
 

 

In Oman, the start of a new era brings with it opportunities and risks 

Dennis Sammut 

Oman has a new leader. Following the death of Sultan Qaboos bin Said a new Sultan has 

assumed power – Haitham bin Tarek. In Oman the Sultan has absolute power, and Qaboos 

had ruled the country for fifty years. This therefore constitutes a defining moment in the 

country’s history, and the begining of a new era. 

Qaboos has been credited with bringing Oman out of the middle ages and turning it into a 

modern and successful state. His policies of benevolence and flexibility at home were 

complimented with a foreign policy that saw Oman steering an independent course, 

balancing between Iran and its opponents, between Israel and the Arab states, and between 

various interests within the Gulf Co-operation Council, of which it is a member, even if it 

often looks somewhat aloof of it. 

For years, inside Oman and outside, there was intense speculation as to how the succession 

to Qaboos will play out. The old Sultan did not have a natural heir, and refused to name one 

in his lifetime, leaving instead a sealed letter with his preference. There were fears that the 

succession could be messy – with various wings of the Al bu Said ruling family vying for the 

post. In the end this proved not to be the case. The new Sultan was named within hours of 

the death of Qaboos, and the transition could not have been smoother. That in itself is 

already an achievement for the process of state-building that Qaboos had toiled on for five 

decades. For the new man however, the challenges start here. 

Haitham bin Tarek is a cousin of Qaboos, the son of a brother of Sultan Said, Qaboos’ father, 

who was overthrown in a British led coup in 1970. In the absence of an heir, it was always 

this branch of the family that was considered likely to provide a successor. Haitham bin 

Tarek has been an important part of the Omani ruling establishment for decades. He is 

therefore not new to any of the issues and challenges facing the Sultanate. His approach is 

likely to be one of overall continuity in both domestic and foreign policy. But there will be 

big decisions ahead, where he will have to show he is now his own man. 

Balancing three constituencies 

The new Sultan will have to balance three important constituencies.  

The first is the ruling family itself. Other members of the family who have acquiesced to his 

rule may have expectations. Under Qaboos, a lot of power was concentrated in the hands of 

the Sultan. He was head of state, commander of the Armed Forces, prime minister, minister 

of finance, minister of defence and minister of foreign affairs. Early on the new Sultan will 

have to decide if he wants to divest some of these powers to others, and if the others will be 

other members of the ruling family. Haitham may decide to pursue a more collegiate style of 

leadership, at least until he is able to secure his position. This will also be important to 

ensure that different parts of the country feel included in the new project. 

A second constituency is the military and security establishment. Qaboos, a Sandhurst 

trained soldier, considered the armed forces as his personal domain. Oman currently spends 



 

 

around 10% of its annual GDP on defence, way above the international average of 2.2%. In 

2015 it spent more than 16% making it the highest spender on defence in the world for that 

year (as percentage of GDP). The new leadership is likely to look closely at defence 

expenditure, but sharp cuts can cause discontent in the armed forces which the new 

leadership cannot afford.  The new Sultan is not a military man – he got an education in 

diplomacy at Oxford’s Foreign Service programme rather than at Sandhurst. But the military 

are a major pillar of Oman society, let alone government, and Haitham will likely move fast 

to build a personal rapport with the military. 

The third constitutency are the ordinary citizens of Oman, and in particular the young 

people. Omanis genuinely appreciated the role that Qaboos played in bringing their country 

out of the mediaeval state that his father had left it. But expectations in terms of quality of 

life are increasing. Sound government and ambitious economic policies will be required to 

satisfy these demands 

In many ways, the views of the new Sultan on the issue of the country’s development are 

known. Haitham bin Tarek, in his capacity as Minister of Culture, chaired the main 

committee of the Oman Vision 2040, a nation-wide exercise that charted the path to the 

future. The document has been formally adopted only in the last months. In many ways it 

now serves as the manifesto of Haytham bin Tarek. If that is the case, than it is likely that 

economic development will be featuring much more highly in the agenda of the new Sultan 

than it did under his predecessor. 

This has ramifications for Oman’s foreign policy as well. 

 

Oman will continue to punch above its weight in foreign policy 

Qaboos during his rule managed to turn Oman into an effective regional and international 

player, mainly by abstaining to take sides in regional wars, and squabbles, and instead offer 

Oman’s good offices to resolve crisis and diplomatic incidents. Central to this strategy was 

Oman’s friendly relations with Iran throughout the turbulent years following the Islamic 

revolution and since. This sometimes furstrated countries like the United States and Saudi 

Arabia, but Iran’s good offices have been available to them too. Oman also has better 

relations with Israel than probably any other Arab country – it was even able to receive 

Israeli Prime Minister Natanyahu on an official visit to Muscat in 2018, despite widespread 

criticism from Arab quarters. 

The new Sultan, having himself served in senior positions in the foreign ministry throughout 

his carreer, is familiar with this work and is likely to sustain it. 

There is then the very special relationship between Oman and Britain. Nowehere has British 

foreign policy objective of maintaining a privileged position in the Gulf been maintained so 

successfully as in Oman. Partly this was due to a very personal rapport between Sultan 

Qaboos and the British Royal Family. Nothing will change very soon, but the new Sultan is 

likely to take a more pragmatic approach. Oman these days needs to nurture its relations 

with Asia, since this is necessary for its future economic development 



 

 

Risks ahead 

Oman is often seen as a peaceful haven in a troubled neighbourhood. Oman has been 

spared the sort of sectarian problems that have bedevilled other countries in the region. 

Whilst most Omanis are Muslim, they follow different strands of Islam – Shia, Sunnii, Ibadi 

etc. Under Qaboos this was never an issue, and the new Sultan is likely to pursue this 

tolerant policy.  

Omanis have been much less prominent in the pursuit of jihadist causes than citizens of 

other countries in the region. This cannot be taken foregranted in the future. Dangers of 

radicalisation, especially of youth, remain. Oman has been careful to avoid importing these 

problems from its neighbours, but the risk this may happen remains high, and vigilance will 

be necessary 

Oman is only one of two Sultanates remaining in the world (the other being Brunei). Many 

Omanis, even within the ruling family, understand this is an anachronism. The new Sultan 

may decide to explore ways in which the country can become more of a constitutional 

monarchy. But this is likely to be a far away prospect.   

Finally, its again the economy. Oman’s natural resources are not large enough to insulate it 

from economic woes. Vision 2040 identified five sectors which it wants to focus on as an 

alternative, or at least in complimentarity with the oil and gas sector.  These are agriculture 

and fisheries, manufacturing, logistics and transport, energy and mining, and tourism.  The 

vision and the ambition are there, but the new leadership will now have to turn them into a 

reality. 

Key to the success of Vision 2040 is the policy of Omanisation – the process of building up 

the capacity of local talent in order to replace foreign, and usually expensive, expat expertise 

and labour. This policy has been in place for some time but with mixed levels of success. 

Oman has under Qaboos developed a sound education system, but the country still does not 

produce enough people with the education and skills in areas where it matters. Some argue 

that in the military too much money is spent on foreign manpower. These are issues the new 

Sultan will have to consider for the future. 

New Sultan, new era 

For the five million citizens of Oman the advent of a new Sultan hails the start of a new era. 

Sultan Haitham bin Tarek constitutes a figure of continuity. The smooth transition of power 

augurs well for a stable and orderly government. As the patron of the the Oman Vision 2040, 

the new Sultan comes in with his own manifesto of how he sees the country’s future. Yet the 

country is in a difficult neighbourhood. As events in the Gulf  in the first days of 2020 have 

shown, the region remains highly volatile. The new Sultan will need all the tact of his 

predecssor, and all  the skills he learnt in Oxford and in his diplomatic career, to ensure that 

Oman is able to steer through the troubled waters of the region safely and securely. 
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