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AUDI
A CLOSER Crown
LOOK Prince

Mohammed bin
Salman warmly
embracing Emir
Sheikh Tamim
bin Hamad Al
Thani of Qatar
on January 5 at
the Saudi Al Ula
airport made for
a picture-perfect scene of brotherhood.
The Qatari Emir was in Saudi Arabia

to attend the 41st summit of the Gulf
Cooperation Council (GCC)—the first
time since 2017, when four member
states of the GCC: Saudi Arabia,

the United Arab Emirates, Bahrain

and Egypt, imposed a blockade on
Qatar after accusing it of supporting
terrorism, among other allegations.
The four countries placed 13 demands
which they said Qatar must comply
with for the air, land and sea blockade
to be lifted.

Qatar not only denied the
unsubstantiated allegations, but stood
its ground. The country strengthened
its ties with Iran and Turkey in the last
three and a half years and has emerged
from this crisis—the worst in the
history of the GCC in the last couple of
decades—stronger and more resilient.

According to Middle East and North
Africa (MENA) analysts, this has put
Qatar in an advantageous position.
With strong ties with Iran and Turkey,
Qatar is now in a position to heal some
of the gaping wounds festering in the
MENA region: Libya, Syria and Yemen.
In all the three countries, major MENA
players such as the Saudis, the Emiratis,
Iran, Turkey, Egypt, Kuwait, Oman and
Qatar, are divided in their support for
rival factions.

While discussing the issue with
TRT World, Dr Sanam Vakil, Deputy
Director and Senior Research Fellow
at Chatham House's Middle East and
North Africa Programme, suggested that
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QATAR DirLOMATIC CRISIS

A warm embrace or just a photo op?

to resolve the ongoing disputes in the
Middle East, “regional investment and
regional diplomacy” would be required
and that by not having Qatar as a
competitor, the GCC would have more
to gain in the current situation.

However, the optimism for a more
unified GCC should be measured.

First of all, on the face of it all, the
reconciliation seems imposed on the
Saudis, UAE and Egypt by the Trump
administration as a last ditch attempt to
leave a Camp David style legacy at the
end of Trump’s tenure. The incumbent
Us president’s son-in-law has taken a
keen interest in the affairs of the Middle
East in the last four years and has tried,
and failed, on multiple occasions to
make a mark of his own.

From a preposterous USD 50
billion plan for “a vision to empower
the Palestinian people to build a
prosperous and vibrant Palestinian
society” disclosed at the Manama
Workshop in 2019 that went nowhere,
to coercing countries to “normalise”
ties with Israel, Kushner has tried
various means to push forward the
Trump administration’s agenda for a
“Israel First” and Israel friendly Middle
East policy, with the backing of the
Saudi-UAE axis. Having failed at fully
achieving this objecting—the Saudis
are yet to normalise ties with Israel—
the Trump administration needed to
make one last face-saving attempt.
With greater control over the Saudis

If anything, mistrust
and skepticism are
likely to prevail—at
least in the short to
medium terms. And
on all sides.

Covip-19 AND Spc 11

Making cities liveable

and the Emiratis, major players in the
Qatar diplomatic crisis, resolving the
GCC dispute was perhaps the most
feasible.

In mid-November 2020, US
National Security Adviser Robert
O'Brien asserted that for the US, it
was a “priority” to resolve the Qatar
blockade issue, adding “I would like to
see that get done before—if we end up
leaving office—I'd like to see that get

soon simply because I don’t think
there has been any introspection”—the
UAE had to ultimately comply with the
us plan.

And Egypt sending its Foreign
Minister Sameh Shoukry, and not its
head of state, to join the GCC summit,
is a sign in itself that it is perhaps not
fully in agreement with the lifting
of the blockade on Qatar. The other
participants at the summit were Saudi

Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman welcomes

Qatar’s Emir Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad al-Thani in Al-Ula,

Saudi Arabia, on January 5.

done in the next 70 days. And I think
there’s a possibility for it.”

And in less than 70 days, Saudi
Arabia, UAE and Egypt—staunch critics
of Qatar—agreed to not only shake
hands with the country but embrace
it, at least superficially. Although
initially the UAE seemed to question
the possibility of lifting the Qatar
blockade—the country’s ambassador to
the US, Yousef al-Otaiba, told Israel’s
Channel 12 after O’Brien’s comment,
“I don't think it gets resolved anytime

aesthetics and safety. Precautions
should be taken to reduce the risk
of fire accidents, by ensuring that
all buildings have fire-fighting
equipment and comply with

international fire safety standards. In
order to gradually improve urban air
quality, metropolitan cities should be
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Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman;
UAE Prime Minister and Emir of Dubai
Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum,;
Emir of Qatar Sheikh Tamim bin
Hamad; Emir of Kuwait Nawaf Al-
Ahmad Al-Jaber Al-Sabah; Crown
Prince of Bahrain Salman bin Hamad
bin Isa Al Khalifa; Oman’s Deputy
Prime Minister Fahd bin Mahmoud
Al Said; and, GCC Secretary-General
Abdullatif bin Rashid Al Zayani.

If anything, Egypt is wary of Qatar’s
softer approach with regard to the

more stringent every year. Urban
green spaces in established cities like
Dhaka and Chattogram should be
protected from encroachment and
burgeoning cities across the country

should be designed with at least one-
third of urban built-up areas reserved

HEN
a

pestilence
caused the
deaths of
more than
half of the
population
of Milan in
1846, it was
evident that
a clean and well-designed urban
environment would be essential

for human welfare. Thus, driven by
his insatiable curiosity and infinite
genius, Leonardo da Vinci decided
to design his ideal city. Like most
of his visionary ideas, Leonardo’s
city was centuries ahead of its time.
He planned to separate pedestrians
from vehicles by building his city
on multiple levels. The upper levels
of Leonardo’s city would have
passageways exclusively reserved for
pedestrians, while the lower levels
would be utilised for the movement
of vehicles. In Leonardo’s city, a
perpendicular grid of roads would
be complemented with an extensive
network of artificial canals, whose
water flow would be regulated with
hydraulic pumps, locks, basins and
floodgates. Leonardo designed his
city in such a manner that the width
of roads was equal to the average
height of the buildings adjacent

to them, so that adequate sunlight
and air could reach all spaces and
damage from earthquakes could be
minimised. Leonardo’s city would
not suffer from water-logging, since
he incorporated slopes and drains
to facilitate the flow of rainwater.
Proper sanitation and cleanliness
would be ensured in this city through
an underground sewerage system.
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SDG target 11.1
calls upon countries
to ensure access to
adequate, safe and
affordable housing
for all and upgrade
slums by 2030.

Although Leonardo da Vinci's
ideal city was never actually built due
to its prohibitively high costs, such
cities could be instrumental in the
global response to Covid-19 and in
the implementation of Sustainable
Development Goal (SDG) 11, which
affirms the need to “make cities
and human settlements inclusive,
safe, resilient and sustainable”.
Worldwide, more than 90 percent of
Covid-19 cases have been detected
in urban areas where the relatively
higher population density makes it
easy for the virus to spread quickly

and uncontrollably. This means
that one billion people living in
slums and four billion people living
in cities worldwide are at high
risk of infection from the deadly
coronavirus. Since Bangladesh has
one of the highest proportions
of the urban population living in
slums in South Asia, it must remain
especially vigilant to ensure that the
coronavirus does not strike in the
slum areas and spread like wildfire.
During the pandemic, as many

people were forced to remain indoors

for prolonged periods of time due
to lockdowns, the importance of
having green open spaces in cities
resurfaced. Scientists recommend
spending at least 120 minutes per
week in nature to maintain good
health and enhance wellbeing.
Unfortunately, Dhaka has only 8.5
percent tree-covered land and only

0.0002 metres squared of green park

per capita, whereas ideally a city
should have 20 percent tree-covered
land and nine metres squared of
green park per capita. Therefore,
Covid-19 has reiterated the need for

Bangladesh to implement SDG target

11.7, which calls upon countries to
“provide universal access to safe,
inclusive and accessible green and
public spaces”.

Bangladesh’s performance
on indicators under SDG 11 has
been mixed. SDG target 11.1 calls
upon countries to ensure access
to adequate, safe and affordable

housing for all and upgrade slums by

2030. In Bangladesh, the proportion
of the urban population living in
slums has fallen significantly from
87.3 percent in 1991 to 55.1 percent
in 2014. This represents good
progress as the proportion of the
urban population living in slums
decreased by 1.04 percent annually,
on average, during the period of
1991 to 2014. Nevertheless, the total
number of people living in urban
slums increased from 19.99 million
in 1991 to 29.27 million in 2014.
This implies that on average, every

year, the urban slum population
increased by 403,000 during the
period 1991 and 2014.

The increase in the urban slum
population is just the tip of the
iceberg. The much bigger problem
is the increase of the overall urban
population in Bangladesh. The share
of the population living in urban
areas in Bangladesh increased from
22.43 percent of the total population
in 1997 to 35.85 percent in 2017.
Such persistent rural-urban migration
is indicative of the existence of
push-pull factors that are motivating
people to move from the villages
to the cities. The rural-urban wage
differential, as well as the wage
differential across different sectors of
the economy, could be likely factors
pulling workers to urban areas.
Climate change has also pushed
many people away from rural areas
to the urban areas of Bangladesh.
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Ironically, increased urbanisation
can itself become a cause behind
further climate change, since urban
inhabitants have a much larger
material footprint compared to rural
inhabitants.

Bangladesh faces a host of
challenges pertinent to the
implementation of SDG 11.
Unrestrained urbanisation poses a
risk for developing countries such
as Bangladesh, which have low
technical expertise, limited financial
capacity and lacklustre infrastructural
facilities to address the needs of the
urban poor. Overpopulated cities
such as Dhaka suffer from an array of
problems, which include, but are not
limited to, reduced access to goods
and services, insufficient number
of decent jobs, lack of affordable
housing, water-logging, fire hazards,
air and water pollution and traffic
congestion.

In order to overcome the
aforementioned challenges, a
number of policy measures may
be adopted. Dilapidated housing
in rundown areas should be
renovated in order to improve their

for green spaces. An integrated
approach to urban and territorial
planning that engages diverse multi-
level stakeholders is necessary to
design cities that are clean, compact,

given targets, such a fixed percentage
of days with heavy air pollution that
will be allowed per year, and these

targets should be progressively made

Muslim Brotherhood and its support
for Al Jazeera, whose coverage of

El Sisi's misadventures has so irked
Egypt that it has imprisoned the
international news channel’s senior
journalist, Mahmoud Hussein, for
more than 1,400 days under inhumane
circumstances and without charges or
trial.

And the rifts created between the
peoples of these nations, stoked by
the arbitrary blockade in 2017 on
Qatar, is unlikely to heal anytime
soon. The people of Qatar have had to
face dire challenges in the wake of the
blockade. “It is infringing on the right
to free expression, separating families,
interrupting medical care—in one case
forcing a child to miss a scheduled
brain surgery, interrupting education,
and stranding migrant workers without
food or water,” said Human Rights
Watch in 2017, expressing concern
over the situation in Qatar after the
blockade was imposed.

If anything, mistrust and skepticism
are likely to prevail—at least in the
short to medium terms. And on all
sides. After all, the Saudi Arabia, UAE,
Bahrain and Egypt had previously, in
February 2014, severed diplomatic ties
with Qatar over the country’s stance on
the toppling of the Morsi government
in 2013. And there is no guarantee
that given the chance, the countries
in the future won't resort to coercive
tactics to subdue Qatar’s growing
influence in the region. Although this
time, it would only be more difficult.
And under the Biden administration,
the relationship between the US and
Saudi Arabia is likely to be more
transactional in nature.

But given the intricate geopolitical
mosaic of the puzzle that is MENA,
and the vested interests of the US in
the region, things are as transient in
nature as it can get.

Tasneem Tayeb is a columnist for The Daily Star.
Her Twitter handle is: @TayebTasneem

energy efficient, environment
friendly, socially cohesive, readily
accessible, climate responsive and
disaster resilient. These measures
need to be implemented on a priority
basis, so that Bangladesh’s cities

can bounce back from Covid-19
stronger and be guided towards the
achievement of SDG 11 by 2030.

Syed Yusuf Saadat is Senior Research Associate
at Centre for Policy Dialogue (CPD).
Email: saadat@cpd.org.bd
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