�cal influence. Qatar supported Islamist groups like the Muslim 
Brotherhood in Egypt and Ennahda in Tunisia—organiza�ons that are ideologically opposed to Gulf Arab 
states. The Muslim Brotherhood won democra�c elec�ons in Egypt in 2012, and Ennahda came to power 
in Tunisia in 2018.   
 
Like Qatar, Iran welcomed the poli�cal transi�ons in Egypt and Tunisia, believing they represented a 
setback for the U.S., which had longstanding rela�ons with the deposed Mubarak regime in Egypt and 
coopera�ve rela�ons with the deposed Ben Ali regime in Tunisia. Supreme Leader Khamenei said during 
Friday prayers in February 2011, “The awakening of the Islamic Egyp�an people is an Islamic libera�on 
movement and I, in the name of the Iranian government, salute the Egyp�an people and the Tunisian 
people.”  

https://freebeacon.com/politics/hamas-media-award/
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-31764114
https://www.unitedagainstnucleariran.com/al-qaeda-iran
https://www.france24.com/en/middle-east/20230216-us-says-iran-based-egyptian-saif-al-adel-is-new-al-qaeda-chief
https://www.counterextremism.com/extremists/saif-al-adel
https://www.ieee.es/Galerias/fichero/docs_analisis/2021/DIEEEA38_2021_JOSCAS_Catar_ENG.pdf
https://www.haaretz.com/2012-01-27/ty-article/ruling-tunisia-by-remote-control/0000017f-f843-d044-adff-fbfb5b650000
https://www.reuters.com/article/saudi-security-int-idUSKBN27Y22Y
https://www.nytimes.com/2012/06/25/world/middleeast/mohamed-morsi-of-muslim-brotherhood-declared-as-egypts-president.html
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-tunisia-election/tunisias-ennahda-claims-victory-in-landmark-local-elections-idUSKBN1I708Q
https://www.reuters.com/article/iran-egypt-islamic-idAFLDE7130SB20110204
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The Arab Spring posed a domes�c threat to monarchies in the Gulf, including Saudi Arabia and Bahrain. 
The Iran-backed Al-Ashtar Brigades and other violent Shia opposi�on groups, which are opera�onal in 
Bahrain, mobilized against the Bahraini monarchy. In March 2011, the Saudi military intervened to 
suppress the uprising in Bahrain, deploying tanks and military personnel to protect the monarchy. Partly 
because of the Saudi interven�on, the protests didn’t unseat the monarchy. This outcome benefited 
Saudi Arabia, which was concerned about subversive actors in its own borders that could have been 
further radicalized if Bahrain’s uprising met with success.  
 
That same month, newspapers in Bahrain accused Qatari Prime Minister Sheikh Hamad bin Jassim Al-
Thani of demanding the right to demonstrate for Bahraini ci�zens. The demands were part of a plan 
�tled the “Qatari Ini�a�ve,” intended to shi� the narra�ve from terrorism and subversion to government 
repression. The prime minister was also believed to have extensive contact with Al-Wefaq, a banned Shia 
opposi�on poli�cal party in Bahrain. The allega�ons, if true, point to Qatar’s deviance from the posi�ons 
of the Gulf monarchies during this tumultuous period.  
 
In January 2015, the Houthis ousted the interna�onally recognized government of President Abdrabbuh 
Mansur Hadi in Yemen. In March of that year, Saudi Arabia intervened militarily to restore him. Qatar has 
sought to play the “neutral mediator” role, adop�ng a posi�on on the war that would make it palatable 
to both warring par�es. In effect, Qatar’s policy again diverged from the rest of the coali�on, weakening 
resolve to win the proxy war in Yemen against Iran.  
 
On June 5, 2017, Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Bahrain, and Egypt (the “Quartet”) took ac�on against its fellow 
GCC member Qatar, imposing an air, land, and sea blockade in the hopes of compelling it to correct 
course. Saudi Arabia and the others were concerned by the poten�al for Qatar to destabilize the region 
in partnership with Tehran. On June 23, 2017, the Quartet issued thirteen demands for Qatar to meet as 
a condi�on for li�ing the blockade. Among other things, the Quartet demanded Qatar cease its support 
for terrorism and the Muslim Brotherhood; downgrade its �es with the Islamic Republic; and close Al 
Jazeera—or else face a coordinated economic and diploma�c blockade.  
 
The Saudi-led pressure campaign ul�mately failed to change Qatar’s behavior, in large degree because of 
Iran’s willingness to aid Qatar. In January 2021, Qatar’s rela�ons with the Quartet were restored, without 
any concessions from Qatar. All of the Quartet’s 13 demands were effec�vely papered over, while the 
U.S. has remained quiescent about these developments. 

Conclusion 
 
The U.S. seeks to prevent Iran from obtaining a nuclear weapon and from destabilizing the Middle East 
through its terrorist proxies and partners.  Qatar, designated as a Major Non-NATO Ally of the U.S., has 
undermined these objec�ves through its partnership with Iran, support of Iran-backed terrorist 
organiza�ons, and adversarial approach to American allies in the Gulf. 
 
Given Iran’s ongoing aggression—including Iran-backed mili�a strikes against U.S. forces in Iraq and 
Syria—Qatar must stop playing both sides and unequivocally join the U.S. and its Gulf allies in standing 
up to Iran.  Un�l such �me, the U.S. should impose costs on Qatar unless it remands Hamas terrorist 
leaders into the custody of the U.S. or Israel; severs �es with terrorist groups; and stops providing 
diploma�c cover to the Islamic Republic.  

https://www.unitedagainstnucleariran.com/report/saudi-arabia
https://www.unitedagainstnucleariran.com/report/bahrain
https://www.nytimes.com/2011/03/15/world/middleeast/15bahrain.html
https://english.alarabiya.net/News/gulf/2017/06/16/Qatar-conspired-with-Iran-during-2011-unrest-in-Bahrain
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/aden-ports-reopened-but-rebels-still-outside-presidential-palace-and-residence/2015/01/22/d3563d88-a1ba-11e4-91fc-7dff95a14458_story.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2015/07/18/world/middleeast/yemen-aden-houthis-saudi-arabia.html
https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20210617-yemens-houthis-ready-for-peace-talks-hosted-by-qatar/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/jun/23/close-al-jazeera-saudi-arabia-issues-qatar-with-13-demands-to-end-blockade
https://www.cnbc.com/2021/01/05/saudi-arabia-restores-diplomatic-ties-with-qatar-after-three-year-rift.html
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Such costs should include the U.S. revoking Qatar’s designa�on as a major non-NATO ally and 
designa�ng Qatar a state sponsor of terrorism instead. The U.S. should also expel Qatari diplomats and 
ban business with Qatar. Finally, the U.S. should no�fy Qatar that the Hamas opera�ves in their territory 
are legi�mate military targets, and should ini�ate military ac�on to detain and, if necessary, kill the 
leadership figures sta�oned in Qatar. For a complete list of immediate ac�on that the U.S. should take 
against Qatar, please find UANI’s list of recommenda�ons here.   
 

https://www.unitedagainstnucleariran.com/press-releases/uani-and-cep-issue-joint-call-to-qatar-for-immediate-detention-and-turnover-of-hamas
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