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Abstract: The aim of the two-part analysis is to present and interpret the challenges 
the Omani regime is facing in domestic political, economic, and international 
spheres. In spite of the narrative that Oman constitutes an “island of stability” in the 
region, the Sultanate is threatened by a number of factors, including the upcoming 
succession process, the economic challenges, the role of the youth, as well as the 
shrinking leverage of Omani foreign policy. While destabilization is still unlikely, this 
set of challenges will need strategic thinking and careful balancing. The second part 
of the analysis focuses on foreign and security policy challenges in the context of 
the Saudi–Iranian regional rivalry, the Qatari crisis, and the changing role of Israel.

Összefoglalás: A kétrészes elemzés célja az ománi rezsim előtt álló belpolitikai, 
gazdasági és külpolitikai kihívások bemutatása és értelmezése. Bár a megfigyelők 
Ománt gyakran a stabilitás szigeteként írják le a régión belül, a szultanátust számos 
tényező veszélyezteti, köztük a közeljövőben esedékes utódlási folyamat, a gazda-
sági kihívások, a fiatalok szerepe, valamint az ománi külpolitika szűkülő mozgástere. 
Habár az ország destabilizációja nem valószínű, ezen ügyek kezelése stratégiai gon-
dolkodást és óvatos egyensúlyozást igényel. Az elemzés második része az Omán 
előtt álló kül- és biztonságpolitikai kihívásokat veszi górcső alá, a szaúdi–iráni riva-
lizálás, a katari válság, illetve Izrael változó szerepének kontextusában.

INTRODUCTION

Oman has always been an odd-man-out in the Arabian Peninsula. Due to its 
unique geopolitical position and its relatively long tradition of statehood, 
Muscat has always had a rather “uncommon” identity – it has defined itself 

not just (and not primarily) as a part of the Arabian region but of the Indian Ocean 
Region. At its peak, the Omani maritime empire stretched from Zanzibar to Pakistan, 
playing a central role in managing waterways, which connect South Asia, Arabia, 
and Africa. After its decline, which was mainly due to the lack of competitiveness 
vis-à-vis Great Britain, Oman came under the influence of the British Empire only to 
be fully independent in 1971 under the reign of Sultan Qaboos.

These historical circumstances contributed to a unique foreign policy conducted 
by Oman since its independence which aimed at securing the international conditions 
in which the Omani state – now much smaller than its neighbors like Iran and Saudi 
Arabia – can maintain its independence. While these efforts yielded tangible results, 
the Omani foreign policy went under pressure recently with intensifying rivalry 
between Iran and Saudi Arabia, the crisis of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), and 
controversies related to the changing role of Israel in the Middle East and in Omani 
foreign policy. While these challenges cannot question the survival of the Omani 
regime individually, collectively – coupled with the domestic problems outlined in 
the first part – they can underline the stability of the country in the medium term.

https://www.icwa.org/soldiers-and-sultans-between-balochistan-and-oman/
https://kki.hu/assets/upload/50_KKI-Policy-Brief_OMN_Szalai_20181212.pdf
https://kki.hu/assets/upload/50_KKI-Policy-Brief_OMN_Szalai_20181212.pdf
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The aim of the analysis is to identify and interpret the most serious foreign and 
security policy dilemmas of the Sultanate of Oman. First, I will outline the basic 
attributes of the strategic framework of the Omani regime’s behavior, and then will 
concentrate on the most pressing issues which need to be dealt with by the regime. 
I will conclude with connecting the international and domestic challenges to shape 
a comprehensive outlook for the Sultanate.

PRINCIPLES OF OMANI FOREIGN POLICY

After independence, Oman was quite isolated from world politics. In 1970, only 
the United Kingdom and India maintained diplomatic presence in Muscat, 
which shows that outside of the former British Empire, Oman was not on 

the political map. Oman was not a member of international organization which, 
for such a small newly independent state, meant that it could not take part in the 
international society. While the question might seem theoretical, it had severe 
practical implications: in 1954, rebelling Ibadi tribes sent a delegation to the United 
Nations in order to be accepted as a state independent from Muscat. Though the 
British pressure did not allow the Ibadi Imamate to be independent, the Omani elite 
knew that without actual membership, their international legitimacy is severely 
questioned. Eventually, Oman was accepted in the United Nations as an independent 
member state in 1971, a month after it joined the Arab League as well.

Since then, Oman conducted a relatively stable and consistent foreign policy, 
mainly due to the fact that since independence, the country was led by a single 
monarch to this very day. The three cornerstones of this foreign policy include the 
following points:

Geopolitical determination. Much of Omani foreign policy can be attributed to the 
unique geopolitical position it has in the Gulf subregion of the MENA system which 
is characterized by both challenges and assets. Firstly, through the possession of 
the Musandam Peninsula, Oman controls the southern side of the Hormuz Strait. 
Although this circumstance provides strategic leverage to Muscat, it also bears 
significant costs and difficulties which results from the constant possibility of 
tensions with the stakeholders of the sea-based economy of the Gulf (especially 
Iran, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates [UAE]), and also from the fact that 
mainland Oman does not have direct connections with the Musandam Province (as 
Emirati territory divides the country into two parts). Secondly, due to its relatively big 
territory, Oman shares vast borders with Saudi Arabia and Yemen (and to a lesser 
extent, with the UAE), which exposes the country to domestic developments taking 
place in the border regions of these countries. This resulted in the transnational 
understanding of security rather than the traditional state-centric one.

Realist foreign policy aims. In the framework of such geopolitical constrains, the 
goals of Omani international behavior can be well interpreted in the realist perception 
of small state foreign policy. Contrary to Qatar or the UAE, which try to maximize 

https://www.globalsecurity.org/military/world/gulf/oman-forrel.htm
https://books.google.hu/books?id=VCU-CgAAQBAJ&pg=PA134&lpg=PA134&dq=ibadi+imamate+united+nations&source=bl&ots=4r-XmSnfD9&sig=ACfU3U1ShfXONQhav4FqkAyACLfTP6ExtA&hl=hu&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwjTiKvhmbbgAhVRxIsKHd4DAz0Q6AEwC3oECAEQAQ#v=onepage&q=ibadi imamate united nations&f=false
http://www.atheer.om/en/39932/sultanate-oman-united-nations/
https://international-review.org/in-the-lions-den-omans-foreign-policy-part-1/
https://kki.hu/assets/upload/Kisellamok.pdf
https://kki.hu/assets/upload/Kisellamok.pdf
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their influence in regional (and sometimes in global) affairs, Oman limits its foreign 
policy aims to survival and maintaining regime stability. The strategy it has used 
to achieve such aims builds on two main tools: maintaining close relationship 
with Great Britain, which has served as the protector of the state, and achieving 
stability in every bilateral relation to avoid having enemies. That is why it never broke 
relations with either Iraq or Iran and criticised the dual containment policy of the 
United States.

Another example of realist behavior is the reliance on hard power in defense policy. 
In spite of being a relatively small state, Oman put more emphasis on developing its 
military, probably due to its early tradition of statehood and the experience it gained 
during the Dhofar Rebellion. As a result, Oman has the third largest army in the GCC 
(after Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates), which is considered to be well-
trained, though ill-equipped. The regime uses the military almost solely to territorial 
defense and relative deterrence and barely uses its army as a foreign policy tool 
(a notable exemption would be participation in the liberation of Kuwait in 1991).

Active neutrality and conflict resolution. Another strategic element of Omani 
foreign policy thinking is active neutrality (or engaged neutrality) in crises of 
political and military nature. The concept refers to the behavior which can be 
characterized not just with a non-belligerent status but with the exercise of an 
active role in constructing positive peace. This strategy is partly motivated by the 
consideration that a severe regional crisis – such as the Syrian or the Yemeni civil 
war – negatively effects the ability of Oman to maintain stability inside its borders, 
but, on the other hand, the calculation that whichever side wins the conflict, Oman 
has to be on good terms with it. In the case of Oman, the best example for such 
behavior was to maintain relations with the Syrian Assad regime even after the Arab 
League suspended Syria’s membership. As George L. Clutton (a British officer in 
the Foreign Office during the Second World War) described: 

An active neutral has a foot in both camps. It is permissible for him to 
have an alliance with one of the belligerents so long as he has a pact of 
friendship with the other. This policy enables the country to preserve 
its neutrality, but at the same time gives an opportunity for cashing in 
on the side of whichever belligerent wins the war. It also enables the 
neutral power to preserve its preference for one belligerent or the other.

Implementing active neutrality, Oman’s preferred activity is not mediation but 
rather facilitation. The major difference in the two ideas is that the former implies 
a more pro-active intervention in the negotiation of a specific conflict; the latter 
only refers to a “third party-assisted dialogue” which aims at “enhancing the 
mutual understanding of perceptions, interests and needs among the parties.” The 
facilitating party neither gets involved in the substance of negotiations nor proposes 
any substantive recommendation. Oman supported peace talks between Iraq and 
Iran in the 1980s, conducted facilitation several instances, including the Yemeni 
conflicts of 1994 and 2011, as well as between Iran and the international community 
in the 2010s.

https://www.mepc.org/omans-foreign-policy-twenty-first-century
https://www.mepc.org/omans-foreign-policy-twenty-first-century
https://ukdefencejournal.org.uk/the-anglo-omani-relationship-an-example-of-global-britain-foreign-policy/
https://kki.hu/assets/upload/Kisellamok.pdf
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/oman/1997-05-01/creating-modern-oman-interview-sultan-qabus
https://www.militairespectator.nl/sites/default/files/uitgaven/inhoudsopgave/Militaire Spectator 6-2018 Degenaar.pdf
https://www.militairespectator.nl/sites/default/files/uitgaven/inhoudsopgave/Militaire Spectator 6-2018 Degenaar.pdf
https://fas.org/sgp/crs/mideast/RS21534.pdf
https://fas.org/sgp/crs/mideast/RS21534.pdf
https://agsiw.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/Neubauer_OmanMediator.pdf
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1057/978-1-137-59524-9_6
https://phrg.padovauniversitypress.it/system/files/papers/2017_3_4.pdf
https://tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00358533.2010.509948
https://tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00263200600923005
http://www.bundesheer.at/pdf_pool/publikationen/konfliktpraev_08_conflict_prev_mediation_m_siegfried_10.pdf
https://ncusar.org/publications/Publications/1995-11-15-Oman-Girding-and-Guarding-the-Gulf.pdf
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These three cornerstones provided the basis of a below-the-radar but fruitful 
participation on behalf of Oman in the last decades. Moreover, one can argue that 
the new Middle Eastern balance of power often labeled as competitive multipolarity 
provides a fruitful environment for small states with a flexible foreign policy (“swing 
states”) such as Oman. Nonetheless, recently, many international developments 
questioned the sustainability of this strategy. The most vivid examples for this are 
the Saudi–Iranian rivalry, the Gulf rift, and the Israeli ties of Oman.

BALANCING IN THE GULF

In the regional context, the most important structuring competition is the 
intensifying Saudi–Iranian rivalry. At first glance, one can make the assumption 
that Oman has much closer ties with Saudi Arabia than with Iran. First and 

foremost, the Kingdom is a neighboring state to the Sultanate, which is why the 
distance between the two countries (both in the political and geographic sense) is 
much smaller between them than with the Islamic Republic. The Bu Said regime 
shares similar characteristics with the Saudi regime and the regimes of other Arab 
monarchies. Second, Oman takes part in the Gulf Cooperation Council, the most 
advanced political security organization in the Gulf region, dominated by Saudi 
Arabia. Third, the volume of bilateral trade in both export and imports with Saudi 
Arabia is double the size than that with Iran (4.2 and 1.8 percent shares in exports 
and 3.0 and 1.6 percent shares in imports accordingly).

It is safe to say that Oman and Saudi Arabia, along with the GCC members, 
are allies, although this alliance has its limits. Traditionally, Muscat supported any 
initiatives when they came to strengthening security cooperation among the GCC, 
but it defied measures which would politicize the cooperation format. When in 2012, 
Saudi Arabia proposed a political unity in the Gulf region, Oman vehemently opposed 
the idea and threatened to leave the integration altogether if the plans would be 
implemented. Muscat also declined to participate in many cooperation formats 
based on the usage of hard power, including the GCC intervention in Bahrain in 
2011, Saudi intervention in Yemen in 2015, or the Saudi-led counterterrorist alliance 
in 2016.

Oman has especially been critical to the foreign policy line of the Saudi–Emirati 
tandem since 2015. Besides specific crises in which the perspective of Muscat is at 
odds with that of Riyadh and Abu Dhabi, the Omani leadership considers the “Saudi 
and Emirati conduct” represented by Mohamed bin Salman (MbS) of Saudi Arabia 
and by Mohamed bin Zayed (MbZ) of the UAE as “impulsive, brash, and hawkish 
with negative implications for Oman’s security and autonomy as an independent 
state.” The debate concerns both the aims and the means of foreign policy making – first, 
the behavior of Saudi Arabia and the UAE is mainly driven by their threat perception 
(which considers Iran and Sunni Islamist movements as vital enemies of stability), 
which is not shared by Oman (which has no considerable domestic Islamist or Shia 

https://www.iai.it/en/pubblicazioni/competitive-multipolarity-middle-east
https://carnegieeurope.eu/2016/05/12/promise-of-middle-eastern-swing-states-pub-63565
https://carnegieeurope.eu/2016/05/12/promise-of-middle-eastern-swing-states-pub-63565
https://kki.hu/assets/upload/Archevum_MKI_2013_Tanulmanyok_2013_10_Az_ebel_menti_politikai_r_.pdf
https://atlas.media.mit.edu/en/profile/country/omn/
https://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2013/12/oman-rejects-gcc-union-insults-saudi-arabia.html
https://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2013/12/oman-rejects-gcc-union-insults-saudi-arabia.html
https://www.mepc.org/journal/oman-and-gcc-solid-relationship
https://www.mepc.org/journal/oman-and-gcc-solid-relationship
https://www.mei.edu/publications/omans-balancing-act-yemen-conflict
https://agsiw.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/Neubauer_OmanMediator.pdf
https://www.alaraby.co.uk/english/indepth/2018/11/14/oman-caught-in-the-storm
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opposition). And second, in the last couple of years, both the Saudi and Emirati 
foreign policy became much more open to the usage of hard power than before 
(e.g. the case of Yemen, Qatar, Libya, or Lebanon), a tool which is not preferred 
by the dialogue-seeking Sultan Qaboos. The Yemeni portfolio contains maybe 
been the most pressing difference between the two sides – besides sticking to 
neutrality in any armed conflict, another reason why Muscat criticizes the Saudi-led 
intervention is that the southern parts of Oman (the Dhofar Region) is exposed to 
Yemeni developments, therefore the intensifying conflict contained the possibility 
of spill-over. Instead of helping the Operation Decisive Storm, Muscat hosted talks 
between the different Yemeni fractions.

In spite of different views in international affairs, the cooperation between the 
two regimes is strong when it comes to surpassing domestic opposition groups to 
maintain regime stability. That is why when facing pressure from inside the country, 
the Omani regime received the financial help of Saudi Arabia and the GCC in the 
form of a promised economic package of 10 billion USD through different projects. 
Domestic politics have become a sensitive issue only with the UAE – in 2011, 
an alleged Emirati spy cell was discovered in Muscat, creating an atmosphere of 
mistrust between the two governments. Tensions remained on the surface in other, 
more symbolical issues as well.

Contrarily to the growing differences in the perception of Muscat and Riyadh, 
Omani–Iranian relations can be seen as stable. Historically, the leadership of the 
two states have been relatively close to each other, mostly due to geopolitical 
cooperation regarding the Hormuz Strait and the help of Iran in surpassing the 
Dhofar rebellion. Though post-revolutionary Iran has been considered to be a 
potential threat to Omani stability, there are two major differences in the Omani 
and the Saudi perception of that danger – first, due to the lacking rebellious Shia 
minority, the export of the revolution has never been a viable possibility in Oman. 
That is why, contrary to its neighbors, Oman considered the threat of Iran to be an 
external rather than an internal one. The severity of the threat was also less serious 
for Oman, due to its geopolitical position. Second, Sultan Qaboos considered 
dialogue and diplomacy as an optimal tool to tackle the Iranian threat, opposing 
hard power measures.

Oman managed to maintain a stable relationship with Iran, even after 2016, when 
some of its neighbors broke diplomatic ties with the Islamic Republic. Moreover, the 
economic cooperation between the two countries got deeper in the last years – 
major projects between the two sides include an agreement focusing on building up 
LNG-infrastructure in 2014 (a heavily beneficial project for both sides); and massive 
Iranian investments in the Duqm port city of Oman to build a car factory.

In itself, maintaining positive relations with both regional powers is not dangerous 
but rather effective, as it came quite handy for Western powers. The United States of 
America and Great Britain have used Muscat as a “go-between” in many instances, 
for example in the release of British and American military personnel from Iranian 
detention in the 2000s, or more notably during the talks leading up to the Joint 
Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) which dealt with the Iranian nuclear 

https://www.mepc.org/journal/oman-and-gcc-solid-relationship
https://www.files.ethz.ch/isn/182104/GRM_Rieger_final__09-07-14_3405.pdf
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-12320859
https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20180320-uae-angers-oman-again-by-adding-musandam-governorate-to-emirates-map/
https://foreignpolicy.com/1979/03/16/goodbye-to-americas-shah/
https://tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00210862.2014.880631
https://ncusar.org/publications/Publications/1995-11-15-Oman-Girding-and-Guarding-the-Gulf.pdf
https://ncusar.org/publications/Publications/1995-11-15-Oman-Girding-and-Guarding-the-Gulf.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/jan/03/saudi-arabia-cuts-diplomatic-ties-with-iran-after-nimr-execution
https://www.mepc.org/journal/oman-and-gcc-solid-relationship
https://agsiw.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/Neubauer_OmanMediator.pdf
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program. Nonetheless, these developments, alongside with rumors suggesting 
that Muscat let Iran use its territory to supply the Houthis in Yemen, raised some 
eyebrows in Riyadh, Abu Dhabi, but in Donald Trump’s White House too.

The debate inside the GCC regarding Qatar complicated the Saudi–Omani ties 
as well. Muscat did not join the Quartet of Bahrain, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and the 
UAE who cut diplomatic ties with Doha and suspended all meaningful political, 
economic, and social relations with it. Similarly to Kuwait, Oman found itself on a 
“no man’s land” in the Gulf, being left out of deepening Saudi–Emirati cooperation 
but not siding with Qatar completely either. While the Omani regime might share 
some concerns regarding Qatari foreign policy decisions (especially supporting 
non-state militias), it considers the Qatari crisis as the manifestation of Saudi 
hegemonic attempts and political intolerance, which is a graver threat to Oman. 
Moreover, Muscat also has economic interests in maintaining relations with Doha, 
especially after 2017, when bilateral trade grew sharply. While the Saudi and Emirati 
regime accepts the independent stance of Oman in the debate, the lack of mistrust 
between the two camps is visible.

In the framework of current tensions, balancing between Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and 
Iran is getting harder and harder. While institutional relations and regime security 
considerations tie Saudi Arabia and Oman together, geopolitical considerations and 
historical tendencies make it impossible for Oman to break ties with Iran. The status 
quo is beneficial for Oman and so far has been acceptable for each side, although 
there are some signs (e.g. postponing economic projects, skipping summits in 
Muscat, undercutting Omani–American relations) that the Saudi–Emirati tandem 
might put pressure on Muscat to change its course. The current American policy 
towards Iran, especially the sanctions regime, has a very negative effect on both the 
leverage of Oman and its foreign economic possibilities.

A more frightening scenario for Oman is that as the succession will take place in 
the next years, any of the regional rivals might try to interfere in the process. Several 
analyses highlight the Saudi–Emirati tandem in this regard, which are better suited 
for such an intervention than Iran through their economic and political leverage. So 
far there are no visible differences in foreign policy thinking between the possible 
candidates, therefore any intervention would find it hard to change the Omani 
course – nonetheless, the danger is coming from the potential destabilizing effects 
of such an endeavor.

ISRAELI RELATIONS

On October 26, 2018, international and social media was shocked to see that 
Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu visited Sultan Qaboos in Muscat. 
The surprising element in the first such meeting in two decades was not the 

fact that Gulf monarchies might cooperate with Israel (given the permanent presence 
of an Israeli delegation in Abu Dhabi officially sent to the International Renewable 

https://www.wsj.com/articles/omans-dangerous-double-game-1528652102
https://www.mei.edu/publications/kuwait-oman-and-qatar-crisis
https://foreignpolicy.com/2018/06/14/kuwait-and-oman-are-stuck-in-the-arab-no-mans-land/
https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/saudi-uae-pacts-aggressive-policies-could-break-gcc-oman-source
https://foreignpolicy.com/2018/06/14/kuwait-and-oman-are-stuck-in-the-arab-no-mans-land/
https://www.stradeonline.it/monografica/3211-kuwait-and-oman-mediators-of-the-gulf
https://www.stradeonline.it/monografica/3211-kuwait-and-oman-mediators-of-the-gulf
https://orientxxi.info/magazine/oman-neutrality-under-pressure,2483
https://thearabweekly.com/are-omans-days-regional-mediator-ending
https://www.ecfr.eu/article/commentary_oman_between_iran_and_a_hard_place1
https://www.alaraby.co.uk/english/indepth/2018/11/14/oman-caught-in-the-storm
https://foreignpolicy.com/2018/06/14/kuwait-and-oman-are-stuck-in-the-arab-no-mans-land/
https://www.haaretz.com/middle-east-news/netanyahu-secretly-visits-oman-which-has-no-diplomatic-ties-with-israel-1.6594761
https://foreignpolicy.com/2018/11/07/oman-just-bought-israeli-insurance/
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Energy Agency or the frequent behind-the-doors intelligence cooperation between 
Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and Israel), but rather the publicity of the meeting of the two 
leaders.

The meeting between Prime Minister Netanyahu and Sultan Qaboos was not 
without preliminary signs. Historically, Oman has been more open to closed-door 
discussions with Israel. It supported the peace treaty between Egypt and Israel, 
while also actively participated in facilitating the Oslo peace process. The first official 
meeting between Omani and Israeli leaders took place in 1994, while in 1996, the 
two countries agreed to open trade mission in Muscat (which was closed in 2000 
as a result of the second Intifada).

More recently, there have been many rhetorical steps towards Israel from the 
Omani side. In the General Assembly of the United Nations in September 2018, 
Foreign Minister Yousuf Alawi bin Abdullah spoke extensively about the Palestinian 
crisis, and declared that the Sultanate of Oman is “willing to make every effort in 
our disposal to restore the optimistic environment” between Israel and Palestine. 
During the Manama Security Conference taking place between the 26th and the 
28th of October, Abdullah said that “Israel is a state present in the region, and we 
all understand this. The world is also aware of this fact. Maybe it is time for Israel 
to be treated the same [as other states] and also bear the same obligations.” The 
words of the Omani foreign minister were widely interpreted as a call to Arab states 
to recognize Israel.

Regarding the substance of the meeting, three non-exclusive interpretations 
have been circulating. The first takes the official announcement at face value and 
says that Sultan Qaboos and Prime Minister Netanyahu discussed the Palestinian 
issue. The most convincing argument supporting this narrative is the fact that three 
days later after the arrival of Netanyahu, Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas 
also traveled to Muscat. According to the Omani foreign minister, Oman was not 
mediating but proposing some ideas to bridge the gap between the two sides. 
While there are currently no negotiations between Israel and Palestine (thus there is 
no room for facilitation), the coming announcement of the Trump peace plan might 
serve as a context for a growing (though not clear) Omani role.

Others suggest that the meeting might have had more to do with Iran than with 
Palestine. While the peace process has only distant actuality, the question of the 
Islamic Republic has been dominating the regional agenda since the United States 
jumped out of the JCPOA. Moreover, Muscat already has experience in facilitating 
discussions between Iran and the international community; therefore if Israel wants 
to reach out to Iran under the radar, using Oman would be a safe choice. Moreover, 
it is not just Tehran with which one can communicate through Muscat, but regional 
Iranian allies as well, including the Syrian regime, Hezbollah, or the Hamas. According 
to Iranian sources, Tehran was informed about the meeting before it took place, 
which supports the idea that Iran played an important role in the negotiations.

The third narrative regarding the Qaboos–Netanyahu meeting suggests that it 
was Oman which used Israel and not the other way around to improve its relations 
with the Trump White House. Recently, the Saudi–Emirati tandem has much closer 

https://www.jpost.com/Opinion/Israels-renewed-affair-with-Oman-571410
https://mfa.gov.il/mfa/pressroom/2000/pages/israel - oman relations.aspx
https://www.pressreader.com/oman/times-of-oman/20181022/281513637132871
https://www.pressreader.com/oman/times-of-oman/20181022/281513637132871
http://www.omanobserver.om/oman-not-mediator-in-palestine-conflict/
https://www.voltairenet.org/article202357.html
https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20181029-abbas-receives-envoy-of-omans-sultan-qaboos-in-ramallah/
https://aawsat.com/english/home/article/1494881/netanyahu-told-sultan-qaboos-he-willing-cede-some-land
https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/mec/2018/10/29/netanyahus-oman-talks-shed-new-light-on-israels-ties-with-the-gulf/
https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/mec/2018/10/29/netanyahus-oman-talks-shed-new-light-on-israels-ties-with-the-gulf/
https://en.radiofarda.com/a/netanyahu-visit-to-oman-possible-link-to-iran/29596257.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/10/26/world/middleeast/israel-oman-netanyahu-visit.html
https://m.jpost.com/Israel-News/Irans-Zarif-Oman-informed-us-before-Netanyahus-visit-576122
https://m.jpost.com/Israel-News/Irans-Zarif-Oman-informed-us-before-Netanyahus-visit-576122
https://foreignpolicy.com/2018/11/07/oman-just-bought-israeli-insurance/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2018/11/07/oman-just-bought-israeli-insurance/
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relation with the United States than Oman (which had more value during the Obama 
administration), and it is possible that Riyadh and Abu Dhabi might have criticized 
Muscat to Washington. While it is impossible to verify this assumption, it is hard 
not to see the diminishing role of Oman in the American Gulf-strategy after 2017 
(e.g. in the lack of personal meetings between President Trump and Sultan Qaboos, 
a unique development in the GCC). Getting closer to Israel can serve as a tool to 
better relations with the United States and to get back its trust.

Three major arguments support this narrative. First, the public nature of the 
meeting cannot be explained solely by the first two explanations. Regardless of the 
exact substance of the negotiations, both the question of Palestine and Iran can be 
better discussed without the attention of the international community. Nonetheless, 
if the aim of the Omani regime is to emphasize its importance in Washington, 
then publicity is rational. Second, after the meeting took place, Oman took other 
steps which were supportive of Israel – besides the already mentioned Manama 
conference, the government participated in the Warsaw meeting (an American–
Polish initiative to invite stakeholders of Middle Eastern regional issues to a single 
table, including Israel and Arab states) and the pictures of the warm greetings taking 
place between the Omani foreign minister and Netanyahu circulated on social media 
again. Third, Secretary of State Michael Pompeo visited Muscat to meet with Sultan 
Qaboos in January 2019, which was the highest level meeting between the two 
sides during the Trump era.

Regardless of the validity of either narrative, strengthening Omani–Israeli ties 
bear significant threats to Muscat. First, in spite of the media campaign connected 
to the meeting, Omani social media suggests that the majority of the society either 
feels the public meeting shameful or does not understand the necessity of such 
relations. While the Gulf regimes are willing to turn a blind eye to the Palestinian cause, 
their societies do not necessarily do the same, which can fortify already existing 
tensions. Second, it is questionable whether the possible gains from this diplomatic 
activity are worth the danger. Naturally, the actual results of the discussions are not 
necessarily easy to see from the outside, but in the case of either Iran or Palestine, 
one cannot see major leverage for Oman to facilitate discussions. Moreover, when 
the Trump peace plan would be published probably in the next half a year, the 
participation of Oman might endanger its image in the region. Third, if the aim of the 
meeting was to improve relations with the United States, it is questionable whether 
a few handshakes with Prime Minister Netanyahu can overweight the Iran-friendly 
image of Oman and the activities of the Saudi–Emirati lobby.

CONCLUSION

While Oman survived the most instable years of the Arab uprisings, it might 
find itself between a rock and a hard place in the coming years. The 
challenge of succession, alongside with economic and social problems 

https://nationalinterest.org/feature/why-has-america-overlooked-oman-24815
https://nationalinterest.org/feature/why-has-america-overlooked-oman-24815
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/feb/14/netanyahu-israel-arab-leaders-iran-palestine-warsaw-summit?CMP=Share_AndroidApp_M%C3%A1sol%C3%A1s_a_v%C3%A1g%C3%B3lapra
https://www.state.gov/r/pa/prs/ps/2019/01/288464.htm
https://www.state.gov/r/pa/prs/ps/2019/01/288464.htm
https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20180306-palestine-is-no-longer-a-priority-for-the-arab-world/
https://www.haaretz.com/israel-news/.premium-kushner-trump-peace-plan-to-address-israel-s-borders-united-palestinian-entity-1.6964706
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can expose Oman to transnational or external actors trying to enlarge their 
influence in the country. Many of its partners, especially Saudi Arabia and the UAE, 
are interested in changing the foreign policy course of Oman; therefore they have 
the motivation to attempt interference. Moreover, the current frozen multipolarity in 
the Gulf is not beneficial for Oman, as balancing and flexible positioning is getting 
harder and harder. That is why Oman will keep trying to build bridged at least in 
the Arabian Peninsula – rumor has it that Muscat tries to build up an institutional 
framework of mediation inside the GCC.

To maintain regime stability and to keep its independent foreign policy, Oman is 
highly incentivized to build relations with other extra-regional actors. Great Britain, 
the traditional partner of Oman, does not play a major role in the current intra-
regional affairs, and the American–Omani relations seem to be downgraded recently. 
While the transactional strategy of the Trump administration could work well with 
the Omani active neutrality policy, in practice, the most important issues in which 
Omani facilitation can be used happen to be those in which the USA is less flexible 
to dialogue. Moreover, the current American government puts much emphasis on 
arms trade, and Oman legs behind in buying American weapons among the Gulf 
states. Due to these reasons, we cannot expect major improvements in Omani–
American relations during the Trump presidency, even if Muscat publicly supports 
the American initiative to form the Middle East Strategic Alliance (MESA) – though 
it does not show much enthusiasm.

Therefore, there is an incentive on Oman to strengthen ties with other states 
outside of the region. One choice can be India, which has a sizable population 
in Oman, and with which economic and military cooperation can be mutually 
beneficial. Another possibility is getting closer to Russia, which already tries to build 
relations with Muscat.

From the perspective of the European Union, actors such as Oman can play a 
positive role in achieving tangible results without the usage of hard power capa-
bilities. While Oman does not take part in the Istanbul Cooperation Initiative – a 
collaborative format between the NATO and Middle Eastern states –, the country 
is open to under-institutionalized and flexible frameworks of cooperation. While the 
European Union is not very competitive in the contemporary Middle Eastern en-
vironment, it has a vital interest in keeping diplomatic channels alive between the 
pillars of regional security – that is why Oman has the potential to become a more 
valuable diplomatic partner of the EU in the Gulf region.

https://carnegieendowment.org/2019/02/08/middle-east-strategic-alliance-has-long-way-to-go-pub-78317
https://www.alaraby.co.uk/english/indepth/2018/11/14/oman-caught-in-the-storm
https://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2019/02/russia-oman-mediation-syria-palestine-yemen.html
https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20161123-nato-wants-to-include-saudi-oman-to-istanbul-cooperation-initiative/

