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FOREWORD
It is with passion and humility that I ask 
Your Majesty to graciously read this document 
concerning the future of our beloved country.

Oman has a long history, yet, in just a few short years, Your Majesty
has transformed the country into a modern, secure and wealthy state.
Now we can hold our head high in the world.

But the world is changing – and quickly – and the pressures that will
come from a growing population, a changing climate and shortages
of key resources will affect Oman just as any other country.

Your Majesty has planned ahead with wisdom for 45 years, and will continue 
to do so in order to leave the greatest legacy of all – a secure future for our 
people. This document makes a few suggestions about how Oman can be 
prepared for the future in a way that is also respectful of our culture and Islam. 

I hope that Your Majesty will take these suggestions in the manner they are 
offered – a small contribution from an Omani businesswoman who cares 
deeply, as Your Majesty does, about the future of this country.

Ms Azza Al Ismaili

Ms Azza Al Ismaili is 
married with fi ve children. 
She has a fi rst degree in 
Engineering and holds two 
master’s degrees, one from 
Sultan Qaboos University 
and one from Grand Canyon 
University, Arizona, as well as 
a leadership qualifi cation from 
Harvard. She is an ex-PDO 
employee who now owns and 
manages seven companies in 
Oman, ranging from business 
services to education, to oil 
inspection services.
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EXECUTIVE
SUMMARY

This document brings together 
a range of ideas and proposals 
which I hope will help to build 
an even stronger future for 
Oman. As a successful Omani 
businesswoman I have a range 
of domestic and international 
experience which I would
be honoured to put at the 
disposal of His Majesty and
the Omani Government.

In thinking about the current 
and future challenges our 
country faces, I have been 
concerned about Omani people, 
Omani businesses and the 

Omani environment. These 
three pillars of a successful 
country are vital to our future 
wealth and wellbeing.

Working with trusted 
advisers, we have looked 
at each pillar and suggested 
a number of proposals which 
could help to address some 
specifi c issues and improve the 
prospects for Oman. We have 
also identifi ed ways in which 
His Majesty could leave a more 
personal, yet very important, 
legacy for his country.

People
Our people are the lifeblood of the country and 
its success. Therefore making sure everyone, 
whatever their circumstances, can benefi t from 
an education fi t for the 21st century is a key 
target. Finding ways to get young people into 
useful employment is important for both the 
economy and social cohesion. Meeting the 
housing needs of even the poorest demonstrates 
the value we all place on making our 
communities work.

Land
The land is the rock on which everything is built. 
Without the resources that our environment 
provides for us, we would have little. The resources 
that have made us rich, the water on which our 
lives depend, the animals and crops that feed us, 
the landscapes that attract visitors – all are vital 
to our communities and our economy. These 
proposals are aimed at getting the most from our 
land now and into the future, especially as we need 
to move beyond our oil and gas to sustain us.

Business
It is businesses that create the wealth for the 
country. The jobs they create and the profi ts they 
make are mostly invested back into creating more 
opportunities for Omanis. We have identifi ed 
several key requirements for Oman: new business 
start-ups, more investment in research and 
innovation, rapid diversifi cation and developing 
tourism. These proposals identify some things 
that can be done to create a better environment 
for businesses within Oman and, as a result,
a stronger and more resilient economy.

Cohesive 
society

• Youth employment 
guarantee

• Family-friendly employment 
– fl exible working 
and childcare

• Homes for all

Education • University Foundation 
Programme

• School vouchers

• A new curriculum

• Entrepreneurial education

A legacy 
project

• HM Sultan Qaboos’ 
Young Champions Award

National parks • Newly designated 
nature reserves

• Opening up reserves 
for tourism

Basic needs 
– water, food 
and energy

• The Seawater Greenhouse

• The power of renewable 
energy

New 
technologies

• Laser satellite 
communication

A legacy 
project

• HM Sultan Qaboos 
Environment Research 
Centre

New 
enterprise

• Improving regulation

• Access to fi nance

Diversifi cation • Closer partnerships

• Sector skills

• Specifi c infrastructure

• Support for exporting

Innovation • Business/research 
collaboration

• Innovation stimulus grants

• Innovation competitions

• Support for tech start-ups

• Improving innovation 
centres

• Cooperation on technology 
transfer, with GCC

Tourism • Sinbad Cruises 
- a new Omani cruise line

A legacy 
project

• Sea, Sand and Stars – an 
iconic visitor attraction

Governance 
The glue that holds our country together is 
His Majesty’s government. The government is 
there to serve the needs of the people – ensuring 
that Oman is safe, prosperous, and fair, both for 
this generation and future generations. Making 
sure that the government always acts for the 
benefi t of the people is challenging; doing so in a 
way that has our culture, values and religion at its 
heart is even more so. In an increasingly diverse 
yet interconnected world, strong leadership, 
sound government and increased democracy
are vital. We make a number of suggestions
that could help to build on the strengths of His 
Majesty’s government.

Government 
structures

• Grand Committees

• Constitutional change

A skilled civil 
service

• Fast Stream Project

• Civil Service College

• Contracting out services

A legacy 
project

• The HM Sultan Qaboos 
Foundation
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A new generation will have greater expectations. 
Will Oman have the wealth to meet those 
expectations?

Since 1970, Oman has embarked on an ambitious programme of economic 
liberalisation and modernisation sustained by high oil prices. The Sultanate 
evolved from a country lacking in basic services and infrastructure into a 
modern state. Despite the considerable progress made under the leadership
of His Majesty, there remain many challenges, both from within Oman and 
from outside, and in particular from future drivers of change.

The enormous revenues from oil are reducing and, despite new discoveries 
of natural gas, Oman faces a future without oil and the wealth that has been 
derived from it. Unless the country can create value from new industries
to replace oil, the government’s income may be substantially reduced.
Even in the short term, Oman is suffering because of low and volatile
oil prices which it is not able to infl uence.

While the Sultan and his government have foreseen this situation and have 
been planning for extensive diversifi cation, the data shows there is little
sign that the change is happening quickly enough to replace oil revenues.

There is little more 
important than the 
education of the people

The challenge of running the country post-oil is that the government may not 
have enough income to maintain its social welfare and infrastructure spending. 
Thus maintaining social cohesion may become diffi cult – especially when 
richer, neighbouring states continue to expand their economies and improve 
the quality of life for their citizens.

This situation may be all the more challenging because of the high birth rate 
and increasing number of young people in the population. They will need 
feeding, housing and educating and will need to fi nd employment (especially
in the private sector). In these circumstances, there is the risk of dissatisfaction 
at least and perhaps even civil unrest.

There is little more important than the education of the people. That is the key 
to social and economic success. That is the key for the future of the country 
and individuals alike. Given the increasing number of young people in the 
population, there is an urgent need to train thousands of new teachers over 
the next few years.

The next generation may increasingly feel part of a complex, diverse and 
rapidly changing modern world – less concerned by their history and less 
aware of the great renaissance brought about by HM Sultan Qaboos Bin Said 
Al Said.

BACKGROUND
The recent transformation of Oman has been 
remarkable. The country is now stable,
modern and wealthy.

Oman has a long history stretching back 7,000 years. It had a reputation
for early civilisation, for seafaring and for trade. It embraced Islam quickly 
which defi ned its values as a nation. Although Oman had been attacked
and conquered (notably by the Portuguese), there followed a period
of empire when Oman ruled from East Africa to the coast of India.

Despite all this, for much of the 20th century, Oman was isolated and 
undeveloped – with high rates of poverty, poor education and ill-health.
In startling contrast to today, in 1970 the country only had two primary
schools and no secondary school; there were only two hospitals; there
were only 10km of paved roads; and the country was in a state of unrest.

In 1970, HM Sultan Qaboos Bin Said Al Said took over the throne from his 
father and began a rapid transformation of the country. A social, cultural and 
educational renaissance took place and the economy was rapidly modernised. 
These changes were enabled by both the wise leadership of HM the Sultan 
and the blessing of oil.

In only 45 years, Oman has become a modern, stable and well-run country 
which maintains a culture of tolerance and openness, and respects the
central role of Islam in the life of the people. The economy, underpinned
by the country’s oil reserves, has grown and there has been considerable 
investment in infrastructure, education and health provision.

CHAPTER 1
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“I promise you to proceed forthwith in the process 
of creating a modern government. My fi rst act will 
be the immediate abolition of all the unnecessary 
restrictions on your lives and activities.

My people, I will proceed as quickly as possible
to transform your life into a prosperous one with 
a bright future. Every one of you must play his 
part towards this goal. Our country in the past 
was famous and strong. If we work in unity and 
cooperation we will regenerate that glorious past 
and we will take a respectable place in the world.

I call upon you to continue living as usual. I will 
be arriving in Muscat in the coming days and 
then I will let you know of my future plans.

My people, I and my new government will
work to achieve our general objective.

My people, my brothers, yesterday it was 
complete darkness and with the help of God, 
tomorrow will be a new dawn on Muscat,
Oman and its people.

God bless us all and may He grant our 
efforts success.”

His Majesty, Sultan Qaboos Bin Said Al Said. 1971

Oman will be affected by the drivers of change. It cannot isolate 
itself from what is happening in the world.

The external changes that will be happening in the 
world at large over the next 20-50 years will have 
even more profound impacts on a country such 
as Oman – with a small population and dwindling 
resources. No one will be immune to these 
turbulent times and everyone will need to fi nd ways 
to meet and overcome enormous challenges.

The complexities and uncertainties of the 21st 
century demand new thinking and new approaches. 
The world is changing faster than ever before, 
driven by new and demanding issues: climate 
change, population growth, resource depletion, 
shifts of economic power, emerging technologies 
and a loss of natural systems.

We need to build strong and informed leadership. 
We need to encourage a deep understanding
in our communities of the challenges ahead.

Most importantly, we need new tools and 
strategies to prepare for the future.

It is important, when considering any of these 
critical issues, to view them alongside each other. 
Many, when taken in combination, are likely
to have much more severe impacts.

What sort of economy will we need? Which sectors 
will become more or less important? What skills 
will be at a premium? Where will developments 
take place? What sort of buildings will we need? 
How will the land be used? How will we move 
around? What will communities look like and how 
will they function? What will motivate people?

These are profound questions that will force us all 
to look at how we manage our economy, run our 
government and plan our communities in very 
different ways.

We need new tools and 
strategies to prepare for 
the future
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The pace and scale of change demands actions at an equivalent 
pace and scale.

The coming decades will test humanity as never 
before. We will need to meet the needs of an 
increasing population without destroying the 
environment that supports us all; to live in an 
interconnected world without losing the identity 
that makes us who we are; and to make sure that 
we use technology wisely without forgetting what 
is truly important in our lives.

Business as usual will not be enough. Incremental 
change will not be enough. Waiting for others to 
act will not be enough. These are big challenges 
and will require big solutions. They will demand 
bold leadership and sometimes risk.

His Majesty’s government is, of course, already 
thinking about these issues. There are many 
reports and initiatives being planned but it may 
be the case that more urgency is needed.

What is needed? A clear vision for the future 
of Oman that recognises the scale of the 
challenges that lie ahead; fast and effective 
implementation by government; and an 
increasing trust in the ability of Omani people 
to support the changes that are needed. The 
pace and scale of our response needs to match 
the pace and scale of the multiple internal and 
external challenges. For example, the ambition 
and foresight shown in the development of Duqm 
Port and its development zone demonstrate what 
is possible.

The next 45 years will bring new threats and opportunities which 
will need to be managed well.

There is no doubt that HM Sultan Qaboos Bin 
Said Al Said has been a tremendous force
for good. By the strength of his will and his 
far-sighted approach to leading the Omani 
people, the country is stronger, wealthier and 
more united. His Majesty has used the wonderful 
opportunity of oil to invest wisely in important 
aspects of the economy and society.

But of course there is still much to be done to 
prepare the country for the next 45 years. To 
complete his legacy, His Majesty will want to 
continue to create the conditions on which Omani 
people can build the future of this fi ne country.

HM Sultan Qaboos Bin Said Al Said will want 
to leave a lasting legacy that refl ects what His 
Majesty stands for and what he values, and leaves 
Oman a better place for generations to come. 
For instance, there is a need to modernise the 
education system to ensure that His Majesty’s 
educational legacy will remain a strong one.

Given the challenges Oman will face in the 
future, it falls to the leader to look ahead and 
inform his people about the changes that are 
coming – so that they may be ready. It falls to the 
leader to make sure that his people can continue 
to benefi t from the most important resources: 
food, water, energy and shelter.

This document suggests four themes that may 
help Oman as it looks ahead. 

1.  The fi rst is about valuing the people, 
on whom our future depends

2.  The second is about valuing our land, 
on which we depend for our survival

3.  The third is about valuing our businesses, 
which will help create our wealth

4.  The last is about serving our people, by making 
sure that the government is open and effective

I offer these thoughts as a humble contribution 
to His Majesty’s ongoing work and leadership. 
I believe passionately that Oman can have a strong 
future and I only want to support His Majesty and 
the government in the diffi cult work that lies ahead.
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Population of Oman

Population of Oman – Omani and Expatriate

Omani and Expatriate – by age 

There is a clear difference in the age profi le of the 
Omani and the expatriate residents. Unsurprisingly, 
the expatriates are largely of working age; 86% 
are aged between 20 and 50 compared with 43% 
of the Omani population. Expatriate residents are 
largely male; there are ten males for every female.

Fertility rates in Oman are falling. On average, 
women had 8.32 children each between 1980 
and 1985. This has fallen to 2.91 in 2015.
By 2030 this rate will have fallen again to 2.08,
only just above the replacement ratio.

The proportion of the population under 15 years 
old has been on a downward trajectory since 1995; 
this overall trend will continue. The proportion of 

the population aged 5-14 was 26.1% in 1995. 
This fell to 13.0% in 2015. There will be a slight 
‘bounce back’ to 15.4% in 2025 but then the 
percentage will fall again.

The youth population (15-24) formed 21.8% of the 
population in 2000; this went up to 22.4% in 2010. 
Projections indicate this will fall to 19.9% in 2015, 
13.3% in 2030 and 10.1% in 2050.

Oman’s elderly population will start to grow more 
quickly after 2035 and the total population over 
65 will increase to 20.9% by 2050. An associated 
increase in the old-age dependency ratio will 
accompany this.
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Comparator countries 

In this table, Oman is compared to three countries – Qatar, Singapore and Denmark. Each of 

these countries has features which are similar in some way to Oman – size, economic development 
path or sector composition. Data from these comparator countries enables the Omani position to 
be benchmarked against others in an international context.

Oman Qatar Singapore Denmark

Population (2014) 4.2 million 2.1 million 5.4 million 5.6 million

Population growth (2014) 8.08% 3.1% 1.3% 0.4%

GDP ($) 81 billion 203 billion 296 billion 331 billion

GDP growth (2000-2014) 3.56% 12.89% 6.02% -

GDP per capita (2014 $) 25,289 100,206 83,066 59,191

Unemployment rate 7.9% 0.5% 2.8% 7%

Youth unemployment 20.5% 1.5% 10.3% 13%

OMAN
Economic context 
Oman is a special country, with a diverse natural environment, 
deep cultural traditions, abundance of resources, a growing 
population and a strong, developing economy. Nonetheless, there 
are challenges to overcome as Oman looks forward to continuing 
its proud history into the future.

Population
Oman is a country of 4.2 million 
people. This has grown from 
882,000 in 1975. The growth 
has been fuelled both by 
inward migration and natural 
growth. The United Nations 
(UN) estimates that the 
Omani population will reach 
4.9 million by 2030 and 5.1 
million by 2050.

Between 2010 and 2015, Oman experienced the 
country’s fastest population growth in modern 
history, at an average of 7.89% p.a. According
to UN forecasts, the growth rate will fall to 1.64% 
p.a. for 2015–2020 and 1.11% for 2020–2025, 
and will reduce further beyond 2025.

There are two distinct groups living in Oman today 
– Omanis and expatriates. The expat community 
are overwhelmingly from the Asian subcontinent –
India, Bangladesh and Pakistan. Expatriate 
residents make up 43.6% of the population
of Oman (2013 fi gures) and number 1.68 million. 
UN projections indicate that inward migration will 
slow from 206,000 new immigrants between 
2010–2015 to only 9,000 from 2015–2020. 
From 2020 onwards, the UN predicts that 
Oman’s net migration will become negative.
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Sector composition

Oman has prospered from its endowment of natural resources and 
therefore traditionally oil and gas extraction has formed the 
majority of GDP. As the country is less well endowed than other 
Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries, the Sultan has wisely 
pursued an active policy of industrial diversifi cation. This has led 
to a reduction in oil and natural gas dependency in recent years. 
The proportion of GDP from oil and gas activity has fallen from 
52.3% in 2012, to 50.6% in 2013 and to 44% in 2014.

The service sector activity is dominated by 
government activity – notably public 
administration and defence (25%). Wholesale 
and retail account for 16% of the service sector, 
and hotels and restaurants make up 2%. 
Different countries use different sectoral 
defi nitions in their published national accounts, 

so making direct comparisons of the industry 
make-up is diffi cult. However, in Singapore 
wholesale and retail make up 25% of the service 
sector, hotels and restaurants 10%, fi nancial 
services 17% and business services 22%.
This indicates there is room for expansion
in the Omani service sector.

Oman’s GDP growth rate

Competitiveness

An international benchmark 
for competitiveness is the 
Global Competitiveness Index 
(GCI). This measure compares 
over 100 indicators across
12 topics to determine a score 
and ranking for each country. 

Oman performs reasonably well on this measure, 
but is dropping down the rankings; from 
2014–2015 it ranked 46th out of 144 countries 
assessed, while from 2015–2016 it ranked 62nd. 
Oman is consistently in the second-highest 
development stage: the transition between an 
effi ciency-driven economy and an innovation-
driven economy.

Oman performs strongly on what are termed the 
‘basic requirements’ for a competitive economy, 
notably macroeconomic stability (where it ranks 
8th out of 144) and institutions (24th out of 144). 
Areas for Oman to focus on, according to the 
GCI, include innovation, higher education and 
training and technological readiness.

A GCI survey identifi es the barriers to doing 
business in a country. Oman performs well
for governmental stability, low crime rates and 
good foreign currency regulation measures.
The following barriers were identifi ed by the 
survey: restrictive labour regulations (30.2%
of respondents identifi ed this issue), inadequate 
education of workforce (20.0%), ineffi cient 
bureaucracy (14.4%) and poor work ethic
of the national labour force (13.5%).

Petroleum activities
Agriculture and fi shing
Industrial sector activities
Service sector activities

Mining and quarrying
Refi ning petroleum products
Refi ning chemicals
Other manufacturing
Electricity and water supply
Building and construction

Wholesale and retail
Hotels and restaurants
Transport, storage and communication
Financial
Real estate and business
Public administration and defence
Education
Health
Community, social and personal
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12%

12%
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13%
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1%17%

38%

Economy

Since HM Sultan Qaboos Bin Said Al Said’s accession to the throne
in 1970, Oman has gone through a period of rapid economic
growth and development.

The gross domestic product (GDP) of Oman in 2014 
was OR31.45 billion (current prices). This converts 
to $81 billion (current prices). The annual rate
of growth has varied signifi cantly since 2000, 
refl ecting fl uctuating oil prices and turbulence
in the world economy. The average annual 
growth rate since 2000 for Oman has been 
3.56% which is lower than Singapore (6.02%) 
and Qatar (12.89%) but signifi cantly higher than 
Denmark and many other developed economies.

GDP per capita in 2014 was OR7,424 (current 
prices). This has grown from OR 821 in 1975. 
The best way to compare GDP per capita across 
nations is through purchasing power parity (PPP); 
this takes into account the cost of goods and 
services in each country. According to International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) statistics, Oman had the 23rd 
highest GDP per capita (PPP) in 2014 (an estimated 
$43,847). Qatar has the highest GDP per capital 
(PPP) in the world ($137,162), Singapore the 
third highest ($83,066) and Denmark the 31st 
highest ($44,625). According to IMF statistics, 
Oman’s GDP (PPP) per capita fell slightly from a 
peak of $45,406 in 2011, although it is predicted 
to recover and reach $45,739 by 2020.

Sector contribution 
to GDP

Service sector Industrial sector
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Productivity

Productivity is a measure of how much economic 
output is generated through a unit of input, 
usually labour input. A true measure of labour 
productivity considers the amount of economic 
output obtained through one hour of labour 
input. Obtaining accurate data for this requires 
accurate GDP information and comprehensive 
labour market data for information about the 
number of hours worked.

As a rough proxy for productivity, fi gures for output per employed person can 
be used. The output per employed person in Oman is $24,932 in 2012 (1990 
PPP). This has grown by 10% since 2000, which means Oman has fared well 
on this measure. Qatar saw a fall in GDP per employed person and there was 
only a 6% rise in Denmark. Out of the comparator countries only Singapore 
has seen stronger growth for this indicator (20%).

Employment

Government employees make up 12.0% of the total employment
in Oman (2014). The overall numbers are increasing, refl ecting the 
50,000 new government jobs created in 2010. Amongst the OECD 
group of countries, the proportion of government employment 
ranges from 5.7% to 30.0%. Although it is not possible to compare 
these fi gures across countries exactly due to discrepancies in the 
way they are measured, it indicates that the public sector in Oman 
does not have an unusually large governmental sector.

Expat workers make up 80.3% of the labour force 
in Oman. They make up 15% of government 
employees and 89.2% of the private sector.
The Gulf Research Center quotes PhD research 
by Jihan Safar which fi nds that, “expatriate labourers 
in Oman are predominantly males (89% or 780 
men for 100 women), relatively young (mean age 
is 33 years), and little educated (74% of them, 
men and women alike, have below secondary-
level education as of mid-2014).”

The Omani National Center for Statistics and 
Information (NCSI) publishes headline employment 
statistics for a number of key sectors: gas and oil, 
insurance, banking, hotels and telecommunications. 
These sectors have a much higher proportion of 
Omani workers than the private sector in general. 
However, it is interesting to note that the hotel 
industry has a higher level of foreign workers, 
probably refl ecting the relatively low-paid work 
undertaken by some in this industry.

The Sultanate does not publish unemployment 
statistics; however, the International Labour 
Organisation provides estimated fi gures. These 
suggest that in 2013 the unemployment rate 
was 7.9% in Oman. This compares with 0.5% 
in Qatar, 2.8% in Singapore and 7% in Denmark. 

Oman’s rate is higher than all its neighbours apart 
from Yemen. The estimated unemployment rate for 
Oman has been falling – it peaked in 2001 at 8.7% 
before falling to current levels. The unemployment 
situation in Oman has been improving.

Youth unemployment in Oman was 20.5% in 2013 
– signifi cantly higher than in the comparator 
countries (Denmark, 13%; Singapore 10.3%; 
and Qatar 1.5%). While the youth unemployment 
rate has risen signifi cantly in many developed 
countries between 2003 and 2013, in Oman
this number fell slightly from 22.0% in 2000. 
There is a signifi cant difference between male 
and female youth unemployment rates. In 2013, 
17.8% of young males were unemployed 
compared to 32.1% of young women. While this 
discrepancy is refl ected in Qatar’s fi gures, the 
gender discrepancy is reversed in Denmark 
where the female unemployment rate is lower 
than the male rate.
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The Omani real estate sector is experiencing revival following a 
slowdown during the global fi nancial crisis. Foreign and private 
investment has been supported by regulatory reforms, though 
much of this development has been directed at the luxury and
high-end housing markets, largely catering for expatriates.

With growth in the job market and the NCSI 
reporting an increase in average Omani 
household income from $1,660 a month in 
2000 to $3,050 a month in 2011, demand for 
widespread home ownership among the Omani 
population is high. 

A range of government initiatives has supported 
growth, both by improving access to credit from 
the Oman Housing Bank and the construction 
of residential housing directly by the Ministry of 
Housing (MoH).

As Oman moves forward in the 21st century,
the Omani Government will not only have to 
support its people, as it always has, but it will need 
to make more demands on the population too. 
Omanis will have to be part of the coming changes 
and will need to develop different attitudes to work, 
to education and to the responsibilities of being
a citizen of our fi ne country.

We all know that education is the bedrock
of a nation and its economy. Education brings 
with it so many benefi ts – for women’s rights, 
for social cohesion, for cultural development 
and for employment. His Majesty’s concern 
that all Omanis should have access to a quality 
education, from primary to degree level, is of 
enormous importance and has helped transform 
Oman over the past 45 years. Nevertheless, the 
costs of ensuring that education provision meets 
the needs of the rising population and rising 
standards around the world are high.

We make some proposals that might help to 
improve the quality of the education process, and 
some that can help to reduce costs by developing 
partnerships with private sector providers.

Despite the success of the Omani economy over 
recent years, and the policy of Omanisation, 
there are still too many young people out 
of work and too many women who, though 
highly educated, are not making use of their 

qualifi cations in the workforce. As young people 
are the most likely to be part of global networks, 
and can witness what happens elsewhere, there 
is the potential for dissatisfaction at lack of job 
opportunities to boil over into unrest.

The Sultan has overseen a period of increased 
home ownership. The desire for Omanis to own 
their own property as opposed to renting is also 
widely reported to be on the increase, driven largely 
by economic development, rising average household 
income, and recent rises in the minimum wage. 
However, many low-income Omani people fi nd
it hard to buy good-quality housing.

We have a number of suggestions that might 
help to alleviate these problems and build a 
more cohesive society and a more inclusive 
Omani workforce.

Finally, we propose an idea that His Majesty can 
champion as part of his legacy – leaving behind 
a country stronger, safer and fairer than ever 
before. We propose setting up the HM Sultan 
Qaboos’ Young Champions Award scheme. 
This will support young people in becoming the 
responsible, informed leaders of the next 
generation – building the youth of tomorrow, with 
core Omani values. The Award will also help to 
connect new generations with the founder of 
modern Oman, HM Sultan Qaboos Bin Said 
Al Said.

Creating a cohesive society
Background – housing

The Omani people are dear to His Majesty’s heart. He has, for 45 
years and through wise leadership, improved their wealth, health, 
education and wellbeing. His Majesty understands that the people 
are the true wealth of the nation. It is through their knowledge, 
skills and hard work that Oman has developed so rapidly.

VALUING OUR PEOPLE
Introduction

AVERAGE OMANI HOUSEHOLD INCOME

$1,660 $3,050

2000 2011

The people are 
the true wealth 
of the nation

CHAPTER 2
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Background – 
disadvantage
As people move from education into the world 
of work, there need to be provisions made to 
support those who are often disadvantaged.
In Oman, the employment needs of young
people and women are crucially important.
To add to this, the Omanisation targets have
not been met in the private sector.

Youth unemployment
Youth unemployment (15-24 year-olds) in Oman 
was estimated to be 20.5% in 2013, slightly 
below the 2003 fi gure of 22.0%. The 2013 
fi gure is 2.5 times higher than the general 
unemployment fi gure for the same period. 

Oman’s youth unemployment is signifi cantly 
higher than the global youth unemployment 
rate (which was 13.4% in 2014) and that of the 
comparator countries.

The International Labour Organization (ILO) 
predicts that youth unemployment will continue 
to rise internationally with particularly large 
increases in the Middle East, although specifi c 
projections are not available.

Researchers have found that the main reasons 
why young educated Omanis fi nd it diffi cult to get 
a job are a lack of vocational education and/or
a lack of practical work experience compared
to expatriate workers.

There has been a great deal of research linking 
youth unemployment with social dissatisfaction. 
The ILO notes that “countries facing high or 

rapidly rising youth unemployment are especially 
vulnerable to social unrest”. It appears to be 
exacerbated in countries where educated people 
cannot fi nd satisfactory employment as the social 
contract between state and citizen (the idea that 
education will lead to a job) has been broken.

There is signifi cantly higher youth unemployment 
amongst women than men in Oman. In 2013 
female youth unemployment was almost double 
the male rate.

There is a real opportunity for Oman to realise 
the potential in the youth labour force – 
particularly the young women. Those with lower 
education attainment could fi ll roles vacated by 
foreign workers through Omanisation.

Those with higher education attainment can provide 
the means for the knowledge economy to grow.

Omani women
Despite high rates of female enrolment in education, 
Omani women are under-represented in the labour 
market. Females make up approximately 22.6% 
of the private sector workforce and 41.2% of the 
public sector workforce. Raising the female 
participation rate would provide signifi cant additional 
productive capacity within the economy to support 
growth and diversifi cation. In addition, the new 
female labour force may be able to step into roles 
made available through the Omanisation policy.

We propose a number of ideas which will help
to address the issues of home ownership, youth 
unemployment and the under-utilisation of women 
in the workforce.

Governorate Total – to end 2014 2012 2013 2014

Muscat 156 - - -

Dhofar 1,183 370 - -

Musandam 239 - - -

Al-Buraymi 792 - - -

Al-Dakhilyah 350 15 179 -

Al-Batinah (South) 1,043 - - -

Al-Batinah (North) 1,043 - - -

Ash-Sharqiyah (North) 1,389 - - -

Ash-Sharqiyah (South) 1,389 - - -

Adh-Dhahirah 497 - - -

Al Wusta 1,139 - - 50

Total 6,788 385 179 50

Source: NCSI Statistical Yearbook, 2015

Support for home ownership
There is a lack of available data sources on levels of home ownership among Omani nationals. However, 
Gulf Business refers to a 2014 report from the NCSI, quoting an ownership level of 83% among Omani 
‘households’, though that fi gure varies by governorate – 94% in Al Wusta and 65% in Al Buraymi, for example.

A new social housing programme has been 
put in place to target low-income households. 
The programme is supported with an OR80m 
($207.2m) grant from HM Sultan Qaboos Bin 
Said Al Said, providing assistance for households 
with a monthly income of below OR300 ($777). 
On assessment, the programme grants up to 
OR20,000 ($51,800) towards either new builds 
or improvements.

In addition to the social housing grants, Oman 
Housing Bank loans target further affordable 
housing growth. The MoH revised the criteria for 
access to interest-free loans in 2013, increasing 
the credit limits of loans from OR20,000 
($51,800) to OR30,000 ($77,700). 
The MoH has also removed age restrictions 
for those applying for housing loans, and 
has decentralised the approval process to 
assessment committees in each governorate.

However, there are a number of limiting factors 
to further expansion in the affordable market and 
increased home ownership across all sectors: 

•  Shortfall in supply and construction. 
Private sector development is focussed on 
the high end of the market, due to a lack of 
incentives to build low-income housing units.

•  Urban planning. A challenge across the GCC.

Not used as a tool to enforce or encourage other 
policy requirements.

•  A cultural barrier. Housing consultancies 
active in Oman and the Gulf report a strong 
desire among Omani nationals to live in large 
villas, on detached private plots, presenting 
a cultural challenge to more cost-effi cient 
solutions. Again, this is a problem mirrored 
across the region. Addressing the expectations 
of purchasers is important. 

•  Lack of a formal affordable housing strategy.
Noted as a further disincentive for private sector 
development in the low-income housing sector.

An increase in affordable housing, catering 
to lower-income Omanis, is urgently required. 
Greater private sector involvement is seen by 
some as a solution, perhaps through Public 
Private Partnerships, though this still does not 
solve the issue of lack of investment incentive.

A real opportunity for 
Oman to realise the 
potential in the youth 
labour force
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Apprenticeships, 
internships and 
secondments
Access to work experience or subsidised in-work 
training is a tried-and-tested policy response to 
reducing youth employment. Early experience 
of the workplace is a key learning tool, providing 
opportunities to develop the interpersonal and 
professional skills that will equip them for future 
employment. Apprenticeships and internships 
should not be a replacement for paid work and 
should offer the individual a fully rounded learning 
experience. Any new programme needs to be 
accompanied by clear expected standards.
 
Secondments can be a useful way of giving 
public sector workers experience of the private 
sector. They could also lead to new employment 
opportunities outside the public sector. Two 
suggestions for improvement are:

• Implementing a new widespread work 
experience scheme for students at high 
school, public sector workers and people 
interested in changing careers.

• Developing a new funded secondment 
programme for skills-sharing between the 
private and public sectors to encourage 
individuals to see opportunities to move from 
the public to the private sector.

Flexible working 
and childcare
Many countries have found that the key to 
encouraging women to join and stay in the 
workforce is to provide affordable, high-quality 
childcare and fl exible working laws so women 
can manage a family and work. Researchers 
from LUISS and Cornell Universities found that 
labour market and family-orientated policies 
account for 25% of the actual increase in the 
labour force participation rate, and that the 
impact was particularly noticeable for 
educated women. 

These issues could be addressed by:

• Implementing fl exible working policies such 
as fl exible working patterns, part-time working 
and unpaid leave.

• Reducing the cost of childcare through tax 
incentives or subsidisation.

Employment

Cultural shift
Unemployed young people and women may 
be available to step into some roles as 
Omanisation reduces the number of foreign 
workers. However, Omani people need to be 
willing to take on the roles.

A new culture needs to be created, one that 
values those in lower-wage jobs. Simply the 
language used to describe these jobs needs to 
change. We can start by using the terminology 
of a ‘support’ or ‘service’ economy rather than 
manual or menial work. A mixed workforce
is common in most developed countries where 
it helps to generate employment and where the 
people have a varied educational ability.

It may involve professionalisation of the service 
economy and construction sector through 
structured qualifi cations, job security, minimum 
wages or other benefi ts such as subsidised 
housing. The government can also improve the 
standing of the jobs through formal and informal 
marketing campaigns, using all available media.

Youth Guarantee
Across Europe a rights-based approach to youth 
unemployment is developing. Through a ‘Youth 
Guarantee’ the government commits to offering a 
young person a quality job or training or retraining 
opportunity within a certain period of being made 
unemployed or leaving formal education. This 
approach requires widespread reorganisation 
of public sector opportunities for young people 
as well as signifi cant resources. The ILO 
has calculated that to implement the Youth 
Guarantee across Europe would require 0.5% 
of Eurozone spending. Nonetheless, it goes 
some way towards rebuilding the social contract 
between young people and the state.

Oman could implement its own Youth Guarantee 
with a greater private sector focus for its young 
unemployed. This could enable young people to 
experience opportunities within the private sector 
and change their attitude to employment outside 
the public sector.

As set out above, unemployment 
in Oman is higher than in 
neighbouring countries. The 
situation is particularly diffi cult 
for young people, especially 
young women. In 2013, 
according to ILO estimates, 
17.8% of young Omani men 
were unemployed, as were 32.1% 
of young Omani women. The 
Omanisation policy is designed 
to address unemployment 
among Omani people, but the 
overall success of this policy 
relies on Omani workers being 
willing to step into jobs 
vacated by foreign workers.

“…expatriates generally work long hours, accept 
lower wages, tolerate poorer working conditions 
and physically demanding jobs which would not 
necessarily be accepted by the nationals…”

Filling the jobs vacated through the policy
of Omanisation is a key policy challenge.

In any economy, a high unemployment rate means 
wasting valuable skills and risking social unrest.
We look at four opportunities to tackle the issue.
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Homes for all
Building on the excellent work already started, with support from 
His Majesty, we propose four ideas that could lead to even wider 
home ownership. For simplicity, if we take the reported fi gure
of 83% home ownership among Omani households, the ambition 
that every Omani family should be able to own their own home 
is achievable in the short to medium term.

Improve the data
As noted above, there is not enough clearly 
available data to underpin sound fi nancial and 
policy decisions. There is an urgent need to 
agree classifi cations, refi ne the data and improve 
the collection of relevant information.

Mutualisation schemes
Another option could be to establish 
mutualisation schemes whereby customers 
(prospective new homeowners) gradually take 
control of housing stock initially funded by 
the state, for instance through the creation of 
housing co-operatives. In some cases homes 
are sold on a part-ownership model, with the 
buyer taking, say, 50% ownership initially, and 
the rest being paid as subsidised rent. Gradually 
the buyer can then increase their stake in the 
property, eventually owning 100%.

The Omani government could provide the 
capital for construction and, through appropriate 
fi nancial mechanisms with the Oman Housing 
Bank, gradually sell shares to new homeowners. 
Care must be taken to ensure that mutualised 
stock is not vulnerable to outright privatisation, 
thus out-pricing the lower-income families at 
whom the programme is targeted.

Private sector incentives
Regional housing consultants with operations 
in Oman have described affordable housing in 
the country as an untapped market, with the 
lack of private sector incentives the main reason 
for reluctance from investors. The suggested 
option of so-called Public Private Partnerships 
should be fully explored, with the objective of 
providing suffi cient incentives for investment in 
construction, and fi nancing options in the short 
to medium term, to maximise existing potential in 
the affordable housing market.

Planning policies
In many developed countries, planning 
regulations are used to increase the proportions 
of affordable and low-income housing. When 
granting permission for the development of new 
housing, planning authorities insist that a certain 
proportion (usually between 20% and 40%) is 
built for the affordable homes market. In effect 
there is a slight cross-subsidy from the full-price 
homes sold directly into the private market to the 
lower-cost homes for those on lower incomes.

The Singapore experience
In Singapore, a Housing and Development Board (HDB) oversees all housing 
ownership schemes. It is the sole agency charged with public housing. There 
are various schemes, operated by the HDB, catering for different income 
brackets and changing needs. Currently, 82% of the population live in 
879,000 HDB-built fl ats and around 95% of HDB residents own their own 
fl at. For Singapore, public housing has been seen as a fl agship policy, 
a ‘pillar of nation building’.

Additional HDB schemes have been developed – and older ones ceased – in 
response to changing demographics and needs. HDB schemes have not just 
targeted the poorest part of the population, but have also accommodated 
middle- and higher-income brackets, by generating newer schemes which are 
responsive to changing aspiration and demand. Each HDB scheme has its 
own eligibility criteria and new types of fl ats have been developed, along with 
additional subsidies, to ensure that up to 90% of the population can continue
to afford an HDB fl at.

Opportunities for Oman – 
learning from Singapore
• A single body charged with a new public housing and ownership scheme, 

including policy, fi nance and construction, with clearly defi ned formal plans 
should be a starting point.

• Different categories of schemes, adapted to demographic change and 
changing aspirations and needs. This might include the low-income bracket 
and middle-income households.

• Focus on a long-term legacy which places cohesion and social benefi t at 
its heart. This would benefi t economic growth as well as political and social 
stability, and would be a major achievement, ensuring the continued growth 
and prosperity of Oman.

• Continued development of government subsidies. This has been a strength 
of existing Omani schemes, ensuring that credit options remain in proportion 
to house prices, the cost of living and changes in income levels.
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University Foundation Programme
Many of the brightest young people from Oman travel abroad to take 
undergraduate degrees at highly regarded academic institutions in 
Europe and the US. Currently Oman has an excellent scholarship 
programme from which many students, and Oman itself, derive benefi t.

As the population continues to grow, the demand 
for scholarships increases year-on-year, putting 
further fi nancial pressure on the government. 
At a time when the recent drop in oil prices
is reducing government income, the issue is 
becoming more signifi cant. Potentially this could 

drive the number, or value, of the scholarships 
downwards. This would harm the country’s future 
prosperity which depends on well-educated, 
highly qualifi ed and experienced young people
to build on the success of their forebears over 
the last four decades.

Education
Background

A great deal has already been 
achieved within the fi eld of 
education during the last 45 
years and this should not be 
underestimated. Nevertheless, 
Oman faces a number of 
challenges related to the 
education of its people.

1. Finance
The education budget has signifi cantly increased 
year-on-year and the number of schools is rising 
to cater for the rapidly growing population.
This is at a time when government revenues are 
declining and the need for cost savings is at its 
highest ever.

2. Academic standards
Despite this increased spending on education, 
both the higher education sector and industry in 
general are critical of the output standards from 
our schools. Similarly, international benchmark 
tests such as TIMMS and PIRLS show Oman 
slipping backwards down the league tables 
between 2007 and 2011. The recent Organization 
for Economic Cooperation and Development 
(OECD) report (2015) shows Oman in 72nd place 
out of 76 countries and the lowest of the other 
Middle East countries included. It would appear 
that the extra expenditure is not yet producing the 
desired improvements in educational standards.

3. Teacher shortages
A worldwide shortage of teachers is predicted at a 
time when Oman will need 18,000 new teachers 
by 2018. Insuffi cient in-country training exacerbates 
this problem, as does the policy of early retirement.

4. Birth rate
Between 2010 and 2015 Oman experienced 
the country’s most rapid population growth in 
modern history, at an average of 7.89% per year. 
There were over 75,000 births in 2012 and over 
83,000 in 2014. As these children reach school 
age, the system will need to meet the demand.

In response to these issues, we propose a number 
of ideas that could help to manage different 
aspects of these core challenges. They are:

1. Setting up university foundation courses in 
Oman – in order to prepare students going 
overseas for academic life and standards.

2. Establishing a school voucher system, with 
the public and private sectors working in 
partnership – in order to drive improvements
in teaching standards and cost effi ciency.

3. Creating a new-style curriculum – in order 
to ensure higher standards for internationally 
recognised core subjects, yet embed Omani 
faith and values.

4. Teaching entrepreneurship in schools – to 
encourage more people to start businesses.

The demand
Many of our young students study pre-degree 
or foundation programmes abroad to prepare 
them for their undergraduate studies. These 
programmes vary between one semester and 
a full academic year. While it is important for 
the students to make the best use of their 
undergraduate experience and achieve the 
highest grades, these courses can be expensive, 
especially at the top universities.

The cost
Even at the more reasonably priced universities 
the cost of these courses can reach up to
ORO7,000 per semester per student. It is 
estimated that 1,500 Omani students enrol on 
foundation programmes each year, sponsored 
by the Omani government. With tuition fees, 
accommodation, air fares, insurance, books 
and allowances, the cost per student averages 
OR14,000 per year. This leads to a total cost
of about OR21,000,000 each year.

The solution
We believe it is possible to deliver high-quality 
foundation programmes, specifi cally tailored 
to the needs of Omani students, in Oman.
(This is subject to a separate proposal to 
His Majesty’s government).

The benefi t
With a saving to the government of up to 70% 
of the cost of attending foundation programmes 
overseas, this proposal represents excellent 
value for money. In the current climate of global 
economic uncertainty, when fi scal prudence is 
of paramount importance, the proposal, based 
on 100 students initially, could produce savings 
over two years of OR32,000,000 if implemented 
for all 1,500 students. The initiative has wider 
benefi ts to Oman as it would help to boost the 
local economy, support Omani SMEs and reduce 
any balance of payments defi cit.

2010–2015 
OMAN EXPERIENCED THE COUNTRY’S 
MOST RAPID POPULATION GROWTH

75,000
2012 OVER

BIRTHS

83,000
2014 OVER
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School vouchers
The case for school vouchers was originally 
based primarily on the grounds of diminishing 
state ‘interference’ and promoting individual 
choice. More recently, the issue of educational 
standards has become part of the discussion.

School vouchers can be a way of allowing 
families (parents and children) to choose where 
their children are educated. This in turn should 
encourage competition and thus effi ciency and 
quality in the delivery of education.

A school voucher system is just one way of 
delivering more Public Private Partnerships 
(PPPs) in the education system. At their best, 
PPPs can help to bring the best of both worlds 
(government and private sector) to support
a growing and improving education for Omani 
children and young people.

However, it remains important that the three core 
issues of a fair national education system are 
delivered effectively:

• Core curriculum

• Quality standards and assessment

• Examinations and consistent scoring.

These elements would still need to be maintained 
and managed by nationally accredited, 
independent organisations with no links to any 
private educational providers. Without these 
elements in place, there may be no obligation 
for private sector providers to show that they 
are growing student performance, offering any 
instruction in particular subjects, or using trained 
and qualifi ed teachers.

Financially, voucher systems can quickly transfer 
money away from any remaining public provision.

There is a strong tendency for private schools 
to exercise choice in pupil selection, picking the 
pupils likely to bring the best results with lowest 
input. This leaves the state to pick up the cost
of looking after the vulnerable, disabled and poor 
achievers – with less and less budget to be able 
to do so.

A very strong case would need to be made that 
a voucher scheme proposal will drive up overall 
educational standards for all parts of society. 
Otherwise the government would be failing in its 
duty to ensure that all students have access to a 
quality education.

Entrepreneurial education
Starting up a business could provide viable 
employment for some people, especially young 
people. It can be a chance to use their skills in 
the absence of other employment opportunities. 

Successful start-ups go on to employ other 
people, creating a ripple effect for employment. 
It is unusual for national curricula to include 
entrepreneurship education. Evidence suggests 
that entrepreneurial education and start-up
support programmes can stimulate new 
businesses and sustain a higher survival rate
for new businesses. The Ministry of Commerce 
and Industry and the Director General for SMEs 
are working actively to support start-ups in Oman 

including the use of a business diagnostics 
centre. Organisations such as Startup Oman
are emerging to support the start-up ecosystem 
in the country. To ensure that more people 
choose to start their own business, we offer
four proposals:

• Scale-up programmes that support start-ups

• Add entrepreneurial education courses to the 
curriculum across the country

• Develop entrepreneurial champions as visible 
fi gureheads for the sector 

• Develop mentoring opportunities for those who 
want to start up new businesses.

An international 
curriculum fi rmly 
rooted in Omani culture, 
values and heritage

There are other, knock-on issues that need to 
be considered when families are given more 
free choice over schools. Some commentators 
have discussed:

• The rate at which successful schools can 
expand to take on new students. There may 
be land and planning issues which mean they 
cannot construct new buildings fast enough to 
accept all who wish to attend.

• What happens to those schools that are less 
successful? Do they close even if they are 
providing a valuable service locally? Schools 
often provide a wider social and community 
role in their neighbourhoods which should not 
be ignored.

• Travel distances to schools often increase –
lengthening the overall school day and 
increasing transport numbers during the
rush hour periods.

A school voucher system offers several benefi ts 
to the government, and to families. However, 
these need to be examined in an Omani context. 
An interim option is to look into the option of 
testing proposals in a specifi c geographical area 
and then independently evaluating the success 
across all the key issues such as quality, cost 
and fairness.

New curriculum
The needs of industry and higher education are 
not currently being met by the existing school 
system. The commercial sector often has to 
deliver in-house training programmes
to compensate accordingly, and the majority of 
students continuing their education have to study 
a foundation programme prior to commencing 
their undergraduate degrees. This represents 
considerable additional costs. Oman needs 
to raise the standards of its education system 
across the board to international levels if it is 
to have a sustainable future, infl uencing the 
region and competing successfully within the 
global economy.

Arguably, too much emphasis has been placed 
on the academic curriculum alone. We need an 
international academic curriculum to compete 
globally, but this is insuffi cient on its own to 
maintain and preserve our society. On their own 
such curricula lead to internationalisation with 
loss of national identity, values and faith.

What is needed to be successful, while at the 
same time avoiding these associated pitfalls, 
is a values-based curriculum: an international 
curriculum fi rmly rooted in Omani culture, values 
and heritage. This type of curriculum should be 
designed by Omanis for the benefi t of Oman. 
It should help to maintain all that is dear to us 
yet at the same time enable us to operate 
successfully within an increasingly international 
and global community.

Our proposal is that a bilingual curriculum 
comprising ‘core’ and ‘enrichment’ subjects will 
be delivered. Crucially, all subjects will be values-
based. These values will operate as the ‘cement’ 
that binds all subjects together as a cohesive 
entity to provide academic, moral and spiritual 
development. This is designed to address the 
development of the whole child and not just
his/her academic progression alone.
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HM SULTAN QABOOS’ 
YOUNG CHAMPIONS 
AWARD
A legacy project

A variety of youth organisations operate around 
the world that aim to address this challenge. 
Whether the scouting and guiding movement, the 
World Assembly of Muslim Youth, or Passport to 
Success projects, all offer positive participation 
and models for life. Perhaps one of the best-
known schemes, which now operates across 
the world, is the Duke of Edinburgh’s Award 
Scheme. There are a few providers in Oman 
(Muscat and Salalah) – mainly for children of 
expatriates, through international schools.

Our proposal is for His Majesty to establish
a similar project in Oman. The scheme would 
take the best of the international exemplars and 

add what is important for Omani life, culture and 
values. It would also provide an important link 
between young people in the future and the values 
of His Majesty. Promoting civic engagement, 
encouraging a sense of personal and social 
responsibility, and providing opportunities for 
personal development are all aims that could 
be addressed by establishing the HM Sultan 
Qaboos’ Young Champions Award.

As an example, we’ve included opposite how
the Duke of Edinburgh’s Award works and the 
benefi ts that it brings to young people around
the world.

HM Sultan Qaboos’ Young Champions Award
By establishing a similar scheme for youth 
achievement in Oman, His Majesty could raise 
the confi dence, engagement and employability
of young people across the country. HM Sultan 
Qaboos’ Young Champions Award would be 
something for participants to be proud of; giving 
them valuable skills and opportunities, fostering 
greater appreciation of their home country, and 
enhancing their educational experience.

The HM Sultan Qaboos’ Young Champions 
Award would integrate Omani values into all its 
components, and might build on the four sections 
of the DofE to incorporate other activities, such 
as entrepreneurship, environmental engagement, 
or technological skills.

The award would be a positive addition to the 
lives of thousands of young Omanis, which will 
help them to build a strong foundation for higher 
education and future employment.

Duke of Edinburgh’s
Award Scheme
The Duke of Edinburgh’s Award (DofE) is a 
youth achievement award for 14 to 24-year-olds, 
involving elements of community service, physical 
recreation, skills and outdoor adventure.

The award was founded by HRH The Duke 
of Edinburgh in 1956 and remains a popular 
and well-respected pursuit for young people 
around the world, with millions participating in 
the programme since its inception. The award is 
driven by The Duke of Edinburgh’s International 
Award Foundation, and a network of Award 
Operators in over 140 countries who raise 
awareness of the programme.

There are three levels of commitment: Bronze, 
Silver and Gold, each requiring an increased level 
of participation. The award is regarded highly by 
universities and colleges worldwide, as it helps 
young people to develop well-rounded skills 
and build confi dence in addition to their formal 
education. It can foster a sense of achievement 
by giving participants an internationally 
recognised accreditation of their experience.

The award consists of four core activities:

1. Volunteering
Here, participants get the chance to make a 
difference. By engaging in community service –
perhaps with children, older people, animals, 
or the environment – young people have the 
opportunity to give their time to others and make 
a positive change in their community.

2. Physical
This section requires participants to engage
in some kind of physical activity. This can
be anything from jogging to judo, and can
be individual or as a team. The focus is on 
health, fi tness and setting individual targets
for achievement.

3. Skills
In this section, individuals can either focus on 
a skill they are already pursuing, or challenge 
themselves to learn something new. Skills can 
range from playing a musical instrument to 
learning computer code.

4. Expedition
This part of the award requires planning, 
practising and completing an expedition in the 
outdoors – whether it’s on foot, on two wheels, 
or even on horseback. Expeditions are completed 
in small teams, so also help to develop social, 
communication and leadership skills.

For the Gold DofE Award, the highest level, 
participants must also complete a four-night 
residential stay with a small group, taking part
in a shared volunteering activity.

The activities in each section take up around 
one hour per week, and participants must show 
development and progress in each. The Bronze 
award can take from 6 months to complete, and 
the Gold award takes at least 12 months. Many 
people complete all three levels, and awards can 
be worked on until a person’s 25th birthday.

Activity Bronze Silver Gold

Volunteering 3 months 3 months 12 months

Physical activity 3 months
One for 3 months; one 
for 6 months

One for 6 months; one 
for 12 months

Skills 3 months

Expedition 2 days/1 night 3 days/2 nights 4 days/3 nights

Residential - - 5 days/4 nights

Notes They also have to do 
3 more months in one 
of the Volunteering, 
Physical or Skills 
sections.

If starting at Silver level, 
they must undertake a 
further 6 months in either 
the Volunteering or the 
longer of the Physical or 
Skills sections.

If starting at Gold level, 
they must undertake a 
further 6 months in either 
the Volunteering or the 
longer of the Physical or 
Skills sections.

Activity Potential benefi ts

Community service Citizenship

Physical activity Fitness

Practical skills Personal development 

Expedition Self-suffi ciency

Entrepreneurship Business skills

Environmental engagement Appreciation of nature

Digital skills Understanding new technologies

Building the youth of tomorrow with the core Omani values, is a 
challenge in a world of pervasive digital and social media. Young 
people can be allies in Oman’s development and will be the problem-
solvers of the future. The challenge is how to support young people 
in becoming the responsible, informed leaders of the next generation, 
and how to connect future generations with the founder of modern 
Oman – His Majesty Sultan Qaboos Bin Said Al Said.

Support young people in 
becoming the responsible, 
informed leaders of the 
next generation
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VALUING OUR LAND
Introduction

This chapter explores some of the future challenges for 
Oman, as its fossil fuel reserves run down and become 
more expensive to extract, and it moves to a more 
diverse economy. The recent international agreement 
on climate change, signed in Paris in December 2015, 
puts further pressure on fossil fuel use. However, there 
is great potential to boost domestic energy and food 
production using new technologies.

Oman has two resources in abundance which could 
be utilised in new, innovative ways to meet many of the 
country’s needs. The sea and the sun could offer a way 
to become much more self-suffi cient in both energy 
and food production. The Seawater Greenhouse and 
Concentrating Solar Power (CSP) are two emerging 
technologies that could be transformative for Oman, 
though they would require considerable investment from 
both government and private sources. Equally exciting 
is the potential for Oman to create a research and 
business base to exploit our knowledge and skills and to 
export the ideas and know-how to other countries in the 
Middle East and North African (MENA) region.

Another exciting potential technology, dependent on 
Oman’s sunny climate, is laser satellite communications. 
It is proposed that optical ground stations for this rapidly 
developing technology could be established in countries 
such as Oman.

His Majesty’s keen interest in the natural environment 
is well known. An important legacy of the future could 
be the establishment of major new national parks and 
marine reserves. Not only would this help to protect 
fragile habitats and vulnerable species – under threat 
from human development and climate change – but it 
would provide yet more opportunities to attract tourism 
to our country.

Creating a larger eco-tourism sector could be a 
signifi cant reason for creating new national parks. 
However, there is also potential to develop Oman as a 
global centre for environmental research, especially for 
desert and dry mountain habitats. As a lasting legacy of 
His Majesty’s passion for the environment, this would 
provide great opportunities for Omani researchers and 
students in the natural sciences.

The land, seas and geographical location of Oman provide most of the riches 
on which the country’s wealth is built. From fi shing and agriculture in the 
past, to fossil fuels and rare earth minerals today – and with other potential 
in the future – Oman needs to make the most of its natural assets.

Develop Oman 
as a global centre 
for environmental 
research

CHAPTER 3
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Area Management type Area in Km2 Date established

Al Sareen Especially important area 670 1976

Ras al Shajer Especially important area 93 1985

Khawr Salalah Especially important area 0.0006 1986

Al Wusta Wildlife Wildlife sanctuary 2824.3 1993

Al Dimaniyat Nature reserve 203 1996

Turtle reserve Coastal reserve 120 1996

Jabal Samhan Nature reserve 4500 1997

Khawr Mughsayl Reserve 0.0006 1997

Khawr Baleed Reserve 1 1997

Khawr Sawli Reserve 1 1997

Khawr Dahareez Reserve 0.0006 1997

Khawr Taqah Reserve 1.07 1997

Khawr Rawri Reserve 8.2 1997

Khawr Awqad Reserve 0.00016 1997

Khawr Qurum Al Sagheer Reserve 0.00035 1997

Khawr Qurum Al Kabeer Reserve 0.00014 1997

Al Saleel Natural Park National park 220 1997

Al Khawair Especially important area 4.2 2006

Jabal Al Akhdar Scenic reserve 122 2011

Al Qurm Nature Reserve Ramsar site 0.0009 2013

Al Wusta Wetland Wetland reserve 3400 2014

Jabal Qahwan Nature reserve 289.5 2014

Total surface area 12,457.27

Proposal
Just as Al Saleel, a former nature reserve, was 
designated a national park in 2014, His Majesty 
could announce further national parks – but with 
additional purpose.

While the conservation of wildlife and wildlife 
habitats would be at the centre of any new
park developments, they could be designed
to maximise the potential for eco-tourism and 
wildlife safaris. There is a growing demand for 
environmentally-based vacation experiences, 
and Oman has a rich mix of natural and cultural 
sites to attract visitors.

Environmental protection, education and 
eco-tourism should be the focus of any new 
drive to bring tourists from further afi eld to a 
newly designated national park, or National 
Environmental Zone. Given the international 
interest in the biodiversity and natural wildlife 

of the area, there is scope for broad international 
support for such an initiative, including from 
UNESCO and from the Convention on 
Biodiversity, with both organisations already 
involved in conservation and heritage projects 
in the Sultanate. Once proper protections are 
in place, and a wide-scale strategy has been 
developed to ensure that increased visitor 
numbers do not harm the environment, it is 
important that administrative and bureaucratic 
restrictions are lifted, or kept to a minimum,
in order to promote visits to the area.

The benefi ts for local communities in these 
more remote areas are well known and the 
broader economic benefi ts from desert safari 
trips, accommodation, restaurants, transport and 
handicrafts will help support a diverse tourism 
industry in the Sultanate.

New National Parks 
Open for business

His Majesty has a clear interest in environmental conservation 
and his government has established more than 20 environmental 
reserves of various types and sizes. These form the bedrock 
of environmental policy and practice in Oman, and have been 
responsible for the protection of key habitats and species such as 
the tahr, Arabian leopard, Arabian gazelle, Omani wild cat, red fox, 
Egyptian eagle, turtles and numerous birds and fi sh species.

The key priorities of Oman’s nature reserves and 
parks remain environmental conservation, the 
protection of threatened species, and meeting 
international biodiversity and climate targets.

Notwithstanding the admirable emphasis on 
protection and conservation, Omani offi cials 
recognise the role that the country’s rich 
environmental diversity can play in generating 
increased tourism, as highlighted by the national 
park status of Al Saleel. 

Clearly, promoting sustainable economic growth 
through increased tourism to national parks and 
nature reserves must be a delicate balancing act 
between environmental protection and increased 
visitor numbers. 

This would sit well with the new 5-year 
plan for tourism 2016-2020 which is about 
to be released, following the Vision 2020 
goals. This development plan describes how 
sustainability, preservation of cultural integrity 
and environmental protection can be at the heart 
of the Omani tourist offer. 

Other designations
The United Nations Educational, Scientifi c and 
Cultural Organization (UNESCO) has listed four 
World Heritage Sites within Oman, designated 
for their heritage value. In addition, there are 
eight more on their ‘tentative’ list, including
a number of nature reserves: Al Hallaniyyat 
Islands; Bar al Hakman; Smahan Mountain
and Al Dimaniyat Islands.

MUSANDAM

AL-BURAYMI

AL-BATINA

AL-ZAHIRA

AL-DAKHILIYA

MUSCAT

AL-SHARQIYA

AL-WUSTA

DHOFAR

1
3

7
5

6
4

2

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Ras al-Hadd Turtle Reserve

Arabian Oryx Sanctuary

Wadi al-Saleel

Jebel Samhan Nature Reserve

Dimaniyat Islands

7 khawrs

Botanic Garden in al-Khawd

Green turtles

Arabian oryx

Arabian tahr

Arabian leopard

Birds, turtles, reefs

Wetlands

Native fl ora
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In the coming decades, Oman faces triple challenges for its oil 
and gas industries. Firstly the costs of extraction, processing and 
distribution are rising as the ‘easy’ oil has already been used. 
Secondly, the global fi ght against climate change will affect future 
demand for oil and gas products. And, of course, the impacts of 
climate change itself will affect the country’s rainfall, soil fertility 
and demand for energy. Oman will need to fi nd new, innovative 
ways to provide energy, food and water to its people.

At the heart of this proposal is a concept called 
the Seawater Greenhouse (this is a key part of the 
broader Sahara Forest Project). This idea, which 
has already been tested on a small scale in Oman, 
is now operating commercially in Australia.

It uses two of Oman’s most plentiful resources –
seawater and sunshine – to grow food and 
produce distilled water. By using solar power as 
the energy source for the fans and pumps in the 
greenhouses, this provides unlimited, cheap and 
locally available energy.

A demonstration facility of the Sahara Forest 
Project (SFP) concept has been built in Qatar 
and test results have proved very favourable.
It is estimated that, if developed at large scale, 
an SFP project of 4,000 hectares could provide:

• Concentrated solar power for the project, 
producing 300 GWh per year

• Thermal desalination of fresh water for all 
the irrigation

• A yield of 170,000 tonnes a year of 
cucumbers, tomatoes or peppers

• Outdoor revegetation yielding 30,000 tonnes 
a year of fodder crops

• 7.5 million litres of biofuels from
algae cultivation

• Salt and other minerals as by-products

• Carbon sequestration of about 50,000 
tonnes a year

• 6,000 directly-created jobs and more in the 
wider economy.

Given the huge supply of unused, low-lying, arid 
land along the Omani coast – especially between 
Muscat and Salalah, and in Batinah – there is 
enormous potential for Oman to test and then 
develop these technologies at scale. By doing so, 
it would meet the three crucial needs of water, 
food and energy in the future. Using Sahara 
Forest Project technologies, horticulture could 
meet much of the country’s food needs and even 
provide a surplus for export. The concentrated 
solar power plants could meet many of Oman’s 
energy needs, especially if the infrastructure 

was put in place to use electricity for industry 
and transport, instead of oil and gas. And the 
production of clean, distilled water as a by-
product of both technologies can only help
to deal with the pressing need to source more 
fresh water.

An additional economic benefi t would be derived 
if Oman produced experts in the installation and 
management of the technologies, and so, could 
provide innovation and research benefi ts for 
Omani universities and companies.

Overview of the Qatar Pilot Plant

Potential for renewable energy in Oman
The location and geography of Oman allow for the installation of 
a wide range of renewable energies. The principal technologies 
are solar, wind, hydro, marine (including wave, tidal and ocean 
thermal), biofuel and geothermal.

Oman already understands the future potential 
of various renewable energies, and is piloting 
a range of solar, wind and solar/wind hybrid 
technologies around the country. There are also 
plans to build a 200MW Concentrating Solar 
Power (CSP) plant and a 1GW CSP plant to 
enable enhanced oil recovery at Miraah.

A particular barrier has been cost. However, the 
costs of both onshore wind and solar photovoltaics 
(PV) are now close to being comparable with 
existing fossil fuels. Going forward, this is likely 
to change in favour of renewables when both fossil 
fuel prices and the environmental costs rise. The 
economic outlook for renewables in the coming 
decades is much better. The issue now is to ensure 
that the government’s fi nancial, regulatory and 
support mechanisms are designed to help a vital 
industry grow at speed. This would have the 
benefi t not only of increasing the installed capacity 
of renewable energy but also of improving the 
economy and fostering export potential.

As Norton Rose Fulbright has stated, 
“With the right policies and incentives, this could 
become one of the premier growth industries 
in the Sultanate over the next decade”.

A 2008 report for the Authority for Electricity 
Regulation concluded that Oman has some
of the best solar energy potential in the world, 
signifi cant potential for wind energy and more 
limited scope for other renewable technologies. 
It did not investigate hydro, ocean thermal or 
tidal technologies. Oman already has a huge 
advantage for renewables installations because 
it has the transport, power and habitation 
infrastructure that is now serving the oil and gas 
industries. This could be utilised to build major 
renewables plants close to existing facilities.

Taken together, these concepts offer a tremendously 
exciting opportunity for Oman to grasp the future 
and deliver tangible benefi ts for the people of Oman.

Technology Description Potential Notes

Solar PV Typically small-scale, used on buildings 
and installations and in off-grid areas. 
Converts light into electricity. 

High Prices are currently higher than conventional 
energy generation, but are reducing fast. 
Reduced effi ciency from dust.

Concentrated 
solar

Huge potential and capacity. Industrial-scale plant. 
Concentrates sun’s rays to create steam to drive turbines.

High High relative cost. High use of water – need to 
locate close to sea. Technology rapidly maturing.

Solar 
thermal

Heats water directly from sun’s rays. 
Useful at domestic scale for hot water use.

Medium

Onshore 
wind

Wind turbines generate electricity from the turning of 
the blades. Can be installed at different scales. Wind 
can be intermittent – so needs balancing with other 
energy sources.

Medium Wind energy resources highest during summer 
months, when demand is greatest. Southern 
and coastal areas have most potential.

Offshore 
wind

As above, but moored or fi xed to the sea bed 
on continental shelf. Wind often more constant.

Medium Requires new infrastructure to bring power 
to land. More expensive than onshore wind.

Hydro Electricity created by forcing water through a turbine. 
Force usually generated by a large drop from dam 
to turbine.

Limited Water resources are limited and, in hilly areas, 
utilised mostly for irrigation.

Geothermal Works by tapping into the heat of the earth’s core. None Investigations show that temperatures achieved 
in Oman are not high enough to be viable.

Wave A range of technologies to capture movement from 
the waves and convert to electricity. Widely available 
along the coast, but low-density power.

Marginal Technologies still new. 
Other locations more productive.

Tidal 
wave

Uses barriers or lagoons to capture 
water at high tide and create a ‘head’ as tide ebbs. 
This difference can drive multiple turbines.

Limited Few suitable locations in Oman to build 
at scale. Estuaries are most productive.

Tidal 
stream

Creates electricity from the tidal waters turning underwater 
turbine blades (like an underwater wind farm).

Limited Can use the tide on both ebb and fl ow. 
Few suitable locations.

Ocean 
thermal

Uses the difference in temperature between cold 
deep waters and warmer surface water to run a heat 
engine that produces electricity.

Medium Signifi cant infrastructure required. 
Nascent technology. Can utilise knowledge 
from oil industry.

Biofuel Uses plant material or animal dung to create gas
or ethanol to burn in power plants.

Limited Animal waste needed for fertiliser. 
Crop lands too valuable for growing food.

Energy, food and water

An oasis of green technologies

Concentrated solar power

Saltwater greenhouses

Outside vegetation and evaporative hedges

Photovoltaic solar power

Salt production

Halophytes

Algae production.
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Seawater Greenhouse

Enormous potential to test technologies
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Laser satellite communications
As the use of data by governments, business and individuals grows 
exponentially, the search is on for ways to move increasing volumes 
of data reliably and securely around the world. Satellites, using 
radio frequencies, have been in use for decades but the limited 
bandwidth is heavily regulated and it is unlikely to be suffi cient
in the coming decades.

With their shorter wavelength, laser-based data 
transmissions offer several advantages over 
conventional radio frequencies (RF), including 
the ability to achieve higher data rates than radio 
signals for the same aperture. Laser terminals 
tend to be lighter than their RF counterparts, 
and laser beams require less power for data 
transmission. Due to the higher effi ciency 
and low beam divergence of a laser, the link 
is a secure point-to-point connection. Laser 
optics also eliminate the need to coordinate RF 
spectrum allocation with regulators.

The downside of laser communications is 
that the beams cannot penetrate clouds, and 
transmissions are easily disrupted or terminated 
by dust or other atmospheric elements, making 
optical communications better suited to the 
vacuum of space or high-altitude platforms. 
However, systems are being designed which
will link satellites with optical ground stations 
in order to provide fast and effective coverage 
around the world.

As such direct optical downlinks are hindered 
by cloud cover, a ground station network is 
required to ensure a certain required average 
downlink capacity, independent from the cloud 
situation. Each optical ground station should 
be situated in a region with low cloud cover 
in general, and the different ground stations 

of one network should be spaced far enough 
apart as to avoid correlation of their cloud cover 
statistics. Furthermore in a global ground station 
network, sites north and south of the equator are 
seasonally decorrelated.

A number of industry experts, including Candace 
Johnson, who helped establish the satellite 
industry in Europe, feel that Oman would be 
an ideal location for a laser satellite ground 
station because of the consistently clear 
skies and stable weather patterns. This would 
provide an enormous opportunity for Oman to 
become the regional centre for a new and vital 
communications technology.

In addition to the favourable climate, Oman offers 
a number of other advantages. It has a stable 
government within a region of some instability, 
and it has the infrastructure and skills to service 
and support optical ground stations. It has a 
well-managed and forward-looking telecoms 
company, and it has the links into the regional 
and subsea fi bre-optic networks to ensure 
seamless onward data transmission.

One of the most advanced projects in this fi eld
is being developed by a company called Laser 
Light Communications. Their ‘constellation’ 
of satellites will offer a step change in high-
bandwidth communications.

Laser Light Communications
www.laserlightcomms.com

Laser Light Communications is 
a telecommunications provider 
that is looking to create a 
satellite-terrestrial network
to provide high-bandwidth data 
transfer, by using medium Earth 
orbit satellites connected to 
existing terrestrial and subsea 
fi bre-optic networks. Laser Light 
is aiming to serve the increasing 
data needs of enterprises, 
governments and other 
consumers worldwide with
a system capacity of 6Tbps,

and data transmission rates 
100 times greater than 
conventional satellite systems.

Crucially, the technology does not rely on 
conventional radio frequencies. The planned 
‘constellation’ of four satellites will use only 
optical wave technology, and will seamlessly 
interconnect with global fi bre carriers through
a network of specifi ed ground stations. Oman 
would be an ideal location for such a ground 
station, and we propose opening communications 
with Laser Light with a view to setting up a 
partnership. Negotiations are ongoing and the 
satellite constellation is set to be launched in 
early 2017.

Oman would be an ideal location 
for a laser satellite ground station

Highspeed optical datalink 5.5 Gbps TerraSar-X GermanyU.S. satellite
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Some international research is already conducted 
in Oman’s specially protected areas, but an 
extension of research activities and then a 
strategy to maximise the economic benefi t of the 
areas might include: 

• A new international environmental research 
and biodiversity centre. There may be strong 
interest from research institutions across the 
world, bringing capital investment and research 
expertise to Oman. In keeping with the Vision 
2020 principles, a key tenet should be the 
training of Omani nationals. This would create 
a new generation of climate and environment 
experts and research scientists, giving Oman 
leading expertise in the impacts of climate 
change on the fl ora and fauna of desert regions. 

• The branching-out of research institutes 
associated with the Sultan Qaboos
University, creating specialist centres of 
research and environmental protection.
This could be managed through the work
of the Research Council.

• A herbarium and seed bank. As climate change 
brings more hostile conditions for many plants, 
Oman needs to collect, catalogue and preserve 
examples of native plants, along with local 
knowledge about ideal growing conditions. 
This can provide a valuable source of knowledge 
for the future.

The National Field Research Centre for 
Environmental Conservation (NFRCEC) already 
conducts important fi eldwork studies with 
the renowned Earthwatch Institute, mainly on 
endangered species. This proposal aims to build 
on that by creating a leading ‘centre’ for studying 
the sustainable futures of vulnerable biospheres.

Investment in developing Oman’s natural habitats 
as centres of world-leading research would 
address the lack of research investment, raise 
Oman’s profi le worldwide, generate increased 
international travel, and provide a basis for
a leading research cadre of Omani nationals.
In turn, this would generate sustainable
economic growth and technological, scientifi c, and 
environmental innovation for decades to come.

HM SULTAN QABOOS 
ENVIRONMENT 
RESEARCH CENTRE
A legacy project

Linked to the establishment of further national parks and marine 
reserves is an idea to establish pioneering research centres with
a global reputation. This would attract additional visitors and 
students to the study centres, and attract international attention 
and funding for Oman’s conservation efforts.

There is a network of Desert Research Centers 
around the world trying to fi nd ways of conserving 
important habitats and wildlife. Crucially though, 
many are also trying to fi nd ways for local 
communities to live sustainably in arid areas – 
investigating ways of cultivating plant species
that could provide food and animal feedstock.

Deserts are a large and growing environment 
globally and their future will be best supported 
if it is based on a thorough understanding of 
their structure and function, and the infl uence of 
people’s activities in the past, present and future.
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At a macroeconomic level, Oman will be aiming 
to develop a competitive economy that drives 
growth, income, employment and productivity 
within the country. The World Economic Forum 
assesses each country’s level of competitiveness 
every year as part of their global report, based
on an understanding of the 12 pillars of 
competitiveness, shown in the diagram opposite.

In this chapter, we suggest a number of important 
ways in which the Omani Government can help 
to develop a stronger, more resilient and more 
productive private sector for the future. We look 
at key ways in which the government can further 
support new and growing enterprises and 
encourage young entrepreneurs. We look at the 
need to support more innovation and research. 
We also propose two major new business 
opportunities that would require government 
sponsorship and active support – but which could 
help to transform the tourism sector in Oman.

If businesses are the wealth creators in a modern economy, 
then it is important to look at ways to support entrepreneurs 
and companies, large and small, to compete locally, regionally
and globally. Government regulation and taxation policy, together 
with incentives and supporting infrastructure, are key to getting 
this aspect of economic development right.

VALUING OUR BUSINESS
Introduction

CHAPTER 4

Market size

Business sophistication

Innovation

OMAN
Overall ranking

62 (of 140)

62
45

89

52

88

66

19
36

31

10

71

64

Trend was downward on all 
aspects, except market size.

Size of the domestic and export markets

Effi ciency and sophistication of business processes in 
the country

Capacity for, and commitment to technological 
innovation

Institutions

Concepts related to protection of property rights, 
effi ciency and transparency of public administration, 
independence of the judiciary, physical security, 
business ethics and corporate governance

Public institutions
Private institutions

Financial market development

Effi ciency, stability and trustworthiness of the 
fi nancial and banking system

Effi ciency
Trustworthiness and confi dence

Technological readiness

Adoption of the technologies by individuals
and businesses

Technological adoption
ICT use

Domestic market size
Foreign market size

Macroeconomic environment

Fiscal and monetary indicators, savings rate and 
sovereign debt rating

Health & primary education

State of public health, quality and quantity of
basic education

Health
Primary education

Goods market effi ciency

Factors that drive the intensity of domestic and 
foreign competition, and demand conditions

Competition
Quality of demand conditions

Labour market effi ciency

Labour market effi ciency and fl exibility, meritocracy 
and gender parity in the workplace

Flexibility
Effi cient use of talent

Higher education & training

Quality and quantity of higher education, and
quality and availability of on-the-job training

Quantity of education
Quality of education
On-the-job training

Quality and availability of transport, electricity
and communication infrastructures

Transport infrastructure
Electricity & telephony infrastructure

Infrastructure
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Regulation
The World Bank’s ‘Doing Business’ report assesses 
the regulatory environment for businesses across 
11 areas of life in business. Oman fares relatively 
well on this measure, ranking 70th out of 189 
countries in 2016, up from 77th in 2015. This 
indicator is useful for highlighting particular areas 
where regulatory burden on businesses can be 
reduced. One of the key areas identifi ed through 
this is the high level of paid-in capital required for 

setting up a business. Currently this is very high 
at 273.7% of income per capita – signifi cantly 
higher than the average for the Middle East
and North Africa which is 37.7%.

Reducing the capital requirement for 
starting a business would take away
a key barrier to enterprise development.

World Bank ‘Doing Business’ report 2016 rankings (Shorter bars are better)

The 2015-16 Global Competitiveness Index shows 
that Oman has slipped down the rankings, from 
32nd in 2012–2013 to 62nd this year. Among the 
key issues identifi ed was poor labour market 
effi ciency and, in particular, the ineffi cient use
of talent. This reinforces the fi ndings of an ILO 
report from 2011 which identifi ed three labour 

issues that are seen as particularly damaging for 
business: Omanisation, licensing for foreign workers 
and the minimum wage. Most Omani businesses 
understand well the reasons for these regulations 
and, indeed, may support them in principle. 
However, there are clear effects on competitiveness, 
and in many cases, it is the way in which the new 

rules are applied which can be harmful. It is 
important to ensure that business organisations 
are consulted about any proposed changes and 
that companies are given adequate time to plan 
for changes.

Access to fi nance
Most new businesses will need to access loans 
in the early days of trading. Young people fi nd 
it much harder to access capital than older 
people with more of a track record and, if they 
get fi nance, it is often at higher rates of interest. 
Government-supported loans for new businesses 
are increasingly widespread, from micro-fi nance 
solutions in developing countries to start-up loans 
in the United Kingdom. In Oman, the government 
is supporting private sector institutions by 
providing loans to start-ups through a loan 
guarantee scheme.

In addition to private sector start-up loans 
provision, new, fully government-funded 
programmes could be set up. Such funds 
could be focused on young entrepreneurs and 
innovation. By expanding lending into these 
areas, the government would demonstrate real 
encouragement for higher-risk and higher-return 
businesses, and would help to support young 
people getting into enterprise.

Supporting 
enterprise
There is little doubt that, in 
order to grow the economy in 
a future where oil and gas will 
play a reduced part, Oman will 
have to support and encourage 
a diverse enterprise sector.

Already the government has been far-sighted 
enough to develop entrepreneurship programmes 
and establish the country’s fi rst innovation centres. 
However, as we move forward, the need for the 
private sector to create wealth and employment 
for the benefi t of Oman and its people will grow.

Among a range of possible policies and 
interventions, we highlight four that could have
a major impact on success in this area: improved 
regulation, better access to fi nance, diversifi cation 
and innovation.
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Diversifying the economy
Vision 2020 laid out plans to reduce the percentage of GDP from 
oil and gas and substitute this with private sector activity such as 
business services, industry and tourism. A policy of diversifi cation 
is undoubtedly a sound one. 

Sector-based public intervention is normally 
directed at clear market failures or opportunities 
where it has a real ability to make a difference
to the economic prospects of that sector.
This approach requires close collaboration
with industry to refi ne the specifi c rationale for 
intervention within the development of a broader 
sector-specifi c strategy.

As Oman is looking to grow new, non-oil based 
sectors, it must keep an eye on the international 
competitiveness of those sectors, as well as the 
economy in general. A 2011 survey of 150 
companies in Oman by the International Labour 
Organisation found that labour laws and skills 
shortages were the biggest constraints on business. 
Unless these two factors are addressed, the ability 
of the diversifi cation sectors to compete 
internationally, and so replace oil revenues,
will be limited.

It follows that there should be an easing of legal 
and regulatory constraints on business in 
general, as well as a specifi c set of supports for 
targeted sectors. This will help to create a 
stronger and more productive business base 
which is able and willing to invest in new products 
and services. In turn, it will help to make the 
economy more competitive internationally.

It is common when designing policies to support 
sector diversifi cation, and especially if promoting 
smart specialisation, to make sure there is 
enhanced partnership between industry and 
government and better collaboration within the 
industry. These can be formally constituted 
‘sector groups’ who can bring business views 
together and represent the whole sector, and 
who can share information through better 
networking within the sector. While the main 
support for such groups should come from within 
the private sector, government can ‘pump-prime’ 
them to help with establishment at early stages. 
These sector groups will be able to come 
together with government to design and 
implement the policies needed to support the 
growth and competitiveness of their sectors.

In many parts of the UK, the creation of sector 
groups with the support of modest seed funding, 
from regional development agencies (RDAs), was 
designed to improve access to information such 
as market opportunities, effectively reducing 
the search costs for businesses in each sector. 
They also created positive benefi ts through 
greater coordination, marketing and supply 
chain development.

There can be no single approach to sector 
support. Each industry or sector has different 
characteristics and each will require a slightly 
different set of options. For instance, the digital 
creative industries are dominated by very small 
fi rms, and one of the support functions they 
need is to meet regularly to share ideas and new 
thinking. They lack the resources to tackle this 
on their own, so establishing cluster groups and 
facilities where companies local to each other 
can meet informally can be hugely important. In 
larger, more capital-intense industries like mining 
or shipping, the need may be for the development 
of major infrastructure such as port facilities 
and for better-trained technical staff. It is also 
important to consider sectors which might receive 
government subsidies in other countries and 
thus be disadvantaged in Oman. In this case, the 
government might want to fi nd ways to provide 
fi nancial support or to reduce fi nancial risk.

Lack of an adequately trained workforce is also 
a signifi cant constraint on business, reducing 
the competitiveness of companies and hindering 
development of new export sectors. In the same 
ILO survey, it was found that companies felt that 
it was diffi cult to recruit local people with the 
right skills, and that the current education and 
training system did not provide workers with the 
technical and vocational skills needed for today’s 
and tomorrow’s businesses.

Skills and knowledge are needed to address the 
demands of the global marketplace. Successful 
exporting requires specifi c skills such as foreign 
languages and knowledge of international 
practices and standards. Equally, workers’ skills 
need to be continually updated throughout their 
careers – and so meet the needs of globalisation 
and technological change.

Dealing with the skills challenge is not a matter 
for government alone. Companies need to take 
more responsibility for training their staff, and 
individual workers need to understand that they 
have a responsibility to keep updating their 
skills to cope with changing circumstances. 
Nevertheless, the role of the government in 
enabling and supporting new education and 
training initiatives is central.

Supporting a diverse and competitive economy 
and encouraging growing sectors require fi ve key 
activities which the Omani government can lead 
or support:

• Closer partnerships
• Sector skills
• Specifi c infrastructure
• Support for exporting
• Encouragement to innovate (see right). 

Research and development is a key driver of long-term growth as 
“technological breakthroughs have been the basis of many of the 
productivity gains that our economies have historically experienced”.

Innovation support and development is a key area 
of focus for Oman. The latest fi gures available 
through the World Development Index indicate that 
Oman lags behind comparator countries in terms 
of its expenditure on Research and Development 
(R&D) as a % age of GDP, and the number of  
researchers in R&D (per million population).

While there are no offi cial statistics for spending 
on scientifi c and technological R&D in Oman, it is 
estimated that the country spends 0.2% of GDP 

on such activities. This percentage is very low, 
particularly in relation to the level of GDP per 
capita, but it is at a similar scale to other 
GCC countries.

One of the twelve pillars in the World Economic 
Forum’s Global Competitiveness Index is 
innovation. Overall, Oman ranks 62nd out of 
140 in the index. For innovation, it ranks 103rd 
out of 140, indicating considerable room for 
improvement in this area. 

Innovate to grow

Key actions to support a diversifi ed economy
Generic Sector-specifi c

Joint government action
Establish a committee, or high-level team, 
from across all relevant ministries. They should 
integrate government support, manage effi cient 
implementation and establish an evaluation 
framework so that learning can be shared.

Closer partnership
Bring together the key stakeholders from government ministries, 
the sector or sub-sector, universities and the wider private sector. 
These partners should be responsible for the formulation and 
delivery of any policies.

General skills improvement
Improve secondary education to develop people 
who are ‘work-ready’ – with all the basic skills 
and attitudes needed by business.

Sector skills
Identify specifi c, specialist skills required by the sector/sub-sector 
and work with businesses to provide suitable workplace and 
academic training. A sector skills group can bring together the 
right organisations to deliver effectively.

High level skills
Improve the relevance and depth of higher 
education courses to meet the demands of 
globally competitive markets and sectors.

Specifi c infrastructure
Some sectors (especially smaller companies within sectors) 
may need access to key technologies or specialist buildings. 
Government can provide support to make these widely available. 
Build on the intangible benefi ts of networking by bringing sector 
businesses together.

General infrastructure
Continue to improve the transport, energy, 
water, waste and communications infrastructure 
to enable Oman-based businesses to compete 
with other economies in the region.

Innovation and research activity
Provide funding for university and private sector research that is 
linked to the future growth of the sector. Offer innovation advisors 
to work with high-growth companies to develop innovative 
processes and products.

Reducing the regulatory burden
Make sure that labour laws are fi t for purpose –
providing a balance between protection of 
workers and the need of companies to compete 
in a global marketplace.

Supply chains
Identify the upstream and downstream parts of the supply chain 
within Oman. Run B2B networks and roadshows and provide 
training for SMEs in the procurement needs of major companies.

Provision of fi nance
Where private fi nance or investment may be 
diffi cult to obtain because of potential risk 
factors, offer a range of provision from soft-
loans to grant aid. De-risk private lending by 
offering government-backed guarantees.

Provision of fi nance
Where private fi nance or investment may be diffi cult to obtain 
because of potential risk factors, offer a range of provision 
from soft-loans to grant aid. De-risk private lending by offering 
government-backed guarantees.

Encouraging entrepreneurs
Make entrepreneurship an attractive option for 
young Omanis. Teach enterprise in schools and 
colleges and show that creating opportunities 
and wealth is a national priority.

Support for exporting
Provide sector-specifi c international trade missions supported
by senior government ministers and active marketing campaigns. 
Provide export credit guarantees for companies supplying vulnerable 
markets, to reduce risk.

Global Competitiveness Index – Oman Rank (of 140) Score (1-7)

12th Pillar – Innovation overall 103 3.0

Capacity for innovation 119 3.4

Quality of scientifi c research institutions 116 2.9

Company spending on R&D 120 2.6

University – industry collaboration on R&D 69 3.6

Government procurement of advanced technology products 43 3.7

Availability of scientists and engineers 108 3.4

PCT patent applications (per million of pop.) 76 0.6
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Innovation centres generate success by:

•  Contributing to and delivering their national 
policy for growth

•  Operating with a critical mass regarding 
activity, people, and competencies

•  De-risking the innovation process and helping 
fi rms to go beyond existing capabilities and 
what they can achieve with their own 
resources by:

 »  Providing a range of support services
from idea to market

 »  Assuming risk on early-stage innovation

 »  Acting as anchor institutions and catalysts to 
build new markets, innovative sectors, 
clusters and networks

•  Enabling knowledge, resources, IP and skills
to fl ow between businesses with speed
and intensity

•  Realising fi nancial stability through multiple, 
fl exible sources of funding.

An assessment should be made of the existing 
innovation centres to ensure they can demonstrate 
that the physical space and enterprise support are 
delivering effective change. Any new innovation 
centres should be modelled on the best examples 
from around the world.

A thorough analysis of Oman’s innovation landscape 
was carried out by United Nations Conference
on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) in 2014. 
This document sets out in detail the background 
data for innovation and R&D, activities to date, 
continuing challenges and policy recommendations. 
Overall, it fi nds that public fi nancial support for 
innovation “remains quite small compared to,
say, developing the road network infrastructure”. 
In private fi rms, there is little support or incentives 
for R&D and innovation efforts.

Reviewing success from around Europe, a recent report has 
set out some key principles for successful centres.

“They are anchored into markets, universities, 
fi nance and capital structures. They move 
businesses and other users of Catapults in the 
innovation ecosystem beyond their own capabilities, 
skills and constrained resources. They are linked 
to delivering their country’s research, science, 
innovation and growth plans. And they are 
ambitious, bold and enterprising.”

New innovation centres 
should be modelled 
on the best examples 
from around the world

Current activity
Oman has set some ambitious targets for innovation 
to 2020. The Oxford Business Group reports 
that the spending target for R&D is “at least 1% 
of GDP in 2011–2015 and up to 2% by 2020”.
If these targets are reached, it will go a long way 
towards supporting a more innovative economy.

Oman has already successfully implemented some 
key activities to support innovation. As an example, 
Knowledge Oasis Muscat (KOM) is a business 
zone dedicated to and reserved for technology 
and knowledge-based businesses. Businesses 
that may be registered with KOM include those 
specialising in design; development and application 
of telecommunications; IT; web; new media; 
e-learning; e-security; digital animation; environment; 
IT training; engineering; high-level technical 
support or consultancy; and call centres.

Enterprises which register with KOM may enjoy 
certain benefi ts including 100% foreign ownership,

minimum initial capital to set up an entity 
(OR20,000 or $51,790), minimum Omanisation 
requirement (25%) and highly competitive 
telecommunication rates.

Oman’s Research Council (TRC) has also 
supported the establishment of a number of 
specialist innovation centres and science parks 
including, for example, Innovation Park Muscat 
(IPM), the Industrial Innovation Center (IIC), and the 
Cybersecurity Innovation Centre (CIC). However,
it is not certain that these new innovation centres 
are working as effectively as they might.

The most successful innovation centres combine 
immersive, creative, fl exible and technologically rich 
spaces with knowledgeable staff who have a deep 
understanding of the companies and sectors in the 
centre. The ability to learn from business 
experiences, then share the lessons and collaborate 
on new ideas, is crucial to long-term success.

Here, we do not aim to replicate this work; instead we highlight 
some of the challenges set out in the report and suggest some 
policy recommendations.

Although innovation support in Oman is heading in the right 
direction, a number of key challenges remain. These include:

 » Lack of research capabilities
 » A fragmented innovation system 
 » Limited technology transfer
 » Large companies only cautiously engaged in innovation. 

The UNCTAD report concludes that “the national policy of 
diversifi cation through innovation requires a fundamentally larger 
fi nancial commitment in order to realise the innovative potential 
of Oman’s private sector and industries”.

We propose six specifi c interventions which could help to focus 
government policy and encourage greater investment from the 
private sector:

• Incentives for collaboration between business and 
research establishments, such as funded research 
projects where researchers undertake business-specifi c 
research. This could be expanded to include overseas 

research institutions, if no suitable Omani research partner
is available. In this way, Omani businesses would benefi t
from the transfer of knowledge from leading international 
research organisations.

• Grants or contracts to stimulate innovation in small- 
and medium-sized enterprises such as the Small Business 
Innovation Research (SBIR) scheme in the USA.

• A competitive approach to innovation whereby the 
government defi nes important technical ‘challenges’ in 
certain key sectors. The private sector competes for funding 
to undertake a project in this area. This could support the 
sectoral approach to economic diversifi cation.

• Support for start-up enterprises in technology-rich 
sectors in order to assist with higher initial costs.

• Building of a new innovation centre and improvement
of the existing examples – bringing them up to
world-class standards.

• Cooperation between GCC countries on research 
facilities and technology transfer projects to obtain
a critical mass of activity.
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Oman’s own cruise line
We are proposing the establishment of a new, bespoke, Omani-owned 
cruise line. Sinbad Cruises would be at the centre of a new market 
for international cruise vacations. Firstly, it would operate in the 
Indian Ocean which is, as yet, an underdeveloped location for cruises. 
Building on Oman’s historic trading links, a range of cultural, 
wildlife and adventure destinations would be included – from 
Africa to the Indian sub-continent and the Arabian/Gulf region.

Secondly, it would offer cruises suitable for 
Muslims the world over. Ranging from family-
friendly to strict halal cruises, Sinbad would 
cater for the cultural and religious needs of its 
Muslim guests.

Oman has the seafaring history, the Islamic 
traditions and the port infrastructure to establish 
such a cruise line, with a home base of Muscat. 
Port Sultan Qaboos (PSQ) is the Sultanate’s 
main port for cruise lines, serving Muscat and 
surrounding areas. A redevelopment plan was 
unveiled in 2013, following a deliberate shift of 
commercial shipping away from PSQ to Sohar 
and the re-focusing of PSQ towards cruise 
lines and tourist handling. The existing terminal 
is being refurbished, and two new terminals 
are being constructed to boost simultaneous 
passenger handling capacity to up to three 
11,000-passenger cruise liners. Salalah has 
also announced plans for a new cruise terminal.

According to the Oxford Business Group,
“the number of passengers arriving by sea
has been steadily rising. Oman is a feature 
on many international cruise ship routes, 
with Khasab, on the Musandam Peninsula, 
PSQ in Muscat, and Salalah being the main 
destinations”.

Local press reports show that, in 2013, 62,305 
passengers arrived at Khasab; 25,397 at 
Salalah; and 321,317 at PSQ, Muscat.

Islamic Cultural Cruises
Islamic cruises are a new phenomenon, with 
the fi rst halal cruises operating in the Caribbean 
in 2013 and the Aegean Sea in 2015. 
Nevertheless, they are part of what is considered 
to be a $145 billion-a-year halal tourism sector 
worldwide. A cruise line, based in the Gulf 
region, that promotes and adheres to Islamic 
teaching and culture could also be an important 
and successful new venture.

Promoting a new cruise line as halal could be 
benefi cial in countering potential resistance
to increased cruise travel among Omanis owing
to scepticism towards Western cruise operators. 
It would also be an attractive business model for 
residents across the wider Gulf region.

The current Omani objective is for tourism to 
be the fourth-largest economic sector. A new 
fi ve-year plan for tourism 2016-2020 is set to 
be released, following the Vision 2020 goals. 
A new National Tourism Development Plan 
stresses sustainability, preservation of cultural 
integrity and environmental protection as key 
objectives. 2015 was also set to see a new 
Vision 2040 unveiled by the Ministry of Tourism. 
Spanish consultants THR Innovative Tourism 
Advisors have also been contracted to develop a 
long-term tourism strategy from 2015 to 2045, 

aimed at boosting visitor numbers and increasing 
the contribution of the tourism sector to national 
GDP, as well as developing infrastructure, 
marketing and employment.

We offer two exciting proposals that could make 
a major impact on the tourism sector, drawing 
in visitors from the GCC area and further afi eld. 
They could also provide signifi cant business 
opportunities for Omani companies, with support 
from the government. 

DEVELOPING THE 
TOURISM SECTOR
Tourism in Oman is a small but growing sector. It provides 
important business and employment opportunities to the local 
economy – and it is felt to be one of Oman’s best options for 
diversifying away from oil and gas. 

Honeymoon islands

Wildlife adventures

Great cultures

5352



The market
Cruises across Asia and the Middle East have seen rapid growth, with passenger 
numbers increasing year-on-year and signifi cant investment in infrastructure.
 
Though the numbers of passengers originating  from the GCC are already 
forecast to continue to rise, a new regional cruise line may challenge the 
dominance of Dubai and Abu Dhabi in the cruise market (which is predicted
to continue), bringing increased growth to other GCC areas, including Oman. 
Judging by regional and industry press reports, considerable emphasis is 
already placed on the development of the luxury-end cruise market for 
Gulf-origin passengers.

Cruise Arabia
A partnership established in 2013 between 
Dubai, Abu Dhabi and Oman, Cruise Arabia aims 
to promote the growth of the cruise market in 
the Gulf and wider Middle East region, marketing 
these ports as joint destinations. Qatar joined the 
partnership in 2014.

Cruise Arabia encourages cooperation between 
respective tourism ministries, agencies and 
port authorities, jointly working to bring cruise 
companies to the GCC and promoting port 
development, to increase opportunities for 
‘home ports’.

Dubai has traditionally been the market leader as 
home port for the region, with Abu Dhabi closely 
following. Oman’s recent port development 
schemes are part of an effort to compete. 
Business leaders from the UAE have called for 
the introduction of a Schengen-style visa system 
to support growth in the Cruise Arabia market.

Oman’s current strategy is twofold:

1. Promote Oman as a destination and calling 
point for international cruises, bringing 
passengers to the Sultanate, to stay for short 
periods in the country.

2. Develop Oman, and particularly PSQ, as a 
‘home port’, persuading cruise liners to be 
based there, thus making it a start and end 
point for journeys.

The economic advantages of developing home 
port status, rather that simply marketing Oman 
as a port of call, are extensive. It means that 
passengers have to fl y into Muscat prior to their 
cruise, often staying in Oman at its start or fi nish. 

Sinbad Cruises
Our proposal to establish an Omani-owned cruise line, operating from its
home port of PSQ, Muscat – fi ts well with current policy and taps into
a large and growing market for luxury cruises for the Muslim market in the 
region and worldwide.

Such a proposal would be in keeping with the Sultanate’s strategy for tourism, 
both under Vision 2020 and more recent strategies, which highlight a push 
towards increased domestic tourism. One way of increasing domestic tourism 
may be to develop a new Omani-owned and operated cruise line, catering 
primarily for Omani nationals.

Cultural attitudes in Oman, and in most GCC countries, have meant
limited growth in the domestic labour market and the services and tourism 
sector. The long-term objective would be signifi cant Omani employment
within the workforce of a new cruise line. However, there may have to be
a reliance on imported labour at the outset, with training schemes in place
to increase Omanisation.
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SEA, SAND AND STARS
A legacy project
Globally, there is growing demand for environmental tourism, and for 
destinations themselves to be sustainable. Some of the most popular 
destinations in the UK are eco-attractions – from the iconic Eden Project 
and Kew Gardens to the Centre for Alternative Technology and The Deep. 
The Eden Project alone attracts around one million visitors a year.

Our proposal is for Oman to develop a 
sustainable and visionary tourism attraction, on 
Masirah Island, that will attract visitors from all 
over the region and further afi eld. As an icon for 
what Oman’s environment can offer, it will attract 
tourists, generate employment and revitalise the 
economy of Masirah Island.
 
Sea, Sand and Stars (SSS) eco-centre will 
offer a unique experience, taking visitors on an 
unforgettable journey to explore the undersea 
world at close quarters, to witness desert 
habitats and wildlife and to experience the 
wonders of the universe.

An aquarium, safari park and planetarium like no 
other, Sea, Sand and Stars will be a destination 

which will draw in visitors and help exhibit and 
explain Oman’s special creatures and unique 
environments. It will display a microcosm
of Oman’s natural wildlife and biodiversity.
The aquarium will be built right under the sea,
so that guests can have a real underwater 
experience, not just one from an artifi cial tank. 
The safari park will house as many species of 
Omani wildlife as possible in habitats created 
especially for them. Visitors will be able to move 
underground to carefully designed viewing points, 
so that the wildlife will be completely undisturbed.
The planetarium will operate in the evenings,
and be open to the night sky. In this way, guests 
can learn about the cosmos directly, in real time, 
and not just from artifi cial projections.

Although located apart from existing settlements, 
SSS will draw on the people of the island for 
much of its workforce, for supplies and local 
knowledge. It will include a purpose-built resort 
to accommodate visitors of all types – from 
Omani high-school and university students 
(taking fi eld trips directed at wildlife and 
environmental learning) to Gulf nationals (for 
luxury resort stays but with added interest).

Facilities on and transport to the island are 
limited. However, an added benefi t of the SSS 
proposal is to enable the sensitive development 
of Ras Hilf and other smaller settlements. 
Outside the resort itself, guests will be able to 
enjoy the unspoilt coastline and beaches and a 
range of activities, such as kitesurfi ng, diving, 
and fi shing.

Access will need to be extended to include
fast ferries from Muscat, as well as Port Shana, 
completion of the proposed Masirah Causeway 
Bridge, regular fl ights from Seeb and other
Gulf airports, and facilities for private yachts
and planes.

Overall, Sea, Sand and Stars will be designed 
and built to the highest sustainability standards –
the epitome of what can be achieved. It will
be an iconic destination in its own right and 
will add to the rich mix that Oman has to offer 
foreign visitors.

It will provide a lasting legacy of His Majesty’s 
care for the environment, his ambition for the 
country and Oman’s reputation around the world.

An icon for 
what Oman’s 
environment 
can offer 

Masirah Island
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It is important that the new structure does not 
simply create additional layers of bureaucracy 
without the power to, at least, propose 
legislation, improve delivery or increase political 
participation that is supportive of the Sultan and 
his trusted advisors.

Each of the Grand Committees would be 
accountable to the Sultan and the inner cabinet, 
which would ensure that the responsibilities for 
delivering more integration would rest at the top 
of government.

Any proposed solution would have to respect 
and refl ect the Islamic roots of current Omani 
governance structures. It is therefore proposed 
that the establishment of Grand Committees 

would involve existing structures, specifi cally the 
Council of Ministers and the Majlis al-Shura.
To ensure a broad makeup, Grand Committees 
could be composed of, for example: 

• Relevant members of the Council of Ministers, 
appointed by the Sultan and instructed to lead 
the Grand Committees.

• Members of the Majlis al-Shura, elected to the 
Shura in the fi rst instance and then elected by 
ballot to the committees.

• Business, industrial and other community 
leaders, bringing additional expertise to the 
Grand Committees. This could be via the Majlis 
al-Dawla, or directly.

If a restructure along these lines is executed, the 
primary purpose will be to build more effective 
governance structures, better able to meet future 
needs. Depending on the chosen makeup of the 
Grand Committees, this could be used to create 
a greater degree of democratic accountability 
(of the committees themselves), increased 
transparency, and greater political participation.

Given the transformation in governance brought 
about by the leadership of His Majesty Sultan 
Qaboos Bin Said Al Said, the Omani civil 
service is well respected. It generally operates 
to the expected international norms and values. 
However, it has doubled in size since His Majesty 
came to power – from 77,000 to over 156,000 
employees – now representing about 12% of the 
total workforce. Almost 50,000 new posts were 
created following the public demonstrations in 
late 2010 and early 2011. It is hard to see how 
this infl ux could be incorporated into the civil 
service without creating substantial ineffi ciencies.

It remains important that the government 
undergoes visible reforms – in its structures, 
in the way it operates and in the quality of 
its employees. Reform of democratic and 
government institutions is challenging if it is to 
be achieved without undermining social and 
economic stability.

We offer three proposals, building on experience 
elsewhere, that will help towards:

• Reforming government structures 
• Building a civil service based on merit
• Contracting out government services.

The whole country knows of His Majesty’s 
personal generosity towards his people. Over the 
past decades, His Majesty has provided funds 
for housing, relief of poverty, education and 
health initiatives, the cultural life of Oman,
and many others.

Our further proposal is that His Majesty 
establishes a charitable foundation to ensure 
that his generosity of spirit and commitment to 
the welfare of his people and the protection of 
the environment can be continued long into the 
future. It could become an important part of His 
Majesty’s legacy to Oman.

Ultimately, the role of government is to serve the people and to act 
on behalf of the public and in the public interest. In doing so, they 
are expected to act fairly and prudently and to use public money 
effi ciently and effectively.

SERVING OUR PEOPLE
Introduction

Reforming government structures
Given the investment in government systems, 
Oman has an experienced civil service with 
many successes to look back on. However, we 
know that the future will bring new challenges of 
increasing complexity, and the government will 
need to be ready.

One of the consequences of complexity is the 
need to think, plan and deliver in more integrated 
ways – for ministries to work better together 
to achieve shared aims and outcomes. There 
are, perhaps, some natural links which could 
be strengthened, and this would surely improve 
delivery. A simple analysis would show the 
importance of the connections between 
different ministries.

One suggestion might be to establish a 
series of permanent Grand Committees, 
each chaired by His Majesty himself or a senior 
minister. These Grand Committees would 
oversee a range of ministries and would ensure 
a shared commitment to some of the critical 
aims of His Majesty’s government, and not just 
to the ministry’s own targets. Some ministries 
would link to more than one Grand Committee 
as their work affects different areas. An added 
support for these Grand Committees would be 
if each had a Citizens’ Panel to provide expert 
advice. These panels could be made up of 
representatives of the Shura and Dawla.

The future 
will bring new 
challenges 
of increasing 
complexity

CHAPTER 5

The Sultan

Inner Cabinet

Grand
Committees

Governance

Security

Economy

Social Welfare

Development

Prime Minister Council of Oman

Council of Ministers State Council

Ministers Consultative Council

Grand Committees will 
offer a way for Dawla 
and Shura members to 
scrutinise the activities 
of the government and 
provide advice.

Grand Committees 
will help to ensure 
more integrated 
policy making, more 
strategic decisions 
and shared delivery.
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Notwithstanding these changes, some concerns 
remained, notably:

• A call for a new constitution to create 
a parliamentary monarchy

• An urgent need to reduce unemployment 
and inequality

• A continuing demand to fi ght corruption

• A desire to see the roles of Head of State 
and Prime Minister separated.

It may also be advisable to secure a greater 
degree of political enfranchisement. A recent 
report from the UN Economic and Social 
Commission for Western Asia, looking at the 
relevance of social inclusion to sustainable 
development goals in the wake of Arab uprisings, 
stressed “the need for a new model focused
on political transformation as a prerequisite
for inclusive development or growth”.

We suggest two possible reforms, both of which 
would need further analysis before adoption:

• Lowering the voting age. Omanis aged
21 and over are currently eligible to vote
in elections for the Shura and Municipal 
Councils. This is in keeping with other GCC 
states, including Kuwait. Qatar, however, has
a voting age of 18. Politically enfranchising 
Oman’s youth should be seen as a priority. 
Political enfranchisement of a generation,
for whom communication and Internet usage
is great, may be prudent in ensuring that
the youth population play a healthy role in 
developing Omani politics and the legitimacy
of its institutions.

• Developing a written constitutional 
framework. Qatar’s process of developing, 
drafting, and putting a constitution to public 
referendum may be instructive, and could 
serve to increase political enfranchisement
and acceptance of any new Omani governance 
structures. Involving the population in the 
constitutional framework for a reorganised 
governance system would be preferable to the 
possibility of Omanis becoming frustrated with 
top-down restructuring, without any increase
in participatory processes.

The future legitimacy of government depends not 
just on improved structures and processes, but 
on increased involvement in the political process.

Under the leadership of HM Sultan Qaboos Bin 
Said Al Said, Oman has been transformed from
a tribal country to a stable and wealthy, but rapidly 
changing, country. In a period of transition, the 
governance structures were designed to support 
His Majesty in maintaining order, creating a clear 
direction and developing the country’s social and 
physical infrastructure.

The Basic Law serves as a constitution for 
Oman and sets out the powers, rights and 
responsibilities of government, state institutions, 
and the people. This includes the establishment 
of the bicameral Council of Oman, with an 
appointed State Council (Majlis al-Dawla) and
an elected Consultative Council (Majlis al-Shura). 
Following the ‘Arab Spring’ protests across the 
Middle East and North Africa in 2011, including 
in Oman, the Sultan responded to some of the 
demands of the protesters by agreeing to limited 
legislative powers for the Shura. At the same 
time, Municipal Councils were established in 
each Governorate.
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A meritocratic civil service
Notwithstanding the potential for a reorganisation 
along the lines of the above, the machinery of 
Omani government will have to develop to meet 
the increasingly complex needs of the future. 
It will be vital that The Civil Service has the 
capacity to respond to changing needs; that 
it is less reliant on imported workers; and that 
initiatives are encouraged to ensure a resilient, 
high-skilled, cost-effective public workforce.

As the World Bank pointed out in a recent report, 
“issues of service and regulatory quality, public 

accountability, meritocracy and the fi scal burden 
of the wage bill are at the core of the ‘good 
governance’ agenda. They will not go away”.

The Ministry of Civil Service oversees development 
in the government’s workforce, and is responsible 
for implementing the Omanisation of the Civil 
Service, as with other sectors.

According to statistics reported in the Omani press 
in October 2015, the Civil Service workforce has 
doubled in size during the last four decades.

The British Civil Service is regarded as being 
amongst the best in the world. Its capability 
and effectiveness are now under scrutiny. 
With fi nancial constraints, coupled with 
challenges facing policymakers, new skills 
and talents are required. The Civil Service 
College offers innovative programmes that 
are taking training to the next level – 
sustaining the values and qualities in Her 
Majesty’s Civil Service, while bringing major 
changes that the times demand.

Good progress has been made in reducing the 
number and proportion of expats in the Civil 
Service, but more is planned. A Gulf Business 
article from 2014 quotes a Ministry of Civil 
Service offi cial: “We have to achieve 95% 
Omanisation in civil services as per Vision 2020. 
Almost 16 ministries and government offi ces 
have achieved 99% Omanisation while some 
units have already achieved full Omanisation”.

The overall number of civil servants has 
doubled over the last 45 years. This refl ects the 
increasing scale and complexity of governing 
Oman as it has become a modern economy. 
However, as the revenues from oil and gas 
diminish, there may be a need to streamline 
The Civil Service and deliver public services 
with fewer staff. A consequence of this will be 
the need to ensure that government staff are 
highly qualifi ed and well trained – able to learn 
from international best practice and apply that to 
governance in Oman.

One proposal for investing in higher skill levels of 
Omani civil servants might be to establish a ‘Fast 
Stream’ scheme, whereby applications are made 
from existing lower-raking civil servants and new 
graduates for a select number of posts, designed 
to provide training for senior leadership roles. 

Ultimately these candidates would be expected 
to fi ll a signifi cant number of roles at grades
A to C, for instance (high- and middle-ranking 
offi cials). In the UK, the Civil Service Fast Stream 
offers pathways into corporate, diplomatic, 
fi nancial, scientifi c and analytical roles.

However, implementation of any such scheme, 
if it is to comply with Vision 2020 goals and the 
policy of Omanisation, will require investment
in relevant university courses and, possibly,
a specialist Civil Service College within 
Oman. A number of countries operate their 
own Civil Service colleges – for example the 
UK, Singapore and Canada. Other countries 
use respected international courses, such as 
those from City and Guilds or The Knowledge 
Academy. The OECD offers the Support for 
Improvement in Governance and Management 
(SIGMA) programme, to developing economies, 
aimed at improving public administration.

These proposals should be seen as ‘invest 
to save’ initiatives, requiring capital investment 
in the short-term, in order to provide for a 
higher-skilled, more effective, and possibly 
leaner Civil Service.
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Contracting out
In recent years there has been strong growth in 
the number of private sector businesses that are 
used to provide public services. For example, the 
running of prisons and social care homes might 
be outsourced by central and local government 
to private sector providers – usually after a 
tendering or bidding process has been held.

Unlike privatisation, contracting out (or simply 
‘contracting’) does not generally involve the 
sale of publicly owned assets. Yet it has been 
widely used as a mechanism for reform of public 
sector delivery. Contracting introduces ex-ante 
competition – that is, competition for the market 
through competitive tendering.

We have looked at both the theory and evidence 
of contracting by the public sector, including 
for example, the ownership of physical assets, 
which may affect effi cient contracting. We have 
examined international evidence which suggests 
that savings in the order of 20% are achievable, 
without sacrifi cing the quality of service provided. 
In the UK, public services which used to be run 
by local councils and central government were 
forced to put some services out to competitive 
tendering, allowing private companies to win the 
right to run services for a fi xed number of years. 
It has been shown that, for example, savings of 
between £240m ($345m) and £280m ($403m) 
have been estimated for contracts let at the 
central government level. Substantial savings 
have also been generated by contracting at the 
local government level.

As the arguments for and against show, it is not 
a given that contracting services to the private 
sector is always the most effective way to provide 
a public service. What the company might offer 
in effi ciency gains is often offset by profi t taking. 

A recent study in the United States demonstrated 
that, in some cases, the contracts offered poor 
value for money. However, there is now a body 
of good practice to show how such contracts can 
be managed for the benefi t of the government 
sector as well as the private companies involved. 
In some cases, sections of government have 
been ‘spun out’ to become self-standing 
companies free to bid for service contracts.

The OECD has published good practice guidelines 
for contracting out services. These include:

• Securing top management buy-in

• Focusing on staff issues and concerns

• Specifying service requirements in terms 
of outcomes or outputs

• Treating ‘in-house’ bids fairly

• Monitoring performance

• Ensuring valid comparisons

• Fostering a collaborative relationship

• Developing competitive markets for services

• Developing and maintaining the skills for 
contract management.

Arguments for outsourcing

• Opening public services up to competition
can save money

• Private sector businesses are more likely to 
achieve effi ciency improvements and cost 
savings, leading to improved value for money

• Businesses in the private sector might be more 
innovative, less hierarchical and less prone to 
suffering from diseconomies of scale

• Major reforms may be implemented
more quickly.

Criticisms of outsourcing

• Businesses bidding to win contracts might 
sacrifi ce quality of service as a way of lowering 
their costs

• There are doubts about some employment 
practices of service companies, for example 
low wages, poor conditions

• Contracting out/outsourcing requires proper 
monitoring which itself involves extra spending.
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HM SULTAN QABOOS FOUNDATION
A legacy project

It is common for wealthy philanthropists, business leaders and 
heads of state to establish charitable and humanitarian foundations 
when they leave offi ce or retire from active work. Not only does this 
provide an important legacy for those in need in their countries 
and around the world, but it offers a chance to promote issues 
which the person is passionate about.

Whether the focus is business leadership, 
education for women, environmental 
conservation, alleviation of poverty or medical 
science, well-run foundations are important 
donors to good causes around the world – 
and they build the reputation of the founders.

Many foundations are endowed with 
substantial amounts of money from the 
personal wealth of the donor. They will be 
established in such a way that the capital is 
invested and the dividends are then applied to 
specific causes each year, thus allowing the 

foundation to continue for many years. Usually, 
the donor will establish legal and support 
structures that will manage applications and 
make decisions about where the foundation 
spends its funds. Most will set up a committee 
of respected and relevant people to ensure the 
foundation continues with its core purposes 
beyond the donor’s lifetime.

Some of the most famous foundations are 
still influencing global policy-making and 
supporting the poor and needy, more than
100 years after they were first established.

Name Purpose Total assets Coverage

Mohammed bin Rashid Al 
Maktoum Foundation

103 $10 billion UAE

Mohammed bin Rashid Al 
Maktoum Global Initiatives

1. Combating poverty and disease
2. Spreading knowledge
3. Empowering communities
4. Entrepreneurship and innovation 

for the future

Unknown Global

Ford Foundation Challenging inequality $10 billion USA and global

Bill and Melinda Gates 
Foundation

Health, poverty, education advocacy $36 billion Global and USA

Clinton Foundation Climate change, global health, 
girls and women

$190 million Global

Wellcome Trust Medical science > $30 billion UK and global

King Faisal Foundation Education, scientifi c research, 
Islamic studies

Unknown MENA, Asia, Africa

J. Paul Getty Trust Visual arts, museums,
cultural preservation

> $6 billion USA and global

Kuwait Fund for Arab 
Economic Development

Agriculture, energy, water, sewage
in developing countries

$7 billion MENA and Africa

Potential for HM Sultan Qaboos Bin Said Al Said
Our proposal is that His Majesty could use some 
of his personal wealth to endow a foundation. 
This would be established before any succession 
so that work of importance to His Majesty could 
continue after he leaves his great offi ce.

Such a foundation(s) would be able to refl ect the 
issues that His Majesty holds most dear. Our 
thoughts are that the foundation(s) would operate 
on two levels: domestic and global. Within Oman, 
the emphasis might be on:

• Promotion of Islamic values

• Education for enterprise

• Alleviation of poverty

• Good governance.

In the overseas arena, the foundation might 
concentrate on areas that have historic ties with 
Oman, such as parts of Africa, the Gulf area and 
parts of Asia. Key issues might include:

• Leapfrog technologies

• Peace and reconciliation

• Environmental conservation.

On a practical level, the foundation could also 
seek additional funds from wealthy individuals 
and companies in Oman. By holding high-profi le 
events each year, it would be possible to promote 
the foundation and its good works, and to attract 
more donors.

It is important to establish the key aims of 
any foundation and ensure clear governance 
arrangements. Choosing a committee from family 
members, academic and business interests will 
help to ensure that the foundation will uphold its 
core aims and be managed effectively for the 
benefi t of the recipients into the future. Initially, 
the investment and grant-giving policies will 
need to be agreed, management and staffi ng 
arrangements put in place, and a system of 
regular reporting established. This will help to 
demonstrate transparency, evaluation learning 
and best practice.
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This document has focused on just a few key areas for the Omani 
government, which I believe to be important for our country’s future.

CONCLUSION

I have presented some ideas to help us in valuing 
our people, including tackling youth unemployment 
and housing shortages to create a cohesive society; 
refi ning our education system to provide young 
Omanis with the best possible opportunities;
and founding a youth achievement programme, 
the HM Sultan Qaboos’ Young Champions Award.

Several proposals have focused on valuing our 
land: designating new eco-friendly nature 
reserves; meeting our energy, food and water 
needs in a post-oil world through renewable 
systems; implementing new technologies such
as laser satellite communication; and the creation 
of the HM Sultan Qaboos Environment Research 
Centre, a pioneering research institute.

It is vital that we continue valuing our 
businesses through a variety of channels 
including encouraging new enterprise; rapid 
diversifi cation; support for innovation, research 
and development; and improving the Omani 
tourist offer with proposals for Sinbad Cruises 
and Sea, Sand and Stars.

Finally, I have offered some recommendations
for serving our people, focusing on reforming 
government structure; improvements to our civil 
service; contracting out selected public services; 
and the creation of a charitable fund, The HM 
Sultan Qaboos Foundation.

I hope that the suggestions contained in this 
document are thought-provoking and perhaps 
spark a discussion on some of the areas I have 
touched upon.

Thank you for taking the time to read this document. 
It has been my pleasure to present these few ideas 
for Your Majesty’s consideration. I am passionate 
about securing a bright future for Oman and in this 
small way I hope to have offered some meaningful 
ideas for Your Majesty’s refl ection.

I would be honoured to discuss any of the 
proposals further.

Ms Azza Al Ismaili
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