
 

Oman’s role as a trusted channel between the US and Iran is likely to continue 

 

At various points over the last four decades Oman has played a role as a trusted 

channel of communication between the Iranian leadership and the United 

States government. This role has evolved over the years, and survived political 

changes in both Tehran and Washington, and appears also to be surviving the 

succession in Oman itself following the death of Sultan Qaboos and the advent 

to the throne of Sultan Haytham bin Tariq. Various western sources describe the 

Omani intermediation as efficient and effective. 

 

The Omanis are less than mediators, but more than messengers 

The role of Oman in the complex relationship between Iran and the United 

States is nuanced. It is not quite that of mediator. It is unlikely that Oman 

engages in the substance of the issues, and contributes solutions of its own that 

the sides can consider, as mediators often do. But on the other hand it is not 

simply one of messenger. Iran and the US use the good offices of Swiss 

diplomacy who act on behalf of the US in Tehran, when they need to pass official 

messages to each other. Oman’s role therefore is to help the sides understand 

each other’s messages, as  much as delivering them, and make sure lines of 

communications are open even in the most difficult times of crisis, of which 

there were several in the last years. The United States remains grateful for Oman 

for its mediating role, as was expressed by Secretary of State Blinken in his 

phone call with his Omani counterpart on 24 February, in which “the Secretary 

expressed his appreciation for Oman’s mediating role in advancing regional 

peace and stability”, the State Department reported. 

 

The role of mediator fits into the wider strategy of Sultan Haitham 

Oman appears happy to play this role, and to do it discreetly. For the leadership 

of the  Sultanate there are some clear benefits: 

First it gives it prestige, and instead of being perceived as the Cinderella of the 

Gulf, as it is sometimes wrongly described, Oman comes across as an equal with 

global and regional powers. 



 

At a speech to the Atlantic Council in Washington earlier this month the recently 

appointed Omani Foreign Minister Badr al Busaidi said Oman was ready to help 

with rescuing Iran’s 2015 nuclear deal “but felt that existing US communication 

lines with Tehran could suffice.” Busaidi said Muscat has a very good relationship 

with both Tehran and Washington and was ready to assist if needed. “I believe 

the channels are open directly between the foreign policy teams in Washington 

and Iran. I see no reason why those channels can’t be reactivated,” Busaidi told 

the Atlantic Council event. Busaidi was absolutely right in appearing to downplay 

Oman’s role, and speak with discretion. In fact whilst that is true other channels 

do exist, the role of Oman as an intermediary remains valid. It must remain 

however largely low key. 

For the recently promoted Badr al Busaidi, and others who have emerged in 

more senior positions in the staff changes that have taken place at the upper 

echelons of the Omani foreign and security apparatus since the accession of 

Sultan Haytham, continuing this mediating role is also seen as proof that they 

are now in the inner circle of the Omani leadership structure, and trusted both 

home and abroad to deal with delicate diplomatic matters. 

The second reason is Geo-politics. The mediating role allows Muscat to keep 

good relations with Tehran and the United States simultaneously, something 

that not many states have managed. Muscat is keen to have also a balanced 

relationship with both Iran and Saud Arabia and other Gulf states. Whilst it is a 

founding member of the GCC, its participation in the regional grouping has 

always been somewhat aloof. Relations with other GCC states have sometimes 

been strained, and for Muscat it makes good sense to be on good relations with 

both Iran and the US. 

However, Oman has often shown that good relations with neighbours on the 

Arabian peninsula are a priority. This was shown once more recently following 

the release in Washington DC of the “Kashoggi Report”. Oman’s Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs promptly said it stands fully with Saudi Arabia and upheld the 

statement issued by its Foreign Ministry regarding the murder of Saudi journalist 

Jamal Khashoggi. In its statement, the Omani Foreign Ministry said: “The 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs expresses solidarity with the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia 

in its position regarding the report that was provided to the US Congress about 

the murder of Saudi citizen Jamal Khashoggi. The Sultanate appreciates the 

efforts and actions of the competent judicial authorities in the Kingdom 

regarding the case and its circumstances.” 



 

The recent visit of the Saudi Foreign Minister to the Sultanate, as well as 

intensive contacts between Omani and US diplomacy on Yemen, also suggests 

that Oman may be positioning itself to play a role in resolving the war in Yemen. 

The Sultanate has always kept a close watch of events in neighbouring Yemen 

and has over the years developed its own network of influence in the war thorn 

country. 

A third reason is economics. Oman needs stability and peace in the Gulf at a time 

when it is putting a huge effort to develop its economy under the Vision 2040 

which the new Sultan spearheaded even before ascending the throne. Oman 

does not have the cushion of high oil revenues and huge reserves, as is the case 

with other GCC states, except Bahrain. Another crisis in the gulf will be a huge 

disaster for the country’s economy. 

For the last eight years Oman has resorted to borrowing to fund huge budget 

deficits. Sultan Haitham has initiated a number of steps to try to get the 

economy in order, including slashing the budget expenditure by 14%. That will 

still leave a shortfall of 2.2 billion rial in 2021, and Oman is looking into 

borrowing that will cover 73%, or 1.6 billion rials of the shortfall, with the 

remaining 600 million rials to be drawn from its reserves, according to the 

government . The government based its 2021 budget plan on an oil price of $45 

per barrel, and the situation may improve if the price of oil keeps hovering 

around the $60 per barrel.  

Oman has taken measures to try to address the deficit, including imposing a 5% 

value-added tax in 2021.   Spending on Defence and Security has also been cut 

by 14% to 2.9 billion rials down from 3.5 billion budgeted for 2020. It is a sign 

that Sultan Haitham does not consider defence as a holy cow, and spending on 

the sector needs to follow the national trend. But stability in the region is crucial. 

Economic considerations therefore also mitigate in favour of Oman playing a 

role in maintaining a US-Iran dialogue behind the scenes. 

So for these reasons, the incentive for Oman to continue its role as an 

intermediary between the US and Iran remains high. It however has to do so 

with reasonably new protagonists, and the absence of the experience of Sultan 

Qaboos who died in January 2020, and Yusuf bin Alawi bin Abdullah, who had 

been de facto foreign minister for two decades, although nominally Qaboos kept 

the portfolio for himself. These two protagonists very much defined Omani 

foreign policy. But both the new Sultan and the new foreign minister are also 

insiders who were part of Omani foreign policy strategy. So whilst they may lack 



 

some of the experience of their predecessors, they will know exactly what is 

required from them. Oman’s diplomatic footprint in the region is therefore likely 

to increase under Sultan Tariq.  Under the new Sultan the role of the military 

and of the Defence Council is being more narrowly defined and the appetite of 

the military for ever more funds curtailed. This will need to be balanced with a 

more active regional diplomacy. 
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