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1 
Introduction 

Objectives 

This study ¡s about the process of development in al-Sharqiyah, one of 
eight regions in the Sultanate of Oman (Fig. 1.1). Oman occupies the 
south-eastern corner of the Arabian Peninsula and like its neighbouring 
countries on the Gulf, it is endowed with oil resources. The exploitation of 
the hydrocarbons since the late 1960s generated a sudden economic 
wealth which triggered a new process of development in the country 
characterised by economic growth and social change. This monograph 
analyses the consequences of this transformation of the society for the 
Sharqiyah region, with emphasis on the social and cultural elements in the 
process of development. 

Furthermore, the purpose of the present study is to explore the process of 
development in al-Sharqiyah in relation to the development policy the 
government pursues at the national level. Since oil is expected to run out 
in the first half of the next century, the development policy has been 
geared to the new challenge posed by this expectation. For this purpose a 
new macroeconomic scenario has been formulated, based on scientific 
views and experience from all over the world. The strategy is to ensure 
further growth and development for the following twenty-five years, while 
moving away from dependence on oil. The scenario, which is named 
"Oman 2020", is based on the following premises: 

• sustainable development within a stable macroeconomic 
framework; 

• a diversified, dynamic and globalized economy; 
• advanced human resources and 
• an efficient and competitive private sector. 

The key reasoning of the underlying research is the attuning of 
development issues at the regional level to the macroeconomic national 
targets. The study itself is meant to be a template for research in the 
development process of other regions in the country. 



Shifting Sands 

Development overview 

The development of al-Sharqiyah cannot be studied separately from the 
history of the country. Oman, like other oil states in the region, takes a 
particular stand in the development process, following a path in many 
ways different to other developing societies outside the Gulf region. This is 
a result of various characteristics related to the history of the country and 
to particular features of the present oil economy. Climatic conditions, the 
role of the international trade network, a statehood based on a tribal 
organisation and Islam, which excelled its influence on the East African 
and the Persian coasts, are factors which have determined the history of 
the country. At present the oil industry has an effect on the role of the 
government as the distributive force. These factors provide the 
background for the main objective of this book. 

Oman's long history has known cycles of growth and decline which were 
partly determined by its intermediary function in the intercontinental trade. 
The mainstays of the country have always been fishing and agriculture, in 
particular date cultivation and herding of camels, goats and sheep. 
Produce such as dates, limes, fish, meat and home crafts were used for 
direct consumption, for exchange between the various occupational 
groups or for export. At various times other productive activities such as 
the mining of copper, the production of incense and the breeding of 
horses contributed to the means of subsistence for the population. 
However climatic conditions have always determined the limits of people's 
efforts in agriculture and herding. To supplement their resources, the 
inhabitants engaged in seafaring and other maritime activities, thereby 
profiting from the position of the country along the main long distance 
maritime trade routes. These routes already existed in this part of the 
world since ancient times (Van Leur, 1934). Its ports had primarily an 
entrepot function for the trans-shipment of goods which had been 
produced elsewhere. 

This intermediary function made the country's trade performance and 
prosperity dependent on the rise and fall of the great civilizations in the 
East and the West. This position it had in common with a large part of the 
Arab World being the "great zone of passage" (Amin, 1976). Thus the 
country, through its seafarers, participated throughout early history in the 
lucrative trade connections between the Indian and Babylonian 
civilizations. Later the people of Oman benefitted from the wealth of the 
Persian and Roman empires. In the culturally homogeneous World of 
Islam trading activities flourished (Chaudhuri, 1990) and from the late 
seventeenth, throughout the eighteenth and early nineteenth century the 
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Oman 

Fig. 1.1: AlSharqiyah region: main geographical elements 
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Shining Sands 

expansive activities of the European powers in the Indian Ocean once 
more brought scope for intercontinental trade. In between these 
prosperous periods, the country's wealth declined when empires collapsed 
and trade routes were diverted. 

The country's vulnerability to the disruption of trade routes became 
evident again in the second half of the nineteenth century. The 
organisation of trade in the Gulf and the Indian Ocean was transformed by 
the presence of international economic rivalries, the introduction of steam 
powered vessels, and by the diversion of the existing trade routes. 

Oman's history as a state is one of the longest in the Arab world (Harik, 
1987) and started after the advent of Islam in the eighth century. The 
heads of the tribes which constituted the core of the social organisation, 
then relinguished power to a central ruler who was endorsed by religious 
authority. This arrangement between tribal heads and the central authority 
is still the basis of the modern state and in common with other states in 
the region (see Al-Rasheed, 1996). State building was often financed from 
the wealth generated from international trade. In the eighteenth and 
nineteenth century Oman was a colonial power in the region as a result of 
the expansive policies of its rulers on the eastern borders of the Gulf and 
in East Africa. It had then a strong enough economic base to act 
independently. The cultivation of spices and cotton in East Africa and the 
slave trade between Africa and the East generated a stable source of 
income for Oman at a time when economic activities inside Oman itself 
were restricted to minor agriculture and fisheries. However, after their 
colonial empire had collapsed, declining revenues from international trade 
and the limited scope of the traditional agricultural activities caused Oman 
to slide into the backwaters of the international community (Landen, 1960; 
Peterson, 1978 and Bhacker, 1992). Inhabitants were forced to search for 
a living elsewhere and many migrated to other Gulf countries, Africa, Asia, 
Europe and the United States. Their offspring returned when the 
exploitation of oil created new opportunities for work and financial 
remuneration within the country. 

These seafaring activities brought the Omani people in close contact with 
those from other countries in Africa, the Indian subcontinent and the Far 
East. The Omanis used to travel to or settle in these places for 
subsistence and commercial activities as well as for religious and political 
reasons. Likewise an influx of people from a wide range of backgrounds 
and cultures came to Oman and integrated in Omani society. This 
continuing interchange between Omani and other peoples has deeply 
influenced the society. It has woven into it a tradition of hospitality, 
tolerance and open-mindedness. 

When oil was found at the end of the 1960s, Oman was still in an 
economic backwater. However, the oil revenues heralded a new era for 
the country, as it had done for other Gulf countries several decades before 
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(see Amin, 1980). The advent of the new regime of Sultan Qaboos bin 
Sa'id Al Sa'id in 1970, saw further development in the country. This 
development had already been initiated by his father Sultan Sa'id bin 
Taimur. The Omanis returning from abroad speeded up this process as 
they invested their knowledge, experience and savings in developing their 
home country. The oil economy placed the country in a special position 
suitable for an accelerated development. Oil revenues enabled the 
country to bridge the gap between traditional and modern life at high 
speed, by making use of the latest technology and by using the 
experience of other developing countries. 

Another feature of the oil economy is the dominant role which the 
government has assumed in the development process. This is typical for a 
"rentier state" which receives its main revenues from rents, in this case 
accrued from abroad instead of domestic economic activities (Beblawi and 
Luciano, 1987). Oil export revenues, which amounted to some R.O.1 1515 
million in 1995, with a production of 850,000 b/day, accounted for over 86 
per cent of the government's revenues. Distribution of wealth is therefore 
in the hands of the state. Omani society had little experience or tradition of 
such a dominant state authority or with an administration charged with 
central planning. However the government took a pragmatic stand and 
immediately embarked on a programme to realise development and 
modernisation throughout the country. The government even took the lead 
in initiating economic activities to enhance development in specific 
sectors, though the society has always encouraged free enterprising 
individuals whether as cultivators and pastoralists or traders and 
merchants. As a result of the incentives provided by the government, the 
economic endeavours of the private sector and the support of the citizens, 
the society is being rapidly transformed. Notwithstanding Oman's relative 
late start on the road of development, its social indicators in the fields of 
education, health and life expectancy testify to the already immensely 
improved living conditions. It now ranks amongst the upper middle-income 
countries, as verified by the social and economic indicators published by 
the United Nations, with a well developed infrastructure, a high income per 
capita and a relatively high living standard. To consolidate this 
modernisation process, the establishment of good social and economic 
conditions and the further development of human resources is essential. 
These pre-requisites along with a stable internal political system, and a 
strong entrepreneurial sector should produce favourable circumstances 
for further development in the region. With encouragement from an 
enlightened ruler, this should be achieved with the consensus and 
participation of the people. 

Despite the rapid progress which the society has made, the path of 
development is fraught with difficulties. The oil resource, on which the 

One Rial Omani equals approximately US$ 3.00. 
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contemporary Omani economy and society is built, is finite and non
renewable. In 1994 proven reserves for oil would last another 17 years at 
current production level, even though continued exploration and 
technological sophistication may expand recoverable reserves significantly 
(Campbell, 1995). Other provisions need to be made now to secure a 
sustainable development for the period after the oil, for which purpose the 
government drafted the macroeconomic scenario (Ministry of 
Development, 1995). The desert climate prevents the country's 
development along the lines of agricultural industrialisation, a road 
followed by a large number of developing countries. Also, with a limited 
tradition of manufacturing, a low level of modern education, and the small 
home market (Oman, with some 2 million people living in an area of 
300,000 square km is sparsely populated) there is little incentive for the 
establishment of substitute industries. Industries producing for export find 
difficulty competing in international markets even though wages in the Gulf 
states are generally lower than in western countries. Wages in Oman are, 
however, higher than in most eastern countries. Also the influx of foreign 
labour as a consequence of rapid development erected barriers limiting 
the participation of local labour. Finally, the modernisation process which 
took off in the capital area, being the seat of government, is still 
dorninantly concentrated in that part of the country, even though the 
interior regions were already amply provided with public facilities at an 
early stage. Economic diversification in the regions has been incorporated 
in successive Five-Year Development Plans (1985-1990 and 1991-1995) 
but has not yet really come off. 

The conditions of the national development process mentioned above 
imply a very flexible attitude to macroeconomic issues within the country, 
as well as to development in the individual regions. The present study in 
particular investigates the consequences of macro policies for the 
development of the al-Sharqiyah region. It examines the options the 
government considers to enhance regional development, against the 
background of its macroeconomic goals. Since regional development is a 
continuous issue in five-year planning programmes, the analysis of al-
Sharqiyah's development potential undertaken within the framework of this 
study should offer a reference point for future policies and action plans. 

Al-Sharqiyah region (lit. the eastern region) is located in the eastern part 
of the country at about 300 km distance from the capital of Muscat. The 
region, like most other regions in the country used to be relatively 
independent from central powers, pursuing at times it's own political 
course, though this varied with the strength of the central authority 
(Lorimer, 1908; Peterson, 1978). During periods when rulers in the 
country were successful in unifying the tribes and aligning the interior with 
the coast, regions such as al-Sharqiyah were more or less integrated in a 
single state. Economically, the region generally attained a level of self-

6 



Introduction 

sufficiency. Date cultivation, other agricultural activities and fisheries 
supplied the population with food and means of exchange. Through its 
ports along the coasts of the Gulf and the Arabian Sea the population was 
also directly linked to the international trade network which provided 
additional means of subsistence. 

The modernisation process within the country once more brought about 
the integration of the region with the political and economic spheres of the 
nation state. The region is directly affected by national policies, by the 
provisions and services from local ministerial departments and by direct 
government representation. In addition the private sector has helped to 
integrate the region's economy with the national and international 
economy. Further development within the region is thus closely connected 
with national and international policies. Other factors on which 
development in al-Sharqiyah depends are continuation of the basic 
economic sectors and other activities on which the local economy 
depends. However little information is yet available about the actual 
structure and factors of development in the region and about the role of 
government and other social and economic forces. Interaction of various 
political forces is an important factor in the shaping of regional 
development, and therefore questions such as the following ones are of 
great relevance for this study: What social and economic situation now 
prevails in al-Sharqiyah? How is the process of change influenced by the 
central power? What effect has the integration of the region's commercial 
activities in the international trade network? Is the region suffering from 
unequal development? Is there a potential threat of draining resources 
from the area because of the effect of the central power and other 
centralising institutions located in the capital area? 

This monograph approaches its main theme "development in al-
Sharqiyah" as a consequence of the national development policy, through 
an analysis of the development potential of the region. For this purpose it 
makes an inventory of the regional geographic features: e.g., the climate 
which puts restrictions on living and working conditions; the rugged 
mountain terrain and sand hazards which make certain areas difficult to 
access for economic and social purposes; the limited variety of natural 
resources; and the low population density. Furthermore factors on a 
macro level are analysed determining the direction of regional 
developments: viz. the government, the tribal organisation and the 
economic private sector. The government, represented in the region by 
governors (Wall) in the main areas and through branches of ministries 
located in these main centres (wilayats), takes a central position in 
development as "owner" and supplier of funds. Next to the government, 
the importance of the tribal organisation as a force in development will be 
demonstrated. While in most development studies the tribal component 
plays little or no role, in this study of an Arab society its significance as a 
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development force is recognized. This social system based on kinship and 
landownership, traditionally mediates through its representatives such as 
the tribal leaders (sheikh; pi. shuyukh), between central power and local 
power. Nowadays the tribal system affects matters of kinship and 
affiliation, and in cooperation with other authorities, issues which concern 
the daily life in the communities. The tribal organisation is still important as 
a network because many people who live or work outside their homelands 
continue to maintain close ties with their relatives back home. 

The private sector is seen to be the third development force. The 
innovative role of entrepreneurs in the economic sector has been 
recognised and extensively studied in developing countries (e.g. Geertz, 
1963; Belshaw, 1965; Long, 1977). In al-Sharqiyah the role of 
entrepreneurs is also paramount. Men and women respond actively and 
creatively to the growing opportunities offered as a result of the increasing 
wealth and the economic expansion. Their investments both in the local 
basic activities and in the modern sectors gave momentum to the 
economic development. This study focuses in particular on the 
interdependence of the three above mentioned macro actors. How do they 
interact, supplement or challenge each other in the fields which generate 
income in the region? 

Furthermore those economic activities are investigated which provide 
sources of income for the region. These are, on the one hand, the 
activities which form the traditional basis of the economy such as 
agriculture, herding, and fishing and still occupy a large part of the 
population who use the produce for direct consumption or exchange. On 
the other hand are those sources which have cropped up with the oil 
boom such as commercial services and employment in the government 
sector, whereby civil employment is mostly located outside the region. The 
question is addressed, what are the main sources of income for the region 
and how can they play a future role in development? Four main sources 
have been identified: government provisions and services, employment of 
locals outside the region, fisheries and the fish export trade and the import 
trade of commodities. For each of them are mapped out; the operation, 
the actors involved, their linkages within the region and with the capital 
area or neighbouring countries and the relevant official policies. The study 
then continues with addressing the question what contribution are these 
sources expected to provide in future regional development. The 
government's contribution to the wealth of the region, as in most 
developing countries, is primarily concerned with the physical and social 
infrastructure. However, in this thesis the detailed working of government 
loans and grants systems and their effect on private enterprise activities is 
also unraveled. 

Of all economic activities, the employment of locals outside the region 
provides the major income flow for the region since commuters and 
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migrants mostly send remittances to their relatives in the home villages. 
About one fourth of the local male labour force is employed in the capital 
area or in the neighbouring countries such as the United Arab Emirates 
and Qatar. Most of them are employed by the government. Labour 
migration is expected under conditions such as prevail in Oman and it has 
been reported at various times in Oman's history (Wilkinson, 1972; Birks 
and Sinclair, 1980). To list the motives, expectations and prospects of the 
people presently involved in labour migration and to assess the social and 
economic consequences for the development process, interviews were 
held within the framework of this research. The question is thereby 
addressed whether migration means a drain of resources, as put forward 
by Smith (1976), or whether it is also beneficial for the region (Jackson, 
1986). As a result of the emigration of locals, a comparable number of 
foreign labourers, mainly from India, Pakistan and Bangladesh have found 
work in the region. They partly supplement, partly replace the local labour 
force but they are also building up their own economy. In the past, 
foreigners used to settle in the region, be it for the purpose of trade, 
religion or other motives, but their number was small and they more or 
less integrated in the local society. The size and impact of the present 
immigration is different (Richards and Martin, 1983) and begs the question 
about the economic and social consequences in the long term. 

Al-Sharqiyah has one natural resource in abundance - fish - and fishery is 
an important income-generating sector. More than 6000 people in al-
Sharqiyah are engaged in fisheries and about half of the national catch, 
which amounts in total to an average of about 125,000 tonnes a year, is 
landed in the region. A large part of this study is devoted to fisheries 
because the sector is of the greatest significance to regional development. 
Emphasis was given to various aspects of fisheries such as the life in the 
fishing communities, the intimate relationships between fishermen and 
local distributors and other trade relations in the marketing channels. The 
impact of the government policies on the sector was also assessed. Since 
the potential catch for the country as a whole is estimated at some 
500,000 tonnes, the government has designated this sector for further 
growth. It has encouraged the marketing of fish abroad and has set up a 
fisheries company. A modern fishery industry has been established in the 
capital area, with trawlers leased from Japanese and Korean fishing 
companies. More important for regional development is the fact that the 
government encourages the artisanal fisheries sector through a 
programme of loans and grants and other incentives. 

The present work analyses the process of capitalization such as has been 
studied by Platteau (1989) for various fisheries development situations 
elsewhere in the world. The artisanal fishery is going through this process 
of capitalization as a result of the expansion of the fleet, the increase of 
the catch and the growing importance of export of fish. While fishermen 
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invest in their equipment in response to growing demand and the 
availability of government loans and grant schemes, export trading 
companies from outside the region try to control the market. In other 
countries similar processes in fisheries lead to a strong marketing sector 
gaining control over the production sector (Acheson, 1981). The 
government's emphasis on development of export-led fisheries has in fact 
the potential danger of ousting local traders from the distribution network. 
This will ultimately deprive local consumers of a fresh, cheap and 
supplementary food in their diet. In addition over-exploitation of fishing 
grounds looms ahead as has been reported for other countries engaged in 
intensive fisheries by the FAO and non-governmental organisations 
engaged in fisheries research such as Panos (The Ecologist, 1995). 

Trading in general, ranks among the most popular type of economic 
activities. This sector, including building and contracting, is strongly 
expanding as a direct effect of the increasing income of the inhabitants. 
Therefore trading systems and channel networks is the third main focus of 
this work. While fisheries provide the impetus for the export trade, 
consumer goods mostly produced abroad, boost the import trade and an 
intricate and efficient trade network has developed which links the region 
economically with other regions, the capital area and markets abroad. 
This study reports on the quality of the marketing network, the strategy of 
import companies and producers to control the distribution of consumer 
goods in the region, and the position of traders from the region along the 
marketing channels. It discusses the dominant role of migrants in 
particular in the small scale business. In al-Sharqiyah this factor poses a 
serious barrier for locals who look for a source of income in the region. It is 
equally an issue and much discussed at the national level. 

Notwithstanding various restrictions and impediments for social and 
economic development, the living and working conditions of the 
inhabitants in al-Sharqiyah have been extensively improved over the past 
decades (Oman, Development Council, 1980-1995; Hoek, 1988). 
Quantitative data about input and output of resources are lacking for the 
region, but on the basis of its qualitative analysis, this study maintains that 
a relative balance between the two flows is maintained. At present, the 
region can be seen to approach a certain degree of self-reliance if 
remittances from workers outside the region are included. For further 
economic development however al-Sharqiyah is dependent on conditions 
which are not all assured. This is because it depends partly on 
international factors which are beyond control of the society, and partly on 
other factors. For example when the oil revenues diminish, the 
government will have to cut its overall expenditures including salaries for 
government employees, which will have its effect on the income flow in 
the region. Remittances may also diminish when, on a large scale, 
families of migrants decide to leave the region to settle in the place of 
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work. Consequently the flow of income to their home villages will be 
reduced. In both situations a serious problem for the income of the region 
and therefore for further economic development looms. 

Closely linked with this issue as a factor in future development is the 
prospect the region itself offers for employment. Work opportunities in the 
traditional sectors of agriculture and fisheries have declined, while jobs 
offered in the modern sector are still limited. The situation has effectuated 
a largerly temporary outflow of people in search of work outside the 
region, mainly in the capital area and the neighbouring Gulf states. Limited 
work opportunities attractive for locals will pose a more serious problem in 
the near future considering the fact that the population is growing at high 
rate; the growth rate for the region has currently been estimated at 3.8 per 
cent, and thus more young people enter the labour market each year. 
Therefore the most urgent issue concerning continuation of the 
development process is securing local work opportunities for the 
inhabitants. This issue forms throughout this study the main subject area 
of interest. To maintain and further improve the quality of life, the region 
depends foremost on the progress being made with diversification of 
economic activities. The diversification of the economy is rightly seen as 
the responsibility of the private sector, but the government plays its role in 
monitoring, stimulating and guiding the process within the framework and 
limits of its macroeconomic policy. The objective of diversification is 
central to the government's strategy to development, also to balance 
regional disparities and to prevent depopulation of the countryside. Oman 
has arrived at a cross-roads, where it has to decide on the way forward for 
sustained development beyond the finite oil-based economy. The 
development of the region implies choices between various options 
offered; on the one hand by the specific social-economic situation of al-
Sharqiyah and on the other hand by the macroeconomic context. This 
work intends to define the relevant options for creating sources of work 
and income in the region and to examine the instruments which the 
government can apply to realise this basic objective. 
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Theoretical framework 

In order to put regional development in perspective the historical and 
physical characteristics are given which provide the set of premises within 
which subsequent development takes place. To analyse regional 
development in al-Sharqiyah several approaches have been used. Firstly, 
the spatial organisation using the central-place model will be examined. 
Secondly, economic linkages and trade channels are brought into focus. 
Thirdly, the Omani traders and the immigrants active in the institutions and 
channels are looked at in their social, cultural and economic relations with 
one another. Fourthly, the impact of (national) macropolicies on the 
regional development process is analysed. The region shares its history 
for a large part with that of the state even though at times it took a 
relatively independent stand. The historical development of the state is 
recognised as an interplay between the tribal organisation, the Islamic 
religion and the transferred surplus from long-distance trade. Cycles of 
rise and decline for the country, due to the rise and fall of the great 
civilisations which the Arab seafarers connected, characterise the dynamic 
history of Oman and contradict the notion of stagnant Middle Eastern 
societies (for a discussion on this issue see Bailey and Llobera, 1981). 
The history of the modern state relates the position of the state as a 
peripheral region due to the disruption of the international trade and its 
subsequent revival as a result of oil export to global markets. At present 
the state is subject to the same dynamic processes of economic 
expansion and contraction, which characterise all national economies 
linked to the world economy. The continuous interchange between people 
from different cultures and societies and the transnational loyalties typical 
for the merchant's class in the Middle East (Turner, 1984), pervades the 
Omani society with openness and tolerance. 

Development in al-Sharqiyah is also related to its geographical features. 
Climate, physical characteristics, demographical factors and natural 
resources form clear boundary conditions in development. Restricted 
water resources and scarcity of arable land, which determine the limits of 
agriculture and herding, are noted. Physical conditions which cause 
difficult access to certain areas hamper distribution of public utilities and 
services and trading facilities. In addition a low population density and 
limited resources are features restricting the development process. 

Looking at the spatial organisation of the region, one can use central-
place theory as it has been developed within the discipline of economic 
geography. Functionally defined, the region represents a level within a 
hierarchical system of human settlements that includes the nation, the 
Arabian Gulf countries and ultimately the world. The spatial organisation 
of layered nodal systems as it defines places, routes and roles for the 
exchange of goods, people and information (Smith, 1976) was mapped 
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out for al-Sharqiyah region. Wilayafê represent in this system the nodal 
points. These centres encompass oasis settlements and nearby grazing 
pastures in their interdependent relationship. The model applied for al-
Sharqiyah was tested against the hierarchical model of Smith and reveals 
the absence of a truly central place at the regional level in al-Sharqiyah. 
Two or three of the wilayats fulfill a centralising function at the regional 
level for one or a number of integrating activities such as trade or 
government administration, but none is structured above the other in the 
hierarchy. This observation has implications for the development strategy 
to be adopted. 

The interaction between the region and the capital area determines for a 
large part the development process in the region, because the capital area 
represents a central place in the hierarchical system of which the two are 
components. The interdependent relationship between the two is analysed 
through the main mechanisms that link them i.e. government 
administration, trade and the employment of local people outside the 
region. For an analysis of the administrative linkage, the distribution of 
public goods, services and finance in the region is mapped out. Import 
and export trade ties the region to wider economic circles such as the 
state, the neighbouring Gulf countries, especially those which are 
members of the Arab Gulf Cooperation Council (besides Oman, Bahrain, 
Kuwait, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates), and the world 
market. The employment of locals outside the region reinforces the 
interdependence between the region and the capital area. There the 
government provides most employment and the remittances feed the 
region. 

Between the nodal points trade flows follow distinct channels. These 
channels take shape as a result of both spatial frameworks and 
commodity characteristics. This economic link is analysed by means of the 
trading network which exists between the region and the capital area, and 
between the region and the main distribution centres abroad: Dubai and 
Abu Dhabi. Dannhaeuser (1981) has described how the position of traders 
depends on their position in the distribution network. According to him, 
distribution channels in developing countries go through evolutionary 
stages from unstructured via semi-structured to structured channels. 
Suppliers tend to pursue more downward control for increasing efficiency, 
by structuring the channel along which they distribute the goods. The final 
stage being that they establish retail branches. This results In a situation 
where independent traders must become more or less exclusive trade 
partners or they risk being ousted from a particular channel. 
Dannhaeuser's model has been tested on the situation in Oman. 

2 Wilayats are administrative centres. Eleven wilayats are located in al-Sharqiyah. 
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Economic activities have linkages. More effect can be expected from 
investment decisions in an activity if these are to impart further 
investments for example through forward or backward linkages 
(Hirschman,1986). These linkages are investigated for the most important 
economic activities in the region. Fishing in al-Sharqiyah has triggered off 
other activities through forward and backward linkages because it is a 
core activity in the region. New investments resulted in an increased catch 
volume and the expansion of the distribution network. However, 
investments in export led fisheries deprive the indigenous population of 
local fish produce (and ultimately disrupt the local marketing function). The 
latter situation has another linkage to tourism because fresh fish is an 
attraction for tourists. Linkage effects of investments in industrial fisheries 
in the capital area may be little for the regional sector. They may indeed, 
at the end of the day threaten the performance of regional fisheries when 
the effects prove to be as devastating, as has been reported for similar 
situations in other countries (The Ecologist, 1995). The linkage effect in 
commerce is examined in relation to the presence of foreign labourers. If 
profit is sent out of the country rather than being reinvested in the sector 
this hampers development of certain forward linkage effects such as the 
expansion or diversification of businesses. Finally, a consumption linkage 
(Hirschman, 1986) exists between employment and import trade. The flow 
of remittances to the region affects the expansion of the consumer goods 
trade. If work opportunities for locals outside the region diminish, trade 
activities will also be reduced, with direct consequences for the 
development process. 

Structures, linkages and institutions such as mentioned above are 
peopled by individuals, interrelated and divided by social, cultural and 
economic ties. Do ethnic and other cultural attributes of the people have a 
structuring role in the economic sphere? Foreigners in trade often tend to 
create their own channels and distribution networks, preventing access to 
other (ethnic) groups (Cohen, 1971; Bonacich, 1973). What strategy do 
immigrants pursue in the distribution network in al-Sharqiyah and what 
consequences does it have for the access of local traders to this network? 
What effect has the presence of the foreign labour force for the future 
development of this pluralistic society? 

Regional development is part of a countrywide development process 
induced by oil revenues and macropolicies have their effect on the 
region's development. The country's macropolicies are determined by 
specific features of the oil economy. High rent activities such as the oil 
production provide a stimulus to economic growth for example through the 
process of expanding production, whereby the frontier is set by the 
quantity of factors of production and efficiency of allocation (see Gelb, 
1988). The oil industry in Oman provides the government with a 
continuous flow of revenues which is for example reinvested in the oil 
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sector and as public expenditures predominantly used for the 
infrastructure and the services sector. This expands the production and 
stimulates economic growth. The availability of a plentyful and skillful 
foreign labour force further contributes to the positive economic effects of 
the oil economy. 

On the other hand oil windfalls are also known to have detrimental effects 
(Gelb, 1988; Auty, 1990, 1993). Examples of mineral economies exist 
which are shown to be slower in economic growth than the non-minerals 
although they are provided with additional foreign exchange, taxes and an 
extra route to industrialisation, via resource-based industrialisation (Auty, 
1993). The existence of rents (revenues in excess of production costs and 
normal return on capital) for example may bring about a negative process 
known as Dutch disease.3 It results from the appreciation of the real 
exchange rate (relative price of non-traded goods to traded goods) as a 
consequence of the over-rapid inflow of mineral rents. As a result non-oil 
tradeables are not competitive. Thereby, capital and labour are drawn 
mainly into the sector of non-traded goods, e.g. services and the non-oil 
tradeables tend to become a lagging sector. This process is not easily 
restored. Furthermore the variability of oil income and therefore the terms 
of trade variations destabilise the economy, which is unfavourable for 
public and private investments. However, the government in Oman in 
anticipation of this negative process, adjusts its economy through 
monetary and fiscal policies (Mohamed bin Musa, 1995). It also shows 
keenness to diversify the economy to diminish dependence on the oil 
sector. Manufacturing, which did not play a significant role in the national 
economy before the 1970s, has become the objective for development 
and oil revenues are invested to create a viable sector. The government 
also commits itself to further development of the agricultural sector. 

The resource curse thesis (Auty, 1993) also refers to the fact that mineral 
economies have a lower social welfare than the non-minerals. The 
variability of oil income and therefore of revenues for the state is known to 
have a negative effect on public investment for example in the social 
sector, which includes education and health. In Oman however, the 
government has extensively invested in the social services since the 
1970s and countrywide these have reached a high standard compared 
with many other developing countries. This study investigates the effects 
of these macropolicies on the development process in al-Sharqiyah. 

Looking at the social political terrain from the macro perspective, three 
macro actors play a role in the development process in the region: the 
government, the private sector and the tribal organisation. Their 
subsequent roles and interaction are investigated. If we look at regional 

3 The term Dutch disease (coined by The Economist" in 1977) refers to the impact of 
natural gas on the Dutch economy. 
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development in relation to government policy we see that besides the 
provision of infrastructure, finance and other utilities the government thus 
exercises influence in the region through its macropolicy. Two questions 
are relevant to this relationship: firstly, what is the effect of existent 
macropolicies on al-Sharqiyah, and secondly, how can the development 
process be influenced by the government? Attention to this issue is given 
in the concluding chapter. It is mentioned here that in general the impact 
of the government on the region has significantly increased as a result of 
its profiled macropolicy. However, it is difficult to fully assess the actual 
impact of the macropolicy on the microlevel and such work has not been 
undertaken. The concluding chapter will address some significant effects 
for the relevant economic sectors. It will also discuss the instruments 
which the government may apply to promote regional development. 

The central question of this study i.e. the social-economic development 
process in the region concerns three levels: the micro, meso and macro 
level and for this objective, information and data were obtained at the 
local, the regional, and the national level. For the social-economic theme a 
number of viable economic activities in the region are viewed; their 
organisation and their present and potential future contribution to the 
regional development process. The main point of reference, or linking pin 
which integrates the levels and the theme is the region and the way its 
transformation process is unfolding. To obtain data at the various levels 
and on the main activities, participatory tools of the anthropological 
discipline have been used in combination with interviews, surveys, official 
statistical data and the analysis of development strategies such as laid 
down in subsequent Five-Year Plans and the "Oman 2020" document 
(Ministry of Development, 1995). 

Data collection at the micro level focussed on business people and other 
actors, such as customers, commuters, their relatives and other key 
persons. Structured and semi-structured interviews were held with 
representatives of the economic sectors such as fishermen and fish 
traders, import traders, foreign salesmen, commuters and with key 
persons such as bank officials and government employees. They were 
mostly randomly selected after a period of observation and participation. 
The questions related to the organisation of the particular activity, the 
customers and the role and policies of the government concerning the 
activity. They were also asked about the process of change and the 
barriers and challenges they encounter herein. Additional information was 
collected during trips when accompanying people on their business trips, 
while discussing the subject with customers and other people concerned. 
Commuters and their relatives were interviewed about the motives, their 
experiences of the situation and future expectations. In several cases 
follow-up interviews were conducted to discuss issues in more detail. 
Information has also been collected from interviews and discussions with 
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local authorities such as shaikhs {shaykh, pi. shuyukhs), governors, and 
other representative groups, for example the Women's Association about 
their involvement in the social-economic sphere. 

At the macro level data were obtained in the capital area from supplying 
companies and other commercial institutions and government 
representatives concerned with the region. They also appeared to be a 
relevant source of information for the investigation of macropolicies and 
their possible effects on the region. Official statistical data were obtained 
from local departments of ministries, Statistical Year Books and Five-Year 
Planning Programmes which are issued since 1975 by the Technical 
Secretariat of the Development Council, presently the Ministry of 
Development. This department receives information for the Year Books 
from ministries which have collected the data. Other studies and reports 
were also viewed. The historical perspective has been acquired through 
studying the literature, when possible, supplemented with personal 
accounts from people. 

Most research for this study was done before a census was held in the 
country, which severely impeded selection of samples. Official estimates 
and estimates based on preliminary research such as the Wahiba Sands 
Project (1988)" were used instead for this purpose. The first population 
census was conducted in December 1993 and results became available in 
1994. Besides the fact that the data were not based on a census and 
therefore difficult to compare, the sources were inconsistent for al-
Sharqiyah because regions and areas are differently defined by different 
ministries, which again altered over time. This has mainly to do with the 
fact that no official administrative unit exists at the regional level. Al-
Sharqiyah region primarily indicates a geographical area located in the 
south-eastern part of the country. To give some examples of the various 
definitions of the boundaries of the region as used by the various 
ministries: in 1983 data from the Ministry of Social Affairs and Labour were 
separately given for the Eastern region, Jalan and the Eastern Hajar, 
whereas the Ministry of Health joined data for the Eastern region and 
Eastern Hajar. The Ministry for Agriculture and Fisheries distinguished 
between data from the Eastern Hajar and al-Sharqiyah/Ja'lan together 
and the Ministry of Commerce and Industry between Eastern Hajar/ al-
Sharqiyah together and Ja'lan. The Ministry of Education distinguished 
another region named al-Wusta (lit. "the middle"), which overlapped the 
southern part of al-Sharqiyah indicated by the other ministries. (Oman, 
Development Council, 1983). Gradually most ministries began to join data 
on al-Sharqiyah and Ja'lan. At present al-Sharqiyah mostly comprises 

4 Between 1985 and 1987, an expedition was organised to the Sultanate of Oman by the 
Royal Geographical Society in London to study the flora, fauna, geology and the economy 
and society of the Eastern Sands (Wahiba Sands), which is located in the middle of al-
Sharqiyah region (Fig. 1.1). 
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what used to be distinguished as Ja'lan, Eastern Hajar and Eastern 
region. Recently the region al-Wusta has been officially distinguished, 
which includes the area of Filim and the island of Mahawt, formerly part of 
al-Sharqiyah. 

This study covers the period of development mainly between 1970 and 
1995. Between 1986 and 1989, while living in Oman, the author 
conducted annually several months of fieldwork in the region. Between 
1990 and 1995 three more extensive visits were paid to the country and 
the region to supplement and update the information. The periods of 
fieldwork were spent with families living in the region to participate in the 
daily lives of the people. The region sampled for the underlying study 
roughly comprises al-Sharqiyah as it was indicated before al-Wusta was 
assigned a separate region, with most research conducted for the area 
south of the Eastern Hajar (Fig. 1.1). Extensive fieldwork was conducted 
in the wilayats of Ibra, Bani bu Ali and Bani bu Hasan (Ja'lan), in al-
Ashkharah, which is part of wilayat Bani bu Ali and in Sanaw (wilayat al-
Mudhaybi). Interviews on location were additionally conducted in Badiyah 
(al-Mintirib), Sur, al-Khuwaimah, al-Hajj, al-Nuqdah and the island of 
Masirah. 

1Θ 



Oman's development in an 
historical perspective1 

The modernisation process in al-Sharqiyah is inevitably linked with that of 
the country, therefore themes which have determined the setting and 
history of the Omani society set the context for the process in the region 
too. Oman's topography draws the attention to its location in the semi-arid 
zone, to its resources and to the dichotomy of the inland oases and the 
coastal ports, which influenced the country's political and economic 
structure. After a brief overview of the country's history2, the international 
trade network is shown to be a significant factor affecting the rise and fall 
of the country's fortunes. State building is shown to be founded on the 
tribal organisation as a social and economic system in close relation with 
the Ibadhi religion and linked with the maritime activities of its people. 
Throughout its history, Oman benefitted from power invested in a central 
body. This body united the tribes, managed to gain control over the 
coastal ports to provide the merchants and traders with access to the 
international trade networks, and invested the revenues in the country's 
development, thus illiciting the allegiance of the people. The present 
situation with oil revenues as source of income is a prime example of this 
historic succesful governance. 

1 Data for this chapter have mainly been taken (ram the following sources: Lorimer, 1908; 
Landen, 1960,1967; Wilkinson, 1972,1977a and b, 1987,1990; Bathurst, 1972; 
Peterson, 1978; and Chaudhuri, 1985,1990. 
2 Lorlmer's Gazeteer of the Persian Gulf, 1908,1, i, p. 397-629, gives an historic overview 
covering the period of the Nabahina dynasty (1566-1624), the Ya'ribah (1624-1744) and 
the Al Bu Sa'id (1744-early this century). 
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Topography 

Oman occupies the south-eastern corner of the Arabian Peninsula, with a 
coastline extending for 1,700 km. Its remarkable physical feature is an 
elongated mountain range (a\-Ha\ar) which runs from north-west to south
east, parallel to the Gulf coast (Fig. 2.1). These mountains are divided into 
a western (al-Hajar al-Gharbi) and an eastern (al-Hajar al-Sharqi) part and 
give way in the middle to one of the throughways between the coast and 
the interior areas. The north-western part of the mountain leaves a fertile 
coastal plain, al-Batinah, which is intensively cultivated. Several ports and 
fishing villages give access to maritime activities. The mountain range 
between the capital area and Ras al-Hadd, located on the easternmost 
cape of the Peninsula, extends to the sea and leaves only a small strip of 
land for habitation. Dispersed along the coastal strip on the indented 
beaches and natural bays are many fishing communities, and a few 
coastal towns, among which are the commercial port of Matrah and the 
administrative center of Muscat. In the valleys and high plateaus in the 
mountains, numerous towns, small villages and settlements are located 
wherever water is available for cultivation. Further inland between the 
foothills of the mountains and the fringes of the desert are the more 
extended oases, dotted on the gravel and sandy plains which are 
intersected by the river beds (wadis), which are dry during most part of the 
year. 

The central desert area with its gravel, rocky and sandy plains and salt 
flats (sabkha) connects the north-eastern part with the south-western part 
of the country. In this vast and barren region are located the main oil 
fields. On the western side it extends into the large sand sea of the Rubh 
al-Khali (Empty Quarter) which forms the border line between Oman and 
Saudi Arabia. The area is little populated but for nomadic pastoralists who 
have livestock breeding as the main means of living. There is also some 
cultivation and fishing along the coast and nowadays additional income 
comes from the oil industry in the country or abroad. The southern region 
Dhofar is favourably located for the monsoon winds which bring a rainy 
season during the summer. Its green mountains and plains allow for more 
intensive pastoralism and agriculture and they are the habitat of larger 
numbers of people. 

The mainstay of the population has been cultivation, herding and grazing 
and fishing, with crafts, trading and other maritime activities as additional 
occupations. In recent times oil production and modern services have 
been added to these activities. Cultivation in this desert climate is made 
possible through irrigation systems of mostly underground constructed 
channels (falaj, pi. aflaj), inherited from the Persian population which lived 
in the country between the sixth century ВС until the seventh century AD. 

21 



Shifting sands 

The system allows for the cultivation of fruits, mainly dates, vegetables 
and fodder in oases. In the wadi- and desert ranges goats, sheep and 
camels are grazed. While cultivators are mainly sedentary, pastoralists 
lead a semi-nomadic life. Fishing occurs along the Gulf and Arabian Sea 
and occupies settled people (ΐΊβαΙιβή and nomadic pastoralists (bedu) 
alike. The occupational groups exchange their produce and crafts and this 
interdependency allows the inhabitants a high degree of self-sufficiency. 
Due to the geographical characteristics of the country, a dichotomy has 
existed between the interior regions and the coastal region. The people in 
the interior lands lived in often secluded and virtually self-supporting 
communities. Various towns in these areas such as Nizwa, al-Rustaq, 
Bahia and Jabrin have been relatively easy to defend, and have played a 
role in Oman's history as tribal capital or as seat of the ruling power. The 
coastal population were more oriented towards the sea and at times were 
under foreign domination. The dichotomy between the coast and the 
interior has played its role in Oman's history, but it has never been 
absolute and at present is disappearing as a result of modern means of 
communication. The two areas have always been physically connected 
through natural passages which cut through the mountain range, such as 
Wadi Jizi, Wadi Hawasina, Wadi Sumayil and Wadi Sur, and their 
inhabitants are socially, culturally and economically linked through kinship, 
transhumance and trade. 

The size of the population throughout history is not known, but in the 
course of this century it has been estimated at between half and one 
million, by people who lived in or visited the country (e.g. Lorimer, 1908; 
Miles, 1919; Ross, 1874 and Whitehead, 1972). At present the number of 
people has been set at around 2 million according to the first census held 
in 1993. Despite the low capacity of the country as a result of the physical 
limitations for habitation and the unpredictable living conditions, the 
people have always been able to adapt well to the restrictions of the 
environment, making, in addition, good use of the favourable location of 
the country on the international maritime trade routes. 

Early history 

When the first Arab tribes entered the country around the second century 
AD, it had been under Persian rule for a long time. Achaemenids, 
Parthians and Sasanids controlled the coastal ports and parts of the 
interior region from the sixth century ВС. The tribal people who arrived 
from south-west Arabia and through the northern gateway of Tuwam (al-
Buraymi) between 200 AD and 800 AD, were part of a large migratory 
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movement throughout the Arabian Peninsula. They gradually replaced the 
Persian population which had established an agricultural civilization in the 
interior. Members of the tribes which settled along the coasts were 
integrated as sailors and merchants in the maritime trading network of the 
Sasanids which encompassed the Indian Ocean World (Ard al-Hind) and 
the Far East. Persian rule was eventually ousted from Oman by the Arabs 
in the seventh century AD. 

The Omani population adopted Islam during the life of the Prophet 
Mohammed around 630 AD. The majority adheres to the Ibadhi sect, 
which originates from Basra in Iraq. Omanis living in Basra had been 
involved in its foundation in the seventh century and upon their returning 
they began to build a state in Oman under the leadership of their own 
religious head (Imam). The central power more or less unified the semi-
independent tribes. The Imamate in the ninth century marks the first 
successful state. At that time, its merchants were involved in an extensive 
trading network which connected the Islamic World with Europe and the 
Far East. Suhar was the main port on the Gulf and was known to be the 
busiest and most wealthy port of the Indian Ocean World. After the 
collapse of this First Imamate, the country was, for several centuries, 
prone to power struggles between the tribes, while secular leaders 
interchanged with religious ones. Foreign regional powers controlled at 
times the Gulf trade from Omani ports. 

The arrival of the Portuguese in the Indian Ocean in the early sixteenth 
century drastically changed the situation for Oman, which was at that time 
involved in a prosperous maritime network extending between Africa, the 
countries on both sides of the Gulf, India and the Far East. The 
Portuguese, pursuing control of the eastern trade routes, arrived at the 
Omani coast in 1507 and sacked several ports, such as Qalhat, Muscat 
and Suhar, while imposing their power in other Gulf ports. They became a 
dominant power in the regional trade network for more than a century, 
although they did not particularly aim for political power. Their control 
began to decline early in the seventeenth century, partly due to 
competition from the Persians and European powers such as the Dutch 
and British, who arrived in the region to pursue their own commercial 
aims. Successive rulers in Oman were able to evict the Portuguese from 
their ports and contributed to their eventual expulsion from India and East 
Africa. The last Portuguese stronghold in Mombasa fell to the Omanis in 
1698 and it marked the beginning of an expanding Omani empire in this 
region. Successive rulers were successful in uniting the tribes in the 
interior, controlling the coastal regions and building up a maritime trading 
power in the Indian Ocean. The country possessed dominions along the 
Swahili coast, and in the Gulf region e.g. Makran, Hormuz, Qishm and 
Bandar Abbas. With the wealth from the overseas production and trade, 
aflaj in the country were repaired, a new impetus was given to agriculture 
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and many forts, towers and houses were built. To this day these 
constructions testify to the prosperity of the country which lasted until the 
early eighteenth century. 

European industrial expansion and the rivalry between England and 
France for the hegemony in the Indian Ocean which reached its summit in 
the mid eighteenth century, strongly affected the intercontinental trading 
network in the region. Initially Oman profited from the increasing 
commercial activities through its control over various trade routes in this 
region. Omani merchants, traders and sailors, in co-operation with Indian 
merchants, dominated the regional distribution of the spice and coffee 
trade. They also controlled the slave trade through the main slave port of 
Zanzibar. Income from the flourishing clove and coconut cultivation on the 
island augmented the country's wealth. European and American 
merchants and businessmen operating in the region encouraged the 
Omani ruler to expand commercial ties to the western world. He thereupon 
signed trading treaties with Britain and France and in 1840 sent the first 
trading envoy to New York. Oman experienced another golden period 
between 1820 and 1860. 

The Omani empire began to decline in the second half of the nineteenth 
century when the regional trade transformed into a world trade dominated 
by western capital and technology. England, France and other western 
powers had firmly established themselves in the Indian Ocean World and 
the modernisation of business and trade rendered Oman's ports 
superfluous. The abolition of the slave trade also decreased revenues for 
the country. With the demise in 1856 of the Omani ruler, who had his 
second residence established in Zanzibar, the two parts of the empire 
became separated (though both parts continued to be ruled by members 
of the Al Bu Sa'id dynasty) and the Arabian part was cut off from its main 
sources of wealth. In addition, Oman's political system became dominated 
by the British, which was contested by most interior tribes and as a result 
virtually collapsed. By the 1930s, the country had become a stagnant 
backwater, with little means for revival. This situation only dramatically 
changed after 1967 when the exploitation of oil began to provide the 
country with a new source of wealth. Through the export of its oil the 
country once more had revenues at its disposal to pursue the 
modernisation process already taking off in other parts of the world. 

The international trade network 

Throughout history the international trade network provided an external 
supplementary source of income for Oman's population because 
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agriculture and pastoralism, which constituted the mainstay of the local 
economy, were hampered by the harsh climate, limited water resources 
and limited arable land. The country's location on the edge of the 
Peninsula, bordering the Gulf and the Arabian Sea offered the people the 
opportunity to complement their mainstay with sailoring and sea borne 
trade. Maritime activities provided an opportunity for emigration in times of 
severe droughts which caused people to look abroad for their living. Four 
factors determined the significance of the international trade network for 
Oman: 

• As a region of passage between civilizations (Amin, 1976), the country 
had a guaranteed base for trading. The dependence on the wealth and 
demand of other civilizations however directly effected the rise and 
decline of its own economy. 

• The strategic position of its ports favourably located in relation to the 
monsoon winds, gave them significance as entrepot places. However, 
as ports of trade they were also attractive targets for foreign control. 

• The established trade links with India and Africa formed, throughout 
history, the basis of Oman's intercontinental exchange and provided 
political and cultural ties. 

• Produce from Oman found its way to markets through the 
intercontinental trade network, such as has been the case with dates 
and incense and at present with oil. 

Region of passage 

As a region of passage, Oman, like the rest of the Arab world, was located 
on the crossroads of the main intercontinental trading routes which existed 
in this part of the world since ancient times (Van Leur, 1934). The Arab 
world represents a meeting point between the three agricultural 
civilisations of the Old World; Europe, Africa and Asia and it functions as a 
great zone of passage. Being semi-arid, with limited opportunities for its 
own production, this zone obtained its surplus from "commercial services 
to other civilizations" which they connected as middlemen (Amin, 1976, p. 
38). Oman fulfilled this intermediary function primarily in the maritime trade 
which, since the first millennium AD, connected Africa, the Gulf, India and 
the Far East (Fig. 2.2), though at times, its traders also participated in the 
overland trade across the Peninsula. In early times, Omani seafarers 
connected the Indian and the Mesopotamien civilizations. According to 
Akkadian cuneiform texts dating from 2300 ВС, ships from Magan 
anchored in the ports of Ur and other parts of Mesopotamia. They carried 
with them copper, diorite, alabaster, onions and wood and exchanged 
these goods for wool garments, cloth, grain, paint, processed fish, leather, 
oil and fats. Copper and diorite were probably mined in Magan, to which 
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kingdom Oman belonged. All other goods were transit goods from India 
and other regions (Ministry of Information and Culture, 1979, p. 14-15). 

In Graeco-Roman times traders and merchants from Oman, as well as 
from Greece, Persia and India, were involved in the expanding trade 
network between the Mediterranean and the Indian Ocean world. Later, 
when the Persian civilization maintained a trading network extending from 
Obollah in the Gulf (Basra area), eastward to the mouth of the Indus and 
via the Makran to China, the tribal Azd people, who had settled in the 
coastal ports of Oman were involved in this network. They operated from 
Suhar and from al-Shihr on the south-western coast of the Peninsula. The 
rise of Islam also gave an impetus for commerce and trade. At that time 
Iraq and Persia were centres of great civilizations. The prosperity of the 
subsequent Umayyad and Abbasid Caliphates encouraged Omani sailors, 
pilots, traders and merchants to participate in maritime activities. 

Fig. 2.2: Traditional Omani maritime trade routes. 
Source : 'Oman a seafaring nation', Ministry of Information and Culture, 
1979 

This extensive trade network existed between the eighth and the sixteenth 
century and connected the Mediterranean world with India, Africa through 
the Red Sea, and the Persian world with India and the Far East through 
the Gulf. Thereafter, the advent of European powers in the region 
contributed to the expansion of the intercontinental trade links. Omani 
traders conducted in particular the regional trade of local produce such as 
pearls, dates, fruits, the distribution of spices which came from the Far 
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East and of coffee, minerals and ivory from Africa. The port of Sur for 
example, which linked the Gulf trade with India, the southern coast of the 
Peninsula, Socotra and East Africa, had the monopoly of the coffee trade 
in the eighteenth century. 

The cycle of rise and fall of civilizations, brought about the rise and decline 
of Oman's economy. For example, when the Melukha civilisation of the 
Indus valley declined about 2000 BC, Magan lost its importance and 
Oman, as part of this land, probably became isolated. Maritime 
communications once more opened up through the unifying political 
activities of the Persian Kings, Alexander the Great and his successors. 
With the collapse of the Roman empire, trade between Europe and the 
Indian Ocean declined and Oman's southern ports located on the route 
between the Red Sea, India and further east, lost their entrepot function. 
Similar declines in trading opportunities occurred with the world crises in 
the 1890s and again in the 1930s. 

Ontani ports 

The Omani ports profited from their strategic position halfway along the 
trade routes between the Eastern and the Western world. This position 
was favourable in relation to the monsoon winds, the alteration of which 
dictated direction and rhythm of maritime trade. Two types of trading 
voyages existed in this part of the world: a regional trade between the 
countries bordering the Red Sea, the Gulf and the western part of the 
Indian Ocean, and the long trans-continental trips between Africa, the Gulf 
countries, India, Indonesia and China (Chaudhuri, 1985). The south-west 
monsoon, from April to September enabled sailing in an eastwardly 
direction, while the north-east monsoon between November and March 
directed the voyages westward. Before AD when no direct trips could be 
made between Egypt and India, the southern ports of the Peninsula coast 
such as Muza, Aden, Sumhuram (Moscha), mentioned by Pliny, Strobo 
and in the "Periplus of the Erythraean Sea", functioned as transhipment 
places on the coastal route between the Mediterranean and India. Later, 
when ships were able to cross the northernmost part of the Arabian Sea 
with the south-west monsoon, they landed first in these places, before 
they set off for India. In this way, round trips between the Mahra coast 
(Dhofar) and India could be made twice in a year. It was only when ships 
were fitted for sailing from Aden directly across to the Indian Malabar 
coast, that Omani ports in this region became bypassed. 

The Gulf ports, such as Suhar, Muscat, (a well-protected harbour), Qalhat 
and Sur, located close near the Makran coast and the entrance to the 
Indian Ocean, were favourably situated for voyages to India's south-west 
coast. Between late August and June one would be able to make round 
trips between Omani and Gujerati ports several times a year. Ships, 
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setting off from the Gulf late in August, when the south-west monsoon was 
dying out, reached Indian ports in two weeks. This coast could even be 
reached all year round when a good navigator was in charge, according to 
the well-known fifteenth century Omani seafarer Shihab al-Din Ahmed ibn 
Majid, who wrote the famous pilot: "Book of Profitable Things concerning 
the First Principles and Rules of Navigation", around 1490 (Tibbetts, 
1971). Vasco Da Gama is known to have made use of this pilot when 
crossing the Indian Ocean. For long distance routes, Oman's Gulf ports 
were equally attractive. A ship sailing to the Far East, starting its voyage 
from the Gulf ports to India's western coast in November with the north
east monsoon, could cross the Bay of Bengal in January after the 
cyclones had left this area. Continuing further, it could reach China via 
Malaysia by the summer. On its way back, when it left in the autumn, the 
ship would be able to cross the Arabian Sea by February and land in the 
southern Omani ports. From there it returned with the early south-west 
monsoon to Sur, Qalhat or Muscat (Tibbetts, 1971). 

The location of Omani ports is also strategic because they are positioned 
along two main routes connecting East and West; the route through the 
Gulf and through the Red Sea. Therefore, when emphasis would shift 
from one to another sea route, for example as a result of shifting powers 
in a wider setting, either the ones in the Gulf or those on the Arabian Sea 
were involved . When, as in Roman times, the Red Sea route was 
preferred, the southern ports grew, but with the emphasis on the Gulf, a 
route favoured by the Persians and important in most other times, the Gulf 
ports became paramount. Thus different Omani ports have been main 
trading centers at varying times; the southern ports in the seventh and 
eighth century and Suhar, Muscat and Quriyat in the middle ages, and 
Qalhat and Sur from the sixteenth century onwards. By 1775 Muscat once 
more became the principal entrepot of trade between the Persian Gulf, 
India and the Red Sea (Lorimer, 1908, vol. I. p. 417). Furthermore Oman's 
ports were until recently associated with long distance as well as with 
coastal trade. The coastal trade between the continents bordering the 
western part of the Indian Ocean has continued throughout history. In this 
trade smaller towns in the Batinah and in al-Sharqiyah such as Ras al-
Hadd, al-Ashkharah, Masirah and Mahawt were also involved. 

The strategic position of the ports also meant that they were a much 
favoured target for foreign powers keen to control the trade. Thus the 
ports have been controlled, invaded, or sacked by Persians in several 
periods, by Seljuqs and by the Hormuzi principality, whose rulers 
originated from Oman. Ports were under Portuguese suzerainty between 
1500 and 1700. The latter invaders had strongholds in Suhar, Seeb, 
Matrah, Muscat, Quriyat and Sur. In the eighteenth century, the ports were 
supervised by the commercial supremacy of western powers in the Gulf 
such as the British. On the other hand a port's trading opportunities and 
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subsequent prosperity were often determined by the power which 
controlled them. Qalhat, for example, was the main port of the Hormuzi 
dynasty which established its wealthy emporium on both sides of the Gulf 
between the thirteenth and sixteenth century. It flourished when it took 
over the function as the main trading port from Suhar and Sur. The ruler of 
Hormuz withdrew to Qalhat, when in war. Marco Polo described Qalhat in 
the thirteenth century, as a strong fortified port "large and noble" and Ibn 
Batuta who visited the town a century later, relates about its fine bazaars 
and beautiful mosque. He notices that the inhabitants are trading, entirely 
living on what came from the Indian Ocean (Bathurst, 1972). 

Last but not least, the ports principally enjoyed freedom of trade. 
Traditionally rulers observed neutrality in the ports to attract trade and the 
trans-shipment of goods for the private merchants and other 
entrepreneurs from Oman or abroad.3 In this respect, Omani ports were 
typical ports of trade, as described by Polanyi (1963), where administered 
trade was unusual.4 In fact most ports had the full function of market 
places (Chaudhury, 1985). In the eighteenth century, the ruler then, 
observed neutrality in dealing with trade partners and was therefore 
successful for some time in keeping Oman out of European rivalry (Risso, 
1986). A ruler interested in expanding commercial opportunities delegated 
the business to an agent (wakit) to guarantee neutrality (see also Floor, 
1982). 

India and Africa 

Oman's linkage with India and Africa dates back to more than three 
millenia ago when these areas were all part of the Indian Ocean World 
which connected the Gulf, Africa, India and the Far East. The coastal 
trade linked their ports and their trade activities. Ships leaving from the 
Gulf ports in the direction of Africa went via the south-eastern ports on the 
Arabian Sea, Masirah island, the southern ports in Dhofar and Yemen. 
They called at Socotra, visited Somalia's harbours, landed at the ports of 

3 It is interesting to note that this preference by the ruling powers for the neutrality of free 
trade seems to have played a role in the foundation of the Ibadhi sect. Ibn Ibad, the 
founder of this sect, complained in his letter to the Umayyad Caliph Abd al-Malik, about 
the ruler Uthman who forced the merchants of al-Bahram and Oman to sell their goods 
through his state monopoly (Wilkinson, 1972, p. 75). 
4 The trade of incense in the port of Sumhuram founded in 100 ВС, appears to have had 
characteristics of administered trade between about 50 and 200 AD when the "Penplus of 
the Erythraean Sea", was written. This Greek nautical hand-book mentioned the royal 
officials in Moscha [Sumhuram], distributing the incense, the exchange of incense for 
other commodities, the heaps along the bay and the sacrosanct atmosphere of the place· 
"(..) ships coming from Dimynke [southern India] and Barygaza (...) obtain from royal 
officials, in exchange for flax, gram and oil, a cargo of this incense which, all along the bay 
of Sachahtes [Dhofar] lies in unguarded heaps; for a divine power watches over the 
place." (Ministry of Information and Culture, 1979, p. 26). 

29 



Shifting sands 

the East African littoral, then went on to Zanzibar and Pemba, and finally 
ended their journey in Madagascar. On their way back in an easterly 
direction to India, they called again at the southern ports of the Peninsula 
before crossing to Bombay and sailing down the Malabar coast. India 
represented Oman's major trade connection. Since the third millennium 
ВС, evidence of trade between the two regions has been found at 
excavations along the coasts of Oman (Hastings, 1975). People settled in 
each other's country for commercial, religious or other purposes. "10,000 
Muslims, Bayasiras, Omanis, Basrans", were settled on the western coast 
of India, according to Mas'udi, an historian in the tenth century. Indian 
merchants came to live in Suhar, Muscat and Sur. From the Indians, 
Oman always obtained its basic staple of rice, as well as spices and wood 
to build the ships. Other goods traded were textiles and cloth. Destined for 
India were transit goods from the Gulf such as silkworms and sulfur in 
addition to Omani dates, dye roots, pearls, shark fins, almonds and 
medicine (Risso, 1986). In the eighteenth and nineteenth century, four 
fifths of the trade from Muscat, which virtually controlled the passage into 
the Arabian Gulf, was with India, and was partly in the hands of Indian 
people in Oman working through partners or agents in Bombay (Issawi, 
1966). At that time Omanis traded with merchants in Indian towns and 
harbours such as Mysore, Mangalore, Bombay, Surat and Cochin. From 
the latter two, being the end ports of the spice trade from the Far East, 
they undertook the regional distribution of these goods. Indian traders 
followed Omanis to settle in East Africa and their merchants and sailors 
operated together to compete with the European powers in the Gulf. 

Oman, as well as other countries of the Gulf and India, has a linkage with 
East African countries which is equally intensive and long-standing (see 
among others Lewicki, 1969; Chittick, 1965, 1970; Norris, 1986; 
Wilkinson, 1981; Martin, 1974). Omanis were known to have settled along 
its coasts since the seventh century at least, when they migrated from 
Iraq, where they were living, to this region. Evidence exists that Omanis 
traded with Africans for more than a millennium. Arab merchants were 
involved in the gold trade in Zimbabwe in the ninth century and Mas'udi 
reported in the tenth century, about sailors to East Africa, who were 
"Omani Arabs of the tribe of al-Azd". In the twelfth century an Ibadhi 
community existed in Kilwa, established by Shirazi, who may have been 
Ibadhi originating from Oman, as the term Shirazi covered Persia and the 
Gulf region. Certainly in the thirteenth century, Omanis were involved 
when the religious community in Kilwa requested the assistance of Ibadhi 
leaders in Oman to proselytise members who had adopted another 
interpretation of the Muslim faith (Wilkinson, 1981). Omanis expanded 
their trade network in this region when the Portuguese were driven out of 
the ports. In the seventeenth and eighteenth century the entire coast of 
East Africa, between Mogadishu and Kilwa came under Omani control. 
Omani governors were installed in Mombasa, Malindi, Kilwa and Lamu. At 
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times they assumed independence from the ruler in their home country. 
Merchants from Omani towns such as Ibra, Adam and Nizwa, maintained 
profitable trade relations with this part of the empire. In Africa Omani rulers 
met with the British and French powers who were keen to establish their 
dominions for the purpose of trade. In the first half of the nineteenth 
century the ruler from Oman, Sa'id bin Sultan held his hegemony in this 
part in rivalry with British, French and German imperialism, expanding his 
trade network to Europe and America. Throughout history people from 
Africa and Oman have exchanged their produce: ghee, frankincense and 
coconut, dates, limes, salt, dried fish, tortoise shell, shark fins, sheep and 
cotton piece came from Oman, and ambergris, ivory, timber, spices and 
slaves were collected in Africa. Most of these goods were destined for 
other countries such as China, India, and Iraq. Slaves were already 
transported to Iraq in Abbasid times. The produce exchanged with the 
Arab world in the past are listed in a merchant's house in Lamu, which has 
now become a Historical Museum; for example mangrove, ivory, coconut, 
cotton, charcoal, mats, leather, rubber and sorghum. 

Produce from Oman 

Oman's own produce has been another significant factor in the country's 
role in the intercontinental trade network (see also Marin, 1983). Even 
though Oman has limited means for production, at times its goods were in 
great supply and in great demand in international markets. In ancient 
times, mining of salt, copper, diorite, and even gold in the southern 
Peninsula region, according to the tenth century author, al-Hamdani 
(Dunlop, 1957), supplied means for exchange in the intercontinental trade. 
The famous frankincense, myrrh and other aromatics grown in the Dhofar 
region were used in Egyptian, Greek, Roman and Indian civilizations. The 
king from Shabwa in the Hadramawt founded Sumhuram in Khor Rori 
(Dhofar) around 100 AD to extend his control of the frankincense 
production and trade in an easterly direction. Marco Polo, writing about his 
visit to the southern ports of Oman in 1290, refers to its frankincense 
production and the fine horses exported from this place and from Qalhat. 
In addition camels, dates and other fruits from almost all regions in Oman 
have found their way to markets along the Indian Ocean routes. For a long 
time ship-building in Muscat, Quriyat, Sur and other coastal villages in al-
Sharqiyah provided vessels for the maritime trade. 

Cross-cultural interchange 

Oman's participation in the intercontinental network has resulted in a 
mutual exchange between its society and other societies, not only in the 
commercial but also in the social and cultural spheres. Throughout history 
a diaspora of migrating people such as traders, merchants, religious 
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people, sailors and many others settled In each others commercial towns 
and cities (Chaudhuri, 1985). When Islam spread among the people, large 
parts of this region were integrated into a culturally more or less 
homogenous world. When for example Vasco da Gama arrived in Malindi 
he was impressed by the level of civilization at the Swahili coast where a 
long-established Muslim influence was visible. Oman was a focus of 
attraction in the migration movement. Besides Indian merchants, Baluch, 
Persians (Ajam), Luwatis and ethnic groups from the eastern coast of 
Africa came to settle in the country. At the same time, Oman was a focus 
of dispersal. Already between the third and seventh century, members of 
the first Arab tribes to arrive in Oman spread to other countries in the 
Peninsula and to the eastern side of the Gulf. Later, Omanis migrated to 
the cities in Iraq and in Malaysia along the eastern trade route. They had 
already been to China in the eighth century. They also spread into the 
countries on the eastern side of the Gulf where Baluchistan was annexed, 
and settled in the ports of the Indian subcontinent for trade purposes. 
While extending their empire in a westerly direction, they settled along the 
East African coast, merging with the original population. Some of their 
offspring partly stayed abroad but some resettled in Oman. The Omani 
society has always integrated people into a homogeneous society, despite 
their different origins and backgrounds. It has thus realised an outstanding 
reciprocation of cultural influences which among others is still vividly 
portrayed in the traditional music of the country (Moustafa and Hoek, 
1994). The country's dependence on international relations and the 
continuous cultural and social interchange have laid the foundations for an 
open-minded and tolerant society which is manifest upto and including the 
present day. 

The four factors determining Oman's position in the international trade 
network - Oman as region of passage, the strategic position of its ports, 
the multistranded links with India and East Africa and its own produce 
marketed abroad - have contributed more than once to the country's 
prosperity. A necessary prerequisite for this fortunate destiny was laid in 
the quality of state building. The effective interplay between the central 
power, the tribal organisation and the intermediary role of Islam, for 
producing conditions conducive to obtaining the wealth from the 
intercontinental trade is the subject of the following paragraphs. 

32 



Historical perspective 

Tribal organisation, Islam and the State 

Oman enjoys one of the longest statehoods in the Arab world, only rivaled 
by Egypt (Harik, 1987). At the basis of the Omani state lies the tribal 
organisation, which the Arabs brought into the country about two millennia 
ago5, and the religious principles which has been a unifying factor 
between the tribes. Even to this date, a confederacy of the many quasi-
autonomous tribes living in Oman, constitutes the socio-political 
organisation in the country, headed by the supra-tribal Sultan. 

Tribal organisation 

A tribe in Oman is made up of clans or factions which are groups of 
people bound to each other by obligations deriving from their common 
descent. While the family is the minimal descent group, the clan 
represents the intermediate level and the tribe is the maximal descent 
group with a sense of corporate responsibility and solidarity (al-asabiyah). 
Members of a tribe acknowledge a common forebear, whether fictitious or 
real, who gives them their identity and often the common name. The tribal 
structure is hierarchical though the leaders (shaykh, pi. shuyukh) elected 
from specific lineage groups at the various levels, are merely more equal 
among equals. 

Traditionally, the tribal system also structured territorial, political and 
economic links besides kinship relations. Most tribes have a distinctive 
territory (dar, pi. dira) which constitutes its home- and rangeland, though 
factions or families of the tribe may live dispersed in other parts of the 
country, where they may own land. The tribe could become part of a 
regional confederation through alliances with tribes in contiguous areas. A 
hierarchical organisation of confederations of tribes throughout the country 
used to determine the national power balance. National leaders in Oman, 
whether religious or secular, were elected from core tribes, mainly resident 
in the areas of Jawf and Jebel Akhdar in the interior province of Oman (al-
Dakhliyah). 

Tribal members used to depend for their source of subsistence primarily 
on the natural resources of the tribal territory. In the desert, wadi or 
mountain areas, where water was limited, people practised animal 

5 Little is known about the actual integration of Bedouin tribes who migrated to Oman from 
the second century onward. J.C. Wilkinson (1972) suggests that the tribal people were at 
first living in the mountains and foothills, where they had divided the terrain into tribal 
territories {diras). They formed associations of exchange with the settled cultivators who 
were Persians. They only gradually replaced this population and transformed the social 
structure in the agricultural communities, which was based on feudal relations, into tribal 
societies. 
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husbandry by natural graze of goat and camel. They lead a mobile life, 
shifting their livestock to different grazing pastures. This pastoral 
nomadism practised by Bedouin, has been in existence in the Middle East 
for at least three millenia (Chatty, 1983)6. Where water was available, 
agriculture was an option for the people and they cultivated dates and 
vegetables. The people engaged in cultivation would lead a sedentary life 
in the oasis settlements. Finally, those who would live close to the sea 
could take up fishing. In addition to these subsistence activities, members 
of a tribe were occupied with trading, craft work or maritime activities, to 
supplement their income. Tribes could consist entirely or dominantly of 
pastoral people (bedu) or of sedentary (Лас/Лаг) people. Other tribes 
comprised different occupational groups. These occupational groups 
could belong to different branches or sub-tribes, and their members would 
have limited contacts. On the other hand they could also seek 
intermarriage to obtain an option to shift occupation. 

Thus from an economic point of view, the members of a tribe together 
constituted a multi-resource or multi-occupational group with a variety of 
economic options. This provided the people with flexibility to adapt to 
changing conditions, which is a vital prerequisite to survive in the 
unpredictable environment of a desert climate (Lancaster, 1988). In fact, 
forming coalitions between tribes, merging or even subjugation of tribes, 
or tribal factions, served as much the economic needs of the tribal people, 
namely to expand the opportunities to make a living, as it has been 
induced by political motivation. At present, the tribal system may still 
consist of occupational groups related to the presence of natural 
resources, but modern economic activities, not related to the natural 
resources, have become an alternative source of income for individual 
members. Employment in the oil industry or the government for example, 
is an additional possibility, pursued by the sedentary and the Bedouin 
alike. Members of a tribe living together may still share their income and 
less fortunate members of this patrilineal kinship system may depend on 
the solidarity and common responsibility of others. 

Islam 

Omani people converted to Islam in the seventh century. The allegiance of 
the Islamic community (итта) to one God provided the members of the 
independent tribes with a principle of social and moral integration. The 
Ibadhi doctrine, which most people still adhere to, inspired them to form 
their own statehood. The Ibadhi opposed before and at the time of the 
Umayyad caliphes (seventh and eighth century) in the Islamic state, what 

6 Unlike Bedouin tribes in the northern part of the Arabian Peninsula, pastoralists in al· 
Sharqiyah, do not cover large distances. Their movement between summer and winter 
pastures covers less than 200 km. and is better characterised as transhumance. 
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they called a digression from its religious principles7 and established in 
Oman their own state under the leadership of an elected head (Imam) 
who functioned independently from the Caliph of the Islamic state at that 
time. The Imam was nominated and elected by a council of chiefs, while 
other representatives of the tribes and provinces swore allegiance to him. 
If the leader did not adhere to the religious principles, he either had to 
repent or else he could be deposed. The religious authority for the state's 
leadership was in the hands of representatives from tribes which guarded 
the Ibadhi principles. The election of the Imam was limited to certain tribes 
such as the Banu Kharus, the Yahmadi, the Nabahina, the Ya'ribah and 
the Al Bu Sa'id. The democratic concept of the Ibadhi leadership had 
parallels with the elected leadership of the tribes in Oman (Wilkinson, 
1972, p. 76). At times, the leadership became a hereditary appointment 
and the particular family or clan a dynasty such as the Nabahina and the 
AI Bu Sa'id. The latter dynasty was founded in 1744 and the present 
Sultan Qaboos bin Sa'id Al Sa'id is the fourteenth ruler. The seat of the 
ruler depended on a particular balance between the tribes and has for 
example been al-Rustaq on the eastern side of the mountains, Bahia, 
Nizwa on the western side, and Muscat, which latter town was attractive 
because of its commercial significance. The Imam had no standing army 
but he depended on the forces of tribes from which the leaders had sworn 
allegiance to him. Wilkinson concluded: "This decentralisation of physical 
power has been one of the important factors which has led to the 
continuation of an active tribal structure in the sedentary community of 
Oman and why its leaders have tended to remain in their villages in direct 
contact with the source of their power" (Wilkinson, 1972, p. 78). 

Statehood 

In the course of history the semi-autonomous tribes were integrated into 
one political entity under a religious power (Imamate), or under a secular 
power (Sultanate) at times when the religious community did not have the 
power to provide for the leadership. These periods were interspersed with 
periods when the more dominant tribes pursued their own autonomy 
thereby opposing central power. The latter periods are mostly memorable 
(though in retrospect) as periods of anarchy, civil war or power struggles 
between the tribal leaders for supremacy. An important condition for a 
successful unification of the different tribes was trie degree in which the 
central power was able to secure prosperity and wealth for the inhabitants. 
As wealth could be obtained via access to the international trade routes, 
the ruler needed to control the ports. However, he mostly had his seat in 

7 Further information about the Ibadhi doctrine is found in J.C. Wilkinson, 'The Ibadhi 
Imama"' BSOAS, vol. 39, pt 3,1976, p. 535-551 and T. Lewicki, a;-lbadiyya", 
Encyclopedia of Islam, 2nd edn., Ill, p. 648-660. 
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inner Oman to be in touch with the religious community, which authorised 
his power, and to be aware of the balance of the tribal forces. Thus the 
dichotomy between the interior and the coast which existed as a result of 
the geographic characteristics had also a political connotation. When the 
ports were occupied by foreign powers, which often occurred since they 
were strategically attractive for the Indian Ocean trade, the ruler needed 
the allegiance of the main tribes to gain access to the coast (see also 
Bathurst, 1972). Coastal areas have at various times been under attack 
from the interior tribes, for one reason to evict foreign rule from the ports, 
as for example in the end days of Sasanid and other Persian dominance, 
Saljuqs and Portuguese, and for another to oppose rulers from the country 
who were in control of the ports but who did not have the full allegiance of 
the tribes. This was the case in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
century. Inland, the physical and climatic conditions generally provided a 
natural defence from outside attacks. 

The dichotomy between the interior and the coast is not as strict as might 
be concluded from the above situation. In fact the two areas are closely 
interlinked through commercial and tribal exchange. Trade connected the 
two regions because traditionally the interior people provided the coastal 
people with food, crafts and other goods, while they themselves received 
fish products and other staples from the coastal population. Furthermore 
the collection of export produce from the interior oases such as dates, 
limes and other fruits, camels, horses, incense, cotton goods and palm 
frond crafts was in the hands of merchants and traders from the interior. 
They dealt with merchants and traders from the ports involved in the 
export trade. Together they also organised the distribution of imported 
goods in the country such as rice and vegetable oil. The tribal organisation 
being a major linchpin between the areas of the country, also connects the 
coast and the interior. For example, factions of tribes with territories in the 
interior and related tribes living on the coast mutually link the two areas 
through tribal affiliation and obligations. Besides, various tribes such as 
the Wahiba and the Janaba in al-Sharqiyah, traditionally practice 
transhumance between the interior and the coast, to where they migrate 
after the date harvest in the inland oases and when the sea has quietened 
down after the monsoon. 

Periods of integration of the two areas under a central power, proved to be 
most successful in the history of Oman. Such periods of integration were 
the first Imamate in the ninth century, the Imamates of the seventeenth 
and eighteenth century, and the secular state governance of the early 
nineteenth century and of the present time, whereby exploration and 
expansion of the maritime network provided an economic basis for political 
stability and prosperity in the country. A central power or state could 
secure revenues from the international trade in the ports, through levying 
import and export duties from the private merchants, though this needed 
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to be done modestly if this income was to be continued. The state could 
also try to attract ships to land at the ports by providing them with water 
and other facilities without payment. Or else merchants could be offered 
competitive trading conditions. The following conditions were of greatest 
interest to traders in the late nineteenth century. "Foreign merchants have 
liberty to trade and reside in the country and purchase or rent lands, 
houses, and godowns, and to import or export any article of commerce. All 
imports are subject to Customs duty of 5 per cent ad valorem. Exports are 
not subject to duty. Merchandise imported into Muscat under declaration 
of re-export by the same owner within six months is not subject to duty in 
transit" (Issawi, 1966, p. 310). Similar conditions were reported for Muscat 
in the 1820s (Buckingham, 1829). The state could also offer protection to 
trading ships in the region for which duties were charged. The ruler 
needed for this purpose not only access to a port but also money and 
power to operate a fleet. A fleet was also needed to defend commercial 
maritime interests elsewhere. The Imam Muhanna bin Jayfar, (841-851 
AD) reportedly had a fleet of three hundred warships (Wilkinson, 1981). 
The most successful ways to profit from the international trade were to 
venture overseas to explore new opportunities and to expand commercial 
links, in which trail merchants followed, to control the ports and littorals 
along the main trade routes, and to produce for lucrative markets. 

The qualities of the ruler played an essential part in this fortunate 
situation. A ruler who was powerful enough to unite the tribes, who 
succeeded in gaining access to the ports, thereby safeguarding a 
neutrality towards the commercial activities in the ports, who was diligent 
to expand Oman's maritime empire and who reinvested the revenues in 
the country's development to secure allegiance of the tribes, opened the 
door to prosperity. In history a combination of these qualifications was met 
by a few exceptional rulers: the first Imam of the Ya'ribah tribe for 
example, Nasir bin Murshid, who reigned in the seventeenth century, is 
known to have fulfilled most of these requirements. He united the tribes of 
the interior and extended his authority over almost the whole of the 
Eastern Hajar. He secured access to al-Sharqiyah and Ja'lan, then over 
part of the Western Hajar and finally controlled the eastern side of the 
mountains and the towns al-Rustaq and al-Nakhl. With these unified 
forces he then succeeded in ousting the Portuguese, who were still firmly 
in control of nearly all ports between Ras al-Hadd and Khasab, as well as 
Julfar (Ras al-Khaima). This resulted in opportunities for maritime 
expansion. Successive Imams of the Ya'ribah dynasty continued to build a 
maritime empire, while securing continued allegiance of the tribal leaders. 
The fourth Imam of this dynasty, Sayf bin Sultan (1692-1711), who 
controlled one third of the land (another third was controlled through his 
wakir), owned 25 ships and had 1700 slaves to work for him. He was 
known to have restored 17 aflaj, to have introduced new crops and to 
have planted uncounted date trees (Bathurst, 1972). Sayyed Sa'id bin 
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Sultan (1807-1856) established a maritime empire which dominated the 
western part of the Indian Ocean until the end of the 1850s. He excelled in 
combining maritime activities with production and trade expansion. He 
exerted his control over the East African trade network, owned territories 
along its littoral, developed the cloves cultivation on Zanzibar to where he 
moved his semi-permanent residence, and ventured in trade relations with 
merchants and countries in the Western hemisphere. 

A ruler, however, who was too much involved in external activities such as 
maritime commerce was also vulnerable to the loss of power entrusted to 
him by the tribes. The danger lingered that the leadership became isolated 
from the tribes and the religious community, the base of his power, 
especially when commercial activities diverted the religious power from 
the secular power. In that case tribes were more easily persuaded to act 
in their own interests, whereupon the tribal unity disintegrated and the 
ruler lost his authority, thus ultimately causing his own downfall. Wilkinson 
identified this process as a cycle of rise and decline of the Imamate rule, 
which occurred several times in Oman's history: "As the country is united 
so does its wealth and prosperity increase and the religious ideals 
weaken; the leadership becomes the prerogative of a single group and 
degenerates into temporal power. There ensues a struggle for power in 
which tribal asabiyah is brought into play and every potential weakness in 
the country exploited until full-scale civil war is the outcome" (op. cit. 1972, 
p. 78).e 

Oman has known throughout its history periods of dramatic rise and 
dramatic decline. The main determinants for these cycles of rise and 
decline have been on the one hand, climatic conditions, which obliged the 
inhabitants to look for opportunities abroad -the country's location on the 
trading crossroads of the old world offered these oportunities; and on the 
other hand, on the rise and decline of the civilisations which the Omani 
traders and transporters linked. Political stability as a factor for a 
beneficent period depended on the balance between the tribal 
organisation and a strong national power which could secure access to 
the international trade network for the private merchants and traders. The 
central ruler needed to balance the exploitation of international 
opportunities with seeking the allegiance of the tribes by reinvesting trade 
revenues for the development of the country. This would secure 
continuation of prosperity and the development of the country. Oman's 
modern history is a repetition of a successful interplay between the main 

8 Compare with the cyclical theory of Ibn Khaldun, an Arab historian living in the 
fourteenth century, who saw in the continuous process of building and tearing down of 
alliances, a continuous alternation between the kinship solidarity of the nomad and the 
diversification of interests attendant on sedentary life. These cycles were connected with 
oscillations in a wider context (Wolf, 19Θ2, p. 38). 
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determinants, with the introduction of a new asset, oil. This will be 
resumed in the following part. 

Economic decline and rise, and modern state building 

Decline 

The period 1860-1960 was one of decline in the history of Oman. The 
1860s meant the end of an era for Oman due to several factors: the world 
political and economic developments in the nineteenth century 
transformed the trading network of the Indian Ocean, the declining role for 
Oman's entrepot ports in the Gulf, the division of Oman and Zanzibar and 
the political instability in Oman.9 From the late eighteenth century, the 
volume and organisation of world trade changed. Its expansion and 
transformation, based on Western Europe, deeply affected the traditional 
trade network in the Indian Ocean. Industrialisation in England increased 
production and induced businessmen to search for new markets abroad. 
These were found in countries in the Orient such as Iraq and India, where 
in return, raw material was collected, destined for the Western industries 
and markets (Davis, 1970; see also Issawi, 1966, 1970, 1981). As a 
consequence Western produce, enterprises and modern technology 
penetrated and soon dominated the Indian Ocean trade. Countries in this 
region offered little competition to the new developments because they 
had no industry and except for cotton they had a scarcity of resources on 
which the industrialisation in the West was based, such as water power, 
wood, coal, iron and raw materials (Landen, 1967). 

Oman's trading role changed as goods produced in the western world 
arrived at markets in the Orient instead of traditional local produce. 
Devastating results for the Omani trade activities were reported in 1919 by 
the Political Agent in Muscat (Wilkinson, 1977a). The country had neither 
raw materials nor purchasing power for western products and it fell outside 
the direct activities of the expanding trade of the western countries. Cheap 
imports from Europe disturbed the regional production and distribution in 
which Omanis were involved, leaving little or no transhipment trade for 
Omani ports. For example, cotton cloth for local garments, which used to 
be produced and distributed within the region, was now replaced by cotton 
cloth from Lancashire. This was forwarded in large quantities directly to 

9 For a discussion on the reversal of Oman's fortune, see Peterson (1978, p. 38). 
According to Landen (1976), deterioration of trade resulted from the introduction of 
European trade practices and the steamship service to the Gulf. Kelly (1968) contends 
that the decline in Oman had already set in before that time and was due to a combination 
of factors such as those mentioned above. 
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Bombay, since India maintained the main trade link with the West. From 
this town only small quantities were transported to markets in the region. 
Trading activities in Muscat and other ports were mainly in the hands of 
Indian merchants, many of whom were British subjects. They acted as 
intermediaries between the Arabs and the Europeans. Omani 
businessmen lacked the means to adapt to the modernization of 
transportation, communication and business, a modernization which had 
spread from India into the Gulf region. 

Britain's determination to establish its power in the Indian Ocean and the 
Gulf in order to control this vital route connecting the Western world with 
India and the Far East, was another factor in the declining role for Oman. 
Already in the early nineteenth century Britain had obtained several 
strongholds in the Indian Ocean and its control of the Red Sea route 
followed the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869. Cape Musandam, a 
strategic point in the entrance to the Gulf came under British rule in the 
1850s and between 1890 and 1915 Britain signed treaties with local rulers 
in the Gulf to establish primacy over other European or rival countries. 
Britain also had future oil concessions in mind in the signing of these 
treaties, as they had begun to be issued in the region (Issawi, 1966, p. 
297). 

The abolition of the slave trade as well as the division of the Omani 
empire weakened Oman's position in the trade with East Africa. The 
abolition of the trade in the 1870s seriously disrupted the regional trade. 
Omani traders and seamen were involved in this profitable trade, which 
had experienced a great expansion in the eighteenth and early nineteenth 
century as a result of the need for labour forces in European colonies in 
this part of the world. This trade was through the country's possessions in 
East Africa and in particular the island of Zanzibar, the main slaveport at 
that time. Slaves transported to Oman, were mostly further distributed to 
other Gulf countries and to the Far East. The abolition of the trade in 
which the Omani ruler in Zanzibar assisted the British, deprived Oman of a 
considerable source of income; the annual profit of the trade in the 1840s 
for the Omani sultan amounted to 60,000 Maria Theresa Thalers (about 
Rupees 200,000 or £ 10,000)1°. 

The division of Oman and Zanzibar in the 1860s created a significant 
break in the relationship between the two regions. Muscat was deprived of 
a major part of its income, which it received from trade and customs 
revenues in Zanzibar. It had been agreed that Zanzibar was to pay 
Muscat an annual amount of 40,000 Maria Theresa Thalers (about £ 

1 0 The Maria Theresa Thaler originates from Austria. When it was no longer legal tender 
in Austria, it was still minted as trade coin with the fixed date of 1780, and circulated in 
particular in the Arab world and Africa, as a means of payment, a weight and material for 
jewellery. It has a fine silver content of 23.39 grams and a weight of 2Θ.06 grams 
(Stadermann and Steiger, 1992). 
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8,000) but the Sultan at that time stopped the dues soon after the 
partition. The British Government of India took over this payment, thus 
increasing British influence in Oman as well as in East Africa. By 1890 
Zanzibar and the island of Pemba nearby had become British 
protectorates. The number of voyages from Omani ports to Africa, which 
had already decreased due to the general economic decline, further 
diminished, though a limited coastal trade between Africa, Oman and the 
Gulf continued until the mid twentieth century (Scholz, 1981). This 
provided for the exchange of local produce and initially also served the 
illicit slave trade and those engaged in smuggling. The situation for the 
Arabs in Africa altered too. The number of Tanga Arabs, (from tanga mbili, 
the turning wind between two monsoons) i.e. Arabs who used to spend 
the monsoon period between two voyages in Africa for business or other 
purposes (some 20,000 in the 1860s), had declined by the end of the 
century to next to nothing. Resident Arabs, formerly wealthy businessmen 
and owners of plantations meanwhile became small traders (Landen, 
1967). 

The transforming world trade had its impact on Oman. Muscat in the early 
nineteenth century, was still the most important commercial center in the 
Western part of the Indian Ocean. About five eighths of the Gulf trade, 
mainly with India, went via Muscat (Lorimer, 1908, I, p. 436). The Gulf 
trade, estimated at £1,600,000 in 1800, rose to £3,500,000 in the 1830s. 
This was in the hands of local merchants, but the British maritime 
supervisory system began to take over. In the 1840s 14 large ships, 200 
seagoing vessels and several hundred fishing boats of 50 tons were 
counted near Muscat which was still a busy port (Landen, 1967). Even in 
the 1860s Oman was a maritime nation, with Muscat as the most 
important commercial and shipping center. The value of the Gulf trade had 
risen to £ 5,000,000. Although trade expansion continued to well into the 
1870s when its value reached £ 6,000,000, Omani participation at that 
time had begun to decline. Steamer services took over the long distance 
and coastal trade from sailing vessels. They operated efficiently - a 
steamer shipped some 194,000 tons, whereas local Arab ships carried 
only about 25,000 tons - and soon dominated trade in the Gulf. In 1854 
ships owned by Muscati people conducted half of the Gulf trade, by the 
1890s 84 per cent of the trade was in the hands of the British (Landen, 
1967, p. 79). Modern links and commercial routes between Western and 
Eastern markets by-passed local ports so that by the 1890s, Muscat, Sur 
and other ports along the Gulf coasts had lost their significance as 
entrepot places. The number of ships cleared annually in Muscat between 
1875 and 1895 for example, decreased from 999 to 238 (Landen, 1967, p. 
118). Part of the trade had shifted to Sur because of custom duties in 
Muscat. The shipbuilding industries in the Omani ports likewise declined. 
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In the first part of the twentieth century, the situation for Oman worsened. 
The value of trade in Muscat dropped from £ 575,000 between 1919 and 
1920 to E 364,000 in 1934. Trade deficits amounted to five lakhs11 in the 
1920s and rose from nine to fifteen lakhs in the 1930s (Peterson, 1978, p. 
38). The import trade slightly improved during the Second World War 
through the needs of allied forces based in the country; it steadily declined 
thereafter until the 1970s (Landen, 1967). Oman's trade with its main 
partner India was now restricted to the exchange of agricultural produce 
and fish for foodstuffs and cotton. When India closed its ports after 
independence, this trade network almost ceased to function. From the 
1930s, the financial situation of the country, which had been worsening 
since the latter half of the nineteenth century, improved slightly when the 
ruler, Sa'id bin Taymur began to organise the state's finance. At that time, 
income from oil concessions began to drip into the state's treasury, 
augmented later by a regular flow of revenues from oil export which 
started in 1967. 

The general economic decline had its repercussions on the political 
situation in Oman, which gradually deteriorated. The abolition of the slave 
trade and decreasing revenues from intercontinental trade, diminished 
income for locals involved in trade, as well as for the ruler. Custom duties 
raised in Muscat and other ports under the control of the ruler were small 
because of the diminishing maritime trade. Many ships and merchants 
moved to Sur where the Sultan's influence was limited. He was unable to 
re-establish control over this port, mainly because he had been forced to 
sell the fleet. The tribes sought their independence and the Sultan saw his 
authority diminish. Meanwhile members of the Wahabi sect from Saudi 
Arabia, already a threat to the country since the eighteenth century, 
elicited the allegiance of discontented tribes in the interior and contributed 
to the tribal inbalance. The opposition of the tribes in the inland oases 
where they were relatively better off due to their self-sufficient agricultural 
economy, grew steadily. In 1869 the Imamate was re-established and 
subsequent leaders took a leadership role in a succession of attacks by 
the inland tribes on the center in Muscat, "(..) at times acting as pawn in 
the hands of dominating tribal factions" (Peterson, 1967, p. 102). This 
continued until the Imamate disappeared from the country in 1955. 

The Sultan in Muscat, losing the allegiance from most tribal leaders, was 
only able to control the situation with British support. However British 
interventions and their gunboat diplomacy aimed at his defence, gave the 
British a stronger foothold in the country, a position which the tribal 
leaders as well as the ruler strongly resented. The religious community, 
which gave authority to the Imamate in the interior objected to the 
Western political and economic domination. This allowed for example, the 
import of tobacco and liquor, and restricted the free use of the sea. The 

One lakh is equal to Rs. 100,000. 
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situation was seriously aggravated in 1912 when Britain took control of the 
arms trade in Muscat. This meant another interruption in the source of 
income for the local population. The ambivalent position of the ruler, 
between his dependence on the tribes for his authority in the interior and 
on the British for financial and strategic support, and whose intervention 
he could not restrict, increased the conflict between the interior people 
and the government. In 1913 with the election of the new Imam in the 
interior, tribal co-operation was revived and the conflict between the tribes 
and the regime in Muscat resulted in civil war. 

In 1920 the Treaty of Seeb was signed between the two parties to put an 
end to the conflict. The new Sultan Sa'id bin Taymur (1932-1970), 
successful in getting the Sultanate's finances under control through his 
policy of severe frugality, was able to operate more independently of 
British support and interference. But the economic situation further 
declined. His efforts to improve relations with the inland tribes and to 
integrate them into the state became more successful only when the first 
revenues from concessions to oil companies became at his disposal. In 
the mid 1950s after the Saudi occupation of al-Buraymi was rebutted, the 
Sultan officially traversed the country from Dhofar to Muscat and secured 
for himself the support of most tribes. In the late 1950s with the defeat of a 
last resistance in the interior, the country was once more united under a 
central power after a century of rebellion of the inland tribes against the 
regime in Muscat. 

The building of the modern state 

The building of the modern state started early this century, with the ruler 
putting the state's finance in order. In the nineteenth century the 
government had two major functions: the collection of revenues, mainly 
custom duties and the keeping of the Sultan's authority, by a loosely 
organised army of mostly mercenaries and soldiers recruited from allied 
tribes (Peterson, 1978, p. 73). The collection of customs duties had been 
farmed out as early as 1829 to an Indian merchant (Ibid, p. 87). Other 
significant sources of income were subsidies and loans, mainly forwarded 
by the Indian Government on an ad-hoc basis. However these had the 
disadvantage of placing the country under further British control. The 
money from property and production taxes (zakat) and other duties and 
fees were limited. The ruler placed customs duties under his own 
administration, and this proved to be more profitable for the state's 
treasury. Regular budgets were introduced in the 1920s, the Sultan 
keeping tight control of the finances. Before the official introduction in 
1970 of the Rial Saidi which later became the Rial Omani (R.O.), at least 
three different currencies were in circulation in the country. The Maria 
Theresa Thaler circulated in the interior, a Dhofari Rial was introduced in 
the Southern province and the Gulf Rupee was used in Muscat and other 
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coastal towns. However the merchants here also used other foreign 
currencies, as the country's commerce was intertwined with the 
international economy.12 

A Council of Ministers was established in 1920 as a result of British 
pressure and under British supervision. It was responsible for financial 
affairs (including customs), justice and religious affairs, though with active 
control by the British through their local representative, such as the 
Political Agent in Muscat (PAM). Sultan Sa'id bin Taymur, who took the 
building of the state seriously, kept decision-making mainly in his own 
hands with or without the approval of Personal Advisors who were mostly 
British. However the strained financial situation of the country throughout 
his reign restricted the effectiveness and efficiency of the government. 
Under his rule functions of the Council were continued and given more 
authority and these functions were later expanded with offices for internal 
and external affairs and development. Limited means allowed for a 
modest defence force which consisted of several garrisons in the major 
towns and support for the Wali (governor) in the towns and villages under 
the Sultan's authority. Already in the 1930s social services (covering 
health and sanitation) had been established in the Muscat and Matrah 
region. A police force was also established. Government officials and 
advisors had to be recruited from a limited group of people who had the 
knowledge, the position or the confidence of the Sultan, or who had British 
approval for that matter. Such people were members of the tribe of the 
ruling family, of other loyal tribes and expatriates, predominantly from 
Britain or India. The administration underwent modest expansions in the 
1950s and again in the 1960s concurrent with the state's increasing 
revenues. 

As the ruler's control over the interior extended, the number of provinces 
{wilayats) increased, though several regions, for example al-Sharqiyah, 
were only incorporated in the system in 1970 (Peterson, 1978, p. 100). 
Governors, responsible for the local administration, were posted in the 
towns and villages which fell under the authority of the Sultan. A governor, 
whose function also existed in the times of the Imamates, does not belong 
to local tribes, and thus enables him independence to act with impartiality 
and in close co-operation with all local sheikhs. He is transferred to other 
towns throughout his "career", though historically some of the positions 
had almost become hereditary. The Wali is assisted by a religious judge 
(Qadlj. The extension of the state's authority gradually transformed the 
political system from one with emphasis on the tribal organisation based 
on kinship to a territorial administrative system, with one level of 
representation: that of the wilayat. No government representation exists at 

12 Skeet (1980) reports a large number of currencies with varying values, used by the 
merchants in Matrah in 1967, which include rupees, annas, naya peis, dollars, pounds, 
baizas, dinars and Maria Theresa Thalers. 
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the regional level. The tribal organisation continues to play a significant 
role in developing the society in co-operation with the government. Tribes 
are represented in government functions, though these positions require 
primarily loyalty to the state (see also Nonneman, 1993). The authority of 
the shaikhs is becoming more and more restricted to intra-tribal matters. 

The state expanded its control with the establishment of the Development 
Department in 1959 which later evolved into a Development and Planning 
Board. The latter office only received the full commitment of the ruler, 
when the state could invest its own revenues to implement its plans. 
These revenues began to pour into the state's treasury in the late 1960s. 
Results of the still modest programmes included projects such as a new 
port in Matrah, a girl's school in Muscat, a hospital in Ruwi, a paved road 
to Suhar and a power station in the capital area. They only just began to 
appear in 1970, when the present Sultan Qaboos bin Sa'id deposed his 
father, who had alienated himself more and more from the people. The 
new Sultan, who received his education in England, immediately set about 
improving the administration, the development of which had been 
neglected in the last years of his father's rule. Ministries were set up for 
the Interior, Education, Health, and Justice. The ministries basically 
continued in the pattern established in the previous decades. They were 
soon followed by Ministries for Social Affairs and Labour, Economy and 
Foreign Affairs, all headed by Omani ministers (Peterson, 1978, p. 85-86). 
In the mid 1970s a Supreme Development Council was created with the 
Sultan as Chairman and with ministers concerned with development 
issues as members. The Council was to structure and co-ordinate the 
development process in the country. The establishment of a National 
Consultative Assemblee (Majlis al-Shura), representing all 59 wilayat into 
which the country is divided, marked a new approach to the participation 
of the people in governing the state. This institute, for which the regional 
representatives (two or three for each wilayat, totalling some eighty 
members), are mostly elected or assigned by delegations of local tribes, 
obtained a controlling function early in the 1990s. With the security of a 
continuous flow of oil revenues and the support of tribal leaders, the 
country committed itself to a definite approach to development and 
modernisation. 
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The oil era 

Oil exploitation, which started in the late 1960s, brought Oman a new rise 
in prosperity. After the Sultanate's intermediary function in maritime trade 
ceased and with it the concomitant revenues, the production of oil has 
provided the country oncemore with a stable and continuous flow of 
revenue. Thus several conditions which have played a role in historical 
prosperity are now jointly present again. The tribes are unified, the new 
Sultan has been successful in re-establishing their allegiance to the 
central authority and oil revenues, as supplementary income accruing to 
the state, are being invested for the development of the country. The 
shuyukh acknowledge the supremacy of the state which has its capital in 
Muscat as seat of the government. At the same time, members of a tribe, 
through their participation in the government as ministers, as other 
officials and as employees, and as members of the State Consultative 
Assemblee, may draw attention also to the needs of their region of origin. 
At present, the country is at a cross-roads in its history, firstly because it is 
bridging the gap of half a century of stagnation as a result of having been 
cut off from its maritime wealth, and secondly because oil as a non
renewable source of revenue makes future development uncertain. The 
use of this resource requires a careful, cautious and forward looking 
strategy. The dominant role of oil in the country's economy and state 
building is discussed in the following paragraphs. 

The sale of hydrocarbons (oil and gas) provides some 80 per cent of the 
country's revenues and the production represents about 40 per cent of 
Oman's GDP (1990). The main oil company is Petroleum Development 
Oman, with the government as the main shareholder (60 per cent). 
Petroleum Holdings Oman Ltd (POHOL) owns the other 40 per cent. 
Shell, which has 85 per cent of the shares of POHOL, is operator of the 
venture. The first oil concession was issued in 1937. Commercial 
production of oil began in 1967 at a rate of 200,000 barrel a day (b/d), and 
it increased from 513,000 b/d in 1986 to 700,000 b/d in 1990. In 1993, it 
was set at 750,000 b/d for the following 10 years but it has since 
increased to 850,000 b/d (1995). The main recipient of oil from Oman is 
Japan, taking an average of 40 per cent of the total oil export over the 
past ten years. Other recipients are Korea (61 million barrels in 1990), 
Taiwan (15 million b.), Singapore (17 million b.) and USA (15 million b.). 
Together a total of 229 million barrels were exported in 1990, of which 
Japan imported 89 million. 

Oman's natural gas reserves were estimated to total 24 Trillion Cubic Feet 
(TCF) in 1994. The production has been providing solely for the home 
market, but the government has recently embarked on a plan (worth 
between US$ 4 and 9 billion) to exploit gas for export. The plan, to be 
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implemented in the next ten years, comprises the appraisal of the fields, 
the construction of pipelines, the building of a liquefaction plant and of 
seven bulk carriers for the transportation and distribution of liquefied gas 
to the markets in the Mediterranean and the Far East. 

Oil revenues accrue directly to the state and as a typical rentier state 
which receives its revenues mainly from (oil) export and not from domestic 
production, it has acquired a dominant role in the distribution of wealth to 
its citizens (Beblawi and Luciano, 1987). With revenues increasing from 
R.O. 50 million in 1971 to R.O. 1723 million in 1994, the state's 
expenditures likewise rose from R.O. 46 million in 1971 to R.O. 2030 
million in 1994 (Table 2.1 and Fig. 2.3). 

A large portion was allocated for development purposes throughout the 
country, such as building the infrastructure, providing utilities and finance 
for social and economic developments. These services are supplied 
through the various ministries and have been co-ordinated by the Ministry 
of Development since 1994 (before by the Development Council), which 
produces Development Plans for this objective. The Plans cover periods 
of five years and through them the government structures and organises 
its finance and development policies. The consecutive Development Plans 
are summarised below: 

Revenues 

Total Expenditures 

Defence & national security 
Civilian recurrent 
Development 
Support to private sector 
Government loans & participation 

in enterprises 
Surplus (+) or Deficit (-) 

This item is included 

1971 

50 

46 

16 
10 
20 

* 

+4 

1975 

386 

510 

241 
82 

173 

* 
14 

-122 

1980 

1188 

950 

407 
271 
247 

9 
16 

+238 

1985 

1776 

1929 

745 
599 
534 

14 
37 

-153 

1990 

2040 

1888 

742 
828 
286 

32 

+153 

η Civilian recurrent expenditure. 
Source: Statistical Year Books 1986,1991,1994 

1994 

1723 

2030 

677 
824 
422 

13 
94 

-307 

Table 2.1: Government revenues and expenditures between 1971-1994, in 
million Rials Omani 
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The First Five-Year Plan covered the period between 1976 and 1980 and 
laid emphasis on the provision of public goods such as means of 
communication, energy, government buildings and social infrastructure to 
be established throughout the country. Schools and hospitals were built, 
roads constructed and water and electricity services provided quickly and 
efficiently be it at high costs. Total expenditures were virtually covered by 
oil revenues amounting to R.O. 3100 million. The Second Five-Year Plan 
(1981-1985) aimed for further expansion, extending the provisions to more 
remote areas which obtained utilities, infrastructure and accessibility. 
Activities which served the purpose of economic diversification such as 
agriculture, fisheries and industrial development 

Fig. 2.3 Government revenues and expenditures 

received financial incentives. While revenues were estimated at R.O. 7000 
million, of which 92 per cent of oil and 6 per cent of foreign loans, total 
expenditures were R.O. 7400 million, or 7 per cent higher than budgeted. 
Investments exceeded those planned by 20 per cent. Defence and 
security were allocated 40 per cent of the budget. The Third Planning 
Period (from 1986-1990) was a period of consolidation. Much 
infrastructure had been laid out and social facilities had been made within 
reach of most of the people in the Sultanate. More emphasis was now 
given to the initiative and responsibility of the private sector, with the 
objective of further diversification. This was an important target of the 
government's economic policies. Expenditures for this period were set at 
R.O. 9300 million of which R.O. 2200 million were reserved for 
development. However the sudden fall of oil prices from about US$ 35 in 
1985 to US$ 15 in 1986 drew attention to the limitations of this resource. 
Following the decrease in oil price, revenues declined and the budget was 

48 



Historical perspective 

restructured. The total revenue was set at R.O. 6500 million and 
expenditures at R.O. 8300 million. The deficit of R.O. 1800 million was 
financed through gifts, loans, selling of government participation in 
commerce and withdrawals from the State General Reserve Fund 
(SGRF). 

The Fourth Five-Year Plan (1991-1995) aimed at an impressive list of 
social economic objectives: diversifying economic activities; creating 
income generating activities; balancing regional disparities; preventing 
depopulation of the countryside; conservation of the environment; 
management of water resources; development of national human 
resources; completion of national infrastructure, promotion of local 
activities through easy communications, and better transportation; 
adoption of a free economic system based on a strong public sector and 
finally the improvement of government administration. Total expenditures 
for the planning period were set at about R.O. 9500 million, with some 
R.O. 2000 million for development purposes and revenues estimated at 
about R.O. 8500 million. 

Oman used the revenues from oil production as an engine for 
development. Similar to other Arab oil-countries, this development has 
emphasised education, training, health and an institutional framework 
necessary for development and has been based on the fact that oil is a 
finite resource (Sayigh, 1983). Economic and social indicators over the 
past two decades testify that development in Oman is in progress. Its 
GDP rose between 1970 and 1995 from R.O. 104 million to about R.O. 
4500 million, with an average annual growth rate around 8.5 per cent in 
the 1980s, one of the highest growth rates in the world. For the Fourth 
Five-year period, the growth rate was projected at about 6 per cent. GDP 
per capita rose from R.O. 133 in 1970 to R.O. 2000 in 1994, which takes 
into account an average annual population growth of 9 per cent. Quality of 
life has considerably improved over the last two decades as shown by the 
indicators for health, education, housing and the environment. For 
example life expectancy has jumped by 12 years over the last 30 years 
and is now 69 years, which is 5 years longer than elsewhere in the region. 
Infant mortality was cut from 65 to 23 per thousand. Primary school 
enrollment is currently 100 per cent. The student population quadrupled, 
with female participation rising from one third to one half of the total 
enrolment. 

The production and export of its hydrocarbons once more linked Oman 
with the international markets and integrated the country in the world 
economy, which has been emerging since the late nineteenth century. Its 
trade relations encompass most countries of the world. Figs. 2.4 and 2.5 
and Tables 2.2 and 2.3, give the principle trading partners for export and 
import trade consecutively between 1970 and 1994. 
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Oil Exports (MMbls/yr) 
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Fig.2.4: Oman's principal trading partners for oil export (1970-1995). 
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Fig. 2.5: Oman's principal trading partners for import 1970-1994 
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Asia 
India 
Japan 
Singapore 
South Korea 
Taiwan 
Thailand 

Western Europe 
France 
Germany 
Netherlands 
UK 

USA 

Other 

Total 

Source 

t970 

Export 

36,5 
2,5 

11,4 
0,8 

10,8 
5.9 

53,5 

121,4 

% 

30,1 

г 

9,4 
0.7 
8,9 
4,9 

44 

100 

Data based on 

197! 

Export 

46,8 
7,4 

8,6 
0,7 

25,6 
8,3 

1.2 

26,2 

124,8 

% 

37,5 
5,9 

6,9 
0,6 

20,5 
6,6 

1 

21 

100 

1980 

Export 

51,7 
11,1 

3 

1 
8,4 

11,4 
1,5 

3,1 

10,8 

102 

% 

50,7 
10,9 

2,9 

1 
8.2 

10,2 
1,5 

3 

11,6 

100 

1985 

Export 

6,5 
110,9 

4,9 
23,1 

4,4 
11 

1,1 

0,7 

2,2 

184,8 

extrapolations from the first four monlhs 

Statistical Year Books 1987,1991, 

% 

3,9 
67,3 

3 
14 

2,7 
6.7 

0.7 

0,4 

1,3 

100 

1990 

Export 

1 
89,1 
17,4 
61,7 
14,6 
4,7 

0,9 

15,2 

24,7 

229,3 

% 

0,4 
38.9 

7,6 
26.9 

6,4 
2 

0,4 

6,6 

10.B 

100 

1994* 

Export 

116,538 
6,438 

48,9% 
19,158 
16,407 

10 

6 

223,537 

% 

52 
3 

22 
9 
7 

4 

3 

100 

1995* 

Export 

97,5 
5,5 

43,6 
22,7 
46,7 

1.5 

11 

228,6 

% 

43 
2 

19 
10 
20 

1 

5 

100 

Table 2.2: Oman's principal trading partners for oil export 1970-1995 in Million Barrels 
(MMbls) 

Africa* 

Asia 
Cruna 
India 
Japan 
Pakistan 
Singapore 
South Korea 

Australia 

Middle East 
UAE 

USA 

Western Europe 
France 
Germany 
Netherlands 
UK 

Others 

Total 

• 
·· 
• · · 

Source 

1970 
Import 

520 

721 
844 
465 
237 
24« 

_ 
763 

975" 

64 

24 
152 
321 

1122 

2104 

7592 

% 
7 

95 
11.1 
6,1 
3.1 
32 

10.1 

12.8 

0.8 

0.3 
2 

4.2 
14.8 

15 

100 

1975 
Import 

1458 

2650 
9451 

18284 
2612 
3530 
1095 

4760 

41696 

22311 

7179 
23548 
12259 
45347 

68133 

264313 

% 
OjS 

1 
3,8 
6.9 

1 
13 
0.4 

1.8 

15.8 

8.4 

2.7 
8.9 
4.6 

172 

2S.6 

100 

1980 
Import 

5806 

6200 
17235 

117630 
2742 

20010 
3170 

11424 

103470 

34071 

11095 
33435 
33508 
93331 

105118 

598245 

% 
1 

1 
2.9 

19,7 
0.5 
3,3 
0,5 

1.9 

17.3 

5,7 

1.8 
5Л 
5.6 

15.6 

17.6 

100 

Non-Arab countries of the African continent 
Figure Includes those of Kuwait and Bahrain 

I98S 
Import 

657 

3804 
25158 

219579 
12036 
16309 
7891 

16306 

229748 

71629 

40786 
85009 
33375 

178468 

148179 

1088934 

% 

0.4 
2.3 

202 
1.1 
1.5 
0.7 

13 

21.1 

5,7 

3,7 
7Л 
3.1 

16.4 

14,5 

100 

1994 data based on extrapolations from the first four months 

Statistical Year Books 19B7,1991 ,1994 

1990 
Import 

3721 

4266 
28973 

175083 
6706 

19512 
9891 

23786 

239214 

96416 

44317 
50005 
35024 

118562 

175439 

1030915 

% 
0,4 

0A 
2,9 
17 

0.7 
1.9 

1 

23 

232 

ЧА 

A3 
4.9 
ЗА 

115 

16.7 

100 

1994— 
Import 

57000 
380000 

551000 

133000 

95000 

171000 

513000 

1900000 

% 

3 
20 

29 

7 

5 

9 

27 

100 

Table 2.3: Principal trading partners of Oman for import trade 1970-1994 in R. 0.(000) 
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The main receiving countries of Oman's oil exports in 1994 were: Japan 
(32 per cent); South Korea (13 per cent); Thailand (7 per cent) and 
Taiwan (5 per cent). The percentage of oil exports, as part of overall 
exports, decreased from 92 per cent in 1984 to 76 per cent in 1994. About 
30 per cent of Oman's non-oil exports are received by the United Arab 
Emirates. Thus the UAE is an important recipient of Oman's non-oil 
goods. Oman's main suppliers of import goods in 1994 were the U.A.E. 
(29 per cent), followed by Japan (20 per cent), Britain (9 per cent), U.S.A. 
(7 per cent), Germany (5 per cent) and India (3 per cent). Exports reached 
49 per cent of GDP, and imports accounted for 34 per cent of GDP in 
1994. Oman has participated in the Arab Gulf Co-operation Council 
(AGCC) since its inception in 1981, with five other Gulf countries i.e. 
Bahrain, Kuwait, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates. The 
AGCC coordinates economic, political and defence co-operation 
(Peterson, 1988). The Sultanate has enlisted in the World Trade 
Organisation. 

Exports 

Oil 

Non-oil 

Re-export 

Imports 
Trade 
balance 

* 

*# 
Source: 

1971* 

88 

88 

0 

N.A. 

14 

74 

1975 

489 

488 

1 

N.A. 

264 

225 

1960 

1294 

1244 

5 

45 

678 
616 

1985 

1717 

1597 

23 

97 

1162 

555 

1990 

2118 

1942 

69 

107 

1076 
1042 

Figures for 1971 are based on dutiable imports and do 
not include mport by the government and other duty 
free clearances 
Provisional 
Statistical Year Books 1984,1991 

1994" 

2083 

1627 

145 

211 

1505 

578 

Table 2.4: Trade balance 1971-1994 (million R.O.). 

Oman's economy is however vulnerable. When the oil price declines, 
which has been the case since 1986, revenues decline, but expenditures 
have remained the same or have risen. The balance between revenue 
and expenditure gave some cause for concern (World Bank, 1993), even 
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though the budget deficit, estimated at R.O. 332 million in 1994, still 
compared favourably with those of other Gulf countries. The outstanding 
government debt stood at R.O. 1463 million, accounting for 30 per cent of 
GDP (1994). Government consumption is 27 per cent of GDP and total 
consumption has increased from 48 percent of GDP in 1980 to 71 per 
cent of GDP in 1994. Satisfying the high level of consumption also means 
a heavy dependence on imports. Trade balances in the early 1990s still 
showed a surplus resulting from the oil revenues. This balanced, for 
example, the large outflow of remittances. However imports grew at an 
average annual rate of 16 per cent and the underlying surplus diminished 
as a result (see Table 2.4 and Fig. 2.6). Oil dollars allow Oman a relative 
independence from foreign institutions. It does not borrow from the World 
Bank and was therefore characterised as a "Graduate of the World Bank" 
(Koch-Weser, 1995). 

On the other hand its relatively high per capita income does not rank 
Oman as a "developing" country. Thus it tends to be deprived of the 
incentives and stimulants that go with international development aid, such 
as foreign investments or the exchange of technical and scientific know 
how. Oman could use such assets for further development. A policy of 
reducing the budget deficit is being pursued without, as far as possible, 
affecting the public services such as health and education. 
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To reduce its dependency on the oil industry and to achieve a sustainable 
development, the government proclaims a strategy of economic 
diversification. For this purpose and with the aim of reducing Oman's 
reliancy on food imports, the government promoted agriculture and 
fisheries at an early stage, eliciting contributions from the private sector, 
which have traditionally played a dominant role in economic development. 
Notwithstanding the importance of these activities in which a large part of 
the population are still engaged, their relative contribution has declined 
since the development of the oil industry, even though financial incentives 
are actively taken up by the entrepreneurs. In 1990, the agriculture and 
fisheries sectors together contributed about 3 per cent of the country's 
GDP (Fig. 2.7 and Table 2.5). The construction sector boomed as a result 
of the development investments until the mid-1980s, but declined with the 
fall of oil prices in 1986. The sector has since recovered somewhat. 
Commerce and trading services are traditionally important sectors and 
their contribution to GDP is increasing rapidly. Manufacturing is also being 
promoted and reached 3.8 per cent of GDP in 1990. The activities in this 
sector however, suffer from conditions which, in general, are unfavourable 
for growth, such as a small home market, and oversupplied international 
markets. Capital intensive industries are likewise an objective of the 
government though these offer little scope for employment; hence the 
urge and need for diversification. As a result of the joint effort between the 
private sector and the government, the GDP share of non-oil sectors 
increased from 32 per cent in 1970 to about 62 per cent in 1994. 

Community, social & personal services 

Banking & insurance etc. ^ s s 

Trade, restaurants & hotels 

Electricity & water 

Agriculture & Fishing 

0 200 400 600 800 1000 

Million R.O. 

• 1970 D1975 IB 1980 В1985 D1990 • 1993 

Fig. 2.7: Development of GDP by economic activity 1970-1993. 
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Development in Oman gradually spread from the capital area to other 
regions. In the initial phase, infrastructure, services and administrative 
departments had been mostly directed to the capital area. From here 
resources were further allocated to the other regions. Likewise trading 
companies and merchants in the capital area were the first to offer goods 
for distribution to other parts of the Sultanate. The capital area has 
retained a political, as well as an economic primacy. All ministerial offices 
are located here and it receives a large part of the imported commodities 
through the main port of Matrah and the airport in al-Seeb. A reasonable 
quantity of imported goods however also arrive from the ports of Dubai 
and Abu Dhabi, by road. 

The southern province of Dhofar was the second area to receive full 
support for development. It is the largest region of the country, and is 
where the Sultan has his second residence. It has received economic 
facilities such as ports and airports, as it is so far distant from Muscat. Due 
to its location near the Yemeni border, it was troubled by political 
instability and unrest until well into the 1970s. Rapid economic and social 
development was necessary to reduce this problem. Salalah has a central 
administrative office, with representative directorates and departments 
from all ministries. The other regions; al-Batinah, al-Dakhliyah, al-
Dhahirah, Musandam, al-Sharqiyah and al-Wusta (Fig. 2.1) likewise 
received support at an early stage for building the infrastructure, schools, 
health care and other public services. These facilities helped to speed up 
the integration of these regions in the nation state. However several 
factors hamper the process of development in these regions such as the 
distance from Muscat, the remote and partly inaccessible areas within the 
regions, limited economic opportunities and a relatively low population 
density, with the exception of al-Batinah, the most densely populated 
region. These disadvantages were amplified by the preponderance of the 
capital area which, as a typical growth pole with political and economic 
dominance, attracted investment, business and people in search of 
employment and commercial opportunities. This was often, though not 
always, at the cost of development in the region. 

Regions tend to lag behind in the development process, and to make up 
for these inequalities, the government emphasised regional development 
in its Fourth Planning Period (1991-1995), the objective being to balance 
regional disparities and to prevent depopulation of the countryside. It 
allocated 60 per cent of the development expenditures to the regions 
while drafting plans for development of the regions' infrastructure, services 
and finance, in combination with plans for sectoral development. While the 
building of regional infrastructure is already far advanced, sectoral 
development in the regions is only in its early stages. In the following 
chapters, this study explores a number of the possibilities and restrictions 
for sectoral development in the region of al-Sharqiyah. 
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3 
Al-Sharqiyah, an overview of 

its social-economy 

Al-Sharqiyah region (i.e. the eastern region) is a geographical region 
which occupies the south-eastern part of Oman, lying on the inland side of 
the Eastern Hajar mountains, a calcareous mountain chain which runs 
from north-west to south-east, along the Gulf of Oman. The region 
extends in the north-east into the Gulf, with Sur as the main port and to 
the Arabian Sea in the south-east.1 Its boundary on the north-west is al-
Dakhliyah, the interior part of Oman, and on the south-west it is the central 
desert of Oman, the district in which most oilfields are located. Its area is 
about 50,000 km2, (total Oman 300,000 km2). Al-Sharqiyah has 11 
administrative provinces (wilayat): Badiyah, Bilad bani bu Ali, Bilad bani bu 
Hasan, al-Dama/al-Tayeen, Ibra, al-Kamil/al-Wafi, Masirah, al-Mudhaybi, 
al-Qabil, Sur and Wadi Bani Khalid. Each of these is governed by а И/а//, 
whose office comes under the Ministry of the Interior. 

The region has been visited and summarily documented in the past by 
some well-known explorers such as Marco Polo, Idrisi (thirteenth century) 
and Ibn Batuta (fourteenth century). The Portuguese left their traces on its 
coasts and Affonso de Albuquerque, one of their navigators, devastated 
the famous port of Qalhat in 1507. In the nineteenth century Wellsted 
(1838) and Miles (1910) visited the region. Lorimer, a British Political 
Agent in Muscat at the beginning of this century compiled a survey of the 
main tribes and their habitation, including those from al-Sharqiyah and 
Ja'lan, though he did not himself visit the region. The British explorer 
Wilfred Thesiger crossed the sand desert in connection with a locusts 
expedition in the 1940s and 1950s and documented his explorations in 
several publications. The expedition into the Sands, organised by the 
Royal Geographical Society in London between 1985 and 1987 has been 
the main scientific investigation in the geography, flora, fauna and the 

1 The study area comprises also Bar al-Hikman, Filim and Mahawt, which have recently 
officially been included in the Wusta region of Oman. These areas are closely connected 
to other areas in al-Sharqiyah through the kinship ties of people and their economic 
linkages. During summer, the inhabitants of Bar al-Hikman and Mahawt for example move 
into the oases in the western margin of the Sands. 



Shifting sands 

social-economic background of the people living in the Sands and its 
margins (Journal of Oman Studies, 1988). 

The region's history is closely connected with that of the rest of Oman. 
Habitation of the region has been recorded for as early as the fifth 
millenium ВС (Hastings et al., 1975; De Cardi et al., 1977; Edens, 1988). 
In and adjacent to the Sands area, lithic sites were found from a herding 
or gathering population of this early period. Excavations near Ibra, al-
Mudhaybi and al-Mintirib produced evidence of occupation in the third 
millennium ВС of people whose activities included mining. Pottery and 
remains of a warehouse near Ras al-Hadd testify to the presence of a 
trading and seafaring people around the same period. Part of the 
population belonged to the peasantry which occupational group lived here 
in pre-lslamic times and part of it is known to have originated from the 
Arabic tribes which migrated from south-west Arabia to the northern parts 
of the Peninsula from the first century AD onwards. Factions of the Al Azd 
tribe, for example, which followed the route along the settled fringe of 
southern Arabia made their homeland in Ja'lan and on the coast near 
Qalhat (Wilkinson, 1977a, p. 126-131). Throughout history people from a 
large variety of ethnic, cultural and religious backgrounds have settled in 
the region. They came from northern parts of the Arabian Peninsula, from 
the eastern side of the Gulf, from India and Africa, as traders, religious 
leaders, refugees or agricultural labourers. Sur, as a focal point of 
intercontinental trade used to host people from many nationalities such as 
Armenians, Baluch, Goanese and Jews. Kutchis, Luwatis (Muslim people 
originating from India) and Banians (Hindu people from India) came to the 
region mostly to direct trading with their home country. In the course of 
time all groups of people adapted themselves to the local situation and 
integrated or assimilated into what has become a plural society. 

The following part of the chapter will give a brief overview of the region's 
geography and demography, before the economic activities in the past 
and present are discussed as the setting in which the contemporary 
process of development takes place. The chapter concludes with a 
description of the social political framework and a summary of the main 
facilities and services established by the government as part of its 
development scheme from the 1970s. 

Geography and demography 

The landscape of al-Sharqiyah is varied; mountaineous in the north-east 
and a preponderance of gravel plains in most other parts, with thorn and 
dry savannah vegetation, interspersed with limestone and ophiolite hill 

58 



Al-Sharqiyah overview 

ranges rising some 150 feet above the plains. The sand desert (Eastern 
Sands) forms the central and southern part of the region. This area is 
covered by linear dunes of several tens of kilometers in length, some of 
which reach a height of more than 300 meters. The vegetation of the 
desert and its margins is scanty with the exception of parts of the eastern 
and south-western edge which are covered with relatively dense 
woodlands of prosopis trees. Salt flats cover part of the coastal area and 
the southern edge of the Eastern Sands, which are almost destitute of 
vegetation. The sandy and rocky beaches carved out in the limestones 
and aeolionites that cover part of the southern coast line offer space for 
fishing activities. The region is crossed by two main wadi courses, with 
numerous tributaries. They run along either sides of the Sands; the north
eastern one, named Wadi Batha for a large part of its course, drains into 
the Arabian Sea near al-Ashkharah and the western one which has two 
main courses, Wadi Andam (with Wadi Halfayn) and Wadi Matam, drains 
into the Bay of Mahawt. Most oases settlements are distributed along 
these wadi courses. The climate is typical for the (semi-) arid zone: the 
average yearly temperature is about 30 degrees Celsius with a maximum 
of over 50 degrees Celsius. Precipitation is below 150 mm a year. Rainfall 
occurs mainly in winter and occasional torrential rains cause floods and 
landslides. During summer, easterly and south-easterly winds bring dust 
and sandstorms to the inland areas. These same winds bring coolness to 
the coastal areas, and cause the sea to be rough during this period. The 
climate and weather contribute to unpredictable living conditions to which 
the inhabitants have been able to adapt during the course of time, making 
a sustainable living for themselves. 

Access to al-Sharqiyah from the capital area and the interior regions is 
along the main road which was surfaced in 1978. It traverses the region 
from Ibra to Sur and connects the main oases, located in the northerly arc 
of the sand desert, with one another and with the coast. From this major 
artery one road extends to al-Ashkharah on the Arabian Sea coast and 
another to the western margin of the Sands and the main oases on this 
side, Sanaw and al-Mudhaybi. The Western margin is linked to the 
Arabian Sea coast via an unsurfaced road around the south-western edge 
of the Sands. Tracks through the sand desert along the inter-dune valleys 
connect the oases of Badiyah with the Arabian Sea coast. Several routes 
link the interior settlements with the regional ports, with the main towns in 
the interior of Oman such as Izki and Nizwa and with Matrah and Muscat. 
Access to the region from Muscat is also possible by sea. Today most 
traffic goes via the main road from the capital area, a drive which takes 
about 3 hours. Masirah island has air connections to the mainland. The 
coast, the Sands and the mountainous areas are difficult to access. 
Tracks in the coastal areas, for example, are regularly blocked by dunes 
blown over from the Sands. The coastal villages are linked by a metalled 
road from Ras al-Ruways to al-Ashkharah. This route extends southwards 
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as a dirt road into the area where sand spurs reach the Arabian Sea. In 
this part of the Sands the tracks disappear in high dunes, where only 
skilled drivers (such as Bedouin fish traders) can find their way across. 

Due to the restriction of water resources and vegetation, the region is 
thinly populated. Information on the size of the population in earlier times 
is scanty, but the number of inhabitants has probably always been limited. 
New settlements or the expansion of existing ones in the region are 
known to have occurred at intervals, for example in the ninth century AD 
and again in the eighteenth century (Wilkinson, 1977a). Lorimer (1908) 
estimated the population of al-Sharqiyah at 100,000 people at the turn of 
this century. He based his estimates on information from the main tribes in 
the region.2 Since then the population level probably fluctuated slightly or 
maybe even decreased due to droughts, which were reported in the 1940s 
and 1950s (see also Thesiger, 1950). A dramatic increase in the number 
of inhabitants only started after 1970 when the oil wealth encouraged the 
return migration of people who had left the region for East Africa, other 
Gulf states or elsewhere in the world. In the late 1980s and early 1990s 
several sample surveys were held. The number of people were 
respectively estimated at 208,916 (1988), 172,556 (1989) and 290,784 
people (1991), including the non-Omanis. The present study adopted a 
total number of 230,000 people in the study area, on the basis of 
interviews and estimates given by key informants. The official population 
census was executed in 1993 when most of the research for the present 
study had been done. It gave for al-Sharqiyah a total of 247,500 people of 
which 213,500 were Omanis and 34,000 non-Omanis. This is about 10 
per cent of the total population of the country (2,017,600 of which 
1,480,000 were Omanis). Table 3.1 indicates the distribution of the 
population by age-group and nationality as estimated at the end of 1988 
(Oman, Development Council, 1990). The population is young; nearly half 
of the people are below 15 years (Fig. 3.1). The data for the age group of 
20 and above are rough indications since a number of people from these 
age-groups do not exactly know their calendar age. For the age groups 
below 20 years figures are more reliable because births are registered at 
the hospitals where most women deliver their babies nowadays. 

An increase in the size of the population is to be expected in the near 
future. Llife expectancy has increased due to improving the health of the 
people through modern medical services. According to the official survey 
the death rate was estimated at 5.1 per mille. This figure may be too low 
considering the fact that medical care in remote areas is still limited. The 
birth rate for the region was estimated at 43.1 per mille (total Oman 45.6 

2 Notwithstanding the fact that Lorimer depended for his information on the accounts of 
members of regional tribes who may have been inclined to overestimate the number of 
people of their tribes, his approach seems to have been fairly accurate and he probably 
came to a reasonable estimate. 
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per mille). This high birth rate is due to a high fertility rate of 7.2 per 
woman for the period 1984-1989 (Statistical Year Book, 1991). The 
resulting natural increase in population is 3.8 per cent (for Oman 3.7 per 
cent). 

Age-Group 

0 - 4 
5 - 9 

10-14 
15-19 
20-24 
25-29 
30-34 
35-39 
40-44 
45-49 
50-54 
55-59 
60-64 
65-69 
70-74 
75-79 
80-84 

85+ 
Total 

Omanl 

37166 
35785 
27473 
17552 
11510 
9412 
8441 
7720 
6811 
5794 
4745 
3790 
3068 
1983 
1095 
649 
395 
369 

183758 

Non Omani 

1008 
840 
555 
193 

1058 
5471 
6648 
4562 
2695 
1238 
604 
237 

37 
0 
0 
0 
0 

12 
25158 

Source: Development Council, 1990 

Total 

38174 
36625 
28028 
17745 
12568 
14883 
15089 
12282 
9506 
7032 
5349 
4027 
3105 
1983 
1095 
649 
395 
381 

208916 

Table 3.1: Population by age group and nationality in al-
Sharqiyah in 1988. 

On this basis it has been estimated that in the year 2000, the number of 
people between 6 years and 20 years will be around 95,000, of which 
those between 18 and 20 years will account for some 18,000 and those 
between 12 and 17 years for about 36,000 (Al-Tauqy, 1991). Apart from 
improved health conditions other factors, such as a first marriage at a low 
age, multiple marriage and limited birth planning also play a role in 
causing a high birth rate. The average age at first marriage was found to 
be 22.3 for men and 16.7 for women. According to the official survey 8484 
out of 25,392 men and 7372 out of 31,828 women had been married more 
than once (Oman, Development Council, 1990). A small number of 
married men had more than one wife at the same time (1500 out of a 
random sample of 23,796). This figure may be increasing in the short term 
because of the increasing wealth of the people, for example, it allows men 
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the expenditure of more than one bride price.3 Family size is set at an 
average of 6.3 people (Oman, Development Council, 1994). Limited birth 
planning also contributes to the high birth rate. Since most women pursue 
a modern education the birth rate will eventually decline (United Nations, 
1995). 

75-79 ! 

60-64 ; 
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Fig. 3.1: Omani population by age group in al-Sharqiyah. 

Omani immigration to the region at present is small, one reason being that 
immigration from abroad has slowed down overall since the 1980s, due to 
official restrictions. Only 0.8 per cent of the Omani people in the region 
had been living in their residences for less than one year. On the other 
hand the immigration of foreign labour is increasing. The official estimate 
in 1988 was 25,158 people, and the census (in 1993) gave around 34,000 
people. The majority of these migrants, who are mainly from India and 
Pakistan, live in the region on a bachelor basis (see also Chapter 4). 

The distribution of people in the region follows, to a large extent, the 
availability of water resources which have always determined settlement 
patterns (Wilkinson, 1977a). Since ancient times the oases and 
settlements of the sedentary population have been located along the main 
wadi courses from where the people obtained the precious resource more 

3 On a return visit to the region in 1995 by the author, people remarked that several young 
men had married a second wife. 
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or less amply. The nomadic pastoralists depended mainly on hand dug 
wells in various locations in the Sands which offered them the possibility 
of exploiting the scarce grazing pastures. The coastal population obtained 
their water from wells and cisterns. The population thus concentrated in 
the desert foreland between the mountain zone and the outer desert and 
in the coastal ports. Sur with its hinterland is the most populated area with 
an estimated 60,000 people. Most other people live in and around the 
larger oases situated in a crescent that runs west to east along the 
northern edge of the Sands at an average distance of 30 km from each 
other. These inhabited areas include the smaller satélite villages in the 
near vicinity of the Sands and the herding people of the nearby desert and 
wadi plains. Ibra, al-Mudhayrib and Badiyah on the northern and north
eastern desert fringe have an estimated total of 54,000 people and the 
population on the eastern side in al-Kamil, al-Wafi, Bilad bani bu Ali and 
Bilad bani bu Hasan together account for some 86,000 people. On the 
western margin, the population of Sanaw and al-Mudhaybi with their 
hinterland was estimated at 60,000 people. A number of farming 
settlements with less than 500 people are scattered in the hills and wadi 
ranges away from the main oases. Encampments of camel-herding 
nomads, dispersed in the Sands are very small. The fishing villages along 
the Gulf and the Arabian Sea vary in size. For example, al-Ashkharah has 
about 5000 inhabitants and al-Khuwaymah around 1500, while most other 
villages are smaller, between 500 and 1000 people. The southern part of 
the Sands is barely inhabited, except for Bedouin (bedu) fishing families 
whose encampments reach down to Bar al-Hikman. The town of al-Hajj is 
expanding because the inhabitants from the island of Mahawt and other 
far-out places come to settle in this community on the mainland to profit 
from the modern provisions such as a school, a health center and 
desalinated water. The other island belonging to the region, Masirah, 
located opposite Bar al-Hikman, has an estimated population of 7,000 
people. The total population living along the Arabian Sea, including the 
islands, is around 20,000 (own estimates). 

Economic activities 

The economic activities in the region traditionally revolved around the 
exploitation of agricultural and maritime resources and the transportation 
and exchange of produce and other goods. They determined to a large 
extent the way of life of the people involved. The main activities are the 
following: 
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• Pastoralism 

• Cultivation 

• Fisheries 

• Trade and Crafts 

Most people still find a source of subsistence in these sectors, but the 
relative importance of the activities has diminished as a result of the 
impact of the oil economy. Oil related activities generally supplement the 
income. The other activities are still being performed on a relatively small 
scale in the same artisanal way as they were in the past, though with 
some modern technological adaptations. Large numbers of people are 
involved in agricultural activities such as pastoralism and cultivation. 
Pastoralism, the traditional way for the Bedouin to make use of the limited 
vegetation of the desert environment, is declining as a major source of 
subsistence. Cultivation, concentrated in the oases, continues to be 
dominant though its significance has diminished, one reason being that 
the traditional export demand for its main produce, dates, has virtually 
stopped. Modern farming practices have been adopted with crops such as 
fodder, vegetables and other fruits being produced, but its expansion is 
hampered by limited water resources. Fisheries continue to be the main 
activity of the people living along the coasts. It plays an important role in 
the local economy as a source of income, as a contribution to the local 
diet and as a commodity in great demand in (inter)national markets. The 
potential of this resource is estimated to be high and fisheries is generally 
seen as a growth sector. Trade and crafts linked to the local productive 
sectors have likewise declined, with the exception of the fish trade. The 
importation of goods and the provision of services in the modern economy 
have reduced the significance of traditional trading activities. The following 
paragraphs describe the main subsistence activities of the local economy, 
relating the characteristics and summarising the major changes affecting 
them since the 1970s. Since pastoralism is practiced on a very small scale 
and is declining as a means of living, it will merely be touched upon here. 
Cultivation will be more elaborated on in this chapter because the activity 
is still basic to the life in the oasis and the desert ranges, even though it 
offers a very limited scope for future development. Fisheries and trading 
are seen to be vital for further development. As such they will be 
extensively discussed in the following chapters and are only briefly 
summarised here. 
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Pastoralism 

Pastoralism in the region is concerned with the animal husbandry by 
natural graze, the main animals being camels, goats and sheep. The 
pastoralists are Bedouin who have their encampments within the Sands, 
and in the prosopis woodlands and the wadi ranges on the margins of the 
Sands. Webster (1988) estimates that some 500-800 Bedouin households 
are involved in animal herding in the Sands area. The movement of the 
mobile Bedouin kingroups depends on climatic conditions. In winter, when 
most rain falls, they move to seasonal wells and take their flocks into the 
sand desert in the outer limits of their territory where there are still 
relatively good grazing pastures. During this period the families live 
dispersed on the ridges or valleys of the sanddunes, on the desert plains 
or in the woodlands on the fringes of the Sands in shelters constructed 
from wood or date palm branches (arish). During summer, when 
precipitation is extremely low they retire into the wadi zones near the 
mountains and oases where water and grazing is still available. It is also 
the time of the date harvest. Their temporary housing on the outskirts of 
the oases used to be constructed from palm branches, but as a result of 
rising income, they are gradually replacing them with permanent 
constructions. 

In fact the pastoralists living in al-Sharqiyah practice seasonal 
transhumance within a limited land range. Their herds are relatively small: 
on average one or two dozen camels, and several dozens of goat and 
sheep for each household. Both men and women take part in herding 
activities. While the men mostly take care of the camels, the women herd 
the goats and sheep. The introduction of motorised transport has brought 
a significant change to the nomads' lifestyle. It has facilitated their living 
conditions to a large extent. At the same time the use of cars by sedentary 
people has made the Bedouin's function as transporters, an important 
objective for camel raising, superfluous. The increasing popularity of 
camel racing nowadays has given a new impetus to camel-rearing 
activities. Bedouin from al-Sharqiyah have found work in the modern 
sector in the capital area or abroad. They are for example employed by 
the national oil company in nearby oil fields, which provides them with an 
additional income (Chatty, 1983). They combine these activities as far as 
possible with pastoralism. 

Cultivation 

Agriculture and in particular date cultivation, has for a long time been the 
basis of the local economy. It continues to be a vital activity for the 
population. An agricultural survey done in 1979 throughout the country 
estimated the number of holdings in al-Sharqiyah at 11,066 ha with a total 
of 5818 ha of land (Statistical Year Book, 1990). The total cultivated land 
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amounted to nearly 5000 ha; 13 per cent of the national total. Activities in 
this sector contribute to the means of living of some 15,000 people in the 
oases and the desert. Cultivation depends entirely on irrigation and is 
located in or nearby oases, or else near wells or wadis. The oases in 
which the sedentary population (hadhaf) resides are located in the 
mountain zone and the wadi plains on the fringes of the sand desert 
where there is access to water resources. The typical oasis has several 
residential quarters (Bonnenfant G. et al., 1977; Le Cour Grandmaison, 
1977). Date groves are located in the adjacent areas (Plate 1). The large, 
quadrangular, two or three storied residences were erected in the gardens 
or on the main roads leading to the entrance to the gardens. These mud 
brick buildings, occassionally plastered with gypsum stucco, functioned as 
living quarters, guest houses and meeting places (sabla) for the tribal 
members. Many were abandoned and became ruins. Some of the 
delapidated buildings have been replaced by new, brick ones. Labourers 
of the gardens also had dwellings inside the groves which they inhabited 
permanently or temporarily. Many families still move into the gardens 
during the summer to benefit from the more temperate climate here. 
Smaller flat-roofed houses, made of mud brick or earlier constructions of 
palm branches fill up the residential areas, which are intersected by many 
narrow alleys and tracks. The suq, or market, mostly located near the 
gardens, was originally constructed as a row of small storehouses, in a 
roofed space, to protect the customers and goods from the sun. In a 
nearby open space auctions of goats and other livestock took place. In 
many villages markets have been modernised or rebuilt to meet the new 
requirements of hygiene and accessibility for motorised transport (see 
Chapter 5). 

The traditional irrigation system provides water for the settlement and the 
date groves. The water is tapped from underground aquifers in the wadi 
bed or mountains and transported through a channel network (falaj, pi. 
aflaj) at groundlevel along the wadi {ghayl-falaj) or underground (qanat-
falaj), to the settlements. The length of the falaj channels may vary 
between 3 and 15 km, depending on the distance between the settlement 
and the motherwell. One of the aflaj in al-Kamil is known to be a long one 
with a main feeder channel of 11 kilometers. Vertical shafts give access to 
the underground channels for maintenance and repair. The skill required 
in constructing the right slope in the hard rocks to facilitate easy passage 
of water in the channels is often handed down for generations. The 
Awamir tribe, which has a sub-group living in Barzaman, has for a long 
time provided experts in the construction and maintenance of irrigation 
systems in the country (Birks and Letts, 1976; Wilkinson, 1977a). The 
irrigation system, used throughout the country was introduced by the 
Persians (Achaemenids) probably from the second millennium ВС 
(Wilkinson, 1972). One of the aflaj in al-Sharqiyah is known to have been 
built at least 1400 years ago. The water is collected in a basin at the 
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entrance of the settlement where it is used for communal purposes. From 
here it is channelled through the residential area into the date gardens. 
The households along the way have a restricted use of the water. Water 
rights, which are hereditary, belong to a number of individual share 
holders (mulk holders), who may constitute the people who initiatited the 
investment in building or maintaining the system. Religious institutions 
may own rights and endow earnings from it to the poor and finally the falaj 
itself has water rights and revenues are allocated to its maintenance. The 
water is allocated through a system of shares which is the same as the 
number of parts into which the 24 hours of the day are divided (Barth, 
1978; Bonnenfant, P. et al., 1977). Shares of water which are not used by 
the owner are auctioned in the suq, once or twice a week. Agricultural 
land outside the reach of the communal falaj is irrigated by water from 
private wells. The water used to be hauled from the wells by animal or 
human labour but most wells nowadays are operated by mechanical 
pumps. 

The cultivation of dates has been the mainstay of the population for a long 
time. Excavations give evidence of date cultivation in al-Sharqiyah in the 
third millenium ВС. It still plays an important role in Omani society. There 
are over 160 varieties of dates and many ways to prepare them and they 
are a means of exchange in economic, social and cultural life. In addition 
to the crop, all other parts of the tree have traditionally been put to use for 
construction, household purposes, crafts and celebrations (e.g. Crocker 
and Heath, 1988; Gabriel 1988). Even nowadays, while yields have 
decreased considerably due to changing economic and social conditions, 
palm trees still cover more than a third of all cultivated land and dates 
provide about half the potential calorie requirement of the population. Date 
trees give the oases their typical appearance of green islands in the ochre 
and grey coloured desert environment. The groves are divided into small, 
rectilinear plots which are walled or fenced from neighbouring fields. The 
trees are planted relatively densely (some 300-350 per ha), often some 
twenty varieties in one garden. When mature the trees reach a height well 
over 25 meters. The yield of one tree ranges between 30 kg and 100 kg 
per annum. Intercropped with date trees, are a rich variety of fruits and 
vegetables; bananas, limes, grapes, mangoes, pommegranates and 
beans. Adjacent to the date groves crops are cultivated which need more 
open space such as wheat, grass, lucerne, watermelon, marrow and 
various kinds of roots and herbs for example henna and safflower. The 
date trees provide a roofed and cool space through their thick toilage. A 
continuous flow of falaj water and regular irrigated moist soil create a 
humid and fertile climate for abundant cultivation, while numerous birds 
are attracted by a rich insect life. The gardens invite the inhabitants and 
passer by to bide, offering a shady and lush atmosphere even in the 
scorching midday heat. 
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Work in the gardens requires the continuous attention to water distribution 
and tending of crops. Specialised work on date trees such as pollination of 
trees, tying of branches and pruning of fruits is spread over several 
months of the year. The work is done by labourers, owners or relatives on 
a full time or part time hired basis. In the past agricultural labourers were 
mostly recruited among bayadir (sing. bidaf\, people who offered their 
labour for pay in kind. These agricultural labourers may be descendants 
from the agricultural peoples in Persian times. Women play a significant 
role in the oasis cultivation. They tend crops such as fruits, vegetables, 
herbs and fodder and collect the dates. During the date harvest which falls 
between May and October, all forces join in, in the picking, collecting and 
processing of dates. Nowadays a significant portion of this work is done 
by expatriate labour. 

Crops such as dates, limes, fodder, vegetables and herbs are not only for 
own use but are also taken to local, regional and international markets. 
According to a survey held in al-Kamil and al-Wafi in the late 1970s, 76 
per cent of the farms sold part of the crop, while 24 per cent of the farmers 
kept all produce for own use (GDC, 1982). The export of dates used to be 
important. The major export country for Oman was India, but they were 
also sent to Basra, East Africa, China and the United States. Exports have 
stagnated since the turn of the century when established markets for 
dates were lost due to organisational, commercial and political problems. 
In particular in the 1920s and 1930s the American market closed down 
when this continent started to exploit its own date cultivation (Peterson 
1978, p. 24-25). The export of the mabsali variety, for which the region is 
famous, is still significant. In 1987 the total national export of Bisr (mabsali 
dates cooked for preservation) to India was worth more than R.O. 1 
million. Limes in fresh and dried form are produced for the internal market 
and for markets abroad. 

The national marketing agency, the Public Authority for Marketing 
Agricultural Produce (PAMAP), established in the 1980s to enhance 
agricultural activities throughout the country, has taken over most 
collecting and marketing of products from the local farms. It operates in al-
Sharqiyah from three collection centers, Ibra, al-Kamil and al-Mudhaybi. 
Its contribution to the small farmers is essential in securing continuation 
and expansion of production in a situation where competition in quantity, 
quality and prices from abroad is fierce. However its function as the 
national commercial marketing agency produces at the same time a 
situation, whereby prices cannot be negotiated freely and fairly with the 
farmers. This contradiction is difficult to resolve. In general the region is 
producing a limited range of low quality fruits and vegetables and needs 
production and marketing assistance (Christy, 1988). Moreover the 
emphasis on expansion of the agricultural sector mainly through 
producing for export from the region, as encouraged by PAMAP, 
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discourages local initiatives in marketing and distribution and reduces 
possible spread effects in the region, i.e. other economic activities related 
to marketing and distribution of agricultural produce. Hirschman (1986) 
has drawn attention to the positive effects of linkages in economic 
development, elsewhere. The absence of this kind of spread effects is one 
reason why the significance of agriculture for regional development is 
restricted. 

Besides cultivation, the sedentary population takes on the rearing of 
camels (usually limited to the rearing of one or two racing animals), sheep, 
goats and cows which are wholly or partly crop-fed. The total livestock 
population in al-Sharqiyah and Ja'lan (including the Bedouins' livestock), 
according to a survey held in 1978, was as follows; 104,074 goats, 18,081 
sheep, 6510 camels, 3317 donkeys and 7856 cows. The animals provide 
the population with food and the surplus are sent to market. Women often 
take the flocks of goats and sheep out for supplementary feeding, though 
the work is gradually being taken over by foreign labourers. Families also 
keep horses which are bred for the purpose of horse racing. These 
spectacular events are organised at ail important celebrations in the 
villages (Plate 11). Livestock rearing has become a lucrative business 
since spendable income of the people is rising. Goats and sheep fetch a 
high price at the suq especially during religious festivals. The price of a 
goat may range from R.O. 50 to R.O 150, which is a large sum of money 
considering the income of an average family. Male and female 
entrepreneurs have taken up goat rearing as a business and they obtain 
kids from the pastoralists for this activity. 

Modern farming has also become an entrepreneurial business. About 40 
per cent of the farms are exploited by entrepreneurs in a drive to diversify 
their economic activities. New farms are established in the wadi plains 
where land is available, away from the settlements. Produce ranges from 
dates and lucerne to new varieties of vegetables and most of it is destined 
for market. These lands are irrigated by mechanical pumps. The 
establishment of the individually irrigated plots of land has benefitted 
agricultural productivity but it has tended to shift the emphasis from 
communal use of water resources to individal use which may lead to the 
over-use of water (Gabriel, 1988). 

Notwithstanding the fact that overall agriculture has lost its economic 
significance due to the restricted availability of water and land, to the 
emigration of locals and to competitive imports from abroad, agricultural 
activities such as herding and cultivation continue to play a dominant role 
in the local economy and society. A significant part of the population still 
earns a living in agriculture, but this is also supplemented by other 
income. More importantly, these activities are vital in sustaining life in the 
desert areas, which would otherwise be lost to human habitation. Herding 
is at present the only way to make a useful and sustainable living from the 
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sand desert environment and pastoralists maintain reciprocal relations 
with the communities. The production of the oases provides the necessary 
supplements to this life. Furthermore oases offer an agreeable and even 
attractive environment for a life in severe climatic conditions such as 
prevail in the region. 

Fisheries 

Fisheries form the other part of the people's traditional mainstay. The 
monsoonal upwelling in the Arabian Sea of deep, cold water, rich in 
minerals, supplies food for a large variety of demersal and pelagic fish, 
which form the basis for an abundant catch. This rich resource provides a 
basic subsistence for the fishing families in the small coastal ports and 
communities, on the islands of Mahawt and Masirah and in the main 
harbour of Sur. Life for the fishing families revolves almost entirely around 
fishing. Their houses, made of stone slabs from nearby mountainous 
areas or cement blocks, are built close to the sea. The southern 
encampments are located behind the first row of dunes. The dwellings are 
constructed from palm branches or other wood, covered with nets, woven 
cloth and palm frond braided mats. Tarpaulin and corrugated iron are also 
used as building materials. All coastal communities are difficult of access, 
and there is little or no possibility for other activities such as cultivation. 
Part of the fishing population is from Bedouin origin (Lancaster, 1988). 
The fishing people used to live a rather isolated life, except for their 
trading contacts, which reached the ports at the East African coast. During 
summer, when most families move into the inland oases for the date 
harvest, they strengthen their relationships with the sedentary population. 

Fish landings in the region account for some 30 per cent to 50 per cent of 
the total artisanal catch in the country; between about 30,000 tonnes and 
70,000 tonnes per year (for the whole of Oman around 125,000 tonnes 
yearly between 1986 and 1990). The sector employs some 6000 people. 
Fishery in the region is a typical small scale artisanal occupation which 
has adapted itself to technical innovations (see Donaldson (1980) who 
has described this process of adaptation for the fishery in al-Batinah 
region). Fishing gear and techniques vary from lines, drifting and 
stationary nets to purse seining. Until the 1960s the large wooden boats 
used for fishing had sails. Since then they have been equipped with 
inboard engines. The use of smaller fibreglass crafts with outboard 
engines began in the late 1970s. Fishermen make daily or nightly trips to 
nearby fishing grounds. At times when yields are small they leave for 
grounds further away, staying out for two or three weeks. Women's roles 
in fisheries involve fishing from the shore, guarding the fish when drying 
on the beach and its preservation. Fish landed serve not only the direct 
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needs of the fishing families: a large proportion is distributed to the interior 
markets. Earlier, it was exported to ports of the southern Peninsula, East 
Africa and India, markets which are now no longer exploited. At present 
local fish traders operate an efficient distribution system for dried, fresh 
and chilled fish to inland markets and to those of other Gulf countries. 
Modern means of communication have given access to world markets, 
where frozen fish from the region is in great demand. Exporting 
companies from outside the region offer fierce competition to the local 
traders. From the development point of view fisheries offer a different 
prospect from agriculture, as it allows for further expansion. Fisheries 
development is extensively discussed in Chapter 6. 

Crafts 

Crafts formed the complementary activity to the other sectors discussed. 
Potters, pitloom weavers, dyers, leatherworkers, silversmiths and ship
builders all constituted the backbone of the artisanal industry in the region 
which produced goods for local use and for export. Craftsmen and -
women were mostly village based but Bedouin provided goods which 
were made of goat- or camel hair such as camel straps, bags and rugs. A 
large number of these occupations declined with the new economic 
orientation. Most handicrafts became redundant when the significance of 
the agricultural sector diminished, and even earlier (Bathurst, 1972). Local 
produce is also rapidly being replaced by imported goods. At the same 
time various craft produce such as palm leaf braided baskets and mats, 
daggers (khanjars), swords, particular sewing and embroidery work and 
the traditional sweet (halwa) are still in demand by locals. The woven 
products used for camel herding and rearing have become commercially 
attractive again in the expanding business of racing camels. They are of 
interest for artistic reason and also for tourism (Crocker and Heath, 1988). 
This "home" industry still provides an (additional) income in many 
households. Expatriate labourers have to a large extent replaced local 
artisanal labour, such as the women who used to sew and embroider and 
the men who worked the silver. No manufacturing industry in the region 
has replaced the artisanal work. 

Trade 

Trade is the fourth important activity in the traditional regional economy. 
There was trade between the occupational groups within the region from 
early times, with interregional and intercontinental exchange as a 
complementary part. Through the location of its ports at the junction of the 
Gulf and the Arabian Sea, the region was directly connected with the 
maritime long distance trade routes, which played such an important role 
in the trading history of Oman (see Chapter 2). Regional ports were linked 
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with ports and markets on the African continent, in the Mediterranean 
region via the Red Sea, in the emporia on the northern and eastern side of 
the Gulf and in the East Asian Archipelago. Ancient pottery found in the 
region shows parallels with that of Mesopotamia, and the excavations 
near Ras al-Hadd give evidence of trading contacts with India around the 
third millennium ВС. The city of Qalhat, about 20 km north of Sur, was a 
well known and flourishing transhipment place for maritime trade between 
the twelfth and sixteenth century. Its function was later taken over by Sur. 
The significance of maritime trade in Sur in the early twentieth century is 
mentioned by Lorimer (1908). The number of sea going vessels belonging 
to Sur, which had a population at that time of 12,000, were counted at 50 
baghlah, 4 sambuq and 40 badans. The average yearly import was worth 
Rs 48,000,000, while the export amounted to Rs 26,840,000. Lorimer 
reported that the ruling sultan procured 6000 dollars a year customs 
duties from Sur and Ras al-Hadd, adding that "the amount actually due to 
the Sultan would be at least 50,000 dollars a year." (Lorimer, 1908, p. 
1412). The import duty was 5 per cent ad valorem, the export duty idem. 
For a long time Sur had been renowned for its ship-building activities. In 
its yards were built the wooden vessels, such as the large baghlah, 
ghanjah, sambuq and the smaller badan, which crossed the 
intercontinental waters. Its significance declined, one reason being 
because Sur could not harbour steamships. 

A coastal trade, using small vessels, was conducted from the region with 
the coast of India and the East African littoral. Badan were filled up in Sur, 
al-Ashkharah and other ports, with local products such as dates, limes, 
fish, salt, turtle-shell, sheep or cotton goods. They called at ports in 
Dhofar, Yemen, Socotra, Somalia and further along the East African 
coast, or they went in an easterly direction to Karachi, Bombay, 
Mangalore and Cochin. They would return with raw cotton, kapok, coffee, 
oil and flour from Africa, frankincense and ghee from Dhofar and rice, 
wheat, sugar, spices, cotton and silk yarn and timber from the Indian sub
continent. Masirah island supplied the ships with water. Mahawt served as 
a port for the interior part of Oman. This island and Khor bani bu Ali were 
at one time involved with the slave trade from Africa. People who were 
landed here were transported further inland to Sanaw, Adam and Nizwa. 
The abolition of this trade was officially effected in 1873, but ongoing 
activities still lingered in the region until the late nineteenth century though 
in a much limited and restricted way (Lorimer, 1908). Coastal trade 
continued until well into the 1960s (Scholz, 1981). 

The export trade was mostly controlled by merchants who resided in Sur 
or in the larger oases. Many of them originated from India and they 
conducted trade with their home country. The traders depended on a 
network of agents residing in the interior market centers such as Ibra, al-
Mintirib, Bilad bani bu Hasan and Bilad bani bu Ali. These latter traders 
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organised the distribution of local produce within the region and collected 
the surplus produce destined for export. The goods were transhipped for 
onward delivery to Sur, Nizwa or Matrah and Muscat from where further 
distribution to interregional or intercontinental markets was organised. 
Transportation of goods overland was conducted with donkeys and 
camels. Bedouin organised the camel caravans for transport over long 
distances. Transportation overseas was organised as a taxi system, 
whereby any person could contract the owner of a ship to carry goods. 
Traders then as now, were also involved in other entrepreneurial activities 
such as cultivation of dates or production of goods. A trader entrepreneur 
in Ibra in the 1950s for example also owned and managed a small cotton 
weaving industry. The labourers working for him originated from Africa. 
The products were also shipped to Africa, destined for Omanis living 
overseas. 

When intercontinental trade lost its significance, the trading function of the 
harbours declined too. Since 1970 Sur and other regional ports are no 
longer authorised to import goods. Trade nowadays concerns mainly the 
regional distribution of imported goods which all arrive in the region from 
the capital area or Dubai. Notwithstanding, or rather thanks to, this 
profound transformation of trade, it continues to be vital for economic 
expansion, attracting a large number of women and men willing to invest 
in this sector. A growing number of expatriates is involved in trade. They 
contribute to its expansion and to the efficiency of distribution networks in 
fierce competition with small local traders. The trading network between 
the capital area and Dubai, and the region, and the position of the local 
traders gets full attention in Chapter 5. 

Interdependence and flexibility 

Interdependence and flexibility are basic characteristics necessary to 
effect these economic activities successfully. Interdependence was 
created because the subsistence activities were carried out by 
occupational groups which specialise in using different natural resources. 
This has lead to exchange of produce within a reciprocal relationship. 
Even to this time people from each group supply the others with food, 
labour and other basic products (Dutton, 1988). Cultivators provide other 
sedentary people, fishing folk and Bedouin with dates and other 
agricultural produce, fodder (alfalfa, see Plate 7), household goods made 
of palm-fronds and date-tree branches for use as building material 
(Gabriel, 1988). Bedouin supply the other groups with livestock, manure 
for date cultivation, salt and charcoal as well as labour for the date 
harvest. In earlier days they organised in addition, the transportation of 
goods for merchants and traders. Fishermen offer protein-rich foodstuff to 
the Bedouin and the people of the oases. Dried fish is also a 
supplementary animal feed and fertilizer. Merchants and traders exchange 
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the goods between the subsistence groups and link the regional markets 
with national and international markets. 

The occupational groups complement rather than compete with one 
another over scarce land-resources and their interdependence has 
resulted in a greater co-operation (see also Birks, 1978; Wilkinson, 1977a 
and Sweet, 1965). According to Lancaster (1988), this co-operation 
results in the optimum use of scarce resources and it is linked with the 
system of symbiosis which exists between all sections of Arab society. 
While it is often maintained that the Bedouin (bedu) have a tendency to 
dominate the economic life, a balance seems to have been obtained in the 
region. For example, Barth (1978) has indicated that the Bedouin have a 
dominant lifestyle because their means of subsistence are more flexible 
and they are less dependent on large investments than agriculturalists but 
this is not reflected in the variety of landownership in and around the 
oases. In the Western Margin the general pattern shows a preponderance 
of Bedouin ownership of the date gardens, but on the eastern side oases 
are mostly owned by the sedentary people. However, in both areas the 
opposite also occurs (Scholz, 1981). Date gardens owned by cultivators 
may also be tended using Bedouin labour and vice versa. 

The reciprocal relationship between bedu and hadhar in fact, is constantly 
changing as it adapts to new and differing circumstances. The introduction 
of motorised transportation made the transport services of Bedouin 
superfluous and the Bedouin lost an important link with the sedentary 
peoples. However, individuals from both groups explore new ways of co
operation. Bedouin were recently seen near al-Mintirib making camp close 
to a modern farm on the border of the sand desert. The farmer provides 
them with water and food produced at the farm and they purchase alfalfa 
from him. The farmer is secured with a sure and stable demand for his 
main crop, which otherwise he would have needed to bring to market. 
Similar co-operation was evidenced between a farmer and pastoralists 
near al-Yahmadi. The farm supplies water, fodder and building materials 
to the people who temporarily live in their vicinity, and the latter take the 
livestock from the farmer out into the desert for grazing. In addition they 
offer kids and camels for sale to the farming family. 

The flexibility of people involved in the various occupations is the other 
characteristic necessary for the economy. This trait is a basic requirement 
for the individual in all occupational groups in order to sustain or to 
complement his or her source of living. This flexibility may mean moving 
seasonally, a changing occupation, combining a number of activities or 
even migrating overseas. Climatic conditions are a dominant factor 
inducing locals to move elsewhere for their subsistence, and migration is 
an option chosen by many. Seasonal mobility is essential for nomads in 
search of grazing pastures, where yields are dependent on rainfall. 
Fishermen move seasonally from the coast to the inland oases to obtain 
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food and material to supplement their subsistence, at a time when the 
seas are rough because of the monsoonal winds. Interoccupational 
mobility occurs for pastoralists and cultivators alike. In fact the two 
occupations are not fixed; the emphasis of a particular group or of the 
individual may shift from nomad to sedentary life or vice versa. Such 
adaptations vary from seasonal transhumance to long-term pulsations 
(Barth, 1973). Pastoral nomads for example have embraced a sedentary 
lifestyle or they have become fishermen (Lancaster, 1988). The 
determinants for change were either climatic and economic conditions or 
political factors. 

Migration overseas happened at various times in history due to the desert 
climate, the political conditions or the commercial challenge to find new 
trading partners. In particular people from al-Sharqiyah had to migrate 
because of the fragile condition of the environment (Nicholls, 1971). 
Inhabitants migrated on a temporary basis or settled permanently in 
neighbouring states, in countries on the eastern side of the Gulf, in India 
or Africa or the Western World. Trade links offered them easy access to 
other continents. In the seventeenth century people followed in the wake 
of the Omani rulers who controlled the East African littoral. In the mid 
nineteenth century a large migratory movement again took place from al-
Sharqiyah, mainly to Africa (Miles, 1919), while the last efflux of people 
occurred in the 1940s and 1950s, when the economy stagnated because 
of continuing droughts. Former links and relations facilitated newcomers to 
settle. Descendants of these migrants are living in the coastal countries 
such as Zanzibar, Tanzania and Kenya. Others moved on northward or 
westward and settled in Zambia, Zaire, Ruanda, Burundi or elsewhere. 
Most of them maintain their links with Oman. Others returned when the 
situation became more favourable in Oman, and picked up the link with 
their home villages in the region. 

Interdependence and flexibility has drawn the inhabitants of the different 
economic groups in the region into contact with one another, thus 
integrating the people of remote and inaccessible areas such as the 
secluded fishing communities and the outer desert encampments, with the 
sedentary people. Herding people and fishing families who move to the 
vicinity of the oases meet up with the sedentary population and with one 
another. When these migrants return to their winter habitats, they take 
with them not only food and building materials but also the news and 
knowledge lingering in the inland oases, while leaving behind the stories 
of the desert, the sea and other far off places. These two characteristics of 
the economy also link the coastal region with the inland area. Like the 
country at large al-Sharqiyah is characterised, though less stringently, by 
a territorial dichotomy; i.e. the coastal area and the inland oases (see 
Chapter 2). Whereas the coastal communities and ports are gateways to 
the sea and the population are oriented towards other continents, the 
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interior oases are more locally bound, often inward-looking agricultural 
entities, which are politically semi-autonomous. The dichotomy has always 
been bridged by the economic interdependence of the fishing, the 
agricultural and trading population. The import and export trade which 
continued in times of growth and decline, connect the merchants and 
traders in the coastal towns such as Sur, Ras al-Hadd, al-Ashkharah and 
Mahawt with traders living in the inland oases such as Bilad bani bu Ali, 
Bilad bani bu Hasan, al-Mintirib, Ibra, al-Mudhayrib (see also Lorimer, 
1908). The latter also had their own trading contacts abroad. 

At present however, the modern oil economy offers to people from the 
occupational groups a source of living which is not directly linked to 
regional resources. It therefore contributes to the dissolution of traditional 
interdependence patterns, even though it creates new ones. 

The interdependence between the main occupational groups and between 
Bedouin and sedentary peoples finds its reflection in the tribal system 
which historically was linked with the economic organisation of the people. 
The tribal system also used to structure the social-political organisation as 
well as the cultural one. Its social-political role functioned as a linking pin 
within the region and between the regional powers and the central power. 
Its role in the development process in al-Sharqiyah will be expounded in 
the next section of this chapter. 

Social-political framework 

The social-political framework is another important feature affecting the 
present development process. It is mainly defined by the tribal system and 
the administrative system of the national government. The significance of 
the tribal organisation in the context of building the nation state is 
changing, but until this day the system is still the organisational basis at 
the grass-roots level of Omani society. The tribe, which is agnatic 
endogamous through the preference of parallel cousin partners, used to 
structure territorial and economic links as well as social and kinship 
relations of sub-groups in the Omani society. It still plays a role in matters 
of kinship, affiliation and as a social network. Chapter 2 relates the main 
characteristics of the system, the following paragraphs report on the role 
of the tribal organisation in the economic and social spheres in al-
Sharqiyah. 

The function of the tribe in the territorial and economic sphere was related 
to the natural resources of the tribal lands (Chapter 2). These conditioned 
the activities and concomittant lifestyles of tribal members, thereby 
facilitating a labour division between factions (fakhdh, pi. fukhudh) of a 
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tribe or between tribes. The pattern of labour division related to the tribal 
organisation is as varied in al-Sharqiyah as it is in other parts of the 
country. A tribe may have pastoral and settled branches, or its members 
predominantly have one occupation. Members of the Wahiba tribe for 
example are predominantly nomadic pastoralists and their terirtories 
extend into the inner desert regions. Most members of the Bani bu Hasan 
and the Hajriyin tribe mostly live in cultivated areas with agriculture as 
their mainstay. Both occupational groups are found within a tribe such as 
the Maskari (pi. Masakir), which is largely a sedentary tribe but has 
pastoral branches whose members live in the desert ranges of their 
territory where no cultivation is possible. The Janaba are partly 
pastoralists and partly traders, seafarers and fishermen. When territories 
did not offer enough opportunities to make a living, members, families or 
fukhudh moved, merged with other tribes, or subjugated themselves, or 
others to gain access to other resources with the aim to keep as many 
options open for themselves. This has also resulted in a dispersion of 
tribal families throughout the region, the country and abroad. In al-
Sharqiyah, the Bani bu Ali have tribal lands in Ja'lan and a faction quarter 
in the port of Sur. The Masakir from Ibra have a sub-group living near Sur 
and one near al-Mudhaybi and they own lands outside al-Sharqiyah. The 
Janaba have their territories on the eastern side and western side of the 
Sands, in Sur and along the coast down to Dhofar in southern Oman. 
Individual members may change occupation also through marriage with a 
person from another, preferably intra-tribal occupational group. 
Occupational groups however do not shift frequently or easily, even within 
one tribe. Bedouin groups have adopted agriculture when they settled in 
the oases, but this process of settling normally occurred over a long 
period of time. Likewise many fishing families were of pastoralists origin 
but their transition to fishing took place a long time ago. Frequent shifting 
in this case is impracticable because the occupation requires 
specialisation (Lancaster, 1988). 

Depending on the (historical) power of a particular tribe, therefore, its 
lands may encompass several clusters of oases, pastures, quarters of 
towns etc. which are occupied by factions of the tribe or allied groups. On 
the other hand a large oasis is often the residence of two or more tribes 
which may have loyalties in the opposite halves of the (moiety) system 
which characterises the tribal political structure of the country. This 
settlement pattern of rival sedentary descent groups is typical for other 
towns in the country too e.g. Izki, Sur. In Ibra this is the case for two 
families; the Masakir and the Harith (sing. al-Harthy). Their territories 
extend in the oasis in opposite directions. The Masakir predominantly 
occupy the upper part of the wadi (Alayaf) in the northern part of Ibra and 
the settlements in a northerly direction such as al-Hazm, Thabti and al-
Yahmadi. The Harith families live along the lower part of the wadi (Sufalat) 
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in the southern part of Ibra, and in the oases in southerly direction such as 
al-Mudayrib and al-Qabil, which was at one time their capital. 

Tribes in al-Sharqiyah were at times relatively autonomous social 
formations. They participated in the central power mainly through alliances 
with the tribes in the core regions such as al-Jawf in al-Dakhliyah, from 
where the rulers were mostly elected (see Chapter 2). A sense of 
regionality was manifested through alliances between regional tribes 
which balanced the central power. The ruler depended on the allegiance 
of the tribes, but the physical power remained with the tribal 
representatives in their homelands. This gave them a position of relative 
independence and the possibility to restrict the ruler's control over the 
region. Lorimer (1908, p. 1420), mentioned this situation at the beginning 
of this century when he concluded that "In Sharqiyah and Ja'lan the Sultan 
has no official agents of any sort, and, though the shaikhs profess 
allegiance to the Sultan of Oman, their attitude towards the present ruler 
makes it impossible to regard them otherwise than as semi-independent". 

Throughout history, the tribal structures underwent changes, which had to 
do with economic resources, territory, power and other social and cultural 
forces. Since 1970, the tribes of al-Sharqiyah have participated in and co
operate with the state organisation, while the government has established 
its representatives in the region such as Waits, police, army, courts and 
branches of ministries. The tribal leaders, such as the shuyukh and 
rushada (sing, rashid), who in principle, are only more equal among 
equals, function in the political field predominantly as mediators between 
the members of the tribe and the administrative representatives in the 
wilayat. They recommend representatives from the wilayat for the Majlis 
al-Shura. Tribal leaders used to establish political authority over other 
members through councils (majalis, sing, majlis) and religious courts (a/-
qada' al-shar'i). At present they continue to take counsel with them to 
discuss a wide variety of subjects ranging from tribal history, religion, law, 
justice and matters such as palm cultivation, irrigation, trade, markets, 
prices and marriage and any other national or international news item. 
Supporters, advisors or guests may join in the sabla. The tribe brings its 
members informally together on social and cultural occassions, through 
kinship affiliation and loyalty which members may owe one another. For 
example it obliges families and individuals to assemble on the occasions 
of birth, marriage and death. The tribe therefore is still a strong cohesive 
force for families and members who may live dispersed in the country or 
abroad and integrates its people within the region and in the country at 
large. 

Besides occupational groups and tribal formations, other organised or 
unorganised groups based on ethnic, religious or other identities 
contribute to the development process in al-Sharqiyah, such as the 
Banian (Hindu peoples from India), Luwatis, immigrants from Egypt and 
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Asia etc. They have their own identity and autonomy and integrate 
themselves in the society through economic, social or cultural affiliation. 
The Women's Associations play their own important role in the 
development process. 

Development programmes 

The growing national identification has contributed to a reduction of the 
disparity and the inequality between tribes and other social formations. 
Yet the dominance of the capital area as the administrative center of 
development oncemore carries the danger of unequal development, this 
time between the capital area and the regions (see also Smith, 1976). An 
extensive development programme was started for the whole country to 
counter this potential threat. Emphasis is given to regional development to 
eliminate any disparity in standard of living among the various regions and 
to limit mass migration to heavily populated centres (Oman, Development 
Council, 1991, p. 223). The programme includes building the infrastructure 
and providing general public services in the field of health, education, 
communication, and other amenities. Exploitation of natural resources has 
been encouraged in the agricultural and fisheries sectors, supplemented 
with a financial scheme to attract local participation. A process of 
economic modernisation gained momentum in al-Sharqiyah, as in all other 
regions. The living and working conditions rapidly improved and produced 
a radical change of lifestyle for the people. The local inhabitants 
responded aptly to the opportunities, contributing to development from 
their own resources. The ultimate objective of the economic development 
policy is to stimulate the private sector to continue development on its own 
initiative. The main programmes and provisions realised by the 
government in the social and economic fields and the response of the 
people are listed in the following sections. 

Health 

One of the first accomplishments of the development programme was the 
provision of health services throughout the region. Health care in al-
Sharqiyah used to be procured from local practitioners or from doctors 
living in the capital area or abroad. There were no hospital facilities 
available until the early 1970s. In 1972 mobile medical teams carried out 
an extensive health programme to control infectious diseases primarily. 
Table 3.2 shows the development of health services between 1975 and 
1990. 
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Year 

1975 

1976 

1977 

1978 

1979 

1980 

1981 

1982 

1983 

1984 

1985* 

1986 

1987 

1988 

1989 

1990 

Hospit. 

1 

1 

1 
1 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 
2 

12 

12 
10 
10 

10 
10 

Health 
Centres 

Compare: Totals Oman in 1990 

*: 

Source : 

47 

5 

5 
6 

6 

5 

7 

8 
9 

9 

9 
19 

19 

16 

17 

17 

19 

91 

Beds Dlspen Prev. Centr 
sari es 

152 

152 

176 

176 

195 

269 

304 

318 

350 

436 

479 

467 

451 

456 

467 

479 

3431 

β 

9 

10 

11 

12 

13 

14 

16 

19 

19 

π 1985 Health centers were upgraded to Hospitals and 

>spensanes were upgraded to Health centers 

Statistical Year Books 

2 

4 

4 

8 

8 

5 

8 

11 

14 

16 

20 

23 

25 

21 

21 

20 

82 

Table 3.2: Distribution of medical and public health establishments in 
al-Sharqiyah (1975-1990). 

By 1975 one hospital and five permanent health centers were in 
operation. In 1965 health centers and dispensaries were upgraded. In 
1990 the population had access to 10 hospitals (accounting for some 479 
beds), 19 health centers and 20 preventive centers. Inhabitants make 
ample use of these facilities which are free for all Omani citizens. In 1990 
a total of 110,737 patient days were recorded, the average stay being 3.4 
days. In addition several private health centers are in operation in the 
region. Medical practitioners in the region applying traditional medicines 
and therapies are also consulted. The Royal Hospital built in the capital 
area in the late 1980s and supplied with the latest technical equipment, 
attracts people from al-Sharqiyah as well as from other regions. Much 
effort is given to fight the infectional diseases which are dominant in the 
region. In areas where this has been successful "modern" illnesses, such 
as high blood pressure, cancer and intestine diseases are already 
appearing (Personal comment by a staff member of the Ministry of Health, 
1989). 
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Education 

Education in the region has always been provided by Islamic schools 
attached to the main mosques in the oases and large towns. People who 
did not attend these schools such as young children, women and illiterate 
men, were taught the Koran through recitation and reading. Classes 
assembled under a large tree or other shady place in the villages. The 
development policy gave priority to accessible modern education for all 
people, women and men alike, and schools were built at great pace. 
Sultan Qaboos is known to have said at that time: "if no schoolbuilding is 
yet available, let them teach under the trees like they used to do". The 
effort in education has been considerable. In 1970 three schools provided 
modern education in Oman, all located in the Muscat area. In 1980, 69 
schools had been established in al-Sharqiyah region, (including al-Wusta, 
see Chapter 1), and ten years later the number had nearly doubled to 120 
schools (Table 3.3). 

Year 

1977 
1978 
1979 
1980 
1981 
1982 
1983 
1984 
1985 
1986 
1987 
1988 
1989 
1990 

Female 

15 
16 
16 
17 
17 
18 
18 
25 
35 
41 
40 
45 
46 
52 

Male 

30 
26 
25 
23 
22 
24 
22 
26 
29 
37 
41 
43 
46 
53 

Source: Statistical Year Books 

Co-Edc. 

14 
27 
28 
29 
30 
34 
37 
34 
31 
28 
28 
24 
22 
17 

Total 

59 
69 
69 
69 
69 
76 
77 
85 
95 

106 
109 
112 
114 
122 

Table 3.3: Government schools for general education in 
al·Sharqiyah (1977-1990). 

The modern educational programme includes general education divided 
into three levels: primary, preparatory and secondary education, as well 
as literacy classes, adult education for women and men, and vocational 
training. The Vocational Training Centre, established in al-Yahmadi in 
1983, provides a technical and commercial education for men who have 
finished the third year of secondary school. Qoran classes offer Islamic 
education for people who are under or above schoot age. 

81 



Shifting sands 

Year 

1972 

1973 

1974 

1975 

1976 

1977 

1978 

1979 

1980 

1981 

1982 

1983 

1984 

1985 

1986 

1987 

1988 

1989 

1990 

Female 

729 
1096 

1744 

2162 

2505 

3187 

3812 

4258 

5139 

5960 

7207 

8871 

11038 

12878 

14752 

16593 

18100 

19938 

22257 

Source: Statistical Year Books 

Male 

2887 

3499 

5467 

6004 

6995 

8261 

8994 

9530 

10646 

11778 

13274 

14985 

17027 

18372 

20104 

21530 

22983 

24994 

27224 

Total 

3616 

4595 

7211 

8166 

9500 

11448 

12806 

13788 

15785 

17738 

20481 

23856 

28065 

31250 

34856 

38033 

41083 

44932 

49481 

Table 3.4: Number of pupils in government schools in al· 
Sharqiyah (1972-1990). 

As a result of these efforts, the number of children receiving education 
increased more than ten-fold between 1972 and 1990. In 1972 about 700 
girls and nearly 3000 boys were being educated. In 1980 this number had 
grown to more than 5000 girls and 10,000 boys, while in 1990 over 22,000 
girls and 27,000 boys attended school (Table 3.4 and Fig. 3.2). 
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F/g. 3.2: Number of pupils at government schools in al-Sharqiyah. 

Year 

1980 

1981 

1982 

1983 

1984 

1985 

1986 

1987 

1988 

1989 

1990 

Source: 

Literacy 

Female Male 

298 293 

467 212 

467 286 

550 135 

493 130 

939 311 

1035 258 

1072 106 

839 199 

726 78 

874 30 

Statistical Year Books 

Total 

591 

679 

753 

685 

623 

1250 

1293 

1178 

1038 

804 

904 

Adult education 

Female 

105 

93 

154 

308 

468 

588 

775 

844 

996 

853 

798 

Male 

366 

240 

284 

378 

345 

431 

366 

283 

232 

626 

737 

Total 

471 

333 

438 

686 

813 

1019 

1141 

1127 

1228 

1479 

1535 

Table 3.5: Number of pupils in literacy and adult educational centres 

in aLSharqiyah (1980-1990). 

At present, school attendance (including that of the Vocational Training 
Centre) is about 75 per cent. The school attendance figures for boys and 
girls are approaching the same value. By the year 2000, the total number 
of children in the school age group between 6 and 17 year will be between 
66,000 and 77,000 (al-Tauqy, 1991). 
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The programme for adult education in 1990 was attended by 798 women 
and 737 men; 874 women and 30 men attended literacy classes (Table 
3.5). School facilities, up to vocational education are located in the region. 
Higher educational institutes such as the Teacher- and Technical Training 
Colleges and the University are in the capital area with the exception of 
the Nurses Training Institute, which is located in the region. Boys and girls 
graduating from secondary school have to leave the region if they want to 
continue their education at one of these institutes. While this fact restricts 
continuation for some girls, it has not prevented it for many other girls. 

The rapidly expanding demand for educational staff in Oman is met by the 
appointment of a large number of teachers recruited from abroad. For 
example, following an agreement between Oman and Egypt, male and 
female teachers are recruited from this country and employed on a three 
year contract. In 1990 teaching staff nation-wide recruited from Egypt, 
Jordan, Sudan, Saudi Arabia and from India and Pakistan accounted for 
11,612 people out of a total of 16,807 teaching staff. The intention is that 
they will be replaced as soon as possible by local staff. The Teacher 
Training College, established for this purpose, draws many students from 
the region. Teaching is seen by both women and men as an attractive 
career opportunity (Field notes, 1995). 

Despite the impressive efforts to provide educational facilities throughout 
the region, and the response of highly motivated people, illiteracy is still 
high in the region, in particular amongst women. According to a survey 
held in 1989 to investigate the level of education, 57 per cent of women 
and 31 per cent of men were illiterate. Above the age of 30, about 7 per 
cent of women, on average, were literate, below 25 years, however, about 
50 per cent were literate (al-Tauqy, 1991). The reasons for the high 
number of illiterate people are varied. Due to the limited modern schooling 
facilities before 1970, many people over 35 years did not have the 
opportunity to learn to read and write. Even today people who inhabit the 
Sands and the coastal region south of al-Khuwaymah have difficulty 
getting to schools, although they are eager to educate themselves 
(Webster, 1988). Others may be hesitant to send their children to schools 
where they do not learn the skills of agriculture, fisheries, animal 
husbandry or weaving, which have traditionally provided them with a 
means of subsistence. Finally, parents are known to be reluctant to send 
their daughters to schools which have no women teachers such as in al-
Hajj (Field notes, 1990). 

Communication 

Communication within the region and with the rest of the country and 
abroad improved and expanded at a tremendous speed through the 
construction of roads. When the tarmac road from Bid Bid to Sur opened 
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in 1978 the journey between the region and Muscat was reduced to three 
or four hours of comfortable driving. It used to take some three days by 
car over dust roads, occassionally blocked by wadi flows and landslides. 
Before the introduction of motorised transportation, a journey from Ibra to 
Muscat took one week by camel or donkey. The main road links most of 
the large oases in al-Sharqiyah with one another and with the other 
regions of the country, while graded roads connect the oases with their 
hinterland. Already in 1986 a start was made to surface several of these 
roads which were in extensive use as for example between Ibra and 
Sanaw. This road gives easy access via Izki to the market town of Nizwa 
and beyond. People who work in one of the neighbouring states frequently 
take this inland route too. In 1990 the hard top road was completed 
through Ja'lan between al-Kamil and al-Ashkharah, with a length of more 
than 150 km. This road opened up the coastal area to private and 
commercial transportation. It considerably facilitated summer migration for 
the fishing people and allowed for heavy freezer trucks collecting fish. The 
increased mobility in the region is confirmed by the increase of cars which 
were counted on the road at al-Kamil in 1985 and again in 1990; 
respectively 2000 cars and 3000 cars a day. Petrol sales tell the same 
story. Between 1977 and 1991 nearly a tenfold increase was registered 
for the region, from less than 10,000 litres to over 80,000 litres a year of 
sales (Table 3.6 and Fig. 3.3). 

Year 

1977 
1978 
1979 
1980 
1981 
1982 
1983 

Source: 

Sales 

9.2 
10.4 
16.4 
24 

29.6 
34 

42.6 

Year 

1984 
1985 
1986 
1987 
1988 
1989 
1990 

Shell Marketing and BP Oman 

Sales 

50.7 
54 

59.7 
61.9 
63.9 
66.8 
75.7 

Table 3.6: Petrol sales in 000' m3 in al-Sharqiyah 
(1977-1990). 

Climatic conditions make roads vulnerable to rapid deterioration. Sand is a 
hazard in this area. Coastal routes used to be regularly blocked by dunes 
blown over from the nearby sand desert and during summer when the 
monsoon winds cause sand storms, all roads need daily clearing. Wadi 
flows in Ja'lan cause destruction to the infrastructure to such an extent 
that 30 per cent of the roads need intensive repair annually. 
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Fig. 3.3: Petrol sales in al-Sharqiyah (1977-1990). 

Therefore an efficient and costly apparatus is needed to provide 
maintenance facilities. 63 people are employed at the Office for Road 
Maintenance in al-Kamil to maintain about 800 kms of roads a month. 

The improvement of transportation also has other consequences for the 
living conditions. Inhabitants are moving away from the center of the oasis 
towards the more spaceous outskirts, which are often located near the 
main roads. This new orientation has the disadvantage that not only are 
the residences no longer in or close to the shade of the palm groves, but 
more importantly it restricts the mobility of women who have less access 
to their own transportation than men. Whereas before, the women moved 
freely between the confines of the living quarters, working in the gardens, 
visiting each other and buying their needs, longer distances between 
houses and between shops and houses are more difficult to negotiate, in 
particular during the heat of the day. This situation tends to confine them 
more to their homes and often prevents them from following an education 
course or running a business. In this way women experience more 
barriers to joining the new way of life, than men. This will only change 
when they have transport available for their own use. 

The foundation of a telecommunication network equally improved the links 
between people within the region, with the rest of the country and abroad. 
By 1990 most areas, with the exception of the sand desert and other thinly 
populated areas, had telephone lines installed and some 10,000 
connections were hooked up (Table 3.7 and Fig. 3.4). Today, the 
population receives radio and television broadcasts by satellite stations 
and this facility also enables locals to benefit from the latest things such 
as satellite communication. 
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Wllayat 

Sur 

ІЬга 
Masirah 
al-Kamil 

al-Qabil 
al-Wasil 
Bani bu 
Ваш bu Ali 
Badiyah 

al-Muotiaybi 
Sanaw 
al-Ashkharah 

Total 

Source: 

1979 1980 1981 

105 

105 

339 

339 

416 

416 

1982 1963 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 1990 

498 

498 

Statistical Year Books 

500 

500 

498 

498 

500 888 2137 2460 2610 2930 
107 

84 
417 

91 
77 

43 
12 
43 
54 

24 

748 
309 
457 

310 
50 

413 
547 

468 
314 

115 
81 

846 
375 

559 
370 

51 
588 
747 

591 
380 
464 

214 

955 
336 
658 
390 

54 

649 
754 

673 
426 
497 
236 

500 1079 2898 6272 7795 8558 

Table 3.7: Number of telephone lines installed in al-Sharqiyah (1979-1990). 

- Telephon«» 

- Electricity 

1979 1980 1981 1S82 19S3 1984 1985 1988 1987 1988 1989 IS 

Fig. 3.4: Electricity and telephone connections installed in al-Sharqiyah (1979-1990). 

87 



Shifting sands 

Water & electricity 

The provision of water and electricity has effected a profound change in 
living conditions. In al-Sharqiyah, like the rest of the country, water is 
generally scarce and access to water resources is vital for the inhabitants 
to make a living. Quantity and quality of water resources vary throughout 
the region. For example Ibra, al-Mudhayrib, al-Mintirib, al-Kamil and Bani 
bu Hassan along the northern main wadi bed have access to a relative 
abundance of water from aquifers. In the western margin of the Sands the 
water is relatively good near Sanaw but at other places such as al-
Mudhaybi, rather saline. The sand desert and coastal region has very 
limited resources and wells are few and far between. Bedouin and 
fisherfolk used to transport water over long distances by camel or foot. 
Women in the coastal areas were known to walk to the nearest well for 
one and a half hour. It is little wonder that the settlements in these areas 
remained small, because good water was scarce. 

The government pursues the policy of supplying water to as many 
locations as possible. Additional wells were first of all dug in the Sands 
and other remote areas. Furthermore an extensive programme of falaj 
maintenance and repair was launched. To fulfill the continuously 
increasing demand for water, desalination plants were built in Ras al-
Hadd, Ras al-Ruways, Masirah, and Filim in 1985, supplying a total of 
90,000 gallons a day. Since then their capacity has been expanded. Total 
production of water in the region in 1990 was 361 million galllons. In 
northern Oman (including al-Sharqiyah) one third of the water 
consumption is today provided by wells and two thirds by desalination 
plants, with the exclusion of water supplied by the falaj system (Oman, 
Development Council, 1991). The distribution of water from the plant or 
well to the houses is in the hands of private business, with the government 
paying for the maintenance of vehicles. Water is an expensive commodity; 
a full tank, which lasts a normal household about a week, costs R.0.15. A 
modern society uses more of the scarce resource of water than a less 
advanced society. The potential of these water resources has yet to be 
fully assessed. A country-wide system of monitoring water level and of 
making an inventory of potential resources has been set up and is being 
controlled by the Council for the Conservation of the Environment and 
Water Resources. It has a regional branch in al-Mudhayrib. 

Electricity has supplemented or replaced the main fuels of wood and gaz. 
Power stations have been built in Masirah, Sur, al-Mudhayrib, al-Kamil, al-
Mudhaybi and Bilad bani bu Hasan. Total capacity increased from 45 MW. 
in 1980 to 93 MW. in 1990. Electricity connections were hooked up at a 
high rate (Table 3.8 and Fig. 3.4). Diesel generators supply electricity in 
areas where no other electricity supply is available such as in al-
Ashkharah and other fishing communities and in inhabited land away from 
the oases. 
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With the availability of electricity, people acquired radios (63.7 per cent of 
the households), refrigerators (52,8 per cent), television sets (49,2 per 
cent), air conditioners (41.0 per cent), washing machines (37.7 per cent) 
and telephones (21 J). 4 These goods have become customary in 
households, making life more comfortable. 

Year 

1979 

1980 

1981 

1982 

1983 

1984 

1985 

1986 

1987 

1988 

1989 

1990 

*: 
Abbreviations: 

Source: 

Sur 

400 

844 

2380 

3259 

3947 

4546 

4908 

5468 

5889 

6177 

6513 

6760 

Ibra* 

244 

473 

1327 

2271 

3288 

4325 

4933 

5599 

6036 

6487 

6868 

Mud 

184 

550 

1274 

1610 

1830 

2356 

3063 

3682 

4005 

4249 

4507 

ncludes al-Mudhayrib 

Mud- al-Mudhaybl, 

Kamll 

225 

586 

797 

1024 

1225 

1479 

1641 

1811 

1928 

2175 

2336 

Kamil- al-Kamil 

BbH 

189 

361 

537 

753 

1037 

1244 

1402 

1540 

1656 

1792 

1925 

BbA 

1026 

1780 

2206 

2714 

3002 

3282 

3584 

3bH- Bilad bani bu Hasan, BbA- Bilad bani bu Ali 

Statistical Year Books 

Total 

400 

1686 

4350 

7194 

9605 

12952 

16092 

18713 

21235 

22804 

24498 

25980 

Table 3.8: Number of electricity connections in al-Sharqiyah (1979-1990). 

Housing 

The provision of low cost housing in the larger towns and settlements has 
been another objective of the development programmes. In addition, 
financial support has been given to facilitate private building since 1980. 
The Oman Housing Bank is responsible for this programme. It offers loans 
for building at competitive interest rates for which all Omani citizens with a 
regular income are eligible. It has a branch in Sur. By 1985, the Bank had 
given loans for the building of 533 houses in al-Sharqiyah. In 1990 it had 
issued 945 loans worth R.O. 12,100 representing 6.6 per cent of the total 
value of its loans (Table 3.9). The construction business in particular, 
benefits from the scheme, because the Bank pays the agreed sum directly 

4 The percentage of distribution to households of the respective goods, according to an 

official survey executed in 1989, are given between brackets. 
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to the builder who is certain to receive his due. This is not always the case 
in a private arrangement between builder and client. Large investments 
have been put into housing and the custom that a person with ample 
means has the responsibility to build a house for a less well-to-do brother 
or sister has added to the number of projects. According to the official 
sample survey of 1989, 95 per cent of all Omanis in al-Sharqiyah owned 
their own house. As a result the construction business boomed in the last 
two decades, although it experienced a severe dip when the oil price 
collapsed in 1986. Building activities to date have been such that 85 per 
cent of all housing is now made of durable materials. The outlook of oases 
and other towns has been extensively transformed: grey cement coloured 
houses replaced the traditional reddish-yellow mud-brick, often 
monumental buildings (Plate 5). Often artfully constructed huts of palm-
branches on the outskirts of the oases have disappeared in favour of 
simple, square cement-block buildings. Mud-brick or palm-branch walls in 
the villages and gardens are patched up with cement-blocks, corrugated 
iron or tarpaulin. Whereas the former residences were relatively well 
adapted to the desert climate, new constructions require the use of air-
conditioners. Limited time, money and craftmanship tend to affect the 
quality and look of the new buildings. Well designed and artistically 
decorated houses and shops show the effect of higher investments and a 
professional architectural approach, for example in al-Shariq (Badiyah), al-
Qabil, Ibra and Bani bu Hasan (Plate 6). 

1980 1Θ81 1982 1983 1984 1985 1988 1987 1988 1989 1990 Total 

Number 72 148 138 54 68 53 82 81 64 122 63 945 

Value (in 000'R.O.) 646 2187 1834 701 821 787 1124 1149 1007 881 963 12100 

% Of Oman total 4.2 7.3 9 5.8 7.9 6.3 7 72 6.3 5.5 6 6.2 

Source: Statistical Year Books, Oman Central Bank Annual Reports 

Table 3.9: Loans approved by Oman Housing Bank in al-Sharqiyah (1980-1990). 

Social services 

Social services are provided by the Ministry of Social Affairs, through a 
programme of community development which encourages the inhabitants 
to be responsible for matters of health, child care, hygiene, food, home 
economics etc. Its welfare programme reaches an increasing number of 
people who have no source of income. In 1988 their number was 6899 
and it increased to 7493, at a total value of R.O. 2909. The Women's 
Associations are partly subsidised by this Ministry (for example, it provides 
the building where the women meet). At present at least 3 Associations 
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(out of a total of 13 in the country) are established in the region, with some 
360 members, and more are to follow. They play a vital role in stimulating 
women and girls to take up modern education and to make a living in a 
changing society. Traditionally women participated fully in the social, 
cultural and economic life. Nowadays modern developments in education 
and the economy have tended to leave women out, neglecting their 
contribution and knowledge. The role and position of women is also 
addressed for the different economic activities discussed in the following 
chapters. 

Agriculture and fisheries development 

Besides the provision of an extensive infrastructure and services, the 
government encouraged the exploitation of local resources especially 
agriculture and fisheries. With the objective of diversifying the economy, a 
nation-wide programme for agricultural development was set up in order to 
increase the income of the local population and to promote market 
gardening for the provision of vegetables for local consumption. 
Agricultural development in a desert climate hinges on the supply of 
water. The soil and water survey, conducted in the area of al-Kamil and al-
Wafi in 1982 resulted in the allocation of about 100 ha of land for 
agriculture. Furthermore extension centers were established in the main 
oases to monitor agricultural development and to provide the farmers with 
seed, fertilizer, equipment and technical advice. Collecting and marketing 
of agricultural produce was assigned to the government agency of 
PAMAP, which mainly distributed the products in the capital area. The 
years 1987 and 1988 were both officially declared as "The Year of 
Agriculture" in Oman. New incentives were given in these years to 
encourage further agricultural growth. In order to involve local consumers, 
the Ministry organises annual agricultural exhibitions in the regional 
centers. 

Development of fisheries is encouraged through a similar programme. 
Fisheries in al-Sharqiyah have potential for further development because 
of rich resources and (potential) markets in the country and abroad. The 
objective of the development programme is to provide people with a 
source of income other than oil, and to enable artisanal fishermen to 
participate in the process of modernisation. The plans provide for the 
improvement of infrastructure, for the building of coldstores near fishing 
communities and for market facilities. Factories for storing and freezing 
fish were established on Masirah and in al-Ashkharah and are leased to 
private companies. Future plans concern the improvement of port facilities 
of the fishing towns and villages, the encouragement of fisheries related 
industries and a Fisheries Training Center to be established in Sur. The 
plans amount to a total cost of about R.O. 15 million over the next five 
years (Oman, Development Council, 1991). The expanding market has 
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stimulated local fishermen to upgrade and expand their fleet and as a 
result of their efforts, the catch has been considerably increased. Country
wide, the government has also initiated development of industrial 
fisheries. This has affected fisheries in the region through the sharing of 
fishing waters and the export activities of the companies. The government 
has invested in the establishment of the Oman Fishing Company in 
Matrah which handles the catch of a number of trawlers the company 
leases and in addition purchases fish from local fishermen. In 1989 80 per 
cent of the shares of the company were sold to private investors; the other 
20 per cent is still state-owned. The industrial fleet mainly operates in 
waters surrounding the region. Entrepreneurs, mostly based in the capital 
area have taken up similar production and export businesses often in co
operation with foreign investors. Their activities on the one hand offer a 
keen market for the fishermen's output, but they bring fierce competition to 
local traders and consumers. 

The agricultural and fisheries programmes were both supplemented with a 
financial scheme to encourage the participation of locals. The state-owned 
Oman Bank for Agriculture and Fisheries (OBAF) in Muscat in co
operation with the Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries issues cheap loans 
and subsidies and provides managerial assistance through its branches in 
al-Kamil, Ibra, Sanaw and Masirah. Table 3.10 and Fig. 3.5 show the 
activities of OBAF in al-Sharqiyah between 1980 and 1990. Response to 
the programme is very high. An increase in the number of loans was seen 
in 1983 when more agricultural land was allocated to the people. A 
decrease in the approval of loans in 1986 was mainly due to a legal 
problem over title deeds. In 1987 the Bank stopped for some time issuing 
agricultural loans, due to indications that there would be a shortage of 
water resources in the near future. Since then loans have only been 
granted to farmers who were willing to install a modern (drip) irrigation 
system. The dip in the number of subsidies in these years was also 
caused by the fact that Omani fishermen became reluctant to operate 
when the hiring of foreign labourers in the artisanal fisheries sector was 
officially banned. This restriction was evoked in 1989. The purchase of a 
large number of pumps for wells and engines for boats contributed to a 
rapid and continuous mechanisation of both sectors. 

The Bank contributed about R.O. 8 million to the two sectors over 10 
years. Borrowers invested about R.O. 3.5 million themselves. On the other 
hand bank officials doubt whether all the money loaned has been used for 
the stated objective. The repayment of loans is relatively high; over 70 per 
cent of the outstanding money gets repaid (Annual Report OBAF, 1988). 
Defaulting has occurred occassionally; for example fishermen in al-
Ashkharah initially did not want to repay their loan, because their business 
was not profitable enough. The Bank reckons defaults are also due to the 
inexperience of people with (government) loans. The employees of the 
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Bank find themselves educating locals how to manage their loans and 
money (Personal comment, 1990). 

Year 

1980 

1981 
1982 
1983 
1984 
1985 
1986 
1987 " 
1988*** 
1989 
1990 

·; 
... 

.... 

Agriculture Subsidies 

Total number Value 
RO (000) 

68 36 
186 88 
128 67 
58 38 

Fisheries Subsidies 

Boats Engines Value R О 
(000) 

35 399 71 
40 191 42 
62 315 66 
133 156 90 
233 435 183 
387 465 263 
172 197 113 

Unspecified 

Ag/Flsh Loans 

Value R O. 
(000) 

303 
1103 
720 
309 
206 
349 
1253 
1006 
1519 

Cumulative value of subsidies and loans In 1990: 

Total* 

Value R.O. 
(000) 

71 
42 

369 
1229 
991 
639 
357 
349 
1253 
1006 

1519 

7824 

Data include agriculture subsidies, fisheries subsidies and Unspecified ag-or-fish 

From 1987 the government subsidy program is replaced by the OBAFs direct lending. 

From 1988 loans approved for Masirah island are excluded 

Source. Annual Reports OBAF 1982-1987, Statistical Year Book 1990 

Table 3.10: Loans approved by the Oman Bank for Agriculture and Fisheries 
(OBAF) in al-Sharqiyah (1980-1990). 

Commerce and industry 

Commerce and industry is another sector which the government has 
highlighted for growth. The sector has potential due to the increasing 
wealth of the people. The development programme includes regulations 
and financial incentives to create favourable conditions for the private 
sector. The industrial sector requires market research to find potential 
products which may thereafter be manufactured locally. It does not build 
on the traditional crafts industry. The initial results have been limited. 
Table 3.11 shows the number of industries established between 1980 and 
1990. The new industrial activities mainly concerned block factories, 
bakeries and one or two ice factories. By 1987 investments made in 
registered industries amounted to some R.O. 7 million (Central Bank of 
Oman, Annual Report, 1988). The commercial sector has more potential 
and activities in this field show a steady increase (Tables 3.11, 3.12 and 
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Fig. 3.6). The importation of consumer goods and the services sector 
account for the large expansion. Most businesses are small, 90 per cent 
of the enterprises have a capital investment of below R.O. 25,000. 
Industrial estates are to be established in Sur and Ibra to facilitate local 
entrepreneurs to start a business (Oman, Development Council, 1991). A 
similar estate built in al-Rusayl in the capital area, has attracted a fair 
number of new businesses. 

The current programme of financial support for the commercial and 
industrial sector is being executed by the Ministry of Commerce and 
Industry and the Oman Development Bank (see Hoek, 1988). The Ministry 
applies a so-called Soft Loan programme for industrial initiatives, granting 
loans at an interest rate of 9 per cent and a grace period of five years. The 
Oman Development Bank, a para-statal institute established in Muscat in 
1976, grants subsidised loans with an interest rate of 5 per cent for the 
region and 9 per cent for enterprises in the capital. In 1990 the Ministry 
issued 10 loans in al-Sharqiyah totalling R.O. 300,000, to factories of dairy 
goods and ice blocks and to a prawn farm, most of them located in Sur. 
Two businesses did not use the loans granted to them. In 1985 the 
Development Bank granted country-wide loans for about R.O. 8 million 
divided over 29 projects. It financed only two projects in al-Sharqiyah, both 
in Sur, for a total of R.O. 150,000. By 1990 five projects in the region had 
been supported by the Bank. Both financial programmes had a limited 
effect on regional enterprise for at least two reasons. Firstly, the schemes 
initially focused attention on medium and large-scale, mostly industrial 
projects for which there was limited scope in the region. Secondly, neither 
the Ministry nor the Bank have regional branches. This restricts 
knowledge about the schemes locally and is troublesome for potential 
clients who need to travel all the way to Muscat to obtain assistance in 
starting a business or preparing a request. The Bank has recently started 
its Small Scale Enterprise Scheme, a programme for young 
enterpreneurs, craftsmen and students who have graduated from the 
Vocational Training Centres. 

Future plans 

The government proposed further plans for regional development at a 
total cost of R.O. 497 million, distributed over 150 projects (infrastructure 
and exploitation of resources), to be realised in the 1990s (Oman, 
Development Council, 1991). The allocation of the projects follows a so 
called Key Towns Strategy whereby a distinction is made between 
Regional Centres, Main Towns and Local Centres. Sur and Ibra are 
designated as Regional Centres and they are to provide key functions. 
Main Towns such as Bani bu Ali and Bani bu Hasan will provide limited 
central activities i.e. health centres and secondary schools and smaller 
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villages such as Sanaw, al-Mintirib and al-Ashkharah will provide clinics, 
and primary and preparatory schools. These will be the Local Centres. 
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Fig. 3.5: The total value of subsidies and loans issued by the Oman Bank for 
Agriculture and Fisheries (OBAF) in al-Sharqiyah (1980-1990). 

Industrial 
establish
ments 

Industrial 
establish
ments 

Source: 

1975 1976 1977 

0 2 3 

1983 1984 1985 

380 485 545 

Statistical Year Books 

1978 

6 

1986 

628 

1979 

46 

1987 

720 

1980 

96 

1988 

812 

1981 

169 

1989 

837 

1982 

272 

1990 

856 

Table 3.11: Number of registered industrial establishments in al-Sharqiyah 
(1975-1990). 
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Fig. 3.6: Commercial establishments in al-Sharqiyah, sorted by capital (1975-1989). 

Distribution of wealth 

The government has distributed wealth obtained from oil revenues, 
through its development programmes. In the trail of this development the 
private sector has invested capital in small shops, businesses and other 
enterprises. One can conclude from the speed and spread of amenities 
supplied in al-Sharqiyah over the past 10 or 15 years (Tables 3.2 to 3.12 
and Figs. 3.2 to 3.7) that development has been extremely rapid and fairly 
equally realised for the different regional areas. Roads and other 
communication lines cover most parts of the region and each wilayat has 
acquired its share of health centres, schools and other facilities which 
have encouraged further economic activity (Fig. 3.7). The exceptions are 
the Sands area and the coastal communities south of al-Ashkharah which 
seem to lag behind in the development of community facilities. No health 
centres, schools (with the exception of a primary school in al-
Khuwaymah), electricity or means of communication are available here 
and there are very few shops and businesses. For hospital treatment the 
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Capital 
R.O. (000) 

2 - 5 
5 - 10 

10- 25 
25- 50 
50- 100 

100- 250 
250- 500 
500 - 2000 

2000 & over 
Total 

Capital 
R.O. (000) 

2 - 5 
5 - 10 

10- 25 
25- 50 

50- 100 
100- 250 
250- 500 
500-2000 

2000 & over 
Total 

1975 

22 
10 
17 
3 
3 
3 

58 

1983 

358 
578 

1659 
120 
32 
10 
2 

2759 

1976 

34 
34 

113 
6 
3 

190 

1984 

501 
761 

1977 
112 
36 
11 
1 

3399 

1977 

71 
100 
356 
35 
12 
6 
1 

581 

1985 

593 
890 

2079 
115 
36 
13 
1 

3727 

Source: Statistical Yearbooks 

1978 

86 
152 
517 

43 
12 
6 
1 

817 

1986 

770 
1037 
2149 

121 
38 
14 
1 

2 
4132 

1979 

119 
183 
926 
54 
13 
6 

1301 

1987 

808 
1004 
2094 

143 
71 
45 
4 
1 
3 

4173 

1980 

145 
201 

1248 
75 
16 
8 
1 

1694 

1988 

1010 
1067 
2157 

159 
93 
57 
9 
3 
5 

4560 

1981 

163 
246 

1379 
110 
18 
12 
1 

1929 

1989 

1346 
1141 
2200 

172 
103 
63 
12 
4 
6 

5047 

1982 

195 
429 

1493 
107 
29 

6 
2 

2261 

1990 

1738 
1226 
2239 

184 
115 
69 
14 
5 
7 

5597 

Table 3.12: Number of commercial establishments by capital in ahSharqiyah 
(1975-1990). 

people living south of al-Khuwaymah have to go to Masirah or to Bilad 
bani bu Ali along the sand tracks and dirt roads. Only a health centre 
(without hospital facilities) is available in al-Ashkharah. Women who are to 
deliver their babies in one of these places follow the same long and 
bumpy routes. Children living south of al-Khuwaymah go to a primary 
school in al-Hajj and when attending the secondary school In Sanaw or al-
Mudhaybi they need to board. The road between the western part of the 
Sands and, via al-Hajj, the Arabian Sea coast, which also connects the 
region with the south-western part of the country, has not yet been 
surfaced. It is a busy road, used for private or commercial purposes by 
inhabitants from Masirah and the villages and wadis on the western and 
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Fig. 3.7: Infrastructure in al-Sharqiyah (status 1990). 
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southern side of the Sands. It is also used by local fish traders who collect 
fish along the coast between Bar al-Hikman and Ras al-Madrakah and 
bring it to local markets, to markets in the capital area and ultimately to 
markets abroad. Business people who transport goods with heavily loaded 
trucks, from the capital area or Dubai to the coastal areas and Masirah, 
also drive for some 300 km or more along this dirt road. 

The difference in development is due to several factors. Firstly, these 
areas are remote, very difficult of access and scarcely populated. 
Secondly, the fishing and herding population among others, think of 
themselves as autonomous groups. As such they seek to deal with the 
government as another autonomous group with which they negotiate as 
partners in an interdependent relationship. Meeting their needs can be 
realised only on a reciprocal basis (Lancaster, 1988). Finally, being 
remote they have less opportunity to convey their needs to 
representatives of the government and to direct any exchanges on the 
basis of a mutual relationship. Other areas, as inhabitants explain, 
negotiate with the government about what they feel are their legitimate 
needs for development, often in relation to neighbouring areas or oases. 
For example in wilayat al-Mudhaybi, according to local informants, "the 
wall office and police were located in the town of al-Mudhaybi, therefore, 
the ministerial departments of Agriculture and of Social Affairs and Labour 
were established in Sanaw". To have comparable facilities, both Bilad bani 
bu Hasan and Bilad bani bu Ali, in different wilayats acquired a hospital, 
even though they are located only some 15 km from each other. Balanced 
development is mostly achieved through balancing the interests of the 
various wilayats. This competitive situation may explain why for example 
Ibra, which township has a large population, is located nearest to the 
capital area and developed relatively faster than other towns, has not 
acquired the position of regional centre in a hierarchy of towns and 
villages, or the function of growth pole. Each wilayat pursues its own links 
with the capital area, from where not only government provisions but also 
commercial goods and services are distributed. The dominant factor for a 
balanced development is seen to be the weight of the tribal representation 
in the exchanges between the government and the wilayat. 

Occupation and the labour force 

The government, through its programmes, has contributed considerably to 
the process of transformation in the region, while the inhabitants through 
their active response and wide ranging initiatives have given a specific 
direction to the process. The region is rapidly becoming integrated into the 
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nation state, linking its economy (once more) with the national and 
international economy. One of the effects of economic integration is a 
gradual shift from occupations in agriculture, herding and fisheries to 
employment in the modern sector such as manufacturing and services. 
This shift already started in an earlier decade when oil came on stream in 
neighbouring countries and inhabitants went to work in the developing 
secondary and tertiary sectors of these countries (Birks et al., 1980; 
Cordes, 1980). Since then this trend has continued. According to a survey 
held in the 1980s, in 42 oases in north central Oman, including al-
Sharqiyah, 35 per cent of the male work force were employed in the oasis 
agriculture and 52 per cent in the modern sector, including the 
government sector (Zimmerman, 1987; Eickelman, 1991). Moreover 
activities in the traditional primary sector of agriculture and fisheries 
include modern activities such as the entrepreneurial exploitation of 
modern farms and a similar approach in the production and distribution of 
fish. The percentage distribution of the economically active population by 
major sector sampled in al-Sharqiyah in 1989 was the following (Oman 
Development Council, 1991a): 

Government 48 per cent 
Agriculture and Fisheries 30 per cent 
Trade 5 per cent 
Manufacturing 4 per cent 
Construction 2 per cent 
Others 11 percent 

The government (in Oman and in the neighbouring Gulf States) recruits 48 
per cent of the work force from the region and is therefore the main 
employer in the modern sector. The majority of employees recruited by the 
government is occupied in the "security" sector (police and army). The 
above mentioned survey of north central Oman gave 27 per cent of this 
total (government) work force being employed in this sector (Zimmerman, 
1987). In 1986 the total number of locals from the region working in 
regional offices of the ministries, the army and the police was estimated at 
8000. Nearly 2000 people were employed by the national army (Oman, 
Diwan of Royal Court and Ministry of Defense, unpublished data 1986). 

Another significant feature in the present distribution of occupations is the 
fact that the same person may combine a number of activities. For 
example a typical entrepreneur may simultaneously own a trading 
business, a construction firm and have a contract for running a petrol 
station. Others may own one or several small shops and manage a 
modern farm. Similarly, a government employee may have other jobs after 
official working hours, such as driving a taxi and working in a date garden. 
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A sample survey will not cover all activities for each person interviewed 
and published statistical data primarily concern registered economic 
activities without differentiating between the owners. Interpretation of data 
such as given above is therefore a difficult thing. For example a relatively 
small percentage of traders is listed above, whereas in fact a large 
number of inhabitants have taken up this activity in one way or another 
(see also Zimmerman, 1987). The person interviewed may only have 
reported his or her primary activity, or registered job such as government 
employee or farmer. 

The most striking characteristic of the work force of the region however, is 
the fact that a large part of the local male population is employed outside 
the region. An estimated 20,000 people leave the region for work. 
Government jobs are mainly located in the capital area as far as it 
concerns work in the ministries, and jobs in the army and police are 
spread over all other regions. Work in the private sector such as in the oil 
industry and banks requires people with better qualifications and this work 
is mainly available in the capital area. The availability of jobs outside the 
region and the higher remuneration offered are incentives for young 
people to leave the region. The mostly temporary absence of a significant 
number of predominantly young men has a large impact on the social and 
economic life in the region. Besides the positive effects for example on the 
economic side, it has negative consequences for the life in the 
communities and more particularly for women, who stay behind to run the 
daily affairs. This aspect is developed in Chapter 4. 

The work force in the region consists of many foreign labourers. The 
number of expatriates employed in the private sector was 20,596 in 1990 
and it is increasing yearly (Development Council, 1991). The employment 
of foreigners throughout the country started on a large scale with the 
realisation of the development programmes and the concommitant 
activities of the private sector developing the potentials of the economy. 
For this objective more (qualified) labour was needed than the country 
itself could generate and workers from abroad were attracted. Officially 
the estimated percentage distribution of foreign workers in the public and 
private sector by major economic activity is the following: about one third 
(35 per cent) is employed in community services (public sector), nearly 
one third (32 per cent) is employed in construction, 13 per cent in 
manufacturing, 12 per cent is engaged in the trading and services sector 
and 6 per cent is working in the traditional sectors of agriculture and 
fisheries. The percentage distribution of foreigners by occupational group 
gives 55 per cent as production and related workers, 20 per cent as sales 
workers, while another 16 per cent works as professional or technical staff 
(Oman, Development Council, 1991). The presence of foreign labourers in 
the region is also related to the out-migration of locals. 
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The two opposite flows in the regional labour force described above, the 
labour efflux of locals and the immigration of foreign labourers, play an 
important role in the social economy of the region and determines to a 
large extent the process of modernisation. One of the effects, the 
limitation of work opportunities for locals in the region, will pose a major 
problem for the growing number of people entering the labour market in 
the near future. This situation will be extensively discussed in Chapter 4. 

Conclusions 

The traditional subsistence activities in al-Sharqiyah are herding, 
agriculture, fisheries and trading. These are defined by the harsh climatic 
conditions and the limited natural resources. The location of the region on 
the borders of two seas has facilitated maritime activities such as fishing 
and seafaring and encouraged long distance seaborne trade, which linked 
the region with intercontinental markets. The local economy is 
characterised by the interdependence and flexibility of the people 
involved. The economic activities used to be predominantly executed by 
distinctive groups of the population such as pastoralists with stock-rearing 
as their basis, sedentary people in the oasis involved in cultivation, fishing 
folk living along the coasts engaged in fisheries and traders and crafts 
people offering the intermediary or complementary services. 
Complementarity of the activities has led to co-operation and exchange 
between the people of the occupational groups which formed and 
transformed according to varying circumstances. Flexibility and mobility 
has always been vital for the people to adapt themselves to specific 
climatic, economic and political conditions. The four activities can still be 
distinguished, though the relative significance of the various occupations 
has changed and the people tend to identify themselves less with the 
occupations. The oil economy affecting a growing public and private 
services sector, has been the major cause for these changes. 

Three macro actors have important roles in the development of the region: 
the private sector exploiting the local resources and other economic 
potential, the government as distributor of wealth and the tribal 
organisation as network and representation for its members. 

The social-political organisation is based on the tribal system which used 
to structure kinship, social, territorial and economic links. The tribal role at 
the national level is being transformed as the nation-state develops. At the 
local level the tribe is the major actor in the cultural and social domain. 

Since the 1970s the role of the government has become paramount in 
organising development and modernisation in the region through the 
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building of infrastructure, the provision of services and financial incentives 
for development in the sectors of agriculture, fisheries, commerce and 
industry. Further development of the economy is left to the initiatives of 
the private sector. Development has been rather well-spread throughout 
the region, with the exception of the Sands and the coastal areas. The 
tribal system plays its role in the distribution pattern, through its 
representation in consultation with the government. A strategy of regional 
development through a distribution system of key services and key towns, 
such as has been proposed in the Fourth Five-Year Development Plan, 
can be successful when it takes into account the relative autonomy of the 
main oases with their hinterland. Development programmes and in 
particular financial incentives are more effective when they are executed 
by people employed in the region. 

A modern secondary and tertiary sector has developed in which most 
locals have found employment. In relation to this situation two significant 
features have come to characterise the local labour force: the emigration 
of local people and the immigration of foreign labourers. Local inhabitants 
leave the region because work for them is mainly available and attractive 
in the capital area and in other Gulf countries. Expatriates, mainly from the 
Indian sub-continent, are recruited as a flexible, cheap and willing labour 
force. The opposite labour flows have a far-reaching impact on life in the 
region. 

Regional development in the country is based on two objectives: firstly, 
equal distribution of wealth derived from oil revenues and secondly, 
economic diversification through optimum use of natural and human 
resources (Oman, Development Council, 1991a). Within the scope of 
these objectives it is important to pose the questions if and how natural 
and human resources can be efficiently linked and more generally in what 
way and to what extent are local inhabitants involved in development? For 
example how can local people be involved in agriculture which appeals to 
many who feel linked to the land? Further expansion of agriculture is 
limited because of shortage of water resources. The marketing sector of 
agricultural produce is mostly the domain of public enterprise through 
PAMAP and not open for the private sector and a large number of foreign 
labourers are employed in the sector. Concerning fisheries, its potential is 
acknowledged and the sector can bank on a keen interest from the public 
and private sector. However in its process of modernisation fisheries is in 
danger of becoming the exclusive playground for export companies 
located in the capital area or elsewhere outside the region, which bypass 
or even destroy local involvement and linkages. Similarly, participation in 
the commercial sector, equally promising because of the increasing wealth 
of the local consumers, appears to be hampered by the preponderance of 
foreign workers. In a relatively short period the latter have contributed to 
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establishing an efficient distribution network of consumer goods but the 
fierce competition they offer discourages locals from participating in trade. 

Finally, out-migration of locals, a direct consequence of the government 
as the main employer, brings in remittances which contribute to economic 
expansion through expenditures and investments. It has also significant 
disadvantages for the economy such as hampering the transformation 
from consumption to production activities, which is a major requirement for 
healthy development of the local economy. Moreover, a large part of the 
male work force is absent and therefore not directly involved in the 
modernisation process in the region. Participation of foreign labourers 
contributes to cheap and efficient work but completes the vicious circle of 
limited direct participation of locals, who look for work outside the region. 
This circle acts as the main barrier in attuning the local labour force to 
local work opportunities. 

The following chapters focus on the activities which are essential for 
economic development in al-Sharqiyah such as fisheries, commerce and 
labour migration. The process of modernisation in these sectors is 
described by answering the question: In what way do local inhabitants 
contribute to the exploitation of the available resources and to the 
generation of wealth? Suggestions are made for steering the processes in 
such a direction that more people can be actively involved and optimum 
use made of the spread effects and linkages the economic activities 
generate within the region. Obviously, the situation in the region is closely 
linked with policies and priorities at the national level set by the 
macroeconomic framework and the boundaries of the international 
economic situation. In the final chapter the relevance of the macropolicies 
is discussed in relation to the main economic activities in the region in 
order to place regional development in a national and international 
development perspective. 
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4 
Labour migration in 

al-Sharqiyah 

Introduction 

Labour migration is at present the most evident feature of the labour 
market in al-Sharqiyah. This is directly related to a national and 
international process of labour movement which was initiated by the 
exploitation of oil in the Middle East from the 1940s. The oil wealth 
created an international demand for labour resulting in an emigration from 
countries without the resource and immigration into oil-endowed countries. 
Initially, Oman was a labour-exporting country. From the early 1970s, oil-
exploitation in Oman began to attract foreign labourers. The present 
labour movement in al-Sharqiyah is characterised by an outflow of local 
people working outside the region and an inflow of foreign workers. In this 
study the number of people working outside al-Sharqiyah on a more or 
less temporary basis is estimated at 20,000. This represents some 26 per 
cent of the total number of Omanis (male and female) in the age group 
between 15 and 65 years. The total was 78,843 in 1988 (see Table 3.1). 
The capital area and the neighbouring countries are the main destinations 
of the emigrants. They find employment there mainly in the service of the 
respective governments. 

Foreign labourers in al-Sharqiyah officially numbered 20,596 in 1990 
(Oman, Development Council, 1991b). They are mainly from Asian 
countries. The non-Omanis work in the public and private sector. Neither 
immigration nor out-migration is a new phenomenon, but the size and 
impact of the contemporary situation is new in Oman and in the region. 

Immigration and emigration is a familiar phenomenon in the economic 
history of the whole of Oman (Chapter 2). In the course of time the country 
and trie region have hosted people from a large variety of countries and of 
heterogeneous cultural, ethnic and religious backgounds. They came from 
the Asian and African continents, as religious leaders, mercenaries, or 
merchants. Others were involved in tribal movements or religious 
peregrination. They took a share in the available means of subsistence 
that the economy offered, and those who settled in the country more or 
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less integrated with the inhabitants who were already of mixed origins. 
The present large influx of foreigners is entirely due to opportunities 
offered for work as a result of oil wealth. As temporary migrants they do 
not directly seek to integrate into the host society. The emigration of 
Omani peoples occurred also in history, for example in times of drought, 
political unrest, for the purpose of new trading contacts or following a 
religious zeal. They went to other countries in the Arabian Peninsula, 
India, Persia and especially East Africa. Many of those, or their 
dependents, kept contacts with members of the family living in Oman and 
remigrated in particular after the 1970s. 

This chapter reports on labour migration in al-Sharqiyah as an inflow and 
an outflow of labour, related to the wider context of the (inter)national 
labour movement caused by oil exploitation. It firstly summarises the 
national and regional process of labour movement from the start of oil 
exploitation in the Peninsula and thereafter discusses the present situation 
for al-Sharqiyah. 

For this study, information on labour movement in Oman for the period 
until 1980 is mostly based on the results of comprehensive labour 
research programmes concerned with the international labour movement 
in the Middle East in relation to oil exploitation. For the period after 1980 
national statistical data are used. The studies of international labour 
movement were carried out by the International Labour Organisation (ILO) 
and the World Bank (Birks et al. 1978,1980; Serageldin et al. 1983). Data 
were collected on the manpower involved in the movement and the 
macroeconomic impact. Since no census had been conducted in Oman 
(nor in most other Gulf countries) at the time of the ILO and World Bank 
programmes, data were based on official and other estimates. These 
differ for estimates used respectively by Birks et al. (1978, 1980) and 
Serageldin et al. (1983). Follow-up studies mainly drew upon data 
collected for the ILO and World Bank programmes. These studies, 
conducted in sending and receiving countries, concerned, for example the 
macroeconomic and social implications of the movement of Arabs and 
Asians (Weiner, 1982; Richards and Martin, 1983; Abu-Lughod, 1983; 
Owen, 1985; Choucri, 1986 and Ashwani Saith, 1987). Statistical 
information is indeed a limiting factor in the study of labour migration for 
the Middle East (Owen, 1985). It is also a limiting factor in the study of 
labour movement in Oman.1 

At the regional level data are even more scanty. While research has been 
directed at the social and economic effects of labour migration at micro-
level in sending countries (Galani, 1980; Syed Ashraf Ali, 1981; Abdul 

1 For example, estimates of migrant workers in Oman for 1975 varied between 72,000 by 
the Oman Labour Department (Weiner, 1982), 70,700 for ILO (Birks and Sinclair, 1977) 
and 103,200 for the World Bank by Serageldin (1983). The first two estimates should be 
regarded as lower bounds (Abu-Lughod, 1983; Richards and Martin, 1983). 
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Rasool al-Moosa et al., 1985 and Russell, S.S., 1986), only very few 
studies investigated the impact of labour migration on receiving countries 
at micro-level (see for al-Bahrain, Khalid, 1985). Until now no such studies 
have been undertaken for Oman. For the underlying study, various data 
are used: Official national data and regional data obtained for the year 
1987 from the Labour Offices in Sur and Ibra. These offices cover the 
research area in more detail. Results from in-depth interviews are also 
included. These were held with people who are directly or indirectly 
involved in migration such as migrants, bank officials, local governors and 
tribal representatives. A sample survey conducted by the author provided 
further information about 65 immigrants from the Asian continent working 
in the commercial sector in al-Sharqiyah. Semi-structured interviews were 
held with them between 1988 and 1990. No statistical data exist for the 
out-migration of labour from the region and information has been obtained 
through a random survey conducted among 56 people working outside the 
region and their relatives. The survey was concerned with the motives for 
their migration, the impact of their absence in the region and their future 
expectations concerning work within the region. In addition interviews 
were held with key informants such as tribal representatives, Walis and 
other involved people about advantages and disadvantages of emigration 
and solutions for apparent problems. Extrapolation of the data for the 
entire migrant population in al-Sharqiyah is tentative at best. 

Labour movement in Oman related to oil exploitation in the 
Gulf 

The exploitation of oil started in most countries of the Arabian Peninsula in 
the 1940s. It produced a national and international movement of labour in 
the Middle East which involved more than 5 million people in the early 
1980s (Serageldin, 1983). Oman was initially affected as a country of 
emigration but became a country of immigration once oil came on stream 
in the late 1960s. The following phases may be distinguished in the flow of 
labour across national boundaries in the Middle East until the mid 1980s 
(Choucri, 1986; Richards and Waterbury, 1990). These also apply to 
Oman: 

I.The pre-oil price boom prior to 1973 roughly indicated a first phase. 
This was characterised by a controlled inter-Arab exchange of labour. 
Around 1970 about 650,000 Arabs worked abroad. The Arabs defined 
labour migration in this phase as a "circulation of manpower." 

2. The second phase was due to the oil price boom of 1973 which 
resulted in a rapid expansion of Investments in the oil-endowed 
countries and an attendant demand for labour. Between 1970 and 
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1975, the stock of expatriate workers swelled from 880,000 to 
1,800,000. 

3. A third phase occurred in the latter part of the 1970s. The continuing 
high price of oil resulted in an expanding demand for labour. Labourers 
from the Indian sub-continent began to be recruited in large numbers. 
For example the number of Pakistanis working in the Gulf rose from 
200,000 in 1975 to 1.25 million in 1979. Indians numbered 500,000 in 
1979. The number of Egyptians continued to grow, from 350,000 in 
1975 to over 1 million in 1978. 

4. The fourth phase emerged around the end of the decade and was 
marked by an increasing complexity in the demand for Asian labour. 
The number of people recruited from East Asian countries such as 
Korea, Taiwan, the Philippines and Thailand rose steadily. 

5. Around 1985, a fifth phase set in with a period of stabilisation in the 
demand for migrant labour. More highly skilled people were recruited, a 
concomitant shift in employment from construction to services was seen 
and a further increase in the proportion of East Asian labour reported. 

The first phase was characterised by a circulation of manpower in the 
Arab world as a response to the opportunities in oil-endowed Arab 
countries. Although economics was the dominant reason for labour 
movement at that time, migration of Arabs in the Peninsula was also 
induced by political factors in the various countries of origin. The Egyptian 
withdrawal from state socialist development and the Palestinian war in 
1973 for example caused the inhabitants to flee their countries 
(Abu-Lughod, 1983). Many found employment in the oil-rich countries 
because of the expanding demand for labour. In Oman oil had not yet or 
had only recently come on stream and the country was still experiencing a 
severe economic depression. It saw its inhabitants move outward to other 
Gulf countries to profit from the new opportunities there. This move was 
not unusual because people in Oman are linked with those of the 
neighbouring countries through language, religion, political- and kinship 
ties and they had lived in each other's lands before. The modern migrants 
found work in the public and private sector as tailors, technicians, street 
sweepers, fishermen or farmers. The number of emigrants was 
considerable since many took their dependents with them. In 1965 nearly 
20,000 Omanis were living in Kuwait. 

Corresponding with the second phase in the international labour 
movement, people in search of work started to come to Oman. From the 
1970s economic activities in Oman increased with oil revenues pouring 
into the Treasury. The financial resources enabled the country to plan 
development such as building the infrastructure, establishing social 
services and encouraging economic diversification (Oman, Development 
Council, 1975). Consequently, GDP in Oman rose from US$ 278 million in 
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1970 to US$ 2,527 million in 1977 (for the relation between oil revenues 
and expenditures between 1970 and 1990 see Fig. 2.3). The nearly 
ten-fold increase was still only at medium level compared to other oil 
countries in the Peninsula. Omani workers elsewhere in the Gulf 
responded to the opportunities offered in their home country and 
remigrated in relatively large numbers. For example, the number of 
Omanis (¡nel. dependents) in Kuwait decreased from nearly 15,000 in 
1970 to little over 7,000 in 1975 (Table 4.1). In addition Omani citizens 
living in East African countries began to return to Oman. However the 
manpower required to implement the development plans could not be 
drawn from national labour resources alone and thus foreign labourers 
were recruited. Their official number was estimated at 72,000 in 1975. 
Serageldin et al.(1983) estimated their number at 103,200 at that time, but 
data compared with various sources make an estimate of 111,780 more 
likely (Table 4.2). 

Country of employment 1965 1970 

Saudi Arabia 

United Arab Emirates 

Kuwait 

Qatar 

Bahrain 

Total 

Notes: 

Sources: 

19 584 14 670 

3 270 

10 000 8 640(b) 

пл. n.a. 

1975 

41 000 

21 200 

7 313 

3 200 

1 700 

74 413 

1975(a) 

17 500 

14 000 

3 660 

1 870 

1 383(c) 

38 413 

45.6 

36.4 

9.5 

4.9 

3.6 

100 

(a) Omani workers (excluding dependents) 
(b) Data from 1971 
(c) Data from 1978 
(d) Choucri (1986) 
Birks and Sinclair (1980) and Serageldin, Birks et al. (1983) 

1980 

520 

50 000(d) 

Table 4.1: Omani population in Gulf countries (1965-1980). 

The number of Omani citizens who continued to live in the neighbouring 
states was also considerable. In 1975 their number was estimated at 
74,413 (Table 4.1). Most of them lived and worked in Saudi Arabia. The 
Omanis were second in the number of migrants in Qatar. In 1975 the 
Omani labour force (excl. dependents) in neighbouring Gulf countries 
numbered 38,413 people which accounted for 3 per cent of all Arab 
migrant workers in the Arab region (Birks and Sinclair, 1980). Serageldin 
(1983) estimated them at 30,800, representing 25.8 per cent of the total 
Omani work force which he set at 119,380 people in 1975. Omanis abroad 
were mostly working in the agriculture and services sector (Table 4.2). 
The majority (nearly 20,000) was employed as unskilled labour and 
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together just over 10,000 were employed at skilled and semi-skilled office 
and manual level (Table 4.3). 

Sector 

Agriculture 

Mining & Quarrying 

Manufacturing 

Utilities 

Construction 

Trade & Finance 

Transport & comm. 

Services 

Total 

Source: Serageld 

Stock remaining 

69500 

2400 

300 

100 

9000 

500 

900 

6100 

88800 

Exported 

11502 

330 

458 

123 
Θ6Θ 

929 

1284 

7486 

22980 

n, Birks et al., 1983, Table 8-3, 
* : Calculated from 

(%) 
14.2 

12.1 

60.4 

55.2 

49.1 

65.0 

58.8 

55.1 

25.8 

p. 73 
"Stock remaining" and "exported". 

Total* 

81002 

2730 

758 

223 

9868 

1429 
2184 

13586 

111780 

Table 4.2: Emigrant Omani labour force and workers by economic sector, 1975. 

Occupational level 

Professional and Technical 

Other professional 

Sub-professional and techn. 

Other sub-professional 

Skilled office and 
manual 
Semi-skilled office and manual 

Unskilled 

Total 

Source: Serageldin, Birks et al. 

Domestic 
workf. 

800 

1000 

1400 

1100 

3600 

6200 

74700 

88800 

1983, Table 8-4, ρ 

Exported 

200 

165 

164 

566 

3473 

7105 

19144 

30817 

77 

(%) 
20.0 

14.1 

10.5 

34.0 

49.1 

53.4 

20.4 

25.8 

Total 

1000 

1165 
1564 

1666 

7073 

13305 

93844 

119617 

Table 4.3: Oman labour force and workers exported by occupational level, 
(1975). 

In the third phase (latter part of the1970s) labour demand in the Gulf grew 
dramatically. Some 50,000 Omanis were working in the Gulf region in 
1980 (Choucri, 1986). The non-national labour force in Oman increased 
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considerably too. They represented about half of the total labour force in 
1980 (145,000 of a total of 298,000). The majority of immigrants (132,618) 
were employed in the private sector (Table 4.4, Fig. 4.1). Oman like other 
oil-rich countries recruited predominantly Asians from India, Bangladesh 
and Pakistan. Asians represented 93 per cent (122,776 people) of the 
expatriates employed in Oman in 1980. The number of Arab migrants 
decreased from 8500 in 1975 to 2332 people in 1980 (Table 4.5). 

Year 

1970 

1975 

1980 

1985 

1990 

Government Sector* 

N non-N Total 

Private Sector 

N non-N 

Gover.+Prlvate % 

N non-N Total non-N 

16 

13.6 

23 4 

40.8 

53.4 

0.1 

5.5 

15.4 

282 

30.8 

1.7 

19.1 

38.8 

69.0 

84.2 

n.a. 

n.a. 

133 

n.a. 

n.a. 

n.a. 

a) 68 

130 

275 

276 

0)135 

152 

192 

207 

74 209 53 

146 c) 308 50 

313 505 63 

322 529 63 

Note: Data are not fully internally consistent, because they have been derived 
Irom different sources 

* : Civil Service employees including Oman of Royal Court Employees 

Sources: Most data are from data from Statistical Year Books; other sources are: 
a) SerageJdm. Birks et al. (1983), estimated 71. See table 6. 
b) Birks and Sinclair (1980), estimated resp. 89 for National, 

103 for Non-National and 192 for Total. 
c) Choucn (1986) estimated Total at 250 

Table 4.4: Oman labour force by nationals (N) and non-nationals (1970-1990). 

The fourth phase, around 1980 is characterised by an increase in the 
number of East Asians employed. The percentage of non-Arabs in the 
labour force rose from 41 per cent in 1980 to 63 per cent in 1985 
(Russell, 1986). In Oman the basic infrastructure had been laid out and 
a shift in activities occurred from the construction sector to the services 
sector. As a result labour requirements became more differentiated. 
The need for more technically skilled labour began to draw people from 
Sri Lanka, the Philippines and Thailand, who offered their specialised 
skills for competitive wages. In 1985 they represented nearly 4 per cent 
of the total foreign labour force of 284,333 non-nationals (Table 4.5). 
Indians, Pakistanis and Bangladeshis though still accounted for the 
majority. The number of Arabs slightly increased. Asians and Arabs 
were recruited both for the public and private sector. Asians dominated 
in the private sector and Arabs were recruited in particular for the 
educational public sector. 
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Nationality 

Asians 

Bangladeshi 
Filipino 
India 
Iran 
Pakistan 
South 
Korean 
Sri Lankan 
Thailand 
Other Asians 

Arabs 

Egypt 
Jordan and 
Palestine 
Lebanon 
Sudan 
Syria 
Tunisia 
Yemen 
Other Arabs 

Africans 
Somalia 
Tanzanian 
Other 
Africans 

Other 

Europe and 
America 
Not stated 

Total 

Note: Da 
Sources: SU 

(a) 

1975 
Number 

59100 

26000 
400 

32500 

200 

8.500 

4600 
1600 

1100 
500 
400 
100 
100 
100 

300 

300 

2800 

2800 

70 700 

(a) 
% 

36,8 
0,6 

46,0 

0,3 

6,5 
2,3 

1.5 
0,7 
0,6 
0,1 
0,1 
0,1 

0,4 

4.0 

100 

1980 
Number 

122776 

8939 
562 

80787 
192 

30042 
507 

1747 

2332 

1083 
397 

665 
111 
76 

24 

24 

7486 

5114 

2372 

132618 

% 

6,8 
0,4 

61,0 
0,1 

23.0 
0,4 

1,3 

0,8 
0,3 

0,5 
0,1 

0 

0 

3,7 

1,6 

100 

1985 
Number 

273677 

33807 
3129 

184947 
135 

43581 
86 

7227 
522 
243 

3342 

1720 
382 

588 
386 
160 

106 

74 

31 
43 

7240 

6891 

349 

284333 

% 

11.9 
1,1 

65,1 
0,1 

15,3 
0 

2,5 
0,2 
0,1 

0,6 
0,1 

0,2 
0.1 

0 

0 

0 
0 

2,4 

0,1 

100 

1990 
Number 

267633 

54093 
5608 

150494 
155 

43040 
11 

13876 
231 
125 

4833 

2861 
377 

358 
597 
230 

410 

181 

83 
98 

3241 

3241 

275 888 

ta are not fully internally consistent, due to the use of different sources 
itistical Year Books 1986,1990 
Birks and Sinclair, 1980, table 32, p.148 

% 

19,6 
2,0 

54,5 
0,1 

15,6 
0 

5,1 
0,1 

0 

1,1 
0,1 

0,1 
0,2 
0,1 

0,2 

0 
0 

1,2 

100 

100 

Table 4.5: Oman labour force by nationality (1975-1990). 
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Fig. 4.1: Labour force in Oman in the years 1975-1990 (in thousands). 

An emerging fifth phase set in around 1985. The movement of labour was 
stabilised and was consolidated in 1986 with the collapse of the oil price. 
A study done for the International Labour Organisation (ILO) reported a 
decrease in the number of labour migrants from the major Asian labour-
exporting countries from 1,007,000 in 1983 to approximately 700,000 in 
1986 (Rashid Amjad, 1989 in Weiner, 1995). The oil price stabilised at a 
relatively low level between US$ 15 and US$ 18 and caused an overall 
decline in economic growth, in Oman as elsewhere. Demand for foreign 
labour slowed down from an average annual growth rate of about 15 per 
cent between 1975 and 1985 to 0.6 per cent between 1986 and 1990. 
More highly skilled labour was recruited for the purpose of more 
sophisticated technical, industrial and scientific services (Oman, 
Development Council, 1991a). According to Table 4.5, migrants from 
India, Bangladesh and Pakistan constituted the majority in 1990 with a 
total of 247,627 people. The number of Sri Lankans and Filipinos 
increased steadily. In 1990 the former nearly doubled their number to 
13,876 and the latter amounted to over 5500. The number of Arabs from 
Egypt, Sudan and Syria slightly increased after 1985 and there were fewer 
Europeans and Americans working in Oman. 

The shift from Arab workers, who have the comparative advantage of 
sharing the language and culture of the people, to Asian expatriates has 
been explained on both economic and cultural grounds. Serageldin et al., 
(1983) maintain that demand for labour outstripped the ability of Arab 
states to supply them, whereas Abu-Lughod (1983) suggests that demand 

113 



Shifting Sands 

for labour became more complex and thus people from other nationalities 
who specialised in certain skills were more attractive. Furthermore Asian 
people offer the advantage of being able to accept low wages, as living 
costs are much lower back home than in the Gulf. Salaries in Gulf 
countries for unskilled labourers from Bangladesh in the early 1980s, were 
5-6 times as high as those in the home country (see also Syed Ashraf Ali 
et al., 1981). Results of a small sample survey held among government 
officials, employers and workers in a number of (oil-endowed) Gulf states 
in the early 1980s confirmed a competitive position for the Asian labour 
force. The reasons producing a shift from Arab to Asian workers were: 
non-Arab, Asian workers work for lower wages; non-Arab Asian workers 
tolerate hard working and living conditions; they are more disciplined 
workers and do not cause political problems (Fargani, 1983 in Khalid, 
1985). In 1990, both the occupational distribution and the nationality of 
foreigners confirmed the general trend in Oman of employing more 
specialised people at lower salaries than in previous years. 

Besides the role that pull factors played in the increase of Asian labourers; 
e.g. a high demand for Asian labour and the relative good salaries paid 
etc., push factors were relevant too. Unemployment in sending states in 
India such as Kerala, Karnataka and Utar Pradesh and in Bangladesh was 
a strong push factor for the Asian people to look for employment outside 
their countries. Educated people in particular were attracted to the 
opportunities in the Gulf. The situation has indeed been characterised by 
Weiner (1982, p. 5) as a brain "overflow" rather than a brain "drain" from 
the sending states. Furthermore, proximity is an important factor in labour 
movement between countries with higher developed and lower developed 
economies (Petras, 1981). India and Pakistan are geographically and 
culturally close to Oman and other Gulf countries. 

The labour market in Oman at present depends to a large extent on 
immigrant labour. Primary Omani emigration induced immigration but to 
what extent is hard to define. In 1975 Oman had officially recruited some 
72,000 migrants and around 30.8002 people had left to work outside the 
country according to Table 4.6. Emigration exceeded immigration at the 
unskilled level, but at the professional, sub-professional and technical 
level expatriates dominated, although few Omanis at that level left the 
country. Serageldin (1983) concluded on this basis that both labour 
emigration and domestic economic growth were causes for immigration. 
Clearly, the size and level of education of the local labour force were not 
sufficient to realise the ambitious development programmes planned. 

2 The figure is based on estimated figures obtained in Oman. It compares relatively well 
with the total number of Omani workers abroad mentioned in Table 4.1, which is compiled 
from data sampled in countries of employment. 
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Occupational level 

Professional and technical 

Other professional 

Sub-professional and technical 

Other sub-professional 

Skilled office and manual 

Semi-skilled office and manual 

Unskilled 

Total 

Emigrants 

Number 

0.2 

0.2 

0.2 

0.6 

3.5 

7.1 

19.0 

30.8 

% 

0.6 

0.6 
0.6 

2.0 

11.4 

23.1 
61.7 

100 

Immigrants 
Number 

1.3 

1.3 

8.1 

3.2 

21.7 

24.3 

12.3 

72.2 

% 

1.8 
1.8 

11.2 
4.4 

30.1 

33.7 

17.0 

100 

Note: Figure lor Omani workers exported does not correspond with the one 
given in Table 4.1. Bot 
al. 

Source: Serageldin, Birks et al. 

Ί figures (30800 & 38413) are used by Birks el 

1983 p. 85. 

Table 4.6: Emigrated and immigrated workers by occupational level, 1975 
(number in thousands). 

The participation rate of Omanis in the labour market is low. However this 
is due to a variety of factors which are here merely touched upon in the 
context of the national situation. They are elaborated on in the second part 
of this chapter, when the labour situation in al-Sharqiyah is reported and 
discussed. Firstly, the age structure of the national population indicates 
that 51 per cent of the Omani population is below 15 years of age (1993). 
A large proportion is therefore undergoing education and does not 
participate in the labour market. Furthermore the participation rate of 
women in the labour market is officially low. Women contribute to 
household revenues as they always used to through their activities, but 
this is not included in official statistics of economic activities. They earn an 
income for example as producers of food, household items and other 
home produced goods, as tailors and as traders. Their participation in the 
official labour market lower than that of men is also due to social and 
cultural factors, which for example result in their lagging behind in modern 
education. The number of women employed in the sectors of education 
and services (both represented in statistical data) is steadily increasing. 
The availability of a large, cheap foreign labour force is another reason 
that the participation rate for Omanis (men and women) in the labour 
market is low. Their presence restricts opportunities for nationals who 
generally need a higher income to sustain themselves. 
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Labour movement in al-Sharqiyah 

Labour movement in al-Sharqiyah roughly followed the national and 
international situation as a result of oil exploitation. In the pre-oil price 
boom, the inhabitants went to Kuwait, Qatar and Saudi Arabia in search of 
work. Some of the emigrants had only recently returned from Africa which 
they left because of increasing political and economic instability. 
Emigrants were employed in the army, in the oil sector, or they worked as 
farmers and fishermen. Because travel conditions were difficult the Omani 
did not visit the region regularly and many had their dependents living with 
them. The main motivation to migrate was economic, but the migrants 
could also benefit from educational and other facilities abroad. 
Geographical proximity and social and cultural affinity with the inhabitants 
of the neighbounng states enabled Omanis to live and work comfortably 
with their neighbours.3 

When oil came on stream in Oman, inhabitants from al-Sharqiyah returned 
to Oman with the expectation of better opportunities from the new wealth 
It was apparent that work in the region was still limited, so they went to the 
capital area where more work was already available and business 
opportunities more attractive. Others returned to the neighbouring 
countries where wages offered were higher than at home. This time the 
families of emigrants mostly stayed in al-Sharqiyah while the men went 
away for work. This was because of the improving living conditions The 
labour migrants visited their families once in four or five months. The 
following story of a family is an example of the way in which people were 
searching for a living at that time: 

Sa'id bin Nasser and his wife originate from al-Mintirib in Badiyah In the early 1950s, 
there were no possibilities of earning a living in their home village, so he and his wife 
decided to go to Tanzania, where his wife was born When the couple left they were 
expecting their first child Said worked as a trader in Africa and they had 5 more 
children They returned to Oman m 1965 when the political situation worsened in East 
Afnca Since no work was available in Oman, Sa'id went to Saudi Arabia where he 
worked on the land Then he went to Abu Dhabi and worked for 2 years as a steel 
labourer in the construction of the airport His family joined him there Thereupon he 
was employed by the army of Abu Dhabi as a tailor He lived and worked several years 
in Kuwait before he and his family returned to Oman around 1972 They settled again 
in al-Mintirib Sa'id went to Muscat to sustain his family and himself, as little work was 
available in the region There he set up a tailoring business Once in four months he 
visited his family in his home village He travelled with several other men together in an 
old Bedford vehicle The trip took them three days over a bumpy dirt road, which at 
times was inaccessible due to wadi flows and landslides On their way back to Muscat 
they sat among bags filled with dales which were taken to market Upon arriving at 
dusk at Muscat they found the town gate closed and they often had to spend another 
night outside the town In 1975, Sa'id returned to Badiyah where he had found work 

3 Families in al-Sharqiyah such as the Wahiba and the Hikman for example enjoyed the 
friendship of the ruling Shaikh of Abu Dhabi (see Lonmer, 190Θ) 
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with the local government. Three more children were born here. Nowadays his eldest 
daughter lives in Abu Dhabi with her husband who is working in the army. Sa'id and his 
wife visit them regularly (Field notes, 19B9). 

From the mid 1980s more locals found work in the region when ministerial 
departments were established in the region. The government facilitated 
return migration by giving priority to applicants from the area, many of 
whom had been working in the same ministries in the capital area. They 
could now settle in their home villages, with their families. In 1986, 5009 
nationals were employed in the government sector in the region (Oman, 
Ministry of Civil Service and Defense, 1987). A number of locals also 
returned to set up businesses to profit from the expanding economic 
opportunities. A large number however, continued to work in the capital 
area or abroad, even though wages abroad started to decrease (Hoek, 
1988). Some of them have settled with their families in the work place, but 
a larger number, estimated for this study at 20,000 people, leave their 
families behind in the home villages. Most of them work and live away 
from home during weekdays and on a monthly or weekly basis, return to 
their families in the oases or desert encampments in the weekends. The 
improvement of transportation and communication facilitate their lives as 
commuters. Out-migration from al-Sharqiyah was and still is induced by a 
disequilibrium between the region on the one hand and the neighbouring 
countries and the capital area on the other. 

Besides the relatively large outflow of locals, a relatively large inflow of 
foreigners come to work in the region. Foreign migrants had already come 
to al-Sharqiyah before 1980, but at that time their number was still 
negligible because development in the region was only just taking off. 
With increasing building activities by the government their number rose. 
Demand for foreign labour further expanded when the inhabitants had an 
increasing amount of capital at their disposal through new income, which 
they were eager to spend and invest in goods and business. Expatriates 
spend part of their income on food, clothes and consumer goods to take 
home, thus providing further opportunities for investments in small 
business. In 1980 the non-national work force employed in the private 
sector in al-Sharqiyah already amounted to 4794 people (Table 4.7, Fig. 
4.2), representing 3.7 per cent of the national migrant labour force. 

In 1984, the public sector employed some 2388 non-nationals, mainly in 
construction. Immigration into al-Sharqiyah was affected by the oil price 
collapse in the mid 1980s. However after a slight stagnation in growth 
between 1986 and 1988, the number of foreigners began to grow again. 
Development of infrastructure continued, though at a slower pace. Private 
companies came from the capital area where activities were reduced as a 
result of the oil price collapse, to look for new markets in the region. The 
number of non-nationals employed in al-Sharqiyah further increased to 
13,150 in 1985 and amounted to 20,596 in 1990. This accounted for 7.1 

117 



Shifting Sands 

per cent of the national foreign labour force (Table 4.7). The average 
annual growth rate of immigrant labour over the period 1989-1991 was 
around 20 per cent. 

The occupational groups in which foreign labourers were employed in the 
region changed between 1980 and 1990 (Table 4.7). An increase in the 
level of employment in this period was as evident for the region as it was 
for the country. In 1980 only 79 people (1.6 per cent) were professional 
and technical employees. The number of the latter steadily rose to reach 
585 people in 1990 accounting for 2.8 per cent of immigrants (Table 4.7, 
Fig. 4.2). 

1980 1981 1982 1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 1990 1991 

Figure 4.2: Immigrant labour force development for Oman and al-Sharqiyah 
(1980-1991). 

In 1980 the majority of immigrants (2797 people or 59 per cent) were 
employed as labourers. In the period between 1980 and 1984 the number 
of foreigners soared in almost all occupational groups. Those employed 
as labourers increased to 6361 people (53 per cent) in 1984. Production 
workers and transport operators together more than doubled in this period 
from 1138 in 1980 (24 per cent) to 2318 people in 1984 (19 per cent). The 
situation in 1990 further confirmed this trend. Of a total of 20,596 
expatriates working in the private sector, more than one half (11,509 
people or 56 per cent) were employed as production and related workers, 
which included transport equipment operators and labourers. The number 
of sales- and service workers in particular soared: from 455 (10 per cent) 
in 1980 to 2163 (18 per cent) in 1984. Their relative number increased 
also. In 1990 the number and relative importance of sales workers and 
service workers further increased with some 6000 people or 29 per cent 
working in this sector. 
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The number of immigrants employed in the agriculture and fisheries sector 
grew especially after 1983 when there was expansion of this sector as a 
result of the introduction of government loans and grants in 1982. In 1984, 
661 (6 per cent) expatriates worked in this sector and their number 
swelled after 1987 at an average annual growth rate of 40 per cent. They 
numbered 2356 (12 per cent) people in 1990. This rise was also attributed 
to the lifting of a ban to employ immigrants in fisheries (see Chapter 3). 
The dip in employment in the year 1987 was due to the oil price collapse 
and probably the temporary halt in agricultural activities due to scarcity of 
water (see also Chapter 3). 

The predominance of people from the Indian subcontinent and the ever 
increasing number of people from East Asian countries was also 
comparable with the national trend. In 1987, the non-national labour force 
in al-Sharqiyah consisted for 98 per cent (or 12,648 people) of people 
from this subcontinent (or 99,4 per cent with a total of 12,768 people, if Sri 
Lankans were included). The majority of immigrants were of Indian 
nationality (7586 or 58 per cent). The Bangladeshis took second place 
with 3656 people (27 per cent) and the Pakistanis were in third position 
with a total of 1526 people (13 per cent). Filipinos numbered 41 (0.3 per 
cent) while Arabs and Africans together accounted for another 34 people 
or 0.3 per cent (Table 4.8, Fig. 4.3). 

Figure 4.3: Labour cards issued in al-Sharqiyah by nationality 
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The present labour movement in al-Sharqiyah is characterised by two 
flows of people in search of work opportunities in opposite direction. Non-
nationals come to the region for work and local inhabitants find work 
outside the region. They are the subject of study in the next part of this 
chapter. Firstly the situation of immigrants is discussed; some general 
characteristics are given, their social-economic position is analysed and 
the impact of their participation in the commercial and agricultural sectors 
is reported. Thereafter the situation of temporary emigrants is focused on. 

Indian 
Bangladeshi 
Pakistani 
Sri Lankan 
Egyptian 
Iranian 
Filipino 
Cyprian 
Lebanese 
Jordanian 
Syrian 
Palestinian 

Sudanese 
Tanzanian 
European 

Others 

Total 

Source: 

1984 

7515 
3335 
1400 

38 
33 
3 
2 

13 
1 

1 

11 

1 

3 

12356 

Ministry of Labour 

1985 

7630 
3941 
1472 

47 
29 

2 
8 

1 

1 
1 

11 

6 

1 

13150 

1987 

7586 
3656 
1526 
120 
18 
2 

41 
2 
2 

1 

9 
4 

2 

12969 

1987 
% 

58.0 
27.0 
13.0 
1.4 
0.2 

0 
0.3 

0 
0 

0 

0.1 
0 

0 

100 

Table 4.8: Labour cards issued in al-Sharqiyah by nationality (1984, 
1985, and 1987). 
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Immigrants 

General characteristics 

The immigrant population in al-Sharqiyah is dominantly a labour force. 
According to an official sample survey held in 1989, 93 per cent of non-
Omanis between 15 and 65 years were working, and 88 per cent 
belonged to the age group between 15 years and 44 years. The total 
number of foreigners was 22,743 people (Table 3.1) and they were 
generally well educated. According to the same survey (Oman, 
Development Council, 1991b) 27 per cent had primary education and 42 
per cent secondary education and above. The immigrant labour force is 
predominantly male (98 per cent in 1989). The small number of females 
(160) are mainly employed in the services sector as administrative staff in 
banks and companies and in the domestic services sector as nanny, maid 
or cook. Although many migrants are married most of them come on a 
bachelor status. Their families continue to live in their home countries. For 
example, of the 65 salesmen interviewed for this study, 34 were married 
and 17 were bachelors. Fourteen people did not have their status 
recorded. None of the salesmen had his family living with him. 

Immigrants are mostly recruited through agencies in their country of origin. 
On the other hand a person, intending to work in Oman, often enlists the 
support of relatives and friends already living in Oman to find a sponsor or 
work. This situation may be characterised as chain migration, with the 
difference that immigrants in Oman remain temporary settlers. In chain 
migration relatives follow in the footsteps of those gone before (Jackson, 
1986). This characteristic is the main reason why 44 of the 65 salesmen 
Interviewed come from the same state in India, Kerala. India and Pakistan 
represent the main countries of origin for the interviewed migrants. 56 out 
of 65 salesmen, come from India, 5 from Bangladesh, 3 from Pakistan and 
one from Sudan. Those from India originate besides Kerala, from 
Bombay, Gujerati, Andra Pradesh and Madras. The Pakistanis come from 
Lahore or Karachi. 

Immigrants in the economy 

Immigrants are predominantly employed in the secondary (45 per cent) 
and tertiairy sector (50 per cent). Only 5 per cent is employed in the 
primary sector (al-Tauqy, 1991). Table 4.9 gives the distribution of the 
immigrant labour force (male and female) by economic activity in the 
region in detail for 1987. Out of a total of 12,969 workers, the largest 
number (5002 people or 39 per cent) was employed in construction. 
Wholesale & retail trade absorbed the next largest proportion: 3284 
people or 26 per cent. If the category of restaurants and hotels had been 
included in the previous sector, the total number employed would have 
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been 3603 (28 per cent). Community, social & personal services was the 
third largest group with 1459 people (11 per cent). This category included 
domestic servants and personal drivers. Manufacturing employed 1127 
people (9 per cent) and agriculture & fisheries and mining & quarrying 912 
(7 per cent) and 835 (6 per cent) immigrants respectively. 

A representation of the non-national labour force by level of occupation in 
1987 is shown in Table 4.10. The majority was employed in non-skilled or 
semi-skilled work mainly in the construction sector (over 8500), and a 
considerable number were employed as salesmen and related workers 
(1783). Professional and technical workers numbered some 400. Most of 
these worked as engineers and accountants. 

Economic Activity 

Construction 
Wholesale & retail trade 
Community, social & personal services 
Manufacturing 
Agriculture & Hunting 
Mining & Quarrying 
Restaurants & Hotels 
Transport, Storage & Communications 
Financing, Insurance, Real Estate & 

Business services 
Activity not stated 

Total 

Source: Ministry ol Labour 

Number 

5002 
3284 
1459 
1127 
912 
835 
319 

13 
4 

14 

12969 

% 

38.5 
25.6 
11.2 
8.7 
7.0 
6.3 
2.5 
0.1 

0 

0.1 

100 

Table 4.9: Labour cards issued in al-Sharqiyah by economic activity, 1987. 

The majority of immigrant workers (93 per cent) was registered as salaried 
(al-Tauqy, 1991). On the basis of the average salary indicated in Table 
4.10, about 90 per cent of the immigrants earned a salary below R.0.100. 
Foreign labourers employed offered cheaper labour than nationals did. In 
1986 non-nationals employed as clerks or salesmen accepted a salary 
between R.O. 40 and R.O. 80 a month, whereas nationals earned 
between R.O. 100 and R.O. 250 for a similar job. 

Immigrants have a significant impact in the regional economy, in particular 
for the agricultural and commercial sectors. A large number of immigrants 
entered these sectors, when building activities slowed down and 
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Occupation 

Physical Scientists a Related Technician 
Architects & Engineers 
Architectural &,Епоіпееппа Techniciens 
Вюкдогз & Related Technicians 
Medical. Denial 1 Related Workers 
Veterinary Workers 
тми 
Accountants 
Jurists 
Teachers 
Workers hi redejón 
Photooraphers etc 
Sportsmen & Related 
Professional. Technical & Rotated 
Tolsi 

Managers 

Typists a Related workers 
Book-keepers & Relatad Workers 
Transport & Communication Supervisors 
Telephone a Telegraph Operators 
Oercal & Related Workers 
Total (doe· not Include 'mañanar·*) 

Commensal Managers-Sales Managers 
Sales Supervisors 
Technical Salesmen a Commercial 
Salesmen, Shop Assistants & Rotated 
Total 

Managers Lodging Services 
House-ksepmQ & Related Services 
Cooks. Walters » Related 
MaUs i Related Workers 
Cleaners & Related Workers 
Launders a Dry-cleaners 
Harr-dreasers. Barbers, BeautieJena 
Service Workers 
Tom 
Farmers 
Agricultural a Ararne! Workers 
Forestry Worker 
Total 

r̂ oductJon Supervisors & General 
Miners, Quarrymen, WeB Dritten) 
Metal processors 
Chemical Processors 
Spmners, Weavers & Related Workers 
Tanners & FeHmonoers 
Food a Beverages Processors 
Teams, Dressmakers & Upholsterers 
Tom 
Shoemakers & Leather Goods Makers 
Cabinet Makers a. Related Wood Workers 
Stone Cutlers & related Workers 
Blacksmiths, Tool Makers « Machine Tool 
Machine Fitten) aPnctslon Instrument 
Electrical Fitters a Related Electronics 
Plumbers, Welders. Sheet Metal » 
Jewellery a. Precious Metal Workers 
Glass Formers, Potters & Relatad Workers 
Tom 
Rubber a plastic Product Makers 
Printers 4 Related Workers 
Painters 
Production & Некоей Workers 
Brick Layers. Carpenters & Other 
Stationary Engine & Related Enotrie 
Material Handknq, Related Equipment 
Transport Equrpment Operators 
Labourers 
Total 

Grand TotrO 

Number (a) 

t 
104 

1 
t 

33 
7 

147 

147 
1 
t 

16 
31 

7 
2 

207 

35 

10 
5 
1 
1 

41 
se 
20 
13 
36 

1783 
1854 

39 
2 

841 
166 

12 
120 
101 

4 
12S5 

927 
6 
1 

934 

271 
2 
8 
2 
2 
1 

166 
794 

1235 

1 
237 

2 
263 
439 
694 
436 
124 

7 
2093 

59 
3 

239 
970 

2824 
2 

24 
»09 

82 
5121 

)2M> 

Avenge Monthly 
Salary (b)R-O 

670 
450 
281 
170 
283 
173 

189 
496 
291 
117 
117 
290 
216 

519 

192 
170 
214 
220 
150 

273 
178 
111 

73 

103 
148 

68 
56 
54 
59 
70 
52 

55 
74 
91 

210 
408 
104 
232 
107 

78 
68 
63 

72 
62 

122 
61 
98 
78 
69 
83 
71 

64 
101 

81 
58 
59 

108 
85 
80 
77 

Sources (aj Мтаоу о/ Labour, (b) Stebsrjca/ аг Book 1988 Satanes are national 

Total 

670 
46800 

281 
170 

9339 
1211 

58471 

27783 
496 
291 

2106 
3627 
2030 

432 
36765 

18165 

1920 
850 
214 
220 

6150 
9354 

5480 
2314 
4218 

130159 
142151 

4017 
296 

57188 
9298 

848 
7080 
7070 

208 
65803 

50985 
444 

91 
51520 

56910 
816 
832 
454 
214 

78 
10890 
49392 

119598 

72 
14694 

244 
16043 
42144 
44384 
30084 
10292 

497 
118484 

4416 
303 

14518 
56260 

166616 
216 

2040 
72720 

6314 
323403 

1009882 

jweffes 

Table 4.10: Labour cards issued in al-Sharqiyah by occupation and salary (1987). 
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foreigners employed in the construction sector were obliged to look for 
other work. Otherwise, they would have had to leave the country. Both 
commerce and agriculture were attractive, because these were expanding 
sectors and offered non-nationals a relatively independent position. In the 
following paragraphs some general features of their economic 
participation are reported. The position of non-nationals in the commerce 
and fisheries sector is subsequently developed further in Chapters 5 and 
6. 

Local inhabitants employ immigrants as salesmen in small shops because 
they are themselves often absent, for example because they work outside 
the region. The salesman usually increases his control of the business 
until he is virtually an independent trader, but earning a salary. The 
following stage is a situation whereby the Omani rents the shop to the 
immigrant and receives a monthly fee. This is usually the case. The 
sponsor often invests in the initial goods and leaves the business to the 
independent immigrant who takes the profit and losses for himself. In 
some cases, the new owner repays the initial investments. A similar 
situation often develops for mobile traders who distribute goods with a 
truck rented from an Omani sponsor. 

Immigrant shopkeepers and mobile traders are able to be flexible, 
operating with low overhead costs and small margins. As a group of 
self-exploiting people with limited social obligations and responsibilities 
within Omani society, they operate on a cheaper basis than the local 
traders are able to do. On the one hand immigrants' participation 
enhances economic development, for example through realising a dense 
and effective network of shops and distribution channels to consumers 
throughout the region. On the other hand they create a very competitive 
element in the local economy (see also Khalid, 1985). Goods produced by 
foreigners are mostly cheaper than made by locals. Halwa (a traditional 
sweet) costs R.O. 19 a box when produced by locals and only R.O. 5 
when produced by Asian labourers (see further Chapter 5). 

Foreign labourers employed to do manual work on the farm are relatively 
independent for similar reasons. The owner of the farm is likely to be 
absent for a large part of the week, having other work obligations either in 
the area or outside the region. The labourers, usually living on the farms, 
are responsible for cultivation, irrigation, maintenance and repair and for 
the marketing of produce. They deal with the extension officers who visit 
the farms for the development programmes. Foreign labourers rather than 
the owners are thus introduced to the use of new crops, fertilizers and 
new methods of farming. They learn the skills from experience even if they 
have never farmed before. In fact labourers are often running a farm, 
taking decisions about if, what and when crops are grown, when and 
where the produce is marketed and what and how new techniques are 
introduced. Their remuneration often depends on the turnover of the 
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produce from which they take a certain percentage. On the other hand 
they do not always have access to their own means of transportation and 
their limited mobility in many cases hampers the smooth operation of the 
farm. Many have indeed not been trained to be a farmer. Furthermore 
they are not in a position to invest in farming. Notwithstanding their build 
up of knowledge and experience, they are not deciding about (future) 
development of the farm. In those cases where the owner is him- or 
herself a farmer or is able to spend time on the farm on a regular basis the 
farm seems to benefit more. 

Remittances 

The presence of a large foreign work force active in the economy as 
employees or independent workers has its financial consequences. Non-
nationals on the one hand contribute to the expansion of the economy and 
on the other remit a large amount of money earned in the local or national 
economy, to their home country. The total amount remitted from Oman in 
1987 for example was R.O. 285 million (Oman, Development Council, 
1991b). The sum remitted from al-Sharqiyah by foreign workers to their 
home countries has to be estimated. An estimation for 1987 was set at 
R.O. 12 million based on the official salaries as shown in Table 4.10 and 
on the assumption that migrants in the Middle East remit at least 50 per 
cent of their salaries. Weiner (1982) for example assumed that Asian 
migrants being frugal spenders, remitted one third to one half of their 
earnings. Owen (1985, p. 5) suggested that the closer a worker keeps in 
touch with the family back home, the more likely he or she is to remit a 
large proportion of their earnings. Both characteristics apply to (Asian) 
immigrants in Oman. The total remittances for 1990 are estimated at R.O. 
20 million. 

A study of Pakistani immigrants in the Gulf estimated the average annual 
remittances per migrant at Rupees (Rs)4 31,000 of which Rs 21,000 is 
sent in cash, Rs 7,500 brought by immigrants on home visits and Rs 
2,500 remitted in kind. (Galani, 1980 in Weiner, 1982). On this basis it is 
estimated for the present study that Pakistanis in Oman send home 
between 45 per cent and 70 per cent of their income. Several migrants 
interviewed estimate their local expenditures such as accommodation, 
food and other consumptive expenses at half or less of their income. 

The percentage of revenues immigrants send home depends further on 
whether or not they are responsible for a family back home, how much 
they spend on consumer goods in the host country to take home, or how 
much they take as cash with them. Bank managers in the region estimate 
that migrants with families back home remit at least 60 per cent of their 

100 Pakistani Rupees equalled approximately US$ 1 
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earnings. This is in the range of the percentages mentioned in the study of 
Pakistani remittances. Officials from the bank also maintain that profits 
and consequently remittances of independent salesmen are generally 
higher than the average salaries quoted in the statistics (Hoek, 1988). In 
1990, an estimated total of at least R.O. 9 million was remitted through 
banks only. This estimate was based on data obtained for the present 
study of a year's remittances of one bank group operating in al-Sharqiyah, 
multiplied by the number of bank groups (5) operating in the region. It 
does not include the money or value of goods (bought outside the region) 
immigrants take on home visits. Bank employees however, estimate total 
remittances for 1987 already close to R.O. 22 million. 

Motivation and attitude 

The motivation to come to the country for almost all immigrants is to work 
and to earn an income. Remuneration of jobs is higher in Oman than in 
their own countries, if there is work is available at all. Immigrants come on 
a temporary basis. The earnings foreigners regularly remit to their families 
back home often serve a particular purpose such as the daily expenses of 
their parents, the education of a brother or sister, or a dowry for a sister. 
Others save a sum to set up a business back home. The immigrants are 
therefore typical sojourners, who plan to return to their home country 
sooner or later. The duration of their stay depends on whether the brother 
or sister has finished school or is able to earn a living. Others plan to 
return when they have built a house back home or saved enough money 
to start a business. Anil is a typical target immigrant who comes for a 
certain time and purpose and returns home some time later. 

Anil comes from Andra Pradesh. He started to work as a salesman in a pharmacy one 
year ago. Being responsible for his own sales, he gradually expanded the business 
with the help of the supplier who gave him credit on the basis of his sales. Anil wants to 
return to his home country after 3 more years and had already started to save some 
money to set up a business back home. Once in India he will run his business to 
secure himself an income. He is married and has two young children in India and is 
looking forward to living again with his family (Field notes, 1989). 

Not all immigrants however execute their initial plans. Most of them 
continue to work until they have to leave for one reason or another, 
including familial reasons back home. Those who work as independent 
salesmen often find it difficult to plan their return. Savings depend on profit 
which is determined by competition, business management, mutual co
operation and luck. Migrants realise the temporariness of their stay and 
that they depend on their Omani sponsor for the duration of their stay. 
One immigrant explains: "as soon as the sponsor says that he finishes my 
contract, I would have to return to my country, leaving the shop behind as 
my source of income". Foreigners need to be flexible and for example do 
not invest much in a shop. They profit from the opportunity to work in 
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Oman as long as it goes. They use as an explanation for their longer stay 
that they have not yet managed to save enough money or, more often, the 
extra income has raised the standard of living of their family and they 
would not be able to cope without it any more. Migrants themselves on the 
other hand have little difficulty in saving money because opportunities to 
spend are limited, even though living costs in Oman are relatively high. 

Another salesman interviewed opts for running a profitable business within 
the conditions of a sponsorship. He invests in his business and has 
planned for continuation and further expansion. He expresses no intention 
of thinking about a final departure: 

Kumar has run his own shop since 1980, selling vegetables, and dried and frozen 
goods. He organises a profitable business, continuously investing in new stock and 
enlarging the shop area He employs a brother, a brother in law and a cousin in the 
shop. For his annual leave to visit his wife and children living in India, he makes a 
working scheme with his brother, in order to continue the business during his absence. 
Recently his youngest brother came over to learn the trade. He is paid a small fee, 
"like we all got when we started doing business," Kumar says (Field notes, 1989). 

Year 

1950-1955 
1955-1960 
1960-1965 
1965-1970 
1970-1975 
1975-1980 
1980-1985 
1985-1987 

Unspecified 

Total 

Source: 

Number 

1 
4 
1 
1 

23 
915 

5,747 
4,129 

2,148 

12,969 

Ministry of Labour 

Table 4.11: Labour cards issued in 1987 in al-
Sharqiyah by year of appointment. 

The average number of years immigrants actually spend in the region is 
shown in Table 4.11, which refers to the year of appointment of the non-
national labour force in 1987. Around 43 per cent of the people (5747) had 
been working in the region for 5 years and 7 per cent (945 people) for 7 
years or more. The year of appointment was not known for 2148 people, 
probably due to lack of administrative data. It may however be expected 
that their stay is longer than 2 years, probably more than 5 years, since 
the registration of foreign workers has improved considerably over the last 
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few years. The majority (39 people) of the 65 salesmen interviewed for 
this study, are in the country for between one and five years. Five have 
been living in Oman for more than 10 years. 

Immigrants keep close contacts with their families, relatives and friends 
back home during their stay in Oman. For 25 of the total number of 
salesmen interviewed, the frequency of their leave is every other year. 
Some 18 people organise their leave for every year, which means they 
pay an air fare for themselves every other year. Others want to save 
money and postpone their leave for some years. Only one of the 
interviewed salesmen offers the extreme example of not having been 
home since he came to the country four years ago. Neither has he sent 
letters home, nor money. He seems to represent a (small?) group of 
people who do not manage to save money for their return ticket or who 
have cut relations altogether with their family for other reasons. 
Immigrants are generally keen to work hard to be able to visit their 
families, to be able to return soon, or else to bring their dependents to stay 
with them in Oman. Employers more and more attend to the latter wish, 
allowing the families of employees to join them in Oman after some time. 
An Omani employer explains: "The employee is happier and I can rely on 
him more since he has his family living with him". Immigrants themselves 
say they need to earn a salary of at least R.O. 250 to be able to maintain 
their relatives inside the host country. It is expected that the number of 
families coming to live with the working partner will increase as wages 
increase and the duration of stay enables the workers to save more 
money. 

Immigrants in the social and cultural sphere 

Non-nationals integrate relatively successfully in the economic sphere, but 
their integration in the social and cultural sphere is limited. Various laws 
such as public law apply to them equally as they apply to nationals. 
Non-nationals have free medical care, but they generally pay for 
education and other state services, though (some of) these facilities may 
be provided by the sponsor. Foreign workers are not represented in 
political institutions, as is to be expected from similar situations in other 
countries. Omani nationality can be applied for after 15 years, but there 
are very few examples of foreigners who have changed their nationality. 

Immigrants lead a life which is rather segregated from the indigenous 
society. Male workers who come on a bachelor status mostly live on or 
close to their work compounds such as the shop, the grounds of the block 
factory, the garage, or the farm. They often share accommodation and 
together employ a compatriot as cook or servant for their common 
domestic work. Other migrants have their meals at the small restaurants 
or hotels run by immigrants, which abound in every village. These cater in 
the first place for their fellow countrymen, but locals frequent these 

129 



Shifting Sands 

establishments too. With the exception of domestic male or female 
employees who usually live with the local family, foreigners are thus rather 
independent from the local community for meals and lodgings. 

Foreign workers mainly socialise within their own groups. They cluster on 
the basis of a common language or religion or place of origin and operate 
a system of communication and exchange for news, gossip, mail, presents 
and money. This keeps them in close contact with their relatives back 
home. Their sheer number gives them a sense of being at home in their 
host country: 

Early evening after prayers, the weather gets cooler and business is done. The main 
streets of Ibra fill up with foreigners. They group together by nationality. Most of them 
are Indians or Pakistanis. Bangladeshis stand in a group on the corner of one street. 
Some Egyptians walk by, busy talking. Several Sudanis stroll together, wearing their 
long winded, white headscarves because it is after workhours. They all congregate 
together by nationality to meet and to exchange news about work, job opportunities, 
and about relatives back home. An Indian salesman comments: "It is like India here, I 
have a chance to meet many people who are from the same town in Goa as myself" 
(Field notes, 1989). 

The society responds to the presence of a large number of foreigners by 
offering facilities directed in particular at them, although locals also make 
use of these. In the main towns of the region, cinemas bring Indian or 
Asian films, seen in particular by the immigrants. Omani television 
broadcasts Indian and Pakistani programmes as well as English news. At 
some locations in the region, such as along the Arabian Sea coast, radio 
and television programmes can be received directly from Iran, Pakistan 
and India. With the gradual introduction of satellite stations, the quantity 
and quality of foreign programmes improves still further and caters even 
better for the foreign population. Foreign newspapers are available in the 
main towns and villages of the region. Indian and other foreign schools 
have been established, though mainly in the capital area and families who 
prefer these educational facilities for their children, reside in the capital 
area. The men then commute to the region. Most families however send 
their children to Arab schools in the region. 

Foreigners practice their own religious rituals. Muslims of all nationalities 
share their prayers with one another in the local mosques. Christians and 
Hindus have their ceremonial places of worship in Ruwi in the capital area, 
where two Roman Catholic, several Protestant churches and some 
temples, including a Gurdwara for the Sikh community are located. Indian, 
Pakistani and other expatriates have their own sport clubs located in the 
capital area. For immigrants living in the region these are too far away to 
frequent though they try to join the important celebrations. Others go to 
the capital area on a weekly or monthly basis for the purpose of visiting 
these places. Foreigners for their part, with the exception of domestic 
employees, do not generally participate in local family celebrations such 
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as birth, ntuals for boyhood and other festivities, unless they are invited to 
join on an individual basis. 

Whether locals and foreigners share part of their social and cultural lives 
depends very much on the needs and attitudes of both populations. 
Immigrants often live a parsimonious life m order to save money. This 
contrasts in a way with the relatively more lavish lifestyle of local people. 
The well-known hospitality of the indigenous communities guarantees 
though that immigrants who have a different lifestyle are generally 
accepted and respected. Foreigners living in residential areas of the 
oases who have their relatives staying with them integrate more into the 
local society. In particular when families see their stay as being more 
permanent they participate fully in the life of the local community such as 
the following family. 

The family arrived in Oman in 1980 They planned to stay The man has a shop and 
the woman works in the school as a teacher At some time she ran a business too, 
where she attended local customers and friends She is also actively involved m the 
work of the local Women's Association Their children go to the local school and are 
going to continue their education in Oman The family is fully part of the local 
community and participates in all local celebrations such as the Eids Omani people 
join them for their festivities (Field notes, 1988) 

Reservations to the full integration of foreigners into the local society have 
to do with the vision both the Omani and the expatriates themselves have 
about the temporanness of the immigrants' presence and the more or less 
exclusive economic reasons most migrants have for their stay. A general 
attitude of tolerance for the ethnic diversity and religious belief of 
immigrants is paramount in the Omani society. That both parties agree 
upon the vision may be concluded from the results of the survey 
conducted among the salesmen. The people interviewed are generally 
content with their life in Oman Many of them accept the hardship of being 
away from their family because the money earned benefitt the well being 
of them all. A few people complain about the lack of appreciation of the 
locals for the work they are doing. They do not like the attitude of those 
people who expect servility from them as a matter of course. Most of the 
interviewed people however go along very well with the local population. 
They live together in mutual acceptance. Only one person interviewed is 
extremely unhappy and wants to go back to his country as soon as 
possible.5 

5 More elaborate sample surveys conducted among returned migrants in Egypt and in the 
Philippines give comparable results The majority of immigrants had no complaints about 
their stay in the Gulf or found conditions "good" to "excellent" (Owen, 1985, ρ 12) 
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Government policy 

Labour immigration in Oman used to occur under a laissez-faire policy 
such as happened in the Middle East in general (Richards and Martin, 
1983). For the migration movement of Arabs this was partly due to the 
tradition of free mobility within the Arabian World. Moreover, the need for 
external labour to realise the ambitious development plans encouraged 
oil-endowed countries such as Oman to have an open door policy. The 
government at present looks upon immigration primarily as a temporary 
affair, and the regulation of supply and demand is mainly left to the 
market. Some rules and regulations exist to monitor the labour movement, 
such as the requirement of an Omani sponsor for each individual 
immigrant, the obligation of a labour card and residence permit, and a 
maximum of foreign workers a person or company can hire. The employer 
or sponsor (kafeel, arbab) obtains a labour card and residence permit for 
the foreigner. He is responsible for the conduct of the immigrant and for 
his/her lawful treatment. Officially, foreigners enter the labour market on a 
contract of a maximum of 2 years. This is in most cases tacitly extended. 
The contract provides for a leave after 2 years at most, for which the 
employer pays the air fare. 

The market policy about immigration is gradually being abandoned. This 
has also been observed in other oil countries (see Choucri, 1986; Werner, 
1982; Abu-Lughod, 1983). Various government policies are issued to 
reduce the number of expatriate workers in the country (see also Chapter 
2). Oman, following other Gulf countries' examples has resorted to turnkey 
projects. In this type of project, recruitment and housing of the often higher 
skilled labour is the responsibility of the foreign company executing the 
project. Salaries are preferably paid directly to families back home in 
home currency. When the project is finished, the workers are dismissed 
and sent home. This method, favourite with Korean and Taiwanese 
companies, reduces the burden of organising the workforce separately for 
the receiving country and afterwards no immigrants remain in the country 
(Abu-Lughod, 1983). 

For several economic activities, such as in the banking and services 
sector, more radical targets have been set to diminish the number of 
immigrants employed. A law already existed which limited ownership of 
business by foreigners to a maximum of 49 per cent. The other 51 per 
cent must be owned by an Omani. In the (artisanal) fisheries sector no 
foreigners were allowed to be employed. However in 1988 under pressure 
from people of this sector the law was amended to allow fishermen two 
immigrants on board ships. Non-nationals are furthermore discouraged 
from integrating in spheres other than the pure economic. For example 
they are not allowed to own property or land. Naturalisation may be 
requested only after 15 years of residence in Oman. No other restrictions 
for immigrant participation exist specifically for the region. 
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The involvement of foreigners in commerce is recognised as a complex 
issue. Entrepreneurs and their representatives have drawn the 
government's attention to immigrants who offer fierce competition in 
business. During interviews in the region entrepreneurs also suggest that 
the government should enforce a law which would oblige locals to employ 
Omani people in their companies. Not all entrepreneurs share this view. 
An Omani entrepreneur employed five nationals and found that they all left 
within a few years. He comments that the situation is not yet bad enough 
for Omanis to accept such work when there are other sources of income 
available for them. Other entrepreneurs interviewed suggest a discussion 
amongst themselves about the advantages and disadvantages of 
employing foreign labour to decide what would be the best options for 
local employment. 

Independent shopkeepers and producers are officially illegal, but the 
government is reluctant to interfere with regulations. It professes a market 
approach realising that the involvement of foreigners in business 
contributes to an efficient and cheap distribution system, which benefits 
consumers too. The official stand also recognizes the fact that a large 
number of local people, including government officials are involved and 
profit from the situation as employers or sponsors. Besides, the illegal 
position of small foreign shopkeepers is primarily due to the rule of 
ownership (maximum 49 per cent for a foreigner) which was initially 
established to protect large businesses. It was automatically extended to 
small businesses although it was not aimed at this group (personal 
comment, official of the Ministry of Commerce and Industry, 1988). The 
official policy of the government is not to interfere in trade as this should 
principally be left to the private sector. At present the 51- 49 per cent rule 
of ownership is the subject of discussion. 

The Omani government, like other governments of oil-rich countries in the 
Gulf, nowadays pursues an active policy of indigenisation or Omanisation 
to replace foreign labour gradually with national labour. It is for example 
the government's concern to encourage young people to join the private 
sector (Mohammed bin Mousa, 1994). The main reason for this policy is 
the fact that more Omanis are now finishing their education and are ready 
to enter the labour market. Besides, the economic situation does not 
justify a large increase in economic activities, which might easily have 
absorbed a new influx of labour. 

Finally, the government acknowledges the concern voiced in the society 
about the impact of non-Arabs on the cultural identity of the Omani. This is 
felt a problem particularly where non-Arabs are employed in the raising of 
children. The government initiates discussions on this subject through 
radio and television programmes and seminars. 
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Emigrants 

Size of out-migration 

An estimated 20,000 inhabitants from al-Sharqiyah leave the region for 
work on a more or less temporary basis. This estimate is calculated on the 
basis of statements by representatives, emigrants, government officials 
and other informants in the region, since no official data on this movement 
exists. For example several shaikhs are of the opinion that more than 50 
per cent of the male adult members of their tribes work outside the region. 
This percentage does not include dependents who live with the emigrant 
at the place of work. Through the opinions of shaikhs alone, no totals can 
be obtained for any town or village since a family group traces itself to 
several shaikhs and settlements consist of several tribes (see Chapter 3). 
Emigrants themselves estimate that from each extended family some two 
or three people work outside the region. Other key informants estimate the 
percentage of the male work force working outside the region for the 
average settlement between 50 per cent and 70 per cent. These 
percentages approach that of shaikhs. This study uses the estimate of 
20,000 people who commute. This number represents half of the male 
population in al-Sharqiyah in the age group between 15 and 65 years, 
which was set at around 40,000 in 1988 (Table 3.1). 

Availability of work nearby is a significant factor in the number of 
emigrants. Lower percentages were mentioned for Ibra, Bani bu Hasan 
and Bani bu Ali where a number of government offices are located. Higher 
percentages were estimated for areas with fewer or no government offices 
such as al-Mintirib and Sanaw.6 The importance of this factor was 
confirmed by two other surveys. A household survey held in al-Mintirib in 
1986 gave the percentage of labour emigrants as 70 per cent (Webster, 
1986). In 1987 a sample survey about the occupation of its inhabitants, 
was done by the Naib-Wali (deputy-Wali) for al-Ashkharah. Its results 
gave an estimate of 40 per cent of the people working outside the village. 
This relatively low percentage was due to the large number of people (45 
per cent) engaged in fisheries locally. 

Emigrants at present fall into two different categories. One group of 
emigrants works outside and settles on a more or less permanent basis in 
the place of work. The other group works outside but continues to live in 
the region. People from the former group have their dependents living with 
them. The latter (larger) group of people have their families living in the 
region. They are really commuters who return home after a week or month 
away at work. For the two different groups there is little difference in their 
reasons and motivation for working outside the region. The distinction is 

6 Scholz (1981) reported that in the area of Sanaw 24 out of 30 families from the Wahiba 
tribe had their men working abroad. 
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important for the present time however, because commuting has a greater 
impact on the daily life in the region. Commuters therefore are the main 
focus of the sample survey, the results of which are worked out in the 
following paragraphs. The distinction will be less important in the near 
future as ultimately both groups (still) intend to return and live in the 
region. They are therefore typical temporary emigrants or sojourners. In 
the following paragraphs the general terms of emigrants, out-migrants and 
sojourners are mostly used undifferentiated. For the longer term a 
distinction has been made because the contemporary emigrants who 
move out with their dependents may be precursors of a growing trend of 
families moving out on a more permanent basis. This obviously may have 
far reaching effects for the region (and the country as a whole). 

Emigrants from al-Sharqiyah go to the capital area or the neighbouring 
Gulf countries. On the basis of informants' estimates, 40 per cent (about 
16,000) of the total (male) work force in the region works in the capital 
area, 20 per cent (about 8000) in the Gulf states and 30 per cent (about 
12,000) within the region. The remaining 10 per cent (4000) is estimated 
to be unemployed. The sample survey of 56 emigrants gives the following 
distribution of their place of work: 

Capital area 30 or 53 per cent 
Other areas in Oman 8 or 14 per cent 
The Emirates 18 or 33 per cent 

Total 56 or 100 per cent 

The distance between home and work determines the travel scheme of 
commuters. People working in the capital area (at a distance of between 
200 and 300 km.), return home for the weekend after five or six days of 
work. Those who work in the Gulf countries (at least 600 km) come home 
once a month. Two people from the sample working in the Emirates 
however come home every weekend. The latter group usually spends a 
long weekend with their families. One man working for the oil company in 
the interior has an official schedule of one week leave, every four weeks. 
Both groups pay more frequent visits for family reasons such as illness of 
a family member, at the birth of a baby or the death of a relative. During 
work days they all keep close contacts with their families through modern 
means of communication. Good roads and means of transportation 
facilitate their regular and frequent visits. 
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Social and economic characteristics 

Out-migrants are predominantly young people. The age of people in the 
sample ranges between 14 and 50 years. Most of them are between 18 
and 35 years old. Even younger Bedouin boys of about 8 or 10 years old 
are working outside the region. They are employed by shaikhs in the 
neighbouring countries to ride their racing camels. Most emigrants have 
also been educated. 90 per cent of the interviewed people received 
education which varies from primary school to university. Only a few older 
men in the Emirates and the man working for the oil company in the 
desert have had no formal education. They are illiterate. Emigrants who 
go to the capital area are in general better educated than those who go to 
the Emirates. Bedouin and older people who have had limited educational 
possibilities are predominantly employed in the Gulf states. The army and 
police in Abu Dhabi, Dubai and Qatar offer jobs without requiring "papers" 
or exams. The young boys working in the Emirates did not attend school. 

Most workers outside the region are men. The small number of women 
from al-Sharqiyah living or working outside are young and/or unmarried 
women who are continuing their education, working temporarily in the 
capital area or living with their husbands in the place of work. At least one 
married woman is known who goes to the University in the capital area, 
while her husband stays in the region for his work. She comes home 
during the weekend. All people interviewed for the survey are men and the 
majority is married: 44 husbands compared to 12 bachelors. 

Commuters live as "bachelors" in the place of work for various reasons 
such as one emigrant suggests: 

"Women and children are better off living close to their family and relatives in their 
home town than on their own in a city where they know nobody" (Field notes, 1992) 

Another important reason for the family to continue to live in the region is 
the high living cost in the capital area. This means that most men live as 
bachelors in the work place. Whereas a couple, usually living on its own in 
the capital needs to rent a full house, the men, as bachelors, either live 
with a related family or share a house together. This is obviously cheaper 
especially when they organise their meals together. The cost of living for a 
family is cheaper in the regional settlements. This is the case in particular 
when the family lives as an extended group, sharing the compound with 
related families. Five men from the sample plan to live together with their 
families in the place of work as soon as their salaries are high enough to 
sustain the higher costs. 

During discussions with women, similar motivations are mentioned. 
Several women were initially living with their husbands but returned. They 
did not like to live in the city where they could not depend on their family 
close by. Other women expect they will miss the social life they are 
accustomed to in the region. They expect to be more confined to the 
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house in the city, because they will not know their neighbours. A young, 
newly married woman continues to stay with her parents in the region 
whom she can rely on when her husband is absent. Women who have an 
income through trading prefer not to leave the home town because they 
need the network they have built up to obtain the income (see also 
Chapter 5). Finally, a number of women find it easier to get work in the 
region, for example as teachers. Many women opt for this work. 

Women acknowledge the fact that the absence of men gives them fewer 
opportunities to continue their education. One reason is because they 
have no easy access to transportation when their men are away. They 
need to travel some distance to a school or the premises of the Women's 
Association to attend classes. 

The public sector (including the army and police) is the main employer of 
the emigrants. The distribution of interviewed men by employment and 
place of work is the following: 

Capital area and other regions Gulf states 

Government 14 Government 4 
Army 12 Army 9 
Police 6 Police 5 
Private companies 6 

Total 38 Total 18 

The level of their jobs ranges between lower and intermediate grades. 
Two men have jobs at a higher level. Two men working in the Emirates 
are labourers on the farm of the ruling Shaikh. 

Motivation of emigrants 

The main reason for emigrants and commuters to leave the region is to 
have a job and to earn an income. The majority of the interviewed men 
say there was no work for them locally and therefore they left to look for 
opportunities in the capital area or abroad. A few maintain they will leave 
to serve the country to wherever the army or the police will send them. In 
the neighbouring states and the capital area more work is available 
through oil related activities. In particular people who have themselves 
specialised in engineering, meteorology or computer science for example, 
find jobs available mainly in the capital area. Even young men who have 
received a vocational training in the region have difficulty finding a local 
employer because, as one young men comments: "companies are too 
small here to employ a specialist". Several men who finished their 
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secondary education tried first to work in the region, but they gave up 
when they could not find a job and left for the capital area. 

The need to leave the region for work is also due to the fact that people 
want to work for the government and these jobs are limited in the region. 
All ministries are located in the capital area and their departments in the 
region are few and small. Work with the government in the capital area is 
pursued for several reasons: a higher salary, a five day working week and 
better provisions after retirement. It is also seen to be favourable for 
promotion because decisions are made there. It is therefore seen as a 
necessary step for those who, in future want to be transferred to a 
government job in the region. A job in the government is also attractive 
because work in an office is more comfortable than work outside which 
requires physical labour. Several emigrants report they had been waiting 
for a job in the public sector, locally or in the capital area, for more than a 
year, before they were successful. During the period without income they 
were maintained by their family. 

Work outside the region is also attractive, "because it offers a more 
modern life, more facilities, opportunities and contacts with different 
people," as several emigrants remark. Others however say that life in the 
capital area is attractive only if one has money to spend. This is normally 
not the case for people who work in the lower and intermediate levels of 
the government. 

The level of salary is a significant factor in the decision to go abroad. 
Salaries paid for unskilled work are much higher than those paid in Oman. 
One man recollects how in the early 1980s he could earn only R.O. 60 a 
month with work in the capital area, and R.O. 460 in the Emirates. In 
addition, the public sector abroad provides various benefits to Omanis: 
Travel expenses and allowances for children are paid by the employer. 
When recently the wage gap between the countries decreased and 
benefits diminished, a number of workers decided to return to Oman. 
Many continue to work abroad because the difference in income for them 
is still attractive, especially for those who have had limited education. 

Emigrants are sojourners who look upon their absence as a temporary 
affair. They all expect to return to their home town sooner or later. Even so 
the periods they expect to be away differ. Based on the results of the 
survey the following three categories of emigrants are distinguished, 
depending on when they intend to return: 

1. People who are actually planning to return. They are looking around in 
the region to find work (14 people or 23 per cent). 

2. People who want to return as soon as government jobs or traditional 
work are available (29 people or 55 per cent). 

3. People who will return only after they retire. (13 people or 22 per cent). 
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People from the first category mainly work for the government and they 
are planning a transfer to a local branch of the same ministry. They 
anticipate their return on the basis of a policy which started some years 
ago. The government at that time began to extend its services into the 
regions, for which purpose it opened local offices in al-Sharqiyah. People 
originating from the area were given priority in employment. The emigrants 
acknowledge the fact that at present expansion of government activities in 
the region is limited but they still expect an opportunity to return soon. Two 
of the interviewees have already resigned in anticipation. Five of them had 
sent a letter to their ministry to request a transfer. One received a negative 
reply because the ministry wanted him to stay at the main office to draw 
upon his experience. The others received a reply stating that no 
government jobs were locally available at that time. 

A number of emigrants who work in the neighbouring states belong to the 
same category of people. They went abroad rather spontaneously, 
attracted by the financial prospects. They now realise they do not like to 
live far apart from their families and they miss family life. They have found 
out that they do not benefit financially as much as they expected because 
they are not able to save much money. These people are seriously 
looking for work locally. 

The second category constitutes the largest group of emigrants. They are 
not particularly happy with the situation but they realise they have little 
choice when they want to earn a good living. Some say they want to 
return as soon as opportunities are offered in the region, even when it is 
traditional work, provided the salary is reasonable. They even add that the 
salary does not need to be as high as in the capital area because life in 
the region is cheaper. For the time being they accept the disadvantages of 
living away from home. They expect that some day the government will 
meet their wish to return and they will be enabled to lead a more tranquil 
life with their families. 

The third category consists of locals who say they have little prospects for 
a transfer. Most of them work in the army or navy which has no 
representation in the region. Others have a job which requires 
specialisation, such as electrical engineering and meteorology. They know 
that no adequate work is offered in the region. These workers mostly like 
their jobs and are reasonably content with their life outside the region. 
None of them see for themselves prospects for making a living in the 
region in the near future. 

Impact of out-migration in the social-economic sphere 

The impact of out-migration is profound in all spheres of life in the region. 
The absence of a large number of (male) people affects daily life. During 
weekdays the society is dominated by women, elderly men and children. 
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Women and older men mainly fulfil the daily work in the house, in the 
gardens, the date groves and in the community. They take care of the 
children, feed and herd the animals, cultivate the crops, organise the suqs 
and many other economic and social activities. They take care of each 
other's families where no husband or son is present. The immigrant 
labourers assist them in their work. 

Out-migration has consequences for the regional economy. Remittances 
have speeded up the transformation of an economy dominated by the 
exchange of dates into a cash economy. This is a far reaching and 
irreversible process. Serageldin (1983) noticed that traditional sectors 
such as agriculture languished as manpower left for higher wages abroad. 
Mechanisation of agriculture is also a result of out-migration (Birks and 
Sinclair, 1978). Locals can afford to purchase tractors and internal 
combustion pumps to supply water. These researchers mentioned the 
costs of maintenance and the skill needed for this as a problem of 
mechanisation. It is known that mechanisation is itself also an irreversible 
process (see also Richards and Martin, 1983) and pumps contribute to the 
threat of over exploitation of ground-water. On the other hand with oil 
income new agricultural enterprises are established. People can afford to 
recruit (foreign) labour to do work on the farm such as cutting branches of 
date trees, pollination, growing vegetables, maintainance of irrigation 
channels and herding of livestock, which used to be done by those who 
are now absent. The disadvantage of this situation has also been 
mentioned in an earlier paragraph i.e. foreigners instead of locals are 
building up experience and skills in cultivation. When they leave they will 
take with them these skills needed for future farming enterprise in the 
region. 

The absence of locals contributes to the semi-independent position of 
foreign labourers especially in the agricultural and commercial sector. In 
the latter sector foreign immigrants offer competitive services and prices 
(see also Chapter 5). The absence of locals and the presence of foreign 
labourers has ultimately the effect that locals gradually loose access to 
various economic activities, which again necessitates them to look for 
work outside the region. The vicious circle thus created is difficult to break. 
This subject is further developed and elaborated in Chapter 7. 

Out-migration of locals is indeed related to the presence of foreign labour 
in the region. The number of the latter (20,596 in 1990) compares well 
with the estimated number of locals working outside the region: about 
20,000 people. However the relation between out-migration and 
immigration is complex. It has already been mentioned in the first part of 
the chapter that initially foreign labour supplemented, and did not replace 
the local work force which was at that time small in size, even if the people 
who had temporarily left the region were included. The work force was 
also mostly unskilled. In the second instance foreigners increasingly took 
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up work such as agricultural labour, cultivation of dates, craft work and 
services, which locals used to do. Locals however are not only replaced 
by foreigners because they are absent, more important is the fact that 
foreigners offer cheap labour. They are recruited for new agricultural and 
commercial enterprises by local entrepreneurs who have the capital and 
the ideas and opt for cheap manpower to realise the initiatives that 
abound. Finally, foreigners are themselves very keen to secure work to be 
able to stay in the country. 

Remittances 

Work outside the region brings in a flow of remittances, the quantity of 
which is difficult to estimate. No official figures exist as almost no money is 
remitted through official channels. Birks and Sinclair (1980) already 
mentioned the habit of Omanis working in the Gulf to bring earnings to the 
region themselves or through relatives and friends. In the present study an 
estimation of total revenues from work outside the region is based on the 
calculation of the average earnings of emigrants multiplied by the 
estimated number of people involved in migrant labour. 

Starting point for the estimation of the average income is the salary of 
government employees because the majority of emigrants and commuters 
work in the public sector. They are roughly divided into clerks or koeli, 
average employees or adi and directors (modify, who earn salaries of 
between R.O. 100 and R.O. 250 for the koeli, around R.O. 400 for the adi 
and from R.O. 1000 up for the managers. Remuneration for comparable 
jobs in the Emirates may be two or three times higher. Distribution of 
income for the emigrants interviewed is the following: 

Capital area and other regions 

Less than R.O. 250 
Between R.O. 200 and R.O. 400 
Between R.O. 400 and R.O. 1000 
R.O. 1000 and up 

Total 38 18 

The majority of the sample earns between R.O. 200 and R.O. 1000 and 
the average (median) salary is around R.O. 400 a month. On this basis it 
is assumed that R.O. 400 is a reasonable average, which compares with 
what an adi earns. This amount multiplied by the estimated number of 
migrants of 20,000 means that total revenues are R.O. 8,000,000 a month 
or R.O. 96,000,000 a year. 

4 
20 
12 
2 

Gulf states 

None 
8 

10 
None 
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What amount of money actually enters the region obviously depends on 
the percentage of the revenues spent at the place of work. Not 
unexpectedly most people do not know exactly where and how they spend 
their money. Their expenditure in the work place depends on their marital 
status and whether or not their dependents are living with them. 
Bachelors, i.e. people with no dependents at home to maintain, tend to 
spend a large part of their salary at the location of their employment. They 
bring home less than 50 per cent of their salary. Emigrants with a family in 
the region spend between 60 per cent and 75 per cent of their salary in 
the region. Emigrant families living outside the region spend a small 
percentage back home; about 20 per cent. For the sample, which includes 
only people who have left their dependents in the region, the number of 
married people exceeds the number of bachelors. On the basis of this 
information it is calculated that at least 50 per cent of total earnings flow 
into the region: about R.O. 48 million a year. Out-migration thus effects a 
flow of remittances into the region, which counter-balances the outflow 
caused by immigrant labour, estimated at R.O. 20 million in 1990. The net 
result of the two flows in opposite direction is therefore positive for the 
region. Revenues from work outside the region are the most important 
source of income for inhabitants in the region. 

Remittances boost the local economy. They are used for recurrent 
expenditures such as food and durable goods for example, cars, furniture 
and household appliances. They are also invested in the building of a 
house, which is an important objective for emigrants. The costs for this 
investment amounts to between R.O. 7000 and R.O. 15,000 at least, for 
most people. A significant number of emigrants interviewed invested, in 
addition, an amount between R.O. 1000 and R.O. 5000 in a small shop. A 
few have a trading or contracting firm in the region worth above R.O. 
50,000. Bachelors save for a dowry for their marriage. The bride price 
consists of golden jewellery, clothes and china for the bride to a value of 
at least R.O. 500. More often it exceeds R.O. 2000. The average number 
of people depending on remittances of the interviewed emigrants is 6. 
Remittances are complementary to the total budget of extended 
households, where more than one family live together and several people 
contribute to the income. 

Impact of out-migration in the social-political sphere 

Migration has its impact in the social-political sphere too. The advantage 
of the present work situation is, according to the shaikhs, that members of 
the tribe live and work close to the places where decisions are made. 
These people can represent the tribe and help to solve problems through 
their position and their contacts. It is also seen as beneficial that all people 
are now able to achieve a better position. One of the shaikhs finds a 
positive effect of general mobility is that social and economic positions can 
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be improved: "a son of a Bedouin can become a physician and the son of 
a bidar a manager". He has noticed that emigrants help to bridge the gap 
between life in the capital area and in the region: "People who live and 
work in the capital contribute to the well being of the tribe back home with 
their knowledge and experience. They will educate the ones who stay 
behind. This is how development is brought into the region". 

Tribal representatives also meet with disadvantages of migration. The 
absence of members appears to be a problem for the customary 
diwaniyah or majlis. Through the majlis all men from a tribe, a tribal branch 
or a village (quarter) have the opportunity to meet and discuss matters of 
importance for the tribe (see Chapter 3). As many men are not available 
during weekdays, the significance of this meeting is diminishing in a 
certain way. Problems which are discussed are not felt to be everybody's 
concern any more. "When I take up a matter with the government, I am 
not sure I still represent the tribe", one of the shaikhs remarks. Because a 
large number of tribal members is absent, matters of importance such as 
those concerned with the disadvantages of migration are not getting the 
attention needed. The limited participation of men in the daily affairs of the 
community has also financial consequences. When for example funds are 
required for the repair of a falaj it takes more effort to get them. 

Labour emigration has advantages and disadvantages for family life. Most 
emigrants are in general positive about how their family take their 
absence. They accept the separation because they find it beneficial from a 
financial point of view. Modern means of transport and communication 
diminishes the distance felt between them and their relatives back home. 
All houses have access to a telephone and families of the emigrants use 
them frequently. Moreover, they know they can always rely on relatives 
and neighbours in the village when any help is needed. Indeed, most 
people interviewed stress the social cohesion and mutual dependency in 
the village, through which no family is left alone when in need. One of the 
migrants explains: 

We are all like one family. When something happens, or any problem occurs In the 
house like a sick child, or a parent has to be taken to hospital, there is always 
somebody to take care of the ones who stay behind. This is our custom (Field notes, 
1992). 

However people also express worries about the situation. They do not like 
to live far away from their family. They are often worried about the ones 
they have left behind, and wonder if things are all right back home. They 
try to get home when someone in the house is ill. A few cannot settle 
down in their place of work because of these worries. Men often expect 
after a long absence to find their wives friendly and understanding about 
their hardship, instead they often quarrel about the children, the money 
etc. Others realise it is difficult for the women to cope when they are away. 
The man who works on a shift basis of three weeks up and one week 
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down appreciates this arrangement because it means he has a longer 
stay at home. This benefits all members of the family. 

Family members who stay in the region similarly have difficulties coping. 
Women do not like it if the partner is absent when a child is ill. They do not 
always want to be dependent on other family members. They and the men 
in the region find it sometimes difficult to take care of family members and 
neighbours when they are ill or in need of help. Many women complain 
about being fully responsible for bringing up the children. Several find that 
when fathers are absent, boys do not get a good introduction in social life. 
Parents of young unmarried men miss their sons and worry about them 
when they are away. The men are prone to accidents when they travel 
between the place of work and the place of residence, especially when 
they are in a hurry to reach their destination. Emigrants who work in the 
Gulf states in particular run a greater risk because of the longer travelling 
distance. 

Daily life for people in the communities changes significantly once the 
weekend begins. While during weekdays life goes on quietly and each 
person leads his or her life of work and business, this is different at the 
weekend: life then is busy, noisy, full of excitement and commotion. 

On Wednesday evenings, the streets of the towns and villages become more crowded. 
Saloon cars and large four-wheel drive cars are parked along the small roads and 
alleys leading to the center of the villages. Guests come and go. In each house more 
men and women are accommodated. During the next day, families drive to the shops 
to load the cars with their weekly purchases. Others go oft to visit relatives or to picnic 
together along the wadi. Many children are playing around and there is more noise of 
cars. Young men are seen driving around without a clear destination. Whenever they 
see friends on the road they stop to greet each other and to exchange the news and 
gossip. At the mosques, many more men are gathering to perform their prayers (Field 
notes, 1992). 

In the villages and settlements special celebrations are introduced to 
welcome the returning men with music, singing and dancing. For example 
in Bilad bani bu Hasan: 

On Thursday late evening, the men drive their cars to the mountain side. From all 
directions cars arrive at a plain on the foothills, away from the village. Young and older 
men assemble on the spot where the happening will take place. They greet and 
exchange news. Some carry the instruments which will accompany the performance. 
After a while, the drummers begin to play. The other men join the musicians and 
together they form a large circle. The musicians sing the first line of a song. When all 
men show their appreciation by joining in the song, the music swells and the circle 
begins to move round. The men dance with short and formal steps in time to the music 
of the large standing drum and the two smaller drums. Then one man steps into the 
circle, one or two others follow. They jump and make leaps. Two other come in and do 
a mock fighting. After a while, they are replaced by others. When the music stops, the 
men in the middle resume their place in the circle. The musicians introduce a new 
song and the others begin a new dance. More people have arrived and join the circle, 
which continuously expands. With some thirty men dancing and some twenty looking 
on, the singing and dancing goes on all night. While the men are happy having their 
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party, the old people, the women and children are far away in the village, asleep. Just 
before sunrise, the gathering breaks up and the men return home (Field notes, 1992). 

The men call the meeting "our disco-party." The music and the dances are 
a mixture of traditional Arab and African styles, while the texts of the 
songs have been adapted to modern life. They now refer to the new work 
conditions, for example behind a desk in the office. The celebration 
originates from times when large numbers of locals went to live in Africa in 
search of a new livinghood. When they returned from their voyage 
overseas, their kinfolk greeted them with music and songs. The custom is 
now revived for those who come back from their new place of living. 

On Fridays, in the early evening, the time comes for the emigrants to 
prepare for their departure. The men are not looking forward to leaving. 
Khalifa who moved with his wife and two children to Matrah two years ago 
expresses his feelings when it is time for him to go: 

Ί do not want to leave. I feel it in my heart. I want to be here to see the dates ripen, the 
mango trees blossom in the garden. This is my place. But I have to go, that is life. I will 
earn money. Then I will start a business and I can return to live a quiet life in my 
village" (Field notes, 1992). 

At the same time a tense atmosphere pervades the houses and the 
streets of the settlements. 

Inside the houses people are busy getting things ready for their trip. Bags are being 
packed. The last things are put inside; sweets and dates, mango's and other fresh fruit. 
One can hear shouting, children crying. Those who leave bid farewell to the ones who 
stay behind. Husbands say good-bye to their wives, sons take leave from their 
parents, brothers and sisters. Children, some already asleep are brought into the cars. 
The last messages are exchanged. The noise of car engines swells, impatient drivers 
honk while their passengers hurry to the waiting cars. On the main road cars appear 
from all directions out of the small streets and alleys. With the darkness coming they 
head for the highway. They are bound for a long journey to Muscat, Abu Dhabi, Dubai 
or Salalah. Riding in a long row, with headlights on, the cars look like a burning snake 
along the small and winding road. Wives, parents and families feel upset and worried 
about their departing husbands, fathers and children. They quietly retreat into their 
houses. When all commuters have left, a peaceful tranquillity descends once more on 
the villages and the houses. Those who stay behind resume their usual activities in the 
house, the gardens and the village. They know that at the end of the week, when their 
people return the community will be lively again (Field notes, 1992). 

Older people recollect the time when people left the villages for the 
voyage to Africa. They joined a donkey or camel caravan to Sur, the 
nearest port, to set sail for Africa. At that time the trips were hazardous, 
the crossing by boat was often delayed by storms, while the life in Africa 
was not always easy. Some emigrants never returned. The men who left 
their families behind were upset to leave but they also looked forward to 
the challenge, to seeing a new country, to meet new opportunities, and to 
start a new life. Indeed, the situation now is no different from then. 
Destination and distance may have changed for the emigrants, but the 
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objective is still the same; searching for a better future which will benefit 
all. 

The period emigrants actually spend outside the region may vary between 
a third or two thirds of a person's life, depending on the time they left, the 
destination, and the prospects for returning. It varies for the interviewed 
people between two months and 24 years. Irrespective of the duration of 
their absence, all informants are convinced they will eventually return to 
live in their home lands. Khalid is one of those, who is clear about his 
plans: 

He comes from Ibra and works in the capital area for the Ministry of Post, Telegraph 
and Telecommunications. He is sure he will return one day: "Of course I will come 
back, this is my home, I have lived here, my family still lives here and it is here where I 
belong" (Field notes, 1992). 

People who have their families living in the region do not essentially differ 
in their attachment to the home town from the ones who live with their 
dependents in their work place. The latter are also sojourners who 
maintain their ties with the home town and visit their relatives on a regular 
basis. 

Salim originates from Sanaw and lives in the capital area where he moved to 5 years 
ago. He obtained a job in the Ministry of Interior and his family joined him three years 
ago. They rent a house there. Each month they come to Sanaw and spend a weekend 
in their home town. The family stays in the new house of Salim's parents, in which 
Salim also invested money. Salim's father likes his son to be home to help him with his 
business and to join him on his errands. When needed his son gives a hand in the 
family's date garden. His wife pays visits to her parents and relatives and meanwhile 
their children play with the children in the village. They roam in the date groves and 
play football. On Friday evening the family leaves and joins other migrants on the road 
to their present homes and places of work (Field notes, 1992). 

Another man who moved with his family to the capital area reveals why he 
still frequents the village: 

"I remember so well how I played in the gardens under the shade of the date trees. We 
swam in the falaj and we ate the fruits from the gardens. We always picked mango's 
when they were not yet ripe because they were the best. I want my children to enjoy 
the same things, therefore I come here often" (Field notes, 1992). 

Some emigrants who live with their families outside the region send their 
children back to the village once they have reached school age. The 
children stay with their grandparents, go to the local school and live as an 
integral member of the local community. The parents prefer them to enjoy 
a more peaceful, quiet and protected life than they would have in the city. 

Emigrants who moved with their parents to Muscat, Matrah or the Gulf 
when they were still young, and who had spent most of their childhood 
away from their village, still feel attracted to the area from where their 
parents originated. Zahra who left with her family for Abu Dhabi early in 
the 1970s when she was 8 years old, explains that she wants to keep a 
linkage with her home village too: 
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"Even though we lived away from the region, our parents told us about the life in the 
village and we knew about our relatives who lived in the home villages. I now live and 
work on the coast, but I belong to the village where our relatives live in the region. Our 
family often comes here to visit them and we have secured for ourselves a place in the 
village for the future" (Field notes, 1992) 

Even people who have never lived in the region because their families 
emigrated to East Africa a long time ago, are aware of the importance of 
the home lands. When, upon returning to Oman, they have taken up 
residence in the capital area they still visit family members in the region, 
for example during the Eids or at other celebrations. Among them are 
even people who also expect to live in the home village, once they retire. 
They feel that relatives appreciate their wish to preserve the links with the 
family. Not surprisingly emigrants who have gone abroad some time ago 
and acquired another citizenship, are somewhat looked down upon. They 
are seen to have accepted another nationality merely because of a 
financial gain even though they feel themselves still Omani. This is not 
good, according to a general opinion of the people. 

A shaikh from Ja'lan expresses the feeling people have about returning to 
their home lands: 

"At the end of the day, people want to die in their own village. When I am strong, I 
belong to the whole nation, the whole world. When I am old and weak, I belong to my 
family and ultimately to my father. I am only my father's son. I will be in my village 
when I am old and will die" (Field notes, 1992). 

Another young man cites a proverb in use with the same meaning: 

"What comes from Sana' must return". 

With a view to their future, many emigrants own a house in their home 
town. Others plan to build one. During the period that the owners live 
outside the region the houses stay empty, or are occupied by parents, 
brothers or other relatives. Another way to claim a place in the community 
is to possess land. This land is then cultivated by relatives or immigrant 
labourers, or simply left barren for future building. Locals who do not own 
land, often put money aside to purchase a plot later on. 

Employment opportunities in the region 

Besides the administrative sector, traditional economic activities such as 
agriculture, fisheries, craft and trading still provide the most important work 
and additional income in the region. The majority (32 people) of the 56 
migrants asked about possible occupations for them in the region, 
respond that they will have "no problem" doing traditional work such as 
date cultivation, farming, maintaining talajes, craft work, fishing and 
trading, provided the salaries are sufficient. Four or five men working in 
the Emirates say they are in fact looking for this type of work. One of them 
is a fisherman from al-Ashkharah who has been working in the army in 
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Abu Dhabi for 15 years. He is now considering coming back to resume 
fishing. Another 20 of the interviewed people however, say something like: 
"we don't want to do that kind of work". Among them are those who 
specialise in technical or scientific work. They do not see themselves 
doing the traditional work, if only because they think they will not know 
how to do it. Some will consider learning it, if no other options are open to 
them. Four men from the sample have no outspoken view on this matter. 

In discussions, traditional work such as mentioned above, is often referred 
to as work which is connected with non-education. "When young people 
have finished school they are not going to do work for which one does not 
need education", one of the tribal representatives states. Trading on the 
other hand is mostly exempted from this opinion. Most emigrants 
interviewed think trade to be a possible occupation for them when they 
return to the region, even though some are not sure they will have the 
necessary skills or capital to run a business. Others have already made 
plans to start up in a business. They see their current situation as an 
opportunity to earn capital, to learn about the market and to make 
contacts outside the region. Three people already operate a business 
either in the capital area or in the region. 

Most people are keen to be employed by the government. If that is 
available in the region most people are content to work in the region. The 
favourable working conditions offered by the government attract people 
who wish to pursue a regional job in the government, even if it takes (a 
long) time to obtain such work. 

Work in other sectors than the ones mentioned above, is only available to 
a limited extent for locals in the region. Development of modern industries 
is foreseen in planning programmes by the government, but has hardly 
got off the ground. No industrial estates have been established in the 
region yet. More importantly, the availability of work for locals hinges on 
the presence and the availability of the foreign labour force. Work done by 
foreigners is remunerated relatively lowly and locals find it difficult to 
accept working conditions that foreigners accept and to meet the 
expectation of customers used to special services. The fact that 
maintenance and repair is exclusively done by foreigners has given the 
type of work a particular status which makes it less attractive for locals. 
The presence of foreigners is also a barrier for locals as was earlier 
mentioned, because entrepreneurs prefer the cheap labour force. 

Opinions about the permanency or seriousness of the limiting factors 
differ. A shaikh maintains that the reluctance locals have to take up work 
in the region might be temporary: "It will continue only until no jobs are 
available outside the region any more, then the people will return to pick 
up local jobs". According to another, education and a broader view on 
society which people develop when living outside the region will make 
them aware of the disadvantages of a large foreign work force. They will 
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themselves then realise that money is drained from the region through 
remittances and that they themselves are missing out on the opportunity 
of learning how to do business or of acquiring other skills needed to earn 
a living. The leaders feeling responsible for other family members, try to 
find ways and means to help them, for instance by co-operation with the 
Wali. One of them comes to the Wali office nearly every day to discuss the 
matter. He writes many letters of recommendation to the ministries in the 
capital area. Another shaikh suggests setting up and financing businesses 
which will offer emigrants opportunities to work locally. Emigrants equally 
expect assistance from their tribal representatives to find a job through 
mediation (wasta). 

Parents comment when asked about prospects in the region for their 
children that: "the future of our children is really in the hands of the 
children, not in ours". They hope their children will finish their education, if 
they have the ability to do so. "Then they can go to college or university". 
If their children are not able to pursue further education, there is little 
objection for them having a job outside the region, though preferably not in 
the Emirates. This is too far away. The wish that children should finish 
school has to do with the labour market situation in Oman. Opportunities 
to earn a (reasonable) living without a primary or secondary education get 
more limited in the country. If children fail school, they are likely to look for 
work abroad or else stay at home without work. 

Notwithstanding the barriers that locals face when they return to work in 
the region, several have done so. As commuters they did not earn enough 
money to compensate for the disadvantages of their situation. One of 
them accepted a lower paid job in the local electricity company. Another 
came back to start a business. He is able to compete with foreign 
shopkeepers: 

Abdul Karim originates from al-Mintirib. He has been working in the Emirates and 
saved some capital. He came back some years ago to live in his own town where he 
found a job with the police. He started a shop after working hours (government working 
hours are from 7-15 hours) and worked hard to get his business going. He is a 
successful trader for which he gives the following reason: he purchases merchandise 
in quantities slightly larger than those which his foreign competitors purchase. 
Therefore he benefits from the economy of scale and is able to set his prices below 
theirs (Field notes, 1992). 

Abdul Karim suggests that if young people start a business the way he 
has done they will survive. "At the end of the day, locals will thus oust 
foreigners from the commercial sector because of the economic law. This 
process is to be preferred to issuing rules and regulations curtailing 
foreigners' independence, which are difficult to enforce anyway, he says. 
He recommends giving cheap loans and training in trading skills, to people 
wishing to start a business. Abdul Karim: "Nowadays, young men do not 
learn how to conduct a business as a matter-of-course, even if they have 
a feeling for it. They go to school and they get little opportunity to learn by 
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doing, for instance by helping in their father's business. Therefore they 
need guidance to become a good trader". 

Government policy 

The government is aware of the need to reduce out-migration of 
inhabitants from the region. The Fourth Five-Year Plan (1991-1995) 
explicitly mentions regional development as one of its goals, with the aim 
of limiting mass migration to heavily populated areas (Oman, 
Development Council, 1991a). The government had already initiated 
development in the region through building the infrastructure and 
establishing services and health and education facilities to encourage 
locals to make a living in the region. In addition it guaranteed grants and 
loans to set up economic activities in the fisheries and agricultural sector. 
The Fourth Plan indicates further development in the fisheries and the 
industrial sectors. For this aim industrial areas are planned in Sur and 
Ibra. It proposes new investments in health and education and in the 
development of human resources. In the region the Vocational Training 
Institute and the Training Institute for Nurses are to meet this requirement. 
The Oman Development Bank issues to young business starters in the 
region loans on more favourable conditions than in the capital area (see 
also Chapter 3). 

The government is concerned with the situation of women who run the 
family affairs during the absence of the locals. The Department of 
Community Development of the Ministry of Social Affairs held interviews 
with these women which were broadcast on television. Results of the 
interviews drew attention to the women who had difficulty in coping with 
the situation of absent partners. They could not give enough attention to 
children or other family members when they were sick and also they did 
not spend enough time attending to the schoolwork of their children. The 
programme had concluded that the situation needed more attention 
(personal comment 1992 by Mrs. Ida bint Abdullah, executive of the 
programme). The Women Associations subsidised by the same Ministry 
also address these problems. They organise literacy classes and training 
courses for women to teach them a craft which gives them a source of 
income. Many women are involved in this mostly voluntary work and it was 
noticed by presidents of the Associations that wives of absentee men 
were often not in a position to leave the homes to attend classes and 
courses. 

The Waits are aware generally of the positive and negative effects of 
emigration. They encounter the problem of limited work opportunities 
during other postings in different regions. One of them regrets that the 
duration of his stay is too short to study the specific situation for each area 
and this restricts him in initiating activities. Both Walis and shaikhs stress 
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that opportunities for work and business offered in the capital area are 
generally more attractive. They also acknowledge that the allocation of 
government jobs really goes beyond their control. For example when 
ministries, which have been approached for work, respond they have no 
vacancies left, there is little they can do. 

In discussions about creating employment, Walis and shaikhs come up 
with suggestions about opportunities particular wilayat could offer. This 
depends very much on the available natural resources and other 
favourable conditions. For example the area around al-Kamil and Bani bu 
Hasan, known to have rich soil and water resources would be suitable for 
further agricultural development. In areas such as Ibra, al-Mudhaybi and 
Bani bu Hasan branches of government ministries already provide jobs for 
locals. These jobs could be upgraded in response to the supply of better 
educated people. Furthermore, market centers such as al-Mintirib and 
Sanaw have been focal points for a long time for the exchange between 
Bedouin and sedentary people. Livestock traders from the capital area 
already venture here to buy goats, sheep and camels which they sell back 
home. The services these regional markets provide could be enhanced 
and extended. As well, coastal villages known to have potential for 
fisheries development, need to receive modern infrastructure (health, 
education, electricity) to which the local entrepreneurs could respond 
appropriately. The villages close to the fishing communities are attractive 
trading centers and should be a focus for stimulating local 
entrepreneurship in commercial and industrial sectors etc. etc. 
Representatives of the local government and the tribes believe that the 
government should further develop opportunities for employment. 

Conclusions 

Labour migration in Oman and in al-Sharqiyah is a direct result of oil 
exploitation in the Gulf countries which began in the 1940s. The 
inhabitants of the thinly populated oil-countries could not fulfil the soaring 
demand for labour and a labour movement across national borders was 
started. Initially inhabitants from al-Sharqiyah like the rest of the country 
migrated to other Gulf countries in search of work. When oil wealth in 
Oman induced increasing economic activities from the 1970s, a return 
migration came about, which included the Omanis from Africa. The limited 
number of local inhabitants and the need for particular (semi- and highly) 
skilled labour caused an influx of foreign workers into Oman mainly from 
the Indian subcontinent. They still contribute to the realisation of 
development plans throughout the country. 
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Besides pull factors such as an expanding labour demand, also push 
factors such as unemployment in the countries of origin play their role in 
the immigration of foreign labourers. The importance of push factors in 
labour immigration in the Middle East seldom receives sufficient attention. 

The labour movement in al-Sharqiyah at present is characterised by two 
labour flows in opposite directions: an inflow of foreign workers, mainly 
from the Indian subcontinent which officially number 20,596 (1990) and an 
outflow of people who work outside the region. Their number is estimated 
to be 20,000 people. 

The presence of immigrant labour has a considerable effect on the 
regional economy. As skilled or even highly-skilled manpower they 
contribute to economic expansion. They also function as a reserve army 
and a cheap and willing labour force to realise the entrepreneurial 
initiatives. They are officially predominantly employed in the construction 
sector, but many work in the agricultural and commercial sector where 
they have often acquired a semi-independent position. Their participation 
in the commercial sector offers fierce competition to local traders. 
Immigrants form a barrier to local employment and their involvement in the 
local economy results in an outflow of remittances estimated at some R.O. 
20 million in 1990. This capital is therefore not available for reinvestment 
in the regional or the national economy. 

The country as well as the region has a tradition of immigration, but the 
recent type of immigration has a different character. Expatriates integrate 
in the economic life, but they do not participate in the social and cultural 
sphere in the country. From the recipient society's point of view, their 
influx is rather recent (25 years) and temporary. More importantly, the 
immigrant labour force bulks large in society. Nowhere have guest 
workers constituted a near majority in the labour force as in the Gulf 
countries (Richards and Martin, 1986). It is not likely that a country, or a 
region, could absorb such a flow in such a short period. Their sheer 
number gives migrants the opportunity to stick together and emphasise 
their own identity. Foreigners see themselves and local inhabitants look 
upon them as sojourners, with a strong drive to preserve their identity (see 
also Bonacich, 1973). Rather than assimilated, foreigners are 
"accommodated" in the society: "Accommodation (..) describes a 
give-and-take on the part of both the immigrant and the resident 
population where there is recognition of the needs of immigrants to relate 
to their origins and the institutions which the immigrant community has 
developed for its own people in religion, education and social and cultural 
life" (Jackson, 1986, p. 53) 

The predominance of non-nationals in the private sector and nationals in 
the public sector in the region as well as in the whole country, indicates a 
segmented labour market: a primary labour market in which nationals are 
employed, including jobs in government, and a secondary labour market 
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in which immigrants participate (Serageldin et al., 1983). The 
segmentation however is complex. In al-Sharqiyah immigrants are 
occupied in all economic activities both public and private, with a 
dominance in construction and in services. They are predominantly 
employed in the unskilled jobs in the modern public and private sector e.g. 
manufacturing, services and maintenance. However they are also 
represented at other levels: professional, middle management and the 
semi- and unskilled level. Nationals too are represented in the public and 
the private sector in each of the economic sectors and at each level. 
However this is not always explicit in national statistics. Omanis who are 
employed in the public sector are registered primarily as government 
employees, even if in addition they engage in other activities. If for 
example they are also traders or contractors, their shops or business are 
registered and not their occupation. The dominance of nationals (and 
other Arabs) in the government is partly a result of the language and 
culture component. More important is the fact that government jobs, 
including the army and the police, are a way of distributing the oil wealth 
to the citizens (see also Khalid, 1985). 

Next to the inflow of immigrants, the outflow of local people from al-
Sharqiyah is considerable. Emigrants and commuters working outside the 
region represent about 50 per cent of the male work force between 15 and 
65 years (or, some 25 per cent of the total number of women and men in 
the age range between 15 and 65 years, which was nearly 79,000 in 
1988). The inhabitants of the region are traditionally mobile. Various 
occupational groups are accustomed to different types of movement, 
whether it is transhumance, seasonal migration, commuting or more 
"permanent" migration. These movements followed climatic, social, 
cultural or economic conditions and occurred on a local, inter-regional or 
intercontinental basis. Recent temporary labour migrations are induced by 
oil wealth and the main destinations are the capital area and the 
neighbouring states. The development gap between al-Sharqiyah on the 
one hand and the capital area and the neighbouring countries on the other 
is a cause for pull and push factors which induce emigrants to leave on a 
more or less temporary basis. 

The absence of a large part of the male work force has its impact on the 
social and economic life of the region. During weekdays women, older 
men and children carry on the life and work in the villages and towns. 
They can enlist help from others on the basis of mutual reciprocity in the 
community where social cohesion is strong. However a large part of the 
population is absent and cannot participate in this customary 
neighbourhood support. The absence of men also restricts women who 
wish to pursue further education. Women bring up children virtually on 
their own and their mobility is limited because they have limited transport 
available for their own use. In that respect, emigration of the men impede 
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their independence. These negative effects of absent men on the position 
of women was also found in other studies in similar situations elsewhere 
(Owen, 1985). Notwithstanding the problems related with emigration, the 
general opinion of men and women is that the disadvantages for families 
living apart are compensated for by the benefits of an improving living 
standard. 

Out-migration implies a flow of remittances into the region which are 
estimated at nearly R.O. 50 million a year. They are the most important 
source of income for inhabitants from the region and compensate amply 
the remittance flow out of the region (estimated at R.O. 20 million). The 
regional economy is boosted by this income which is locally spent on food 
and other daily requirements and invested in housing, agriculture and 
fisheries expansion and business. 

Emigration of locals is related to immigration of foreigners, though the 
relation is complex. In several studies of labour migration in the Middle 
East it is mentioned that a so-called "aversion of many Bedouin to manual 
labour" or similar suggestions of a lack of habit or inclination to work is 
one reason that supply of labour fell short of demand (Richards and 
Martin, 1983, p. 463). The situation in Oman studied so far does not bear 
this out. A considerable part of the population, including Bedouins, used to 
work in the traditional sectors of agriculture, fisheries, herding, trading and 
craft work. This type of work requires (often hard) manual work. When in 
the initial phase of oil exploitation, Omanis went abroad to look for work, 
they took up all kinds of jobs be it in their traditional professions as 
farmers and fishermen or, in response to new labour needs, as guards, 
tailors, technicians in maintenance and repair and as street-sweepers. 
Birks and Sinclair (1977) in their exhaustive study of the Middle East 
labour market, also concluded that "Practically every male between 20 
and 64 years of age in these countries is economically active". Finally, at 
present, Omanis are employed by the oil companies in a wide range of 
jobs and skill levels. Unwillingness to do (manual) work or the lack of 
experience to do (manual or hard) work by the local population has never 
been the reason for the initial influx of immigrants. 

On the other hand, participation of immigrants in the regional economy is 
indeed a cause for out-migration of Omani. The presence and involvement 
of the foreign labour force has brought a downward pressure on wages 
and labour conditions, to such an extent that nationals cannot or do not 
want to do these jobs. Moreover jobs get stigmatised as typical "work 
done by immigrants" and therefore not suitable for locals. In addition the 
economic and social situation (still) allows them the choice of not taking up 
certain work or postponing accepting work until a better (government) job 
is found, which gives them better financial and working conditions. The 
custom, fundamental in an Arab-Islamic society that the extended family 
will support a member who has little or no means of a livelihood lengthen 
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this period of choice for the individual. These are factors which prolong the 
present situation that not many local men work in the region. 

Push (reasons for the migrants to leave) and pull factors (relating to the 
attractiveness of place of destination for migrants) create a vicious circle 
of immigrants acquiring work in the region and emigrants leaving in search 
of (better) work opportunities. This circle is difficult to break. In fact the 
number of immigrants will increase in the near future because the time lag 
in regional development gives scope for further expansion. Still further 
regional inequality emerges as the national economy becomes more 
integrated sectorally and spatially (see Hilhorst, 1990). As a result of the 
development gap and the absence of work which is attractive or 
sufficiently remunerated out-migration will continue in the near future. 
Another major factor for continued emigration is the fact that the local 
population is growing in numbers and acquiring the skills to join the labour 
force. Due to the very high growth rate in the region (3.8 per cent) and a 
steadily increasing number of school leavers (in the year 2000 an 
estimated 36,000 people will be in the age between 12 and 17 years, and 
some 7000 people will enter the labour market annually), more people will 
need to find a source of income. The majority will not find work in the 
region. If they look for government employment, they will mainly find this in 
the capital area or abroad. 

The expectation that out-migration will continue, more so when it is left to 
market forces, has induced the government to concentrate on regional 
development to "reduce mass migration from the regions" as it says in the 
Fourth Five-Year Plan (1991-1995). This Plan therefore aims at the further 
improvement of infrastructure and services, while emphasis is given to 
further development of the sectors of fisheries, agriculture, commerce and 
industries, which all have potential. Differential sectoral growth on the 
basis of resource endowments may support regional economic 
development (Hilhorst, 1990). This indeed requires management and 
control by the public sector. 

Continuation of economic activities not only depends on wealth generated 
through oil and directly distributed by the government but also on private 
expenditure. The continuity of income is necessary either through 
employment in the public sector as is currently the case or through 
creation of other employment, preferably in the region. Tentative results 
of this study suggest that creating employment in the region is in particular 
important for two categories of emigrants: firstly emigrants to the Emirates 
who have not finished secondary education and secondly people who 
have completed a Technical College or obtained a University degree. 

Commerce and trading is a potential and attractive sector. Commerce is a 
traditional activity in the region for which most people express their affinity. 
Many people working outside the region look upon their present situation 
as a preparatory phase prior to setting up a business. While they work and 
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live in the capital area or abroad, they save capital, learn about the 
market, and make contacts to start a business later. Young small scale 
entrepreneurs facing the competition of foreign traders will benefit from a 
combination of funding guarantees from local banks, low interest, and 
support from experienced people as they learn the skills of trade. They 
may have to combine a job with trading until they feel secure enough to 
become full-time traders or entrepreneurs. Furthermore trading activities 
link locals to the capital area while they continue to live in the region. 
Trading, building and contracting offers locals the most profitable 
opportunities in the private sector (Chapter 5 will elaborate on this aspect). 

The proposed development of the (artisanal and industrial) fisheries sector 
as well as other sectors will provide opportunities for the local male and 
female work force at various levels of education. Teaching offers local 
employment also for women. It is a prerequisite for future planning that 
more information becomes available about existing work and jobs in al-
Sharqiyah, about the available skills and qualifications of people and 
about scenarios developed on the projected future of work and people in 
the region. 

Each wilayat, town and inhabitated area has specific circumstances and 
endowments to take into account when planning further development in 
al-Sharqiyah. Examples suggested by local authorities and other 
informants merit further studies for implementation. Al-Kamil and Bani bu 
Hasan are suitable for the development of agricultural activities such as 
the cultivation of (export) crops, experiments with new produce and 
organising (export) marketing. These activities are to be enhanced by the 
presence of a training or education centre. Bani bu Ali offers potential for a 
developed commodity trade, because of the needs and expenditures of 
fishing folk from the coastal villages. Local commerce is mainly still 
controlled here by the indigenous population. Sanaw and al-Mintirib are 
traditional trade centres for the Bedouin and their livestock market are well 
known. They could be a focal point for inter-regional or export trade. The 
organisation of local development in intermediate centers such as the 
wilayat represent is further developed in Chapter 7. 

Whether or not people will return to work in the region depends on many 
factors. Emigration is not only an individual decision. It is also part of a 
structural system which offers conditions to emigrate. Development of 
technology and commerce leads to an increase in emigration (Ravenstein, 
1885 in Jackson, 1986). The advanced division of labour offers work, 
higher income and new challenges in the urban areas, thus attracting 
people who need higher incomes to afford their rising costs of living 
(Jackson, 1986). People from al-Sharqiyah find it attractive to leave 
(temporarily) the traditional pattern of life in which the village community is 
embedded. Recent emigration is part of a process of locals seeking new 
prospects of livelihood. However, for al-Sharqiyah one can conclude that 
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the people who work outside still maintain strong ties with their home 
towns and belong in spirit to their communities. They are committed to the 
life back home, even when they live with their dependents in the place of 
work. They pay regular visits and encourage their children to adopt the 
customs and traditions of their society. They even leave their children 
behind, to give them a quiet school period and the opportunity to integrate 
into the local society. It is expected that at least the present generation of 
emigrants and the following one are most likely to seriously consider 
returning when opportunities for them to do so are attractive. 

The presence of a large foreign labour force poses the major challenge for 
creating jobs in the region and limiting "mass emigration". Demand for 
immigrant labour will stabilise in Oman as it will in other Gulf countries. 
The basic infrastructure is laid out and with a relatively low oil price, many 
large investments are postponed. However it is questionable whether a 
decline in demand in Oman will meet with a large decrease in the number 
of foreign workers. Gulf states like Oman have been more consistent in 
their policies in preventing immigrants settling than European countries 
(Weiner, 1995). Even so more immigrants are bringing their dependents to 
live with them. Moreover, their coming to oil-endowed countries such as 
Oman is also related to causes in their home country, beyond control of 
Oman. It is expected that the country, in pursuing a policy of Omanisation 
through diminishing participation of immigrants, will meet with serious 
obstacles and resistance mainly for the following reasons. Immigrants 
have taken up permanent jobs in various expanding sectors which in the 
near future will still require a labour force larger and more skilled than 
locals are able to offer. The presence of immigrant labour in the 
commercial sector is attractive for consumers because they distribute a 
large variety of goods through an efficient network at competitive prices. 
When immigrants leave there are costs in terms of loss of skill and 
efficiency because the immigrant labour force is qualified, experienced, 
mobile and versatile. These qualifications guarantee an effective 
performance in the economy. With the immigrants' departure the 
economic sector will lose a reserve army of workers who accept lower 
wages, poorer working conditions and longer working hours than locals 
(can) do. These are important factors in reducing production costs, which 
is normally what entrepreneurs aim at, whether operating in the region or 
in the country. Whereas Omanis will sooner or later meet the first type of 
qualifications, they will not easily accept lower wages for one reason, 
because local standards of living and costs are higher for nationals. Last 
but not least many immigrants are interested in retaining their jobs and 
they are reluctant to hand over knowledge and skill to nationals who would 
then replace them. 
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Plate 1: Date groves in the oasis ofBarzaman (Chap. 3). 

Plate 2: Men in Ibra gather for the Eid celebrations (Chap. 3). 
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Plate 3: The craft of rope making is important for the date cultivation (Chap. 3). 

Plate 4: A pitloom weaver in Ibra, making the wizra (Chap. 3). 
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Plate 5: The process of reconstruction in al-Mintirib (Chap. 3). 

Plate 6: The school for Islamic education in Bilad bani bu Hasan (Chap. 3). 
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P/aíe 7: The cultivation of fodder (alfalfa) gives this farmer in wilayat 
al-Mudhaybi a reliable source of income. Behind the two men is a species of 
the incense tree (Boswellia sacra) (Chap. 3) 

Plate 8: The livestock market in Sanaw is frequented by Bedouin and sedentary 
people (Chap. 5). 

162 



Shifting Sands 

Щ 

Plate 9: The woman's suq in Ibra is monthly held (Chap. 5). 
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Plate 10: Shops with general merchandise on display in Ibra (Chap. 5). 

163 



Shitting Sands 

Plate 11: A horse race is held in Ibra to celebrate the Eid (Chap. 3) 

Plate 12: A cement block factory along the coast provides the bricks for the 
reconstruction of the fishing communities (Chap. 6). 
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P/afe 73: Fishing settlement on the edge of the Sands along the Arabian Sea 
(Chap. 6). 

Plate 14: Old wooden and new fibreglass boats on the beach in al-Ashkharah. 
Baby sand sharks are put to dry on a wooden hour! (Chap. 6). 

165 



Shifting Sands 

Plate 15: A wooden dhow on its way to the fishing grounds (Chap. 6). 

Plate 16: Fishlanding in al-Ashkharah (Chap. 6). 
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5 
Trade, distribution channels 

and markets 

Introduction 

Trading is a significant economic activity in al-Sharqiyah and is 
increasingly attractive for the local inhabitants. For a long time, people 
have been involved in trade at local (i.e. regional), interregional and 
international level (see Chapter 3). Participation in trade used to 
supplement the income of many inhabitants because the region, through 
its limited vegetation, arable land and water resources offers restricted 
means to make a living from the land. Thereby, the location of the region 
on the south-eastern corner of the Arabian Peninsula gives easy access 
to the intercontinental maritime trade routes through its ports. At the local 
level, the occupational groups i.e. agriculturalists, pastoralists and 
fishermen exchange their complementary products. Some of these locally 
produced goods such as dates and limes, livestock, fish and craftwork are 
also destined for markets outside the region and abroad. Imported are 
staples which are not locally available such as rice, sugar and wheat and 
primary products such as timber, cotton cloth and consumer goods. 

Local, interregional and intercontinental trade are each based on net
works which differ in range, scope and organisation, though they are 
interconnected. The significance of each of them has varied over the 
course of time. The exchange of local produce, on a local and 
interregional level has declined in size and scope during the present oil 
era, though it still remains significant for various agricultural products and 
fish. Direct trade via the regional ports with intercontinental markets in 
India, Iran, Yemen and the East African coast is no longer conducted, 
since the ports have no import or export facilities. The trade and dis
tribution of imported, mostly consumer goods is booming in response to 
the new oil wealth.This type of trade is conducted over land via the capital 
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area1 or the neighbouring Emirates, where the goods arrive by air, sea or 
land. 

This chapter concerns the contemporary trade networks and markets. 
After a general overview is given of the local exchange, the import trade is 
described and extensively discussed. The trade units involved are ordered 
and their main characteristics given. For seven types of goods, the 
distribution channels are worked out through which the goods are brought 
into the regional markets. The channels are compared for their structure, 
the marketing strategies of the distributors and the position of the traders. 
Information about these topics has been obtained for this study during 
interviews with people involved at various levels along the distribution 
channels such as importers, distributors and business people at the local 
level. Furthermore around sixty shops have been surveyed to obtain 
information about the position of the shopkeeper, the daily running of the 
business, the suppliers, customers and future prospects of the trader. 
Local government officials and bank employees supplied additional 
information about the situation of the commercial sector. On this basis 
tentative conclusions are drawn on the position of local business people, 
and the potential for barriers to future expansion of the regional 
commercial sector, within the perspective of further integration in the world 
economy. 

Local exchange 

Local produce 

Local produce from the three main productive sectors i.e. pastoralism, 
agriculture and fisheries, form the most important goods for local 
exchange. The produce is grown or made by men and women. Bedouin 
women rear goats and sheep, which provide wool for their crafts. 
Livestock in particular is in demand for meat since nowadays people can 
afford to spend more money on goats, sheep (and camels) for food. This 
is obvious during religious feasts and other celebrations, when sales of 
goats and sheep soar. As a result of increasing demand, breeding of 
livestock is flourishing and the sale of fodder, such as the locally produced 
alfalfa is booming. Vegetables like eggplants, carrots, beans and 
cabbages, and fruits such as dates, bananas, citrus and mangoes are 
grown in the gardens and brought to market. Besides dates, fish is the 

1 Muscat, Matrah, Ruwi, Mina al Fahal etc. are separate towns or tribal lands along the 
northern coast of Oman, which are gradually incorporated in the capital area. This study 
mostly does not distinguish between these towns, but uses the general term of the capital 
area. 
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most important local product. It is a protein rich food supplied fresh, chilled 
or dried. 

Other important products from the agricultural sector are mats, baskets 
and many other items made from palm-fronds. They are a necessary item 
for date cultivation or household activities. The skill to make them is 
handed down to the younger generation. In Barziman for example one can 
often see a group of old and younger men sitting in a circle near the falaj 
at the entrance of the gardens. They are preparing and weaving or 
braiding the leaves into products. Women make a range of products such 
as embroidered clothes, rose water, incense, perfumes, foodstuffs, 
medicines and herbal infusions. Bedouin women produce camel bags, 
straps and rugs from the wool of the livestock, traditionally woven on 
ground looms in their desert encampments. Camel straps and bags made 
from goat hair are in great demand in Oman and the United Arab Emirates 
since the revival of camel races. They continue to be produced and 
brought to market, where they also attract the attention of tourists. The 
silver swords and daggers made locally (or elsewhere in the country) are 
still a requisite for every man. 

The exchange of local produce is organised between representatives of 
the main activities: pastoralists, cultivators, fishermen and crafts people. 
The occupations are interdependent and their produce is exchanged 
reciprocally, mostly on a cash basis. Pastoralists provide the cultivators 
and other settled people with goats, sheep, camels, manure, salt and 
herbs. In exchange they get dates and other agricultural produce, fodder, 
building materials derived from date trees and craft products such as 
cloth, swords, daggers and jewellery. Fishermen supply the other groups 
with their products. Farmers use fish as fertilizer for date cultivation. In 
addition Bedouin, fishermen and cultivators provide each other with labour 
and other services (Dutton, 1988). Local exchange of produce is still vital 
for the regional economy, although its relative importance has diminished 
because of the growing demand for imported goods. 

Markets 

Local produce is mainly moved through open suqsP which are held daily or 
weekly in the oases towns (see also Christy, 1988). These markets attract 
people from the settlements and the hinterlands and their organisation has 
changed little over time. The traditional suq is found in the centre of the 
oasis near the entrance of the date gardens where the agricultural 
produce is cultivated. The main residences are also built here, benefitting 
from the shade the date trees and other vegetation offer. In an open 

2 The arabic word "sue? is derived from the root swq which means to drive, send and 
dispatch. 
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space nearby, livestock and other goods are auctioned. The old suq 
consisted of two rows of mud brick stores where the merchants kept their 
goods, including the imported ones. The small path ways in between the 
rows were roofed with palm-frond mats to protect the displayed goods and 
the customers from the burning heat. Most of these older markets 
nowadays have become dilapidated and new ones are being built by the 
government. The new markets are constructed of cement blocks and the 
stores and shops are positioned around an open square, where the 
livestock auction can be held. The construction is (partly) roofed with 
corrugated iron. These places allow for easy access by motorised 
transport. New markets which are relatively close to other communal 
facilities such as the hospital have become centers of commercial 
activities. When they are further away from the populated areas such as 
the new market between Ibra Sufalat and Ibra Alayat3 they do not not 
attract much trade. 

Markets for local produce located in Ibra Sufalat, Sanaw, al-Mintirib and 
al-Kamil in particular, are very important trading centers because they 
provide for the exchange between the Bedouin living in the nearby desert 
ranges and the sedentary people from the oases. The large market in 
Bilad bani bu Ali in addition draws people from the fishing communities. 
When these markets have their main livestock auction once or twice a 
week, the towns are crowded. The Friday suq in Sanaw for instance is a 
major event, to which wholesale buyers from outside the region are also 
attracted (Plate 8). 

On Friday morning after the Shrouq (morning prayers), Sanaw fills with cars. From all 
directions people head for the town, walking, riding a camel or donkey or driving a 
Toyota Landcruiser. These red-colored trucks, favoured by the Bedouin, arrive from 
the desert and are packed with men, women, children and lifestock. People who live 
close by drive an equally full saloon car. All go to the center of the town, the suq. Soon 
the small road inside the market is blocked and other drivers park their cars on the 
outside of the suq. unloading them in the sun. 

The market is recently built by the government. It consists of a large, rectangular 
enclosure measuring 100 m by 250 m. The main entrance on one of the short sides 
can be locked. Inside the enclosure an infinite number of small shops line the outside 
wall. They have their merchandise displayed on a board protruding into the walkway. 
Most of these shops offer a large variety of mixed goods such as textiles, perfumes, 
clothes, fresh fruit and vegetables, dry foodstuff, and household items. A number of 
gold and silver workshops sell traditional and modem jewellery. Various tailors and a 
small branch of a national bank are also located there. In the centre of the enclosure, 
separated from the shops by a track, is a rectangular, pillared and roofed space of 
about 40 m by 20 m. This area is used for auctions. 

Around the edge, under the roofed space more traders display a range of vegetables, 
fruits such as limes and dates, herbs, fodder and other local produce on stalls or on 

3 Alayat (upstream) and Sufalat (downstream) are neighbourhoods with reference to their 
location along the main wadi. These names are also used for neighbourhoods comparably 
located in other oases. 
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mats on the floor. Here butchers have their large wooden blocks on which they cut 
meat to sell by the piece to customers. Many people sit on the pavement or walk about 
greeting one another while exchanging news. The men wear dishdashas varying in 
colour from a dark brown or a desert yellow, to a bright white for those who have 
dressed up. They all wear the khanjar in an embroidered shaft buckled around the 
waist. Not only Bedouin carry a thin, bamboo rot: the camelstick, which is a proud 
symbol of the life in the desert. Women wear the black abaya over their brightly 
coloured dresses. Bedouin women have their faces covered with a mask which leaves 
the eyes visible. A vertical flap in the middle of the indigo coloured birka following the 
nose line, stands out, but does not seem to restrict them in their observations or 
movements. Several women have arrived driving a car, in it the livestock they intend to 
sell. They walk around or sit near the pillars to which they have tied the sheep and 
goats for sale. More people arrive and gather in the suq, waiting for the auction to start. 
Indians, Pakistanis and other foreigners are present. Some sit behind the stalls to sell 
the produce while others go around to buy. Many keep aloof, watching the crowd from 
a distance (Field notes, 1987). 

Sellers in the suq and other consumers can spend their profits and 
earnings on food, clothes and other household necessities in the small 
shops and stalls nearby. The owners buy the goods in the market or 
elsewhere and store them to sell to customers during market hours or at 
other times. One can find the traders sitting in front of the shops or 
storage places if they are not on the road for business, because deals 
between traders are not only made in the local suq, but also on the street, 
near the mosque or at home. Omani merchants trade and deal wherever 
and whenever they meet for business purposes. Traders often visit a 
number of markets in rotation, according to the specific "market days". 
Trading in and around markets in general follows the rules of the typical 
bazaar economy as has been described by Geertz and others (e.g. Potter, 
1955; Eickelman, 1981; Fanselow, 1985). The traded goods in the market 
area are mostly " (..) unbulky, easily portable, easily storable foodstuffs, 
textiles, small hardware and the like (..)"; the bazaar economy being "(..) 
one in which the total flow of commerce is fragmented into a very great 
number of unrelated person-to-person transactions" (Geertz, 1963). 
Markets in al-Sharqiyah however are small; they consist of less than forty 
or fifty stalls or stores. Buyers and sellers have developed the art of 
bargaining to a high standard. This serves to establish a relationship of 
trust between buyer and seller and to regulate the price in the economic 
exchange because uncertainty of the value of goods dominate (see also 
Khuri, 1968). 

Much of the local produce, such as vegetables, livestock, date pollen, 
silver crafts and fish are sold in the central market place through the 
system of public auction. The highest bidder, whether merchant or 
consumer receives the goods. Auctions start with a loud call from the 
auctioneer (dahlal) to draw the attention of the interested public. The 
public sale of livestock attracts everybody's attention: 

At the shout of the auctioneer, old and young men start to form a circle in the centre of 
the square. They squat on the ground, while they clutch their camel stick under their 
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arms. Outside the circle, people are leaning or sitting against the pillars watching the 
scene. Bedouin women squat nearby, having handed in many goats and sheep for 
sale. Auctioneers who have been commissioned to sell livestock arrive in the circle. 
Stooping they drag a goat or sheep along as they go around in the circle and 
announce the price. One of the seated men is interested and with his camel stick 
draws the attention of the dahlal. The auctioneer halts to let him examine the animal. 
He nods to confirm his interest and the auctioneer continues his rounds to collect bids 
from other potential buyers. When two of them start bidding against each other the 
auctioneer moves in the circle two and fro. It is difficult for him in the crowded space, 
with dust swirling around people and animals; goats become wary and goat kids start 
to panic and bleat. Meanwhile the dahlal has to keep an eye on the person who asked 
him to sell the goat to catch his or her nod for the price. The auctioneer soon fixes a 
price with one customer and they draw the attention of the clerk who is writing down 
that day's transactions. He is Informed about the price and the name of the buyer and 
the goat changes hands. Prices range between R О 25 and R.0.100. The auctioneer 
gets another sheep to sell and once again joins the merry go round of people and 
animals. Two hours later around a hundred sheep and goats have been auctioned. At 
midday, the business stops and the women and men who are still present leave the 
market area for home or for the mosque nearby where the Friday service soon starts 
(Field notes, 1987). 

Although women are actively involved in the production of local goods, the 
men dominate the trade in the suq. Women hand the goods to be 
auctioned to the dahlal for sale, just as men do. Similarly the produce of 
the gardens such as vegetables and alfalfa is often sold at the market for 
them by other men. Women also offer produce for sale during visits to 
each other's houses or in "women suqs" (Plate 9). In several towns these 
suqs are organised regularly and women gather at these places to buy 
and sell, from the temporary erected stalls or from mats. Besides goods 
produced in the garden or at home, they exchange cloth, china and other 
household items in these places. While women visit these suqs, the men 
who have brought the women by car are waiting somewhat aloof, until the 
women they accompany have finished their business. Women invest part 
of their capital, which is not necessarily all spent on household items, in 
jewellery, which they buy in the silver or gold shops near the markets. 
When they need cash they bring the gold or silver items to market, where 
they bargain fiercely with the salesman or trader. The jewellery is melted 
down and re-used in new fancy designs for new customers. 

Local goods destined for export move through the suq or the stores. Dates 
and other produce may be auctioned directly from the trees in the gardens 
and handled further once the fruits are harvested. The traders transport 
these goods (dates, livestock, limes and other goods), by car to Nizwa, 
the capital area or they take them directly to Dubai. Until the late 1960s 
transportation across the regions used to be conducted by Bedouin who 
organised camel caravans for the traders. Ahmed, a trader in Ibra, still 
remembers how this was done at that time: 

"At sunrise camel caravans arrived in the suq. A date merchant had arranged with a 
representative of the Bedouin to transport the freshly harvested dates to merchants in 
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Matrah or Muscat. One camel load, which consisted of two bags of dates hanging one 
on each side of the camel was one Rial. Sometimes there were 30 camels in the suq, 
other times 300, depending on the date harvest and the number of merchants who 
needed transportation. The trip took seventeen days; eight days one way, one day in 
Muscat and eight days to return. The caravan's route went through mountainous areas 
and along the wadi beds. They had to cross several tribal boundaries but the Bedouin 
were assured safe passage with the help of local guides and guards. When they 
reached Muscat for example at dusk, when the gates were closed, they made camp 
outside the town, together with other camel caravans and had to wait until sunrise to 
enter. The next day, the goods were delivered to the merchant in the suq who 
organised the export. With the money they received, the Bedouin bought goods which 
the merchant at home had ordered. The next day they left for their journey home. The 
account was settled with the trader upon arrival and this arrangement never caused 
trouble or cheating" (Field notes, 1988). 

With the development of motorised transportation and the improvement of 
communication the organisation of trade changed considerably with far 
reaching consequences for the involvement of the Bedouin. Merchants 
bought their own cars or trucks and began to undertake transportation 
themselves. Bedouin were no longer needed for this task (see Chapter 3). 
For the fish trade however the situation developed differently. When 
motorised transport became available, the Bedouin themselves obtained 
vehicles and continued to take the fish to market. They not only 
transferred from camel to truck, but also changed from transporter to 
trader. 

A considerable number of people are involved in the local trade through 
buying, storing and selling and the upward movement of local produce. 
Export of livestock continues to expand and other agricultural produce is 
in demand outside the region. However agricultural goods are mostly 
collected by the Public Authority for Agriculture Produce (PAMAP), which 
is a government owned organisation and the involvement of the private 
sector in this trade is very small. Fish is still the most significant export 
estimated at a total value of about R.O. 2 million in 1987 (Hoek, 1988). 
Unlike the trade in agriculture, the fish trade is mostly in the hands of local 
traders (see Chapter 6). 

The relative significance of local trade has declined mainly because local 
produce is gradually being supplemented and replaced by imported 
goods. For example household items which used to be made from local 
materials such as brushes, mats, containers and ropes are being replaced 
by goods made from plastics which are cheap and durable. Local produce 
fails to be competitive in price or quality and cannot satisfy the growing 
demand for consumer goods. 
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Import trade 

Traditionally the import trade concerned products from other areas in 
Oman and from abroad, such as the neighbouring countries, India and 
Africa. Most goods arrived in al-Sharqiyah through its harbours over via 
transportation by land from Muscat or Matrah. The interior town of Nizwa 
played a role as a transhipment centre. Goods mostly came in bulk and 
were stored in the suq or elsewhere in the settlements. Traders concerned 
with the collection of local goods were often also involved in the trade and 
distribution of imported goods which were basic to the needs of the 
population. Further distribution was organised in open markets or 
anywhere through smaller traders and vendors. For the distribution of 
some goods such as bulk staples, spices, perfumes, cloth and silk and 
cotton yarn this organisation is still active even though goods no longer 
arrive in harbours in al-Sharqiyah. They are imported via ports in the 
capital area or the neighbouring countries, in particular Dubai. 
Manufactured goods mainly come from abroad, because the country has 
few industries (Chapter 2). Merchants in Matrah and Muscat with a long 
tradition in (overseas) trade adapted their import purchases to the new 
demands in the country and nowadays import goods from all over the 
world, though in particular from India, the Far East and the Western world. 
Dubai established itself as an importing harbour a few decades ago. It 
strives for a position as a regional port from where goods can be 
distributed to other Gulf countries, to help achieve this goal it has 
established a free trade zone. Companies profit from the economy of 
scale and deal at competitive prices. 

Growth and expansion 

For a long time, due to economic stagnation, the supply of imported goods 
was limited to basic staples and timber. Sultan Sa'id bin Taymur 
(1932-1970) still followed a policy of limited import of goods into the 
country to maintain the balance of trade (Chapter 2). The situation 
changed radically when oil dollars began to pour into the national 
economy, allowing for economic growth and encouraging rising demands. 
The return migration of Omani people from abroad contributed to a further 
increase in demand. The region's economy began to expand when the 
government built the infrastructure and the rising income of the inhabitants 
created an increased purchasing power. Increasing wealth in the region 
gave a large impetus to trade in consumer goods, which process was 
further enhanced by the presence of a foreign labour force who 
supplemented the local labour force (Chapter 4). As a result, the number 
of shops and registered companies rapidly increased. In 1975 the number 
of registered companies was 58, in 1990 it was 5597 (Table 3.12 and Fig. 
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3.6). Table 5.1 represents the number of enterprises and the number of 
establishments for the main areas in 1987, which together number 8830. 
The number of establishments is higher because enterprises often 
operate a number of establishments. The average number of 
establishments for each enterprise is 3.3. Most enterprises have between 
one and seven shops and a few have more than 10 with a maximum of 15 
establishments. The registered enterprises are evenly spread over the 
main areas of the region, their number roughly relating to the size of the 
area (Table 5.1). The large majority (95 per cent) of the enterprises 
registered in the region operate from a head office in the region (Table 
5.2). A relatively small number of enterprises have their head office in the 
capital area while they operate establishments in the region. 

The number of businesses established each year has continued to soar. It 
is not possible to estimate the number that were successful or failed but 
their net number increased each year until the mid 1980s when the 
collapse of the oil price discouraged economic activity. Since then fewer 
shops have opened (though the net number of shops registered each year 
is still increasing) and traders have become more cautious about their 
business, lowering their profit margins. It has not yet lead to a large 
number of shops closing down. 

Area 

Bani bu Ali 
Bani bu Hasan 
Badiyah 
Ibra 
al-Kamil&al-Wafi 
Masirah 
al-Mudhaybi 
al-Qabil 
Sur 

Total 

Source: 

Enterprises 

444 
178 
172 
166 
206 

56 
471 

81 
903 

2677 

Ministry of Commerce and Industry 

Establishments 

1987 

1415 
640 
565 
451 
751 
216 

1481 
223 

3088 

8830 

Table 5.1: Distribution of registered enterprises and establishments by main 
areas in al-Sharqiyah. 
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Area 

Bani bu Ali 
Bani bu Hassan 
Badiyah 
Ibra 
al-Kamil & al-Wafi 
al-Mudhaybi 
al-Qabil 
Sur 

Total 

Inside Region 

1402 
652 
539 
461 
776 

1443 
236 

3022 

8531 

Source: Ministry of Commerce and Industry, 

Outside 
Region 

22 
16 
6 

70 
13 
61 
18 
92 

298 

1986 

Total 

1424 
668 
545 
531 
789 

1504 
254 

3114 

8829 

Table 5.2: Number of establishments by location of head office by main areas in al-
Sharqiyah (1985). 

Trade units 

The regional commercial sector involved in the import trade (though not 
exclusively, because traders may deal with both local and import products) 
is built up of a large variety of outlets and trade units which range from 
stalls, retail and wholesale shops to more complex enterprises, located in 
the suq or elsewhere in the town or settlement. The outlets vary from very 
small to medium and relatively large. A large part of the trade is also 
conducted outside shops, as was mentioned above for the local trade. It is 
therefore difficult to estimate the number of (unregistered) street vendors, 
hawkers and other mobile sellers who typically belong to the informal 
sector. The informal trade network, i.e the non-registered one, also 
includes the women traders who exchange goods in the context of their 
intricate visiting network. In another sense migrant shopkeepers from 
India, Pakistan and Bangladesh who are employed as salesmen under 
Omani sponsorship but in reality operate more or less independently also 
form part of the informal sector, in that they are officially registered as 
salesmen and not as traders. The situation, whereby the sponsor hands 
over the shop to an immigrant is illegal, because foreigners are only 
allowed to share a business with a local partner on the basis of 49 - 51 per 
cent ownership. 

The large majority of the trade units are small to very small with a capital 
of less than R.O. 2000. These shops vary widely in their activities and 
services. An example of the wide range is given for Ibra in Table 5.3, 
where more than 49 types of activities are listed, though a large number of 
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the shops sell foodstuffs. These generally deal in a great variety of 
grocery items in small quantities such as dry and canned food, fresh fruit 
and vegetables, sweets, biscuits and other bakery goods, drinks, oils and 
spices, soap, earthen ware and plastic household goods. The shops are 
all small in size, often measuring less than 3 m by 7 m and the 
merchandise is piled up all around. 

Shoptype 

Foodstuff 
Tailor 
Restaurants etc. 
Ready made clothes 
Hairdresser 
Textiles 
Repair of electrical items 
Laundry 
Supermarket 
Tyres 
Butcher 
Car repair (electrical system) 
Sale of electrical items 
Gold and silver jeweller 
Sale of car spare parts 
Garage 
Building materials 
Home appliances 
Iron monger/ and welding 
Cassette tapes 
Perfumes and cosmetics 
Photo studio 
Sale and repair of watches 
Stationery 
Furniture 

Source: Municipality ol Ibra, 

Number 

107 
51 
31 
29 
18 
17 
12 
10 
10 
9 
9 
9 
9 
8 
8 
7 
7 
6 
6 
5 
5 
5 
4 
3 
3 

1989. 

Shop type 

Printing & Photocopy 
Bicycles 
Sanitary 
Fresh fish 
Sale and repair of leather articles 
Live poultry 
Factory for Omani sweets 
Upholstery for car seats 
Car hire 
Crushing Mill 
Soft drinks 
Gas cylinders 
Coffee grinding & roasting 
Glass & crystal 
Pesticides 
Car Insurance 
Contractor 
Real Estate 
Bakery 
Sport outfits 
Electronic car balancing 
Optician 
Block factory 
Unknown 

Total 

Number 

3 
3 
3 
3 
2 
2 
2 
2 

7 

430 

ТаЫ 5.3: Distribution of shops in Ibra. 

The location of very small neighbourhood stores inside the old living 
quarters dispersed between the houses facilitates supply of the immediate 
small scale needs of families living nearby. These are frequented by men, 
women and children who may not have easy access to motorised 
transport. However most shops selling imported goods are built in large 
rows of cement block structures parallel to the gravel roads which wind 
through the village or town leading to the market, the clinic or other 
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gathering places, or they are along the main tarmac road connecting the 
oases in the region. The location of shops along the access roads is 
determined for a large part by suppliers and customers, who have motor 
vehicles. In fact customers often drive up to the shop front, hoot for the 
attention of the salesmen and are served in their car. In many towns and 
villages the subsequent building of houses in the shopping areas along 
the main road has contributed to a ribbon-like settlement, away from the 
old centers near the date gardens. Shops are usually open seven days a 
week from 8.00- 22.00 hours, with a two or three hour break after noon 
prayers. 

The activities of medium and relatively large businesses include 
construction and building, blockfactories, petrol stations, cars, electrical 
and electronic items and furniture. Larger general trading companies deal 
with general merchandise such as foodstuffs, clothes and household 
items. Larger businesses are often built on separate compounds, the 
owner living with the family on the same premises or close by. 

A tripartite typology of trade units is used in this study to order the various 
kinds of establishments involved in the import trade. The typology is 
determined by the type of trader running the enterprise, because the 
trader sets the kind of organisation, the strategy of buying and selling and 
the type of customers served. The ordering is based on the results of the 
sample survey conducted during this research, which covered some 100 
businesses. In the following sections the main characteristics concerning 
e.g. ownership, goods, size, supplies, marketing strategy and customers 
are given for the subsequent types of enterprises. The three types are the 
following: 

• The Omani business, owned and run by an Omani trader. 
• The immigrant (or sponsored) business, run by foreigners who are 

mainly from the Indian subcontinent. 
• Branches of corporate companies mostly with the head office in the 

capital area, owned and run by the company through Omani or foreign 
branch managers. 

The Omani business 

The Omani business is owned and managed by a local inhabitant, man or 
woman, who spends most of his or her time doing business. These 
traders sell mostly what they call "a mixed variety of goods", ranging from 
dry food, spices and staples and textiles, to paperware and electronic 
items. Some enterprises specialise, for example in electronic items, or 
building materials. Several of the typical Omani enterprises sell local 
(agricultural) produce and crafts in addition to imported goods. Traders 
conduct the enterprise from an outlet, or from a storage facility and they 
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operate in the above described usual way e.g.; dealing with whatever 
goods are available, buying, storing and re-selling the items. 

A number of these traders were already involved in business before the 
1970s, but most of them started their enterprise in response to the new 
opportunities offered by the oil wealth. Many had been emigrants and had 
returned when new opportunities rose inside the country. For example 
twenty five out of forty local traders interviewed, came from countries in 
East Africa, such as Tanzania, Kenya, Burundi, Ruanda and Congo; four 
had lived and worked in the Gulf and one had spent some time in India. 
Only seven had not been abroad for a long period. Many had built up 
experience abroad in trading, and had learned about the modern 
demands for consumer goods. When they had settled again in the region, 
they invested their experience and capital in a business to make a living. 
For example Khalifa reports how he travelled before he became a trader 
in the region. He now sells pump and irrigation items: 

'When my family and I came back from East Africa in the 1960s, I tried first to start 
trading in my home village but opportunities were still limited at that time. I then went to 
try my luck in the neighbouring countries, leaving the family in al-Sharqiyah. I worked 
in the U.A.E., Saudi Arabia, Qatar and Bahrain, doing all kinds of jobs to earn an 
income. One of the activities was repairing watches. I have learned this skill in 
Switzerland to where I had moved when leaving Africa. After 10 years in the Gulf 
countries I was tired of travelling and wanted to stay with my wife and children at 
home. I started to work in the region as an engineer. When I had saved some capital I 
started a pump and irrigation business in 1984" (Field notes, 1989). 

Omani traders often started their businesses with some capital which they 
had saved from working abroad or borrowed from relatives or friends. 
They began for example by buying local produce such as dates and alfalfa 
which they sold at the suq. With the money they earned, they bought 
primary goods such as rice, sugar and flour which they traded in bulk. 
Thereupon they supplemented their stock with standardised goods and 
more "luxury" items such as refrigerators, air conditioners, gas cookers 
and electronics, as they became available in Muscat or Dubai. Step by 
step they expanded their business with sabr (credit, lit.: patience) 
extended to them by their suppliers. As active traders, once they 
understood the market and had built up trust relationships with suppliers, 
they tried to get dealerships for example from Qualitair (air conditioners), 
Mitsubishi (cars) or Oman Flour Mills as a basis from which they managed 
to expand further. 

Local traders who dealt with modern household equipment such as 
cookers, televisions and air conditioners often began by selling to relatives 
and neighbours, to whom they introduced the new equipment. 

Ahmed Mohamed set up a business in Ibra on his return from Tanzania in the early 
1970s. His sons Rashid and Khalifa commuted to Muscat for work, where they 
experienced the convenience of modern household equipment. When they brought 
home a gas cooker for their family in Ibra, neighbours and family came to look and 
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soon requested Ahmed to bring one for them too. Through his sons he established a 
link with the company in Muscat and started to sell cookers in his store (Field notes, 
1989). 

If necessary the traders would give instructions how to use the goods with 
which customers were not familiar. Nowadays traders recall how they 
went to the houses of customers when the appliances failed and they 
explained their functioning whilst repairing the items. They thus introduced 
modern equipment into the community and were an important influence as 
innovators in local society. Not surprisingly several traders belong to 
shaikhly families. They are respected and in a good position to guide and 
lead their relatives in new challenges. 

Most local traders are men, but a number of women also operate a 
business (apart from women involved in the exchange network of home 
made goods mentioned above). There are by right no restrictions for 
women to participate in trading, though prejudices about women in trade 
are expressed. It may explain the fact that women who trade often do not 
have a husband to support the family. Several women traders also came 
from East Africa such as Shaikha bint Abdullah: 

Shaikha used to live in East Africa, where she got married. She and her husband set 
up a profitable business there. They came back to Oman in the 1970s and lived in al· 
Buraimi. She got divorced, moved to al-Sharqiyah and set up a trading business in 
1984, dealing in furniture, clothes and perfume. The business is doing reasonably well 
but she finds it difficult to be a woman, living alone and trading on her own. She has for 
example experienced difficulties in obtaining a loan from the bank. Instead she 
borrowed money privately but is paying a higher rate of interest (Field notes, 1986, 
1987). 

Most of the businesses run by local traders are small or of medium size. 
The majority of traders interviewed estimate their gross sales to be 
between R.O. 2000 and R.O. 5000 a month. Their profit came from many 
transactions with a large number of customers who spent only a limited 
amount of money. Owners of small shops have little additional income. 
Some possess one or two more shops which they let to (foreign) 
shopkeepers. Most of the small traders own a number of date trees which 
provide them with dates. This fruit is important for the family's 
consumption and its social obligations. From a small shop in Ibra which 
sells textiles and small household items, detailed information was 
obtained about its sales pattern during a one day visit. The shop was 
visited from 9 am till 7 pm. 

The shop is located in a long row of small shops along the road opposite the hospital, 
which is a popular shopping area. The total number of customers that day was 28 
people and turnover was R.O. 45. The average amount customers paid was R.O. 
1.500. Almost all customers were known to the trader. Some (women) customers were 
retailers who would resell the cloth to other women. Most customers paid cash. The 
trader estimated his profit that day at about R.O. 10, adding that on most other days he 
did better (Field notes, 1989). 
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In every large oasis a range of small, medium and large traders is found. It 
is estimated that between five and ten larger enterpreneurs operate in the 
main oases such as Ibra, Bilad bani bu Ali, Bilad bani bu Hasan etc. 
These traders have gross monthly sales of between R.0.10,000 and R.O. 
40,000 and usually combine a number of activities. Building and 
construction activities is often combined with trading of building material, 
which ensures cheap and certain supplies. These traders expanded their 
businesses for example during the construction boom in the early 1980s. 
In addition some operate a filling station which guarantees them a stable 
income. Several larger entrepreneurs have an additional income from 
rents of one or two buildings they own. Entrepreneurs who want to expand 
seek to diversify activities rather than enlarge the current ones. Successful 
traders move to the capital area in search of more opportunities. Some of 
them then open a branch in the region. A few traders remove their head 
office to the capital area, though they continue to operate from the region. 

Supplies are obtained by indigenous traders mainly from merchants in 
Sur, Nizwa, the capital area or Dubai. Traders drive up to town in person 
on a weekly or monthly base to collect the goods from wholesale 
merchants in the suq, from large importers and distributors such as al-
Ashbiga and Sabir in Ruwi and other corporate companies. Since the 
installation of telepone lines, orders are made by telephone but traders 
prefer to go to collect the goods themselves. They also obtain goods 
directly from itinerant local traders or company salesmen who deliver 
goods to their shops. These goods will be large household appliances and 
specialised items, representing only a small part of their stock. In general 
they like to be independent and to go and look for themselves in 
wholesale or retail shops, dealing with whoever they want. They prefer to 
operate in fragmented trade channels where no mutual obligations 
determine the trade relation between buyer and seller. A business trip for 
Saif, who is a trader in Ibra, for example goes as follows: 

Saif runs a small shop in Ibra near the market, selling textiles, ready made clothes and 
shoes. Once a month, he travels by van to Dubai, where he goes to the suq and to 
other firms. He shops around, visiting about twenty Ave suppliers to obtain a variety of 
goods. Most of the suppliers he knows well, just as he knows what price he should 
pay. He pays for the goods cash, fills up his van as he goes along and after two or 
three days he returns home. When his store runs out of goods before he can go to 
Dubai again he goes to Matrah to purchase small quantities of goods, and returns to 
Ibra the same day. This happens about two or three times a month (Field notes, 1989). 

The traders shop around in search of good quality and low prices, which is 
especially important for bulk staples. Even though traders may have 
several partners with whom they regularly deal, they have no fixed 
relationship with any of them. A trader may say to the supplier "I am your 
amit' (lit. partner) when he wants to claim discount or credit and vice versa 
a supplier can call a regular client an amil. However no obligations for the 
next deal may be derived from it by either party. Similarly, credit is 
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obtained from distributors on the basis of a trust relation, not as a 
bondage. However, the strategy of paying the creditor part of the debt is 
often followed, leaving a small sum outstanding to which both partners 
can return to later (see also Geertz, 1963). Credit is basic in trading, 
indicating interdependence between trader and supplier. Traders in the 
region obtain credit from most of their suppliers, with the exception of 
companies in Dubai who want to be paid cash. 

The Omani enterprises in the region cannot be distinguished as (purely) 
wholesalers or retailers. Many shops supply both retailers and consumers. 
Retail traders who are provisioned by a local business are usually located 
in the same town, a nearby village or in the hinterland and they also come 
in person to collect the items. Omani traders do not often redistribute 
goods in shops located in other oases towns on a regular or fixed basis, 
though the traders may deal with one another on an irregular basis. 

Omani traders canvass for customers generally by extending credit and 
discount. They are not active in marketing by mail advertising. Customers 
of Omani enterprises are predominantly local inhabitants. Traders 
estimated they served between 75 per cent and 85 per cent of local 
customers and between 15 per cent and 25 per cent of immigrant 
customers. Egyptians and other Arabs living and working in the region are 
regular customers. The majority of immigrants such as Indians and 
Bangladeshis only buy items in Omani shops when these are not available 
in shops run by compatriots. Mohamed Nasser who sells ready made 
clothes, shoes and textiles describes his experience with foreign 
customers as follows: 

"As long as I have had the shop, which is now two and a half years, no Asian customer 
has ever come in. When they are about to enter and see that I am an Omani trader, 
they leave again. I do not know why. It cannot be because of the prices, because they 
do not know these when they do not enter to ask" (Field notes, 1989). 

The art of bargaining, which is characteristic of the bazaar economy 
(Geertz, 1963,1Θ78,1979), is also a typical feature in Omani enterprising 
in which both trader and customer are highly skilled. Through bargaining 
the two partners exchange particular information which serves the 
purpose of making them more familiar with each other's position and 
establishing trust. On this basis a favourable price and credit terms may 
be agreed upon. The custom of bargaining does not particularly favour 
relatives or friends. In fact bargaining with them is not supposed to be 
fierce (see also Khury, 1987). 

The Omani shop is seldom staffed by other Omani employees, though the 
son or another member of the family may occassionally assist. Traders 
who operate a medium or larger sized shop employ one or more foreign 
salesmen. The main reason is that it is cheaper to employ foreigners than 
locals. Whereas the former are paid between R.O. 50 and R.O. 120 per 
month, the latter want to earn a minimum of R.O. 250. Another reason is 
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that immigrants are prepared to do things, such as unloading cars and 
carrying goods into the shop in the heat and working long hours, which 
locals do not like to do. Last but not least, immigrants can be tougher with 
customers if these do not pay their debts than locals would be. This is a 
very important fact, since the debts of clients are a serious problem for 
local traders. 

Many small traders do little or no accounting. Some of the interviewed 
could neither read nor write. They knew their business "by heart". Most 
traders stress the importance of learning accounting when doing business. 
This not only helps them to trace outstanding money, but also because 
this ¡s a more efficient way of conducting business at the present time as 
business becomes more complicated. 

Profit earned in the business is primarily used for daily expenses such as 
buying food. In addition it is destined for expansion or diversification of 
business activities or invested In land and property. 

Omani traders interviewed are generally satisfied with their work. They 
emphasise the independence in trading, which gives them the freedom to 
organize their own time. They prefer to operate without a boss who would 
direct their work. The interviewed traders are also optimistic about the 
future of their enterprise. "The economy allows for growth", one of them 
concluded. However several fear competition from immigrant enterprises. 
They mention the problem of debts and outstanding money as another 
threat to the continuation of their businesses. Traders reported that 
outstanding money varied between R.O. 5,000 and R.O. 38,000, 
depending on the size of the business. This is often due to kinship 
relations who do not repay their debts (in time). Increasing debts hampers 
potential expansion of the business. 

Continuation of their businesses is also in danger because their children 
do not learn the business naturally due to their schooling commitments. 
This leaves them little time to spend in the shop and gives them little 
opportunity to build up experience and skill. On the other hand traders 
generally encourage their children to continue their education, because "it 
is better to learn to do accounting and to operate a business 
professionally", one of them maintained. They expect that at the end of 
the day some or all of their children will go into business, because they will 
also be attracted by the freedom of trading. "A government job can rarely 
offer this freedom to them", an interviewed Omani shopkeeper said. 

The immigrant (or sponsored) business 

The immigrant business is officially owned by an Omani but is run by 
immigrant salesmen who are mainly from India, Pakistan and Bangladesh. 
They operate as more or less independent traders. The shops are small 
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and cover a wide range of activities such as sale of foodstuffs, general 
merchandise and stationery and the typical occupations and services 
mostly done by immigrants: e.g. barbers, pharmacies, repair shops for 
electronics, garages and restaurants. The merchandise that small 
supermarkets run by immigrants offer are similar to the ones offered by 
comparable Omani shops (Plate 10). It is estimated that the large majority 
(about 70 per cent) of the small local shops in most settlements are 
immigrant enterprises. 

This type of shop has only been established since the early 1980s. From 
that time Omani people, being aware of the opportunities in a growing 
economy, became interested in investing capital in a shop. In particular 
those who earned a regular income from a job in the government or 
elsewhere took the opportunity of investing in a small enterprise. The 
owner usually starts by building or renting a small outlet and registers at 
the Municipality. He or she invests in a small inventory and places an 
official billboard with the name and the activity of the shop in front of the 
shop. The owner, who is often absent, employs an Indian, Pakistani or 
Bangladeshi salesman to conduct the daily business. Khalifa owns several 
shops in al-Mintirib, his home village. He works in the army in Dubai 
during the week and organises his business as follows: 

Khalifa started a shop in 1985 in a newly built shopping centre near the petrol station, 
which attracts a lot of customers. He invested some R.O. 1000 and recruited a 
salesman from India to run the shop during his absence. Over the last three years he 
has opened two more shops at the same location and employs some five salesmen. 
Every weekend Khalifa returns from Dubai to visit his wife and children in al-Mintirib. 
He brings with him goods for his shop which are cheaper in Dubai. While he stays with 
his family he visits his shops to check the accounts with his salesmen. During his 
absence a relative of his wife supervises the business (Field notes, 1969). 

In this case the owner manages the business and employs salesmen for 
the daily affairs. Many locals start a business with the same intention. 
They recruit a foreign salesmen and control the shop themselves. 
However, after some time they find that they lose control of the affairs of 
the business. They no longer know what stock there is or what is the 
volume of the sales. The salesman gradually becomes more involved in 
the business and takes over control. Most owners have a job in the 
government or other work which keeps them occupied. They have little 
time to visit the shop when in town. Others have little knowledge 
themselves of doing business and leave the shop more and more to the 
salesman. They may not even be interested, and look upon the venture as 
an investment which brings in money on the side. As a result the 
employed salesman who is left on his own, gradually takes full 
responsibility for the shop and becomes an independent trader. The 
gradual process of replaced ownership is illustrated by the experience of 
Hussain bin Mahmoud who works for the local government and owns a 
grocery store in Ibra: 
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Ί started a business in 1984 and employed a salesman to attend to customers during 
my absence. The salary was fixed at R.O. 60. However the man just sat in the shop 
and was little concerned about the business. He knew he would get his money 
anyway. Thus I started to give him a share in the profit. But I never knew for sure how 
much the profit was, as there are many tncks to conceal real profit, so we made a deal. 
I have given the shop, with the inventory to him and he gives me a fee of R.O. 60 
monthly He is now fully responsible for the business. If he has profits they are his; if 
he has losses, they are his also" (Field notes, 1989). 

At present people more often opt directly for this situation, whereby they 
act more like a sponsor who facilitates a foreigner to do business. Many 
are government employees who want to invest their capital but do not 
want or do not know how to do business themselves. Others are 
themselves traders who used to have spaceous shops to store bulk items. 
They decided to partition their shop and rent parts of it to immigrant 
traders because it is more profitable. They use the rent for other 
businesses. Ali Saif who is a full time trader of textiles and household 
items in Ibra explains this process: 

Ί used to have a large shop in the mam shopping area of Ibra, where I had rice, flour, 
cloth and household goods for sale. In 1984 I decided to divide the shop into five 
separate small stores. I contracted immigrants to set up their own business in four of 
them, one runs a cafeteria, another a sweetshop, the third sells foodstuff and the last 
one is a hairdresser. For myself, I kept the fifth stall from where I sell cloth and 
household goods. I stopped selling dried foodstuffs. The shopkeepers each pay me 
R.O. 60 a month. That means I secure a monthly income of R.O. 240, which is stable. 
Besides I earn revenues from my own trade" (Field notes, 1989). 

Immigrant enterprises have also been established through the persistence 
of immigrants themselves. They are keen to earn an income in trade. For 
example immigrants who already lived in the country and were working in 
the building sector secured a job for themselves in trading in order to be 
able to stay in the country at a time when building work had declined and 
the commercial sector had expanded. They asked locals to sponsors them 
so that they could start a business. Those who had thus established 
themselves were then approached by relatives and friends in the country 
or back home who asked them to look out for an opportunity for them too. 
The shopkeepers are usually willing to do this favour. They are often paid 
for this service (amounts were quoted of R.O. 1000). Friends help one 
another, fathers bring their sons, brothers follow one another and 
nephews join their uncles. 

Immigrants interviewed stay in the country for any period between 2 and 
20 years, and several try to establish continuity in their business as a 
family enterprise. Such is the family of Augostino: 

Augostino comes from India and has operated a small neighbourhood store in Ibra 
since 1978. After he had established himself, his sons came over to learn the 
business. During his biennial leave the sons took care of the business. As soon as 
they were able to run a shop themselves, the father provided them with shops nearby, 
because his own shop was too small to offer a full income for the sons. The sons and 

185 



Shifting Sands 

father carefully plan their leaves to be able to replace one another so that their shops 
are always open. In a few years time, Augostino plans to leave Oman for good and in 
his old age to live at home among his family. Then one of his sons will take over his 
shop (Field notes, 1989). 

Another example of a continuing family business is found in Ibra where 
one brother started a shop and several of his brothers came over to join 
the business. Two of them opened another shop in the neighbourhood. 
Together they organise their supplies for which purpose they have bought 
a truck. Another brother and a salesman who help in the shop drive the 
truck to Dubai every week to purchase goods for the shops. 

As a result of this strategy of co-operation and co-optation between 
immigrants, many salesmen originate from the same regions, for example 
Kerala in India, Lahore and Karachi in Pakistan and the southern regions 
of Bangladesh and they are often related to one another (see also 
Chapter 4). 

Mobile suppliers who operate from the capital area and Dubai provide 
most of the goods to the immigrant businesses, with exceptions such as 
the one mentioned above. The main reason is that immigrant 
shopkeepers have limited access to their own means of transportation, 
which makes them dependent upon salesmen who visit their shops. The 
suppliers are either independent or distributors for companies which follow 
an agressive marketing strategy. This is contrary to the provisioning of 
most Omani businesses in the region in which the traders usually restock 
the business for themselves. In response to this need a large number of 
immigrant people have taken to collecting goods in Muscat, Matrah and 
Dubai and distributing them in the region. The goods obtained from mobile 
distributors are mainly paid by cash (see also the section on distribution 
channels below). 

Immigrant shops in general are small. Traders report gross sales between 
R.O. 500 and R.O. 3000 a month. Gross margins vary from 2 per cent to 
15 per cent. As with Omani enterprises, earnings of immigrant shops 
hinge on a large number of small transactions. A supermarket in Ibra, run 
by two brothers, their nephew and a temporary salesman, was visited for 
one whole day to learn about sales and profits. The results for this 
relatively large shop were the following: 

The number of customers that day was 139. Altogether they purchased goods for 
nearly R.O. 255. The average expenditure per customer amounted to about R.O. 2. 
Gross margin was estimated at around 10 per cent which means that the income that 
day was about R.O. 25. This could amount to about R.O. 750 a month. The amount is 
divided between four people (Field notes, 1989). 

Compared to the Omani shop the results are better, but this example 
covers a relatively large supermarket, whereas the Omani shop sold 
specialised items. The income for most shopkeepers interviewed is 
estimated at around R.O. 300 a month. 
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The immigrant shops typically serve the immediate neighbourhood. For 
example 98 out of 139 customers of the supermarket under study, were 
living in the same neighbourhood, while almost all others were regular 
customers. They represented both locals and foreigners. Salesmen say 
they charge the same prices for immigrants and Omanis. Indeed during 
the visit to the supermarket no significant difference was observed in 
prices paid by immigrants and locals. Margins are small anyway because 
of fierce competition in the commercial sector, so there is little leeway to 
vary prices. 

The problem of outstanding money which in many cases hampers the 
expansion of Omani businesses, seems to be less serious for immigrant 
enterprises. This is because they can be more strict with local customers, 
as they are not embedded in the same social sphere. Expatriates also 
have to be strict even with their own countrymen because they pay their 
suppliers mainly by cash. However, they still give credit to attract 
customers in this competitive environment. For example salesmen from 
the supermarket studied gave credit to 31 people for a total of R.O. 80. 
The average credit per person was about R.O. 2.500. During the visit, 
fourteen customers paid (part of) their debts to a total of R.O. 275. The 
total amount still outstanding for customers who came to the shop that day 
was R.O. 1105. Immigrant traders and salesmen report that debts also 
exist between themselves as friends, which can sometimes result in real 
problems. Usually, immigrant traders ensure that they pay their dues to 
their sponsor to be able to renew their contract. 

To a limited extent immigrant traders invest in the expansion of their 
business. Foreigners are dependent on the decision of the sponsor 
whether they can continue their presence or whether they must leave. 
Their temporary base usually restricts their future expectations within the 
country and the illegal position of independent foreign traders contributes 
to this uncertainty. Furthermore migrants want to remit a large part of their 
income because it is their objective to earn money for their families back 
home. Finally traders in general find difficulty in pursuing growth for their 
businesses because the market does not offer much room for expansion. 
However, in those cases where immigrants try to establish continuity in 
their business for their kin, as was discussed before, they are interested to 
invest in their business. 
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Corporate branches 

The third type of business distinguished for the commercial institutions in 
al-Sharqiyah concerns branches which corporate firms outside the region 
have established. Branches are established by firms which are in search 
of new markets in the interior. In a few cases owners of the firm originate 
from the region and are interested in opening a local shop. They know the 
clientele and probably expect they will profit from the relationships. The 
total number of branches operating in al-Sharqiyah is limited. It is 
estimated that less than 5 per cent of all enterprises are branches. The 
corporate branches are involved in banking, cold storage, distribution of 
cars, bottled drinks and building materials. Some restaurants also belong 
to companies which operate nationwide chains. With some exceptions 
such as banks and the car division of Toyota, branches merely have a 
depot function from where further distribution in the region is organised. 
Branches exclusively sell company goods, supplied to them by the head 
office. Their customers are retail shops and consumers. Branch managers 
and other staff are employed by the head office and are predominantly 
foreign, with the exception of Toyota which has locals as branch 
managers. A few other companies employ local people as guards, drivers 
and money collectors. The organisation of corporate branches depends 
on the type of good and the marketing strategy the head office pursues. 
They will receive more attention in the next part of the chapter, when 
distribution channels for particular import goods are presented. 

Distribution channels and marketing strategies 

The three types of trade units distinguished in the above section are 
interlinked in the marketing network through which goods are moved 
downward from suppliers to customers. The suppliers are mainly located 
in the capital area or Dubai and therefore the network also links the 
regional commercial activities to those of the capital area (and Dubai). 
Analysing the distribution network and its workings help to explain the 
situation of the local wholesale and retail trade and the transformation that 
this sector is going through (Dannhaeuser, 1983). Commercial 
development in the region has also to do with the increasing availability of 
consumer goods, efficiently distributed through a variety of marketing 
channels. A market or distribution channel is defined as "the set of all 
firms and individuals that co-operate to produce, distribute, and consume 
the particular good or service of a particular producer" (Kotler in 
Dannhaeuser 1989, p. 232). In the next part of the chapter the market 
channels are described and analysed for seven types of goods distributed 
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in the region. These channels can be characterised by three dimensions: 
the structure, the internal domination and the strategy that members in the 
channel pursue. The channel structure refers to the number of trade levels 
between the capital area and the local shops, and the size, number and 
types of firms at each level. Domination within the channel refers to the 
degree to which one firm dominates along the channel and marketing 
strategies vary between passive, semi-passive and active strategies 
(Dannhaeuser, 1989). The market channels are subequently worked out 
for the following goods: flour and fodder, plastics, shoes, cold storage 
items, general merchandise, petrol and cars. 

FLOUR AND FODDER 
Flour and fodder are produced and distributed throughout the country by 
the Oman Flour Mills. The company which has its head office in the capital 
area, operates a mill for wheat and other cereals and processes animal 
feed. The mill in the capital area supplies the northern part of Oman. From 
a second mill in Salalah products are distributed in the southern part. The 
company was set up in 1977 to provide the country with a staple for a 
stable price. The government provided 93.3 per cent of the initial capital 
as an incentive because the Flour Mills was to be an example to the 
private sector to invest in the development and progress of the country 
(10-Year Flour Mills, 1987). The government also had grain silos built near 
Mina Qaboos (the harbour near Matrah) for storing the imported wheat. 

The Flour Mills has had a successful history. When it started the 
production of flour it had a capacity of 150 tons/24 hours. In 1979 this had 
increased to 200 tons/24 hrs. as a result of active marketing and export 
expansion. Six years later in 1985, the capacity had risen to 300 tons/24 
hrs. To diversify and expand its production in 1982, the Flour Mills 
established a fully automatic, computerised feed mill with a production 
capacity of 200 tons/day. The mill in Salalah has a similar capacity. In the 
early 1990s a second mill was added to the plant near Matrah. In 1979 the 
government sold shares to private shareholders whose number rose to 
1620. These share almost 40 per cent of the capital invested which is 
worth R.O. 3,000,500. The government kept 60 per cent of the shares. 
Wheat for milling is imported from Australia. Raw materials for the feed 
mill are imported from India, Korea and Holland. Limestone, which is 
added to fodder, is extracted locally. The Flour Mills does not pay import 
duty, which normally is 5 per cent. In 1987 total sales amounted to 166 
thousand ton at a value of R.O 14.8 million. Of the total quantity 21 
thousand ton was exported. Profits amounted to R.O 4.5 million and are 
used to increase capacity, to update, remodel and develop the production 
process to modern technological standards and to diversify the products. 
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A minimum dividend of 15 per cent is quaranteed. In 1987, a 30 per cent 
dividend was issued. The board of directors are Omanis and the daily 
management is executed mainly by foreigners. 

Channel structure 

The Flour Mills' products (flour in 50 kg bags or smaller quantities and 
feeds in bulk or 50 kgs bags) are distributed through semi-structured 
channels. That means that the Flour Mills has appointed about twenty 
dealers (wakils) each of whom is assigned a geographical area, though 
not exclusively. The dealers, mostly with a head office in Muscat or Matrah 
distribute the products to a multiplicity of wholesale and retail traders in 
the country. The channels have a maximum of three levels. The Flour 
Mills as manufacturer has a dominant position in the system, determining 
to a large extent the distribution. To control competition the Flour Mills 
restricts the number of dealers, unless a demand is forthcoming from an 
area which does not yet have an agent. The company recommends that 
dealers take a minimum supply of 40 tons of flour and fodder a month to 
make the arrangement worthwhile. It gives them discount to control prices 
and to enable them to compete. The dealer deposits a bank guarantee at 
the Flour Mills worth two months of supply and he gets credit for two 
months. 

Regional distribution 

The following three dealers distribute Flour Mills' products in al-Sharqiyah: 

• Al-Rahbi Brothers located in Matrah, supplies traders in the Sands area 
such as in Ibra, Badiyah and Sanaw. 

• Backer, Suleiman and Jaffer (BSJ) has its head office in the capital 
area. It supplies mainly customers from Sur and Jalan. 

• Al-Haleen in al-Mudhaybi collects from BSJ and distributes in the 
western area of the region. 

Sanaw area, now covered by al-Haleen and al-Rahbi Brothers is eligible 
to have its own dealer. The dealers are merchants who besides flour and 
fodder, sell a mixture of staples, other groceries and household items. For 
example Al-Rahbi Brothers : 

Al-Rahbi Brothers is a wholesale and retail trading company owned and run by several 
members from the Rahbi family. The company has an office and three warehouses in 
Matrah. The family originates from Wadi al-Tayien (north-east of Ibra) and established 
the firm in the capital area in 1950. They used to spend the winter in Matrah to trade 
and returned home in summer. At that time it became very hot in the coastal area and 
in their home village the dates were harvested. Al-Rahbi Brothers sell groceries such 
as rice, coffee, sugar, lentils and household items such as earthenware, plastic goods 
and electronics, imported from India, Pakistan, Japan, Britain, Germany and Holland. 
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For example they have been agents for Domo milkpowder from Holland for more than 
30 years. They are also one of ten distributors for the Public Authority for Storage of 
Food Reserves (PASFR, see section on Government policy in this chapter). The 
company is medium sized with monthly gross sales of R.O. 200,000. Traders from 
al-Sharqiyah account for about one quarter of total sales (Field notes, 1989). 

The agents deal with a large number of wholesale and retail traders for 
the distribution of flour and fodder in the region. The estimated total 
number of traders buying Mills' products through Al-Rahbi Brothers, BSJ 
and al-Haleen is 60. BSJ has 25 regular traders buying flour and fodder in 
Ja'lan and Sur and al-Rahbi has around 30; for each main town there are 
between seven and ten traders. Virtually all local traders are typical Omani 
enterprises. Traders come up to the capital area and collect the products 
at the Flour Mills. They buy on the account of the particular dealer. For 
this purpose BSJ has a salesman at the gate of the Flour Mills and the 
trader pays an agreed price. If a trader comes to the Flour Mills and 
purchases without the intermediary dealer he pays a slightly higher price. 
The trade relation between dealer and trader is based on trust and the 
regularity of visits: 

The eldest of the Rahbi brothers knows several of the traders who have dealt with the 
company from the early days, when he founded the business. Al-Rahbi has no 
contracts with any of the traders but he has established a relationship based on trust 
so that they will buy from him regularly. Besides the Mills' products they purchase 
general merchandise from him. Traders with whom he has a long standing relationship 
are allowed credit for two to three months. This period of credit is one reason why 
customers from Sanaw buy flour and fodder from him, instead of from Al-Haleen, who 
operates in this area. The latter only allows credit for up to one month. Al-Rahbi 
reckons that more than 95 per cent of the customers are trustworthy. Those who pay 
cash or leave a (post dated) check get 3 per cent to 5 per cent discount. Regular 
customers receive a small gift once a year (Field notes, 1989). 

Most traders collect the goods once a week, some at a lesser frequency 
than that. A few send a driver with a trailer to Matrah every other day to 
collect the items. One of the latter example is ΑΙ-Shams, a company in 
Ibra, who deals with products from the Mills: 

ΑΙ-Shams is one of the larger shops in Ibra. The owner started a business in the 1970s 
after he had saved money working in Ibra. He has expanded the business ever since. 
His business is located on the main road which cuts through the region. A warehouse 
is attached to the store and he has built his house on the same grounds. He sells 
groceries, building material and hardware and is also an official distributor for the 
PASFR. He purchases about 200 tonnes/month of flour and fodder, worth R.O. 24,000 
from Al-Rahbi Brothers. For this quantity he receives a special discount. Four times a 
week he sends a trailer to the Mills to collect the products. He also goes to Al-Rahbi 
Brothers himself because he prefers to obtain other goods from him and to "keep in 
touch". Another reason to go himself is to obtain credit. This all makes the trip 
worthwhile. ΑΙ-Shams supplies consumers and several small retail traders from Ibra 
and nearby villages. These traders come to his shop to collect the items from his 
warehouse to distribute them in their neighbourhood (Field notes, 1988). 
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Transportation 

Transportation of flour and fodder from the capital area to al-Sharqiyah is 
organised by the traders with their own means of transport. The 
government subsidises transportation to keep prices in the interior 
comparable with those in the capital area. It pays the Flour Mills R.O. 3 
per ton and this amount is reallocated to the agents who settle the 
discount with the individual traders. One agent does not receive the 
subsidy from the Mills because "it would not be used for the purpose, for 
which it was allocated", according to an employee from the Flour Mills. 
The Mills arranges the subsidy directly with the merchants who deal 
through that particular agent. 

Sales and markets 

Annual sales of flour and fodder by the Oman Flour Mills in al-Sharqiyah 
are shown in Table 5.4. In 1987 trie total value of flour and fodder sales 
amounted to R.O. 140,000. The sales of both flour and fodder are still 
increasing. 

Area 

Al Kamil 
Ibra 
Mudhaybi 
Sanaw 
Sur 

Total (metric 

Estimated Value R.O. 

Flour 

50 
160 
12 

248 
225 

695 

80,000 

Source: Oman Flour Mills 

Fodder 

? 
160 

5 
40 

285 

490 

R.O. 60,000 

Table 5.4: Monthly sales of Oman Flour Mills in al-Sharqiyah by 
area in 1987. 

Demand for fodder is expanding due to the increase in livestock rearing. 
Fodder sales are however determined by weather conditions. After heavy 
rainfall when grazing for goats and sheep becomes abundant, sales tend 
to stagnate. For instance in the Sands area in 1987, sales of fodder per 
month varied from an average of 350 tonnes in January, February and 
March to 10 tonnes in April, May and June after good rainfalls. In 1986 
rain was poorer and sales remained at about 100 tonnes/month 
throughout the first six months. 
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Prices and profit 

Maximum prices for all company products are set by the Flour Mills, 
though dealers who compete with one another occasionaly lower prices to 
attract customers to their store. Table 5.5 represents the prices of flour 
and fodder for various levels. Margins are low at all levels; about 5 per 
cent. It is apparent from these figures that no real distortions exist in the 
distribution network for flour and fodder throughout al-Sharqiyah. 

Market strategy and trade relations 

The Flour Mills operate a semi-structured channel. They control the 
distribution at the first level through the appointment of a limited number of 
dealers and through price setting. However the agents are independent 
merchants who sell a whole range of goods supplied by other producers 
and importers. The strategy the Flour Mills pursues to distribute its 
products can be characterised as (semi) passive in the sense that the 
company is not actively involved in marketing their produce to traders. In 
terms of shifting costs traders have no choice of buying flour and fodder 
elsewhere. One local trader complained about the Flour Mills' policy: 

Khalfan is a trader who purchases an average of R.O. 30,000 a month from Oman 
Flour Mills. At this level of expenditure he expects to get discount comparable to other 
traders. When he put a request to the Mills for more discount he did not get any 
response. When he repeated his question, the answer was "you must have patience", 
and nothing more happened. Khalfan felt the manager did not treat him seriously. 

Further downward distribution is left to the market. Traders further down 
this semi-coordinated channel are fully independent and they have no 
agreement with the agent about purchasing quantities or sales. The 
relationship between them is built on the regularity of visits and trust. 
Competition exists between the traders at the lower levels of the 
fragmented channel. Traders who received a dealership may use their 
favourable position to oust other (local) traders from the market. For 
example in 1988, BSJ were thinking of opening another warehouse in 
Ja'lan. They expected some 250 traders from the area would buy directly 
from them, thereby by-passing the local wholesale merchants.4 

The Flour Mills' position in the distribution channel indeed is rather 
ambiguous; whereas its dominance is relatively high, and for example 
prices and discount which dealers and via them the local traders have are 
determined by the company, it pursues a rather passive marketing 
strategy. The main explanation for this position is the fact that the Oman 
Flour Mills has a near monopoly in the distribution of flour and fodder in a 
seller's market (during most of the year). 

4 The fact that BSJ had still not opened a warehouse in 1990, may indicate that local 
traders maintain a relatively strong position. 
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Agent 
Merchant 
Retail 
Consumer 

Source: 

Flour 

5.750 
6.000 
6.100 
6.200 

Ruminant 

4.075 
4.300 
4.400 
4.500 

Oman Flour Mills, 1987 

Bran 

4.000 
4.250 
4.350 
4.450 

Barley 

4.800 
5.000 
5.100 
5.200 

Table 5.5: Prices for Oman Flour Mills' products per 50 kg bag, at each 
sales level. 

They are the only feed processors in the country and encounter hardly 
any competition from abroad. Therefore they do not need to put much 
effort in reaching the traders. Only in times of rainfall when the market 
becomes a buyer's market are traders in a position to negotiate about the 
price of fodder. The company has benefitted from a pioneer position in a 
development program whereby initial investments were made by the 
government. It also does not need to take account of competitors in the 
fodder market in the near future because investments for the Flour Mills 
are high and the market is limited. 

The Flour Mills pursues a more agressive and professionalised strategy to 
control the consumer market for flour, especially in the capital area. Here it 
faces more competition from standardised, high quality, imported flour 
products, mainly from Europe even though these are not cheaper. 
Cheaper flour is imported from Dubai, but quantities are not standardised 
and the quality is lower. 

PLASTIC HOUSEHOLD ITEMS 
Al Felaj Plastics produces and distributes plastic household items such as 
containers, buckets and brooms. The company started in 1970. The 
owner is working for the government and does not participate in the daily 
management of Al Felaj. The general manager responsable for production 
and distribution, is an engineer from Lahore (Pakistan) who was recruited 
in 1972. The company has its head office and premises in Ruwi, where 
the products are manufactured. From here the company distributes the 
goods over the country. Al Felaj is the only producer of plastic items in 
Oman. Raw material for the production is imported from Europe, Spain, 
Great Brittain and Saudi Arabia. 50 per cent of the produce is destined for 
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the internal market of household goods, 10 per cent serves national 
Industries and 40 per cent Is exported to the United Arab Emirates. The 
market Is expanding. Plastic items replace local goods made from local 
available material such as earthenware and palm-frond braided items, 
because they are light, more durable and cheap. Whether the last two 
qualifications are always true, considering the fact that in a hot climate 
plastics sooner deteriorate and raw material for the traditional crafts 
comes for free, remains to be investigated. 

All people employed by Al Felaj are expatriates, recruited through 
advertisements in their home countries; India and Pakistan. Salesmen 
need to have primary education, be able to read and write and to have 
some knowledge about public relations. 

Channel structure 

The structure of the marketing channel serving the home market is rather 
co-ordinated and has only two main levels; that of the producer-cum-
distributor in Ruwi and the shops in the regions. Salesmen employed by 
the company distribute the goods from the plant directly to a multiplicity of 
shops throughout the region. The company does not have branches, 
regional offices or stocks. At one time a branch was opened in al-Buraymi 
(al-Dhahirah) but this was closed again when it turned out to be 
unprofitable. An office in the interior would mean that an accountant and a 
guard at least would have to be employed and local transport would be 
needed. This would unduly increase overhead charges. 

For the purpose of distribution, the country is divided into five zones, 
(which roughly correspond with the administrative regions) and each zone 
is divided into six areas. Five vans with one salesman and one driver fan 
out into the separate regions to visit the shops; each day of the (six-day 
working) week visiting a different area. At night they return to Ruwi to 
report on their trip and to reload the van for the next day. All employees 
live on the premises of the company in Ruwi. The system of distribution is 
based on a strict hierarchy. Salesmen who operate in the region are 
supervised by a sales officer who once a year visits the retailers to get to 
know them and assess their business viability. He may collect money and 
interfere when defaults occur. He is in a better position, according to the 
manager, to act in cases of default because he is higher in rank. 
Therefore the customer has more esteem for him and Is inclined to repay 
his debts. The sales officer receives the dally reports and monitors the 
accounts of the shops. He submits a list of the amount of outstanding 
money to the general manager. Credit is only given to customers with the 
approval of the sales officer. The general manager has the overall 
responsibility. All flows of information are computerized. 
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Regional distribution 

Al-Sharqiyah is the only region divided into five areas; Sanaw, Ibra, 
Badiyah, Ja'lan and Sur; the main areas of the region. The trip to Sur is 
spread over two days and the salesman and driver spend the night in this 
town. The salesmen and drivers leave Ruwi every day at six o'clock in the 
morning and drive an often overloaded van for three hours, until they 
reach al-Sharqiyah. They visit between thirty and forty shops in the area, 
taking orders, delivering goods or collecting payments. When they return 
to Ruwi in the evening they do the accounts, report about the sales and 
discuss the cases of debts and defaults with the sales officer. During the 
six-day week they meet with some 300 to 400 shop owners or salesmen 
in total. Working conditions are rather tough for salesmen and drivers. 

Company salesmen are relatively independent. They are themselves 
responsible for the deals they make. When they pay a visit to the client 
they make some effort to persuade the owner to buy more of their items or 
to become regular customers, if they are not already so. They take a risk 
in delivering goods without knowing for sure whether they will receive the 
money from them. They are also left free to give discount (although the 
margins are given). Traders pay cash for the purchased goods directly or 
a week later, when the next order is delivered. Credit is given under close 
supervision, for thirty to sixty days. The debts are reported and discussed 
daily. If the sales officer is unsuccessful in recovering the debts, the 
salesmen have to pay instead. 

The average shop selling plastic items in the region is generally small. 
About five of the shops in al-Sharqiyah are wholesalers who also sell to 
retailers, all others are merely retail shops who sell directly to consumers. 
The shops mostly sell a mixture of dry and fresh food, small household 
items and other general merchandise. A few of them are specialised for 
example in household items. Both Omani enterprises, in particular those 
dealing with general merchandise, and immigrant enterprises sell plastic 
items. 

Sales and markets 

Total sales from Al Felaj in al-Sharqiyah amount to some R.O. 10,000 a 
month. This means an average per shop of about R.O. 30 a month for an 
estimated total of 350 shops purchasing plastic items from Al Felaj. The 
actual amount per shop ranges between R.O. 10 and R.O. 100 a month. 
The manager of the Al Felaj company reports that business is good and 
sales are still increasing, especially in al-Sharqiyah. People in this region 
are also known to be straight in their agreements. If they promise to buy 
on a regular base, they will stick to it. This is not so in the al-Batinah 
region where shopkeepers are frequented by a large number of salesmen 
who bring plastics from Dubai and interfere with agreements made with Al 
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Felaj salesmen. Another reason they see for the greater commitment of 
salesmen in the region is the fact that more shops in al-Sharqiyah are run 
by local Omani traders. 

Prices and profit 

The prices of all items at wholesale level are fixed by the producer. At 
retail level they vary but competition allows only for small margins. 
Regular clients of the company are normally given 10 per cent discount off 
the listed prices, because traders like to get discount. A new or important 
client may get a special treatment such as 15 per cent or more discount 
for sales above R.0.10,000 a year, though this rarely happens. No one in 
al-Sharqiyah is eligible for this treatment. The following example is of a 
trader living in Nizwa: 

The trader has a wholesale business situated at a strategic place in Nizwa. The store 
sells more plastic items than all other shops in Nizwa together. Al Felaj is very keen to 
keep the owner, an Omani businessman as customer and gives him 20-25 per cent 
discount. The main reason for this preferential treatment is that Nizwa is relatively 
close to markets in the UAE from where competitive plastic products are imported. 

Market strategy and trade relations 

Plastic items are distributed by Al Felaj Plastics through fragmented 
channels, although the strategy followed by the company is one of active 
marketing through sales penetration and market control. A relatively large 
number of fieldmen are sent out to visit many shops and they try to 
persuade salesmen to engage in regular and larger purchases. Daily 
control of the Al Felaj salesmen does not mean they are not trusted to act 
on their own initiative. The company is dependent on the commitment of 
the employees to the company and it based its system of remuneration on 
this condition. Salaries for the salesmen and drivers are relatively high: 
R.O. 150 and R.O. 120 respectively. The manager explained this: "When 
they earn a good salary, employees are proud of the company and will do 
their best. It will be an incentive for loyalty. For the company this means 
they can rely on the employee and trust him". Salaries between salesmen 
and driver do not differ much because they work close together. When a 
driver wants to become a salesman, he is encouraged to do so, provided 
he has a feeling for public relations. Commission is not high: 0.5 per cent 
for the salesman and 0.25 per cent for the driver when sales per shop 
exceed R.O. 1,000/month. This does not happen often. The organisation 
is built on a workforce of immigrants. They are in the country on a 
bachelor basis with the aim of earning money. Therefore they are 
prepared to spend most of their time on the job. They indeed are on the 
road for over fifteen hours, with a midday break of about two hours. 
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The number of distribution levels is kept low to reduce overheads in a 
competitive environment. The producer does not pursue a complete 
channel control for prices and sales, because competition does not allow 
for too much pushing. The strategy is typical for mass consumer items, 
with high turnover and low profit-margins in a competitive environment. 
Plastics goods, imported from Dubai are cheaper, but also of lower 
quality. Competition for plastic goods at the local level is also fierce. In 
Ibra for example more than 120 shops sell plastic goods. The majority 
buys from Al Felaj Plastics. 

SHOES 
Shoes are imported and distributed by several companies in the capital 
area and Dubai. One of the distributors of shoes is the trading company 
Mansoor Talib in Matrah. This company is owned and managed by a 
businessman who started it in 1976 when he returned from the United 
States where he had obtained an M.A. in Business Administration. His 
family originates from al-Mudhaybi and used to be engaged in the export 
of dates to India. This stopped in 1978 when the government took over 
date export. Mansour started to import consumer goods such as shoes 
and household appliances, from Japan, the Far East, Cyprus and Spain, 
for which country he also acts as consul. The shoes are generally of a 
high quality brand. The company employs people mostly from India. 

Channel structure 

The distribution of shoes may be compared with the distribution of plastic 
goods by Al Felaj. The channel is fragmented with a maximum of four 
levels. Contrary to plastics however, the company operates branches in 
Salalah, al Batinah, Matrah and Nizwa. Further expansion is not 
envisaged because the population is too small. The importer has 
dominance in the channel. The branches which are actually depots, are 
supplied with shoes by vans from the head office. From the branches a 
small number of salesmen venture into the region to penetrate into the 
local markets. They visit local wholesale shops to collect orders. The 
branches are managed by expatriates and the company fieldmen are also 
immigrants from India. According to the owner: "Omanis are not interested 
in this kind of job, they prefer to sit in an office instead of driving around in 
the heat". The salesmen live near the branches. 
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Regional distribution 

The branch in Nizwa ¡s responsible for the distribution of shoes in 
al-Sharqiyah. This includes the area of Sur which is at least three hours 
drive from Nizwa. Sales representatives carefully select dealers in the 
main areas who have a steady sales record. They supply them with shoes 
on a weekly basis. The number of shops thus supplied by the branch is 
low. The reason, according to Mansoor is that: "it is better to cover five 
large shops than forty small ones. The latter would buy small quantities 
and it would take much time and effort to collect any monies". The branch 
distributes shoes on the basis of consignment (bidaat amanat from the 
arabic word amin which means trustworthy, honest). If traders cannot sell 
the shoes fast enough, they can return them to the branch. Branches do 
not control the sales of the traders. 

A limited number of wholesalers are thus operating in the main areas of 
the region. Wholesalers deal in a variety of commodities including various 
brands of shoes which they sell on a non-exclusive basis to retailers or 
directly to consumers. Wholesalers need some extra space for storing the 
shoes but otherwise there is little difference between them and the 
retailers. Each shop covers a large area and the businesses are far 
enough apart not to be competitors. Retailers are regular customers and 
they usually collect the goods from the wholesaler. Both Omani and 
immigrant enterprises are involved in the distribution of shoes at this level. 

Prices and profit 

Wholesalers and retailers are given freedom to set their own prices, but 
margins for shoes, as for plastics, are low because of fierce competition 
through cheap imports from Dubai. 

Market strategy and trade relations 

The distribution of shoes is organised through a fragmented channel, with 
a limited number of levels. The company of Mansoor Talib pursues an 
active marketing strategy through branching and by sales penetration. 
Fieldmen search for customers who are interested in dealing regularly with 
the company, though the company has no fixed arrangements or 
contracts with any of the shops. The strategy used to be more passive 
and traditional, with traders from the interior coming to Matrah to collect 
the items, but competition has forced the company to pursue a more 
active strategy. Shoes of a high quality brand have their niche, but the 
marketing strategy of the company is based on the principle of outdoing 
competitors from Dubai. These bring the same type of shoes which 
Mansoor Talib Company distributes in the country. However they are sold 
at a lower price, having come via Dubai's free trade zone. It has interested 
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wholesale traders in selling shoes for them through the system of 
consignment. Furthermore by having branches, though they are 
expensive because of overhead costs, sales can be controlled better. For 
the same purpose, the company limits the number of wholesalers, who 
can be more effectively checked on their financial and commercial 
performance. This is a necessity when dealing on the basis of a 
consignment. It needs a trust relationship with traders, which takes time 
and effort to build up. The most important trump card to attract the interest 
of wholesalers however, is the offer of credit. Companies from Dubai do 
not offer credit. Credit is extended for up to 90 days. Installments are 
collected weekly. Post dated cheques are also used. These usually 
bounce at first, whereupon the company allows the shops time to pay. 
Ultimately the debts are always paid. 

COLDSTORE GOODS 
Coldstore items such as frozen meat, poultry, vegetables and ice cream 
form a significant part of the imported foods distributed in al-Sharqiyah. At 
present some ten to fifteen companies distribute coldstore goods in the 
region and the competition is fierce. The goods arrive both through 
fragmented channels and through more co-ordinated ones. The latter are 
structured by a few large trading companies which distribute frozen goods 
amongst other merchandise. The most important of these are Mattrah 
Cold Stores, S.F.O. and National Coldstores. The first two companies 
belong to large multinational trading companies which operate co
ordinated, professional marketing channels. National Coldstores is a small 
company founded by an Omani businessman originating from 
al-Sharqiyah who currently lives in the capital area. The head office of 
National Coldstores is in Ruwi. In the early 1980s, at a time when there 
were still few competitors in the market, it established branches in the 
region for the purpose of local distribution. Other merchandise which the 
company supplies are dairy products and the like, mainly imported from 
Brazil, France, Holland and Denmark. 

Channel structure 

The channel through which the company distributes its products is semi-
co-ordinated. It covers three levels at most. Goods are moved downward 
from the capital warehouse into the region by truck. They are delivered to 
the branch in al-Mudhayrib and from there they are dispatched to another 
branch in Ja'lan and a number of wholesale and retail outlets. In addition 
coldstore items from the al-Mudhayrib branch are delivered directly to 
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police stations in the region. The Ja'lan branch supplies shops in its area. 
The branches function like depots. 

Regional distribution 

The branch of National Coldstores in al-Mudayrib is a relatively large 
supermarket located on the main road to Sur, away from the center of the 
village. Besides coldstore products, the supermarket sells dry foodstuffs, 
stationery, clothes and household items which they obtain from mobile 
traders and company salesmen. At the back of the shop is a large storage 
place for frozen items. Three or four times a week one of the employees 
of the branch goes to Ruwi to order coldstore goods and to settle the 
finances. The goods are brought down by truck from the head office the 
next day. Four or five times a week the coldstore products are delivered 
by five trucks to the branch in Ja'lan and to another fifty local shops and 
other outlets such as restaurants and police stations. There are ten shops 
which sell only coldstore items. Another 30 shops are supplied from the 
Ja'lan branch. In total the company supplies about 100 outlets. None of 
these have any agreements with the company about delivery. They are a 
mixture of Omani and immigrant businesses. Eighty per cent of the 
customers are local Omanis, the others are foreigners. 

Fifteen people work in the branch, of which twelve (including the manager) 
are from India. Three employees from the local area work as drivers. The 
foreign employees earn salaries between R.0.150 and R.O. 200. They do 
not get a commission for their performance. On Islamic festivals they 
receive small gifts. All immigrants live as bachelors on the first floor above 
the store. 

Sales and markets 

The turnover of products in the region, of which 90 per cent are coldstore 
items, varies between R.O. 65,000 and R.O. 100,000 a month. 

Prices and profit 

Prices and margins are fixed by the head office. The branch has little 
freedom to give discount. The branch manager mentioned an average 
profit of 30 per cent of its sales, or about R.O. 25,500 per month. 

Market strategy and trade refotions 

National Coldstores operates a semi-structured channel with three levels 
at the most. The company follows an active strategy through its branches, 
though these are really meant as depots from where further distribution is 
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organised. This organisation is related to the type of goods being 
distributed. The trade of coldstore goods in a hot climate is a risky 
business and they should not be transported over too large distances, 
therefore local depots are useful. The goods have to be stored in cold 
places, which require relatively large investments. This has been realised 
in two places: al-Mudayrib and Jalan. Beef and other large pieces of meat 
are bulky items and as the storage places in the branch and the shops 
have a limited capacity, the supply from the head office needs to be 
frequent. Another factor which determines the organisation is the small 
market and severe competition from other companies. The company 
wants to maintain effective and efficient control of the regional operation 
for which it depends on frequent visits from branch employees to the head 
office. The small scale of the enterprise however, restricts expansion and 
professionalisation of the branch employees, for example in marketing, 
and the branch manager has little room to act independently. The main 
objective of the branch is to be trustworthy and to be reliable distributors 
to their customers. To counter competition the company allows customers 
credit. Outstanding money amounted to an average of R.0.1500 a month. 
When a default occurs an employee accompanies the trucks to collect 
money from the particular customer. 

GENERAL MERCHANDISE (Khimji Ramdas) 
A large variety of general consumer goods enter the region through 
different types of channels, ranging from complex and fragmented to co
ordinated ones. Two examples are discussed in the following sections. 
Khimji Ramdas (K.R.), a large trading company, which distributes its 
merchandise through a co-ordinated channel and a typical fragmented 
channel network which is maintained by a multiplicity of itinerant traders. 
K.R. distributes general merchandise in al-Sharqiyah through its branch in 
Sur. This trading company was established more than a century ago by 
three members of a Hindu family originating from Gujerati. They moved to 
Oman to organise trade between India and Oman and were already 
operating from Sur in 1879. Now K.R. is one of the largest trading 
businesses in the country. Although the founders were granted Omani 
citizenship, their offspring, who have now taken over the management, 
were not. They share ownership of the company with an Omani business 
partner. This has not hampered expansion of the business. 

The company has its head office in Matrah and deals in a large variety of 
consumer goods such as dry food, soft drinks, cigarettes, perfumes, 
watches, clothes, cookers, paints and switchgear. It wants to be 
"permeating the very fabric of life in Oman, providing goods and services 
of a high quality", (K.R. Annual Report, 1987). Stores of K.R. in the capital 
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area compare well with large department stores in Europe selling quality 
goods. 

Channel structure 

The products which K.R. distributes are imported from all over the world. 
For 80 per cent of these goods, K.R. holds an exclusive franchise. The 
company also receives products through PASFR. The distribution channel 
is structured and has at the most four levels: the corporate office in 
Matrah, branches in various regions from where sales representatives 
supply numerous independent wholesale and retail shops in the local 
communities. The head office exerts a dominant influence in the channel 
especially for its exclusive franchises. The majority of the staff come from 
India and work as bachelors on a two-year contract (which is normally 
renewed). Many of them come from Gujerati, like the founding fathers, 
though they are not related to them. 

Regional distribution 

K.R. organises distribution in al-Sharqiyah through two branches: one in 
Nizwa, which covers Sanaw and al-Mudhaybi and another one in Sur 
covering the eastern part of the region. Sur branch is located in a 
traditional building in the old part of Sur near the harbour. The warehouse 
used to be located on a small estate outside Sur. This estate was the 
property of the family and was used as a holiday resort by members living 
in Matrah and Muscat. Recently it was taken over by the government for 
official use and the warehouse was moved to another location nearby. 

The Sur branch employs about twenty people which include wholesale-, 
van- and counter salesmen and administrative staff. They all live on or 
near the premises in the town. Three months in advance the branch 
orders goods from the head office, which are delivered daily by 7 or 10 ton 
trucks from the warehouses in the capital area. Only beverages imported 
from Saudi Arabia are brought directly by road to the warehouse in Sur. 
The products are divided into four product lines: Foodstuffs (such as dairy 
products, coffee and tea, biscuits etc.) and Procter and Gamble products 
(soaps, detergents etc.); Khimji General Stores products such as 
perfumes, toys, watches, garments; General Products among which are 
home appliances and consumer electronics; and Softdrinks. Each product 
line is distributed by a working team of a salesman-cum-driver and an 
assistant. They make daily rounds to the four areas in which the region 
has been divided: Sur, Ja'lan, Ibra and al-Mintirib. Each area is visited 
twice a week. The exception is Sur, which has visits more often. The 
shopkeepers in this town are visited by many suppliers and they are not 
really interested in maintaining large stocks. The salesmen leave early in 
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the morning from Sur, load their van at the warehouse and drive to the 
area. They visit some 15 shops daily, where they take their time to inform 
the shopkeeper about the range of goods. They also instruct them in 
display techniques, in matters of hygiene and in finance. At 6 o'clock in 
the evening they return home to Sur to report on the day's business. 

Shops in al-Sharqiyah stocked by K.R. are mostly small wholesale and 
retail enterprises which deal in general merchandise or specialised goods 
such as household appliances or electronics. These shops are evenly 
spread over the main areas in the region. Wholesale shops differ from 
retail shops mainly in that they purchase larger quantities of exclusive 
goods such as a particular brand of cigarettes, milkpowder or beverages, 
at bulk price from K.R. Retail traders come to these shops to collect the 
goods. Table 5.6 gives the number of shops visited by salesmen from 
K.R. Sur branch, by area for each product line. A total number of 170 
shops purchase K.R. goods on a regular base; 65 in Sur, 75 in Ibra and 
Mintirib and 30 in Ja'lan. Shops which sell items of more than one product 
line are visited by each salesteam separately. Both Omani and 
immmigrant enterprises are involved in the distribution. In Ja'lan and Sur 
several shops are owned by Banians. These are Hindu merchants like 
Khimji who even originate from the same village in Gujerati, but they have 
not been in Oman for such a long time. They usually operate their shops 
on the basis of a joint venture with a local Omani trader. 

Product-line 

Area 
Ibra 
Ja'lan 
Mintirib 
Sur 

Total 

Notes: 

Source: 

Foodstuff/P&G GP/KGS 
wholesale 

5 
5 
3 
16 

29 

retail wholesale 

25 5 
25 4 
15 3 
20 12 

85 24 

P&G- Proctor & Gamble 
GP/KGS-

retail 

30 
25 
20 
5 

80 

Softdrinks 

30 
60 
25 
60 

175 

General Products / Khimji General Stores 
* Total visits by salesmen from different product lines 
" Total number of shops visited by Khimji 

Khimji Ramdas (1987) 

Visits* 

95 
119 
66 
113 

393 

Ramdas salesmen 

Shops** 

40 
30 
35 
65 

170 

Table 5.6: Number of shops visited twice weekly by Khimji Ramdas salesmen by 
area and product line 

Sales and markets 
Total sales in the region are estimated at R.O. 3000 a day or between 
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R.O. 60,000 and R.O. 75,000 a month Most products are foodstuff and 
General Store items. Quantities purchased per shop are small as was 
noted during a day trip to Ja'lan. The average amount spent by each shop 
was R.O. 70 a week The actual range was between R.O. 20, for the small 
stores and R.O. 200 or more, for the larger supermarkets. Sales have 
come down from some R O. 200,000 a month before the mid 1980s, i.e. 
before the oil-price decline and before the increase of competition. Some 
4 or 5 shopkeepers visited during the trip in Ja'lan expressed their worries 
about the decline of sales they were encountering in their business. 

Prices and profit 

Prices are set by the company for the branches and the wholesale shops, 
especially for goods for which К R. has an exclusive dealership Gross 
margins for traders range between 3 per cent and 12 per cent, depending 
on the type of commodity. For electrical household appliances the gross 
margin is 25 per cent for wholesalers who resell with a margin of 20 per 
cent to retail customers. For example a washing machine is sold to the 
wholesaler for R.O. 56 250 or R.O 54.750 if paid cash, and to retailers for 
R.O. 60.000 who sells it for R.O. 75.000 to a customer. Gross margins on 
goods distributed for the PASFR are fixed by the government. Sugar for 
instance is bought from the government for R.O. 7.750 per 50 kgs and 
sold to the wholesaler or retailer for R.O. 8.500. The general picture again 
is one of small margins, mainly due to a very competitive market. Traders 
earn a reasonable income with a large turnover of many K.R. goods. 

Market strategy and trade retenons 

K.R. operates a coordinated channel. It has established two branches in 
the region which supply independent wholesale and retail outlets in the 
main areas. The strategy executed by the company is one of active 
marketing through sales penetration from branches. Branch managers are 
supervised by district managers and fieldmen are trained in basic 
marketing skills. Staff employed along the trade channel are united in their 
common Hindu religion and culture. The company promotes a feeling of 
belonging to one family. During a visit to the branch in Sur the common 
background and the common interest of staff members was noticable. 

I attend a lunch to which I have been invited by the salesmen whom I have 
accompanied to Ja'lan The lunch is attended daily by all staff present at the branch 
from high to low rank Most of them live on the premises on a bachelor status That 
day about fifteen people are present, and they all participate in the meal as one large 
family The food served is vegetarian as is the custom for most Hindu people and it is 
prepared by their own cooks from Gujerati The general atmosphere during the meal is 
homely and relaxed The staff informs each other about that day's events and they tell 
me all about their country of origin, which they have temporarily left for work in Oman 
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A sense of solidarity and loyalty with the company pervades the conversations. Their 
common religious and social life is evident (Field notes, 1989). 

At the wholesale and retail level shops deal with K.R. goods on a 
non-exclusive basis, with the exception of the products which are handled 
by wholesalers with exclusive rights. Spurted on by tierce competition 
especially for general merchandise (three other trading companies 
operate from branches in Sur as well as numerous independent traders), 
the company pursues downward control by e.g. setting prices and 
encouraging shops to increase sales of company products. Hoewever this 
is only partly effective because the shopkeepers are visited by many 
suppliers and therefore will not commit themselves only to one. A strategy 
of controlling downward movement through subdealing has proved to be 
counter productive. One trader who became a subdealer in an effort to 
expand the market for a certain product, soon became competitor to the 
company. He bought the product from the K.R. branch in Sur at a bulk 
price and distributed it in Ja'lan for a lower price than that at which the 
company supplied it, thus undercutting the company's price for the items 
distributed by its own salesmen. 

The company also needs to build up a trust relationship with traders 
because of the risk of (immigrant) shopkeepers leaving the country 
unannounced, without any trace. This may happen when they have to 
leave when their contracts are not renewed or when the immigrant leaves 
to rid himself of a burden of debt. Various stories circulate about the latter 
situation which have duped the company. For example a shopkeeper from 
Sur suddenly disappeared leaving a debt with K.R. of R.O. 15,000. The 
company needs to maintain a balance between an agressive and a 
sympathetic attitude to establish a relationship of mutual trust and co
operation on the one side and to attain its commercial goals on the other. 
Therefore salesmen are instructed to spend time and effort to assist 
shopkeepers in all business matters. I observed this strategy when I 
accompanied two company men on their trip in Ja'lan: 

We enter the shop and the company salesman starts to talk with the shopkeeper who 
is a compatriot of his. He writes down what the shopkeeper orders. Meanwhile he 
looks around the shop and suggests items to the shopkeeper which he might order, 
discussing with him the pnce and discount. When they are ready, the helper goes to 
the van to get the items. Upon returning, carrying the ordered goods, he brings them to 
the shelves where they have to be placed. He begins to tidy up and cleans the shelf 
with a cloth. He then shuffles other goods around to make room for the company's 
products. He obviously takes care to give his products full visibility, which is important 
when competing brands are available too. The whole procedure takes him at least 
fifteen minutes, while the shopkeeper has returned to his counter and continues to 
serve his clients. The latter man is grateful for the assistance because it has saved him 
time and effort (Field notes, 1989). 

This way of dealing with shopkeepers, which is more likely to happen with 
fellow countrymen than with Omani, benefits both the shopkeeper and the 
company. A company director explained that "the shopkeeper can learn 
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from the salesman how to improve the shop's performance through a 
more professional approach and the company benefits from a clean, 
modern and efficient outlet for its products". 

The most effective way for K.R. to build up a mutual relation between the 
company and the shopkeeper however is by the provision of credit. Credit 
is officially given for 45 days. The actual period may last much longer. For 
example in Ja'lan the company has monies outstanding from shops for up 
to between three and seven months. The total amount outstanding in the 
region is about R.O. 50,000 of which Sur accounts for R.O. 30,000, Ja'lan 
R.O. 10,000 and in al-Mintirib and Ibra about R.O. 9,000. The amount per 
shop ranges between R.O. 200 and R.O. 2000. K.R. emphasises the need 
for both the supplier and the trader to keep a balance of debt in order to 
maintain a relationship. Shopkeepers advance some money to repay part 
of their debt, adding that day's purchases to the amount still outstanding. 
However the attempt to increase the turnover through allowing credit to a 
shopkeeper, also bears the risk of the shopkeeper's debts accumulating. 

In the situation that a shopkeeper does not pay his debts, the company 
has two options; either to stop supplying the shop which means that the 
shopkeeper will never be able to repay, or continue to supply, under strict 
control. If possible, fieldmen opt for the second approach, in which case 
the shop is visited frequently and supplied with only a few items each 
time. They spend more time instructing the shopkeeper on how to keep 
his accounts to enable him to recover his debts. I witnessed this 
considerate approach during the trip in Ja'lan when we visited a 
shopkeeper who had a problem of debt which was later called a pretty 
hopeless case: 

The small shop, located along the main road crossing Bani bu Ali is run by an Indian 
trader. He has owed K.R. money for a long time. The fieldman tor K.R. starts to talk 
with the man in Urdu. Quietly and patiently he questions the shopkeeper about his 
latest sales, about the customers and about the debts. He asks him if he has some 
idea what to do about it at this stage and when he thinks he will be able to repay his 
debts. The discussion takes half an hour during which the shopkeeper listens, says a 
few words and listens again to the fieldman who continues the conversation. The 
shopkeeper seems to have no solution to the problem. Later the fieldman tells me that 
he has had this conversation frequently over the past few months and despite the fact 
that the answers of the salesman have not been satisfactory, they continue to supply 
him, mainly because they feel sorry for him. They are now considering stopping his 
supplies, even though they know that he will have to close down, because other 
suppliers such as itinerant traders, will only supply for cash. He feels sorry for his 
countryman, because he knows that these cases are usually without hope for 
improvement (Field notes, 1989). 

K.R. responds to increasing competition with a more downward control 
over the market. However at the lowest level, the company is forced to 
operate in a fragmented channel, because the presence of many suppliers 
restricts the control one company can exert. The fact that only ten out of 
170 shops fail to pay the company within the mutually agreed time, 
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means that their approach of recovering debts works well and also that 
the average shop seems to do reasonably well. 

GENERAL MERCHANDISE (itinerant traders) 

General merchandise such as fresh, dry and canned food and beverages, 
stationery, ready made clothes, cosmetics and simple electronic items are 
for a large part distributed through itinerant or mobile traders. These 
traders operate in fragmented trade channels unlike the co-ordinated 
channel organisation through which Khimji Ramdas and a few others 
distribute similar goods. Itinerant or mobile traders have no fixed shops 
but they use a van in which they transport and distribute the merchandise 
they buy in the capital area and Dubai. The large majority of these traders 
are immigrants from India, Pakistan and Bangladesh who live in the region 
or elsewhere in the country. A relatively small percentage of traders is 
Omani. The immigrant traders are sponsored by an Omani whose name 
(or company name) is written on the truck. The actual business 
relationship between a sponsor and an expatriate varies between full 
employment and independence. Traders who are employed usually get a 
salary of around R.O. 60, and a commission of 3-10 per cent. Independent 
traders usually pay their sponsor a fee of between R.O. 20 and R.O 100 a 
month, and a few have no such arrangements with their sponsor. In the 
examples described in this section the traders operate independently and 
the sponsor is not involved in the business. They are in a comparable 
(illegal) situation to the independent immigrant shopkeepers. 

The number of itinerant traders operating in the region is difficult to 
ascertain because they are registered throughout the country. While those 
who are registered in al-Sharqiyah may never visit the region. Moreover, 
not all of them are registered as traders. Some are registered as 
construction workers or salesmen or employees. It is estimated that one 
hundred traders operate in the Ibra area, but only 19 cars are registered in 
this wilayat (Municipality, 1990). Similarly in Sanaw at least ten foreign 
drivers are known to sell merchandise from Dubai, but only a few are 
registered in the Municipality. The total number operating in the region as 
estimated by key informants knowing the situation, ranges between 100 
and 300 of which one hundred traders are estimated to actually live in the 
region. 

Channel structure 

Itinerant traders operate in a fragmented, though not a complex channel. 
The number of levels between suppliers and consumers is three at the 
most. The traders buy their goods from suppliers in the capital area or 
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Dubai. Distributors from whom itinerant traders buy their goods may be 
exclusive dealers, general trading firms or independent merchants. None 
of them have a really dominant position. Their nationalities are varied: 
Omani, other Arabs, Indian, Pakistani, Iranian and African. The decision 
for itinerant traders as to whether to go and purchase in the capital area or 
in Dubai basically depends on the type of goods they want and the price 
they are prepared to pay. For instance fresh fruit and vegetables are 
mainly obtained from Dubai, but stationery and cosmetics come from 
Muscat or Matrah. Generally speaking most goods imported from Dubai 
are cheaper but also of a lower quality. Goods from the capital area are of 
a higher quality and of greater variety. Some traders have specialised in 
one type of good but most of them deal in a wide variety. The trade 
relation between suppliers and mobile traders is not based on mutual 
agreements or other obligations. Both partners remain independent. 
Traders pay all suppliers in Dubai and most of them in the capital area, by 
cash. In al-Sharqiyah they distribute the merchandise to wholesale and 
retail shops, with whom they also do not have any fixed relationship. Their 
customers pay them cash. 

Regional distribution 

Mobile traders supply a multiplicity of wholesale and retail shops on a 
regular basis. A few sell directly from their vans to consumers. These 
latter traders locate themselves in the suq areas of main towns such as 
Bani bu AN, al-Kamil, and Sanaw and deal mainly in fresh fruit and 
vegetables from Dubai. Mobile traders mainly supply small shops run by 
immigrant salesmen or traders located along the main roads, because the 
latter depend for their supplies mostly on traders who deliver to the shop. 
They usually have no own means of transportation, other than bicycles. 

The pattern of distribution and frequency of visits differs widely depending 
on the trader's place of residence, the type of goods he trades in and the 
range of his trading activities. For instance those who operate in various 
regions, may visit al-Sharqiyah once a week. Others distribute only in 
al-Sharqiyah and they call upon shops twice or three times a week. A few 
examples of the itinerary of mobile traders are presented below: 

An Indian trader who lives near Muscat buys his grocery goods In Matrah suq and 
delivers them in various regions. Once a week he comes to al-Sharqiyah where he 
visits about 35 shops in one day. 

Another trader living in Fanja (on the road between Muscat and Ibra) goes to Dubai 
once or twice a week to buy toys which he sells between Fanja and Ja'lan during a two 
day's visit. 

Three traders living near Muscat operate a van together. They buy vegetables in 
al-Batinah and bring these to shops in the region three times a week. Their sponsor 
lives in Sur. 
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One trader who lives in Sanaw purchases fresh fruit and vegetables in the Emirates 
every other day and distributes them to shops in Sanaw area. 

Another trader of general merchandise visits the region once a week, for two days, 
collecting orders in 50 shops (Field notes, 1988,1969). 

Itinerant traders are dependent on a large turnover of items of low value. 
They plan their route in such a way that they are able to visit many shops 
efficiently. The usual route is to start in Ibra, then to follow the main road 
crossing al-Sharqiyah, visiting successively Bidiyah, al-Kamil, Ja'lan and 
Sur. In the morning as they pass by on their way into the region they take 
the orders and deliver the goods to the shops. In the afternoon and early 
evening when they are on their way back, they collect the payments from 
the shops visited in the morning. This procedure is mainly dictated by the 
fact that most shops have a shortage of cash in the morning. It saves a 
trader time when he does not have to wait for his money and he can thus 
visit and supply a maximum number of shops during the day. 

Sales and markets 

It is not really possible to estimate the sales of such traders because not 
only is data about the number of traders lacking but they also form a very 
heterogeneous group of business people. The individual traders 
interviewed mentioned monthly sales between R.O. 2000 and R.O. 8000. 
Shopkeepers mention a high frequency of itinerant suppliers. Many are 
visited by three to six vans weekly. The supermarket in Ibra, which was 
observed during one day, received twelve suppliers that day, of which 
seven were independent mobile traders, the others being company 
representatives. Shopkeepers themselves estimate that about 60 per cent 
of their supplies come from itinerant traders, though the estimates vary. 
Others maintain that it is no more than 30 per cent or 40 per cent. My own 
assessment of total turnover of all itinerant traders is between R.O 
200,000 and R.O. 500,000 a month. The estimate is based on interviews 
with the traders and on the assumption that about a hundred of them 
operate in al-Sharqiyah. 

Prices and profit 

Products distributed by mobile traders are keenly priced, with little 
variance throughout the region. Margins are low varying between between 
1 per cent and 10 per cent. A few specialised items yield a somewhat 
higher margin. The income of mobile traders varies too because the 
revenues are determined by several factors such as the type of good, 
prices, margins and turnover. The average income is estimated to be 
between R.O. 200 and R.O. 500 a month. The income is usually 
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considerably more than the average salary of a foreign labourer who gets 
about R.O. 60 a month. 

Market strategy and trade relations 

General merchandise is for a large part distributed through open and 
fragmented marketing channels. The suppliers, most of whom are 
importers in Dubai and Muscat, do not try to control downward distribution. 
Mobile traders operate without agreements between themselves and the 
suppliers but they pursue an active marketing strategy towards their 
customers. This is typical for the type of standardized, mass consumer 
goods they distribute among traditional and dispersed retail customers. 
The shops with which they deal are independent enterprises and there are 
generally no agreements between these shops and the traders. They both 
aim for a regular trade relation based on trust and the willingness to co
operate. Exceptions of fixed arrangements were reported between close 
friends or members of one family who deal more or less exclusively with 
one another. For example: 

A trader in Sanaw supplies his brother, who is owner of a stall in the suq, with fresh 
fruits and vegetables which he collects in Dubai three times a week. The brothers 
share the profit. 

Another shopkeeper selling gold and silver in Ibra also had his brother supplying him 
from Dubai but he actually bought the goods from him. They did not share profit. 

Some salesmen have friends who are mobile traders and bring items for them when 
they specially request them, such as flour from a wholesaler nearby or electrical items 
seen in a brochure from Dubai. For these small favours salesmen may pay a little 
money to the mobile trader (Field notes, 1988,1989). 

The majority of traders serve a large number of shopkeepers to spread 
the risk and shopkeepers prefer to profit from competition between 
suppliers. The traders seldom supply the typical Omani business, mainly 
because Omani traders prefer to go to Dubai or the capital area 
themselves to bring the items, this is cheaper for them. They have easier 
access to their own means of transportation, or share transport with 
others. Omani traders also maintain that they have to pay mobile traders a 
higher price than their immigrant counterparts. No real evidence of this 
information could be collected during this study. On the other hand 
margins are so small that the difference can only be slight, though 
significant for a keen trader. 

Mobile traders do not use extension of credit as a way of establishing a 
regular relationship, because they themselves have to pay cash to their 
suppliers. They persevere in trying to obtain a share of the market but at 
the same time, because of competition they cannot push too hard, as was 
also mentioned when discussing the marketing strategy of Khimji Ramdas. 
As a result mobile traders, just like company salesmen, need to use 
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patience and perseverance to obtain their share of the market. It is not 
unusual to see a couple of traders and a company salesman waiting in 
front of the same shop until the previous visitor has finished his business 
with the shopkeeper, after which the next one may enter. 

PETROLEUM PRODUCTS 
Petrol in Oman is produced from its own oil resources. The refinery is 
leased to an American oil company named Ashland located in the capital 
area. Two marketing companies: Shell and BP buy petroleum products 
such as petrol (Motor spirit and Super), diesel, kerosene and lubricants 
from the refinery and distribute them throughout the country. The two 
marketing companies have their head office and tanks in the capital area 
from where they supply the retail franchisees. The management of Shell 
and BP is dominated by Western expatriates except for the marketing 
manager of BP who is an Omani. Petrol sales in the country started in the 
late sixties and since then a distribution network has been developed 
which covers all regions. In al-Sharqiyah sales started in 1972 and the first 
outlets were upgraded around 1977. At present petrol is distributed in the 
region by both companies through a dense network of 18 filling stations 
and thirty drum dealers, covering even the remotest areas (Fig. 3.7). 

Channel structure 

The structure of the distribution channel is identical for both companies. 
The channels are vertically integrated, with only two levels. Power is 
concentrated with the distributors. The filling stations are operated by 
franchisees (ami!) who are all Omani. They hold titles to the land on which 
the station is built. The companies define the structure and display of the 
outlets which sell exclusive brand products. They invest in the technical 
equipment of the station, and the local dealer invests in the office building 
and the access road. The outlets represent the company's identity, or as 
one of the managers explained: "at the filling stations the customer meets 
BP (or Shell) therefore we feel responsible for what the place looks like". 
In remote areas along the coast and near the sand desert, petrol is 
distributed through so called drum dealers, who operate manually or 
electrically pumped tanks. The owner of the drum stations, also Omani, 
are fully independent and are themselves responsible for the outlet and 
the equipment. Officially the management does not know they are there, 
because they may offer competition to official dealers, but in many cases 
a drum sales outlet evolved into a modern tank stored and pumped filling 
station when the operation proved viable for expansion. The owner asks 
to become an official dealer, whereupon the company makes a plan for 
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the upgrading of the place. The operation of filling stations and drums is 
the responsibility of the owner. They employ the labourers, who are all 
from the Indian subcontinent. The labourers share accomodation, usually 
on the premises. The stations are normally open from 6 am. till 11 pm. 
The immigrants work shifts of 9 hours. Their salaries range between R.O. 
60andR.O. 100. 

Regional distribution 

The companies distribute petroleum products to the individual franchisees 
with their own trucks, which drive down daily from the capital area. 
Dealers of filling stations order by telephone or send in a form and they 
are supplied the next day. Drum dealers collect the goods themselves at 
the gates of the company or at the filling station nearest to their outlet. 
Locals who want to be granted a franchise from one of the companies to 
build a filling station initiate a request and the company checks the viability 
of the location. Thereupon the company seeks advice from a shaikh of the 
tribe about the reputation of the person and his financial background. A 
potential dealer must have a sum of money worth the tender for the filling 
station; around R.O. 60,000. A request for final permission is sent to the 
Ministries of Housing and Commerce and Industry, to the police and the 
local municipality, after which the dealer can start building. Owners of 
filling stations are usually relatively large entrepreneurs such as Salim bin 
Abdullah: 

Salim is about fifty years old and a typical entrepreneur, who has continuously 
expanded his business by combining several activities. Besides the petrol station he 
owns a construction firm, several shops, a restaurant and a building which he lets to 
shopkeepers. He can be found daily in his small, slightly delaptdated shop where he 
sells cloth, silk, threads, earthenware, flour and other foodstuffs in bulk. The shop is 
strategically located at the entrance of the suq and at suq opening hours he can 
exchange the latest news. Revenues from the filling station, located on the main road, 
are a regular source of income for him which he uses for deals in trading (Interview, 
1989). 

Drum dealers used to be free to start operating a sales point wherever 
they wanted, but as more of them turned up at the companies' gates to 
purchase petrol, selection of dealers became necessary. The decision on 
whom to assign a drum dealership is taken on the basis of feasibility and 
with recommendations from the local Wali and shaikhs. Stations are 
located throughout the region, also in remote areas. For example, along 
the routes across the Sand desert, one can find in the middle of nowhere, 
simple constructions of plywood from which petrol is sold. These stations 
are mostly owned by Bedouin from the area. Several drums are located in 
the shade and petrol is drawn manually from them and poured into cans to 
fill the cars. The huts offer also accomodation for the salesmen. The local 
drum station in al-Hajj is widely known because the petrol is supplied 
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through the open windows of a cement-block building which used to be a 
house. 

Sales and markets 

Petrol sales have continuously increased since the introduction of 
motorised transport, which increased mobility in the region. As more 
outlets selling petrol were established, sales further increased. In 1977 an 
estimated 9 million litres were purchased from 2 filling stations and a 
number of drum outlets and in 1990 nearly 76 million litres were 
purchased from 18 filling stations and some thirty drum stations. Growth 
rates for petrol sales indeed are high; on average between 9 and 14 per 
cent in al-Sharqiyah. The average for Oman is 9 per cent. In 1979, the 
growth rate in al-Sharqiyah was 75 per cent and in 1985 26 per cent. The 
growth rate dropped to 4 per cent in 1981 and 5 per cent in 1982. Diesel 
purchased in the UAE by locals is not included in the figures. It is 
estimated by Shell and BP to be 15 per cent of the total sales. Diesel is 
cheaper in the UAE, therefore inhabitants of Oman are allowed to import 5 
drums, (it used to be 20 drums), for agricultural and fisheries purposes. 
The data for petrol and diesel sales also give an indication of the 
staggering expansion of mobility and activity in the region which has 
produced the rise in sales (Fig.3.3). Motorised transportation has changed 
considerably the lives of the inhabitants. It is expected that the market for 
petrol will continue to grow in the near future as a result of increasing 
outmigration and an increasing level of import of consumer goods. These 
are two major contributors to rising petrol sales. 

Prices and profit 

Prices and sales margins for petrol are fixed by the state and they are 
therefore the same for both companies. Ex-depot prices in 1988 have not 
changed since 1982. Motor Spirit is 107 baiza, Super 113 baiza and 
Diesel 109 baiza a litre. The margin for retail prices is set at 5 baiza a litre, 
but is slightly higher (up to 11 baizas) for areas a greater distance from 
the capital area, to compensate for lower sales. Ex-depot prices for drum 
dealers are one baiza higher. When drum dealers restock at their nearest 
filling station they receive one half baiza per litre discount on the retail 
price, or R.O. 1.000 for 2000 liter. Drum dealers are free to set their own 
retail price which is usually only marginally higher than prices at filling 
stations. Drum prices do not significantly vary from place to place. This 
means that there is sufficient competition to control prices. Gross profit 
from an average filling station selling between 250,000 and 300,000 liter a 
month is around R.O. 1250. The company reckons this is not very high, 
considering the expenses for salaries, electricity, water, insurance, 
evaporation, and the investment of R.O. 60,000. Owners of stations in 
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remote areas express the need for a higher margin to compensate for 
lower sales. If this is not granted by the government, the company expects 
that selling oil products in such areas will only be taken up by people who 
are satisfied with lower earnings and have low expectations. Lubricants of 
the company's brand, which the dealer sells at a margin of 300 baiza a 
carton, are profitable, though competition from cheaper imported brands is 
fierce. 

Market strategy and trade relations 

Both companies control distribution through the organisation of vertically 
integrated channels and they pursue a strategy of active marketing 
through contract penetration on the basis of franchising. This strategy is 
applied world wide by both multinational companies. The company 
prescribes the outlook and display of the filling stations though the dealer 
is independent in managing his outlet. He controls the opening hours, the 
hiring, the ordering and the finance, though the companies feel 
responsible for working conditions in the filling station for safety reasons. 
For example, they recommend shifts of a maximum of 16 working hours 
(from 6 am. -10 pm.), but no dealer adheres to this recommendation. At 
the same time the companies are hesitant to interfere in the operation of 
the station. One of the companies encourages dealers to adopt a new 
business style. It suggests to its franchisees opening so called 
"convenient" stores at the station where customers can buy their 
merchandise, thus making better use of the station. "Instead of customers 
drinking coffee in the majlis and talking, they are encouraged to make 
purchases", according to the manager. The company thereby is inherently 
pushing a different, more consumer-oriented lifestyle. 

The supply of petrol is made to dealers following an order from the owner 
of the station. However this strategy is changing. One of the companies 
was at present considering operating so called "milkman's rounds". 
Instead of waiting for the dealer's order to supply a service station, 
company trucks would make fixed rounds delivering petrol to the dealers 
as they pass by, whether or not the dealer's tanks were empty. In this way 
the company pursues a greater control in its distribution system. The 
dealer however loses his independence in ordering. Another example of 
the companies pursuing greater control over the dealers is the recent 
change in the policy of payment; whereas before, a dealer needed only 
pay for his petrol once a month, with the possibility of a limited extension 
of payment, now he must pay for his purchases each week. Customarily 
dealers prefer to use the sales revenues for trade deals. Instead of saving 
it or putting it in the bank, they use the revenues, which can easily amount 
to R.O. 2000 a day, for other deals. The company wants to discourage 
this habit. They are confronted with defaults from dealers who are not able 
to pay money due to the company. They try to persuade the dealers to 
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comply to the new rule of paying on a weekly basis on offering a baiza a 
litre discount. The managers from both companies maintain that in general 
Bedouin dealers, more than entrepreneurs from the villages and towns, 
pay their debts promptly and that if they do pay by check these do not 
bounce. The companies encourage drum dealers to pay by check and 
thus avoid the risk of salesmen driving up to Muscat with some R.O. 2000 
in their car. Few are willing to do so because they prefer not to work with 
banks. 

Company and dealer are mutually dependent because of the shared 
investments in the equipment and building, therefore shifting costs are 
high for both partners. To some extent this balances the dominant position 
in the trade channel, which the companies have. Drum dealers are more 
independent, because the investments are theirs and they pay cash at the 
gate. 

The two companies are competitors in the market, though the managers 
know each other well and exchange information about their businesses. 
Locals are aware of this ambivalent situation and try to profit from it, 
playing them off against each other. For example: 

In al-Kamil an entrepreneur requested a dealership with one company, because there 
were not enough filling stations, but he was refused. However, he continued to plan the 
filling station and asked the other company for a dealership, to which they agreed. 
Shortly after the company which had been approached first, upon seeing its sales in 
the area dwindle, fett forced to build another station in the same area (Field notes, 
1988). 

A comparable situation occurred in another town, where the two 
companies were both approached by two members of a family who 
wanted to build a filling station. The family owned land in their home 
village and two brothers were interested in using the land to establish a 
filling station: 

Living and working in the capital, the two brothers first invited the manager of one 
company to the family house in their home village, which they frequently visit. They 
generously entertained the manager, as is their custom, showing him around in the 
village, introducing him to other members of the family and preparing him a guest's 
dinner, meanwhile discussing business and taking him out to see the piece of land 
destined for the station. No final decisions were made and some weeks later the 
brothers invited the manager of the other company, giving him the same treatment. 
They again visited the land and discussed the business. The two managers 
exchanged the news in Muscat about their visit but, being competitors they were not in 
a situation to discuss the exact deals. They were both aware of the fact that they had 
to agree to the deal, because if one decided to go along with the request, almost 
certainly, the other company would also need to open a station in the same area as 
had been the case in al-Kamil. Such was the competition between them (Field notes, 
1989). 

There is strong competition from the UAE in the market for lubricants and 
this forces the local companies to pursue greater control over the 
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distribution of their products even at the dealers level. The following 
situation occurred in Ja'lan for one company: 

The company distributed a brand-exclusive lubricant to his dealer in Ja'lan, but was 
faced with competitive brands from the UAE. It decided to supply lubricants to 
workshops and garages in the area, where most of the lubricants were sold, in order to 
achieve more efficient distribution. In so doing the company bypassed its own official 
dealer. The latter, seeing his sales decrease, protested to the company that the 
agreement about exclusive sales seemed to apply only to him and not to the company. 
He threatened the company by saying he would start selling other brands, if they 
continued to sell their products directly to other outlets. Finally the matter was settled in 
favour of the dealer, through the intervention of the Chamber of Commerce, whereby 
the company had to stop distributing to outlets in the region other than to their official 
dealer (Field notes, 19Θ8). 

MOTOR VEHICLES (Toyota) 

The significance of cars as imported consumer goods has strongly 
increased with the improvement of roads. Within a short timespan cars 
have become an essential commodity in the lives of the inhabitants. 
Together with petrol sales they probably take the largest share of 
consumer expenditure. Cars are imported into the country through its 
main ports from Japan, Europe and the United States. The distribution of 
cars throughout the country is realised through professionalised channels, 
the most sophisticated one being the marketing channel operated by 
Toyota. Toyota has the largest share of the market. The exclusive agent 
for Toyota is a large trading company named Suhail and Saud Bahwan 
(S.S.B.) which deals in building materials and electronics as well as in 
cars. It has its head office in the capital area. The division which imports 
cars was established in the early 1970s and has grown into a large 
company with over 800 employees, most of them from the Indian 
subcontinent. The management is shared between Indians, Egyptians and 
Omanis. 

Channel structure 

Toyota cars are distributed through vertically integrated channels. The 
company has an exclusive dealership for Toyota and operates a 
professionalised distribution system with retail branches throughout the 
country. The distributor controls the overall operation of the channel. The 
marketing channel of Toyota motor vehicles has two levels: the head 
office and main branch in the capital area and regional branches. Each 
branch deals with the whole range of goods of S.S.B. which it distributes 
to wholesalers and retailers. Only cars are sold from the branch directly to 
the customer. Some branches are fully equiped for all car services; having 
a showroom, a spare-parts store and repair facilities. Others only operate 
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a showroom, from where they sell to the customer. Spare parts are 
distributed through branches also to non-exclusive retail outlets to cover 
all inhabited areas of the country. 

Regional distribution 

S.S.B. started its activities in the automotive sector in al-Sharqiyah around 
1975 when it operated a construction project on Masirah island. It sold 
four wheel drive cars to Bedouin who used them for transportation of 
people and goods through the sand desert on the mainland. The cars 
soon became extremely popular with fish traders in this area, who 
transported fish to the capital area and to neighbouring countries. To 
respond to the burgeoning vehicle market in the Sands area a full branch 
was opened in al-Kamil in 1977. A branch with a showroom and store 
followed in Ibra in 1979 and a showroom was opened in Sanaw in 1986. 
By 1990 these were all renewed and upgraded. The branches are 
company-owned and supervised by a district manager in the capital area, 
from where stocks are ordered. The branch manager is employed by the 
company and visits the head office weekly for consultation. Branch 
managers, according to the general manager of Toyota, are authorised to 
make decisions. They are all Omani people. Other personel, nearly 75 
people for all branches in the region, are Indians, Pakistanis and 
Egyptians. The exception are local guards and local inhabitants employed 
to collect outstanding money. 

Ibra branch supplies general S.S.B. goods, including spare parts for 
Toyota vehicles to five independent but brand-exclusive dealers in the 
area in e.g.: Wadi bani Khalid, Wadi al-Tayien, al-Mudayrib. These dealers 
collect the items at the branch and are responsible for further distribution 
in their hinterland. They are encouraged to increase sales and if they do 
not perform well, or fail to pay they loose their dealership. Cars are sold 
directly to customers. 

When defaults occur with customers, the problem is generally not that 
people do not pay, but that they stretch out the repayment over too long a 
time. When a person does not pay, at first an employee of the branch 
visits his house to collect the money due. If this fails after several visits, 
the case is discussed with the shaikh or the Wali, who use their influence 
to persuade the person to pay. If this still does not work, which happens 
only in rare cases, the company notifies the police. Although Bedouin and 
towns people alike prefer to pay cash for which objective they usually 
borrow money from relatives or friends, the use of installments has 
become popular. Bedouin cause fewer problems than towns people with 
repayment, because they do not buy as many household- or luxury goods 
as many villagers do. They can also get a relatively large sum cash more 
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easily by selling a goat or camel. The problem of debt increases as more 
companies pursue this type of marketing strategy. 

Sales and markets 

The company sold its Landcruisers (four wheel drive trucks) in the region 
in 1986 at an average rate of 75 cars a month. This has since come down 
to about 40 cars a month. Customers for these vehicles were initially 
mainly the Bedouin who used them to drive in the Sands. For them 
motorized transportation has considerably improved living conditions and 
it has changed their lifestyle too. It has brought them closer to the towns 
where they use the amenities and services provided for by the 
government, meanwhile they continue their own life in the desert, because 
the trip only takes them one day. Such a trip would have taken days by 
camel or foot. Pick-up trucks have also become indispensable to the 
Bedouin for their summer migration when they move their family, livestock 
and household goods to their summer residences in the oases. 
Fishtraders are also an important group of customers for Toyota; reliable 
four wheel drive vehicles are essential for their business. They change 
cars frequently because wear and tear of cars is high and the trade is 
lucrative. The market for saloon cars in which Toyota also deals is still 
expanding. Local inhabitants who have a regular income, for example 
people who work in the government, prefer to spend their salary on 
consumer goods such as cars. As potential customers they are 
encouraged to buy through the system of downpayment (from 30 to 40 per 
cent is accepted) and installments. Local people who commute to the 
capital area tend to buy their car at the branch there. 

Prices and profit 

Prices and margins are fixed by the company and are comparable 
throughout the country. Branch managers are restricted in their use of 
discount. The general margin for spare parts is between 5 per cent and 10 
per cent depending on the quantity ordered and whether customers pay 
cash. 

Market strategy and trade relations 

Toyota pursues a strategy of active marketing in a co-ordinated channel 
through retail branching. Mass advertising and promotions are part of its 
marketing strategy which Toyota implements in most countries. This 
marketing strategy is typical for these non-traditional, capital-intensive 
products which cannot be marketed through the established channels. 
Thus a sophisticated marketing channel has developed in Oman and the 
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company has the largest share of the market. The company encourages 
people to buy their vehicles through payment by installments. This is an 
important part of an active, even agressive strategy of controlling 
downward sales. Furthermore it takes particular care to employ branch 
managers who know the community very well. As members of the local 
community, branch managers have more influence in encouraging 
potential customers to buy Toyota cars. They even have a role as 
innovators: 

The manager of one of the regional branches is Omani. He and his wife originate from 
Sur. From this town also originate the owners of the company S.S.B. to whom his wife 
is related. The company's strategy to sell by installments necessitates this branch 
manager to instruct customers on how to finance a purchase through payment by 
installments. He also introduces modern technology such as cars and other machinery 
sold by S.S.B. to the local clientele. He is obviously interested in development and 
modernisation and takes an active role in the local society. His house is often a venue 
for social gatherings of the local elite. When a British society organised an expedition 
in the region to make a study of the habitation and the social economy of the local 
society, he invited members of the research group to his house and was keen to 
discuss its results. His branch is popular among old and young people from the area 
who like to come to sit and talk, exchanging and discussing the news (Field notes, 
1986,1988). 

The company stresses the importance of a branch manager who is closely 
involved in the life of customers, knowing their background, their habits 
and their financial record. This is extremely important when customers 
come from areas with limited means for communication and whose living 
habits and domicile are difficult to trace. Locals employed for collecting 
outstanding money are also supposed to be well informed about the 
domicile and financial background of customers. The policy of operating 
with a local manager, who is supposed to know and act on his own 
account in a tightly structured channel however has some drawbacks for 
the manager. For instance one of the branch managers has noticed that 
people in the head office do not fully appreciate his competence to know 
and judge the local situation and they do not always back his initiatives. 
For example, he does not get enough leeway to allow more discount, or to 
be lenient with credit to people, whom he knows are important in playing a 
leading role in the promotion of sales. 

The strategy of Toyota of controlling downward distribution through 
branching in the region has encouraged other car importers to follow a 
similar strategy. Mazda is another car distributor which initially supplied its 
vehicles through a dealer. When this man did not push sales very hard the 
company stopped supplying the dealer and instead opened their own 
branch to be able to exploit the market more intensively and in particular 
to compete with Toyota. 
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Government policy 

The government has very limited involvement in the trading sector (see 
Chapter 3). In principle the government does not participate in business, 
unless it is for the purpose of setting up specific sectors or encouraging 
private investments. In that case, it withdraws (fully or partly) from the 
enterprise when this has proved its viability. Thus the government is 
involved in the Oman Flour Mills, the export trade of dates to India, the 
collection activities of the Public Authority for Marketing Agricultural 
Produce (PAMAP), the establishment of facilities in the fisheries sector 
and activities related to its food reserves programme. The Flour Mills were 
established with government investments in the starting up phase, but 
now the majority of government shares have been bought by the market. 
In the agriculture and fisheries sector the government is to provide 
incentives such as the supply of coldstores and fish plants, to attract 
further investments from the private sector, for example for trading the 
products. PAMAP collects most produce from the region and distributes it 
mainly in the capital area. The Public Authority for Storage of Food 
Reserves (PASFR) regulates food reserves for emergencies in the 
country. It stores about 8 items which have to be renewed regularly and it 
tenders for the purchase of these goods, for which any trader can bid. The 
aim is to trade the goods at world market prices, of which the traders are 
cognisant. The food is bought from the lowest bidder. The stock is sold 
again at market prices to 10 distributors spread throughout the country 
and two traders in Ibra are distributors for PASFR. The organisation is not 
meant to make profit. However, dealing in PASFR goods is seen by 
traders as a regular source of income, because the profit is stable and 
predictable. This programme is co-ordinated and executed by the Ministry 
of Commerce and Industry and has a positive impact on the local trading 
sector. 

The Ministry of Commerce and Industry at present has branches in Sur, 
Ibra and Sanaw and is concerned with encouraging the growth of the 
commercial sector, and also of protecting it from inequalities. It issues 
rules and regulations about quality, price control and ownership. The 
Ministry, also concerned with diversification of the economy emphasises 
development of the industrial sector in particular, for which purpose it is 
planning industrial estates in al-Sharqiyah, firstly in Sur and later in Ibra. It 
encourages the private sector to invest in further development through its 
programme of soft loans and subsidies (see Chapter 3). The government 
established the Oman Development Bank to issue and monitor subsidized 
loans to the private sector. The interest charged to companies in the 
interior is 4 per cent compared to between 6 and 9 per cent for firms in the 
capital area. However, the small trading sector is rarely included in any of 
the financial schemes for development. Officials of the Ministry maintain 
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that trading does not need cheaper money. Traders do not need long term 
investments because there is a quick return on sales. Besides there are 
commercial banks which cater for commercial capital, according to the 
government employees. Entrepreneurs however say they mainly use bank 
facilities for the use of Local Purchase Orders (LPO) and for overdraft 
facilities and that commercial banks usually are very hesitant to supply 
loans because the sector is risky. Recently the Oman Development Bank 
initiated the Small Scale Enterprise Scheme, which directs itself to 
graduates from vocational training institutes, for the sectors of electrical 
automotive, welding, construction and commercial electrical trading. It is 
hoped they will reach also the small starters in the region. 

The trading sector is taxed mainly on its imports (5 per cent custom duty). 
Revenues from the suqs come to private investors. 

The Chamber of Commerce, though not a government institution, works in 
close cooperation with the government. It has its head office in Ruwi 
opposite the Ministry, and regional branches in the main wilayats of the 
country. Regional traders are represented on the board; for each region 7 
are appointed and 14 elected. Representatives from the interior regions 
are especially keen members and for example draw attention to the 
problem that most dealerships go to large companies (in the capital area) 
rather than smaller ones in the regions. The large companies are usually 
less active in distributing the goods, because they are agents for many 
products. The Chamber of Commerce covers with three branches the 
region of al-Sharqiyah; in Nizwa, Ibra and Sur, in order to be able to work 
closely with the entrepreneurs in the region. 

The government is aware of the complex issue of the involvement of 
immigrants in trade, which officials call "hidden trade" (tijara mustata). This 
type of trade is illegal but mainly because the official rule about Omani 
owner- and partnership was made with regard to large businesses 
(Chapter 4). It is its opinion that although immigrant participation has 
disadvantages there are also advantages such as: service of a high 
quality in remote places; low prices for goods because of low overheads 
and competition, and long opening hours of shops in the evening, every 
day including Fridays. Despite these advantages, the government 
discourages this type of trade. All shops have to be registered and 
salesmen need labour cards. Recently the government has taken action to 
remove trading vehicles from the road when the driver does not have the 
necessary papers. Besides, it is of the opinion that immigrants employed 
in the private sector are virtually as expensive as Omani employees. This 
takes into account, not only salary but also housing, medical service, air 
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fair once every two years and all other material and other facilities which 
expatriates require for living in a foreign country.5 

Conclusions 

Trading is a significant economic activity in the region in which a large 
number of people are involved as traders, salesmen and entrepreneurs. 
For a long time the exchange of local produce was the most important 
trading activity and it is still viable for the three main occupational groups 
in the local economy; the pastoralists, the cultivators and the fishing 
people. The exchange of their produce marks their economic 
interdependence. The surplus from these producers is brought to 
interregional markets and to markets in the capital area to supply the 
inhabitants of this highly populated area. Produce not locally available is 
imported from other regions or abroad, and distributed by traders from the 
region. Inhabitants once participated directly in the intercontinental, mostly 
seafaring trade, which offered an extra opportunity to earn a living in a 
region with limited natural resources. The size, importance and relative 
significance of these various trade networks changed over time. Recently, 
the oil wealth effected a major transformation of the trade functions by its 
effect on the social economic situation of the region and its population. As 
a result, the local exchange of produce lost its relative importance, though 
it is still vital for the occcupational groups and it continues to expand for 
livestock, fodder and fish. With the decline in long distance trade and of 
the coastal trade routes over the course of the century, the significance of 
intercontinental trade diminished while the centralisation of import and 
export functions in the capital area in the 1970s cut the region off from 
direct intercontinental links. The import trade, in particular of consumer 
goods, booms as a result of oil revenues. The building of infrastructure by 
the government, the return of experienced locals who invest in trade, and 
the increasing demand due to the growing population and wealth has 
resulted in an import trade which at present is a dominant economic 
activity in the region. The number of registered trading establishments, 
with a capital over R.O. 2000 already amounted to over 8500 in 1987. 

Whereas the exchange of local produce and more traditionally, 
unstandardised imported goods such as rice, spices and other daily 

5 A government official stressed that the difference between employing an Omani and a 
migrant may be negligible when housing (R.O. 20), medical care (R.O. 20) and airfares 
(R.O. 40) are included in the calculation of the expenses for an expatriate and when the 
salary for an Omani is equated with that of a low rank government employee, which is 
R.O. 180. 
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needs, typically belongs to the bazaar economy (Geertz, 1963), i.e., one 
¡n which the flow of commerce is fragmented into a great number of 
unrelated person-to-person transactions, the import trade especially of 
consumer goods is developing toward a more firm-centered economy with 
firm-like distributive institutions. The two are also inextricably linked in al-
Sharqiyah. Three main categories of firm type outlets distinguished in this 
study are: the Omani enterprise, owned and run by an Omani; the 
immmigrant enterprise, owned by an Omani and run by foreigners and the 
corporate branch, owned and managed by a corporate company often 
located in the capital area. All three types of shops deal with consumer 
goods. Small shops of the Omani and immigrant enterprises are 
comparable in the type of (consumer) goods they deal in as well as in their 
outlook. All three types are found in varying sizes but larger outlets are 
mainly found among the Omani enterprises and corporate branches 
because they invest more capital in their businesses. The three types 
distinguish themselves mainly in the organisation of the outlet, the way 
they are supplied and in the type of customers they serve. Omani and 
immigrant businesses are independent outlets while branches depend for 
their organisation entirely on their head office. The provisioning of the 
three types is different in that the branch is entirely supplied by the head 
office, the immigrant enterprise depends for its supplies mainly on itinerant 
traders or company salesmen and the Omani enterpreneur is more likely 
to organise his or her supplies through a network of traders within and 
outside the region. The Omani traders deal with each other during visits to 
collect goods or whenever they meet. In addition they are also supplied by 
company salesmen. Omani enterprises (small and large) represent an 
estimated 35 per cent, migrant business 60 per cent and branches 5 per 
cent of the total trade units. The percentages vary slightly for each main 
area. 

The trade of consumer goods depends on import because the country has 
not (yet) set up sufficient industries which can respond to the growing 
demand. It links the region with the capital area and ports in the UAE, 
most notably Dubai. Matrah harbour and Seeb airport are the main 
national ports of entry for importing goods and Dubai with its free trade 
zone strives for a position as the prominent port in the Gulf region. Nizwa 
continues to play a modest role as transhipment place for goods arriving 
in the capital area and Dubai, though most of the trade is conducted 
directly between the suppliers in the main ports and the region. The 
linkage between these nodal commercial points is represented by the 
network of distribution channels through which the consumer goods are 
distributed in the region. 

In this chapter distribution channels are described and analysed for flour 
and fodder, plastic household items, shoes, coldstore items, general 
merchandise, petrol and cars. They differ widely in their organisation and 
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in the strategy pursued by the suppliers, which depends mainly on the 
type of product and the size of the market, though other economic and 
social factors play also a role. Flour Mills, the only national company 
producing and distributing flour and fodder operates a relatively 
coordinated channel through appointed agents with the main aim of 
stabilising prices. It pursues a rather passive strategy in further distribution 
because of its monopolistic position. Plastic items and shoes, which are 
competitive goods, are distributed in less coordinated channels but the 
suppliers pursue an active strategy through sales penetration to explore 
new markets and to establish relations with regular customers. These type 
of goods do not warrant the establishment of full branches. This is 
different for cold storage items which have a greater value, even so the 
branches established by the distributor of cold storage items function 
more like depots from where further distribution is organised. Distribution 
of cold storage goods in a hot climate needs to be tightly controlled. 

Two extreme types of channels are presented for the distribution of 
general merchandise. Khimji Ramdas organises a co-ordinated and 
streamlined channel with a branch and professional company salesmen in 
the region, while itinerant traders operate a fragmented channel. The latter 
buy directly from suppliers in the capital area and Dubai and sell to 
wholesale and retail outlets in the region. Khimji Ramdas is market 
oriented and its salesmen are professionalised, pursuing an active, or 
even aggressive marketing style. Their customers profit from credit 
arrangements. The itinerant traders are independent, flexible, efficient and 
also very active, visiting a large number of shops to ensure regular and 
reliable customers from whom they obtain profitable sales. They work in a 
self-exploiting manner and their customers profit from lower prices, 
through lower profit margins and less overhead costs. Multinational 
companies such as the distributors of petroleum products and cars, follow 
a marketing strategy through vertically integrated channels and they 
exercise full downward control through franchisees and branches. They 
implement a similar type of organisation world-wide. 

The marketing strategies of the suppliers in the described channels range 
between passive, semi-passive and active marketing. The position of the 
local traders, which is a focus of this chapter, depends on their position in 
the distribution network and the degree to which they are controlled by 
commercial institutions located outside the region. Following Dannhaeuser 
(1973, 1983), the local traders are looked at from the perspective of their 
position along the independence-control continuum. Whereas the branch 
managers are typically at the control end; being employed by the head 
office, the traders operating in the fragmented channel, are at the 
independence end. The latter can more or less freely decide about their 
sales policies and maintain trade links with their own choice of trade 
partners. Vertically integrated, monopolistic organisations may steer much 
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development potential away from the local commercial sector (Hardoy and 
Satterthwaithe, 1986). However, active marketing through sales branching 
in the region is pursued by only a limited number of companies. The fact 
that independent traders do not have contractual obligations to company 
salesmen means that they are not in a position where they could be 
exploited by the companies from the capital area. In fact Omani traders 
arouse the dismay of some company salesmen who complain that they 
cannot get any commitment from them to order regular supplies. Local 
Omani traders in particular remain independent, keeping their options for 
different choices open. 

The different types of trading channels can also be characterised by how 
"open" or "closed" for access a channel is to independent traders. A 
channel is completely "open" if any trader can deal with anyone for any 
type of good, unconditionally. The extreme type of an open channel is 
represented by the market (suq or bazaar) a place where anyone can 
offer his or her goods for sale and the price is left free to the market. On 
the other hand, a channel is characterised as a closed one if no 
independent trader can enter the channel. The extreme type of a closed 
channel is the vertically integrated channel organised by corporate 
companies such as Shell, BP and Toyota which operate through local 
branches. No one who is not employed by the corporate company has 
access to this distribution system and prices are more or less fixed. The 
trading channels in the region are almost all on the "open" end of the 
continuum, which means that traders have easy access to these 
channels. In this situation competition will be fierce and prices (relatively) 
low. 

However the distribution network is not static. Dannhaeuser (1981) 
mentioned the evolutionary stages marketing channels go through as 
distributors try to exercise more downward control. For example in al-
Sharqiyah, the petrol distributor who fixes the distribution pattern of 
brand-exclusive goods through "milkman's rounds" and limits the period of 
paying for the owner, thus pursues increasing downward control and 
curtails a former rather independent franchisee. Indeed, the outlet 
becomes more a retail branch whereby the revenues for the owner 
compare better with the salary of a branch manager. Opportunities for 
potential local traders to enter the commercial sector as independents, will 
become limited when more companies pursue an active marketing 
strategy through branching. At the same time, companies from the capital 
area which operate with company salesmen are limited in expanding their 
control because the market is limited, shops are small with an uncertain 
viability, the region is too far away and competition is fierce. Mobile traders 
in competition for the distribution of general merchandise, successfully 
restrict the ambitions of K.R. and other large companies to control 
downward distribution, because they can operate on a cheaper, more 
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flexible and efficient basis. They have managed to operate, and virtually 
control a successful channel for fresh products such as fresh fruit and 
vegetables, which is advantageous for consumers in a hot climate such as 
prevails in Oman. The size of the market and competition therefore 
discourages branching and even pushing too hard in sales marketing may 
have an adverse effect on the sales. 

It is important to study the mass import of consumer goods because it 
contributes to the understanding of the development process (see 
Dannhaeuser 1983, 1987). In al-Sharqiyah, a large part of expenditures 
flow in this subsector. Moreover, distribution channels which form a social 
and economic linkage between the supplier and consumer transform the 
trade units positioned along the channel. In al-Sharqiyah the penetration 
of sophisticated marketing channels and strategies in the regional 
commerce has improved wholesale and retail services through 
streamlined distribution and contributes to the development of the traders. 
Under the supervision of semi-professional company salesmen, local 
shopkeepers develop the organisation of the business, the display of 
goods, and learn about matters of hygiene and quality control. A wide 
range of products become available for relatively low prices, giving 
incentives for other economic activities and investments. Sales 
penetration and branching have partially replaced the traditional marketing 
structure. However co-ordinated channels co-exist with the traditional, 
fragmented channels which continue to play a vital role in the distribution 
network of consumer goods as well as local produce. 

Thus the inter-regional trade network has been developed in a relatively 
short period (10 years) as a flexible, efficient distribution system with a 
large variety of marketing channels serving a multiplicity of outlets even in 
the remotest areas of the region. The efficient distribution of imported 
goods however has had disadvantageous effects. Local markets are 
inundated by industrial mass consumer goods, and this has speeded up 
the stagnation in the local production of for example household items 
made from date-palms, which could not compete with the imported items. 
This has meant a loss in labour and income for locals and a waste of raw 
materials which now get discarded such as palm-fronds, fibre and 
branches of the date-trees. The knowledge and skills of traditional 
production techniques, such as spinning, weaving and knitting are also 
declining (Crocker and Heath, 1988). Furthermore, competition with 
imported produce hampers initiatives to reintroduce agricultural activities 
in the region (Christy, 1988). However one can maintain that a shift from 
traditional crafts and other time consuming production techniques to 
industrial manufactured goods from abroad is typical for a local economy 
integrating into a world economy and where capitalisation and a division of 
labour based on comparative advantage enters the local economy. In that 
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situation, it is necessary that people who cannot earn a living from the 
trade anymore have other opportunities to earn an income. 

From the economic point of view, the distribution network of consumer 
goods through a large number and variety of distribution channels and a 
multiplicity of merchants in competition with one another can be expected 
to have little or no defections, but there is the danger of waste of capital 
and energy. Multiplicity of traders elsewhere, has been analysed by 
various authors. Ward (1960) and Geertz (1979) drew the attention to an 
important reason for this i.e., the limited number of debtors a (small) 
creditor can have. According to Ward this limit is set by two factors: "first 
the small amount of capital available to the creditor and second the 
necessity for the creditor (..) to have a personal knowledge of the 
character and circumstances of his debtor (Ward, 1960, p. 163). This 
situation indeed characterises to some extent the regional trade, in which 
immigrant traders in particular represent an extremely risky group, 
because of their position as sojourners. Even more so when they are 
doing business illegally. However in al-Sharqiyah, as in the whole of 
Oman, another important cause for the multiplicity of (immigrant) traders 
must be attributed to the system of sponsorship which ultimately regulates 
entrance of a large number of the traders into local commerce. This 
system is not linked to consumer demand, nor to the system of credit, but 
basically to local inhabitants who have some capital and are interested to 
invest in a business. The persistance of immigrants in obtaining 
sponsorship so that they can run a shop or van is also an important factor 
in starting a business. Whether the business turns out to be profitable or 
not is often not the concern of the sponsor, as long as he receives the fee 
from the immigrant trader, or he may not know. Hence the danger of 
wasting capital and effort. 

The ethnic factor seems to play a role in the local trade sector. The picture 
drawn may even suggest a situation which compares with a trading 
diaspora as described by Cohen, "(..) when men from one ethnic group 
control all or most of the stages of the trade in specific commodities" 
(Cohen, 1971, p. 266). Although no commodity is exclusively in the hands 
of one ethnic group, from the point of view of the Omani traders, 
immigrants operate in channels different from theirs. Immigrants control a 
large part of the distribution and sales network as mobile traders and as 
shopkeepers, and they dominate in co-ordinated channels as company 
salesmen and branch managers. They are suspected of favouring their 
compatriots with lower prices though little evidence of this was collected 
during the survey. It is certainly a fact that immigrants help each other to 
obtain a sponsorship to enter trade and they assist one another when one 
of them has financial problems. Equally local Omani traders are found to 
be dominant in specific commercial sectors such as the distribution of 
grocery goods in fragmented channels and more expensive household 
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items and building material. In some vertically integrated channels (such 
as Toyota) locals are employed as managers for public relations purposes 
or as drivers or guards, jobs which offer some independence. Petrol 
companies operate exclusively with Omani dealers because these have 
title deeds to land and access to banking facilities necessary for the 
investments. As dealers they also operate more or less independently. 
Omani traders in general prefer to be independent or to enter trade 
relationships which are not fixed. They operate more independently than 
their immigrant counterparts. By shopping around, the Omani 
entrepreneur becomes familiar with the market, makes choices and 
controls quality and price. 

Immigrants form a separate group, and even though they are integrated 
economically, they are less integrated in other spheres of local society 
(some individuals may be integrated however, see also Chapter 4). 
However, the mixed origin of the immigrants, (e.g. Gujerati, Malabari, 
Bengali and Pakistani), their temporary stay and bachelor status are 
barriers to the formation of a social, cultural and economically 
homogeneous and autonomous group, which could develop the stability, 
trust, co-ordination and co-operation, necessary for the development of, 
for example, a trading diaspora. 

The characterisation of typical Omani or immigrant trading sectors has 
more to do with factors such as the social and economic situation of the 
traders and the type of goods than with their ethnicity. Indeed, the position 
of immigrant traders in Oman compares better with the position of 
temporary residents in a foreign country (Bonacich, 1973, in her study of 
middleman minorities). These so called sojourners prefer employment in 
jobs characterised by a high degree of liquidity, so that they can move if 
necessary. This is certainly the case for immigrant traders in Oman. The 
fact that many immigrants are illegally operating in trade, contributes to 
this situation. The position of traders as temporary residents, determine 
even to some extent the channel organisation, especially when this is 
characterised by fragmentation, limited contracts between suppliers and 
retailers and cash deals, small shops and vehicles, whereby the initial 
investments are usually made by the sponsor. The goods in which, in 
particular, itinerant traders deal, such as small and cheap goods with a 
high turnover, fit the strategy of mobility and flexibility that the immigrant 
traders pursue. 

Immigrant workers contribute to a large extent to the efficient and effective 
marketing system that operates in the region, distributing a large quantity 
of consumer goods throughout the region. However their overall 
contribution to the economy is at least ambivalent. Immigrant traders are 
in a relatively favourable position in commerce because they are flexible, 
have long working hours, limited social obligations and aim for lower profit 
margins. This is beneficial for the consumers but in various situations 
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detrimental to the position of Omani traders. Furthermore, the monthly fee 
they pay to innumerable sponsors is an attractive additional income for a 
large number and variety of people (even Omani traders sponsor 
immigrant traders), who do not necessarily belong to a well-to-do class of 
people. Thus they contribute to a spread of income. At the same time 
most of the profit that expatriates earn in trade is not reinvested in the 
sector but leaves the country as remittances (see also Chapter 4). This 
hampers the expansion and transformation of businesses. Furthermore 
the presence of immigrant shopkeepers and their keenness to work in the 
trading sector pose serious limits for the expansion and access of Omani 
enterprises, especially in periods of limited economic growth such as has 
been witnessed since the mid 1980s. Their involvement "closes" channels 
off for Omani traders. 

Local Omani traders and other people involved are aware of the complex 
situation and the issue is often discussed in places such as the Chambers 
of Commerce and governmental bodies. Some traders request the 
assistance of the government in restricting immigration to protect the 
market from too much competition. However the government, though 
concerned about the problem, is reluctant to intervene in the commercial 
sector because "trade should be free", and competition is favourable for 
low prices and efficient distribution, which benefits all consumers. Other 
traders realise they are themselves involved in the system; as long as 
they sponsor immigrants who operate as independent traders they face 
unequal competition. They maintain that they have to agree among 
themselves to stop the system of sponsorship. Local traders also believe 
that after all, they can compete with foreigners when they operate on a 
slightly larger scale, thus benefitting from the economies of scale. This is 
possible when they can make use of their network and when they have 
access to cheap capital. 

At present the commercial sector involved in the inter-regional trade is 
characterised by a large variety of commercial units, distribution channels, 
and marketing strategies. However, fragmentation is (still) the dominant 
characteristic of regional commerce. For example the three types of 
enterprises distinguished are not hierarchically ordered and operate rather 
in isolation. They are supplied separately through different channels. 
Furthermore the virtual absence of horizontal links and co-operation 
between channels and units within the areas (wilayats) and between the 
areas is striking. Omani enterprises supply some shops in the hinterland, 
but few other areas and most enterprises with their head office in the 
region have no branches (which deal with the same type of goods) in the 
same region. Corporate branches mostly have the function of depots, 
rather than of full-fledged wholesale shops. The wholesale function of 
immigrant enterprises is limited to trading a number of exclusive brand 
goods such as cigarettes and milkpowder. In fact, shopkeepers in each 
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area maintain their own linkage with suppliers in the capital area, Nizwa 
and Dubai. The reasons for this piecemeal character of the inter-regional 
trade are primarily economic ones. For example; the multiplicity of mobile 
traders controlling a large part of the retail sales in the areas with their 
efficient distribution network, limits for local shops, as well as for corporate 
branches, the possibility of developing a wholesale/retail network in the 
region. Moreover, immigrant enterprises are not in a position to perform 
this function beause they have investment restrictions and Omani 
enterprises have difficulties competing. The fact that various types of 
channels are entirely or predominantly operated by either Omanis or 
immigrants, is also a barrier to interaction. 

There is also a geographical reason for the fragmented character of the 
regional commerce. This is the absence of a truly central place (Smith, 
1976) within the region, which could function as an intermediate level of 
distribution between the capital area and the wilayats. This absence is 
due to a variety of factors such as mentioned above. It is also a factor of 
political history and relates to the autonomous, at times even antagonistic 
position of the areas within the region. Traditionally each area was 
relatively independent. Each has had its own tribal affiliations and the 
areas were politically interlinked mainly through temporary coalitions vis-a
vis the central power (see Chapter 2). As the areas and regions integrate 
politically in the nation state so will they also integrate in the modern 
economy, while developing further linkages and interdependences. If local 
ports were again allocated facilities to import and export goods, the 
orientation of traders for imported goods could be diverted from the capital 
area, towards regional centres. This would also contribute to diminish 
transportation costs. 

The government's involvement in trading is mainly aimed at the control of 
quality and price. Programmes for the development of the economic 
sector, involving subsidies and banking facilities, are planned for the 
purpose of diversification. The Oman Development Bank has financed 
some initiatives in the region, whereby emphasis is given to industrial and 
large scale enterprises. The government is concerned about the effects of 
(illegal) immigrant trade, but acknowledges also the advantages of 
foreigners in trade, who contribute to an efficient and effective service 
sector of high quality and low prices, which benefits all consumers in the 
country. However the government may become convinced of the 
necessity of intervening in the commercial sector, not to curtail the 
freedom of the private sector, but in order to enhance local Omani access 
to all economic sectors in the region and to adhere to its policy of human 
resources development. 

The problem of unemployment, which is encroaching upon the national 
and regional economy, and which affects young Omanis, may induce the 
government to develop a (regional) programme with the objective of 
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expanding the number of locals entering the trading sector which has a 
large potential. This can be done through a policy similar to the one 
implemented in the agricultural and fisheries sector, with banking facilities 
and subsidies to facilitate locals who wish to enter these sub-sectors. With 
a low interest loan, Omanis can be helped to begin a business which 
would operate on a slightly larger scale than those businesses which 
immigrants run. In addition, the government can develop a programme to 
train young people in the skills in trading. These programmes should be 
widely published in the region and made easily accessible for locals. 
Women should be a special target group in these programmes. Many 
people, men and women, are motivated to become traders; it is part and 
parcel of their everyday lives and the skills of trading come quite naturally. 
However, because of schooling, young people are less often in a position 
to learn from watching and helping their fathers or relatives who have a 
business. Young starters need some encouragement and incentive to get 
through the initial period of doing business in a very competitive 
environment. The issue of debts hampers in particular Omani enterprising 
and needs to be seriously looked into. 

Further studies need also to be undertaken on the direction further 
development of the distribution network will take; what potential avenues 
are open to Omani traders and what barriers to access emerge? The 
approach of studying the various and competing distribution channels for 
a particular product is recommended to obtain an overview of the entire 
route a particular product takes to the consumer. Using this commodity-
specific approach will often make interventions limited in scope, cost, time 
and complexity (Boomgard et al., 1992). 
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Fisheries 

Introduction 

Next to agriculture and animal husbandry, fisheries are the mainstay of 
the population in al-Sharqiyah, in which sector some 6000 people 
(including fish traders) are artisanally engaged. Fish is exchanged with 
other producers who form, with the fishermen, an economically 
interdependent group. Part of the catch is also destined for markets 
outside the region. A transformation of the fisheries sector began in the 
late 1970s when the fishermen began to upgrade and modernise the fleet 
with loans and subsidies made available by the government. In response, 
traders developed an efficient and effective distribution network 
throughout the region and to markets in the neighbouring states. This 
chapter deals with the contemporary fisheries sector. It reports on the life 
of the fishing population and gives an account of the production, 
processing and marketing of fish. The chapter also analyses the process 
of capitalisation in the sector and the effect export companies have on the 
artisanal catch and the local distribution of fish. Finally it discusses the 
future prospects of fisheries in al-Sharqiyah. The chapter is based on data 
obtained during several field trips to the fishing communities. A longer visit 
was made to al-Ashkharah, in particular, and during this visit the author 
accompanied several fishing trips. In most locations interviews and 
extensive discussions were held with fishermen, traders, their family 
members and other informants. Further data has been obtained from 
interviews with representatives of trading companies and the Ministry of 
Fisheries in the capital area, in addition to quite a number of studies and 
reports which have already been executed as part of the government 
programme on fisheries development. 
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Fishing communities 

The population 

Al-Sharqiyah region borders both the Gulf and the Arabian Sea which 
provide access for the population to maritime activities, such as trading 
and fisheries. A large number of fishing communities are located in a 
variety of landscapes which stretch along the 300 km. coastline between 
Sur and Filim. They are positioned in a largely hostile environment of 
sandy and rocky plains, saltflats, sand-hills and steep mountains, remote 
from other inhabitated areas. The inland oases are at a distance of some 
50 km, which in earlier times used to take a long daytrip by camel or 
donkey. The rough, barren and sandy terrain made many fishing 
communities difficult to access and the life of the fisherfolk used to be 
isolated and tough. Notwithstanding the inhospitability of the coastal zone, 
the history of its habitation is long. Remains of shell middens along the 
coast give evidence of its exploitation as early as the fourth millenium ВС 
(Edens, 1988). Recent excavations near Ras al-Hadd indicate habitation 
in the second millenium ВС by people who had trade links with India 
(Pers. comm. Lancaster, 1989). 

The origin of the fishing population is not clear. They may predominantly 
be descendants from the Al Azd tribes which migrated from Yemen via the 
coast north-eastwards during the first or second century A.D. (Wilkinson, 
1977). It is not known whether they replaced or integrated with an earlier 
population. The inhabitants, in particular from the encampments in the 
stretch south of al-Khuwaymah, see themselves as Bedouin (Lancaster, 
1988). In all communities a large proportion of the population is active in 
sea related activities such as fishing, processing, trading and boat 
building. 

In total about 25 settlements are situated between Sur and Filim. The two 
islands Masirah, and Mahawt also have a predominantly fishing 
population. The settlements vary in size between the relatively large port 
of Sur, which has a population of an estimated 60,000 people and the 
small harbours with a population between 2000 and 7000 people. Smaller 
encampments with a population between 50 and 500 people are found on 
the edge of the Sands, south of al-Khuwaymah (Plate 13). Al-Ashkharah, 
located halfway between Ras al-Hadd and Bar al-Hikman for example is 
typical for a small harbour: 

Al-Ashkharah has a population of over 5000 people. 'Its houses are dotted along a 
horseshoe shaped bay and up and beyond a slight incline which faces the sea. The 
large greyish and yellow stone slabs used for construction come from the nearby rocky 
hills and nicely attune the village to its immediate surroundings. Fisheries activities 
take place mainly on the beaches surrounding the bay. Here a large number of 
fibreglass skiffs lay in a row, drawn high on the beach. Several small quadrangular fish 
stations are built halfway up the beach to offer shade to the fishermen, traders and 
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other visitors. These are open at the sides to let the breeze come in. Piles of nets lay 
drying nearby. The remnants of some large wooden boats which lie dilapidated in the 
sand, also offer shade. During the day one can spot about 40 large dhows anchored 
on the approaches one mile out at sea. At one end of the bay a man works on the 
timber skeleton of a boat. It is built in a small yard fenced off from the rest of the beach 
with nets draped around some erected poles. 

The town has one primary school. The nearest secondary school is in Bani bu Ali, the 
nearest oasis, some 50 km inland. The official clinic has a doctor and two nurses, but 
no beds. Women deliver their babies in the hospital in Bani bu Ali. A number of shops 
and one petrol station supply the inhabitants with necessary goods. Diesel operated 
generators provide electricity for the houses and shops. They emit their smoke and 
noise into the streets. There is no sewage system in the village. Al-Ashkharah is 
supplied with water from a desalination plant 15 km away, because local fresh water 
resources are insufficient. The water is delivered to each house and stored in a large 
tank on the roof. Water resources do not allow for agricultural activities in the town. 
Goats and sheep are taken away to the wadi and hills nearby, for a scanty grazing. 
Occassionally one can see a few cows grazing in this barren land. They provide their 
owners with milk. 

Life in the village evolves around fishing. Most of the men are fishermen, fish 
processor or fish trader. Everyday around three o'clock, after prayer-time, the dhow 
crews gather at the beach and prepare themselves for a night's fishing. They return at 
sunrise. Fishermen who use the skiffs leave early in the morning and land their catch 
at midday. 

The road which connects the village with Bilad bani bu AH leads through an inhospitable 
but impressive landscape of gravel plains, rocky hills and spurs of the nearby sand 
desert. The track often gets blown over by sand and needs weekly clearing. Sand 
dunes block the road completely during the summer month when the people move out 
to their summer residences and traffic is limited. The climate along this part of the coast 
is mild and even in summer the south-west monsoon brings wind and cool air from the 
ocean. For this reason, people from the inland oases and the capital area are 
interested in building a summer resort in this remote place (Field notes, 19Θ9,1990). 

The fishing harbours north of al-Ashkharah are comparable in size. 
Graded and recently surfaced roads connect them with one another and 
with the interior oases. The travel time from this area to the capital is at 
present about five hours driving. 

The fishing communities located along the coastal stretch south of 
al-Khuwaymah are smaller and even more isolated. The graded road 
running from al-Ashkharah southwards becomes a sand track at 
al-Khuwaymah, only usable by vehicles with four wheel drive. At low tide 
truckers take the beach road. The sand desert reaches into this area. 
Along the coast line vaulting aeolionite rock formations crop up. These 
used to offer the settlements protection from the sea (and attacks from 
pirates). Encampments are also hidden in the interdune valleys. A few 
boats on the beach, a fishing station near the high watermark, and a pile 
of dried sardines covered under nets are evidence of the inland 
encampments. The houses in this area are built from palm-fronds, 
tarpaulin or plywood. Further south, at Ras al-Ruways high cliffs obstruct 
the beach route, leaving no road even at low tide. Car drivers have to 
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move inland and climb the high sand dunes which here come right down 
to the coast. They need skill to traverse these hills of shifting sand 
because the tracks are constantly being re-covered. The landscape here 
is dramatic and beautiful. The high hills of white sand offer a majestic view 
over the waters of the Arabian Sea. No vegetation exists here. A lonely 
camel, some huts made of palm-fronds and the occasional trucker passing 
from north to south or south to north are the only signs that human life still 
extends to this place. Down in the vales and at the coast Bedouin have a 
minimum existence with fishing as their means of subsistence. 

Modern services hardly extend into this area. There is no electricity, no 
school, and no clinic, and there are no shops. Only a few wells are to be 
found. Very few fish truckers frequent the beaches to buy fish. Kingfish 
traders usually pass by these settlements on their way to al-Duqm and al-
Jaza'r because they are not interested in small quantities or any other type 
of fish. Al-Nuqdah, which links the mainland with the island of Masirah, 
marks the beginning of the southern route around the sand desert which 
leads via al-Hajj, to the Western margin and the oases of Sanaw and al-
Mudhaybi. It is a long, bumpy and hazardous road. A sand track of some 
250 km. leads across the sand desert to Badiyah and the oasis of al-
Mintirib which is the regional market town. Fish truckers and other drivers 
prefer to take the sand track, because at the oasis it is linked with the hard 
top road to the capital area or to Dubai. 

The population of the islands of Masirah and Mahawt are also 
predominantly engaged in fisheries. Masirah, off the southern parí of the 
sand desert, is the largest island and has a population of about 5000 
people. It can be reached by boat from al-Nuqdah, a journey of two hours. 
From the newly built jetty at Sheena 20 km further south the crossing 
takes half an hour by motorised vessels. The elongated island (80 km long 
and 20 km wide) is mainly barren with a mountain range in the south. Hilf, 
its main town and harbour, is situated in the north-west. Small fishing 
villages, surrounded by a few date gardens are located in the eastern and 
southern part of the island. The island has piped water and a central 
electricity supply. The hospital is also used by people from the mainland 
who come by boat from al-Nuqdah and Sheena. The Ministry of Defence 
has an air base on the island which used to accomodate an American air 
force. A large number of the population earns an additional income from 
working at the base. 

The island is supplied with goods by sea, air and road. It has a connection 
by sea with Sur from which port large boats set off for the south coast of 
the Peninsula and East Africa. These boats used to call at Masirah to 
obtain fresh food and water. Several traders living on the island originate 
from Sur and they like to boast that they sell the same goods which are 
available in Sur and also in the capital area. The goods which are 
transported by road arrive from the capital area and the port of Dubai via 
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the southern route and the western margin of the Sands. Fish from the 
island reaches its destination via the same route in reverse direction. In 
1985 a jetty was built on the island to facilitate loading and unloading of 
ships, which previously used to be done through the surf. Small planes 
from Sur and the capital area can land on the Ministry of Defence airstrip 
near Hilf. 

The size of the population of Mahawt is much smaller; about 1000. The 
island is located opposite Filim, in a bay enclosed by the peninsular Bar 
al-Hikman and the mainland. The island is partly embedded in dense 
mangrove thickets and at low tide it can be reached from Filim by foot. It 
has no infrastructure of roads, water and electricity. At high tide only, 
water can be obtained by boat from the desalination plant in Filim. The 
place compares in that respect with the encampments of the southern 
coastal stretch. The population, traditionally engaged in fisheries and 
maritime trading began to move to the mainland in the early 1980s when 
facilities such as a school and a clinic became available there. Most of 
them settle in encampments near Filim and in al-Hajj. Fishing activities are 
still mainly conducted from the island where the large dhows are moored. 

The Bedouin population of the fishing communities, are interlinked with 
the pastoral nomads and sedentary people of the oases towns through 
tribal affiliation. This interlinkage may well be the result of a strategy of 
occupational diversification which is seen among Bedouin tribes 
throughout the Arabian Peninsula (see also Chapter 2). Tribal members 
usually ensure various options are available for them to pursue, in case 
economic opportunities change. In his study of the bedouin fishing 
population of al-Sharqiyah, Lancaster (1988) mentioned that although 
occupational groups are interrelated through kinship, their members do 
not switch as readily as their brethren in Jordan and Syria. He found that 
fishermen had been in the profession for a long time, one reason being 
the fact that fishing is a specialisation and it is impracticable to switch. It 
also indicates that Bedouin have been able to make a satisfactory living 
out of fishing. 

In May the families from the coastal communities and the islands move to 
the inland oases to spend the summer there. They join the Bedouin of the 
Sands who also migrate to the oases for this period. In September the 
people return to their respective settlements and encampments (see 
Chapter 3). Increased income has enabled the fishermen to rebuild their 
temporary housing - originally made of palm-fronds - on the fringes of the 
oases. Nowadays the constructions are made of permanent cement block 
houses, although they are only intermittently inhabited. As a result of the 
new wealth motorised transportation also facilitates their movements and 
they frequent the oases more often to visit relatives or to purchase 
necessary items. During the summer they still move their entire 
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households to the oases and consolidate their reciprocal ties with the 
herding people and the permanent settlers. 

The size of the total population of the fishing communities in the study 
area (between Sur and Filim) is estimated to be between 35,000 and 
45,000 (own assessment, which does not include Sur). For example 
between al-Khuwaymah and (south) Ras al-Ruways ten villages were 
counted which were occupied by approximately 150 households. Between 
Sur and al-Khuwaymah there are several relatively larger villages and 
together with the islands may comprise some 30,000 people. The number 
of fishermen for the study area is estimated at 4,800. This estimate is also 
based on the results of an official survey held in the early 1980s which 
covered a larger area. This survey estimated the number of fishermen 
between Sur and Ras al-Madrakah at 5,769 (Pollnac et al., 1984). It was 
derived from a vessel inventory all along the coast, multiplied by the 
average number of fishermen per boat. This estimate can only be an 
approximation because at that time little was known about the fishing 
habits of the population. For example boats farther out at sea could not be 
counted. 

Tables 6.1 and 6.2 and Figs. 6.1 and 6.2. illustrate the offically estimated 
number of fishermen and vessels from North and South al-Sharqiyah over 
the period 1985 to 1988. The number of fishermen is significantly lower 
than that which the survey of 1984 came up with. This has to do with the 
fact that in the indicated period data samples were taken from a limited 
number of places. About 1200 vessels operate in the study area. This 
study estimates that the total fishery sector, including fish processing and 
trading employs some 6000 people, mainly men. This represents around 
15 per cent of the male population of al-Sharqiyah between 15 and 65 
years old, which numbered around 40,000 men in 1988 (Table 3.1). 

Fishing: α way of life 

Fishing is not only an occupation, it is a life style, which applies to 
fisherfolk all over the world (see also Acheson, 1981). In al-Sharqiyah 
fisheries determine the economic, social and cultural life of the fisherfolk. 
Fishing families depend on the sea and their daily life is turned towards 
the sea. The sea is also a risky working environment: "The constant threat 
of storm, accident, or mechanical failure makes fishing at sea a very 
dangerous occupation anywhere in the world" (Acheson, 1981, p. 276). 
Fishing families learn to live with it. Knowledge and skills needed for 
fishing and processing are handed down through generations of fishing 
people. 
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North al-Sharqiyah 
South al-Sharqiyah 
Oman: traditional 
Oman: industrial sector 

1 

1985 

2040 
910 

11700 
300 

Number of fishermen 

1986 

2553 
703 

12172 
300 

' : Total al-Sharqiyah 
Source : Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries 

1987 1988 

4011 
1758 5297* 

13514 15607 
300 300 

Table 6.1: Number of traditional and industrial fishermen. 

Honnn 

16000 -
14000 

_ 12000 -
E 10000 -
І 8000 -
c 6000 -

4000 -
2000 -

0 J 

__ 

1985 1986 1987 1988 

• al-Sharqiyah О Oman: traditional sector 
• Oman: industrial sector 

Fig. 6.1: Comparision of the number of fishermen. 

North al-Sharqiyah 
South al-Sharqiyah 
Oman, traditional sector 
Oman, industrial sector 

1985 

815 
531 

9214 
8 

Source : Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries 
Annual Report 1986. 

1986 

1099 
296 

9120 
8 

1987 

828 
593 

7434 
8 

1988 

1586 
753 

8775 
8 

Table 6.2: Number of fishing vessels. 



Shifting Sands 

For fishermen in al-Sharqiyah fishing is the main occupation, because the 
possibilities for agriculture and herding are limited. Daily life in the fishing 
communities is determined by the rhythm of fishing. The men have a daily 
routine; they go out fishing and when they return they occupy themselves 
for the rest of the day with activities related to fishing such as marketing, 
cleaning or cutting fish, mending nets, and maintaining boats. When the 
catch is low or the sea is too rough only then may they decide to stay 
ashore. After a few days they will become restless and prepare again for a 
fishing trip. Fishermen may go and look for fish in waters further away 
when they have had small yields for several days. They stay away from 
home for several days or even weeks: 

In April 1989, fishermen from al-Ashkharah prepare to leave for al-Duqm, which is 300 
km south. For several days catches have been low and they have heard that there is 
abundance of fish further down. The trip to al-Duqm takes one day steaming to 
Masirah and another ten hours to reach the fishing grounds. On the one hand the men 
would rather stay at home because it is Ramadhan, the month of their fasting, and they 
prefer to break the daily fasting with their family members. On the other hand, they are 
restless, because they want to fish. Boats which are entirely crewed by immigrants 
have already left. They have no families in Oman and are therefore not tied to the 
village. Several of the Omani captains then also decide to go and most of the others 
follow them. They load into their launches custard powder and jelly, which they eat to 
break their fast everyday. Once they are fishing near al-Duqm, they will spend day and 
night on board the ship. They will only go ashore to unload the fish, which they sell at 
the fish plant in al-Duqm or to the kingfish traders who follow them southward. They 
say they will certainly be back in al-Ashkharah before the Eid celebrations, at the end 
of Ramadhan (Field notes, 1989). 

1985 1986 1987 1988 

И al-Sharqiyah DOman, traditional sector BOman, industrial sector 

Fig. 6.2: Number of fishing vessels. 
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The men spend much time together at sea or on the beach where they 
exchange news on fishing and other matters of importance. They depend 
on each other for information and support at sea and at home. The 
women stay in the settlements behind the beach, where they socialise. 
They bring up the children and run their households virtually on their own. 
Taking care of the private family life is very much the responsibility of 
women in the Islamic society, though men usually educate the sons for 
public life. In the fishing communities, where the father is absent during 
most part of the day and the children receive modern education, the 
women or male relatives who are present, take over this part of the 
upbringing. Women contribute to the household income through 
shorebased activities - the processing and preserving of fish. In addition 
they sew the children's and their own clothes and sell the cuffs which they 
embroider elaborately. In earlier times they also made the ropes for the 
boats from date-tree fibres. Accustomed to absentee husbands, the 
women are quite independent, although they do not yet profit from modern 
education because their responsibilities for the family and the household 
prevents them from being away from the house for too long. Nowadays 
the girls who live in the larger villages, receive at least a primary 
education. 

The people of the fishing communities have developed an independent 
and autonomous life in response to the remoteness of the area and their 
particular way of life. Even so they have always maintained close contacts 
with people from other occupational groups and from other coastal 
communities, whereby (the exchange of) fish played an intermediary role. 

Exchange offish 

Fish as the produce of the fishing activities, is paramount in the economic 
and social life of the families. Fish means daily food for the fishing 
families. This is important in a remote environment where agricultural 
produce and livestock is limited. It is distributed free to all kinsmen. Fish is 
exchanged in the community outside the economic sphere in the network 
of mutual obligations and help between relatives and neighbours such as 
the sadaqa. When in the old days villagers left for a trip to Africa, their 
family could enlist the help of neighbours to provide them with fish. A rule 
still exists which says that no house should be without fish when another 
house has excess. Children are sent over to supply the house which has 
no fish. However, in recent years fish has become more and more a 
commodity for which even locals from the community sometimes have to 
pay. 

Fish is also important in the trade network between the coastal 
communities and people who have no direct access to fishing. It is traded 
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with the people from other occupational groups with whom they have an 
interdependent economic relationship. During summer when the fishing 
people move to the inland oases, they exchange their produce with the 
goods needed to sustain them for another six months along the coast, 
such as dates, goats, sheep, other agricultural produce and building 
materials. 

Fish used to be a product for exchange in the maritime trade that 
connected the fishing communities with the southern part of the 
Peninsula, the East African coast and India. The people joined the large 
and small wooden boats which departed from Sur, Ras al-Hadd, al-
Ashkharah and the island of Mahawt to call at ports in Dhofar, Yemen, 
Socotra, Somalia and the Swahili coast or on the Indian subcontinent. The 
cargo of these boats consisted of dates, cotton from India, incense, oil, 
flour, spices, cotton material and also fish which was often caught 
underway and sold fresh or dried in the ports. An older inhabitant of 
al-Ashkharah remembers the occasion when boats were prepared for a 
long trip to another continent: 

"When the boat was ready to leave, we all, ok) and young people came to the beach to 
bid the seamen farewell. Twenty people tugged the ropes, towing the boat to sea. The 
voyage was long and hazardous and the people on board did not always return safely. 
When a boat arrived after a year's absence, we came again to give them a welcome 
and a crowd of people was dancing and singing on the beach to receive their family 
members in full state. We all helped to tug the boat ashore, where it was unloaded, 
cleaned and repaired; ready for the next sailing trip". (Field notes, 1989). 

As a result of these contacts with people from other cultures, which could 
end up in marriages, the population of the coastal villages adopted foreign 
traditions and lifestyles. These have been fully integrated into their own 
culture. The music and dancing for example reflects a mixture of Arab, 
African (i.e. Swahilan) and Indian influences. 

The oil era 

When the coastal trade lost its importance, intercontinental links stopped 
and the economic situation became depressed, the inhabitants fell back 
on the fishing activities. Others left to live and work in Africa or other Gulf 
countries. Several of those who went to neighbouring countries took up 
fishing. Later, when Sur lost its trade activities because all imported goods 
had to be cleared in Muscat, its inhabitants continued fishing and boat 
building. At present it still has the largest fishing fleet and its docks still 
offer fishermen in al-Sharqiyah the only facility along the coast to repair 
and clean their wooden boats. From the early 1970s when oil dollars 
began to pour In the country, many locals who lived elsewhere were 
attracted to the new opportunities at home and returned. The building of 
the infrastructure and in particular the construction of the black top road in 
1978 which crosses the region and connects the coastal area with Muscat 
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and Dubai, gave an enormous impetus to the economy. The local 
population responded actively to the new incentives and the fishermen 
began to invest their savings in new boats and equipment. As a result the 
coastal communities closely follow the inland oases in their growth (Plate 
12). Life at the coast rapidly changes. New services reach the fishing 
harbours. The old wooden houris which used to sail to the African coast, 
are now laying idle on the beach, dilapidated they only render service to 
processors who dry the salted fish on their decks, where it is protected 
from sand and foxes. Their proud sterns are dumb witnesses of adventure 
in foreign and far off places (Plate 14). Employment in the government 
administration offers the inhabitants a new source of income and new 
waves of migration once more take the villagers away from their home 
lands. They commute on a weekly basis to the capital area or on a 
monthly basis to other Gulf states, although many resume their fishing 
activities during the weekend and holidays (see also Chapter 4). 

A large part of the population continues to make a living from fishing 
though these people do not represent the majority any more. For example 
in al-Ashkharah the sample survey held by the Naib-Wali in 1987 (Chapter 
4), estimated that 45 per cent of the men were fishermen, while 25 per 
cent worked in the United Arab Emirates, 15 per cent were traders and 15 
per cent worked in government jobs, either in the region or in Muscat. On 
the basis of the underlying study it is estimated that for the smaller 
settlements the percentage of fishermen is somewhat higher, with a 
smaller number working abroad and probably none working in the 
government. For Sur the figure for the last category is undoubtedly higher, 
with a relatively lower number of fishermen. Notwithstanding the decline in 
numbers, the fishermen in al-Sharqiyah are generally satisfied with their 
work, according to the general survey held in the region in the early 1980s 
(Pollnac et al., 1984). They like the independent way of life. The age of 
fishermen in that survey ranged between 14 and 60 years, which means 
also that younger men are interested in following the occupation of their 
fathers, because it is seen as an attractive one. 

Fish production 

Fishing 

Al-Sharqiyah has rich fishing grounds. The steady winds of the south-west 
monsoon blowing from April until September parallel to its coast line, 
cause an upwelling of deep, cold and nutrient rich water. This leads to an 
explosive growth of plankton which attracts and feeds a large variety of 
fish. More than 150 species of edible fish have been identified belonging 
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to large and small pelagic and demersal fish and crustaceans. Important 
for the regional fisheries in particular are large pelagic fish such as 
kingfish (Scomboromorus commerson), various types of tuna (Thunnus 
albacares and T. tonggol) and shark (Sphyraenidae). Small pelagics are 
mostly represented by mackerell (Carangidae) and sardines (Clupeidae, 
Sardinella longiceps) and demersals by grouper (Serranidae) and breams 
(Sparidae). Furthermore, cuttlefish (Cephalopoda), lobster (Panuliridae) 
and shrimps (Penaeidae) are also an important part of the catch. Pearls 
may have been fished near the island of Masirah, but nowadays no 
evidence of this fishing exists. 

Fishing is conducted during most parts of the year and the seasons for the 
most favoured species of fish roughly follow one another. Kingfish is 
caught from September until December with a peak in October. Various 
types of tuna are abundant from January until April. All kinds of demersal 
are caught from September to April. Lobster fishing occurs most of the 
year round, with the exception of the period from May untili the end of 
August, when it is forbidden by law. Between June and September when 
most families move into the inland oases there is less fishing. The sea 
may also be too rough to lauch and land boats and thus to go fishing. 

Fishery in al-Sharqiyah is typically a small-scale or artisanal sector. 
Vessels are smal in size and of relatively low capital value. Fishing is a 
manual occupation and landings are made on the beach. The large variety 
of fish and the seasonality of species such as kingfish, tuna and lobster 
enables fishermen to go for different types of fish using various 
techniques. Sardines are mostly caught with circular throw nets, close to 
the beach or through beach seining. Troll-lines, hand-lines, fixed or drifting 
gillnets of 100 mm mesh (sometimes up to 100 sections attached 
together), are cast from different types of boats to catch large pelagics 
and demersals. Crustaceans such as lobster and shrimps are caught in 
nets and traps. Around the island of Mahawt, women collect by hand the 
fish which get trapped in the mangrove roots. 

The fishermen at present use two types of boats: the traditional wooden 
dhows (Plate 15) and new fibreglass or aluminum skiffs. The latter, 
introduced in the 1970s gradually replaced the dug-out canoe. The 
wooden dhows are built in various local harbours and differ slightly in 
shape and size; the largest types are built in Sur and the smaller ones in 
Masirah, al-Ashkharah and in a few other places along the coast. The 
most popular ones are the sambuq in Sur, the lynchaat (arabised form of 
launch) in al-Ashkharah and the houri on Masirah. Their size varies from 
18 to 20 feet and they are crewed by four to six people. In the 1960s and 
1970s these vessels were adapted from sailing boats to become 
motorized ones with inboard engines. The dhows anchor on the 
roadsteads at al-Ashkharah and at most villages down the coast, or are 
left to lay dry during low tide in the harbour in Mahawt and in the tidal inlet 
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(khoñ of Sur. In Sur and Masirah most boats land the fish at the newly 
built jetty. In all other places, the fish (and the crew) is ferried across to the 
harbour. When the boats need diesel, crew members push the drums 
through the surf, while they swim, which is a heavy labour. 

Fishermen with dhows go fishing over night. They catch large pelagics 
such as shark, mackerell and kingfish as well as demersals. They cast a 
number of drifting gillnets per boat, the total length of which may be one 
and a half km. When the weather is calm, fishermen from al-Ashkharah 
have a quiet trip and spend a peaceful night out at sea, such as I joined 
one night in April 1989: 

After noon prayers, the crew gathers at the beach to prepare for the trip. They load 
onto the skiff the nets which have been repaired during the day and food such as rice, 
dates and oranges. Water, petrol and blankets are already on board the dhow. When 
all the crew is aboard the skiff, we ferry across to the approaches where the wooden 
vessel is anchored. When all people and goods have been transferred to the dhow the 
captain starts the engine and the boat leaves for its fishing trip. After a few hours 
motoring in a south-westerly direction, the engine is stopped. Three of the men cast 
some sixteen nets while they sing a special song. It is important that they cast the nets 
smoothly without sudden jerks, which goes better when they co-ordinate the work 
through the rhythm of a song. When they are ready, the sun is setting and it is time for 
prayers and the meal of rice and fish. It is completely dark when the crew settles to 
spend the night at sea. We drink coffee, talk or watch the star-spangled sky. Because 
the men are tired, and the weather is stable they prepare to go to sleep. Some 
descend into the hold, others take a blanket and doze on deck and I do the same. The 
boat is left to drift quietly behind the nets. 

Later that night the men get up to haul the nets for the first time. They sing again their 
work song to accompany and ease the heavy labour. The fish caught with their gills in 
the nets are disentangled and left on deck. Once more the men cast the nets. When 
the work is done, they all go back to sleep. Early in the morning, they repeat the 
hauling and reap the harvest before the boat returns to shore. At sunrise the village of 
al-Ashkharah appears in view. The crew anchors the boat on the roadsteads, transfers 
the fish to the skiff and arrives through the surf ashore (Field notes, 1989). 

On other days the sea may be rougher and the fishing trip is more tiring. 
Fishermen who fish with fibreglass or aluminum boats leave early in the 
morning alone or with one crew member. They collect fish from fixed nets, 
which have been set the day before. The catch may be lobster or the 
same type of fish as that which dhows catch. Other men prefer to go line 
fishing together, each bringing his own hand lines. Fibreglass and 
aluminum skiffs have become very popular for people who prefer to fish 
on an individual basis. Government subsidies help fishing people to buy 
such skiffs. These types of boats are imported from abroad. 
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Organisation of the crew 

Fishing crews all over the world are organised according to a system of 
sharing the revenues of the catch to spread the risk of fishing (Acheson, 
1981). Fishermen in al-Sharqiyah also use a sharing system, though the 
arrangements vary in detail from place to place and from boat to boat. In 
most cases crew members (including the captain) together receive half of 
the proceeds of the catch, the other half being reserved for the boat. 
Typical for artisanal fisheries, the owner is usually himself involved in 
fishing and shares the catch with the crew. In those instances where the 
owner does not participate but has a captain to go out fishing for him, a 
slightly larger share of revenues is reserved for the boat and owner and 
the rest is shared between the captain and the crew. Some captains allot 
some more money to crew members they think do a particularly good job, 
to retain their loyalty. Thus they anticipate crew instability, which is known 
elsewhere to be a result of the shares system (see Acheson, 1981). 
Foreign members of the crew are mostly paid a fixed wage. The owner 
provides petrol and food and accounts are usually settled once a month. 

Fishermen who own or use fibreglass skiffs invite others to join and each 
takes with him his own hand lines. Upon arrival at the beach they 
individually sell the catch of highly valued fish and jointly auction the 
cheaper species. Revenues of the latter sale are set aside for petrol, food 
and boat maintenance. (The auction will be more elaborated on in a later 
part of this chapter). 

Recruitment of crew for the sea-going dhows is the responsibility of the 
captain (nokhada). He may recruit from his kin but this is not obligatory. 
Ownership of the boat, on the other hand may be shared between several 
members of one family, all of them joining the fishing trips. Captains 
however find increasing difficulty in crewing their boats. This is due to the 
fact that many crew members prefer to buy a fibreglass boat and fish 
individually, an attractive option due to the loan programme of the 
government. Another reason given is the fact that many men leave the 
village to look for better opportunities elsewhere. Fishermen therefore 
requested the government to lift the ban on migrant labour in fisheries in 
order to help solve the problem of labour shortage. In 1989 the request 
was granted and the owners of dhows are presently allowed to employ 
two immigrants as technical labourers on board ships. They are mainly 
recruited from India or Pakistan. Several entrepreneurs in fishing have 
gone a step further; they let foreign workers fish independently on their 
boats and receive a fixed fee from them. This type of enterprising will be 
examined in a later section. 
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Fishing rights 

Fishing waters around al-Sharqiyah are in principle common property in 
the sense that no one is officially barred from access. When yields 
decrease in water close by, fishermen from al-Ashkharah for example set 
off for Masirah or further south to al-Duqm and al-Jaza'r, where they join 
the local fleets. During the period of fieldwork it was observed in two 
instances that fishermen claimed some kind of fishing rights. In April 1989 
certain waters near al-Ashkharah were known to accomodate a particular 
fish and fishermen were secretive about the exact location. Also in 1989 
fishermen from Masirah kept out non-local fishermen from their fishing 
grounds. This happened when fishermen from the mainland opposite the 
island as well as trawlers from the capital area (see a later paragraph in 
this chapter) were active at the same time in waters surrounding the 
island. When fishermen from al-Ashkharah also appeared on the scene, 
locals from Masirah tried to prevent access to the latest arrivals, fearing 
low yields as a result of the fishing crowd. However the fishermen from al-
Ashkharah made clear that they were not happy to be excluded and finally 
the Wali from their town settled the dispute. The fishermen could return to 
Masirah waters. 

Fishermen use informal rules to limit fishing at particular times and places. 
For example north of Ras al-Ruways fishermen may not catch sardines 
because these fishes are food for larger pelagics (Christy, 1988). 
Furthermore fishermen acknowledge that their retreat to the oases during 
summer, benefits fish breeding (al- Mamry, 1989). 

Catch volume and value 

For a long time the quantity of fish actually landed at beaches in 
al-Sharqiyah was anyone's guess. Only in 1979 and 1984 did officials 
from the government begin to amass preliminary data on fisheries and 
since 1985 teams have operated on a more permanent basis. They record 
daily landings from Sur, Ras al-Hadd, al-Ashkharah and Ras-al Ruways. 
However this data is still unreliable because landings occur everywhere 
along the coast and most landing places are therefore not covered by 
such records. This fact is also mentioned in succesive Annual Reports 
published by the Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries. Table 6.3 and Fig. 
6.3 represent the official landings between 1985 and 1990. Landings in al-
Sharqiyah increased significantly from 31,213 tonnes in 1985 to 76,852 
tonnes in 1988 for most species. In 1987 the catch in the south of 
al-Sharqiyah represented an increase of 36 per cent and in the north of al-
Sharqiyah even of some 150 per cent, compared with the year before. 
After 1988 landings went down to 25,962 tonnes in 1990. Large pelagics 
are the preferred target group (Table 6.4 and Fig. 6.4). Sharks, valued for 
their fins, as well as sand sharks for drying, are other well-represented 
species in the catch. In 1988 landings in North and South al-Sharqiyah 
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represented 53 per cent of the total catch by traditional fishermen in the 
Sultanate. 

The value of the fish caught in North and South al-Sharqiyah is given in 
Table 6.5. for the years 1985 to 1988. The official figures ranged from 
R.O. 11 million to about R.O. 19 million. In this period fishermen in al-
Sharqiyah provided 50 per cent or more of the total value of fish caught by 
the artisanal sector in Oman, a figure ranging between R.O. 21 and R.O. 
30 million. 

North al-Sharqiyah 
South al-Sharqiyah 
Oman, traditional sector 
Oman, industrial sector 
Oman total 

1985 

16620 
14593 
81525 
13368 
94893 

1986 1987 1988 1989 

9206 22521 45664 20804 
21515 29224 31188 13527 
82776 104055 148167 105247 
13561 10956 17911 12289 

1990 

15718 
10244 
99797 
18843 

96337 115011 166078 117536 118640 

Source : Ministry ol Agriculture and Fisheries, Annual Reports 

Table 6.3: Fish landings in metric tonnes/year. 

19Ш 1997 1968 1MB 1990 

| •at-SlwqiYah OOman. Mattonai мсжх ИОпап, wdmMal sector попал bal | 

Fig. 6.3: Fish landings in al-Sharqiyah and Oman. 
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Fig. 6.4: Fish landings in al-Sharqiyah by species. In 1989 and 1990 no 
separate data on kingfish, tuna and shark were given. Totals for this 
group of large pelagics are in Table 6.4. 

North al-Sharqiyah 
South al-Sharqiyah 
Oman, traditional sector 
Oman, industrial sector 

1985 

5.88 
5.23 

22.34 
2.70 

1986 

3.44 
7.08 

21.83 
2.73 

1987 

7.10 
11.60 
30.52 
2.46 

1988 

9.38 
6.71 

27.25 
6.70 

Source: Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries, Annual Report 1988 

Table 6.5: Value offish (in million R.O.). 

The annual economic performance of a typical dhow and of two types of 
skiffs are represented in Table 6.6. The profit for a dhow is estimated at 
R.O. 9,764, which is still higher than the high performing skiff, with a profit 
of R.O. 7,213. The low performing skiff has a profit of only R.O. 1133. 
Estimates for the dhow are based on 99 day trips and 14 long trips 
(Povolny, 1986). Fishermen interviewed for the present study estimated 
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their monthly income between R.O. 400 and R.O 700, or between R.O. 
4000 and R.O. 7000 a year (during the two summer months many men 
fish only rarely). 

Adaptation 

Although fishing methods are typically artisanal, fisheries is not a stagnant 
sector. Over the course of time, fishermen have adapted boats and gear 
to new opportunities and requirements. Donaldson (1977) has described 
this process of adaptation for fishermen on the northern coast of Oman: 
for example they attached engines to their traditional rafts, made of palm-
branches, although in an earlier study of fishery in Oman a consultant 
concluded that fishing craft in the country were not suitable for power units 
(Bertram, 1948). A similar entrepreneurial approach is to be witnessed for 
fishermen in al-Sharqiyah who converted their sailing vessels into 
power-driven crafts and added outboard or inboard engines to their crafts. 
Furthermore fishermen have replaced cotton nets by nylon ones, because 
they are more durable and the owners of dhows steadily increased the 
number of nets to expand fishing capacity. They also experiment, be it 
hesitantly, with ice on board to keep fish fresh for a longer period. 

Dhow Skiff* 

low high 

Landings (kg) 109912 7854 25277 
Gross revenues (R.O.) 31710 2939 10489 
Costs (R.O.)" 21946 1513 3615 
Profits (R.O.) 9764 1133 7213 

* : Skiff survey from al-Batinah. Note the large range in 
performances 

" : Fixed costs comprise following items (in R.O.): 
Dhows (boat-8946, engine-5304, nets-1886) 
Skiffs (boat-648, engine-368, nets-287) 

Source: Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries, RDA 1986. 

Table 6.6: Annual economic performance of dhow and skiff. 

The fishermen showed a keen interest in modernising their fleet. They opt 
for aluminum and fibreglass boats in addition to the dhows, because they 
are faster, light to handle and easy to maintain. When the government 
started its development programme for fisheries in the country, between 
1980 and 1986, more than 300 fishermen from al-Sharqiyah annually 
made use of this "Fishermen's Encouragement Fund". Together they 
acquired 1306 boats and 2439 engines with subsidised loans for a total of 
almost R.O. 2 million (see Chapter 3). In 1983 the fund contributed to the 
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financing of 30 dhows in al-Ashkharah. Intensive use is made of the 
marine workshops built along the coast by the goverment to provide low 
cost maintenance of fishing equipment (Pers. comm. workshop employee 
at Filim, 1987). Less effectively used are the cold stores built at a number 
of locations along the coast as part of the same programme of fisheries 
development. 

Processing 

Because the climate along the coast of al-Sharqiyah is hot, markets are at 
a great distance and consumers are scattered over a wide area, fish is 
often processed to preserve it for future consumption. Traditionally all fish 
which was not meant for immediate consumption was processed by 
salting and drying after it had been cut, cleaned and often boiled. Even 
nowadays with access to motorized transport and refrigeration much fish 
is still preserved in this way, to satisfy the demands of the market. Fish is 
processed either on the beach or at home. Wherever fish is landed, men 
and women can be found squatting in the sand or on the rocks, under 
roofs of palm-leaves or in the shade offered by boats drawn up onto the 
beach, where they sort, clean, cut and cure the fish. Inevitably, litter from 
these activities lies scattered at all landing places. Salt used for the curing 
of fish is obtained from saltflats e.g. near al-Khuwaimah. It is collected by 
the local Bedouin and distributed to all fishing places along the coast. 

Sardines for example, which are particularly abundant along the southern 
stretch of the coast, are dried on the beach. Nets or a thin layer of sand 
cover the piles to protect them from birds and foxes. The same method 
was reported by Bertram in 1948. They are packed in large bags and sold 
to merchants, who take them to regional markets. Dried sardines are 
primarily used for fodder and as fertilizer in date cultivation. They are also 
exported to India for consumption. 

Baby sand sharks are split lengthwise, cleaned and salted. They are left 
several days on the beach to dry before they are collected by traders. In 
particular old men have the knack of splitting and cleaning the fish, a skill 
which takes many years to acquire (Lancaster, 1988). This type of fish is a 
much wanted food by Bedouin and settled people who need to transport 
or keep fish for some time without refrigeration. 

Shark fins have been cured in the region for a long time (see also 
Bertram, 1948). The fins are cut, cleaned and kept in drums filled with 
salted water for three days and then dried on the beach. They are 
exported to China. In al-Ashkharah processors of shark fins annexed two 
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or three old houris drawn up onto the beach, to lay the shark fins out to 
dry upon them. 

Shark livers are traditionally used for treating the boards and the bottom of 
boats. They are left to rot in a container or boiled and the oil so produced 
is mixed with lime (produced by heating local coral rock by high 
temperature). The cocktail is used to prevent underwater fouling. Bertram 
reported this method in 1948 and it can still be observed in many places. 
The captains of the dhows go to Sur once or twice a year to dock the boat 
for this treatment and they bring this special oil along. 

Fishermen living in the encampments on the edge of the sand desert who 
cannot rely on regular visits from traders, still have no other choice but to 
preserve fish. If the fish cannot be prepared immediately it is often buried 
in the sand. Fish kept in water infused with herbs and spices is reckoned 
to be a delicacy. Many people, also in the capital area, are keen to have a 
drum of tuna processed in this way in stock to serve guests fish from the 
region. 

Trading networks and transportation 

Trading in the past 

Fish landed on the beaches of al-Sharqiyah was also destined for markets 
in the interior or even abroad. In earlier times the processed fish was 
collected and transported to the inland towns and villages on a donkey or 
a camel back, for which the Bedouin took the responsibility. A trip from the 
coast to the nearest oasis took one long day's (or night's) walking through 
sands, plains and wadis. A trip to Ibra, some 150 km inland, took several 
days. At the market of the oasis, the fish was handed to the auctioneer 
who sold it at the back of the market place directly to consumers or to 
merchants. In the latter case it was then displayed in front of the small 
shops in the suq. The auctioneer also took care of the animals which had 
transported the fish. 

Fish destined for towns further away or for export was collected by 
merchants or brokers mainly from Haji Backer Abdul Latif Fasul (HBALF), 
a large exporter from Matrah. This company handled the majority of the 
Sultanate's fish export trade.1 Before the war agents from this company 

1 The founding brothers of HBALF of whom three are still alive and active in the company, 
belong to a Luwati family which originates from India. Many of these families came as 
merchants to Oman during the last century and were engaged in trading with their home 
country (see also Chapter 2 and 5). At present the company is concerned with shipping 
and trading commodities, not anymore with the export of fish. 
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collected dried fish in al-Sharqiyah through about 15 traders who worked 
in Sur. The fish was exported to Colombo. This trade stopped during the 
war and has not been resumed since (Pers. comm. Manager HBALF, 
1992). The British fishery consultant, Bertram (1948), mentioned in his 
study of the fisheries sector, that the company used to have the monopoly 
in the collection and processing of fish. 

Fish, collected for export was transhipped in the inland villages to camel 
caravans for onward transportation for example to Matrah or Muscat. 
Upon returning to the regional coast, the Bedouin transporters brought 
back goods which they received in exchange for fish and they settled 
accounts with the fishermen or intermediate merchants. Transporters did 
not act as merchants themselves (see Chapter 5). Fish was also 
transported to Muscat or Matrah by boat, which voyage took about a week 
depending on weather conditions. The fish was from there send overseas 
to India, Africa, Europe and China. Bertram (1948) mentioned the export 
of dried sardines to India. These were collected along the coast and kept 
in go-downs in Matrah and elsewhere, before they were send off to India. 
At that time dried shark fins were already exported to China via India. 
Bertram also referred to prawns apparent in the Customs returns.2 

HBALF also operated a fish meal factory, the produce of which was 
destined for European and other markets, but as with most trade activities, 
this stopped during the war. The firm did not participate directly in the 
production side of the fisheries, except in the importation of cotton for nets 
from India, according to the British consultant in 1948. 

The intercontinental trade of fish declined during the war when trade 
routes were cut off and the economy collapsed. Furthermore the 
emigration of inhabitants from the fishing communities in the 1950s and 
1960s in response to restricted economic conditions, also had the effect of 
diminishing the supply of fish available for export. On the other hand if 
export opportunities had remained good, the inhabitants would have felt 
less inclined to emigrate. 

The transportation and distribution of fish began to expand again with the 
increasing effort of the fishermen and traders in the 1970s and it 
underwent a thorough transformation when motorised transport became 
available (Chapter 3). Entrepreneurial traders availed themselves of a car 
and mounted a wooden box on the back to take fresh fish directly to inland 
villages and towns further away, such as Nizwa and Matrah. The 
availability of ice contributed to the explosive expansion of fish distribution. 
Ice factories were built near Sur, Sanaw and Bani bu Hasan for fish 
collection at farther off beaches. Ice from Bani bu Hasan is at present 

2 Bertram assigns the origin of the prawns to Gwadur because he does "(..) not know of 
prawns taken in bulk from the mainland coasts of Oman". However large quantities of 
prawns are fished near Mahawt and it is very likely that they were already fished and 
exported at that time, probably via Sanaw to Muscat or Matrah. 
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transported to al-Ashkharah and there sold to traders going southward. 
On Masirah, ice is sold at fish plants. With ice in their boxes, adventurous 
truckers began to explore markets abroad with chilled fish. Mohamed who 
lives in a coastal town relates how he started his business: 

"In 1979 my brother and I operated a Bedford truck, the first one in town, to collect and 
distribute fish. As soon as we had obtained fish from the fishermen, we drove at high 
speed to the Emirates to sell it fresh in markets in Dubai and Abu Dhabi. Because of 
the revenues from oil in the Emirates the consumers could and would pay a better 
price than in Oman, especially for kingfish. When we had some fish left, we tried 
markets in Saudi Arabia such as Hufuf or further into the country. On our way back to 
Oman we filled the car with ice bought in Dubai and went straight to the beach in al-
Ashkharah to get new fish from the boats arriving from the sea. These round trips were 
some 1300 km and took us two days. The business was successful! because at first 
there was little competition. With profits earned we were able to buy a more 
comfortable vehicle, a Jim's (i.e. a General Motors Company (GMC) car), in Saudi 
Arabia. We parked the car in al-Kamil, near the main road because it would be 
damaged by the graded road, the sand and the salt if we took it further down to the 
coast. We made the trip from al-Kamil to the coast with a pick-up truck. Soon other 
villagers learned about our profitable business and also entered the trade. This meant 
more competition for us" (Interview, 1989). 

The (inter)regional trade thus got a new impetus with the enterprising 
truckers who marketed the fish. The expansion and improvement of 
distribution was a perfect answer to the expanding demand in the inland 
villages as a result of increasing population and income, while investments 
in fishing gear effected an increase in supply of fish. In this process of 
transformation and expansion distribution patterns also changed. Oases 
towns which formerly had the position of transhipment markets such as 
Bani bu Ali, al-Mintirib and Sanaw were now bypassed when fish was 
destined for towns outside al-Sharqiyah such as Nizwa, Ibri, and Muscat. 
Whereas in 1975, 58 per cent of the cured fish came from the 
intermediate markets, in 1976 90 per cent came straight from the coast 
(Donaldson, 1980). At that time truckers were engaged in a risky 
business, such as Boulos (1975) reported in an official study of fishery in 
the Sultanate: 

"Some of the fish is transported to the interior, in a daily non stop operation. During 
transport some fish get bad and merchants have to roast the fish and burn it. On some 
occasions fish merchants suffer from big financial losses. The weak financial 
standards of these merchants should not be neglected in this respect". 

In the early 1980s marketing of fish was still seen by many fishermen as 
the most difficult problem facing them (Pollnac et al., 1984). The coast 
was still difficult to access, the expanding market was risky and the trade 
prone to monopsonistic traits. This changed when roads and other 
facilities improved. More truckers arrived in remote places in search of 
fresh fish and the competition between them increased. This benefitted 
the fishermen. The exception remains the coastal stretch south from 
al-Khuwaymah. Truckers visiting this area are especially interested in 
kingfish and tend to bypass the encampments. Therefore, when no 
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traders arrive to collect the fresh fish, fishermen in this area still cure the 
fish by salting and drying. 

Trading in the present 

Further improvement and extension of the infrastructure and the 
expansion of markets contribute to the improvement of fish distribution. 
Trips are less hazardous and the wear and tear on vehicles diminishes. In 
1990, the construction of the surfaced road from Ja'lan to the coast helped 
to facilitate access for all vehicles, including large freezer trucks (20 
tonnes and more). These vehicles already took this route even when the 
road was still a graded track, but not without some risk: 

One evening in Apnl 1989, a 20 tonne truck left the fishplant in al-Ashkharah bound for 
Dubai. Filled to the brim with refrigerated (ish, it took the graded road to Bam bu Ah. 
One hour later some men from Ja'lan who had come along the same road arrived at 
the fish plant. They reported that they had seen the fish lorry halfway along stuck in the 
sand which had blown over the road. A slight panic broke out at the plant and cars and 
people were sent over to the place of the accident to try and pull the truck out. In the 
morning they had still not been successful and heavier equipment was sent from 
Muscat (500 km. away) to the rescue of the truck and its valuable contents. By that 
time the air conditioner had given up and the ice had started to melt. The company 
faced considerable losses. Bad road conditions indeed were one cause for the failure 
of this fishplant in al-Ashkharah (Field notes, 1989). 

At present an intricate network of marketing channels is in operation (Fig. 
6.5). Many traders collect all along the coast and distribute fish and fish 
products from al-Sharqiyah to consumers living within the region, in other 
regions, in neighbouring countries or to the Far East, Europe and the US. 
Four types of marketing channels are distinguished here. They are 
characterised by the type of fish and their destination: 

1. Distribution of fresh fish to (inter)regional markets. 
2. Trade of chilled kingfish mainly to UAE and Saudi Arabia. 
3. Trade of fish cured at the beach to regional or export markets. 
4. Export trade of frozen and chilled fish. 

In the following section these different categories of distribution channels 
are elaborated for their organisation, destination, participants, prices and 
profits. The prices are based on official statistics and on interviews with 
traders, fishermen and other informed people, supplemented by 
observations made in market places during the research for this study. 
Prices and margins will be discussed to obtain a view on the efficiency of 
the market. 
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Fig. 6.5: Fish marketing channels. 
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FRESH FISH CHANNEL 

Fresh fish such as tuna, kingfish, grouper, bream, goatfish, sailfish etc. 
are bought directly from fishermen at the beach and distributed to regional 
and interregional markets. The local traders of fresh fish are independent 
businessmen who live in or near the fishing communities or in inland 
villages and Bedouin encampements nearby. They may belong to the 
same families as the fishermen, but they are not necessarily close kin or 
brothers. Others have no tribal links with the fishermen. Occassionaly 
traders from other coastal areas such as the al-Batinah coast arrive when 
fish is scarce in those areas. The number of local traders who operate in 
the fresh fish channel is estimated at 200, but this varies as opportunities 
vary. Almost all of them are men, only a few women are involved in the 
business. 

The marketing channel which these middlemen operate together is 
characterised by a flexible and efficient collection and distribution pattern 
throughout the region and beyond (see also Ingvarsson, 1988). This is 
necessary for a perishable commodity in this hot climate. The traders 
meet the fishermen on the beach, purchase the fish and mostly sell it 
themselves to the consumer or through one or two intermediaries. In Sur, 
where the market is close by, an intermediary trader may buy the fish from 
the fisherman and bring it directly by foot, donkey or taxi to market. He 
may sell it to a merchant who has a fresh fish stall at the suq and supplies 
consumers during the day. 

The professional traders operate a truck on which they have mounted a 
wooden or fibreglass icebox. They load the box with approximately one 
tonne, alternating ice and fish. The box can contain for example 100-150 
pieces of kingfish or tuna, over 200 pieces of demersal fish or 30-60 kg of 
shrimps. When the fish is landed, the traders purchase enough fish at the 
beach auction to fill up a box, from maybe one or several fishermen, 
whereupon they set off for market. Most traders buy all kinds of fish. A few 
have specialised in particular species such as sailfish or sword fish. 
Truckers sell the fish at markets in regional towns such as Bilad bani bu 
Ali, Bani bu Hasan, al-Kamil, al-Mintirib, Ibra, Sanaw, al-Mudhaybi or 
interregional ones such as Nizwa, Ibri and Matrah. The customers are 
mostly consumers and sometimes local traders who sell fish in the suq 
during the day. Again the fish is sold here by auction: 

In Ibra Alayat daily, after the afternoon prayers at three o'clock, the men from this part 
of the town gather in the roofed market area to sell or buy local produce. Today, 
several heaps of gaff (alfalfa), citrus fruits, vegetables and date pollen are laid out on 
the floor. A fish truck arrives and the driver parks his car in the open space in front of 
the market square. The smell of fish pervades the market. Another car arrives, and is 
parked next to the first. The first trader opens his back tail-gate toward the market 
place and this serves as a display table. He takes some fish out of the box and the 
people gather around the truck. The auction begins with the auctioneer(daWaZ) calling 
a price (which he has agreed with the trader before). Several customers respond with 
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a lower price. The auctioneer adds some baizas to this lower bid. More haggling goes 
on as the price rises until one of the customers agrees to buy at the price indicated. 
Other customers become interested and more fish is taken from the box and laid out. 
The auctioneer collects the money. The price is basically set by the first deal and it 
varies only slightly for a different size of fish. This way a large number of fish changes 
hands in a very short time. After a while all the fish is sold and the dahlal squats on the 
ground to settle the account. He shifts backwards and forwards a number of small and 
large stones lying on the ground. He deducts from the total revenues a commission of 
about 6 per cent for himself and another R.0.1 is put aside for the market rent.3 The 
account is settled with the trader who leaves the suq immediately. It is now the turn for 
the next fish trader (Field notes, 1989). 

When fish is still left in the box the trader continues his trip to the next 
place, to try his luck again, the same or the following day. Then he returns 
to the beach to buy a new load. The traders usually make two or three 
round trips (between 150 km and 800 km) a week, adapting their route to 
where supply is available and demand is good. These trips can be pretty 
exhausting. When truckers are en route they are pressed by the 
perishability of the fish and the possibility of a risky market. Khalfan 
reports on such a trip. He is a fish trader of around thirty years old who 
lives on the coast. He used to work with the police in Abu Dhabi but he 
prefers to be independent and left his job in 1981 to become fish trader. 
His father is also a fish trader, but they work independently. The following 
is an example of Khalfan's trips to bring fish to market: 

One day when he has planned a trip to market, he goes to the beach in al-Ashkharah 
early in the morning to buy fish. He fills up the ice box with which his Toyota pick up is 
equipped. He then leaves for Ja'lan, which takes half an hour from al-Ashkharah. 
When he arrives in Bani bu Hasan he drives to the suq to try and sell his fish. He 
arrives after two other fish traders and because demand is not high, he does not sell 
much when it is his turn and so he continues the trip to Ibra, another one and a half 
hours drive, to try again. Again he only sells part of the fish in the afternoon suq in Ibra 
Alayat and he decides to stay overnight to offer fish at the suq in Ibra Sufalat the next 
morning at seven o'clock. If he had been more successful in Alayat, he would have 
returned the same day and gone to the beach the next morning to fill up his box once 
more. In Sufalat he gets rid of most of his fish and sells the rest to a restaurant on his 
way home. When he arrives in al-Ashkharah late that day he decides to take a day's 
rest, before loading up his car once more. He then wants to take the fish straight to 
Matrah suq, because he has heard that demand at the moment is higher there than in 
al-Sharqiyah (Interview, 1990). 

Khalfan and other traders know at what time the daily suqs are held in the 
various towns. For information about fish supply, market demand and 
prices at the different markets however, they depend on daily information 
which they obtain from each other. Most traders work individually - buying, 
driving and selling fish themselves, - but they communicate frequently, on 
the beach, in the villages, stopping one another on the road, to exchange 
the latest news. Their co-operation makes the distribution system work 

3 The market is leased annually to a villager on a highest bid basis. Throughout the year 
for each auction transaction, R.0.1 is given to the leaseholder. 
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efficiently and flexibly. A few co-operate with an independent partner with 
whom they share information as well as income. In one or two cases a 
trucker employs a driver who may also sell at the suq. These employees 
are foreign labourers from Pakistan or India. 

Prices and profit 

The prices for fresh fish which fishermen receive from local traders who 
distribute it in the regional markets, are determined by relative size (fish is 
paid by the piece), availability and demand in the market. For instance 
tuna was reported to vary from R.O. 0.400 a piece to R.O. 1.500. The 
difference was mainly due to availability. Kingfish varied between R.O. 3 
to R.O. 10 a piece. A government survey on ex-vessel prices (using 
average prices per kg) from July 1986 till March 1987 shows the 
differences in prices throughout the year (Table 6.7 and Fig. 6.6). These 
prices are also mainly determined by seasonality. Prices in Sur soar in the 
period June to July when most fishing is halted in al-Ashkharah (and most 
other fishing communities along the Arabian Sea coast), while fishermen 
in Sur continue to fish. The prices comes down in August when fishermen 
from other villages return to resume their activities. From September 
onwards when various species become abundant their prices decline 
likewise (see also Jenkinson, 1987b). 

Results of this survey also indicate a difference in selling prices. In general 
these are considerably lower at the Arabian Sea coast than those in 
Matrah. This is due to limited competition and higher transportation costs 
for the trader. Data collected for an official survey on market prices for 
fresh fish and their place of origin gives a similar result. They were 
collected at markets in al-Batinah and Matrah. The average price for fish 
bought in al-Sharqiyah was generally 40 per cent lower than fish bought in 
Matrah or elsewhere along the Batinah coast (Oman, Ministry of 
Agriculture and Fisheries, 1987b). Varying prices for fish between 
al-Batinah and Sur were also mentioned in a 1975 survey (Delmonte, 
1975). 

Fish traders in the market receive roughly 20 per cent to 30 per cent more 
than the price they pay the fishermen. This has not changed much over 
the years when compared to results from the survey in al-Batinah region in 
1975: "Mark up in prices as fish passes through stages: Auctioneers 5 per 
cent, merchants 25 per cent - 30 per cent for whole fish, 40 per cent - 60 
per cent for pieces (cut), 15 per cent - 20 per cent to another merchant. 
Dried fish had a mark up in price of about 30 per cent" (Del Monte, 1975). 
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July 
al-Ashkharah 
Kmgfish 
Tuna, yel. fin 
Tuna, long tail 
Shark 
Mackerel 
Lobster 

Sur 
Kmgfish 785 
Tuna, yel. fin 
Tuna, long tail 637 
Shark 267 
Mackerel 247 

Matrah 
Kmgfish 
Tuna, yel. fin 
Tuna, long tail 
Shark 
Mackerel 
Lobster 

Aug. 

39Θ 
281 
436 
143 
253 

Sept. 

509 
350 
236 

209 
1202 

498 
374 
638 
180 
253 

Oct 

481 
283 
188 

206 
1059 

531 
432 
493 

316 

Nov. 

455 
271 
210 

138 

515 
505 
562 
144 
239 

Dec. 

504 
280 
229 

148 

675 
1097 

509 
229 
215 

Jan. 

447 
150* 
216 
100* 
150 

1397 

619 
526 
447 
182 

92 

800 
400* 
424* 
150* 
350* 

Feb. 

573 
277 
160 
100* 
166 

1689 

742 
268 
286 
166 
245 

934 
350* 
424 
231 
350* 

Notes. * »estimated by the Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries ishenes 
Source Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries, RDA 1987 

Mar 

556 
212 
172 
110 
197 

686 
253 
223 

86 
143 

853 
400* 
472 
231 * 
350* 

1500* 

Table 6.7. Ex-vessel prices of fish (baisas/kg) at various locations during July 
1986-March 1987. 

The gross margin for a trader varies per trip and type of fish. If for example 
they buy 100 pieces of tuna for R.O. 0.500 or R.O. 0.700 a piece, which 
together would be R.O. 50 or R.O. 70, and they sell for R.O. 1 or R.O. 2 a 
piece they receive a total of R.O. 100 to R.O. 200. The gross margin 
would be from R.O. 50 to R.O. 130 for one hundred pieces. Sardines can 
give a net return of R.O. 200 a truck in Matrah. Shrimps were known to 
give R.O. 300 if the market was good and finally kingfish bought for R.O. 4 
and sold for R.O. 6 in Matrah or Nizwa has a margin of R.O. 200 for 100 
pieces. However the regional and interregional trade of fresh fish is a risky 
business, due to long distances, scorching heat and competition, while 
demand at the markets is unpredictable: 

On a Thursday a trader arrived in the market in Ibra to sell tuna fish. The 
auctioneer set a price and the trucker soon sold all 60 pieces he had in his box 
for R.O. 66 all together. "Not bad" was his remark. Two days later he came 
back to sell fish. Just before him a trader with small tuna had arrived. This man 
got his right of pnonty but did not sell anything. So he left. The second trader 
sold two kmgfish to the auctioneer for R.O. 9 and he cut up the fish and sold 
the pieces. When this trader then tried to sell tuna (which he had also brought 
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with him) at the price of R.0.1 per piece of about 2.5 kg, none of the people 
present showed any interest. The trader was not prepared to lower the price 
because he had bought the fish in Sur that morning for R.O. 0.600 and they 
still looked very fresh. Thus he left the suq and drove on to the next market 
town to try his luck, not knowing for sure whether he would be more succestul 
there. He had already lost time through his decision to continue and time is 
precious in this type of trade. After another day he would have to lower the 
price because the fish would not really be fresh anymore (Field notes, 19Θ9). 

Expenses for the truckers are high because transportation costs 
are high. Wear and tear is a significant factor as the route is along 
bumpy roads and sandy beach tracks. The cars soon get rusty 
when the trader drives near the surf and pulls the skiffs ashore, as 
is the custom. Traders replace their cars every 3 to 5 years. Car 
prices also rise over time. In 1985 a Toyota pick up cost R.O. 3000 
when paid cash. When the oil price dropped and import prices 
especially from Japan went up dramatically, car prices also rose 
sharply. By 1988 the same car cost R.O. 6000. The estimated cost 
per trip for a trader who makes 100 trips a year is R.O. 45 (Table 
6.8). 

1200 

1000 / \ 

o4 1 ι 1 1 ι 
sapL ocL raw. dec |an. leb. march 

rOngnshlA) Tuna, yeto* Nn (A) Tuna, long ta« (A) MaokeraKA) 
Kjngflah (S) — —Tun«, rata» Ги (S) - • - Tuna, long lat (S) — - Matterà (S) 

Fig. 6.6: Ex-vessel pnces for the various species through the fishing 
season in 1986 en 1987, at the beaches in al-Ashkharah (A) 
and Sur (S). 

Traders get to know the market and are content if they make a reasonable 
profit of between R.O. 30 and R.O. 100 a trip. However losses of a similar 
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size can also occur because they have to invest in a box filled with fish 
and ice before they drive off. One trader estimated a month's profit at R.O. 
600 when the market was very good. More often than not it was around 
R.O. 300. Another said it was reasonably good when he made R.O. 60 
profit a trip. Traders mostly reported an income between R.O. 200 and 
R.O. 600 a month. Salaries for government employees range between 
similar amounts though the latter would be for a relatively high educational 
level. 

(Inter)regional Saudi Arabia 
200-800 km 2000-4000 km 

Petrol 20 100 
Ice 10 30 
Depreciation 12 100 
Tyres & maintenance 3 17 

Total 45* 247" 

*: estimated average cost per trip, based on 100 
round trips/year 

**: estimated average cost per trip based on 28 
round trips/year 

Table 6.8: Estimated cost (in R.O.) of fish transportation for 
traditional traders 

KINGFISH CHANNEL 
Kingfish is distributed by local traders to (interregional markets, and for a 
large part is exported to neighbouring countries. Many of these kingfish 
traders belong to the local Bedouin population living in the wadi and 
desert ranges beyond the coastal region. These traders drive along the 
coast from Sur to al-Madrakah, more than 300 km south-westward and 
buy at all landing places where they know kingfish may be available in 
reasonable quantities. Even when fishermen from a particular village have 
left for grounds further away they follow suit and purchase from them on 
the way. Many truckers drive to markets in the UAE or Saudi Arabia to 
offer the fish for sale to consumers. They keep the fish chilled with ice. 
The trips take them via markets in Dubai and Abu Dhabi to Hufuf on the 
Saudi border. When there is still fish left they cross this vast country to 
market their fish, calling at the suqs in Ryadh, Jeddah and possibly Qezan 
on the border of the Red Sea. They continue until the box is empty or the 
fish unfit for consumption. Stories go that these truckers have even gone 
from Dubai to Kuwait, into Jordan until they reached the border with 
Turkey. Generally, kingfish traders make round trips which cover some 
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3000 to 6000 km, almost once a week. No wonder these trips are tiring 
and dangerous, as traders speed in the heat on long and monotonous 
roads to their destination. 

The traders often have a Toyota Landcruiser to collect the fish along the 
coast and a GMC for the long distance because these are more 
comfortable. It also helps to protect the coach-work of the more expensive 
cars from salt water and sand, as was explained before. There are car 
parks for this purpose in al-Kamil, Bani bu Hasan and in other villages 
near the surfaced road. With their Toyota truck the traders collect the fish 
along the beaches and tranship the fish at the places where the GMC is 
parked. Two loads from a Toyota fill the back of a GMC. When the GMC is 
filled up, they drive straight to Dubai, to start their marketing trip. Several 
local entrepreneurial traders who have opted for the economy of scale buy 
kingfish from other traders at the transhipment place. They operate a 10 
tonne truck and drive up to Dubai to sell the fish to an export company. 

The total number of kingfish traders ranges between 100 and 150 people. 
Each trader makes about 25 trips during the kingfish season (between 
September and March). Traders themselves estimated that everyday 
about 20 of them are in Saudi Arabia to sell fish. No official data is 
available about the quantity of fish exported from al-Sharqiyah. This study 
estimates that some 4000 tonnes at least are exported. This estimate is 
based on 150 traders each making about 25 trips a year. The quantity of 
kingfish exported from the Sultanate was 4383 tonnes in 1984, 4076 
tonnes in 1985 and 4440 tonnes in 1986 (Oman, Development Council 
1984-1987). The official export figures given for the whole country are 

' probably on the low side. 

Prices and profit 

The kingfish trade is profitable. Kingfish traders pay high prices to 
fishermen because kingfish is in great demand and prices paid by the 
consumer (especially abroad) are high (see also Table 6.9). The mark up 
can be 50 per cent or more. Traders buy kingfish at R.O. 4 or R.O. 6 a 
piece and sell it at R.O. 12 to R.O. 15 a piece. For example, a trader who 
purchases fish for R.O. 1000 to R.O. 1500 for 250 pieces and sells it for 
R.O. 3000 to R.O. 3750 has a gross margin per trip of R.O. 2000. 
However, expenses for kingfish traders are also high because of the high 
transportation costs. Many traders operate two cars: a Toyota Landcruiser 
and a GMC. They replace the Toyota after one or two years and a trader 
may thus buy three cars in 7 years. A new GMC costs R.O. 10,000. The 
estimated average costs for petrol, ice, car depreciation and maintenance 
are R.O. 247 per trip to Saudi Arabia when 28 trips are made in a year 
(Table 6.8). If losses occur they will be higher for a kingfish trader than for 
a regional trader because of his investments. Markets in Saudi Arabia are 
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at great distances and the unpredictability of sales presents great risks. 
Losses are reported between R.O. 800 and R.0.1000 per trip. 

Profits for the pioneers in the late 1970s and early 1980s could amount to 
R.O. 3000 per trip, but competition has grown since that time and 
nowadays they usually range between R.O. 500 and R.O. 800 per trip. For 
example, in 1984, 20 traders were exporting the catch from 20 dhows in 
al-Ashkharah. In 1988 some 100 traders were involved while the number 
of dhows only doubled to 40. 

Species Comments Company Private trader 

Tuna 3 kg/piece 200baiza/kg 500 baiza/piece 
Grouper 1.5 kg/piece 150baiza/kg 200 baiza/piece 
Croaker 1.5 kg/piece 100baiza/kg 100 baiza/piece 
Kingfish 6 kg/piece 400 baiza/kg 4 R.O./piece 

Table 6.9: Ex-vessel price paid by company and private trader 
in al-Ashkharah in 1988 

CURED FISH CHANNEL 
Dried or otherwise cured fish is an important commodity traded in the local 
communities and in interregional and export channels. This produce 
usually passes through more hands than other types of fish. Most fish is 
cut, salted and dried by fishermen or other curers and is then collected by 
local traders who take it to market. Not all traders handle dried fish only. 
Several deal in other commodities. Large quantities are taken in open 
pick-up trucks to market. Here it is sold directly to consumers or to 
merchants who distribute the fish further. Baby shark is a much desired 
commodity and can be found, bundled in stacks of 10 to 20 pieces in any 
market, every day. Dried sardines are also an important commodity. 
Traders collect them in large bags which they distribute regionally. A 
significant quantity of the sardines is also destined for interregional 
markets or exported to the neighbouring states and to India. Sometimes 
the bags turn up again in Omani markets, imported from the UAE. Shark 
fins prepared on the beach are collected by truckers who transport them, 
covered with nets in an open pick-up, directly to Dubai. They are sold to 
merchants who ship them out to China. In al-Ashkharah some 10 people 
process shark fins. They estimate that together they handle some 500 kg 
of fins a month. Every fortnight a local trader collects the lot. Finally fish is 
preserved by the fisherfolk at home in many ways (for example in salt 
water with herbal infusions), and distributed to friends and neighbours. 
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The total quantity of fish handled in the dried fish channel is difficult to 
estimate. The trading channels are not covered by official sampling and 
therefore are not included in statistical data. Cured fish of a wide variety 
still represents a large part of the fish landed in al-Sharqiyah and handled 
in the country and abroad. 

Prices and profit 

Processed fish is relatively cheap with the exception of shark fins because 
these are sold on world markets. Baby sand shark cut and dried, is bought 
from the fisherman or processor at R.O. 12 for one hundred pieces and 
sold in the market for R.O. 20. Fishermen get R.O. 10 from a processor for 
a large shark, the fins and tail of which are cut for drying. The price is 
virtually the same all along the coast. Shark is landed in large quantities 
together with more valued fish but demand for its flesh is limited. The rest 
of the shark body is therefore discarded nowadays, while in earlier days it 
used to be consumed. Processed fins are sold to a trader for R.O. 6 per 
kg. Two interviewed processors of shark fins each earned about R.O. 200 
to R.O. 250 a month. The price of shark fins in Dubai, let alone in China, is 
difficult to ascertain. One trader expected that his truck load of about 250 
kg would make some R.O. 2500 in Dubai. Gross margin is thus about 35 
per cent. The trade is less risky because investments for processors and 
traders are relatively low, prices are fixed, demand (in China) is ever 
increasing, and the fins keep indefinitely. One bag of sardines costs the 
trader R.O. 0,800, whilst the market price is R.O. 1 or R.O. 1.500. Fish of 
higher value, cured in the homes, fetch good prices: R.O. 10 for about 20 
kg of fish. 

FROZEN FISH CHANNEL 
Fish from al-Sharqiyah is also purchased by export companies. About ten 
companies operate on a regular basis at beaches in al-Sharqiyah. Other 
companies come and go. Export companies purchase the fish on the 
beach either directly or through their agents. They send freezer trucks to 
collect the fish and transport it to Muscat or Dubai, from where it is 
exported to other Gulf states, the United States, Europe and Japan. 
Various export firms have established themselves since the early 1980s 
when rumours went round that large profits were to be earned in the fish 
trade. Several companies operate freezing and processing plants on the 
coast encouraged by the facilities provided by the government as part of 
the Fisheries Development programme. The Oman Fisheries Company is 
the oldest company, beginning its operations on Masirah island in 1985 
using a plant which was built by the government. By 1988 three 
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companies, Proteine Products Inc. (PPI), the Oman Fisheries Company 
(OFC) and Al-Ashkharah Fisheries Company (Ominvest) operated from 
local plants with freezing facilities in al-Ashkharah. Ominvest used to lease 
the plant built by the government. Most companies operate from head 
offices in Muscat or abroad and are managed by foreigners. Several of 
them also operate trawlers from the capital area. Three export companies 
based on Masirah island are managed by locals. 

The quantity of fish bought in the region by export companies is difficult to 
estimate because data on fish handled by these companies do not 
indicate the place where fish is bought. Those which also operate trawlers 
do not usually distinguish between fish caught by trawlers and fish bought 
from traditional fishermen. The variety of species purchased is even more 
uncertain, though it is clear that tuna fish represents the large bulk. This 
study estimated that in 1988 the export companies together purchased 
between 6000 and 8000 tonnes of fish from fishermen in al-Sharqiyah. 
That year had been an exceptionally good year for fishing, especially for 
tuna fish which was in great abundance (see also Table 6.4). The 
estimate is based on the following information from personal 
communications with representatives of the companies. In its first full year 
of operation in Masirah, OFC collected nearly 1000 tonnes of tuna fish 
alone. In 1987 this company bought, in total, 2200 tonnes of fish from 
fishermen in al-Sharqiyah. In that year Ominvest bought 268 tonnes of fish 
in al-Ashkharah. In 1988 the main companies together bought a total of 
5000 tonnes of tuna fish, in al-Sharqiyah. During the tuna season from 
January to May of 1988 three companies operating in al-Ashkharah had 
already bought some 2500 tonnes of tuna fish. 

Prices and pofit 

Prices paid to fishermen for fish destined for export are generally higher 
than prices for fish which is regionally distributed, with the exception of 
kingfish as is illustrated by Table 6.9. Export companies offer fishermen 
good prices because they operate on a world market, which is a seller's 
market. They usually also accept any quantity and quality of fish because 
of their obligations to buyers abroad. Gross margins and profits that export 
companies make are difficult to ascertain as most of them started their 
operations only recently. One of the managers reported that in 1988 about 
five companies together handled some 5,000 tonnes of tuna fish for a total 
profit of R.O. 500,000. The total value of fish handled amounted to R.O. 
750,000 (on average R.O. 0.150 per kg paid to the fishermen). The export 
value was estimated at R.O. 1,750,000. The costs for processing, 
freezing, storing and transportation were about R.O. 500,000. It was 
expected that the processing costs of R.O. 500 per ton could eventually 
be reduced to R.O. 100 per ton. Another manager found his company's 
profit reasonable, notwithstanding the relatively high costs. He expected 
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profits to rise the following year by 10 to 20 per cent. One export company 
saw its total net profits (including its trawler business) increase from R.O. 
22,452 in 1981 to R.O. 1,294,115 in 1987. In 1988 profit increased by 
another 140 percent. 

The companies report that high profits can be earned but few have as yet 
managed to be very successful. In general companies aim for short-term 
profit maximisation. Investments are high for freezing and transportation 
but several companies were operating a local fish plant leased from the 
government or had obtained a government loan to build such plant. 
Investments in facilities such as jetties are made by the government. 
Labour costs are generally low, because the companies mainly employ 
foreign labourers who earn a maximum of R.O. 120 a month. 

Market efficiency 

Marketing margins vary very much for each channel. In general high 
margins exist but they can be attributed to higher risks, for instance 
because of perishability as well as high transportation costs. Profits are 
not really high for the first three channels, those of fresh fish, kingfish and 
cured fish, but the export channel of frozen fish offers potentially higher 
profits. In general the margins do not seem to reflect market imperfections 
which might have existed due to lack of information in a large area with 
spread out markets and consumers. Efficient news gathering and local 
competition maintain the prices at a reasonable level. The situation may 
rather be characterised as: "small-scale producers exploiting themselves 
under conditions of intense competition", such as Platteau (1989, p. 629) 
describes for comparable situations elsewhere. The local traders in al-
Sharqiyah tend "to content themselves with low (implicit) wages and low 
profit margins whenever competition is sufficiently stiff', as Platteau 
explained for such situations. The traders are tied to local markets where 
prices remain relatively low and they profit little from the economy of scale 
of which export companies take advantage, because local demand is 
limited and fresh fish is a perishable product. Export companies are in a 
position to make high profits because they make use of the economy of 
scale and operate a seller's market. 
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Trade relations and strategies 

Fishermen depend on middlemen to market their produce because as 
White (1977) pointed out, their working schedule is attuned to fish 
movement patterns and other habits of the fish rather than to market 
conditions. In al-Sharqiyah, where markets for fish are at a relatively 
long-distance from the coast, fishermen need middlemen to distribute their 
produce to consumer areas. However trade relations between fishermen 
and traders differ from what has generally been found in studies of 
relations in small-scale business in various parts of the world, in that they 
are characterised by the absence of fixed partnerships. In various studies 
it had been concluded that long-term partnerships, marketing agreements 
and other dyadic relationships are common, rational and economically 
viable because they are found to establish trust, reduce risk and to secure 
and solidify channels of trade (e.g. Ward, 1960; Mintz, 1961; Akerlof, 
1970; Geertz, 1978; Schwimmer, 1979; Trager, 1981; Dannhaeuser, 
1983; Russell, 1987). Although most research in the field of trade relations 
has been done for the agricultural and industrial sectors, Acheson (1981) 
in his overview of the anthropology of fisheries came to a similar 
conclusion: "In most parts of the world, fishermen and middlemen 
establish strong and long-lasting relationships" (opp. cit. p. 281). The 
present study of fisheries in al-Sharqiyah reveals that the marketing 
structure is open and fixed relations are not preferential. In the following 
section examples are elaborated for the variety of trade relations and 
strategies that fishermen and traders pursue. 

Fish landing in al-Ashkharah 

At five-thirty am. several dhows approach al-Ashkharah from the sea. Behind the boats 
the impressive disc of the sun rises above the horizon. Some fifty men squat on the 
sandy beach and rocky outcrops lining the small bay, and wait for the boats to arrive. 
Some distances away a few women sit in a circle The people are traders, customers 
and villagers interested in obtaining fish, or merely in watching the landing (Plate 16). 
Children are playing. Along the beach, the pick-up trucks of the traders are lined up, 
with their rear tyres close to the surf line, a box mounted on the back. 

One of the dhows anchors on the approaches where his skiff is moored. The crew load 
the fish onto the small boat, climb aboard and set off for the beach. At that moment the 
crowd gathered on the beach gets up and moves towards the shore line to await the 
skiff and its content. When the little boat hits the surf, the men hitch up their 
dishdashas, and wade into the shallow waters trying to be the first to the boat. Children 
follow in their wake. The first trader arriving at the boat grabs a kmgfish and carnes it to 
his truck. Later he will hand in the fish for the auction but he has made clear to the 
fisherman, he wants his fish. More people, half running, half swimming arrive at the 
skiff. The children also get excited and grab fish to bring ashore. They are wet and 
covered with fish scales. A bag with baby sharks is handed over to processors who 
stand ready at the shore line to receive their share. One woman, the only female trader 
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present, fights for her share of fish. Some say, she should not participate because the 
men cannot be tough with her. Others maintain that that is her privilege. 

Soon the boat is empty, and it rides the last surf to the shore. The crew, tired after a 
night's fishing and somewhat overwhelmed by the siege, draw the boat ashore, while 
people give a hand. Meanwhile the fish from the boat is gathered again and arranged 
in the sand, according to size, in a neat line. The fisherman, potential buyers and 
onlookers gather around the fish and wait for the auction to start. When another boat 
arrives in the mean time, those who are not engaged in the auction again speed 
through the surf to reach the boat first this time and to assure themselves of a share 
(Field notes, April 1989). 

The auction 

Fish is predominantly exchanged through the public system of auctioning, 
which in Oman Is typical for the marketing of locally produced 
commodities such as dates, vegetables and livestock, and craft work such 
as swords, daggers and weavings (see Chapter 5). The fish auction takes 
place in public areas such as on the beach or in the suq, and this gives all 
interested people access to the sale. Fishermen landing their catch put 
the fish on display in their boat or on the beach while the potential buyers 
gather together. In al-Ashkharah, the auction can start when the fish is 
arranged according to species and size and the fisherman, traders, 
auctioneer and many onlookers have formed a narrow circle around the 
fish: 

The fisherman sets a price first; slightly higher than he knows is the price set by the 
auctioneer. In this case it is R.O. 4 for a small sized kingfish and R.O. 8 for a larger 
one. Four or five traders respond by offering a lower price. Then bargaining begins and 
the price rises slightly. One of the traders squats down and rearranges the pieces 
according to what he thinks is the rightful division of size. Again they haggle and 
another bends down to rearrange the fish. They bargain about how many are small 
and how many are large. This is relative because the next catch may bring sizes which 
are larger than the largest size in the previous catch. Weighing of fish, to obtain a 
neutral measure, is never done at the auction. The participants in the deal calculate 
their own costs while the bargaining goes on. The fisherman has been out all night 
fishing. He is tired. He caught some twenty pieces of fish in total, which is not an awful 
lot and his petrol costs of R.O. 20 will barely be covered. He fights for a good price. 
The trader, on the other hand knows the market, which is at present down. He reckons 
he can sell the fish for R.O. 6 and R.O. 10, not more. His costs for petrol and ice are 
high: R.O. 40. When he has to drive to Muscat where demand and prices are higher, 
costs are also higher. During the process, the onlookers comment extensively. The 
auctioneer keeps somewhat aloof only interfering when no arrangement seems to 
come about. Then one trader rearranges fish and offers R.O. 5 for the smaller ones 
and R.O. 9 for the larger ones. The offer is acceptable to the fisherman, even though 
the actual price he receives will be R.O. 1 less per fish, because that is customary for 
each deal. They set the deal and the trader carries all the fish to his truck, while the 
fisherman walks home to take a rest (Field notes, 1989). 

The practice of deducting one Rial is an accepted custom. The fishermen 
say that it is based on the high transportation costs and the risks of the 
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market, which the trader thus shares with the fishermen. One fisherman 
accepting the situation comments: "If there had been no trucker, I would 
be left with my fish, and not receive any money at all. One day I earn little, 
another day may be more. Allah Karim (God is good)". 

The role of the dahlal in the public sale varies. He will set a price for the 
day in consultation with traders who bring the news of the market. Often 
he supervises the auction rather than conducting each auction sale, 
though he receives a commission from each sale. He mediates only when 
the exchange is threatened by a lack of equanimity. The dahlal operates 
with authority and is respected by the locals but he does not necessarily 
come from an influential family. In Sur the auctioneer is an old fisherman. 
In al-Ashkharah there are several auctioneers. One of them is Sa'ad who 
lives in the village and has been involved in fishing: 

He knows the people very well and has been the auctioneer for a long time. People call 
him a Rashid. Sa'ad operates with the consent of the Wa//and his decisions are mostly 
accepted by the people, though at times they are vehemently disputed. "What I do is 
mediate. I am a trouble-shooter between fishermen and traders. Sometimes I advance 
some cash to a trader who owes money to a fisherman from a previous deal and now 
runs a risk of having no access to the purchase of more fish. In another case I supply 
some baizas to a fisherman to draw him into a deal when he cannot come to a price 
agreement. I do not accept money for this mediation but I get fish instead," so Sa'ad 
explained his role. Some people maintain he is more in the pockets of the traders and 
therefore his actions can be equivocal (Field notes, 1989). 

The atmosphere at landings in anticipation of the auction reflect 
excitement but also agitation. Fierce competition between the traders 
arouses hostility especially when fish is scarce. In a close-knit society 
which the fishing communities represent, strong emotions need to be let 
off somehow. This I observed one early morning at the beach in 
al-Ashkharah: 

A skiffs sets off from where the fishing dhow is moored, to the beach. At the shore the 
crowd starts moving to the shore line to await the arrival of the fishing boat. The 
atmosphere among the traders is tense because few fish have been landed for several 
days and traders have had little work or income. When the crew signals that they have 
some fish on board the people get up to meet the boat, but some men obstruct the way 
of others in the surf. Several begin to fight one another, and others trying to pass are 
drawn into the wrestling crowd which moves further into the water. People watching on 
the beach begin to shout. Because the waves restrict the men in their movements, the 
scene soon begins to look more like a mock wrestling match and eventually all the men 
swimming and fighting in the high waves end up laughing. Onlookers join in the 
laughing and children swim around yelling. What had started as a hostile fight has 
turned into a good joke. 

Absence of fixed trade relations 

Fishermen and traders normally adhere to the auction system which 
assures the participants a competitive market. Indeed competition at times 
may induce fishermen to favour one of the traders for some time, but they 
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will take care to balance their favours. This for example was the case in 
al-Ashkharah where competition has become tough between kingfish 
traders. One of them who has an arrangement with an agent of an export 
company in Hufuf to supply him with fish is well esteemed by the 
fishermen because he can give them a good price. The man works in co
operation with his partner (sharik) and together they form a strong bidding 
party in the auction. However the fishermen take care to allow others at 
times to purchase their fish. The fact that this man also lends money, does 
not give him any special rights in obtaining fish. 

The auction usually proceeds in a well organised, quiet and co-operative 
manner but it does not mean that both parties do not use tricks at times to 
avoid the rules of the system. For example, in the siege for the fish from 
one particular skiff the trader to arrive first is in a position to make an 
arrangement with the fisherman. Another may have already made an 
arrangement before the boat went out fishing. Furthermore a fisherman 
who has a reason to allot the catch to a particular trader in the auction can 
do so. He may want to render a service to somebody or he may want to 
put the trader under an obligation. When discussing such wheeling and 
dealing of colleagues, fishermen acknowledge that a preferential relation 
may exist though they condemn it too. For example one fisherman was 
known to keep some fish on board his dhow to arrange a deal with a 
trader at a later time. The men commented that this happened with other 
fishermen too, but that it was not right, and that the fisherman concerned 
would take care not to make it a regular thing. Similarly, agreements are 
made in shrimp fishing near Mahawt, whereby on the night before the 
fishermen leave, traders offer to pay petrol to a particular fisherman in 
return for his catch. This however is a one time arrangement and risky 
indeed. When no fish is caught the trader does not get his money back. It 
is generally felt by trader and fisherman alike that favoritism should not 
rule the trade but should only be a temporary affair. 

When fish is scarce traders share the catch or take it in turn to buy the 
catch. Fishermen living few and far between at remote beaches such as in 
the southern coastal stretch, will complete a transaction with any passing 
trader (see Lancaster, 1988). When a number of traders are present at the 
same time, the fisherman can bargain with them to get the best price. 
However more often than not a system of right of order prevails or the 
traders themselves decide to share the catch. On Masirah island, where 
the presence of local export companies and the absence of small traders 
have made the auction system obsolete (see a later paragraph on 
modernisation in fisheries), the fishermen may take the fish wherever they 
choose: 

The fishermen mainly depend on the export companies for the sale of their fish. Every 
time they land fish they can choose where to take the fish because they have no 
agreements with any particular plant. It does not make much difference anyway 
because the companies all pay the same price. However when one of the companies 
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needs a lot of fish because it has got an order to supply, they are Usually able to 
obtain the quantity required by paying a higher price (Field notes, 1990). 

Presence of constraints 

Trager (1981) concluded that particular constraints in the marketing 
system such as unequal access to information and communication, lack of 
trust and uncertainty of sales, encourage the establishment of ties to 
facilitate trade. From the absence of ties in al-Sharqlyah fisheries 
however, It should not be deduced that no constraints exist. They do exist: 
being remote from markets, fishermen face risks and uncertainty in 
marketing a catch which is unpredictable in volume and kind. They 
depend on merchants for information about market demand and prices. 
Lancaster (1988) recounted the situation of fishermen in encampments 
along the southern coastal stretch who are paid by the trader for the 
previous catch after it has been sold. This can pose a risk because the 
fishermen are left with no come-back if the price has been poor. Equally 
traders need to assure regular and fresh supplies and a reliable quality 
which fetches a reasonable price in a competitive market. They invest in 
means of transportation on which wear and tear is high. These constraints 
could indeed have encouraged the development of ties to "secure and 
solidify the channels" (Trager op. cit.). 

Platteau (1989), in his study of organizational forms in fisheries also 
concludes that traders ensure access to fish through contractual 
arrangements in situations when the catch is uncertain, small, or subject 
to high seasonal fluctuations, when villages are remote from 
consuming-areas, and when there are few traders. To avoid risk the 
arrangement is interlocked with credit ties. Above it was concluded that in 
al-Sharqiyah such conditions in fisheries do exist for example: 
unpredictable catches, fishing communities far from the inland oases and 
relatively few traders, although this can vary for particular times and 
places. However arrangements interlocked with credit ties between trading 
partners, such as meant by Platteau, do not occur. The example of the 
agreement made in shrimp fishing could be seen as a sales-tying 
arrangement through which the trader assures himself of access to fish 
next time. However, the arrangement only applies to the one particular 
deal. Similarly the example of fishermen who are paid after the trader has 
returned from the market could work as a credit arrangement. However 
even in this case the fisherman may not feel obliged to renew the deal 
each time. The fisherman merely expects to receive from the trader the 
amount agreed at the particular sale (or slightly lower when the market 
was down), when the latter returns to the coast. In fact this arrangement 
has more to do with the role of transporter which the trader principally has. 
Traders merely calculate the price they expect to fetch from market, which 
skill they learn through experience, and return the money when they pass 
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by the next time. The case whereby a fisherman was indebted to a trader 
through a loan, clearly (after interviewing both parties) did not imply claims 
in the exchange of fish. 

The absence of credit-cum-marketing arrangements between fishermen 
and traders could be explained by the fact that the government issues 
loans and subsidies to fishermen for their equipment, therefore fishermen 
can stay independent from traders. In many fishing societies this lending 
is part of the mutual deal between the producer and the trader (Acheson, 
1981). On the other hand although fishermen are generally keen to obtain 
a loan from the government, many do not actually do so because of all the 
formalities involved and the need to travel far, to complete the 
bureaucratic requirements. They prefer to borrow from relatives or other 
locals (Lancaster, 1988). Neither do fishermen in Oman depend on fish 
truckers for other commodities which come from inland villages. The 
import trade is separated from the export of fish and truckers do not 
provide these (exchange) supplies (Chapter 5). This situation indeed 
contributes to maintaining the fishermen's independence from the traders, 
or it is merely another example in which trading partners refrain from 
establishing fixed ties. 

Access to fish for all 

The absence of fixed relations are better explained by the adverse effect 
of having an arrangement, namely that other people are excluded from the 
deal. In a situation where the catch is unpredictable, market outlets are 
remote, and access to the coast is difficult, the daily presence of a trader 
or fisherman is not assured and because produce is perishable, both the 
fisherman and the trader need to keep access to sale open to anyone who 
happens to be present. In so doing they are acting in an economically 
efficient way. Contractual arrangements between fishermen and traders 
indeed are not just absent, they are more or less consciously avoided. 
Fishermen and traders have various motives for avoiding fixed 
partnerships. The absence of fixed ties is a response to avoid what 
Russell (1987) indicated as "the potential power of personal relations to 
enhance trading imperfections". Fishermen say "we want to get the best 
price everyday". Both partners avoid ties to maintain their economic 
independence and their flexibility. One fisherman explained that he does 
not deal only with his brother, "because, he will expect me to accept a 
lower price for the fish, which I do not want". In fact, this attitude even 
contradicts with situations Cohen (1978) and Schwimmer (1979) 
encountered in other societies with strong tribal affiliation, namely a 
preference to trade with relatives. 

The avoidance of a fixed tie may also be motivated by other (social) 
obligations inherent in a community where people are interdependent. 
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One trader maintained that "if I refuse a fisherman once, he will not help 
me out when I need him in another situation". Another fisherman 
commented that "every trader must have access to bid for fish", by which 
he meant that he was conscious of the right of traders to buy fish, to carry 
on their business. People indeed balance the needs and claims of other 
members in their community in the decisions that they make. Living in 
these remote fishing communities in an unpredictable environment, 
people depend on each other and each individual acknowledges his 
obligations to others in the community. Fish being a vital resource for food 
and exchange in this society, serves the purpose of maintaining mutual 
obligations. Maintaining a privileged dyadic relationship whereby others 
are excluded, will restrict the possibilities of enlisting help from others in 
other situations, because it diminishes the scope of the co-operation 
network. 

Last but not least, the absence of fixed ties (and the public character of 
the exchange at the auction) enables people when necessary, to opt for 
fulfilling other needs, for example those of the community rather than 
those of the individual fisherman and traders. Such a situation presented 
itself at an auction in al-Ashkharah: 

One day in al-Ashkharah, when few fish had been landed for more than a week, an 
(rare) auction was organised for a small load of fish which had just arrived. Soon after 
the first dealings had started, other people present suddenly began to comment that 
the fish should not be auctioned to traders but instead be destined for locals (a/ watam) 
for consumption, and this is what happened (Field notes, 1988). 

It is felt that everybody has the right of access to fish and therefore access 
to the (exchange of) fish needs to be kept open under all circumstances. 
This is the basic principle underlying the fish trade. The auction system 
seems to be very much suited for participants to adhere to this principle, 
because the auction indeed gives all people present the opportunity to 
balance the needs of the community and to direct the negotiations going 
on by expressing approval or disapproval. 

Sharing risks through the auction system 

Trager (1981) and others found that constraints motivate the 
establishment of ties and that the sharing of risk is a central factor in the 
formation of long term contracts (see also Bardhan, 1980 and Russell 
1987). The presence of an auction system does not contradict these 
findings because the auction system indeed serves similar objectives. It 
links partners in order to facilitate trade under conditions of constraints 
and risks in the marketing system just as contracts do. Fishermen and 
traders depend on each other's commitment in the auction and they 
expect each other's adherence to the rules. A difference between the two 
systems is that a fixed partnership is a bilateral agreement, whereas an 
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auction is a multilateral arrangement, linking several people on either side. 
The auction system interlinks a group of traders and a group of fishermen. 

The auction assures a fair price in a competitive environment. Moreover, 
the auction helps to reduce shifting costs for fishermen and traders, 
because it draws together a number of potential trading partners who 
know each other and can check on each other's trustworthiness and 
capability. In a public auction, the fishermen can better control the moral 
hazard which may occur in a deal because traders have more easily 
access to information about the market. A trader known to have cheated 
the market can easily be detected and ousted from the trade. The 
constant flow of information exchanged between all people involved in the 
public auction, including the "onlookers", more likely guarantees the "right" 
price for the product (see also Cassady, 1967 and Smith, 1989). 

Modernisation in fisheries 

The process of capitalisation or modernisation in fisheries in al-Sharqiyah 
started in the late 1970s. Oil revenues enabled the government to improve 
the infrastructure and to set up a subsidy programme for fisheries. 
Fishermen invested in new equipment and traders in motorised 
transportation. Moreover, oil wealth contributed to the booming demand 
for fish in the regional and urban markets. In response to the opportunities 
more local traders took the risk of investing privately in cars and ice boxes 
and they began to distribute chilled fish in the region, the rest of the 
country and abroad. The advent of larger export companies from Oman 
and other Gulf states and the increasing demand from old and new 
markets encouraged fishermen to further expand their fishing activities. 
The companies export frozen fish to world markets and are attracted to 
what seems to be a lucrative trade. They send freezer trucks down the 
coast and purchase through agents or local intermediairies whereby they 
offer severe competition to the local traders. A number of these 
companies combine trading with operating a fish plant on the coast where 
fish is sorted, cleaned, cut and frozen. Their main drive to operate locally 
is the need to control the local market. 

Oman Fisheries Company 

Oman Fisheries Company (OFC) is the largest company. It was among 
the first companies to operate a plant at the coast: 

OFC was established in Matrah in 1980 as the Oman National Fishing Company 
(ONFC), a semi-independent enterprise, which had lease contracts with trawlers from 
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Korean Companies. The company received 38 per cent of the proceeds of the catch 
which it exported (The other part was destined for the Korean company). ONFC also 
went into a charter arrangement with a Taiwanese company, which handed all its fish 
over to the company The Omani firm expanded its turnover through the purchase of 
fish from local fishermen This, it also exported In 1990 50 per cent of the fish handled 
came from industrial fishing (through trawl fishing), the other 50 per cent was 
purchased from artisanal fishermen (Pers. comm, manager OFC). ONFC operated a 
fish plant in Matrah for storing and freezing fish, which it leased from the government 
and in 19Θ5 it opened another plant on Masirah, also built by the government. In 1989 
the company sold shares worth R О 30 million to 28,000 private people and changed 
its name to Oman Fisheries Company. The government still owns 24 per cent of the 
shares (Field notes, 1988,1990). 

With the arrival of a number of export companies at the beach, 
competition between local traders and firms has become very fierce. The 
companies offer higher prices to fishermen than local traders because 
they operate on the world market. They also tend to accept any quantity 
and quality of fish because the world market is a seller's market. Another 
reason for this attitude is their eagerness to secure access to fish, which 
they pursue through establishing lasting relationships with individual 
fishermen. However, the auction system hampers this strategy and as a 
result the companies or their agents do not shy away from tricks to 
override the system. One of the managers reports for example: "We 
arrange with a fisherman that in the auction we bid a higher price than that 
which we actually pay. In return we buy all his fish and offer him 
favourable conditions like financing" (Pers. comm.,1988). Companies 
which operate plants in the coastal villages are in a better position to 
secure fishermen's co-operation, such as Al-Ashkharah Fisheries 
Company. 

Al-Ashkharah Fisheries Company 

This export company was established by Ominvest (an investment firm 
with its head office in the capital area), in 1987 and operated the 
government built plant in al-Ashkharah. Initially it was very successful in 
establishing arrangements with individual fishermen: 

The company started at the coast like all other companies by ottering higher prices and 
accepting any quantity and quality of fish. In addition they offered fishermen, who 
agreed to sell their catch to the company, the services of towing their skiffs ashore, of 
helping to unload the boat and of carrying the fish by truck to the plant. At the plant the 
fish were weighed and fishermen were paid cash at the gate. Within a few months the 
plant managed to secure catch from a large number of fishermen who were keen to 
deal with the company on these conditions. Local traders were not able to offer the 
same prices and services, and were also more selective in their buying of fish, 
depending on the demand of the local consumers The manager of the plant, a man 
from Denmark, who worked on a year's contract with the company, said he deliberately 
followed a strategy of attracting fishermen by offering higher prices and services in 
order to outplay other traders. When these were ousted from the market the company 
would then use its (monopsomstic) position to lower prices and direct the market for 
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their benefit (Pers. comrn., 1988). The company however did not manage to outplay 
the traders of kingfish who managed to obtain this valuable fish because the local 
market (and in particular the market in the neighbouring countries) was prepared to 
pay a good price (Field notes, 1988). 

Local traders indeed had little access to fish unless they were prepared to 
buy fish at the plant for a higher price. They sat idle at home waiting for 
the situation to change, or tried to earn some money through small 
dealings. For example some transported fish from the beach to the 
factory, for which work they received R.O. 3 per trip. Others began to 
collect fish for the plant elsewhere along the coast to obtain some income. 
Auctions became rare with only a few fishermen, who refused to deal with 
the plant, submitting their fish. Small wonder then that relations between 
fishermen and traders grew very tense. One day the situation exploded: 

One morning in April 1988, the company announced, without having informed the 
fishermen beforehand, that it was lowering its price for fish. For several days large 
catches of tuna fish had been landed and the company was collecting some 10-12 
tonnes daily. Fearing lower prices at the export market it had already lowered the price 
from 200 baiza per kilo to 175 baiza and it had limited its purchases to a selected 
group of fishermen, leaving others with their catch. When the company decided to pay 
only 150 baiza per kilo, this was the final straw. When the fishermen returned from the 
sea and heard the pnce which was again lower than they had expected they became 
very angry. They went straight over to the Wall to complain about the company and he 
forced the company to raise the price to 160 baizas. However the company only 
wanted to buy four tonnes of fish a day. From that day on any trust was gone and most 
fishermen ended their partnership with the company They turned again to the local 
traders taking care to restore the troubled relationship with them, and the company 
was forced to join the auction and stick to its rules. That same year however the 
company became bankrupt and the plant closed down. It has not been in operation 
since (Fieldnotes, 1988 and 1990). 

A similar threat of near monopsony has developed in the shrimp trade 
near Mahawt. Employees from the plant in nearby Khaluf collect the 
shrimps from the fishermen, paying the same price as the market price in 
Matrah. Thus traders who used to take shrimps to sell them in Matrah are 
loosing their incentive to take the fish to market. Soon the factory will be 
the only purchaser with the possible effect that it ultimately pays the 
fishermen a lower price for their shrimps. Hopefully by that time, local 
traders wíl be flexible enough to rejoin the trade. 

On Masirah island, on two occasions when monopsony was threatening, 
the fishermen were able to keep their independence due to the presence 
of other traders: 

A few years ago, a break down of the auction system resulted in an arrangement 
between the four export companies operating a local plant, to divide all the fishermen 
amongst them. However the fishermen were not prepared to deliver their catch to the 
same company every day and the scheme collapsed. Later fishermen began to 
complain that prices were too low and that companies began to select fish, in a 
situation which functioned more or less as a cartel between the four companies. This 
was soon broken when dunng the kingfish season local kingfish traders arrived from 
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the mainland on Masirah or more often, fishermen unloaded their boats on the 
mainland opposite the island and sold their fish to local traders and other export 
companies, the companies now try to secure the fishermen's loyalty by being friendly 
and allowing them small favours, such as keeping some fish on ice for them. They 
send trucks to the beach to collect fish to make the decision for fishermen easier. 
However on the beach a system of sharing or rotation is in effect (Field notes, 1990). 

Effects of exports on the local market 

When export companies buy fish from the fishermen in al-Sharqiyah, the 
effects on the local maket are considerable. They differ however for the 
different distribution channels that were distinguished in a previous 
section, i.e. those of fresh fish, kingfish, cured fish and frozen fish. The 
export companies are basically not interested in the distribution of fresh 
fish in regional markets and in that respect offer no direct competition to 
local traders. However indirectly their involvement in the trade has 
influenced local marketing because they drive up the prices and at times 
limit the supply to the truckers. Fish prices in the inland oases in the late 
1980s were reported to increase to sometimes double the price of that 
paid in the period before the companies arrived and before for example 
the plant in al-Ashkharah was pursuing control of the local market. 
Inhabitants in Ibra (Alayat and Sufalat), Badiyah and Sanaw, when asked 
about the market situation, responded that supply had become irregular. 

The lucrative trade of kingfish was an important incentive for export 
companies to enter the fish trade at all, but it soon became clear that they 
had difficulties in obtaining supplies in competition with the local kingfish 
traders. The companies tried to control the market by establishing a local 
plant, dodging the auction system as was mentioned above or even by 
controlling the supply of ice to other traders, but to little avail. Local traders 
managed to survive mainly because they are able to pay fishermen better 
prices than the export companies. Operating individually and flexibly, with 
low overhead costs, they are better equiped to take the risks of the highly 
volatile kingfish market, than large scale export companies are. 

Distribution of dried fish was also indirectly affected by the activities of the 
export companies, because more fresh fish was being purchased, leaving 
less for curing. For example to fulfil their almost insatiable need for fish 
and their drive to explore new markets, the plant in al-Ashkharah began to 
buy the catch of fishermen living further down the coast at al-Khuwaymah. 
These fishermen, who were used to salting and drying the fish which was 
not collected, naturally were keen to sell the catch directly to the plant. 
They could get a better price. As a result fewer fish weres left for drying. 
The limited availability of dried fish will cause a problem in particular for 
the Bedouin, who need to keep and transport fish in a hot climate and for 
whom dried fish is a suitable and valuable food, rich in protein and 
relatively cheap. However the plant soon broke down and too little 
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information is available yet about its actual effects on the availability of 
dried fish to draw any definite conclusions. However if as a result, the 
supply of dried fish was threatened and its price increased significantly, it 
would mean higher expenses for the pastoralists who have a limited 
income. At the same time, several fishermen along this stretch complained 
about the closure of the plant because it deprived them of an increase in 
income and they would like to see a plant opened near al-Khuwaymah. 

Frozen fish is distributed to local markets in Oman by some export 
companies. OFC for example distributes 10 per cent of its frozen fish in 
the interior, supplying the army and several stores with produce. Frozen 
fish sells for a lower price than fresh fish; frozen kingfish costs R.O. 0.600 
a kg (purchase price R.O. 0.300) and fresh kingfish makes around R.O. 
1.000 a kg. However, local people say they prefer fresh fish for which they 
are prepared to pay a higher price. Official surveys on the marketing of 
fish within the country reported a similar preference by inhabitants for 
fresh fish (Jenkinson, 1987; Ingvarsson, 1988). 

Market transactions 

Export companies have invested in the fisheries business and they have 
committed themselves to arrangements with clients on the demand side, 
but none has yet ventured into the artisanal fishing arena (though several 
have gone into industrial fishing through leasing trawlers). Through market 
transactions, the companies use the knowledge and experience of 
fishermen and spread the risks of unpredictable catches and market 
demand (Platteau, 1989). The absence of such market transactions could 
be attributed to the fact that, until 1989, the law forbade the employment 
of foreigners on board ships. This would have been a profitable way of 
conducting a fisheries business. Furthermore entrepreneurs who started 
export companies often had no fishing background and with the large 
distance between the head offices of the companies, which are mainly in 
the capital area, and the coast, close co-operation with local fishermen 
was hampered. 

Local entrepreneurs in fishing and fish trading 

Modernisation offers opportunities to which local entrepreneurs also 
respond. A number of them have ventures in the primary fishing stage, but 
are not fishing themselves. Obeid for example owns a large dhow but 
does not fish himself: 

Obeid is an entrepreneur and commodity trader who lives in a coastal town. The 
captain of his boat is a fisherman from the village. He is responsible for crewing the 
boat and for organising daily fishing trips like all other captains. The catch is brought to 
auction and sales are shared between the captain, the crew and the owner. To control 
the arrangement with his captain, Obeid is often present at the auctioning of the catch. 
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Because he only recently started the arrangement he was not sure if it was going to 
work in the long term. Locals discussing the viability of such deals mentioned that 
several entrepreneurs had started such ventures but had given them up. 

Other local entrepreneurs operate differently. They allow a crew consisting 
entirely of foreign labourers (mostly from Kerala in India), to fish using 
their boat. The fishermen sell the catch independently and at their own 
risk and they pay a monthly fee to the owner of the boat for its use. A 
similar situation has developed in the commercial sector (see Chapter 5). 
Likewise this situation is illegal; the number of foreigners on board a dhow 
must not exceed two and they have to be employed by the owner (see 
also Chapter 3). The practice of leaving the fishing entirely to immigrants 
has increased. It is estimated that about 10 per cent of the large boats in 
al-Ashkharah are crewed by foreigners only. A similar percentage may 
also be observed in Sur. 

Local entrepreneurs also venture in export trading but not all are that 
successful. One reason is the presence of larger export companies. 
Ahmed, a kingfish trader from Sur summarised his experience as follows: 

"I used to collect kingfish along the the Arabian Sea coast with my Toyota truck. In 
1990 I started an export business for kingfish on a larger scale and I bought a large 
freezer truck. I made use of my trade contacts in Saudi Arabia. Initially It went alright. 
Two years later I was broke because the market was too risky and the prices were 
controlled by large export companies operating along the coast". (Interview, 1990). 

Other people commented that Ahmed had overestimated profits, but he 
had certainly also suffered from the competition offered by other local 
individual kingfish traders. 

Three local entrepreneurs on Masirah who have gone into the trading 
business are more successful. They operate plants to clean and freeze all 
types of fish which they export via Muscat, to the world market. Neither of 
the three have fixed supply deals, although one of them, who is a local 
shaikh, expect that members of his tribe will bring fish to him (Pers. comm. 
1990). One of these fish exporters has a clear entrepreneurial approach 
and ventures also on the production side: 

Khalifa has two large fishing boats (which each take a crew of about 5 people). 
Khalifa's strategy is to control the quality of fish in order to fetch a higher price. He has 
adapted one boat, which is of steel, to take ice in order to keep fish fresh. He also 
plans to go into bleeding fish on board, a treatment which can qualify fish for the 
Japanese raw fish market. He reckons this may increase the price for fish by some 
200 per centi Khalifa also studies the market for shark meat in Europe with assistance 
from the Ministry of Commerce. His son is captain on one of the boats. The trade 
relation he will have with his son can easily be surmised: neither of them expects the 
other to be the sole trading partner. It is still too early to learn about the viability of all 
his plans but he certainly proves to be an entrepreneur who explores new markets 
which allow for further expansion (Interview, 1990). 
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Quality management 

Modernisation has had its effect on the improvement of the quality of fish. 
The use of better equipment has contributed to the bringing of fresher fish 
to the local market. The efficient distribution network and marketing 
system that has evolved has also improved the quality of fish distributed in 
national and international markets. Notwithstanding certain improvements, 
the quality of fish in Oman is still low (Oman, Ministry of Agriculture and 
Fisheries, 1988). This can partly be attributed to the fact that the fish 
market in the country is in a process of transformation, whereby on the 
one hand fish has become an attractive commodity in high demand, yet 
on the other hand fishermen are not in a situation that the quality of fish is 
a dominant factor in their sales. Neither are fishermen yet interested in 
maximising their profits. Companies which tried to exert an influence on 
quality did not succeed, as the Egyptian manager of the OFC plant on 
Masirah reported: 

"We are interested in upgrading the quality of fish. Therefore we sought to establish 
relationships with the fishermen to encourage them to improve the handling of fish. 
However, the fishermen prefer not to commit themselves to one company and we 
could not bind them. We now aim merely for reliable and regular deals without mutual 
obligations to avoid disappointment. As a consequence we have had to content 
ourselves with fish which fetches a low price in market. Because of competition on the 
buyer's side, fishermen do not need to worry about quality" (Interview, 1990). 

A systematic improvement of the quality of fish hinges on a stable 
relationship with traders and in particular with export companies. They 
wish to upgrade fish quality because it would bring them higher prices in 
the market. Such stable relationships have not yet been established for 
reasons mentioned and discussed above. In their drive to establish a 
partnership, companies want to accomodate the needs of the fishermen, 
by offering high, fixed prices, irrespective of the abundance or scarcity of 
fish, and by giving priority to local fishermen over fishermen or traders 
from other parts of the coast. On the other hand they also accept all kinds 
of fish in any quantity or quality. Thus the attitude of the companies is, to 
say the least ambivalent. While the managers of several companies stress 
their intention of building up a relationship of trust with the fishermen, the 
case of the Al-Ashkharah Fisheries Company also showed that a 
company may not meet the expectations it arouses. Fishermen feel they 
cannot negotiate with the companies on price, nor do they have any 
insight into their policies and decisions. The companies may stop the 
purchase of fish in the region from one day to the next, leaving the 
fishermen with their catch. The trade relation may still cause too much 
insecurity and risks for both fishermen and companies alike and both 
partners are hesitant about investing in their part of the business. For this 
reason OFC does not spend money or manpower on the training or 
education of fishermen. It is of the opinion that the government should 
take such responsibility here. 
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Another export company, PPI (Protein Products Incorporated), which is 
run by an Omani manager, does not content itself with low quality fish. It 
sent four fishermen from Salalah to Australia to attend a seminar on 
lobster fishing with traps. Again the company has no claim on the future 
catch of these fishermen. 

Modernisation and local employment 

Modernisation in fisheries has a positive impact on the employment of 
locals. Since the late 1970s the number of people earning a living in the 
sector has increased considerably; at present their number is estimated at 
6000 people. On the other hand the employment effects could be higher. 
For example export companies which collect the fish using freezer trucks 
at the beaches in al-Sharqiyah do not employ locals, though they may 
have a partnership with a local who purchases the fish for them. Rather, 
the companies' participation drives local traders out of work, as was 
discussed previously. Furthermore work at the local fish plants is 
predominantly done by foreign labourers. The al-Ashkharah fish plant 
employed 15 people, of which 9 came from the Philippines, India and 
Pakistan. The other 6 were locals, working as drivers (4) and guards (2). 

At present fisheries development has few linkages with the local economy. 
Apart from the money earned by the fishermen and the local traders which 
is mostly spend in the region, profits earned by export companies outside 
the region do not return to the region. They are spent in the capital area or 
send abroad as remittances by the foreign managers and employees. 
Salaries paid to the foreign labourers in the region for the most part also 
leave the region as remittances to the home countries. Local employment 
in the curing of fish in factories is negligible. Therefore, the build up of 
experience and skills by local inhabitants in the processing of fish is 
negligible too. Last but not least, industrial fishing, in which both the public 
and private sector has invested, takes place in regional waters but is not 
organised in the region. The trawlers land their catch in the capital area, 
from where the processed fish is exported. It has therefore no linkages 
with the regional economy. The effects of trawler fishing for the region 
may well be disastrous in the long run, because it could lead to stock 
depletion. In the following section, industrial fishing is reviewed for its 
effects on regional fisheries. 
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Industrial fishing 

The ultra-modern fisheries sector operates from the capital area. Trawlers 
fish in the Gulf and the Arabian Sea for a maximum period of two weeks 
after which they return to Matrah harbour. The fish, frozen on board the 
ships, is landed here and exported to world markets. The sector operates 
autonomously and is vertically integrated. Five export companies in the 
capital area were allocated a total quota of 18,000 tonnes by the 
government in the late 1980s. This was increased to 148,000 tonnes in 
1992. In the early 1990s, the companies together maintained a fleet of 26 
vessels to land the quota, 14 of which were trawlers and 12 were 
longliners. In 1989 the five companies together did not reach the total 
quantity allotted to them, but one company did exceed its individual share. 
The companies purchase from artisanal fishermen to supplement their 
catch. 

Industrial fishing has little contact with artisanal fisheries in al-Sharqiyah 
but for the fact that they frequently fish in the same waters. The large 
vessels fish in waters of 50 fathoms deep or beyond 10 miles (longliners 
20 miles) off the coast whichever is further out. Although this is beyond 
the range of artisanal fishermen they deplete the same fish stock. Local 
fishermen complaining about the decline of landings, blame the industrial 
fishing boats for causing damage to the fish stock. An official survey 
conducted on board trawlers in 1990, revealed that more than 40 per cent 
of the catch was discarded mainly because fish was too small, not wanted 
by consumers or merely inedible. The inhabitants also report trawlers 
fishing in waters close to the shore during the night. The trawlers fish 
without their lights on. 

Government policy 

The government takes a keen interest in developing the fisheries sector. 
Its role in stimulating development covers a number of domains: subsidies 
and loans, the infrastructure, enterprising, quality control, research and 
statistics. The "Fishermen's Encouragement Fund", mentioned before, 
provides financial incentives to which the artisanal fishermen have aptly 
responded. Attention to the marketing side of fisheries came later, with the 
allocation of subsidised loans to 16 truckers for transporting shrimps. The 
Bank of Agriculture and Fisheries supervises the government loans and 
subsidies from branches in al-Kamil, Ibra and Sanaw. In 1990 a branch 
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was started on Masirah island (see Chapter 3 for the implementation of 
the programme in al-Sharqiyah). 

The construction of the tarmac road in 1978 was an important factor in 
improving access to the coast and in the expansion of the number of 
marketing outlets in the region and beyond. In 1990 when the road to 
al-Ashkharah and the northern coastal area also became a surfaced road, 
commercial development in the sector was further encouraged. Other 
infrastructure projects have included the building of fish plants, the 
workshops along the coast, jetty's and further improvements of harbours. 

The government ventured in industrial fisheries in 1976 with an agreement 
to lease trawlers from Japanese and Korean fishing companies. The 
Oman National Fishing Company handled the fish caught by 
concessionaries. This company was 80 per cent privatised in 1989 and 
changed its name to Oman Fisheries Company. 

Rules and regulations concern the crewing of boats such as the law in 
1989, which allowed two foreign workers on board. Before that time no 
foreigners were allowed to work in the fisheries sector. Since this law was 
adopted this arrangement has been observed on board all but a few 
dhows. Other regulations serve to improve the quality of fish. These 
mainly concern the traders and the local markets, where fish is sold to the 
consumers. Markets have been improved and upgraded and hygiene 
became subject to stricter rules. Traders are obliged to register with the 
government and to transport fish destined for export in insulated fiberglass 
boxes approved by the government. The costs for the traders amount to 
some R.O. 600, for which a loan is rarely provided. Quality control is 
carried out at the border with the United Arab Emirates where 
veterinarians inspect the content of fish trucks. 

Regular data collecting, for example on the number of fishermen, vessels 
and landings, started in 1985, with the sampling teams operating in a 
number of fishing villages. The data is documented in Annual Reports 
issued by the Ministry of Fisheries. The Marine Science and Fisheries 
Centre, established in Muscat in 1986, monitors and studies the fish 
resources of the Sultanate. Preliminary conclusions about sustainability 
are that kingfish is near its maximum yield and lobster near depletion. 
Small pelagic fish (sardines) have a potential to grow (MSFC, 1989). A 
scientist at the Centre mentioned in 1990 also that slow growing fishes, 
which are more valuable, are being replaced by the less valuable quick 
growers due to pressure on fish resources. Reports from the Ministry also 
begin to express concern about the fish stock: 'The estimated levels of 
landings for kingfish (and possibly some species of tuna) are reaching 
current estimates of sustainable yield. The option of limiting further 
increases in the harvest of this species should be examined immediately" 
(Oman, Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries, 1987). 
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A Fisheries Development Plan for the whole country, for the following ten 
years, was formulated in 1990 by the Ministry of Fisheries. The Plan was 
based on the following premises: 

• Fisheries development is a priority in economic differentiation. 
• Resources of the Exclusive Economic Zone are reserved for the 

benefit of the country. 
• Traditional fishermen will form the foundation of the fisheries sector. 

The plan started with the assumption that an estimated 419,000 tonnes 
can be caught in Omani waters annually, of which 173,000 tonnes are of 
high value fish and 246,000 tonnes are of low value (such as sardines). 
Some 200,000 tonnes are not exploited to date. On this basis the 
government decided to allocate traditional fishermen another 31,000 
tonnes which brings the total to be fished by artisanal fishermen to around 
100,000 tonnes. These figures cover the overall situation and have not 
been split up for the regions where fishing is carried out. The plan covers 
a fisheries development policy, fiscal policies, assessment of fish 
resources, improvement of landing sites, quality of fish and employment 
(Oman, Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries, 1990). 

According to the plan, fisheries offers development potential in al-
Sharqiyah. It has been proposed that the sector, as well as agriculture and 
tourism together receive a total of R.O. 16 million for the first period 
(1991-1995) and another 14 million for the second period (1996-2000). 
The amount is not much compared to other sectors, but the government 
wants to leave initiative and investment to the private sector. The plan 
includes jetties or harbours for al-Ashkharah and Mahawt and fisheries 
extension services in several fishing communities. A training center for 
fishermen is projected for Sur (Oman, Development Council, 1991, 
1991b). 

The relation between the government pursuing development policies and 
the fishing communities as recipients at the end of such policies is 
ambivalent. The fishing population has not yet committed itself totally to 
fisheries development in the way the government foresees. 
Notwithstanding the benefits of development which they also 
acknowledge, the fishing folk cherish their autonomy. They are keen to try 
and keep their independence from the government and from companies 
because they are reluctant to accept modernisation at any cost (see also 
Lancaster, 1988). Locals bargain with the government for the 
improvement of their living conditions in exchange for their co-operation. 
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Conclusions 

The population inhabiting the coastal areas of al-Sharqiyah have been 
engaged in fishing for a long time and their lives are determined by their 
occupation. Even so they have adapted themselves constantly to 
changing conditions and new challenges. The artisanal production of fish 
has grown considerably over the past twenty years and fresh, frozen and 
processed fish is exchanged in regional, national and international 
markets. Dried and fresh fish provide the (inter-) regional population with a 
protein-rich and relatively cheap food. Local traders are the main suppliers 
of fresh fish in the local markets and in the capital area. They have 
adapted themselves well to the situation of scattered beaches, fishermen 
and consumers living in spread out villages and operate an effective and 
unique distribution network. Local kingfish traders supply a large part of a 
profitable (chilled) fish market mainly in the neighbouring Gulf states. 
Export companies purchase fish to supply the frozen fish markets in the 
country and abroad. Artisanal fishery in al-Sharqiyah is a productive and 
valuable sector, which has the potential for further growth in particular 
through improving quality. 

The oil wealth introduced a process of capitalisation in the sector. In 
response to expanding markets fishermen adapted their equipment to new 
technology and local fish traders, responding to the growing demand and 
increasing supply, invested in motorised transportation with which they 
now explore new markets. The export companies (most of which have a 
head office in the capital area or abroad) finally incorporated the local 
sector into the world market system. This has its positive effects -
increased demand and prices paid for fish, and its negative effects - fish 
becomes more expensive and scarce for local consumers. Although the 
export companies pose a serious threat to local traders by offering higher 
prices and buying up fish supplies, up to now local traders have not been 
put out of business. The main reason is the fact that fishermen are not 
prepared to make any lasting arrangements with the export companies. 
They prefer to operate independently, keeping access to a variety of trade 
channels open. 

The absence of fixed relationships is typical for fisheries (and to some 
extent for trade) in al-Sharqiyah. In the economic sphere, ties are formally 
single-purpose and arrangements end as soon as the deal is completed. 
Next time each partner is (in principle) free to choose another one. 
Indeed, the effort to stay away from fixed agreements and ties in the 
economy contrasts seemingly with the system of exchange which prevails 
in the social sphere. The tribal lineage system ties the members of the 
tribe or clan to a system of mutual exchange over generations. In 
particular the preference in the exchange of partners, to marry a cousin 
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(father's brother's daughter) or a similar close relative, secures a 
continuous exchange which entails other social obligations. However, this 
network of exchange also does not fix partners in a dyadic relationship. It 
is meant to oblige a group of people to another group instead of 
individuals. 

The auction system in which both fishermen and traders traditionally 
participate serves to share the risks. As a result of the absence of fixed 
relations and the effect of the auction system, the fisheries sector is at 
present characterised by a heterogeneity of organisational forms. This is 
an outstanding feature of recent fisheries development in many Third 
World countries, according to Platteau (1989a, 1989b). However, once 
export companies get a foothold in the local market local traders face 
marginalisation. With their disappearance the distribution of fresh fish in 
the interior is threatened and this means the loss of a rich and cheap food 
in the local diet. The distribution of dried fish will also diminish. Moreover, 
the price of all kinds of fish will increase for consumers in the whole 
country as a direct result of the increased demand for fresh fish by the 
export trade. 

Local entrepreneurs venture rather successfully in fishing and in trading of 
fish. The entrepreneurial approach to fishing in some instances, has 
contributed to the expansion of the number of foreign labourers on board 
fishing boats beyond the legal limits. Local entrepreneurs in trading such 
as the directors of export firms in Masirah, manage to develop a viable 
intermediate approach to fisheries. They bridge the gap between 
small-scale and large-scale enterprising. One of them pursues further 
integration with the harvesting of fish. 

The government as one of the partners in fisheries has contributed to its 
development. It pursues a policy of developing fisheries on the one hand, 
by developing small-scale, artisanal fishery. This it does by the issue of 
loans and subsidies, by improving the infrastructure e.g. of harbours and 
landing places and through the training of fishermen. On the other hand, it 
has encouraged the development of industrial fisheries through trawl 
fishing. Industrial fishing, conducted independently from the capital area, 
has no linkage with the local fisheries, or any other sector. On the 
contrary, in the long run it may threaten the artisanal fisheries. Whether or 
not artisanal and industrial fisheries can co-exist depends on fish 
resources. There are reasons to be cautious about industrial fishing. Trawl 
and longline fishing are intensive means of fishing and they are known to 
have had devastating effects on fish resources elsewhere in the world. 
Discards of more than 40 per cent of the catch, reported for trawl fishing in 
Oman are very high. So little is known about the marine eco-system and 
the migratory habits of fish that the effects of heavy fishing in deep water 
on the in-shore stock cannot be predicted. Fish quota have been allocated 
to a number of companies engaged in industrial fishing, but it has been 
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found difficult anywhere in the world to control quota. Fishermen in the 
region will only be able to continue their profession and develop the 
sector, when a sustainable catch level is scientifically monitored. 

The fishery sector is a source of living for more than 25,000 people in the 
region (fishermen, traders, processors and their families) and young men 
follow the profession of their fathers in fishery. The sector offers them an 
income which compares well with the salary to be earned in the public 
sector. However work conditions contribute to a labour problem in the 
sector, recruiting crew for the large dhows has become especially difficult. 
Other ways of earning a living attract people away from the fishing 
communities. They opt for work in the government either in the capital 
area or abroad. Fishermen also prefer to fish individually in smaller crafts, 
the purchase of which may be subsidised by the government. 
Notwithstanding the transformation of the sector in the last two decades, 
the quality of fish is still low. Improvement is hampered by an unstable 
market, because it is also a seller's market. 

The sector is important and viable from the point of view of regional social-
economic development. Fisheries may become an important source of 
income for the region, when a strategy is followed to direct its effects for 
the benefit of the region. Fisheries development needs to focus first of all 
on the improvement of fish quality. To this end the building of trust 
relations between fishermen and the trading sector needs to be 
encouraged. The government can contribute by investing in education and 
training - activities which are not directly commercially rewarding. OFC, 
which has encouraged all the local population to buy its shares will be 
most likely to be interested and suited to this kind of co-operation between 
fishermen, traders and the government. 

The knowledge of fishermen handed down through generations is 
essential for further development (al-Mamry, 1989). Fishermen and 
traders are well aware of their needs, potential and limitations and they 
are keen to participate in development, provided they themselves can 
benefit from the revenues. 

The local distribution system is valuable, therefore a balance needs to be 
established between local distribution, export by locals and export of fish 
by export companies, to guarantee fresh fish to local consumers. Private 
companies, if left entirely free, will follow the economic dictates of the 
market. Therefore balancing the social and economic goals needs to lie 
with the government. Besides, the region still provides a potential market 
of some 6000 tonnes of fish per annum, and the participation of local 
traders means local employment. It also contributes to income for the 
region, because local traders will spend most of their earnings within the 
region, while export companies with a head office in Muscat drain the 
profits from the region. Initiatives by local entrepreneurs in trading can be 
viable and contribute to the development of fisheries. It is also necessary 
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to attract local entrepreneurs to participate in the export trade by 
Investment in facilities such as Infrastructure and education and through 
the provision of cheap loans. These soft loans stimulate the start of a 
business of reasonable size which can compete with large export 
companies. The region has good means of communication by air and road 
to enable the transportation of fish over long distances. When landing 
facilities are improved it is possible that even trawl fishing may be 
undertaken from the region, provided that the fish stock is continuously 
monitored. 

Processing of fish is yet another area which offers scope for further 
development in the region. Local plants can improve working conditions 
and employ locals to do the work if they provide adequate salaries. Local 
labourers working at local plants acquire skills and experience in fish 
processing, which remains in the region or country. Thus fishing, trading 
and processing provide people who prefer to work locally, with satisfying 
work and a source of income. 

The above described tentative approach to the development of fisheries 
requires time for a gradual introduction of new methods and technology 
which would enable local people to control the process. A variety of 
fishermen using different fishing techniques and a variety of traders and of 
organizational forms should quarantee a variety of fish, of marketing 
outlets and of consumers within the country and abroad. 
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7 
Al-Sharqiyah 2020: macropolicies 

and regional development 

Overview 

In the previous chapters themes were discussed which are considered to 
be essential determinants in the development history of al-Sharqiyah. First 
of all its history is closely connected with that of the wider society of which 
the region is an integral part. Oman's involvement in intercontinental trade 
networks and the ancient ties it maintains with Africa and Asia are the 
setting in which this study has placed the region's development. Al-
Sharqiyah region was then looked at from different angles, with the 
following three themes representing the main areas of this research: 

• The present social-economic development in al-Sharqiyah region is a 
result of the expanding oil industry in Oman. After the country had 
seen its economy dwindle when the international trade networks 
changed routes, it experienced a renewed growth from the early 1970s 
through the exploitation of oil. Since oil production is a national 
entreprise, and the state is the distributor of wealth, the government 
thus has a strong determining role in the process of development. In 
this area, the central issue how the government effects the process of 
development in the region is put centrally. 

• Besides the government, the private sector and the tribal organisation 
also play important roles in regional development. Their respective 
contribution is reported and their interplay discussed. 

• The economic activities which provide the regional population with a 
source of living are agriculture and pastoralism, fisheries, commerce 
and the employment of locals outside the region. For those activities 
which offer development prospects, the present organisation and 
potential for future development is analysed. 



Shifting Sands 

The wider setting 

The Sultanate's geography and social-political history for a large part 
determine the past and present situation of the people in al-Sharqiyah. 
With conditions set by the desert climate, animal husbandry, cultivation, 
fishing and the exchange of local produce was the mainstay in the region 
for a long time. These activities are still a source of income for a large 
number of people. The occupational groups provide each other with their 
produce and the typical nomad-sedentary symbiosis is a basic feature of 
this interdependence. Maritime trade in which the inhabitants were 
involved as transporters, traders and merchants used to offer a 
complementary source of living. The intercontinental markets connected 
the people with eastern and western civilisations, the rise and decline of 
which also effected a rise and decline of Omani society. A differentiation in 
occupation and orientation between people living in the interior oases and 
desertland on the one hand and the coastal towns on the other, holds for 
the region as it holds for the country. However the people living in these 
widely differing areas are interlinked and interdependent through kinship, 
transhumance and trade. Flexibility and mobility of the people has always 
been necessary to conduct the various economic activities successfully. 

Early state formation in Oman dates back to the advent of Islam, when 
autonomous tribes found a common cause in the new religion. Leaders of 
the tribes in the region allocated power to the central leadership though at 
times they acted more independently. The centralized power, backed by 
religious authority was primarily given a mandate to secure peace for its 
citizens. A ruler who facilitated access for his people to intercontinental 
trade, could base his power on the wealth obtained from this source for 
the state's economy. This principle worked successfully at the time when 
the country expanded its influence and control over parts of Asia and 
Africa, for example in the seventeenth, eighteenth and a large part of the 
nineteenth century. Many people also from al-Sharqiyah were involved in 
trade and social relations with people from East-Africa and India. Decline 
of international trade since the late 1860s gradually brought Oman into 
stagnant backwaters. 

This study reports how the exploitation of oil turned the tide, once more 
providing the state with a reliable source of income, and the region with 
the necessary provisions to embark on its process of transformation. The 
region entered a new development phase when its economy received an 
injection from oil revenues. Attention was then paid to the renewed 
development of agriculture and fisheries and the flourishing of 
merchandising buoyed up by incentives and infrastructure created by the 
central government. However the problematic side of a rapid growth in the 
region has also been discussed: the employment of Omani labour in better 
paid jobs outside al-Sharqiyah and the immigration of a cheap foreign 
labour force that now dominates a central portion of economic life in the 
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region. The elements of the region's past and present offer a view on 
where the Sharqiyah region stands today. Overlooking the present social-
economic conditions in the region, the question is then posed as to what 
possibilities there are for future development of the region. 

Assets and liabilities; challenges for regional development 

Results of the underlying study indicate that the regional economy 
maintains a fair balance based on the inflow and outflow of capital, goods 
and labour. Apart from government subsidised infrastructure and 
provisions, remittances are the main element on the income scale and 
help to balance the outflow of capital spent on imported (consumer) 
goods. Immigration of foreign labour balances the exit of locals in 
numbers. The local economy still offers a relative variety of activities as 
source of income for the majority of people. Distribution of income from 
the government is relatively homogeneously spread because people 
employed in the government sector come from all layers of society from all 
around the region, and they send remittances to their families. In addition 
many people invest in small businesses which supply them with a small 
but regular (additional) income. Last but not least other distributive forces 
such as religious and familial responsibilities and commitments of people 
promote further distribution of wealth among the inhabitants, while a 
modest social welfare programme run by the government complements 
these systems for the people in need. 

Notwithstanding the apparent balance of inflow and outflow of capital and 
labour, the region faces serious challenges in realising future development 
at national and international standards. Even if no booming development 
or self-sufficiency for the region is expected, there are liabilities which 
need full consideration if development is to continue successfully. The 
present economic and social structure of the region is weak. The region's 
natural resources are limited and the sectors which draw on the region's 
resources such as agriculture, herding and to some extent also fisheries, 
face marginalisation. They used to form an integrated economic system 
which is at present disintegrating as a result of the oil economy. National 
and international competition is a threat to local production which is 
restricted to these activities. The commercial sector is largely distributive 
and consumptive and the involvement of foreigners reduces the work 
options for locals. There is increasing unemployment amongst the Omani 
population. Continuation of the economic activities depends for a 
considerable part on oil revenues, on which the employment of locals 
outside the region also depends. With declining oil resources, the 
significance of the region's economy will decline, unless new productive 
activities are generated. 
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Despite the liabilities of the economic structure, the region's assets can 
form a basis for further development. In most parts of the region living 
conditions have reached a high standard through extended provisions in 
the field of health, education, water, electricity and communications. 
People engaged in agriculture, fisheries and commercial services have 
demonstrated to adapt their ability to changing circumstances, to take up 
new challenges, to continue to deliver efficient produce and services and 
to derive income from the activities. Fisheries in particular, with its rich 
resources and a variety of related activities, represents a potentially strong 
economic sector. Last but not least, people who work outside the region 
still feel very much committed to the life in their home lands, remitting a 
large part of their revenues and investing in the local economy, even if 
they have (temporarily) taken up residence elsewhere. 

The main question to be posed for future development in the region is 
whether and to what extent the present economic activities will be 
continued and which sectors will supplement or replace them as oil 
revenues decline? The fact that new economic activities generally are 
capital-intensive rather than labour-intensive is a complicating factor for 
future development. However, development in al-Sharqiyah cannot be 
visualised independently from broader policy considerations and the wider 
economic context as constituted by the macroeconomic structure. This 
determines the boundaries and the conditions of the regional process. 
Macroeconomic policies have their effects on a micro level and vice versa; 
the process at the micro level influences the situation at the macro level. 
Anticipating depletion of its oil resources by the first quarter of the next 
century, Oman is opting for the diversification of its economic activities to 
sustain future development. How will further development of the region be 
realised in view of this economic perspective? What starting points does 
the region offer for a successful development process and what will be the 
role of the government in this process? In the following part of the chapter 
a tentative approach is made to explore the two strategic levels i.e. the 
national and the regional one and their interaction, in order to suggest a 
direction for the future regional process of development. 

Macropolicies 

Oman 2020 

In 1976 the country embarked on a planned approach of national 
development following the promulgation of the Economic Development 
Law in 1975. This Law identified the course that development should take 
in the country, the general objectives and the means to accomplish them. 
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Subsequent Five-Year Development Plans drawn up by the Development 
Council, have been based on this integrated general strategy, which 
provides the framework tor social-economic development. Each plan 
builds on the achievements of the previous periods. The methodology of 
planning was further advanced with the Fourth Five-Year Development 
Plan (1991-1995) which introduced a sectoral dimension and a regional 
dimension. For each sector and for each region plans were worked out in 
various government and other social and economic groups and 
committees. Investment programmes were added to the two plans. 

In 1995, at the onset of the Fifth Five-Year Planning Period, the 
government formulated a vision for the economy in the year 2020. Since 
oil reserves are non-renewable and revenues from them expected to 
decline by early in the next century, a new strategy was necessary to 
enable current living standards to be maintained and improved in the 
future when oil stops being the main motor of the economy. Other reasons 
for drafting a new strategy were an average annual budget deficit at 23 
per cent of total revenues between 1981 and 1992 and a continuing low 
oil price since the late 1980s. The "Oman 2020" document (Ministry of 
Development, 1995) constitutes the macroeconomic framework on which 
the country bases its national development plans. It has been formulated 
on the basis of sector studies and studies in other fields relevant in the 
pursuit of the objectives, such as health, education and water resources. 
The document was drafted, after a process of consultation and co
operation, by representatives of the ministries, the private sector, the 
Majlis al-Shura (National Consultative Assembly) and other groups in the 
social and economic domain, so as to acquire full commitment and 
support in the implementation phase. It forms the basis for the Fifth Five-
Year Plan (1996-2000). This study uses this framework for comparing the 
national strategy with the situation in al-Sharqiyah. 

The new vision for Oman's economy is based on maintaining a minimum 
Omani per capita income at its 1994 level of R.O. 2093 (US $ 5440), and 
doubling it, in real terms by the year 2020. The four objectives listed in the 
outline of the future economy are the following: 

• a sustainable development and a stable macroeconomic framework, 
• a diversified, dynamic and globalized economy, 
• an efficient and competitive private sector, 
• advanced human resources. 

The society faces serious challenges in realising these objectives such as: 
controlling the size of public spending and eliminating public budget 
deficits; reducing the reliance on oil resources through diversification and 
expansion of the economic base; provision of a macroeconomic climate 
suitable for private sector development; increasing private savings and 
investments and finally raising labour market efficiency, thereby increasing 
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the contribution of national labour and developing the human resources 
(Mohamed bin Musa, 1995). 

Policies and measures are proposed to realise each of the objectives. For 
example a stable macroeconomic framework will be pursued through 
achieving a fiscal balance by means of cutting public expenditures (from 
18 per cent of GDP to 10 per cent of GDP), increasing public savings and 
investments and building up reserves. These measures are meant to 
accomodate the oil windfall and to avoid the process linked to a rentier 
economy which triggers unsustainable patterns of consumption and 
investments. Other monetary policies apply to the interest rate and the 
value of the Omani Rial. Diversification is promoted through privatisation 
of services such as electricity, sewage systems and exploitation of natural 
gas, stimulation of export industries and concentration on industries and 
services that depend on capital-intensive techniques and advanced 
technology. 

Agriculture, fisheries, trade and tourism are promoted for further growth. 
Their respective contribution to GDP is to rise from 2 per cent to 3 per cent 
for agriculture, from 1 per cent to 2 per cent for fisheries and from 15 per 
cent to 18 per cent for trade and tourism by 2020. The latter section is to 
become the leading sector of the economy. The increase in volume of 
trade is fostered through the expansion of other production sectors as well 
as increasing the export, re-export and transit functions in the economy. 
The country will pursue the strengthening of its economic relations with 
states participating in the Gulf Co-operation Council (of which Oman has 
been a member since its inception), and other economic blocks (such as 
the Indian Ocean Rim). It has enlisted in the World Trade Organisation. 
Oman considers its location on the Gulf and the Arabian Ocean as a 
comparative advantage for transport, transit and telecommunications, as 
this has been throughout its history. 

The private sector is to resume its role as initiator of economic activities 
which has in present times more and more accrued to the state, because 
of the letter's distributive function. Through measures and regulations, 
companies are encouraged to seek foreign investment and commercial 
licencing, and small and medium scale enterprises will receive financial 
incentives. Incentives are also available to develop the financial sector 
and the functioning of the Security Market. Integration in the world 
economy is expected to bring the benefits of economies of scale, 
expansion of markets and technology transfer. This objective will be 
pursued through a free flow of goods, capital and technology. Adaptation 
of legal frameworks, enhancement of financial services, further completion 
of the infrastructure and extension of international communication 
networks such as ports, are meant to evoke the dynamics of the market. 

Development of human resources is the most important dimension of the 
Sultanate's development strategy for the coming years. A number of 
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policies concern the conditions to attain this qualitative objective. The first 
aim is to reduce the growth rate of the population from the current 3.7 per 
cent down to below 3 per cent. At a growth rate of 3.7 per cent the Omani 
population (which reached 1.48 million in 1995) will have doubled by 2016 
to 2.96 million. At a growth rate of 3 per cent the population of nearly 3 
million in 2016 will have reached about 6 million by 2039. Other conditions 
concern improved health care and free basic education. Human resources 
development is further aimed at through improving education at the higher 
levels. In order that people can cope with modern technology and meet 
international competition, the skills of Omani labour will be upgraded, 
while labour market efficiency will be promoted through the elimination of 
differences between employment in the public and private sectors. This 
objective is to be attained through raising the cost of expatriate labour and 
through adopting an integrated information system about the labour 
market. Employment opportunities for interested Omanis will be identified 
and women's participation in the labour market encouraged. 

The government intends to play merely a guiding role in the development 
of the economy, setting long term objectives and leaving the initiatives 
with the private sector. It will pursue equal opportunities for all individuals 
and give special attention to vulnerable groups when imposing new fees 
or taxes or providing health and educational services and training. Other 
objectives to be pursued are equitable income distribution, self-reliance 
and local development, to narrow gaps in living standards between the 
various regions and income groups. The efficiency and performance of 
government bodies and local departments of ministries are to be 
improved. The development strategy of the country compares with 
strategies listed by the World Bank (whose representatives were involved 
in the drafting of the vision) and the United Nations (World Bank, 1995; 
United Nations, 1995). 

Implications for the development process in al-Sharqiyah 

The macroeconomic framework and the strategy outlined for its realisation 
have implications for the development process in al-Sharqiyah. The main 
objectives - sustainable development, a stable macroeconomic 
framework, a diversified and globalised economy, an efficient and 
competitive private sector and advanced human resources- primarily refer 
to the national economic situation, but the implementation of policies and 
measures to achieve these goals directly or indirectly concern the regional 
process, however difficult this may be to assess. On the other hand the 
pursuit of national objectives is complicated for example by the fact that 

297 



Shining Sands 

economic activities in the region, and labour out-migration are more or 
less autonomous processes over which the central state has little control. 
What instruments does the government have to direct the regional 
process within the boundaries of the macroeconomic framework? How 
can it pursue a development process, whereby the national and regional 
levels are integrated? In the next part of the chapter macropolicies are put 
to the test as they refer to the main issues in the development process of 
al-Sharqiyah. The issues subsequently dealt with are: demography, labour 
force, labour emigration, creation of employment, agriculture, fisheries, 
commerce and trade, manufacturing and human resources development. 
Suggestions are tentatively given for further management of the 
development process in the region. 

Demography 

The region is at present thinly populated. The area, with a surface of 
about 40,000 km2 (13 per cent of total Oman) has a population of 247,500 
people of which 213,500 are Omani (according to the official population 
census executed in 1993). This is about 10 per cent of the total population 
of the country (2,017,600 of which 1,480,000 are Omani). Immigration of 
Omanis into the region is negligible. However a sharp increase in the size 
of the population is to be expected in the near future. With a high birthrate 
(43.1 promille; total Oman 45.6 promille), a high natural increase of 3.8 
per cent (for Oman 3.7 per cent)1 and an age structure of the population 
which represents a pyramid with a large base (half of the Omani 
population in al-Sharqiyah is below 15 years: Fig. 3.1), the population will 
rapidly increase. The estimated number of people between 6 and 20 years 
(excl. the foreign population) was about 80,000 in 1988 (Oman, 
Development Council, 1989). At a growth rate of 3.8 per cent this will be 
over 100,000 in the year 2000. In that year about 18,000 people (women 
and men) will be between 18 and 20 years old. By then some 7000 people 
(mainly men, if a large proportion of the women chooses not to participate 
in the official labour market) will annually enter the labour market. There 
will not be sufficient employment in the region for these entrants into the 
labour market. At present some 20,000 people (mostly young men) are 
already employed outside the region. The population growth is the most 
serious factor in planning the regional future, especially when the work 

1 The birth rate in Oman is higher than that for Latin American countries in the 1950s 
which was around 42 promille. The high figure may be partly due to data sampling which 
is based on a sample survey done in 1991 with no reliable data available for previous 
periods. The growth rate for Oman is high, though comparable with estimated growth 
rates for Saudi Arabia (3.9 per cent) and Kuwait (3.4 per cent). A high growth rate may be 
expected in a situation where oil revenues enable that health services attain a high degree 
of effectiveness and birth control is no official policy (though birth spacing is being 
encouraged), such as pertains in Oman and neighbouring oil producing countries 
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supply is limited (see also Sultan, 1994). Policies to reduce the growth 
rate such as promoting birth spacing and a preferential size of the nucleus 
family (five people) are already being promoted at the national level. 
These are vital for the regional situation. Effects of these policies need to 
be monitored for the region and in addition in the short term, more 
elaborate studies need to be executed for the region to acquire detailed 
knowledge on the regional demographic factors. 

Labourforce 

The labour force available for the exploitation of the regional resources is 
characterised by the low educational level and a low participation rate of 
local people (officially estimated between 20,000 and 30,000 people in 
1988). The late start of modern education in the country still leaves a high 
level of illiteracy (officially 50 per cent) and a low educational level for the 
inhabitants in the region. With a school attendance for both girls and boys 
at present at about 75 per cent, the educational level for the next 
generation is rapidly improving. The low participation rate of local Omani 
people in the labour force is due to demographic and social-economic 
factors - low population density, the high proportion of young people and 
the officially estimated low percentage of women participating in the labour 
market (c. 7 per cent in the age group 20 - 49 in 1990). However, the 
labour participation of locals is rapidly increasing as a result of the growth 
in population. The issue of employment in al-Sharqiyah indeed becomes a 
pressing one because of the booming population. In 1988, the population 
of working age 15 to 65 years, numbered an estimated 79,000 people. By 
2013, at a growth rate of 3.8 per cent their number will have increased to 
some 100,000 people. 

The most important social-economic factor for the low participation of 
locals in the labour market is the (temporary) emigration of about 20,000 
inhabitants who are employed outside the region. They are mainly 
employed in the public sector, which offers attractive salaries and working 
conditions. The number represents aroud 25 per cent of the population 
between 15 and 64 years (Fig. 3.1). This factor represents a complex 
process which is difficult to restore. It will be referred to later in this 
chapter. 

Closely linked with this labour out-migration is another characteristic of the 
labour force, the presence of a large foreign labour force. The large 
number of foreign labourers (20,596 in 1990 and their number is annually 
increasing) coming into the region contribute quite considerably to 
economic development. Employers profit from their presence, because 
foreign workers form a cheap and willing labour force and often work 
under conditions which locals do not or cannot accept. They are employed 
particularly in unskilled and semi-skilled jobs, but are also employed in 
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highly-skilled jobs and partly replace those people who have emigrated. 
The problematic side of their presence lies in the barriers they pose for 
locals looking for work. Through their predominance in a large part of the 
local economy, the competition they offer to local traders, the lower 
salaries they accept and their eagerness to keep such jobs (because it 
offers them a better income than at home, where work may not be 
available at all), they close off access to work for local people. The 
emigration of locals and the immigration of foreigners has thus become a 
vicious circle, which is difficult to break. 

The government promotes Omanisation which will curb the increasing flow 
of foreigners, though it acknowledges also that the developing economy 
still needs a larger and higher educated work force than the country can 
supply at present. Moreover, the widely available foreign labour force 
which accepts lower salaries than locals, partly compensates for the 
adverse effects of oil windfalls such as uncompetitiveness of non-oil 
tradeables, increasing wages and a shift of labour and capital from other 
sectors to the oil and the services sector. 

The issue of a local labour force who cannot find work in the region, will 
raise a serious problem in the near future. More so when, due to the 
population growth, larger cohorts of young people begin to enter the 
labour market. At some stage they will also be joined by the people from 
the region who now work in the neighbouring countries. Governments in 
these states at present offer employment to an estimated 8,000 people 
from the region. When oil resources in these countries decline and 
concomittantly employment opportunities decline these people will return 
to Oman. At the same time traditional economic activities offer limited 
prospects for expansion and therefore of work opportunities. The 
consequences of unemployment for a large number of people will be far-
reaching. For example foreigners who dominate large parts of the local 
economy (while a large number of local people have limited access to 
work), may be an easy target for radical elements in society, as has been 
the case in various other countries. Also, young people who cannot fulfil 
their expectations to fully participate in the modernisation process are 
more likely to be attracted to revivalist movements based on a politicised 
Islam (Khoury, 1983; Kramer, 1995). Unemployment for a large group of 
people without a source of income will be the most serious threat for the 
region's development. The most serious challenge the region faces is 
therefore to create opportunities for people to work and earn an income. 

Labour emigration 

At present 30 per cent of the economically active Omani population earns 
an income in the local economy. This is based on traditional activities such 
as agriculture, animal husbandry by natural grazing, fisheries, the 
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exchange of produce and modern commercial activities (Oman, 
Development Council, 1991). However, the most important source of 
income for the region is the employment of people outside the region. 
Whereas a considerable number have already settled on a fairly 
permanent basis in the capital area or abroad, the majority (some 20,000 
people) leave the region only on a temporary basis. This study estimates 
that about 65 per cent of commuters have found work mainly with the 
government in the capital area or in other regions of the country and about 
35 per cent are working in the neighbouring oil-producing states, where 
they are also mainly employed by the governments. The majority of 
people emigrate because they see more work opportunities in the capital 
area and abroad. Jobs in the public sector are mostly better paid and offer 
more attractive working conditions than in the private sector. Others are 
attracted to the capital area because of better business opportunities and 
a different way of life. 

Out-migration has implications for the economic and social life in the 
region which, if left unattended will pose a large problem. Firstly, as was 
mentioned above, the out-migration of people is closely linked with the 
involvement of immigrant foreign labourers. Initially recruited as a 
supplementary labour force, expatriates now play their own role as a 
flexible labour force. Work done by foreigners, which local Omanis might 
have considered, becomes less available for the local population. 
Moreover foreigners in the commercial sector who work independently 
often otter competition to local independent traders. As a result locals look 
for suitable jobs outside the region and more immigrant labourers are 
recruited. The vicious circle of emigrating locals and immigrating 
foreigners particularly plays a role in the agricultural, commercial and 
building sector. Non-Omani immigrants working in the region send at least 
R.O. 20 million a year as remittances to their home countries. This money 
therefore cannot be reinvested in the Omani economy. On the other side, 
emigrants together remit an estimated R.O. 50 million a year to al-
Sharqiyah. The remittances are a reliable source of income for the families 
and as investments they give incentives to other local economic activities 
such as in the traditional sectors and the modern commercial sector. 

The emigration of a large number of men also lays a heavy burden on the 
family members who stay in the region to run the daily life in the 
communities, such as women, older people and children. Moreover, a vital 
part of the population, being absent most days of the week can not directly 
participate in the local development process. Therefore creation of work in 
the region is vital. Policies which bridge the gap between work in the 
private and in the public sector contribute to keep the people in the region. 

However it is expected that the trend of emigration will continue, even if 
the region is successful in securing more work, because the region cannot 
accomodate the population growth. The capital area is a growth pole and 
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migration to it will therefore increase. It means that additional work in the 
capital area needs to be created to integrate these newcomers effectively. 
Therefore the government needs to include in its macropolicies, plans and 
finance for further industrialisation in the capital area specifically to 
accomodate the immigrants from the region. Industrialisation on a large 
enough scale can only be realised in a growth pole with nearby ports and 
other necessary facilities at hand. 

Creation of employment 

The creation of employment for the population in the near future is a 
serious challenge. This objective, whether realised within or outside the 
region, cannot be left to the private sector alone and needs taken up by 
the government. At present the government is the major employer for the 
regional inhabitants. This raises the question of how much longer will the 
government in Oman (and governments abroad) be in this situation when 
oil revenues begin to diminish? Oil in Oman is expected to be virtually 
depleted by 2020, but oil reserves in various other Gulf states go (a little) 
further (Table 7.1 and Figs. 7.1 and 7.2). Employment opportunities in the 
public sector in Oman also depend on the prospects for gas exploitation in 
the country, which is to replace oil as a source of state revenues. Gas 
reserves (estimated at some 24 Trillion Cubic Feet) are to provide 
revenues until well into the next century for which purpose an LNG-plant is 
to be established in Sur. If the government continues to be a major 
employer, a plan needs to be drafted indicating the number of people 
(women and men) from al-Sharqiyah who are to be employed, how long 
that employment will last, the nature of that employment, and where it will 
be available, in the capital area or in the region? Regional government 
offices and the Ministry of Defence employed about 8000 people in the 
late 1980s. 

Investments in the economy are made according to the Five-Year Plan, 
which are to create employment particularly in the private sector. The vital 
questions still need to be addressed as to what level and kind of work, for 
whom, and where? Creating employment in the region requires particular 
attention for example for those people who have little education and now 
work in the neighbouring countries. Attention also needs to be given to the 
higher educated people who leave for the capital area. Women need to be 
a target group for all categories. To be successful in attaining these goals, 
effective policies to Omanise need to be implemented. The creation of 
employment needs to be the objective for development plans concerning 
all viable economic activities in the region such as are elaborated on in the 
following paragraphes. 
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Country 

Saudi Arabia 
Kuwait 
Oman 
Bahrain 
Qatar 
UAE 
AGCC-total 

World 

Source: 

Production 

MMBLS/d Cumulative 

7.82 
1.85 
0.8 
0.11 
0.41 
2.23 
13.22 

60.41 

(MMMBLS) 

71.6 
26.6 
4.4 
0.9 
5 
15.8 
124.3 

738 

Reserves 

Remaining 
(MMMBLS) 

203.4 
58.4 
6.1 
0.3 
4.5 
61.2 
333.9 

962 

Petroleum Economist October 1995 

Ultimate 
(MMMBLS) 

275 
85 
10.5 
1.2 
9.5 
78 
459.2 

1700 

Depl. Mid
point (yr) 

2016 
2014 
1995 
1976 
1993 
2019 
2004 

1999 

Table 7.1: Oil Production and Reserves in the Arab Gulf Co-operation 
Council (AGCC) states (billion barrels). 
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Fig. 7.1: Remaining oil reserves in Oman and in AGCC states (billion 
barrels). 
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F/g. 7.2: О// production in Oman and AGCC states, in million barrels per day 
(1995 data). 

Agriculture 

Sectors which exploit natural resources in the region are vital in the 
development process because they may shape the future regional 
economy. Agriculture and herding are indeed essential because they 
provide food and produce for exchange, but the number of Omanis 
earning a living, especially in cultivation, is steadily declining. Limited 
water resources restrict large expansion of the sector. 

Concerning the present situation and future contribution of agriculture it is 
important to note first of all a difference in relevance of the sector (and 
other sectors such as fisheries and trade) seen from the macroeconomic 
perspective and from the regional perspective. This has relevance for the 
strategy to be pursued for development at the regional level. Whereas the 
contribution of these three particular sectors to the national economy 
(Gross National Product) may be small (because they are compared with 
oil), their relative importance for the regional (i.e. al-Sharqiyah) economy 
(Gross Regional Product) is much bigger. The national figures are 
respectively 2 per cent for agriculture and herding, 1 per cent for fisheries 
and 15 per cent for trade at a GDP of R.O. 4.4 billion (1993). The regional 
figures may be 17 per cent (or around R.O. 36 million) for agriculture, 15 
per cent (or R.O. 30 million) for fisheries and 20 per cent (R.O. 40 million) 
for trade and commerce. The Gross Regional Product is estimated at R.O. 
200 million in an educated guess since no official figures are available. 
Employment outside the region is even set at about 35 per cent (R.O. 50-
60 million) of a GRP. Remittances are the main source of income for the 
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region while they hardly feature in the national statistics. The oil industry 
does not count for a GRP, though indirectly oil revenues provide the public 
services and subsidies for the private sector and they are the basis for the 
income that locals employed outside the region receive. 

Agriculture offers opportunities for development within the macroeconomic 
framework, though to a limited extent and only when taking into 
consideration the barriers and limitations such as have been discussed in 
the previous chapters. At the national level the government is keen to 
promote development of the agricultural sector to counterbalance the 
effect of the leading oil sector which draws capital and labour away from 
sectors such as agriculture (Gelb, 1988; Auty, 1990, 1993). The sector is 
to raise its contribution to GDP from 2 to 3 per cent by increasing the 
areas under cultivation, introducing modern crops and technology and 
establishing agro-industries. These measures will considerably transform 
the region's agriculture and directly affect employment, income and the 
skills of the inhabitants in the region. It is therefore Important initially to 
map out the regional implications of these measures before they are 
implemented. Limited water resources are already acknowledged at the 
national level, but the sector in al-Sharqiyah faces other challenges such 
as securing work for locals. 

Evaluation of the sector's viability indeed will indicate that agriculture at 
the regional level cannot develop into a self-sustaining sector (producing 
sufficient food or offering a sufficient income to locals) if it is entirely left to 
market forces and an independent, competitive private sector. Cultivation 
and production of agricultural produce and livestock rearing needs full 
financial, technical and educational support from the public sector. In order 
to safeguard it as a sustainable sector within a competitive environment of 
cheap imports and cheap labour the government needs to increase its 
efforts and investments in the development of agriculture and herding. For 
example financial incentives for the establishment, maintenance and 
upgrading of farms need to be continued. Furthermore the sector should 
offer work conditions attractive to local people, to enable them to benefit 
from agricultural development. This could be accomplished for example by 
securing fair prices for farm produce possibly through subsidies for labour 
or for produce. These measures are meant to bridge the salary gap 
between working in agriculture and in the public sector. Facilities which 
enable people (to continue) to combine agricultural work with other 
occupations should be promoted. (Potential) farmers will benefit from 
training and other services and any new insights and techniques 
developed should be made available to the populace. Local knowledge 
about the constraints of the desert climate and how people cope in such 
conditions need to be fully studied. Over the years various instruments 
such as mentioned above have been put to use by the government with 
the objective of developing the sector. These need to be evaluated from 
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time to time for their effectiveness and adjusted to meet developing 
circumstances. 

The private sector may be encouraged to take over the marketing 
function, which is at present largely in the hands of the public sector (i.e. 
Public Authority for Marketing Agricultural Produce) whereby the 
government needs to balance the revenues for the traders and farmers. A 
policy of open borders which is pursued at the national level will surely 
complicate the issue of marketing the produce and in particular increase 
competition from cheaper imports. On the other hand, the agricultural 
sector will benefit from measures which facilitate distribution of products in 
other GCC-countries. 

The introduction of modern technology and new ways of financing, 
adequate wages, and other benefits, though costly will in the end have the 
effect that a considerable number of people can make a decent living from 
agriculture, with or without additional sources of income. If, with the 
introduction of the above mentioned instruments and measures, the result 
is a well managed agricultural sector, it will meet with other objectives 
pursued in the national strategy such as providing competitive work for 
locals, increasing the ratio of locals employed in the sector and enhancing 
self-sufficiency and self-reliance in the communities. People who would 
consider emigration for work may be inclined to stay, in particular those 
who do not have the interest or opportunity to pursue higher education. 
Many of them now opt for a job abroad because this is better 
remunerated, though they feel the burden of travel and distance. 

More importantly, full-time habitation and the preservation of cultivated 
and grazing areas are interlinked. Cultivators and pastoralists, whose 
activities are supplementary, have over time acquired experience and 
knowledge necessary to make a valuable living in the vulnerable and 
unpredictable environment of the interior oases and desert zones. Their 
knowledge and efforts are indispensable to restrict ongoing desertification 
and their temporary or continued absence would threaten the cultivation in 
the oases and livestock rearing in the desert ranges. At the same time, 
well-maintained and producing gardens and a viable opportunity for 
breeding of livestock in the desert are a prerequisite to continued life in 
the settlements and the desert, and thus they form the basis for any other 
development activities in the region. 

Fisheries 

Fisheries in al-Sharqiyah supply a cheap and complementary food in the 
local diet and a valuable product for the local, national and international 
markets. Local independent fish traders operate an efficient marketing 
network within the region, the capital area and neighbouring countries. In 
total some 6000 fishermen, processors, traders and their families depend 
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on the fisheries sector for a living. Moreover the sector predominantly 
employs Omanis (the official percentage in fisheries is 93.5 per cent while 
the percentage of Omanis in agriculture is only 25.6 per cent). 

The fisheries sector in al-Sharqiyah has national significance. More than 
50 per cent of the total catch in Oman is landed in al-Sharqiyah, while the 
export of fresh and frozen fish supplies the national economy with foreign 
exchange. A process of modernisation initiated by government incentives 
and entrepreneurial efforts has effected a considerable improvement in 
the quantity and quality of the output, but it also has had its toll. 
Modernisation in fisheries attracts export trading companies from outside 
the region to buy up fish. They offer the fishermen a good market but their 
involvement is disadvantageous for the local trading sector and its further 
development. Fish landed in al-Sharqiyah but mostly destined for export 
leaves local consumers with little fish at a high price or none at all and 
puts local fish traders out of work. The advantage of a profitable market for 
fishermen is temporary because the export companies pursue monopsony 
which ultimately will lower the price for fish paid to the fishermen. 

Another serious constraint for the regional fisheries sector is the labour 
problem. This has not (yet) so much to do with the involvement of foreign 
workers as in the case of the agricultural or commercial sectors, but rather 
with local fishermen who operate small boats. Many fishermen prefer to 
fish individually rather than jointly working on the traditional large vessels 
such as the dhow, and captains of dhows have difficulties in finding 
enough crew members (between 6 and 8 people) for their boats. By the 
government programme of subsidies for boats and engines, people are 
encouraged to purchase a skiff which is operated on an individual and 
often part time basis. This provides many with a (additional) source of 
income. However the fishing performance of a dhow (for which the 
government programme also provides a subsidy) is higher than that of the 
small fibreglass skiffs. To attract people to work (full time) in the fishing 
sector an improvement of working conditions is required similar to that 
suggested for the agricultural sector, with the understanding that this can 
partly be left to the market because there is more scope for profit. 

Within the macroeconomic perspective, fisheries development offers 
prospects for an increased contribution to GDP, firstly because only a 
quarter of the stock is currently being exploited, according to official 
estimates. Further development is to be attained through the introduction 
of modern technology, completion of infastructure, growth of export 
activities and the production of value-added goods such as canned fish. 
Fisheries in al-Sharqiyah may benefit from the measures promoted at the 
national level provided that policies and measures are taken to avoid 
negative effects at the regional level. Local fish landings by fishermen and 
the involvement of local traders and exporters in the distribution and 
marketing of fish needs to be guaranteed. 
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The national strategy presupposes a smooth transition from artisanal to 
industrial fishing on a larger scale. A successful, intermediate approach to 
fisheries development is reported from entrepreneurs on Masirah island 
who operate larger and better-equipped boats from the island. They sell 
the catch to local traders for regional and interregional sales and for export 
to the Gulf as well as to other export traders and companies. These 
examples suggest that experienced and knowledgeable local 
entrepreneurs can offer a useful contribution to the development process. 
The gradual introduction of new methods and technology in close co
operation with the involved local population enables the people to control 
the process on their own terms. It will convince them that living and 
working in the villages and towns along the coast can be improved without 
losing the benefits of an independent life. 

Suitable landing sites such as harbours and jetties should be available at 
least in Sur, al-Ashkharah, al-Khuwaymah, and the islands of Masirah and 
Mahawt (some have already been built or drafted in current building 
projects). One of these needs to have facilities for trawl fishing. The 
harbour or jetty complex also needs to provide processing and export 
facilities and local traders would need facilities to be able to organise all 
forms of transport through modern means of communication. Local 
entrepreneurs such as are already operating in Sur, al-Ashkharah and 
Masirah should be encouraged to expand and guided to take further 
initiatives in modernising the fleet and the marketing sector. For these 
objectives fisheries training and management centres need to be 
established. Fishermen and consumers need a variety of marketing 
outlets and the traditional ways of co-operation between traders and 
fishermen such as the public auctioning of fish have proven their 
effectiveness. If further co-operation is encouraged between fishermen 
and between fishermen and traders they may benefit from the economy of 
scale. 

Industrial fishing such as is being conducted by companies in the capital 
area threatens the regional artisanal fisheries. Foreign trawlers are leased 
(and crewed by foreign staff) and fish in waters near al-Sharqiyah. No 
local inhabitants earn a living or benefit from this fishing because the fish 
is landed and further handled in the capital area. Moreover, industrial 
fishing poses a serious threat for the resources on which local fishermen 
depend. In other fishing areas of the world this type of fishing is known to 
have a devastating effect on the fish stock in the long run (The Ecologist, 
1995). In Oman trawlers have been reported to discard more than 40 per 
cent of their catch. Fish resources need effective conservation to prevent 
depletion of the stock, which process needs to be controlled by careful 
monitoring. This is indeed one of the programmes run by the Marine 
Science Center in Muscat. On the other hand studies from fisheries in 
many parts of the world testify that neither this approach nor the setting 
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and enforcement of quota have been very successful in promoting a 
sustainable development of the fisheries sector. 

The fisheries sector has development potential in al-Sharqiyah which 
would directly enhance the national economic situation. If however 
fisheries development is pursued mainly from and in the capital area, 
through promoting export activities and bringing in an (foreign crewed) 
industrial fleet, its contribution to the Gross National Product will remain 
relatively small. More importantly, it will estrange local fisher folk from 
fisheries as currently carried out in al-Sharqiyah. For example the 
population of the smaller fishing communities along the Arabian Sea at 
present express reservations against modernisation. They prefer to 
improve their immediate living and working conditions through provisions 
for health, education and other utilities, instead of fisheries development, 
when it is not clear that they and not outsiders profit from the new 
opportunities in fisheries. 

Therefore fisheries development, envisaged at the national level through 
planned infrastructure, landing facilities, plants and other processing 
functions, needs to be pursued within the context of the local and regional 
function of artisanal fisheries. It is indeed recommended that fisheries 
development in all its facets, e.g. infrastructure, processing, management 
and control through scientific research programmes and other government 
functions, should primarily be located in al-Sharqiyah. After all this region 
does offer a comparative advantage because of its geographic position. 
Furthermore, if these fisheries facilities are mostly located in the region, 
the sector will be enabled to expand its contribution first of all to the Gross 
Regional Product and indirectly to the Gross National Product because it 
will generate income and work for a considerable number of local people 
who may find employment in this sector at all levels. 

The fisheries sector will be a core business in the region when such an 
approach is successfully realised. Fisheries can trigger off other economic 
activities through forward linkage i.e. in merchandising, processing, crafts 
and small scale (cottage) industries and through backward linkage in boat 
building and industries promoting the quality of fish. These kinds of 
linkages in a core business activity effected further economic expansion in 
most other developing situations (Hirschman, 1986). The sector may 
become a real engine for regional economic development which will 
provide produce, employment and income for a large number of people 
and their dependents. Regional fisheries will then also gain national 
significance by contributing considerably to the national income, whether 
directly or indirectly. 
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Commerce and trade 

The commercial sector ¡n al-Sharqiyah experienced expansion over the 
last two decades mainly due to the consumption linkage provided by 
remittances and other sources of income. A total of 10,000 people are 
involved in the sector. Unlike the traditional sectors of agriculture, herding 
and fisheries which are productive activities, the modern commercial 
sector currently creates a negative balance of trade for the region, 
because this sector is booming mainly through the distribution of imported 
consumer goods. Traders and salesmen import the goods from 
companies In the capital area and Dubai and distribute them through a 
variety of marketing channels and trade units. Together they operate an 
efficient distribution network which reaches all areas of the region. 

The expansion of the commercial sector has mainly been without 
bureaucratic interference as is often the case in developing countries 
(Dannhaeuser, 1974). One of the consequences of this free enterprise is 
the predominant position foreign salesmen and traders have acquired in 
this sector. Around 6500 (about one third of the immigrant labourers) is 
employed in the sales and services sector. Only 5 per cent (4000) of the 
total economically active Omani population in the region is working in the 
sector of trade, restaurants and hotels (Oman, Development Council, 
1991). Foreigners are particularly involved in the small businesses (capital 
below RO 25,000), which category represents 89 per cent of the 
enterprises in the country. 

The predominance of foreigners in the sector, which is mainly due to their 
favourable economic position, poses a problem for local traders and 
potential shopkeepers. Immigrants are able to operate with lower salaries 
or smaller margins than locals and offer fierce competition to them. On the 
other hand their participation is an advantage for the consumer because 
of the more efficient services and the lower prices they can offer. This 
ambivalent situation concerns the regional and national situation. 

At the national level Omanis are encouraged to take up trading 
themselves in order to safeguard work, income and reinvestments (at 
present leaving the country as remittances). Thereby, trading has proved 
to be a training ground for other entrepreneurial activities, for example in 
manufacturing in other Arab countries (Sayigh, 1963, 1991). At the same 
time, at the national level an increase of foreign labour is expected due to 
increased investments in the Fifth Five-Year period. A policy to encourage 
Omanis to take up work themselves is also vital for the region. Support 
from the government is necessary through incentives such as finance and 
business training schemes to enable locals to become competitive in 
trading. Young people will benefit from training because they do not 
automatically learn the business skills from the example of their parents 
(or others). Centres or institutes for business training may be established 
in Ibra, Ja'lan and al-Mudhaybi, because these areas have a well based 
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commercial sector. Commercial and government banks need to distribute 
their services effectively, with special emphasis on women. Women play a 
vital role in the regional economy (be it the informal i.e. unofficial 
economy), also because they live more permanently in the region than 
most men. Their initiatives need every support to succeed. Furthermore, 
local traders should have easy access to exclusive agencies at the 
national level which secures their income and allows them to expand their 
business, or the system should be abolished altogether as it leads mostly 
to unfair competition from already dominant companies. 

The prolific expansion of small shops and services is also due to the fact 
that locals seek to profit from investing in a small business. They mostly 
leave the business to a foreign salesman or trader. However, when 
employing an immigrant salesman to run their business, the return on 
investments is very small, for one reason because competition in the 
sector is large. If the government initiates other investment possibilities 
such as guaranteed investment funds in which people can invest as 
profitably or more profitable, people may receive a better return on their 
investments and as a consequence the flow of money to small businesses 
will be diverted away from an overcompetitive sector. These funds may 
then be allocated to new entrepreneurial initiatives deserving of support 
such as in the sectors of small industries, agriculture, fisheries and 
tourism. 

The regional commercial sector is not a sound basis for economic growth 
as long as it is mainly concerned with the distribution of import goods. As 
well as the remittances from temporary emigrants, productive activities are 
also needed to provide revenues to purchase goods. By investing in 
productive industries in the region, employment and income opportunities 
will become available to the inhabitants as well as to the returning 
emigrants, and will also stimulate other viable commercial activities. 

Manufacturing 

A modern manufacturing sector in the region is négligeable. Within the 
national policy of diversification the goverment promotes economic 
activities in the region and it has been relatively successful in the sector of 
agriculture and fisheries. However few other productive activities such as 
in the manufacturing sector have left the ground. The regional market is 
small, capital for larger investments is limited and Omanis are attracted to 
work in the public sector rather than in the private sector. They set up 
businesses which they often leave in foreign hands. The present 
participation of foreign people in the economy impedes the growth of 
individual businesses and diversification of economic activities. This is 
mainly because the foreigners invest little as sojourners. 
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Diversification of economic activities to widen the economic base in the 
country has been an objective in Five-Year Planning programmes. 
However it has proved to be difficult to realise for the country In general 
(Looney, 1991). The oil industry itself and the absorption of oil revenues in 
the national economy hamper the development of other sectors such as 
manufacturing (see also Gelb, 1988 and Auty, 1993). In the oil industry 
factors beyond national control determine the functions of production and 
marketing. Revenues accrue to the state and the oil price volatility makes 
planning difficult. Furthermore, the oil Industry is typically an enclave 
activity which offers few backward and forward linkages (Hirschman, 
1981, 1986). The consumption linkage creates a high demand for 
commodities, but if these are mainly imported as is the case in Oman, this 
will further inhibit the domestic growth of manufacturing. On the other 
hand the presence of a large and cheap foreign labour force facilitates 
some development of manufacturing. Other barriers for growth of 
manufacturing industries are a small domestic market and cheap imports 
from e.g. Asian countries. 

At the national level measures are proposed to encourage companies to 
contribute to diversifying activities, such as legal concessions for foreign 
investments. These primarily address large companies enabling them to 
expand and be competitive in the world market. The private sector in al-
Sharqiyah will not directly benefit from such facilities because it is 
dominated by small and medium sized businesses. Policies directed at 
large firms mainly in the capital area, may even increase competition for 
local businesses, for example in the situation that firms expand import 
trading by obtaining agencies for distribution, and thereupon pursue a 
strategy of downward control. Entrepreneurs in the region will profit more 
from emphasis on the expansion of smaller businesses through the lifting 
of barriers and the modification of conditions which impede their growth, 
(for example limiting the over competitive market, reducing foreign 
ownership of businesses, and making work in the private sector more 
attractive for Omanis), than they will from other options outside the region. 

Privatisation programmes are being introduced at the national level to 
attain the new economic objectives and to attract foreign investment and 
know how. Although these projects primarily concern large companies and 
do not directly affect local companies, they include Industries such as 
electricity and water supplies etc. which are located in the region. Their 
privatisation could well offer opportunities to local companies as the skills 
of entrepreneurship could be learned and improved. These companies 
could participate in joint ventures to expand their activities and to gain in 
technological and managerial know how. 

Technology and tourism which offer scope for commercial development on 
a nationwide scale and in an international perspective also have prospects 
in al-Sharqiyah. Services and industries such as telecommunications, or 
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high-technology industries may be located in the region, provided they are 
not (extensively) water consuming. The present low educational level of 
the labour force requires extra attention. Time and finance should be 
allowed to bridge the skills and knowledge gap. At the same time jobs 
which require highly skilled people may attract those who have received a 
technical or university education but at present work outside the region. 
The number of these persons is rapidly growing. Furthermore, priority 
should be given to activities which are labour-intensive rather than capital-
intensive, to generate employment. In particular investments should be 
made in (export-led) industries because they counterbalance the 
consumptive character of distributive commercial activities. Industries 
which offer scope for forward and backward linkages should thereby 
receive preference, because they are more cost effective. To promote 
development of productive sectors in al-Sharqiyah, further research, 
incentives and investments are required within a countrywide programme. 
Last but not least a real impetus for local commercialisation and 
industrialisation would be secured if the regional ports obtain facilities to 
conduct import and export trade as this would considerably reduce 
transportation and management costs. 

Privatisation projects, allocation of high-tech services and the 
establishment of complex industries such as the LNG-plant near Sur offer 
local industries interesting opportunities to contribute through services, 
maintenance, manufacturing of spare parts etc. In addition they offer 
employment particularly for people with higher education. Head 
companies in the larger projects often prefer to use established, favoured 
or cheaper service companies from the capital region or abroad. Thus it is 
necessary for the government to convince them to make use of local 
companies. If conditions are set such that participation of local capital and 
services are safeguarded and financial incentives and other facilities 
provided to promote local employment and the education and training of 
locals, the government may oblige such companies to adhere to this 
strategy. As a result more economic and social benefits are secured for 
the regional population. 

Besides a services sector and a modest industrial sector much can be 
accomplished in the field of tourism. Al-Sharqiyah offers an environment of 
wildlife and a variety of nature sceneries which is unique in the country 
(Dutton, 1988). Initiatives taken by locals should be stimulated because 
they know the attractive areas which are suitable for tourist development. 
Their initiatives, such as camel riding, crafts and camping which have 
already been started on a small scale in Badiyah, Sanaw and along the 
coast need marketing support. Preservation and reconstruction of 
valuable, old quarters of oases, towns and displays of the historical 
heritage will attract interested tourism, which will further stimulate 
development of a services sector. 
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Last but not least, the absence of an economic growth pole hampers 
economic development. Its presence would stimulate the economy such 
as has occurred in most other development situations (Smith, 1976). In al-
Sharqiyah there is no regional centre. Government representation at the 
regional level is absent and no economic growth pole has emerged which 
would represent an intermediate level of distribution in the region and 
therefore could draw capital and economic activities. Larger wilayats2 such 
as Ibra and Sur have a number of regional functions but all other wilayats 
also have their government representation (Waif), ministerial departments 
and independent economic linkages with the capital area. This situation is 
due, among other reasons, to the tribal organisation which gives power to 
the tribal heads in their homelands. As a result the tribes used to manage 
their lands as rather independent entities, economically and politically (see 
Chapter 3). 

The absence of a centre to concentrate economic and administrative 
functions at the regional level is an important reason why all attention is 
still directed towards the capital area. On the other hand, the present 
administrative and economic structure is also an important reason why 
development has spread equally throughout most parts of the region at 
such a rapid pace. Each waliyat hosts representatives of the 
administration, the private economic sector and the tribal organisation and 
through them secures its due share in development budgets and projects. 

Regional development however would benefit from assigning an area in 
the region as an economic growth pole which could function as an 
intermediate level of distribution between the capital area and the wilayats. 
Plans for regional development through a hierarchy of centres and 
government functions have been drafted but their implementation is slow, 
which may well be due to reasons such as mentioned above. However, 
the growth pole need not necessarily be a wilayat. It could also be a 
particular zone such as a coastal area which could be developed into a 
main port around which an industrial zone is located. The example posed 
by the development of an LNG-plant between Sur and Qalhat, whereby 
inhabitants from other areas are encouraged to participate in the activities, 
may well fit this approach to development of a growth pole. Further 
resource-based industrialisation may be successfully realised when it is 
initiated by the private sector and receives full commitment of the 
government (see Auty, 1993). 

2 Wilayats are small or intermediate administrative centres. Eleven wilayats are located in 
al-Sharqiyah, each of which includes one or two main (oasis) town(s), several smaller 
villages and wadi- and desert ranges of grazing land. 
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Human resources development 

Human resources development is a vital objective in the regional 
development process. People form the most valuable resource as they 
realise themselves the process of transformation. Therefore development 
and training of their talents and skills is the most effective investment. At 
the national level, general measures are proposed to promote this 
objective. These apply to health improvement, population policies, general 
and higher education programmes and technical training. However, the 
health and education programmes do not cover all categories of people 
and all areas in the region. Of the areas constituting the region, the 
coastal and sand desert areas in particular lag somewhat behind in these 
general provisions and emphasis need to be given to their development. 
Mobile centres or peripatetic medical and educational staff in addition to 
permanent centres with lodging and boarding facilities, would better fit the 
life of the pastoral population in these areas (see also Chatty, 1994). 
Women need to be a particular target group when assuring access to 
services for all people. 

Apart from fulfilling these general objectives, development of human 
resources would also need to serve the attunement of people's skills and 
the available work in the region. The level of education of the local labour 
force is generally low and needs to be upgraded. Further education and 
training of the people should thereby be directed at the new requirements 
of the labour market. Human resource programmes need first of all to be 
concerned with the further education and training of local people who are 
interested in finding work in the technical and services sector. This work 
can offer a reliable source of living in the region. Furthermore research 
should be directed at the type of work to be realised in the various 
economic sectors and the quantitiy and quality of labour supply that is 
expected. More data about the educational level of future entrants into the 
labour market should be available for such a projected labour market 
structure on a sectoral basis. The introduction of an integrated information 
system which is envisaged in the national policies will improve the 
efficiency of the labour market. Locals in search of work within or outside 
the region will benefit from this system when it includes the present and 
projected labour information from al-Sharqiyah. The programmes for 
further education and training of people can also be based on this 
information system. Educational programmes need also to transcend the 
regional border and give people the opportunity to be trained for work 
available outside the region. 

Information programmes about the value and opportunities of existent 
vocational and technical training facilities, such as are being proposed and 
implemented at the national level, are meant to increase the public 
awareness about them and to change their negative image. However 
unless other obstacles are removed for locals to do the work for which 
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they are trained, little will be gained from these programmes. An 
experiment conducted in Ibra in the 1990s to train women in the skills of 
tailoring, though successful from the point of women's participation, 
revealed other impediments in the fulfilling of the job, such as fierce 
competition from foreign workers. Promoting awareness of training and 
offering training facilities under these circumstances is deception. 

The second area of human resources development should be the training 
for higher technical and managerial jobs. These programmes again will 
only be effective and encourage local Omanis to continue their education, 
when they are related to the (indicated) availability of this sort of work. 
Work which requires higher-skilled and higher educated people will 
become available, for example, through the provision of more services, 
the upgrading of local departments of ministries and the staffing of training 
institutes. These activities will offer suitable extra jobs. Last but not least, 
women do not have sufficient access to all forms of education and training 
in relation to work, although their contribution to the development process 
appears to be essential taking into account the contemporary labour 
market situation. Further investigation on women's impact and role in 
regional development needs to be undertaken. 

Regional development strategies 

Macropolicies and other measures to attain national economic goals 
directly or indirectly affect the main development themes In the regional 
process. Therefore the two strategic levels need to be attuned (i.e national 
and regional), for which the following strategies could be pursued: 

• The drafting of a Regional Development Plan which is included in the 
macropolicies. 

• The indication of wilayats as focal points for development in the region. 
• The co-operation at all levels between the three major actors; the 

government, the private sector and the tribal organisation. 

A Regional Development Plan guarantees that development at the 
national level is also seen from a regional perspective. Such a plan needs 
to include all development fields in an integrated approach.3 The Plan for 
al-Sharqiyah should include the major issues and barriers and challenges 
for further development such as discussed in this study. It should 
represent a plan of action to be integrated in the macropolicies and thus 

3 In 1990 regional plans were drafted for the whole country which covered the 
infrastructure and a number of economic sectors (agriculture and fisheries for al-
Sharqiyah). 
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become an inextricable part of the national approach to development, 
necessary to set the direction for future development in the country. 

In development processes countrywide, macropolicies and national goals 
tend to have a spatial bias, accentuating the dominant role of the capital 
area. The curbing of centripetal forces to the capital area and the 
enhancing of centrifugal forces to the region may be better guaranteed if 
social and economic development in the region is approached through the 
focal points of small or intermediate centres (see also United Nations, 
1985 and Hardoy and Satterthwaite, 1986). Wilayats represent such 
intermediate centres. The regional process of transformation would be 
better supported when local resources, possibilities and limitations at the 
level of wilayats are taken into account. Each of them represents an 
unique mix of natural and human resources and these could be assigned 
a specific function in the development process. Information about the 
particular characteristics and the opportunities they offer may be best 
obtained in close co-operation with the local population. 

The government, the private sector and the tribal (and other social) 
organisations relate to one another as complementary forces in the 
transformation process of the region. Co-operation between the three 
forces is an essential prerequisite for realising a sustainable regional 
development. The following paragraphes briefly view their respective roles 
and relate some examples of their mutual co-operation important in the 
development process. 

The respective contributions of these three major actors to the regional 
development process are extensive and manifold. The government plays 
a dominant role as distributor of the wealth generated by oil resources and 
al-Sharqiyah has had its share of roads, schools, and hospitals built and 
other services provided. The building of new means of transportation and 
communication facilitates the opening up of the region to national and 
international linkages and these provisions significantly improve living and 
working conditions. The private sector and the tribal system play equally 
determining roles in the process of regional development and the region's 
integration into wider networks. Local men and women as entrepreneurs 
invest their capital and labour in traditional and modern sectors and they 
connect the local economy to inter-regional and international markets. The 
resulting flow of goods, capital and labour enhances further expansion in 
the region. The tribal organisation, which used to structure the social-
political as well as the economic and cultural life of its members has its 
value in the present process of development foremost in the cultural and 
social sphere. Its cohesive force through kinship and tribal affiliation 
supports the transformation processes in the local communities and its 
intermediary function between the local and national political level 
integrates the local communities in wider settings. Other representative 
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social and cultural groups such as the Women's Associations further a 
similar aim. 

At the national level, the government sees its role in the economy alter 
from taking the initiative to becoming a strategic guide, setting long term 
perspectives and leaving initiatives to the private sector. A free 
enterprising private sector is deeply rooted in Omani society and in this 
period is also in line with the government's drive to decrease 
expenditures. At the same time developing productive activities within the 
context of diversification requires close co-operation between the two 
partners. Policy measures to encourage high value added performance, to 
pursue Omanisation and to bridge the difference between employment in 
the public and private sector are issued by the government but need to be 
incorporated and implemented in the strategy of the private sector. Their 
effectiveness benefits from mutual consultation and co-operation at an 
early stage. 

Co-operation between the government and the entrepreneurs is also vital 
in the field of creating work opportunities in the region, for example in 
executing feasibility studies, providing facilities for industrial areas and 
investments in productive sectors. The government needs to support the 
private sector in offering employment to locals through bridging the wage 
gap, supporting apprenticeships, and supplying finance for the education 
and training of local employees to improve their skills. Further initiatives 
for economic entreprising can then be left to the entrepreneurs. Subsidies 
and finance programmes such as covered by the government banks need 
to be effectively distributed to the regional entrepreneurs through the 
opening of local branches (as the Bank for Agriculture and Fisheries has 
already done) or through close co-operation with private banks. The 
Chamber of Commerce which has recently opened branches in al-
Sharqiyah may represent the business sector at the regional and local 
level. A guarantee fund should be considered by the government which 
encourages entrepreneurs in sectors otherwise avoided. The fund, which 
could derive (part of its) capital from the people who now invest in small 
shops (see above) could be supported in its activities by professionals 
from private banks. 

Such co-operation in enterprising is effective also to encourage citizens to 
save in order to contribute to a stable macroeconomic framework. It 
seems likely that the opportunities for people to invest their savings other 
than by depositing them in the bank (or investing in small shops) are too 
limited. For example when the government offered for sale its shares of 
the Oman Flour Mills and later on of the National Fisheries Company, an 
overwhelming number of people from all over the country responded. This 
resulted in a large oversubscription and the subsequent disappointment of 
many hopeful investors. More opportunities for viable or guaranteed 
private investments should be available. 
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The socio-political impact of the transformation process, the far-reaching 
effects of temporary labour emigration and in particular the role and 
impact of women on the future development of the region requires the 
participation of the tribal organisation and other social and cultural groups. 
Government representatives at the local level, such as the Watts, officials 
in ministerial departments, the magistrate courts and the police in the 
wilayats act in close co-operation with the local representatives of these 
organisations. Upgrading government bodies and local departments as 
envisaged in the new national strategy will enable representatives of the 
public sector to contribute effectively to the development process at the 
regional and local level. Tribal representatives and those of other social 
and cultural groups should also be encouraged to participate in this 
process of enhancing qualities as they are the local partners in 
consultation and co-operation. 

Conclusions 

The particular process of development in al-Sharqiyah is determined by 
specific historical, geographical and social-economical features which 
mostly pertain also to the nation at large. Recently, the national economy 
built on the oil industry has effected a tremendous transformation also in 
the region. This motor of development in the hands of the state has 
contributed to a rapid establishment of infrastructure, and social and 
economic activities across the region. However oil revenues also 
decreased people's dependence on natural resources in the region and 
effected a disintegration of the local economy. The inhabitants now seek 
employment outside the region which has come to play a determining role 
in the regional economy and society. Development in the region is thus 
closely linked to the national situation and development. 

Macropolicies have their impact on the region's development process. 
Summarising the main issues in the region's contemporary development 
process in relation to the country's macropolicies, the following major 
themes stand out: 

• The high population growth rate implies a future large labour supply for 
which there will be insufficient employment in the region. 

• The need to create employment in the region is paramount in order to 
offer work and a source of living to the inhabitants. 

• The vicious circle of emigration of locals and the immigration of 
foreigners severely restricts the opportunities for locals to find a job in 
the region. 
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• Maintenance of the vitality and viability of the oases and the grazing 
lands is required as basis for any other development effort in the 
region. 

• Traditional fisheries need to be transformed into a modern industry, 
located in the region. 

• The presence of a large Omani unskilled labour force requires strong 
commitment in training and development. 

To realise an integrated and sustainable development in al-Sharqiyah 
region, further studies are necessary to obtain more detailed data and 
information. This requires investments, commitment and time. 

Macropolicies affect the main topics in the regional process and vice 
versa, the region's situation also sets boundaries for national 
development. Therefore the two strategic levels need to be attuned. 
Strategies to pursue this objective may include e.g.; the drafting of an 
integrated Regional Development Plan; the focus on wilayats as centres 
for development; and last but not least the co-operation between the three 
major actors: the government, the private sector and the tribal 
organisations at the local, the regional and the national level. 

The Development Plan for al-Sharqiyah, which has to become an 
inextricable part of the development policies for the whole country, may 
include the following policy statements: 

1. The increase of the number of people looking for work necessitates 
creation of work within the region because it cannot be expected that 
labour emigration to neighbouring countries and to the capital area 
can offer an enduring solution for the need of local inhabitants to find 
work and a source of living. 

2. Priority is given to investments and incentives in labour-intensive 
industries and activities in the region. 

3. In particular entrepreneurs who set up activities in export-led 
industries receive incentives in order to counterbalance the 
consumptive activities in the tertiairy sector. 

4. A growth pole is realised in the region. 

5. Human resources development is primarily directed at bridging the 
educational gaps, with particular reference to women. 

6. National efforts in fisheries development concentrate on the fisheries 
sector in al-Sharqiyah to enable it to become a core business in the 
region. 

7. Agriculture and herding have little or no direct economic potential but 
they are essential for creating and maintaining natural and human life 
in the oases and desert areas. Maintenance of a healthy agricultural 
sector restricts otherwise ongoing desertification and is the vital basis 
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for all other development efforts. The sector thus receives continuous 
public investments and other incentives. 

8. The government, the private sector and the tribal organisation have 
been demonstrated to be major forces in the process of transformation 
in the region. Their co-operation at all levels is a prerequisite for 
further social-economic development in al-Sharqiyah. 
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Het Sultanaat van Oman is een olie-exporterend land net als de 
buurlanden Saoedie-Arabië en de Verenigde Arabische Emiraten. De 
exploitatie van de oliebronnen, die staatseigendom zijn, begon aan het 
eind van de zestiger jaren. Met behulp van de opbrengsten initieerde de 
overheid vrijwel meteen een ontwikkelingsproces voor het hele land. Deze 
studie analyseert dit proces voor de regio "al-Sharqiyah" met name voor 
de periode 1970 tot 1995. De regio heeft zelf geen oliebronnen en de 
belangrijkste economische activiteiten zijn veeteelt, landbouw, visserij en 
handel. 

De ontwikkeling in al-Sharqiyah wordt geplaatst tegen de achtergrond van 
de nationale geschiedenis waarmee de regio onlosmakelijk verbonden is. 
De geografische kenmerken worden als randvoorwaarden voor het 
sociaal-economische ontwikkelingsproces gepresenteerd. In de analyse 
van het ontwikkelingsproces zijn voorts verschillende theoretische 
benaderingen gehanteerd: ten eerste is de ruimtelijke organisatie van de 
regio bekeken met behulp van het model van "Centrale Plaatsen" zoals 
dat ontwikkeld is in de economische geografie. Ten tweede zijn de 
economische verbindingen en de handelskanalen geanalyseerd. Ten 
derde is gekeken naar de Omanitische handelaren en de immigranten 
(voornamelijk uit India, Pakistan en Bangladesh) die actief zijn in deze 
kanalen en hun economische, sociale en culturele relaties. Ten vierde is 
onderzocht welke invloed het nationale macrobeleid heeft op het regionale 
ontwikkelingsproces. Gegevens voor dit onderzoek zijn verkregen door 
middel van open en gestructureerde interviews gehouden met een groot 
aantal vertegenwoordigers van de particuliere sector, de overheid en 
sociale en culturele organisaties in de regio en in het hoofdstedelijk 
gebied. Veldwerkperiodes van een aantal maanden werden jaarlijks 
gehouden tussen 1986 en 1989 toen de auteur in Oman woonde. Deze 
periodes werden doorgebracht bij families in het gebied. Tussen 1990 en 
1995 is Oman nog drie keer bezocht om gegevens aan te vullen en bij te 
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werken. Het veldwerk werd met name uitgevoerd ¡n de Wilayats^ Ibra, 
Bani bu Alt (al-Ashkharah), Bani bu Hasan, Badiyah (al-Mintirib) en al-
Mudhaiby (Sanaw en al-Hajj). Statistische gegevens en rapporten van de 
overheid en andere literatuur completeren de informatie verkregen in het 
veld. 

Al-Sharqiyah (letterlijk: het oostelijk deel) ligt in het oosten van het land en 
heeft een oppervlakte van 50.000 km2 (Oman beslaat 300.000 km2). Het 
landschap is gevarieerd: bergachtig in het noord-oosten; een 
zandwoestijn vormt het centrale deel; vlakten met kiezelsteen bedekken 
de andere delen. Deze vlakten zijn schaars begroeid met een doornige 
vegetatie, typisch voor een (semi-)aride klimaat, en doorsneden met 
droge rivierbeddingen {wadis). Langs de wadis en in een noordelijke boog 
om de zandwoestijn liggen de oasen; groene eilanden in het grijze en 
okerkleurige landschap. De regio grenst met haar kustlijn aan de Golf van 
Oman en de Arabische Zee. Langs de kust bevinden zich talrijke 
vissersdorpen en -haventjes. De totale bevolking van de regio wordt 
geschat op 230.000 mensen.2 

De verschillende activiteiten van de bedoeïnen en de sedentaire bevolking 
zijn onderling afhankelijk en de produkten worden verhandeld binnen de 
regio, in de rest van het land en in de buurlanden. Al vanaf de vroegste 
geschiedenis brachten maritieme activiteiten de inwoners van de regio in 
contact met mensen en culturen van Afrika en Azië, hetgeen hun blik naar 
buiten richtte. Meestal was hun mobiliteit gericht op het zoeken naar 
middelen van bestaan als aanvulling op de beperkte mogelijkheden die 
landbouw en veeteelt hen bood. Momenteel werkt een groot aantal 
mensen in het hoofdstedelijke gebied en in de buurlanden. Zij reizen 
wekelijks of maandelijks heen en weer tussen hun werkplek en hun 
families die in de regio wonen. 

Nadat men in de zestiger jaren met de produktie van olie was begonnen, 
kon een nieuwe periode van welvaart beginnen na een periode van 
verval, die was ontstaan in de tweede helft van de negentiende eeuw. 
Oman was voor zijn aanvullende bron van bestaan afhankelijk van de 
zeehandel langs de kusten van de Indische Oceaan. Zijn tussenpositie in 
de lange afstandshandel tussen westerse en oosterse beschavingen, die 
het gemeen had met een groot deel van de arabische wereld als "Great 
Zone of Passage" volgens Amin (1976), bracht rijkdom in het land in 
verschillende periodes van zijn geschiedenis. Oman verloor deze 
tussenpositie aan het einde van de negentiende eeuw als gevolg van de 
omvorming van de regionale handel tot een wereldhandel gedomineerd 
door westerse macht en technologie. Het land raakte snel achterop in 

1 Wilayats zijn administratieve eenheden, waarvan er elf in al-Sharqiyah zijn. 
2 Het meeste onderzoek is gedaan voordat de eerste volkstelling werd gehouden in het 
land in 1993. Deze gaf als bevolkingsaantal voor de regio 247.500 mensen, van wie 
213.500 Omanieten en 34.000 buitenlanders. 
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ontwikkeling. De olie-exploitatie verschafte de staat opnieuw een 
betrouwbare bron van inkomsten waarmee de achterstand kon worden 
ingehaald. Met de komst van het nieuwe bewind onder leiding van de 
huidige Sultan Qaboos bin Sa'id Al Sa'id in 1970, raakte het proces van 
ontwikkeling in een stroomversnelling. In het hele land werd een netwerk 
aangelegd van openbare werken en diensten zoals wegen, scholen, 
ziekenhuizen en moderne communitiecatiemiddelen. Al-Sharqiyah ontving 
ook haar deel: tussen 1970 en 1990 werden er bijna 50 
gezondheidscentra (waaronder ziekenhuizen en preventieve 
gezondheidscentra) opgericht. Er werden 120 scholen gebouwd waar nu 
50,000 kinderen en 2500 volwassenen onderwijs genieten. Rond 26.000 
electriciteitsverbindingen en bijna 9000 telefoonlijnen werden aangelegd. 
Daarnaast ontvingen de inwoners in tien jaar tijds ongeveer 8 miljoen 
Omanitische Rialen3 subsidie voor activiteiten in de landbouw en visserij 
als aanmoediging om deze sectoren te moderniseren. 

De overheid speelt dan ook een beslissende rol in het regionale 
ontwikkelingsproces. Naast de overheid levert de particuliere sector ook 
een belangrijk aandeel. De innoverende rol van mannelijke en vrouwelijke 
ondernemers is overduidelijk in al-Sharqiyah. De derde belangrijke factor 
in het ontwikkelingsproces is het (tribale) verwantschapssysteem. Dit 
sociale systeem, gebaseerd op grondbezit, verbindt de families en 
integreert de leden in netwerken die het locale en het landelijke niveau 
omvatten. De organisatie is nauw verbonden met Islamitische principes 
van sociale verantwoordelijkheid. Vertegenwoordigers van de families 
(shaykhs) spelen op lokaal niveau een bemiddelende rol tussen de 
familieleden en de overheid. De aktieve tribale structuur is er mede 
oorzaak van dat mensen die elders werken betrokken blijven bij het leven 
in de streek waar hun families wonen en er naar terugkeren. 

Deze studie onderzocht de huidige betekenis van de economische 
activiteiten in de Sharqiyah en de mogelijke bijdrage aan de regionale 
economie in de toekomst. De traditionele middelen van bestaan zoals 
veeteelt; het hoeden en fokken van kamelen, geiten en schapen en 
landbouw; waaronder het verzorgen van dadelplantages zijn beperkt door 
de geringe watervoorraden en de geringe hoeveelheid land dat geschikt is 
voor bewerking. Deze omstandigheden beletten dat de agrarische sector 
zich zelfstandig kan ontwikkelen als particuliere sector (d.w.z. genoeg 
voedsel kan produceren en het inkomen garanderen voor de lokale 
bewoners). Er zijn veel mensen betrokken bij deze werkzaamheden maar 
zij hebben de volle ondersteuning nodig van de overheid op financieel, 
technologisch en onderwijskundig gebied. Echter, een duurzame 
ontwikkeling van landbouw en veeteelt is een voorwaarde voor een goed 
leefklimaat in de oasen en de woestijn en is daarom de basis voor ieder 
ontwikkelingsinitiatief in de regio. 

3 Een Omanitische Rial (R.O.) had de waarde van ongeveer US$ 3 (1990). 
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De regio heeft één natuurlijke hulpbron in overvloed -vis- en de visserij is 
volop in ontwikkeling. Er zijn ongeveer 6000 vissers, verwerkers, 
handelaren en hun families betrokken bij de sector. Vis is rijk aan proteine 
en goedkoop. De visserij is een sector met verdere groeimogelijkheden en 
kan een stimulans zijn voor andere economische activiteiten in de regio. 
Daarom is een groot deel van het onderzoek gewijd aan het 
moderniseringsproces dat zij doormaakt. Olie-inkomsten zijn door de 
overheid en de particuliere sector geïnvesteerd en bijgevolg is de sector 
explosief gegroeid. Verse, gedroogde en ingevroren vis uit de Sharqiyah 
wordt op lokale, nationale en internationale markten verkocht. Echter, 
investeringen in de export en de industrialisatie komen de lokale visserij 
nauwelijks ten goede. Exportbedrijven van buiten de regio kopen de vis op 
en weinig of niets blijft erover voor de lokale handelaren die de regionale 
markten en klanten voorzien van verse en gedroogde vis. De industriële 
visserij ontwikkelt zich volledig buiten de regio, nl. in de hoofdstad, maar 
de trawlers opereren wel in de wateren waarin ook de lokale vissers hun 
netten uitwerpen. De ontwikkeling van de visserij zal alleen dan de lokale 
visserij en uiteindelijk de nationale economie ten goede komen wanneer 
dit allereerst in de regio wordt gerealiseerd, in alle facetten, d.w.z. het 
bouwen van de infrastructuur, het verschaffen van faciliteiten voor de 
visverwerking, de industrialisatie en het beheer van de visstand met 
behulp van wetenschappelijke kennis. De traditionele vormen van 
samenwerking tussen vissers en handelaren, zoals de openbare verkoop 
bij opbod, hebben bewezen dat zij een grote variëteit aan Produkten door 
een veelheid van kanalen naar een brede klantenkring kunnen 
garanderen. Dit valt te verkiezen boven gemonopoliseerde exportkanalen. 

Het bedrijven van handel behoort tot de meest populaire economische 
activiteiten. Deze sector, met inbegrip van de bouw, groeit vooral als 
gevolg van de relatie tussen olierijkdom en consumptie. 
Consumptiegoederen geven de import- en distributiehandel een impuls tot 
grote groei en er is inmiddels een fijnmazig netwerk van handelskanalen 
en markten voor de afzet van goederen opgebouwd dat de regio verbindt 
met de hoofdstad en met Dubai in de naburige Emiraten. Dit netwerk reikt 
ook tot in vergelegen en moeilijk toegankelijke gebieden in de regio. 
Bedrijven in de hoofdstad die de goederen importeren volgen strategieën 
die variëren van minder tot meer controle op de afzetkanalen in de regio. 
Het vestigen van branches is echter beperkt. Een dergelijke volledige 
controle op het handelskanaal zou de participatie van lokale handelaren 
beletten, want deze geven er de voorkeur aan zelfstandig te opereren. 
Immigranten, voornamelijk uit India, Pakistan en Bangladesh overheersen 
in de handel als verkopers, distributeuren of onafhankelijke handelaren 
vooral in de kleine bedrijfjes (met een kapitaal van minder dan R.O. 
25.000, die in Oman zo'n 89 procent van alle bedrijven uitmaken). De 
immigranten dragen bij aan de expansie van de sector en de efficiënte 
verspreiding van goederen maar zij vormen ook een bedreiging voor de 
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werkgelegenheid van de lokale mensen omdat zij goedkopere werkkracht 
leveren en met kleinere winstmarges kunnen werken. 

Van alle economische activiteiten in al-Sharqiyah is het werken van 
mensen buiten de regio het meest lucratief voor de regio. Zo'n 20,000 
meest jonge mannen, die gezamenlijk een vierde deel van de totale 
arbeidskracht vertegenwoordigen, werken in de hoofdstad of in de 
buurstaten zoals de Emiraten en Qatar voornamelijk in dienst van de 
overheid. De meesten gaan wekelijks of maandelijks voor een weekend 
naar hun familie in de regio en brengen nieuwe dingen mee. Ze 
spenderen ook een groot deel van hun salaris in de regio. Aan de andere 
kant legt hun tijdelijke afwezigheid een zware last op de schouders van 
degenen die de zorgen behouden voor de dagelijkse gang van zaken in 
de gemeenschap zoals vrouwen, oudere mensen en kinderen. 

Tegenover de (tijdelijke) emigratie van Omanieten staat een 
immigratiestroom van buitenlanders. Ongeveer 21,000 mensen, 
voornamelijk uit Azië vullen deels de lokale arbeidskracht aan, en deels 
vervangen ze die. Zij bouwen echter ook een eigen economie op vooral in 
de landbouw en de handel. Emigratie van lokalen en immigratie van 
buitenlanders is een min of meer vicieuze cirkel geworden, die uiteindelijk 
voor Omanieten de kansen op werk in de regio verkleint. De omvang en 
de invloed van de huidige immigratie, die ook op landelijk niveau plaats 
vindt, dwingt de vraag af naar de economische en sociale gevolgen op de 
lange termijn. 

Beperkingen en belemmeringen voor de sociaal-economische 
ontwikkeling in de regio zoals genoemd in deze studie staan aan de 
debetzijde. Er zijn ook zaken die aan de creditzijde staan, zoals de sterk 
en snel verbeterde levens- en werkomstandigheden, de flexibiliteit van 
mensen die zich aanpassen aan veranderende mogelijkheden en een 
betrekkelijk positieve balans tussen de uitstroom van arbeid en kapitaal 
(onder andere als gevolg van het geld dat de buitenlanders naar huis 
sturen) en de instroom van arbeid en kapitaal. Momenteel kan gezegd 
worden dat de regio in zekere zin voor zichzelf kan zorgen uitgaande van 
de ondersteuning die de overheid geeft op het gebied van de 
infrastructuur en andere voorzieningen. Het inkomende geld van degenen 
die buiten de regio werken is van doorslaggevend belang hierin. 

Het macrobeleid is bepalend voor de toekomst van de regio. Oman is 
aangekomen op een punt waar het moet beslissen over hoe het zich 
duurzaam kan blijven ontwikkelen wanneer de olievoorraden zijn uitgeput. 
Voor dit doel is diversificatie van de economie noodzakelijk en het 
verschaffen van werkgelegenheid van het grootste belang. Het creëren 
van een verscheidenheid aan activiteiten om de economische basis van 
het land te verbreden is een doelstelling geweest in opeenvolgende 
Vijfjaren-Plannen, maar dit blijkt moeilijk realiseerbaar. De olie-industrie is 
typisch een enclave industrie die weinig mogelijkheden biedt voor andere 
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bedrijven om aan te haken. Verder belemmert de oliesector de 
ontwikkeling van andere sectoren zoals landbouw en industrie omdat het 
arbeid en kapitaal uit andere sectoren aantrekt. Daarbij is het maken van 
plannen moeilijk omdat de olieprijs onvoorspelbaar is en de staat voor het 
grootste deel van haar inkomen hiervan afhankelijk is. Welke 
vooruitzichten voor werk biedt de regio onder deze omstandigheden en 
welke instrumenten kan de overheid toepassen om dit te helpen 
realiseren? De werkgelegenheid in de landbouw en de visserij loopt terug 
en banen in de diensten- en de overheidssector zijn beperkt. De 
deelname van buitenlandse arbeiders beperkt het werkaanbod voor de 
Omanieten die snel toenemen in aantal. Het groeipercentage voor de 
regio ligt hoog: 3,8 procent en bijna de helft van de bevolking is jonger 
dan 15 jaar. Vanaf het jaar 2000 zullen er jaarlijks zo'n 7000 jonge 
mensen de arbeidsmarkt opgaan en hun aantal zal alleen maar groeien. 
Reeds vindt een grote uittocht van mensen plaats die hun werk elders 
zoeken maar als de olieinkomsten verminderen dan zal de overheid niet 
meer de belangrijke werkgever kunnen zijn. 

De faciliteiten die op landelijk niveau worden gegeven om diversificatie 
van de economie te bevorderen, zoals verruiming van de wet voor 
buitenlandse investeringen en privatisering zijn bestemd voor de grote 
bedrijven en zullen dan ook niet de particuliere sector in al-Sharqiyah ten 
goede komen. Lokale ondernemers zullen profiteren van maatregelen die 
de mogelijkheden beperken voor buitenlanders om zelfstandig een bedrijf 
te voeren, die privatisering laten samen gaan met decentralisering en 
Omanisering bespoedigen. Sectoren die werkgelegenheid kunnen bieden 
in al-Sharqiyah zijn: de visserij, technologie indien het weinig water nodig 
heeft, dienstverlening en toerisme. Een sterke voorkeur hebben die 
activiteiten die aanknopingspunten bieden voor andere bedrijven, die op 
export zijn gericht en arbeidsintensief zijn. Als de regionale havens de 
mogelijkheid hebben in- en uitvoer te regelen zal dat besparingen 
opleveren in transportkosten en logistiek en het zal bovendien de 
werkgelegenheid bevorderen. Het realiseren van een groeikern (growth 
pole), die momenteel afwezig is in de regio, heeft een gunstig effect 
gehad op de ontwikkeling van gebieden elders in de wereld. Een 
kuststrook zou voor dit doel kunnen worden aangewezen, die 
havenfaciliteiten heeft en in de buurt waarvan een ¡ndustrieëel gebied kan 
worden opgebouwd. De geplande LNG-fabriek bij Sur zou een effectief 
begin kunnen zijn van zo'n benadering. Tenslotte, het creëren van 
werkgelegenheid zou gericht kunnen worden met name op mensen die 
weinig opleiding hebben en daarnaast op diegenen die een hogere 
opleiding hebben. Vrouwen zouden een speciale doelgroep moeten zijn in 
ieder programma gericht op het scheppen van werkgelegenheid. 

De mensen in de regio vormen de meest waardevolle bron omdat zij het 
zijn die het transformatieproces realiseren. Daarom zou de ontwikkeling 
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van mensen samen moeten gaan met ieder ander ontwikkelingsbeleid. 
Maatregelen die de gezondheidszorg aangaan, maar ook algemeen 
onderwijs en training afgestemd op het werk dienen dit doel in het 
algemeen. Extra aandacht kan ook worden gegeven aan het 
beroepsonderwijs. Vrouwen zouden de zekerheid moeten hebben dat zij 
toegang hebben tot alle onderwijs en trainingsprogramma's. 

Tenslotte, het macrobeleid heeft haar invloed op de belangrijkste thema's 
in het regionale ontwikkelingsproces en vice versa, de situatie in de regio 
stelt ook een grens aan de ontwikkeling van het land. Daarom moeten de 
twee strategische niveau's op elkaar worden afgestemd (het landelijke en 
het regionale. Ontwikkelingsstrategieën die dit doel kunnen dienen zijn 
bijvoorbeeld: het ontwerpen van een geïntegreerd Regionaal 
Ontwikkelings-Plan, en dat deel uit laten maken van het macrobeleid; de 
wilayats aanwijzen als lokatie voor ontwikkeling en het samenwerken van 
de overheid, de particuliere sector en de tribale organisatie of andere 
soortgelijke organisaties op alle niveau's, omdat deze studie heeft 
aangetoond dat zij de voornaamste krachten zijn in het 
ontwikkelingsproces in al-Sharqiyah. 
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Summary 

The Sultanate of Oman is endowed with oil resources like its neighbouring 
countries Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates. Exploitation of the 
state owned resources started at the end of the 1960s, and the oil 
revenues were used by the government to initiate a countrywide process 
of development. This study analyses this process for al-Sharqiyah, a 
region without oil resources of its own, which has as its main economic 
activities animal husbandry, cultivation, fishing and commerce. 

The regional development is presented in a historical and geographical 
perspective to provide the setting in which the development process takes 
place. To analyse this process various approaches have been adopted: 
firstly the region's spatial organisation is examined using the central-place 
model as developed in the discipline of economic geography. Secondly, 
economic linkages and channels are brought into focus. Thirdly, the 
Omani traders and the immigrants active in these channels are looked at 
in their social, economic and cultural relations with one another. Fourthly 
the impact of the national macropolicies on the regional development 
process is analysed. Data for this research were obtained through 
structured and semi-structured interviews held with representatives of the 
economic sectors, the government and social and cultural organisations in 
the region and in the capital area. Fieldwork periods in the region were 
conducted annually between 1986 and 1989, when the author lived in 
Oman. These periods were spent with families living in the region. 
Between 1990 and 1995 three more extensive visits were paid to the 
country and the region to supplement and update the information. Field 
work was in particular conducted in the wilayats^ Ibra, Bani bu Hasan, 
Bani bu Ali (al-Ashkharah), Badiyah (al-Mintirib) and al-Mudhaiby (Sanaw 
and al-Hajj). Statistical data and reports from government sources and 
other literature supplemented the information obtained in the field. 

Wilayats are administrative centres of which eleven are located in al-Sharqiyah. 



Summary 

Al-Sharqiyah region (i.e. the eastern region) covers an area of about 
50,000 km2 (total Oman 300,000 km2) and is located in the eastern part of 
the country. The landscape is varied; mountaineous in the north-east, a 
sand desert forms the centre, while gravel plains cover most other parts, 
with thorn and dry savannah vegetation intersected by dry river beds 
(wadis). Along the wadis and around the sand desert oases are located. 
The region's coastline borders the Gulf and the Arabian Sea and harbours 
small fishing communities and a few larger fishing ports. The total 
population of the region is estimated at 230,000 people.2 

The various activities of Bedouin and sedentary people are interdependent 
and the produce is exchanged in the region, the country and abroad. From 
early times, maritime activities brought the inhabitants of al-Sharqiyah in 
close contact with peoples and cultures in East Africa and Asia, and have 
made them outwardlooking. More often than not, this mobility was aimed 
at finding possibilities to make a living. At present a large number of 
people work in the capital area or abroad, mainly in the public sector. 

When in the late 1960s, oil came on stream in Oman, a new period of 
prosperity for the country could start after a long period of decline which 
had begun in the second half of the nineteenth century. Oman, located in 
the arid zone, depended for its additional income on maritime trade. Its 
intermediary role in long distance trade between western and eastern 
civilisations, which position it has in common with a large part of the Arab 
world being the "great zone of passage" (Amin, 1976) brought wealth to 
the country at various times in history. It lost this intermediary role by the 
end of the nineteenth century as a result of the transformation of regional 
trade into a world trade dominated by Western capital and technology and 
the country slid into economic backwaters. The oil exploitation once more 
provided the state with a reliable source of income. With the revenues the 
government embarked on a programme to bridge the development gap, 
which had grown over the past decennia. The advent of the new regime of 
Sultan Qaboos Bin Sa'id Al Sa'id in 1970, gave this process momentum. 
Throughout the country a network of public goods and services was laid 
out such as roads, schools, health centres and modern means of 
communication. Al-Sharqiyah received its share. Between 1970 and 1990 
nearly 50 health centres (including hospitals and preventive centres) were 
established, 120 schools were built for the present number of nearly 
50,000 children and some 2500 adults. About 26,000 electricity 
connections and nearly 9000 telephone lines were hooked up. In addition 
inhabitants received in 10 years time around R.O.3 8 million subsidies for 
agricultural activities and fisheries to encourage continuation and 
modernisation in these sectors. 

2 Most research has been conducted before the first census was held in the country in 
1993. This gave for al-Sharqiyah a total of 247,500 people of which 213,500 were 
Omanis and 34,000 non-Ornanis. 
3 One Rial Omani (R.O.) equals approximately US$ 3 (1990). 
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The government thus plays a determining role in the regional process of 
development. Besides the government, the private sector represents also 
a major development force. The innovative role of men and women 
entrepreneurs in al-Sharqiyah is paramount. The tribal organisation is 
seen to be the third actor in the process. This social system, based on 
kinship affiliation and landownership, links the families and integrates the 
members in networks which encompass the local and the national level. 
The organisation is closely linked with Islamic principles such as social 
responsibility. Representatives of the families (shaykhs) play an 
intermediary role between the local family members and the government. 
The active tribal structure is one of the causes that members of the 
families who work outside the region are committed to their homelands to 
where they ultimately plan to return. 

This study investigated economic activities in al-Sharqiyah for their present 
performance and future prospects. The traditional subsistence activities 
such as herding of camels, goats and sheep and the cultivation of dates 
are defined by the limited water resources and arable land. These 
conditions prevent that they can develop into a self-sustaining sector 
(producing sufficient food or offering sufficient income to locals), if it is 
entirely left to the private sector. Many people are involved in these 
activities but they need full support by the government in the financial, 
technical and educational sphere. A sustained development of agriculture 
and herding however is a prerequisite to continued life in the desert and 
oases settlements and is therefore the basis for any other development 
activities in the region. 

The region has one natural resource in abundance -fish- and fisheries 
form an important income-generating sector. Fish is a cheap, proteine rich 
food and some 6000 fishermen, processors, traders and their families are 
involved in the business. More than 50 per cent of the total catch in Oman 
is landed in the region. The fisheries sector is potentially a core business 
in the region and a large part of this study is devoted to its modernisation 
process. Oil revenues are invested by the government and by the private 
sector and as a result the sector booms. Fresh, dried and frozen fish is 
distributed to local, national and international markets. However, present 
investments in export- and industrial development do not benefit the 
regional fisheries. Export companies outside the region buying the catch 
leave local traders and subsequently local and national markets deprived 
of fresh and dried fish. Industrial fisheries is entirely located in the capital 
area, although the trawlers fish in the same waters in which the regional 
fishermen operate. Fisheries development will only benefit the regional 
population and economy when it is primarily realised within the region in all 
its facets e.g., the building of infrastructure, provisions for processing and 
export, industrialisation, and the management and control of fish resources 
through scientific research. The traditional ways of co-operation between 
fishermen and traders such as the public auctioning of fish have proven to 
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guarantee a large variety of products through a multiplicity of channels to a 
wide range of customers. This is to be preferred to monopolised export 
channels. 

Trading and commerce ranks among the most popular economic activities. 
The sector, including building and contracting is expanding mainly 
because of the consumption linkage with the oil industry. Consumer goods 
boost the import and distributive trade and an intricate and efficient 
distribution network has developed between the capital area and regional 
markets and between neighbouring Dubai and the region. This reaches 
even into remote areas which are difficult in access. Suppliers of goods in 
the capital area pursue strategies which vary between passive and active 
control. Retail branching is limited. This type of structured control over the 
downward move of goods would otherwise hamper participation of Omani 
traders who prefer to operate independently. Immigrants mainly from India, 
Pakistan and Bangladesh dominate the commercial sector as salesmen, 
distributors or independent traders in particular in the small scale 
business. They contribute to the expansion of the sector and the efficient 
distribution of the goods and services. However, they pose a threat to the 
employment of locals because they offer cheaper labour and operate with 
smaller margins than locals. 

Of all economic activities the employment of locals outside the region, 
mainly in the public sector provides the major income flow for the region. 
Some 20,000 people (mostly young men), representing about a quarter of 
people in the age group 15-65, are employed in the capital area or in 
neighbouring countries such as the Emirates and Qatar. Most of them 
commute on a weekly or monthly basis. The commuters feel very much 
committed to the life in the communities where their families live and they 
initiate development in the region. Their salaries represent a major 
impetus for the regional economy. On the other hand, their temporary 
absence puts a heavy burden on those who continue the daily life in the 
communities such as elderly people, women and children. 

Opposite to the emigration of Omani is the immigration flow of foreigners 
who work In the region. Some 21,000 people mainly from Asian countries 
partly supplement and partly replace the local labour force. They come on 
a temporary basis but they are also building their own economy notably in 
the commercial and agricultural sector. Emigration of local people and 
immigration of foreigners has become a vicious circle, which ultimately 
diminishes the opportunities for Omanis to work. The size and impact of 
the present immigration, which equally plays a role at the national level 
begs the question about the economic and social consequences in the 
long term. 

Restrictions and impediments for social-economic development such as 
listed in this study form the region's liabilities. However assets of the 
region are also noted e.g., the rapidly improved living and working 
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conditions within the region, the flexibility of people to adapt to changing 
opportunities and a relative positive balance between the outflow of labour 
and capital (due to remittances sent abroad by the immigrants) and the 
inflow of labour and capital spent in the region. At present the region can 
be seen to approach a certain degree of self-reliance given the 
government's support for infrastructure. The remittances of locals play a 
deciding role. 

Macropolicies are determinant in the future of the region. Oman has 
arrived at a cross-roads where it has to decide on the way forward for 
sustained development beyond the finite oil-based economy. For this 
objective diversification is vital and the availability of work as a source of 
income essential. Diversification to widen the economic base in the 
country has been an objective in subsequent Five-Year programmes. 
However it has proved to be difficult to realise this. The oil industry is 
typically an enclave activity which offers few backward and forward 
linkages to other activities. Furthermore, the oil economy itself hampers 
development of other sectors because capital and labour are drawn from 
lagging sectors, whereby the oil price volatility makes planning difficult. 
Within these conditions, what prospects for work does the region offer and 
what instruments can the government apply to realise this basic objective? 
Employment in the agriculture and fisheries sector are declining and jobs 
in the secondary and tertiary sector are limited. The participation of a 
foreign labour force restricts the work opportunities for locals who are 
rapidly growing in numbers. The growth rate for the region is 3.8 per cent 
and about 50 per cent of the population is below 15 years. By the year 
2000 an estimated 7000 young people will annually enter the labour 
market and their number will steadily grow. Already a large outflow of 
people sustains the region's economy but when oil runs out, the 
government may cease to be a major employer. 

Facilities to encourage diversification at the national level such as legal 
concessions for foreign investments and privatisation are first of all 
directed at large businesses and will not benefit the private sector in al-
Sharqiyah which concerns mainly small businesses. Local entrepreneurs 
will profit from facilities to reduce foreign ownership of business, to 
decentralise privatisation projects and to encourage Omanisation. Sectors 
which offer scope for the creation of work in al- Sharqiyah are fisheries, 
technology if water-extensive, services and tourism. Priority needs to be 
given to activities which offer forward and backward linkages, which are 
export-led and which are labour-intensive. If regional ports acquire 
facilities to conduct import and export trade this would considerably reduce 
transportation and management costs and would create work. The 
establishment of a growth pole, which is at present absent in the region, 
has proven to be a motor for development in other countries. A coastal 
area may be indicated for this purpose, which offers port facilities and 
which has an industrial zone around it. The planned LNG-plant near Sur 
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may provide an effective start to such an approach. Creation of work in the 
region should be directed especially at people who have a low level of 
education and at people who are highly educated. Women need to be a 
special target group in any approach to create work opportunities. 

The people in the region form the most valuable resource because they 
realise the transformation process. Therefore human resources 
development need to go with all other policies and measures. Policies to 
provide health care, general education and training attuned to the labour 
market serve this objective. Emphasis may be given to vocational training 
and women need to be secured full access to all education and training 
programmes. 

Finally, macropolicies affect the main topics in the regional process and 
vice versa, the region's situation also sets boundaries for national 
development. Therefore, the two strategic levels need to be attuned (i.e. 
the national and the regional). Development strategies towards this aim 
may include the drafting of an integrated Regional Development Plan, the 
focus on wilayats as centres for development and last but not least the co
operation at all levels between the government, the private sector and the 
tribal, or other comparable organisations because they have been 
demonstrated to be the three major forces in the development process in 
al-Sharqiyah. 
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Corien Hoek werd geboren op 24 augustus 1950 te Schiedam. Zij 
studeerde Antropologie aan de Rijksuniversiteit van Utrecht en behaalde 
in 1978 het doctoraal examen sociaal culturele wetenschappen. Het 
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programma in Nederland onderzoek naar arbeidservaringen in de 
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1985 tot 1989, deed zij onderzoek op cultureel en sociaal-economisch 
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Centre for Traditional Music in Oman. De basis voor het 
promotieonderzoek werd gelegd toen zij deelnam aan het "Oman Wahiba 
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Londen, in het kader waarvan zij veldonderzoek verrichtte in al-Sharqiyah. 
In de daaropvolgende jaren breidde zij privé het onderzoek uit. 
Gedurende deze tijd was zij ook wetenschappelijk docent Antropologie 
aan de Faculteit van Landbouw en Visserij van de Sultan Qaboos 
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bijdrage aan maatschappelijke organisaties die zich bezighouden met 
cultuurcontacten. Zij is redacteur van het Oman Magazine, uitgegeven 
door de Stichting Nederland-Sultanaat van Oman. Inmiddels heeft zij een 
functie aanvaard in het Museum voor Volkenkunde Rotterdam, waar zij 
met name werkzaam zal zijn voor de Stichting Islamitische Kunst en 
Cultuur. 
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Stellingen 
behorend bij het proefschrift 

Shifting Sands, social-economic development in al-Sharqiyah region, 
Oman 

in het openbaar te verdedigen door Corien W. Hoek op dinsdag 15 
september 1998 te Nijmegen. 

1. De overheid, de privésector en de familieorganisaties (stamverbanden) 
zijn de drie belangrijkste krachten in het sociaal-economische 
ontwikkelingsproces in al-Sharqiyah. 

2. Ondanks de bijzonder lage bevolkingsdichtheid domineert het vraagstuk 
van de explosieve bevolkingsgroei de sociaal-economische ontwikkeling 
in al-Sharqiyah. 

3. De dominante aanwezigheid van buitenlandse arbeidskrachten in al-
Sharqiyah is, net als in Nederland, het gevolg van sociaal-economische 
omstandigheden en niet het gevolg van gebrek aan werklust of 
arbeidsmotivatie van de Jokale bevolking (zoals beweerd o.a. door 
Richards and Martin, 1983). 

4. Het "Downward Integration" model van Dannhaeuser (1981 ), van 
toepassing op handelskanalen in verschillende ontwikkelingslanden, is in 
al-Sharqiyah in beperkte mate toepasbaar ten gevolge van de voorkeur 
van Omanitische handelaren voor een grote mate van zelfstandigheid. 

5. Het systeem van openbare visverkoop is essentieel voor de vrije toegang 
tot verse vis voor mensen in al-Sharqiyah. 

6. Het macrobeleid bepaalt mede de regionale situatie en omgekeerd geeft 
de regionale situatie grenzen aan het macrobeleid. Daarom dienen deze 
twee strategische niveaus in het ontwikkelingsproces voortdurend op 
elkaar te worden afgestemd. 



7. De Juwelen die de Arabische vrouw draagt zijn een belangrijke indicatie 
voor haar financieel-economische zelfstandigheid. 

8. De Koran bevestigt helder en consistent de gelijkwaardigheid van 
vrouwen en mannen (Rifat Hasan, 1997). 

9. Elke referentie naar stam, volk, landsaard, ethniciteit en geslacht is in 
principe onjuist als daarmee voorbij wordt gegaan aan de uniciteit van het 
individu. 

10. De stelling dat het schrijven van een proefschrift een zware last legt op 
het gezinsleven is ook omgekeerd waar indien de promovenda 
verantwoordelijkheid draagt voor de verzorgende taken in het gezin en de 
opvoeding van kinderen. 

11. Ondersteunende en verzorgende taken, veelal door vrouwen verricht, 
dienen te worden opgenomen in nationale economische statistieken. 

12. Marokkanen en Turken worden vaak weerhouden van een bezoek aan 
huisarts en tandarts omdat zij het gevoel hebben niet welkom te zijn (dr. 
G. Moltzer, 1998). 

13. De toename van samenleven/werken op basis van administratieve 
zekerheid (bureaucratie) kenmerkt de afname van samenleven/werken op 
basis van ogenschijnlijk wederzijds vertrouwen. 

14. Dat abonnees van de gesubsidieerde Concertgebouw-concerten eeuwig 
recht hebben op een jaarlijkse verlenging van hun abonnement (ten koste 
van andere, nieuwe geïnteresseerden) is een sociale misstand; bovendien 
leidend tot conservering van het oude muziekrepertoire. 
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