Democracy Promotion in Oman

By DIANA M. HOLLAND

ooperation with and support from the strategically positioned Persian Gulf states

of Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates are

critical to America’s stated national interests: security, prosperity, human rights

values, and international order.! In the Gulf region, Iranian hegemonic ambitions,
piracy, and violent extremism pose threats to those interests. The United States has spent bil-
lions on military assistance and foreign aid programs in the past decade to ensure the stability
and cooperation of Gulf governments. Nonetheless, as the “Arab Awakening” demonstrated
in 2011, some of these governments face significant internal opposition and could be at risk. If
these states devolve into chaos, or if anti-American regimes come to power, the United States
could face greater challenges in the region.
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One way to sustain stable and friendly
governments in the Gulfis to increase
democracy promotion programs designed
to encourage timely and peaceful transitions
to more representative forms of govern-
ment.? In fact, the 2010 National Security
Strategy contends that the United States must
promote democracy because governments
that respect democratic values “are more
just, peaceful and legitimate” and ultimately
protect America’s national interests.’ The
United States does not currently have many
democracy promotion programs in the Gulf,
but if a threat to stability is internal dissat-
isfaction with autocratic governments, then
stronger efforts toward reform supported by
the United States could foster a more peaceful
political transformation. This process should
begin with the Sultanate of Oman because
many of its citizens desire reform and are
willing to work with the existing government

of the 1980 hostage rescue attempt in Iran,
as well as more recent combat operations in
the region. The two countries signed a Free
Trade Agreement in 2006, which assists with
economic diversification in preparation for
the depletion of Oman’s oil reserves in the
next 15 years. In 2010, the United States
provided Oman $1.5 million and $8.9 million
under the International Military Education
and Training and Foreign Military Financ-
ing programs, respectively. Oman aligns
with American positions on the Arab-Israeli
conflict more frequently than other Arab
states do.® The United States and Oman are
strong friends, and through this relationship
America can encourage substantive reforms
in that Gulf state.

To appreciate the potential for change
in Oman, it is important to understand its
recent history. Discussions about modern
Oman focus on Sultan Qaboos bin Said Al

Oman has unique potential for democratic
development and could serve as a model of reform
for the other Gulf states

to that end.* Furthermore, Oman has unique
potential for democratic development and
could serve as a model of reform for the other
Gulf states.

Foreign policy discourse about the
Middle East and American national security
interests there often neglects Oman. The
omission is surprising considering the state’s
geographical position vis-a-vis Iran, the Strait
of Hormuz, and the Arabian Peninsula. One
reason for the neglect is that the Gulf region,
aside from its role in exporting oil, is over-
shadowed by the dysfunction of the rest of
the Middle East. Regional policymakers and
commentators devote much of their atten-
tion to palpable tension or outright conflict
between Israel and its neighbors, the Palestin-
ian refugee problem, and Iranian nuclear
ambitions. Moreover, the other Gulf countries
eclipse Oman because the former have large
oil reserves, host major U.S. military head-
quarters, and control substantial financial
assets. Finally, the Omanis themselves down-
play their ties with the United States in order
to maintain a close relationship with Iran.®

Though the U.S.-Omani relationship is
inconspicuous, the two countries cooperate
in many areas. Oman authorized the use of
its military facilities by U.S. forces in support
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Said and the remarkable transformation of
the country during his rule. Sultan Qaboos
replaced his father in 1970 following a
palace coup. The new sultan immediately
confronted and ultimately defeated a 14-year
insurgency. He then turned his attention to
economic and social development, as well
as national unification. He enacted policies
that improved infrastructure, education,
and health care for all Omanis. In the 1990s,
Qaboos instituted significant political
reforms. He created a bicameral legislature
under the Basic Law in 1996. Omanis elect
the members of the Majlis al-Shura (Con-
sultative Assembly), and the sultan appoints
members of the Majlis al-Dawla (State
Assembly). Women also gained additional
rights under Qaboos including the right to
vote in 2003.” Compared to their neighbors,
Omanis enjoy considerable religious tol-
eration and economic interaction with the
outside world. The country is relatively safe
even without the trappings of a police state.
It also attracts tourists, who can freely and
independently traverse most of the country.
Ibadism is the dominant form of
Islam in Oman, and its effect on develop-
ment is important in any assessment of the
country’s potential for political reform.

Ibadism encourages leaders to make deci-
sions through consultation and consensus.
It stresses moderation and toleration
toward fellow members of Omani society,
as well as foreigners and those of different
belief systems. Finally, Ibadism dictates
that communities choose leaders through
elections. These tenets are deeply rooted in
the Omani conscience and over time have
established conditions conducive to demo-
cratic principles.®

Despite Oman’s potential receptive-
ness to liberalization, U.S. policies toward
the Sultanate, like those toward the rest of
the Gulf, normally focus on security and
defense capabilities rather than governance.
Yet the dearth of democracy programs in
this region is also due to the extraordinary
wealth of the oil monarchies. They are not
dependent on American aid and, therefore,
the United States cannot use financial
incentives to leverage them to accept
democracy promotion programs.’ However,
Oman is not as wealthy as the other Gulf
states and faces economic uncertainty
because of its dwindling oil reserves." Thus,
economic incentives might be more effec-
tive in achieving political change in Oman
than in the other member states of the Gulf
Cooperation Council.

The major entities that employ such
programs in the Middle East are the U.S.
Agency for International Development
(USAID), the National Endowment for
Democracy (NED) and its affiliates,"* and
the Department of State’s Middle East
Partnership Initiative (MEPI). A survey of
these U.S.-sponsored democracy programs
confirms that Oman is largely overlooked;
the United States provides negligible support
and incentives to Oman through these
organizations. USAID does not allocate any
funding toward governance.”” NED and its
affiliates have little engagement in Oman,
especially when compared to their efforts in
other parts of the region. One of the affili-
ates, the International Republican Institute,
sponsors a single program that provides
training in legislative procedures. The other
NED affiliate with the mission to train and
educate citizens on democratic principles is
the National Democratic Institute; however,
it has no ongoing programs in Oman.”
Finally, MEPI sponsors 17 programs in
Oman, but they generally focus on economic
development and opportunities made pos-
sible by the 2006 Free Trade Agreement."
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Even if U.S. policymakers decide to
increase democracy programs, it is impor-
tant to ask whether Oman wants such
attention. Clearly, the Omani people, and
especially the younger generation, desire
reform. The citizens participate in elections
in large numbers, the Shura continuously
presses for more legislative authority, and
protesters in early 2011 articulated the
desire for change within the existing insti-
tutions.”® Additionally, although the sultan
is personally popular, there is concern that
he is over 70 years old, has no children,
and has not announced an heir."* Upon his
death, there will certainly be questions sur-
rounding future reforms. If Qaboos’s suc-
cessor is not viewed as legitimate, or does
not demonstrate the intent to reform the
government, the opposition could become
more aggressive.

The sultan himself has stated in numer-
ous forums throughout his reign that Oman
must become more democratic, though
at its own pace and according to its own
traditions.” Within those guidelines, future
democracy promotion programs should be
specifically designed to encourage gradual
adjustments rather than dramatic transfor-
mation. Programs must be inconspicuous
and not associated with the U.S. Government
because of Oman’s relationship with Iran and
the danger of antagonizing radical groups
in the region. This means that private, non-
governmental organizations such as NED,
rather than USAID or MEP], should sponsor
democracy promotion in Oman."®

Steady reform in Oman could stabilize
the country and serve as a model for other
Gulf states that face potent opposition forces.
The Sultanate’s history suggests that it has
unique potential for democratic reform, and
recent events confirm that its citizens desire
it. Furthermore, Oman is in a position to
positively impact U.S. interests in the region.
With these considerations in mind, Ameri-
can policymakers should designate Oman as
a priority recipient of democracy promotion
efforts. Ultimately, if such programs are
successful, the region may avoid a violent
“Gulf Awakening” and, in turn, deliver the
additional benefit of preserving America’s
national interests. JFQ
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