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DOHA: Qataris are gearing up for inaugural legisla-
tive polls tomorrow that are a symbolic democratic
step for the Gulf region but are unlikely to alter the
monarchy’s balance of power.  The October 2 election
is for 30 members of the 45-strong Shura Council, a
body with limited powers that was previously ap-
pointed by the emir as an advisory chamber.

While it is a rare nod to democracy in the Gulf,
which is mostly ruled by absolute monarchies and
where only Kuwait has a fully elected parliament, ob-
servers say this is no turning point for Qatar. Instead,
they stress that it comes with heightened scrutiny on
the country which is set to host next year’s World Cup.
Qatar had announced it would hold elections to the
Shura Council in 2007, but the vote was postponed.

“It is important to understand that the ambition is
not to create a constitutional monarchy but increase
participation” in society, said Andreas Krieg, chief ex-
ecutive of risk consultancy MENA analytica. “Apply-
ing metrics of democracy is wrong.” The Shura will
be allowed to propose legislation, approve the budget
and recall ministers. But the emir, all-powerful in the
world’s largest exporter of liquefied natural gas, will
wield a veto. The streets of Qatar’s towns have been
speckled with billboards adorned with beaming can-
didates sporting the national white thobe.

Candidates have appeared on state-run TV to
pitch for support, with each contender pictured
against an identical backdrop alongside slides stating
their policies - a far cry from the expensive political
ads typical elsewhere. And unlike established democ-
racies, there have been no adversarial head-to-head
debates between candidates. Beyond single-candi-
date town hall meetings, posters and TV spots, the

country’s introduction to democracy has been lim-
ited, with no change of government possible and po-
litical parties outlawed.

Approved candidates 
All candidates had to be approved by the pow-

erful interior ministry against a host of criteria, in-
cluding age, character and criminal history. At glitzy
campaign events, candidates attempted to woo
sometimes modest crowds with waiter service of hot
drinks, buffet meals and glossy campaign literature.
The candidates are mostly men, with just 28 women
among the 284 hopefuls running for the 30 available
council seats. The remaining 15 seats will be ap-
pointed by the emir. Most of Qatar’s 2.5 million resi-
dents are foreigners ineligible to vote. Candidates will
have to stand in electoral divisions linked to where
their family or tribe was based in the 1930s, using
data compiled by the then-British authorities.

Diplomatic sources suggest families and tribes
have already conducted internal ballots to determine
who will be elected for their constituencies. Qataris
number about 333,000, but only descendants of
those who were citizens in 1930 will be eligible to
vote and stand, disqualifying members of families
naturalized since then. Some members of the sizable
Al-Murrah tribe are among those who face being ex-
cluded from the electoral process, sparking a fierce
debate online.

‘Creating a divide’ 
Experts have suggested that representatives of

those groups excluded could be among those di-
rectly appointed by the emir. “I’ve seen it create a di-

vide within our society, that we (younger Qataris)
had hoped no longer existed,” said a voter, who de-
clined to be named because of the sensitivity of the
issue. The electoral law prohibits “stirring up tribal or
sectarian strife among citizens in any way” or receiv-
ing campaign funding from abroad. Qatar’s election
process has sparked a torrent of fake news on social
media with the Arabic hashtag #BoycottQatarElec-
tions trending on Twitter, despite initially being
posted by only one account.

Officials in the emirate fear the polls could be ex-
ploited by Qatar’s neighbors Saudi Arabia and the

United Arab Emirates (UAE). Municipal councils are
the only elected public chambers in Saudi Arabia. In
the UAE, half the seats on a government advisory
body were elected during a ballot in 2015, when
about one-quarter of citizens had the right to vote.
Qatar held its first municipal election in 1999. Ahead
of tomorrow’s vote, volunteers gathered to receive
step-by-step instructions on how the electoral
process would work “from the time the voter arrives”
through casting their ballot to leaving, the Qatar Trib-
une daily reported. —AFP
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AL WAKRAH, Qatar: A waiter pours a drink as Qataris sit during a campaign rally for Qatar’s inaugural Shura
Council election, in Al-Wakrah.—AFP

Qatar: The key dates 
since independence
DOHA: Gas and oil rich Qatar, which holds its first legislative polls
tomorrow, survived a bruising stand-off with its Gulf neighbors
to emerge as a key broker in Afghanistan. Here are key dates since
its independence in 1971.

Al-Thani family in power
On September 3, 1971, Qatar gains independence from Britain.

The Gulf monarchy had become a British protectorate in 1916 as
the Ottoman Empire crumbled during World War I. It had been
ruled by the Al-Thani family since the mid-19th century. Sheikh
Khalifa bin Hamad Al-Thani overthrows his cousin, Emir Ahmad,
in February 1972 and takes power. In June 1992, Qatar becomes
the third Gulf monarchy after Kuwait and Bahrain to sign a de-
fense cooperation agreement with the United States, after the
1990-1991 Gulf War and the liberation of Kuwait by a US-led
coalition following its invasion by Iraq.

Bloodless coup 
Sheikh Hamad bin Khalifa Al-Thani takes power in June 1995,

overthrowing his father in a bloodless coup while the latter is
abroad. In March 1999, the first direct municipal elections take

place, including women candidates — a first in the Gulf. In March-
April 2003, the US Central Command (Centcom) directs the in-
vasion of Iraq from headquarters established in Qatar a year
earlier. In April 2003, a new constitution is overwhelmingly
adopted by a referendum, and foresees a parliamentary body, the
Majlis al-Shura advisory council. The new constitution comes into
effect in 2004.

Contacts with Zionists
Zionist foreign minister Tzipi Livni visits Doha in April 2008.

Although Qatar and Israel do not have formal diplomatic relations,
they maintain informal contacts.

World Cup 
In December 2010, Qatar is selected as host of the 2022 FIFA

World Cup, the first Arab nation to organise the prestigious foot-
ball competition.

Support for Arab Spring 
Qatar supports popular uprisings in Tunisia, Egypt, Libya and

Syria during the 2011 Arab Spring via its Al Jazeera network’s
rolling television news coverage. In October 2012, the emir visits
the Gaza Strip and its Islamist rulers Hamas. Qatar is one of the
Palestinian enclave’s main bankrollers.

Emir abdicates
In June 2013, the emir abdicates in favor of his son, 33-

year-old Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad Al-Thani, a first in the re-
cent history of the Arab world.

Diplomatic crisis 
Saudi Arabia, Egypt, the United Arab Emirates and

Bahrain cut ties and transport links with Qatar in June 2017.
They say they want Doha to sever its alleged connections
with radical Islamist groups - which Qatar denies - and dis-
tance itself from Iran. Qatar announces in December 2018
that it will quit the OPEC oil cartel, citing its greater reliance
on gas exports. In January 2021, Saudi Arabia and the other
three boycotting nations announce the restoration of rela-
tions with Doha.

Labor rules scrapped 
In October 2019, Qatar announces plans to scrap key as-

pects of its controversial “kafala” labor rules, including the
requirement for some workers to obtain employers’ permis-
sion to change jobs and permits to leave the country.

Afghanistan 
In August 2021, Qatar becomes a key broker in Afghanistan

with the withdrawal of US forces, helping evacuate thousands
of foreigners and Afghans, engaging the new Taleban rulers
and supporting operations at Kabul airport. With Washing-
ton’s blessing, Qatar had invited the Taliban to open an office
in Doha in 2013 as a back channel for talks.  —AFP


