
 

 

Richard Schmierer to Qposts: 

The strategic importance of the Gulf has not 
changed in American politics 

Chairman of the Board of Directors & President of the Middle East Policy Council 
and the former US ambassador to the Sultanate of Oman speaks about current 
issues in the region. 

Qposts 
Chairman of the Board of Directors of the Middle East Policy Council Richard 

Schmierer affirmed that Sultan Haitham bin Tariq will preserve the positive role 

his country plays in the region's issues, expecting, in a special meeting with 

Qpost, to reach a new agreement between Washington and Tehran during the 

near future. 

Schmierer, who served as his country's ambassador to the Gulf for several years, 

said that his country is committed to strategic relations with the Gulf states, 

touching on several issues about Iran, Yemen and Gulf-American relations.  

 

• Let's start with your vision of the changes that took place in the Sultanate 

of Oman with Sultan Haitham bin Tariq taking over the reins of power in 

the country in January 2020, succeeding Sultan Qaboos? 

I’m very supportive of Sultan Haytham, I think he was a very good selection; I knew 

him when I was there and I was very impressed with his knowledge and 

background. I was also impressed with his personality: he is a very low-key, very 

modest individual and I think a very confident leader; I think he very smartly 

focused, from the beginning of his time as Sultan, on addressing some of the 

fundamental economic challenges that Oman faces. I think Oman will continue to 

occupy a unique space in the region. Oman does make an effort to try to be 

independent, to try to have good relations with all of its neighbors; that’s 

something that benefitted the US when we were trying to arrange to have some 

hikers released from Iran during my time as Ambassador, and ultimately led to the 



 

 

ability to engage with Iran, and come up with the Iran nuclear deal. That aspect of 

Oman’s approach to its foreign policy to the region has and will remain the same. I 

think Sultan Haytham brings particular credentials in terms of his economic 

background to addressing the challenges that Oman faces with reduced oil 

revenues, the very large youth population it has, employment issues, educational 

issues, and then of course they have to try to balance their budget. So I think that 

although he’s focused very strongly on those issues, successfully so far in my 

opinion, Oman will continue to face such economic challenges.  

I think Sultan Haytham has proven to be a good leader so far, he’s only been in 

office for about a year and a half, yet I think he has the confidence of the Omani 

people, and in particular I think his ability to focus and organize his government to 

address the economic challenges has been something the Omani people have 

welcomed. As a result, Oman is doing okay in a difficult time with COVID and the 

reduced oil revenues, and there is confidence Omani people and Oman’s 

neighbors that Sultan Haytham will continue to successfully deal with the 

economic challenges facing Oman.  

 

• What are the domestic challenges facing Sultan Haitham from your point 

of view? 

As I have mentioned, reduced oil revenues, employment issues, educational issues 

will continue to be economic challenges. I think potentially the other wealthier countries in the 

Gulf, specifically Saudi Arabia and the UAE, had pledged to help support Oman economically if 

you recall at the time of the Arab Spring. That kind of support will be welcomed, and I think they 

will continue to receive it. I think those countries will appreciate that they can provide that 

support to help ensure that Oman remains stable, prosperous, and that it continues to progress. 

I don’t think they will seek to put any pressure on Oman to follow a particular foreign policy or 

course of action, because I think they appreciate that Oman’s current position in its current 

approach to the region is one that is very helpful to them and to the region as a whole. Thus, I do 

anticipate that Oman’s wealthier neighbors will continue to try to help Oman address its 

economic challenges and will continue to work with Oman since it can play a positive role in 

addressing the region’s challenges.  

 

 

 



 

 

• Do you think that the Omani foreign policy may change under the rule of 

Sultan Haitham bin Tariq? 

In terms of foreign policy, I think we will pretty much see the same approach. Notice for example, 

that Sultan Haytham has appointed Sayyid Badr Albusaidi, who was the Deputy Foreign Minister 

to be the Foreign Minister. Of course, Sayyid Badr has been a long time participant in the foreign 

policy that Oman had (and still has) under Sultan Qaboos, and that is to try to be a friend to all 

and an enemy to none and have good relation with all of its neighbors, in addition to contributing 

in resolving disputes in the region. I think having Sayyid Badr appointed as Foreign Minister is a 

signal from Sultan Haytham that he will be continuing the same approach to Oman’s foreign 

policy that Sultan Qaboos had. Since it was a very successful approach which was very much 

welcomed by those in the region, and certainly welcomed by the United States, I think Sultan 

Haytham chose to continue with the same approach.  

 

• Sultan Haitham chose his first visit abroad to be to the Kingdom of Saudi 

Arabia, how do you see this step? 

I think Oman’s relationship with Saudi Arabia is very important, and I think Saudi Arabia 

appreciates the unique role that Oman plays and can continue to play. I think for Oman, all of its 

relationships with the GCC countries are important, I think Oman will continue to try to have its 

own position even while cooperating with the other members of the GCC. But I also think that 

Oman will look to have good relations with Saudi Arabia, perhaps Sultan Haytham wishes to try 

to improve those relations because the other members of the GCC, particularly Saudi Arabia and 

the UAE, can be helpful to Oman economically, regardless whether it’s through investment or 

other kinds of economic assistance. I think Sultan Haytham recognizes the value of having good 

relations with Saudi Arabia, as well as the UAE, which is why I think he will try to build on that 

relationship.  

• How do you see the current Emirati-Omani relations? 

To my knowledge, Oman enjoys good relations with the United Arab Emirates. Oman has had a 

long relationship with the United Arab Emirates, I do remember that when Sultan Qaboos came 

to power, one of his first efforts was to try to resolve border disputes with several countries, 

most importantly the United Arab Emirates. He did get those borders resolved, and the borders 

are now well defined, which I think has helped contribute to good relations between the two, 

but there is a long standing history between the people of Oman and the people of the United 

Arab Emirates, and I think that’s something that will continue to ensure that the two countries 

have a good relationship. I am confident that that’s a partnership that will continue to be strong.     

 



 

 

• The Sultanate of Oman is gaining particular importance in the Gulf. How do you see its 

attitudes towards its neighbors? 

I think Oman seeks to have a unique, independent posture towards its neighbors. It does value 

its relations with other members of the GCC, but it also wants to try to help resolve some issues 

within the GCC. For example, I think it tried to play – and continues to try to play – a positive role 

in addressing the rift between Qatar on one side and Saudi Arabia, the UAE, and Bahrain on the 

other. It is also trying to play a helpful role, I think, in broader issues. For example, I think Saudi 

Arabia appreciates that Oman can be a positive player in trying to resolve the Yemen Civil War, 

and Saudi Arabia would certainly like to see some progress towards resolving the war in Yemen, 

and I think Oman can and wants to play a positive role in trying to do that. Potentially even in 

Syria, Oman has maintained its connections to the Assad regime which means it can potentially 

be a helpful participant in trying to resolve the conflict in Syria. As a member of the GCC and as a 

country with good relations with the other members of the GCC, I think Oman wants to try to 

play a helpful role both within the GCC and abroad, and the major countries in the GCC and in 

particular Saudi Arabia, appreciate what Oman might be able to do, and want to work with Oman 

to try to see if Oman can indeed help resolve some of these issues.   

 

• What role can the Sultanate of Oman play in the Yemeni crisis? 

Well Oman has very good knowledge about Yemen, it has been involved in providing assistance 

to Yemen for a very long time, and I think Oman has the confidence broadly among Yemenis that 

it would try to use (in its best efforts) to try to come up with a fair, equitable resolution for the 

conflict. I think there is confidence among the various parties in Yemen, and Saudi Arabia among 

others, that Oman would be an honest mediator, an honest broker, in trying to resolve that issue. 

That background of Oman in my opinion, having that reputation and those relations with people 

in Yemen puts them in a unique position to try to help resolve the civil war, and I think all the 

parties in Yemen and the other countries, such as Saudi Arabia and the UAE, would like to see 

Oman to try to play a positive role in resolving that issue.  

 

 

• How do you see US-Omani relations? 

Well of course I think one can say that Oman has a very strong relationship with the USA. It is 

certainly a relationship that the United States appreciates very much, and I believe Oman also 

appreciates of the relationship they have with us. There are certain security arrangements that 

Oman and we work together on, and that has been helpful in terms of dealing with security issues 

in the region. When I was there, one of the issues we had to deal with was piracy in the Gulf of 

Oman and nearby waters, and Oman was very helpful, especially that Oman as a long coastline, 



 

 

which is why it can be strategically helpful for security reasons. Oman and the U.S. have a free 

trade agreement, which has been something that strengthened the economic relationship 

between Oman and the United States. So I think, in all areas, we enjoy good relations with Oman, 

and we appreciate Oman not only in terms of our specific bi-lateral relations, but also in terms of 

Oman’s contribution to the region, particularly in trying to resolve issues and disputes in the 

region. I think we will continue to have strong relations with Oman, Oman will continue to value 

that relationship as well, and we will look to Oman where we can to have Oman help in dealing 

with issues we have to deal with in the region such as dealing with Iran.  

 

• Do you think that the United States may count on the Sultanate of Oman to be a 

mediator to resume negotiations with Iran? 

As I was mentioning, I think Oman has the strength of having credibility; it is seen by the countries 

of the region as a country that seeks to help resolve issues without having its own agenda and I 

think Iran also looks at Oman the same way. When I think back to my time as the Ambassador in 

Oman trying to resolve issues regarding Iran, Oman was very helpful in trying to build good will, 

in what we call Confidence Building Measures to try to convince the Iranians that the U.S. was 

looking sincerely to try to resolve its disputes with Iran and was not looking for a political win or 

to embarrass or otherwise negatively affect Iran; we just wanted to resolve the issues. The first 

one was, when I was there, to try to get the Americans out of Iranian prisons, and then we built 

on that to try to resolve the issue of Iran’s potential pursuit of a nuclear weapon. So I think Oman 

can continue to play a role of confidence building and generating good-will in the region, and 

specifically convince Iran that they can work with the U.S. and potentially work with others in the 

Middle East to try to resolve issues that both sides want to resolve. In my opinion, that will 

continue to be the role that Oman plays, specifically on the nuclear issues, or other direct issues 

with Iran.  

 

 

 

• When do you expect the resumption of Iranian-American negotiations on the nuclear 

issue? 

I think they will restart probably in September, now that there is a new Iranian government in 

place. I do believe that after we see a certain amount of public posturing, where the two sides 

will make statements that give the impression that there is no progress, ultimately at some point 

in the coming month or two we will see the negotiations succeed. I think they will only end up 

addressing the nuclear issue, they will not address the issue of missiles, neither will they address 

the issue of the Iranian behavior in the region, but I do think ultimately we will be able to return 



 

 

to the nuclear agreement which will ensure that Iran is not able to pursue a nuclear weapon, and 

I think that is the prime goal of the Biden administration; I think we will have success in that.   

 

 

• How do you see the arrival of Ibrahim Raisi to power after the recent elections? 

Well of course he is a conservative, so now they’ve replaced a more moderate president with a 

very conservative president. That seems to be the intention of the Iranian government in terms 

of who they allowed to run for President. They were clearly setting it up so that he would end up 

being elected President, but now you essentially have a unified Iranian government, all led by 

those in the same conservative faction. Thus, whatever happens in Iran, or to the Iranian people 

is all the responsibility of the conservative elements of the Iranian leadership and I think that is 

going to play a role in how President Al Raisi approaches his role as president because he has to 

try to improve the situation of the Iranian people. The Iranian people are currently dealing with 

a very difficult domestic situation: there’s high inflation, there’s high unemployment, the value 

of the Iranian currency has gone way down. There are huge economic and quality of life issues 

affecting the Iranian people, and the President is the one that has to try to address those, so I 

think he will have to be practical, and pragmatic in finding ways that address the challenges that 

face the Iranian people. In that sense, I think you will see practical policies, as opposed to 

ideological policies because he needs to try to resolve these issues. 

 

• But Israel does not welcome a return to the nuclear agreement between Washington 

and Tehran? 

As you know, Israel has never supported the Iran nuclear deal, even when we were in it, Israel 

did not agree with it, nor did it support it. Even with the new government in Israel, they are 

making it clear that they do not support a return to the Iran nuclear deal. They have a different 

position; I think for the U.S. the primary concern is the possibility that Iran might pursue a nuclear 

weapon. Israel on the other hand has a broader concern with Iran than that: they will not accept 

the nuclear deal, but of the U.S. enters the deal, and if we get to a point where we are confident 

that Iran is unable to pursue a nuclear weapon, I think Israel will appreciate that even as they 

seek to keep pressure on Iran. As we’ve seen Israel does still take steps, or at least it appears to 

do so, to try to set back the Iranian nuclear program, and I think Israel will continue to look for 

ways to address that issue outside of the nuclear deal, even if the U.S. re-enters the nuclear deal.  

 

• With President Joe Biden in power and considering his policies during the last period, 

some believe that there will be a shift in the foreign policy of the United States towards 

the Middle East and the Gulf region in particular? 



 

 

President Biden has been involved in foreign affairs for a very long time; as Senator he was the 

Senate of Foreign Relations Committee, and of course he was Vice President for 8 years. 

President Biden very much understands and recognizes the strategic importance of our 

relationship with the Gulf countries. The Gulf countries play a very important role in the U.S. 

security calculations, economic interests. They also play an important global role in terms of 

energy markets. Our relationships with the countries of the Gulf is very much strategic, and so I 

want make it clear to some people who say that because we’re leaving Afghanistan, we’re 

somehow walking back from our relationships with our partners: that is not the case with the 

Gulf. We continue to have a commitment to the Gulf, because the Gulf is an area of strategic 

importance to us. With that said, I think President Biden saw some actions and some attitudes 

from the Gulf under the previous administration that he wants to address. So I think that there 

will be some difference between the former president and President Biden, but the strategic 

importance of the region has not changed, and I think that President Biden realizes this strategic 

importance and perhaps more than his predecessor, and therefore the relationship will return to 

where we’re partners and where we work together with confidence in each other. However, 

given what has happened over the years, I think President Biden wants to make it clear that we 

have a new course that we’re taking and we want our partners to be with us on that.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


