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 The Island of Stability? 

Abstract: The aim of the two-part analysis is to present and interpret the challenges 
the Omani regime is facing in domestic political, the economic and the international 
spheres. In spite of the narrative that Oman constitutes an “island of stability” in the 
region, the Sultanate is challenged by a number of factors, including the upcoming 
succession process, economic hardship, the role of the youth, as well as the 
shrinking leverage for Omani foreign policy. While destabilization is still unlikely, this 
set of challenges will need strategic thinking and careful balancing. The first part 
of the analysis concentrates on the political aspects of succession and dilemmas 
related to socio-economic development.

Összefoglaló: A kétrészes elemzés célja az ománi rezsim előtt álló belpolitikai, 
gazdasági és külpolitikai kihívások bemutatása és értelmezése. Bár a megfigyelők 
gyakran a stabilitás régión belüli szigeteként írják le Ománt, a szultanátust számos 
tényező veszélyezteti, köztük a közeljövőben esedékes utódlási folyamat, a gazda-
sági kihívások, a fiatalok szerepe, valamint az ománi külpolitika szűkülő mozgástere. 
Az ország destabilizációja nem valószínű ugyan, ám ezen ügyek kezelése stratégiai 
gondolkodást és óvatos egyensúlyozást igényel. Az elemzés első része a trónutód-
lási folyamat politikai aspektusait, valamint a gazdasági és társadalmi fejlődéshez 
kötődő dilemmákat veszi górcső alá.

INTRODUCTION

Oman remained to be among the few stable countries in the Middle East and 
North Africa (MENA) region even after the “Arab Spring.” Following a series of 
limited-sized protests taking place in Muscat, Suhar, and Salalah (or smaller 

towns like Haima and Ibri), the economic and political measures taken by the 
government were popular enough to maintain domestic stability (see Appendix 1). 
Moreover, with its diplomatic activities focusing on the facilitation of talks between 
regional and global powers (for example between Iran and the United States of 
America regarding the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action [JCPOA]), Oman had 
figured out how to positively contribute to managing international instability in the 
region, which is crucial for the security of the country. The latest of such efforts 
manifested itself in the last days of October, during which Sultan Qaboos received 
Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas and Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin 
Netanyahu on the same week.

In spite of the calamity on the surface however, the Omani regime and society 
faces several challenges on the short and middle term. The process of succession 
and the dilemmas related to socio-economic development especially in connection 
with the youth test the institutional capacities of the state, while the approach of 
“positive neutrality” towards regional conflicts is getting under more and more 
pressure.
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The aim of the two-part analysis is to present the most important threats to 
the domestic stability of Oman and to its foreign policy course. While these are 
connected to each other to a great extent, I will analyze them separately. The main 
argument throughout the analysis is that while serious challenges lie ahead in the 
coming years, the threat of destabilization is a far and unlikely, but possible outcome. 
The findings of the research outlined in the analysis are partly based on a research 
trip conducted in Oman in November, 2018.

THE OMANI POLITICAL SYSTEM
AND THE TRIANGLE OF THREATS

When Sultan Qaboos seized power and became the Sultan of Oman in 1971, 
the country was not in a good shape. The dual threat of the historical 
tensions between the conservative tribes of inland Oman (symbolized by 

the town of Nizwa) and the commerce-oriented, cosmopolitan Muscat on the one 
hand and the Communist uprising in the Dhofar region on the other had undermined 
the stability of the British protectorate. Nonetheless, with the assistance of the 
British army, Sultan Qaboos deposed his father and with a mixture of coercive and 
co-optive measures, he was able to end a decades-long period of internal fighting.

Under this autocratic stability, the Omani government implemented a series of 
measures aiming at bolstering economic development and strengthening social 
cohesion. As a result, the evolving political system is based on neo-patriarchal tribal 
relations, the benefits of rentierism, and the strong personal and tribal loyalty to 
Sultan Qaboos himself – a feature which lead to the “extreme personalization” of the 
Omani state. The latter enabled the monarch to hold different positions to himself, 
including the prime minister, minister of defense, foreign affairs, and finances, as 
well as the governor of the central bank.

While these features are common in the Gulf region, four major differences 
separate Oman from its neighbors. First, contrary to the small Emirates, the tradition 
of statehood and “nationhood” is quite old, thanks to the early introduction of a 
fairly developed agricultural system (knows as falaj or qanat) which enabled settled 
lifestyle quite early. Second, due to the geopolitical situation of the country, Oman 
played an important role in the region of the Indian Ocean. The possibility to take 
part in (and before the arrival of the British Empire, even dominate) maritime trade 
represented a huge economic resource while also reshaped the Omani society. 
These all contributed to the unique composition of the Omani people with a mixture 
of Arabic, African, and South-Asian ancestry and, consequently, to the emergence 
of a unique identity and the external perception of Oman of being the “odd-man-
out” in the Gulf.

Third, after gaining independence in 1970, Sultan Qaboos chose a development 
path differed from that of the United Arab Emirates or Qatar – instead of excessive 
modernization and economic openness, he wanted to balance material developments 

https://tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/21534764.2013.863682
https://www.mepc.org/journal/oman-three-and-half-decades-change-and-development
http://kki.hu/assets/upload/Kisellamok.pdf
http://kki.hu/assets/upload/Kisellamok.pdf
https://tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/09592318.2012.632861
https://tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/17550912.2015.1118913
https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/2be3/dfc05d64d055506aef69302ba3150ed44589.pdf
https://repository.library.georgetown.edu/bitstream/handle/10822/558291/CIRSOccasionalPaper7MatthewGray2011.pdf
https://carnegieendowment.org/files/omani_spring.pdf
https://foreignpolicy.com/2017/04/03/the-omani-succession-envelope-please/
https://tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/02508060108686912
https://tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13537113.2013.847600
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1111/j.1478-1913.2004.00048.x


E-2018/50

5

KKI
P O L I C Y  B R I E F

 The Island of Stability? 

with conserving the traditional lifestyle. While this strategy circumvented the 
contradictions and the social tensions resulting from the “Dubai model,” it also has 
its shortcomings – e.g. Oman is less competitive and attractive on the international 
markets than its neighbors, while the “openness” and “closeness” of the society is 
still heavily debated.

Fourth, the relative majority of the Omani society belongs to the Ibadi branch of 
Islam, which is separate from both Sunniism and Shiism. Ibadism is considered to 
be more tolerant to different interpretations in Islam while being almost completely 
immune to sectarianism. Since Oman contains a sizeable Sunni and Shia community 
as well, the regime decided to build its identity on neither sects but rather on a more 
generalized notion of Islam.

Based on these features, the Omani political system developed to be stable 
without major internal tensions, which is why the Arab uprisings did not pose a serious 
threat to the regime. Most of the demonstrators articulated economic demands 
without political claims. Nonetheless, after two protesters died in February of 2011 in 
clashes with the security forces, the government quickly adopted and implemented 
a “combination of reforms and punishments,” which included expanding the powers 
of the Oman Council (the bicameral legislative body), appointing new ministers, 
widening the leverage of the office of the public prosecutor, increasing the minimum 
wage, creating public sector jobs, providing financial assistance to unemployed job 
seekers, while also arresting activists. This “carrots and sticks” approach yielded 
results as meaningful mass protests did not occur since.

As a result, the domestic political stability of Oman seems intact from the outside. 
That being said, the mirage of short-term stability should not be confused with the 
lack of threats of regime security. On the middle term, the Omani government has 
to face a triangle of challenges. Questions related to succession, socio-economic 
stability as well as foreign policy difficulties will determine not just the leverage, but 
the survival ability of the Omani regime in the coming decades.

THE CHALLENGE OF SUCCESSION

The most debated challenge which the Omani regime is facing is the question 
of succession. Sultan Qaboos is seriously ill and has no publicly designated 
heir. This situation in itself creates a perception of unpredictability, but the 

threat is aggravated by three factors. First, due to the highly personalized nature of 
the Omani state, we cannot differentiate between loyalty to the state and the loyalty 
to the Sultan, which is why succession can highly effect state-society relations. 
Second (according to the Fund for Peace), while the Omani state belongs to the 
“stable” category (the same as Hungary, Bulgaria, or Greece), negative tendencies 
are observed recently. In the last decade, the stability of state institutions suffered 
“some worsening,” which is far from being critical, but is still the second worst score 
in the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) (the first being Bahrain). This performance 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/1595760.pdf
https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/1595760.pdf
https://www.nytimes.com/2011/02/28/world/middleeast/28oman.html
https://fas.org/sgp/crs/mideast/RS21534.pdf
http://georgiapoliticalreview.com/the-sultan-is-sick/
http://fundforpeace.org/fsi/2018/04/24/fragile-states-index-2018-annual-report/
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is especially worrisome as four out of the six Gulf States achieved at least some 
improvement. Coupled with the negative effects of succession, this process can 
lead to destabilization. Third, succession was regulated quite late in Oman even in 
regional perspective (see Chart 1), and it has never been put into practice. Therefore, 
one cannot be sure that the legal framework would be used or neglected during the 
first succession.

Table 1
Regulation and Occurrence of Successions in the GCC

Year of
independence

Regulation of 
succession

Number of
successions since

independence

Ratio of forced
successions/

coups
Bahrain 1971 1973 1 0
Kuwait 1961 1961 4 0
Oman 1971 1996 0 0
Qatar 1971 2004 3 2/3
Saudi 
Arabia 1933 1992/2004 6 2/6

United 
Arab 
Emirates

1971 1971 1 0

Note: The table was used in Máté Szalai (2015) „Eltérő politikai biztonság-percepciók a Perzsa-
öbölben” [Different Political Security Perceptions in the Persian Gulf]. In: Kinga Szálkai and 
Péter Stepper (eds.): A biztonság szektorális értelmezése. Új kihívások a kutatás napirendjén 
[Sectoral Interpretation of Security. New Challenges on the Research Agenda]. Budapest–Pécs: 
Corvinus Külügyi és Kulturális Egyesület, p. 71.

In 1996, the process was regulated in the Basic Law. According to Article 6, 
upon the death of the monarch, the Royal Family Council has three days to come 
to an agreement regarding the next Sultan. If they cannot come to a compromise, 
that person will be appointed as the ruler who was designated by the Sultan itself 
in the form of a letter written before his death and sent to the Royal Family Council. 
In order to avoid a debate regarding the content of the letter, the process involves 
a wider range of actors including the Defense Council, the Chairman of the Majlis 
al-Shura and that of the Majlis al-Dawla (the two chambers of the legislative body), 
as well as the Chairman of the Supreme Court (and their deputies).

Despite the existence and the unequivocal nature of Article 6, some raise doubt 
over the practical implementation of the process. First, both the al-Said family and 
the Omani political elite operates in a closed and intransparent manner, therefore 
it is impossible to detect the actual extent of unanimity and dissension inside the 
regime. Since succession requires a critical amount of support for the new leader, 
the lack of it could instantly cause intra-regime strife. Second, there are many 
different narratives and rumors regarding the above-mentioned “letter” of Sultan 
Qaboos, which should contain his preference for succession. According to some, 

http://www.wipo.int/edocs/lexdocs/laws/en/om/om019en.pdf
https://foreignpolicy.com/2017/04/03/the-omani-succession-envelope-please/
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there are actually two envelopes – one in Muscat and one in Salalah – with one 
or two names, which can be the same or different. The very existence of these 
conflicting rumors prove that the society does not think that the succession is a 
“done deal” which provides the basis for such calculations.

When it comes to the possible successor of Sultan Qaboos, three members of 
the royal family are named as the primary choices, all of whom are the sons of Tariq 
bin Taimur, the uncle of Sultan Qaboos, who used to be the prime minister of Oman 
between 1970 and 1971 (see Chart 2). The strong position of the lineage of the 
Tariq branch is shown also in the fact that Nawwal bint Tariq, the daughter of Tariq 
bin Taimur, was the wife of Sultan Qaboos between 1976 and 1979. It is the three 
brothers of Nawwal who are seen as the likely successors of Qaboos.

Firstly, Heitham bin Tariq, the current minister of culture and heritage was seen 
as the number one option for many years. In the 1990s and 2000s, he was among 
the leading businessmen in the country, but his investments were hit heavily by 
the 2008 crisis as well as legal and personal rivalries inside his companies. Before 
coordinating the ministry of culture, he served as the undersecretary of foreign 
affairs and the secretary-general for the ministry of foreign affairs. Currently, he 
chairs the committee which drafts the next long-term economic program called 
“Omani Vision 2040.”

Second, Asaad bin Tariq Al Said can be considered to be the frontrunner 
since May 2017, when he was appointed to be deputy prime minister in charge of 
international cooperation (besides being the Sultan’s special representative since 
2002). He is also the CEO of Asaad Investment Company which controls assets 
worth approx. one billion dollars, and chairs the University of Nizwa. Asaad served 
in the Omani military for twenty years after graduating from the Royal Military 
Academy in Sandhurst.

Another factor which strengthens the possibility of Asaad is his son, Taimur bin 
Asaad, who is known to be a confidant of Sultan Qaboos. Taimur, who is in his late 
thirties, is considered to be the most powerful member of the ruling family in his 
generation and the most well-known to the public as well as one of the leading figures 
of the Oman Research Council and Bank Dhofar at the same time. His wedding in 
2004 was organized in a very high-profile manner paid by the government and thus 
was considered to be a public blessing personally by the Sultan. Taimur bin Asaad 
is probably too young to be designated as the next Sultan, but if his father would be 
chosen, that means that Taimur would be the second-in-line.

http://www.inss.org.il/publication/oman-qaboos-challenges-facing-sultanate/
http://www.inss.org.il/publication/oman-qaboos-challenges-facing-sultanate/
https://www.hurstpublishers.com/oman-succession-sultan-qaboos/
https://books.google.hu/books?id=j5NODwAAQBAJ&printsec=frontcover&hl=hu#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://books.google.hu/books?id=j5NODwAAQBAJ&printsec=frontcover&hl=hu#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://thearabweekly.com/omans-sultan-qaboos-chooses-successor
https://sayyidasaadalsaid.en.ec21.com/company_info.html
https://thearabweekly.com/omans-sultan-qaboos-chooses-successor
https://www.globalsecurity.org/military/world/gulf/oman-leaders.htm
https://www.globalsecurity.org/military/world/gulf/oman-leaders.htm
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Chart 1
The bin Tariq Branch of the al-Said Family

Note: The chart is made by the author. It is not complete and does not aim to describe the whole 
family, only the relationship between Sultan Qaboos and his likely successors.

The third candidate with the least chance to become the next Omani Sultan is 
Shihab bin Tariq. The former rear admiral served as the commander of the Royal 
Navy until 2004 while also gained fame due to his investments. Nonetheless, he 
currently does not hold any governmental position (except for being an official 
advisor), which downgrades the possibility of him becoming the next monarch.

Due to limited access to information, it is very hard to predict whether the three 
candidates would represent a different course for the country. Radical differences 
are not detectable between them as all three are embedded in the regime. That 
being said, according to some (who I interviewed in Oman), Asaad would represent 
the deepest continuity as Heitham is known to be more open to limited changes, 
while the political ideas of Shihab are not known.

Besides the three most prominent names, a “surprise candidate” can be Fahd 
bin Mahmood al-Said who serves as a deputy prime minister and fills in for Sultan 
Qaboos many occasions when he is not able to attend. On the other hand, the fact 
that his wife holds French nationality lowers his odds, especially since it disqualifies 

https://agsiw.org/succession-in-oman-clues-but-no-clarity/
http://muscatconfidential.blogspot.com/2010/10/question-of-succession.html
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his sons to succeed him in the future (according to Omani law, both parents of the 
Sultan should be of Omani nationality), therefore his lineage does not seem to be a 
stable choice for the long term. Nonetheless, even if he does not become the ruler 
but remains in position, that would also indicate continuity in day-to-day decisions.

If any instability occurs during the process of succession, that would represent 
a possibility for extra-regime actors to interfere and to gain ground. On the one 
hand, while opposition groups are weak and small in the country, the history of 
the last two decades show that they exist. Both in 1994 and 2004–2005, a series 
of crackdowns took place against individuals who reportedly belong to Islamist 
networks, while smaller security actions took place in 1997 against Shia radicals 
and in 2002 against an alleged Al-Qaeda cell. After Sultan Qaboos, it is possible 
that such clandestine networks or the historical opposition in the internal parts of 
the country or Dhofar might resurface, even if we cannot see indications for it so far.

On the other hand, foreign powers might also try to turn Oman according to 
their interests. Under Sultan Qaboos, the Omani government has been trying to 
keep an equilibrium between Iran and Saudi Arabia (see the second part of the 
analysis), therefore both regional powers might see an opportunity in the succession 
to influence decision-making more in Oman. Both Tehran and Riyadh have their 
economic foothold in the country, therefore it is fair to assume that they are prepared 
for the possibility of the succession.

ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL DEVELOPMENT

Talks about succession are conducted simultaneously with worrying 
discussions about the socio-economic stability of the country. Oman has the 
second smallest economy in the GCC, with a share of approx. 5% in the whole 

economic output of the integration (see Chart 2). Economic growth has traditionally 
been following the regional trends and was close to the GCC average, though it 
showed wider fluctuation and less stable path (see Chart 3). As a rentier economy, 
Oman suffers from many different chronic weaknesses (including institutional 
inefficiency, corruption, insufficient productivity, dual labor market, dominance of 
the public sector, etc.), the two most pressing challenges are the effects of the 2014 
oil price shock and the social effects of crisis management especially on the youth.

https://www.mepc.org/journal/gcc-and-muslim-brotherhood-what-does-future-hold
https://www.mepc.org/journal/oman-three-and-half-decades-change-and-development
https://www.ecfr.eu/mena/battle_lines/oman
https://worldview.stratfor.com/article/omans-challenges-after-sultan-qaboos
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Chart 2
The Composition of the Economic Output of the Gulf Cooperation Council

Similarly to its neighbors, Oman still has a hydrocarbon-based economy, with 
crude oil and natural gas production accounting for approx. 47% of the GDP and 
84% of governmental revenues in 2014. Nonetheless, the resources available are 
the second most scarce in the GCC (after Bahrain) and are running out with the 
reserves-to-production ratio (which shows the number of years or oil production 
remaining at current levels) being only 16 in Oman.

Due to the instabilities of the 1970s, the limited hydrocarbon reserves, and the 
weaker economic infrastructure, the Omani development path looked somewhat 
different than that of its neighbors. First, after the harsh isolationism of his father, 
Sultan Qaboos realized the benefits of integrating in the regional and global economy, 
but fearing the social consequences of rapid changes, the government implemented 
the opening in a slow and steady conservative manner. A very tangible consequence 
of this strategy is the unique urban landscape in the Omani cities, which does not 
include sky-scrapers or the over-the-top luxurious atmosphere of Dubai or Doha. 
A delicate balance has been kept between development and traditions, integration 
and identity, but naturally, the question is highly debated in both the society and the 
regime with supporters of each side.

Another example of this policy is the existence of special economic zones and 
industrial zones in the country, especially in Salalah, Duqum, Sohar, or Sur. This 
practice is widely observable in the region, but the Omani government tries to keep 
the volumes in control as they realize that economic presence of external actors 
might lead to political interference.

https://data.worldbank.org/
https://oxfordbusinessgroup.com/overview/renewed-efforts-oil-revenues-shrink-government-seeking-further-diversify-economy-boost-employment
https://www.chathamhouse.org/sites/default/files/field/field_document/20150218FutureTrendsGCCKinninmont.pdf
https://www.mepc.org/journal/oman-three-and-half-decades-change-and-development
https://oxfordbusinessgroup.com/oman-2015
https://gcc.mazars.com/Home/Contact-us/Frequently-Asked-Questions/Frequently-Asked-Questions-for-Oman/How-many-industrial-estates-free-zones-special-economic-zones-are-in-Oman
https://gcc.mazars.com/Home/Contact-us/Frequently-Asked-Questions/Frequently-Asked-Questions-for-Oman/How-many-industrial-estates-free-zones-special-economic-zones-are-in-Oman
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Second, Oman started the process of moving away from oil resources quite early. 
The government adopted a national reform program (Oman 2020) in 1995, which 
aimed at a “sustainable and diversified economy.” Recently, the government tries to 
focus more on diversifying the energy mix with renewables, on innovation and on 
developing new economic technologies such as Islamic banking or enhanced oil 
recovery. While Oman managed to lower commodity export dependence in the last 
two decades, to build up the share of services to 40.7% of the GDP (as well as that 
of the industry to 18.1%), and to ease the correlation between economic growth and 
oil prices, these results were not enough to put the Omani economy on a fiscally 
sustainable path.

Chart 3
Economic Growth in the GCC and Oman (Percentage on Yearly Basis), 1970–2017

This was proven in 2014 as a result of the oil shock crisis. By the mid-2010s, 
the fiscal break-even oil price was estimated to be 89 USD a barrel for Oman, the 
second highest number after Bahrain and five dollars higher than that of Saudi 
Arabia. As a result, the country was highly exposed to the effects of the oil price 
shock which directly deprived the state of 10 billion USD (more than one-fourth 
of government income) by 2015, especially since state reserves are minimal in 
the country and would have run dry in only two years if they had been used to 
finance the budget deficit. This is why the government had to increase revenues 
and lower expenditures with measures like subsidy cuts, benefit reduction in the 
public sector, the introduction of new taxes levied primarily on petrochemical and 

https://www.scp.gov.om/en/Page.aspx?I=14
https://oxfordbusinessgroup.com/news/new-renewables-projects-diversify-oman%E2%80%99s-energy-mix
https://unctad.org/en/PublicationsLibrary/dtlstict2014d1_en.pdf
https://www.arabianbusiness.com/first-oman-islamic-bank-starts-operations-485300.html
https://oxfordbusinessgroup.com/oman-2015
https://oxfordbusinessgroup.com/oman-2015
https://unctad.org/en/PublicationsLibrary/suc2017d2.pdf
https://www.dohainstitute.edu.qa/MEEA2016/Downloads/Mohamed Hedi Bchir_Final.pdf
https://www.dohainstitute.edu.qa/MEEA2016/Downloads/Mohamed Hedi Bchir_Final.pdf
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator
https://www.dohainstitute.edu.qa/MEEA2016/Downloads/Mohamed Hedi Bchir_Final.pdf
http://www.worldbank.org/en/country/gcc/publication/economic-brief-oman-july-2016
https://gulfhouse.org/posts/1658/
http://www.worldbank.org/en/country/gcc/publication/economic-brief-oman-july-2016
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energy companies, as well as increasing the corporate income tax and planning for 
the introduction of a value-added tax by 2019.

Even with these actions, the government had to turn to the debt markets and 
issued sovereign bonds in 2016, the first time in two decades. As a result, since 
2014, public debt rose sharply from 4.9% of the GDP to almost 40% in the course of 
four years (!). While this ratio is still manageable and does not mean a direct threat 
to fiscal stability, the sudden hike shows how volatile fiscal sustainability is in Oman.

Chart 4
Public Debt in Oman (as Percentage of GDP), 2014–2017

After limited reforms in budgetary policy and the re-stabilization of the oil 
price above 50 USD a barrel, the state-controlled public narrative about the Omani 
economy became more optimistic. According to a 2017 diversification plan, the 
government predicts the non-oil sector to grow 4.3 percent yearly, as a result of 
which the hydrocarbon economy should shrink to the 30% of the GDP. While it is 
too early to tell whether the endeavor would be successful, historical and regional 
tendencies suggest suboptimal implementation and weakening political will to 
reform in parallel with the rise of oil prices.

The second major socio-economic challenge Oman is facing is to satisfy the 
demands of the youth. While the above-described process of fiscal consolidation 
effected all layers of the society, younger generations were especially exposed. Youth 
unemployment (for those with the age of 15–24) is not high in regional comparison 
(see Table 2), but it is still more than twice the size of total unemployment. Since 
people under 25 represent approx. 50% of the society and the median age being only 
25.6 years, the generation of 15–24 years old represent an important demographic 
segment in the society.

http://country.eiu.com/article.aspx?articleid=1065184290&Country=Oman&topic=Economy&subtopic=Forecast&subsubtopic=Fiscal+policy+outlook&u=1&pid=931403077&oid=931403077
https://tradingeconomics.com/oman/government-debt-to-gdp
https://timesofoman.com/article/126237
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2017/12/oman-moves-closer-post-oil-economy-171208124924210.html
https://oxfordbusinessgroup.com/analysis/dividend-or-liability-meeting-needs-region%E2%80%99s-growing-youth-population
https://www.indexmundi.com/oman/demographics_profile.html
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Table 2
Unemployment data in the GCC, 2017 (ILO estimate)

Naturally, the demands of the youth do not stop at having any kind of job, but 
rather to be employed in a satisfying, well-paying position. In this regard, Oman 
does not necessarily meet the expectations primarily due to two reasons. First, as 
a result of the “Omanization” policy, which aimed at decreasing the share of foreign 
workers in the Omani society, many low-esteemed jobs – that are typically done by 
South Asian migrants in the GCC – belong to Omani nationals. Second, the Omani 
education system is not able to provide the necessary knowledge and training to 
the youngsters on either the domestic or the regional level. Besides education, 
other issues such as labor costs, productivity, work ethic, and the balance between 
worker and employer rights, also damages the possibilities of younger generations.

While these challenges represent long-term threats which need strategic 
thinking, the dual crisis of the “Arab Spring” and the 2014 oil price shock forced 
governments to concentrate on only short-term management. According to a 
research paper published by the Chatham House,

in the post-2011 policy context, Oman has largely abandoned its long-term plan 
in favor of short-term firefighting. Much of the ground that had been gained in 
pursuit of its long-term goals has been lost in relation to the employment of 
its nationals within a diversified economy. Oman is returning to old economic 
patterns, extending patronage rather than strengthening economic citizenship.

These economic challenges of the younger generations should be interpreted 
also in the framework of the potential youth crisis in the Gulf. As a result of 
globalization and the spread of information technologies, the millennial generation 
is equipped with new form of activism. According to a policy brief of the Atlantic 
Council, these

youth activists are challenging the conservative political culture and 
traditional social norms of these oil-exporting monarchies (…). The 
generational divide is testing not only the state but important mediators of 
state power: tribes and Islamist movements. Youth are struggling against 
the suffocating lack of space for social engagement and political innovation. 
And they are tapping into growing doubts about the capacity of ruling 
families to manage the coming challenges to the welfare state system. 
In short, they are laying the groundwork for the transformations to come.

 Unemployment Youth 
unemployment

Oman 3.25%   8.46%
Saudi Arabia 5.52% 25.02%
Bahrain 1.20%   5.51%
Kuwait 2.14% 15.97%
Qatar 0.12%   0.41%
United Arab Emirates 1.67%   4.93%

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator
http://www.mei.edu/publications/omanization-policy-and-international-migration-oman
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/02673843.2016.1179204
https://www.chathamhouse.org/sites/default/files/publications/research/20140916ElusiveEmploymentOmanEnnisJamali.pdf
https://www.files.ethz.ch/isn/177986/Breaking_Taboos.pdf
https://www.files.ethz.ch/isn/177986/Breaking_Taboos.pdf
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While youth dissatisfaction is much more visible in the case of Bahrain or 
Kuwait, young Omani activists developed their own networks in the country, and 
since their economic hardship is unlikely to go away, the government has to put 
more emphasis on tackling the youth question than before. The question of the 
youth effects the process of succession as well, as younger generations, therefore 
it will be crucial to see how young activists would react to the new Sultan.

CONCLUSION

As I attempted to show in the analysis, despite its relative domestic stability, 
Oman is facing a number of obstacles on the short and middle terms. 
The challenge of succession, the possible attempt of opposition forces or 

external actors to gain influence, growing indebtedness, fiscal unsustainability, the 
social impact of austerity, as well as the question of the youth dominate the agenda 
of the current Sultan and will shape the leverage of the next one. While none of 
these issues constitute an existential crisis for the regime by itself, managing them 
simultaneously requires thoughtful balancing. That is why rising unpredictability and 
uncertainty regarding the succession process frightens those who are interested in 
the stability of Oman.

All of these challenges have to be dealt with during growing regional instability. 
The Yemeni civil war, the Qatari crisis, the American withdrawal from the JCPOA, as 
well as the Iranian–Saudi rivalry directly effects Oman and shrinks its foreign policy 
leverage. The second part of the analysis will concentrate on these challenges.

https://globalriskinsights.com/2017/01/2017-sees-threats-for-oman/
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Appendix 1
Major Cities and Population Density in Oman

https://legacy.lib.utexas.edu/maps/oman.html

