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Dissenting from the Inevitable? Understanding Omani
Approaches to Israel and the Abraham Accords

James Worrall

School of Politics and International Studies, University of Leeds, Leeds, United Kingdom

In January 2023 the Omani majlis al-shura voted to criminalise individuals for having ties with the
State of Israel.” Majlis Deputy Chairman Yaqoob Al-Harthi, stated that the amendment, which
expands the scope of the existing boycott stipulated in Article 1 of a pre-existing Royal Decree,
‘includes a ban on any sports, cultural and economic contact between Oman and Israel, as well
as the criminalisation of interacting with Israelis in person and online. This came shortly after
news that US guided talks between the two states on opening Omani airspace to Israeli planes
flying to Asia had failed.?

Only two years prior to these events there had been feverish speculation in some corners that
Oman would be the next state to join the Abraham Accords. This was never likely. Despite the
fact that Oman and Israel have long had covert contacts, including Muscat having openly hosted
three Israeli Prime Ministers over the years: Yitzhak Rabin in 1994, Shimon Peres in 1996 and
Benjamin Netanyahu in a much-photographed 2018 visit. Indeed, Rabin’s visit to Oman was the
first by an Israeli prime minister to any Gulf nation. From 1994 until the outbreak of the second
intifada in 2000, Oman’s relations with Israel had been steadily warming, albeit falling some way
short of full recognition.? Given these facts, one could perhaps forgive the excited voices and the
speculation around Oman being the next country to join the Accords. After all, the track record
of contacts, co-operation and relationships certainly did resemble elements of the wider tacit
security regime which had been emerging for more than a decade between Gulf States and
Israel which had led directly to the Accords.*

Oman, however, has crafted its foreign policy more carefully than this. Jealous of its sover-
eignty and knowing that maintaining an independent foreign policy best enables its objectives,
under Sultans Qaboos and Haitham, Muscat has created a role as an ‘Interlocutor State™ and
seeks to neither bandwagon nor balance in the classical sense. There has been plenty of specu-
lation about why Oman did not join the Accords, and has in contradistinction recently taken
actions seemingly so hostile to Israel. It remains important however to tie together the threads
influencing Omani decision-making across different levels of analysis to produce a more nuanced
picture of the Omani position on: (a) joining the Accords; (b) its stance towards the Accords
themselves as a key regional development; and (c) its continuing relations with Israel despite a
lack of recognition.

This article therefore not only traces the dynamics of the Omani-Israeli relationship over time,
but frames the opportunity costs of participating in the new security and trading relationships
created by the Accords in the wider context of Muscat’s network of relationships with other
states in the region, with its own citizens and with its own vision for itself as a regional actor. It
argues that Oman had nothing to gain and everything to lose by participating directly in the
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Accords, not least because the benefits will still largely accrue to Muscat anyway, and the down-
sides can be avoided. The soundness of this position has since been vindicated in the wake of
Israel’s destruction of Gaza and the unfolding humanitarian catastrophe there in the aftermath of
the 7 October 2023 massacre of Israelis by Hamas and other groups. Oman has been in a stron-
ger position to be able to take pro-Palestinian stances and call repeatedly for a ceasefire and a
long-term just settlement to the Israel-Palestine conflict. As such, Oman has actually secured for
itself a more fluid position within the rapidly evolving regional security environment, which best
suits both its short-term and long-term policy objectives.

Understanding Omani Foreign Policy: Theoretical Debates

There is a small but important body of scholarly work on Oman’s approaches to foreign policy,
much of this is concentrated in monographs® with some journal articles.” This also links up with
the small states subfield in International Relations (IR) theory? which has received much attention
over the past decade, since it is through this prism Omani foreign policy is usually understood.
The endless debate about whether such states bandwagon or balance® and how they might even
do so with Israel’® has been more recently supplemented with ideas of hedging'' or strategic
hedging,'? although many have noticed that traditional small state theory does not generally fit
too well with the Gulf States.'

In 1998 Marc O'Reilly published a classic article applying the idea of omnibalancing, pioneered
by Steven David in 1991,'* to the Sultanate, terming it instead ‘Omanibalancing!’™ What was
especially useful about this contribution was that it focused more on threats to the leadership of
the state than on threats to the existence of the state itself. This broadening to include the inter-
nal, matched with similar work at the time which examined the ‘internal-external security
dilemma’'® The increased enmeshment of states in the region, which (often) meddle in the inter-
nal affairs of their neighbours is apt and important but does not quite capture the ways in which
regime legitimacy internally is also important. This can be influenced not only by foreign state
interference but also by the reaction of citizens to their own state’s foreign policy decisions and
actions. The continued existence of trans-border solidarities and sympathies remains of impor-
tance for the region and constructivist interpretations have considerable value in capturing this."”

Given the nature of the occupation and the drift of Israeli politics towards the extreme right,
which has accelerated in recent years, leading to inclusion in senior positions within the Israeli
government, it is not hard to see why the Omani government might wish to proceed cautiously
even when other neighbours make different calculations. The internal dimension of foreign policy
is also connected to the need to maintain the ruling bargain and maintain economic growth to
further reduce the chance of dissent. Oman’s long-term building of networks, relations of trust
and practices of engagement might well be seen as a pragmatic form of hedging but it is one
that emerges from a conviction which is connected to a foreign policy ‘role’ which is seen by
many to emerge from internal practices'® and conceptions,' almost as much as from more exter-
nal security threats. Yet if this kind of diffusion and hedging, of having relations with everyone,
were really enough of a protection either for the state or the regime? then why would the
Sultanate feel the need to have built deep and enduring military (and other) partnerships with
the US and UK in particular?

If the early literature on small states created a false picture by presenting a choice for these
countries between balancing and bandwagoning,?’ more recently the literature has begun to
move towards a more permanent condition of hedging and to take more nuanced approaches
towards the space for agency within the international system for small states.?? Oman has been
a useful case for broadening conceptions and complexifying these theoretical assumptions.?3
Muscat’s ability to engage?* with states like Iran,?> while retaining what are, to all intents and
purposes, formal security arrangements with the US and UK, looks like more than simply hedg-
ing. They are instead, key in enabling it to maintain a large degree of foreign policy
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independence, based on more than calculation alone. Put simply, Oman has been able to embark
on a different path, what has been termed that of an ‘interlocutor state’ That is to say a country,
‘which develops a reputation for trustworthiness and uses these assets to become a trusted
go-between for other states, thus securing a more secure and independent niche in an otherwise
contested system’26

This position might to some degree have been enabled by the particular circumstances of the
region, whereby the specific dispersal of power enables a higher than usual amount of room for
manoeuvre for smaller states. To some degree this position has been advanced by Kristina Kausch
and Silvia Colombo who utilise the concept of the ‘swing state, which feels rather like a return
to the choice between bandwagoning and balancing of before.?” However, it certainly does not
seem that Oman swings between positions or friendships, indeed this would create unpredict-
ability and uncertainty, where Muscat has instead built a strong reputation in recent decades for
the exact opposite — a reputation for calm, predictable, peaceful interactions based on trust,
with mediation as a key role, with the purpose of creating greater stability in the wider region.?®
Trying to advance peace is something which Oman has worked at ever more intensively, the
more unstable the region has become after the Arab Spring. Even if the power dynamics in the
region can be said to have opened space for action by small states, those states still have to
have the agency and vision to seize that opportunity and to craft their role within it. This would
seem to require principle as well as pragmatism, caution and boldness, strategy and tactics, and
thus something more than ‘in the moment’ calculation or hedging alone.

On critical issues of sovereignty, Muscat has a clear record of voting at the United Nations
(UN) to uphold the core of the UN Charter, for example voting to denounce the Russian invasion
of Ukraine,?® despite maintaining generally cordial relations with Moscow.®® In this sense Oman
acts more as a pluralist in an English School sense, believing firmly in the core institutions of
International Society such as sovereignty, diplomacy and non-intervention®' a form which is par-
ticularly pronounced in the Middle East.3?

All of this has deep roots, thus during the development of Omani foreign policy in the decade
or so after 1970, as Uzi Rabi remarks, ‘it seems that the guiding rule for Oman’s foreign policy
was as follows: the more moderate the actor, such as Egypt or Jordan, the closer the relations
with Muscat. That was why Syria and the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO), traditionally
members of the Arab “radical” camp, saw their contacts with the sultanate develop more slowly.>3
Muscat for example, did not have full diplomatic relations with Damascus until December 1987,
indicating at least a degree of caution. Although the seeds of a pragmatic foreign policy based
on engagement and good relations were visible in multiple ways from the outset, they took
some time to become fully systematised into the foreign policy we have seen in recent years,
which is focused on solving mutual concerns and reaching common positions, i.e. Oman as an
‘Interlocutor State’3*

Omani Foreign Policy: Working for the Long Term

It is important to recognise that while Omani foreign policy can sometimes be seen to be
‘unprincipled, its stance — in common with much of the rest of the Arab and Muslim world - in
not condemning Beijing’s systematic oppression and cultural genocide of the Uighurs, demon-
strates a degree of circumspection when dealing with powerful actors.>®> Omani foreign policy is
pragmatic, in that it avoids grandstanding and futile gestures in favour of long-term engage-
ments and dialogue. This makes it easy to point to a number of occasions whereby Muscat seem-
ingly ignores gross human rights violations, welcoming President Assad to Muscat and helping
organise Syria's return to the Arab League being a relatively recent high-profile example.3¢ This is
a policy which, while consistent with its approach, seems to badly misread both the stability and
durability of the Assad regime, and the extent of the crimes committed against its people. It
might also make the Sultanate less welcome in Damascus as new rulers rise to power. Oman'’s
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foreign policy, however, is not without principle, instead it tries to focus on building relationships
and maintaining dialogue to achieve peaceful or de-escalatory outcomes. Indeed, sometimes
principle can be pragmatic in itself, thus by setting the condition for normalisation with Israel as
nothing less than a full Palestinian state, with (East) Jerusalem as its capital, Muscat is able to
create a space which is both clearly principled and which puts the ball in Israel’s court in terms
of whether they can fulfil that condition. It also means that Oman does not need to endlessly
condemn every Israeli action in the occupied territories.3” In this way Muscat can create a clear
frame which resonates with its wider foreign policy practice. In sticking with the Arab Peace
Initiative3® the Sultanate remains consonant with the wider Arab World, and fits with its own
foreign policy principles.

The position of the ‘reasonable actor’ is important, both from an Omani perspective and as a
frame through which the rest of the world can view and interact with the Sultanate. Being rea-
sonable means being consistent, open to dialogue, focused on issues of mutual concern and
being discreet. Not being viewed as a bandwagoner or a balancer is actually a strength because
it builds predictability and trust. Other states may not like the fact that Muscat is not explicitly
supporting their position but it is not going to come as a surprise that the Omanis are not devi-
ating from their usual behaviour. This position however does not mean that Oman will not join
in collective security mechanisms such as the coalition to liberate Kuwait,® or in trying to create
the Gulf Co-operation Council® and its Peninsula Shield Force.*'

It is all too easy to forget with the hype surrounding the Abraham Accords that similar
momentum had been built during the 1990s. As an Israeli Ministry of Foreign Affairs guide called
‘The Fruits of Peace; published in 2000, put it,

The most dramatic change in Israel’s international standing can be seen in our growing relations with the
Arab world. In addition to full diplomatic relations with two of its neighbors, Egypt and Jordan, an Israeli
liaison office is functioning in Morocco, an interest office has been opened in Tunisia, and trade offices in
Oman and Qatar. With the resumption of the peace initiative by Prime Minister Barak, there is talk of
upgrading these relations. The first expression of this was the establishment of full diplomatic relations
between lIsrael and Mauritania on October 28, 1999.42

That this momentum fell apart with the onset of the al-Agsa Intifada demonstrates that engage-
ments with Israel have always been non-linear and given Oman’s avoidance of jumping on band-
wagons, in either the IR or everyday sense of the term, it is unsurprising that the Abraham
Accords, representing something of a cliché of the latest trend, would be something that Muscat
would be cautious of joining.

Omani-Israeli Relations Over Time

Muscat’s public approach to Israel largely matched that of the wider Arab world during the
1970s, openly hostile, participating in the boycott and matching the rhetoric. The voting pattern
continues to this day with the UN Watch Record Database showing a 100 per cent Omani record
of voting against Israel in UN General Assembly resolutions since 2015.43

The optimism surrounding the Oslo Accords in the 1990s led to a considerable change in
engagement with a number of states in the region; in the Gulf both Oman and Qatar allowed
Tel Aviv to open trade offices in their countries, which while falling short of formal recognition
still represented a significant step forward.* This was prefaced by visits from Israeli Prime
Ministers Yitzhak Rabin in 1994, and Shimon Peres in 1996. At Rabin’s funeral on 4 November
1995, Oman, along with several other regional states without formal relations with Tel Aviv,
including Qatar and Morocco, sent a representative. Yusuf bin Alawi its then Minister of State for
Foreign Affairs, the de facto Foreign Minister because Sultan Qaboos formally held the ministerial
portfolio, attended; this mirrored the level of seniority of those Arab states without full diplo-
matic relations.*
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As a result of the Middle East Peace Process an international organisation focused on find-
ing solutions to fresh water scarcity in the Middle East, which included Israel, was established
in Muscat.¢ The Middle East Desalination Research Centre (MEDRC), this centre survived the
closing of the Israeli trade office at the time of the Al Agsa intifada, enabling Israel to still have
a form of representation permanently in Oman.*’” At a special dinner in New York in 2007 to
celebrate the tenth anniversary of the founding of the centre, then Israeli Foreign Minister,
Tzipi Livni stated, ‘The fact that MEDRC has survived the political ups and downs of the last
years is evidence that what unites us can be stronger than what divides us. | would like to take
this opportunity to thank Omani Secretary General of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs Sayyid
Bader bin Hamad AlbuSaid who, under the wise guidance of His Majesty Sultan Qaboos bin
Said and Minister Responsible for Foreign Affairs Yousuf bin Alawi bin Abdullah, has made
MEDRC a success story/*® The continuing existence of this body demonstrates how seriously
Muscat takes both the peace process and remaining open to dialogue despite differences.
Indeed, MDRC's approach and remit has widened considerably from highly technical to a deeper
conflict resolution focus captured by its new branding, MEDRC: Water - Environment - Peace.®

As the Al Agsa intifada cooled down, especially after 2006, even high-level engagements
between Oman and Israel recommenced. In 2008, Israel’s Tzipi Livni was photographed in Qatar
meeting her Omani counterpart Yusuf bin Alawi.® Yet, while the more overt roster of visits and
semi-formal ties of the 1990s took up much of the limelight, it is really the longstanding covert
linkages which form the foundation of the relationship between the two states, the most import-
ant of which has been directly with the Mossad. This relationship emerged out of the Yemeni civil
war in the 1960s°' through Jim Johnson®? in which Israel sent assistance to the royalist forces
which bogged down Nasser’s Egypt in a protracted conflict.

In the mid 1970s during the Dhofar War,>* Oman received some assistance from the Mossad
who sent military advisors which were co-ordinated by Mossad operative Efraim Halevy, who
would later go on to become its ninth director between 1998 and 2002.>* This foundational
assistance to Muscat was clearly valuable and valued by Qaboos. Indeed, it is clear that these
personal relationships and back channels, with intelligence as a key currency, have been
important in building trust and foundations for other initiatives across the Gulf;>> this has con-
tinued importance for the Muscat-Tel Aviv relationship. In an interview with the Times of Israel
in 2020 Halevy was asked if we should assume that Oman would be joining the normalisation
process; he replied, ‘I think so, yes. It will take time, but yes!*® Given his instrumental role in
bringing about the Jordanian-Israeli peace treaty Halevy's voice is not one to be easily
dismissed.

The October 2018 visit of Benyamin Netanyahu to Muscat, and especially its attendant photo-
graphs, marked a very public and highly symbolic engagement with an Israeli leader who, impor-
tantly, clearly lacked the peace credentials of Rabin and Peres. The visit was also accompanied
by a statement from Yusuf bin Alawi the following day in which he said, ‘Israel is a state present
in the region, and we all understand this... The world is also aware of this fact. Maybe it is time
for Israel to be treated the same [as other states] and also bear the same obligations! It is import-
ant to note that Netanyahu’s fleeting one day visit was prefaced by a three day long visit by
Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas.>” This is a classic example of Muscat demonstrating that
it is acting with the consent of the Palestinians, preparing the ground carefully, and sending
careful signals regarding the importance of peace and efforts towards peace.>®

This centring of moves towards peace does not always bear fruit but appears to be a consis-
tent behaviour for Muscat. In early 2020, Israeli Channel 13's diplomatic correspondent Barak
Ravid broke the story of an unexpected and highly ambitious Omani attempt to mediate direct
talks between Iran and Israel just a few weeks after Hassan Rouhani had won the presidential
election in the early summer of 2013. The then Mossad director Tamir Pardo said the offer was
‘serious and worth considering, but after discussion Netanyahu dismissed the idea.>® It should be
noted that the claims in the report have not been officially confirmed by any government but
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the report does appear credible and demonstrates a very significant move by Muscat which must
have been convinced of Tehran’s willingness to engage.

In July 2019, the then director of Mossad, Yossi Cohen, declared at the annual Herzliya
Conference that Israel was renewing its ties with Oman. He said, Just recently, renewal of formal
relations with Oman was declared and the establishment of a representative office of the foreign
ministry in that country... We do not yet have with them official peace treaties but there is
already a communality of interests, broad cooperation and open channels of communication.®
The Omani Foreign Ministry actually issued a rare statement the next day denying Cohen’s state-
ment. Stating that the claims of the ‘establishment of diplomatic relations between the Sultanate
and Israel are baseless... The sultanate is keen to create diplomatic conditions to restore com-
munication between all international and regional parties to work on achieving peace between
the Palestinian Authority and Israel, resulting in an independent Palestinian state!®'

This all happened in the context of Oman announcing at the end of June 2019 that it would
open an embassy in Ramallah in support of the Palestinian people, the statement read, ‘In line
with the Sultanate’s support for the brotherly Palestinian people, it has decided to open a new
diplomatic mission for Palestine at the level of embassy/®? The Times of Israel reported on the
response of Hanan Ashrawi of the PLO, ‘if this has a political price attached then certainly there
will be ramifications, seeming to warn the Omanis not to use the Embassy in Ramallah as a step
towards formal relations with Israel. According to Reuters she went on to say, ‘l hope the embassy
will help in educating the Omani government on the real nature of the Israeli occupation. The
official Palestinian statement however was rather more welcoming of the move.%?

With the US as a crucial ally though, the Omanis certainly wanted to remain connected and
engaged with Washington, and also to be seen to support any momentum in the peace process
generally. The Trump administration clearly attached much importance to trying to create some
kind of symbolic moves in the Middle East. Jared Kushner’s peace proposals were unveiled at the
end of January 2020 in a ceremony at the White House attended only by the ambassadors of
Bahrain, the UAE and Oman.%* There was some speculation later that this may have been con-
nected to the announcement of Trump opening a golf resort in Oman built in conjunction with
Saudi investors.®

With Qaboos's death in January 2020, there were few immediate changes in Oman’s posi-
tions.%® Indeed, Sultan Haitham publicly declared that there would be continuity in foreign policy,
stating, ‘We will remain as the world has known us!®” While some had clearly expected there to
be more moves towards normalisation, Haitham’s policy remains the same as Qaboos’s, a careful,
stable engagement. As Oman declared its airspace open in February 2023 it also explicitly prom-
ised not to normalise relations with Israel. Foreign Minister Sayyid Badr al-Busaidi stated, ‘As
regards Israel we are content so far with the level of our current relations and dialogue, which
involves the appropriate channels of communication/s® In an interview with the pan-Arab daily
Asharq Al-Awsat in the summer of 2021, Sayyid Badr further expressed the Omani position, ‘Oman
believes in the principle of achieving a just, comprehensive and lasting peace on the basis of the
two-state solution, adding that, ‘We are with the legitimate rights of the Palestinian people, and
we respect the sovereign decisions of states, just as we expect others to respect our sovereign
decisions!®® This is a classic Omani position, reasonable, consistent and clear, allowing continuing
engagement with both sides and firmly upholding the principle of sovereignty.

At the domestic level, much like elsewhere in the Arab world, there is little real appetite for
normalisation with Israel. While Omanis are invariably polite and welcoming to a fault. As a num-
ber of stories in the Israeli media’® and my own discussions with Israelis who have visited Oman
with Western passports demonstrate. These stories are, to an extent, self-selecting and while per-
sonal relations with Israelis might be considered to be acceptable by segments of Omani society,
full recognition and diplomatic relations is a very different matter. The example of an Israeli kite
surfer who competed in Oman and won a gold medal who claimed that the Omani organisers
tried to keep her win quiet, clearly demonstrates that not all is smooth sailing.”! Likewise, an
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Omani blogger living in Dubai who travelled to Israel and documented her travels on Instagram
was the subject of significant vitriol for having made the trip.”?

The January 2023 vote in the majlis to further strengthen the boycott of Israel is important in
a number of regards. It is a very visible symbol of reticence which went against the grain of
movement of the years since Netanyahu's visit. It is however important to note that the majlis
does not officially deal with issues of foreign affairs which are usually reserved entirely to the
Sultan. It is thus vanishingly unlikely that this vote would have been called, let alone passed,
without official sanction.”® Given the timing of the vote, in the wake of the Israeli elections on 1
November 2022 and the formation of an Israeli government including some of the most extrem-
ist Kahanist figures who had long been beyond the pale, the vote and the public refusal to allow
Israeli commercial overflight rights does not seem like a coincidence. It thus allows Muscat to
clearly signal concerns with the direction of travel and to assert a clear reason for stepping back
from further moves to strengthen ties. This may of course sound like feverish speculation but it
is not only significant from a foreign policy perspective; it also matters from a domestic perspec-
tive as well.

Domestic Concerns

While the Palestinian cause is somewhat distant from Omani citizens’ lives it still matters. Despite
its modernisation, the Sultanate remains a broadly conservative society and in recent years it has
been noticeable that Islamic causes have become more popular, and have certainly been more
vocally articulated than previously. This has expressed itself in a number of ways. In December
2014, for example, 84 per cent of majlis al shura members voted for a complete ban on alcohol
in the Sultanate. The fact that the bill needed approval both from the council of ministers and
Qaboos's formal assent meant that the law was never going to be changed but the vote, although
largely ignored by most analysts at the time, was highly significant. As indeed was some of the
informal polling conducted by websites such as that of the Times of Oman which saw 90 per cent
approval of the motion. Majlis members themselves justified their votes with reference to the
significant demand for this move from their constituents.”*

Also of note is the voice of the Grand Mufti, Ahmed al-Khalili, in post since 1975 and thus a
well-established figure in the country, who has made a number of important public pronounce-
ments on a range of policy issues in recent years, including supporting the ban on alcohol in the
Sultanate. This is a significant departure from the more apolitical positions of previous years
when he had cultivated a reputation for tolerance and interfaith dialogue. In an interview with
Al Jazeera on 19 June 2022, he stated in reference to the Taliban victory in Afghanistan of the
previous year, ‘This is one of the miracles of Allah. The American rock shattered when confronted
with the faith of the mujahideen who fight to elevate the word of Allah. This is an indication of
the path to victory!”> On 18 October 2020, in the wake of the Abraham Accords, the Grand Mufti
issued a statement via Twitter which said, ‘A new negative phenomenon has appeared in the
umma, which is wooing the enemy whom God Almighty has commanded us to be against, and
bragging about it without shame or concealment.”® If the tweet itself was somewhat veiled, the
required audience certainly understood exactly what it was in reference to if their replies are
anything to go by. This was not an isolated incident either, he has issued many statements in
support of the Palestinians. Most of these are formulated using the same kinds of language in
reference to the Israelis that are seen in Hamas and Hezbollah political discourse. On 30 December
2022 the Grand Mufti issued a statement supporting the strengthening of the boycott law. ‘We
forcefully support the proposal of the respected Shura Council of Oman, which is the absolute
boycott of the Zionist entity in relation to trade and other issues, for its continued aggression on
the oppressed Palestinian people and disregard of their rights.”” In the aftermath of the announce-
ment of Muscat opening its skies to Israeli commercial air traffic, the Grand Mufti released a
statement on Twitter: ‘We were surprised by the decision to open the airspace - in a way that
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enables the Zionist entity’s aviation to use it, and we hoped that the steadfast stance would
continue, rejecting any relationship with that entity from our proud authority. How proud we
were of that, and we fear that this step will be followed by other steps. So please review this
account!”®

One perspective on these views being aired might be that they are useful to the government
because they demonstrate to Tel Aviv that full normalisation is not possible. In a country where
public dissent is a rare occurrence, such vehemence against government policy from a high-profile
figure is striking. Allowing the Grand Mufti to make such statements certainly attracted comment
among the diplomatic community in Muscat, with one interviewee stating, ‘The more he gets
away with, the more he seems to say, and the more extreme it can be!”®

Given the significant upheavals which have faced the Sultanate over the past decade, includ-
ing the Arab Spring-related protests of 2011, the oil price plunge and financial crises since 2014,
the death of Sultan Qaboos in early January 2020 immediately followed by the COVID pandemic,
the uncertainty has been unsettling.8 While Haitham is legitimate and broadly popular, with the
transition having gone well, recognising that there are dissenting views is important when it
comes to government policy. In a sense therefore, allowing the majlis to vote on the boycott law
and the Grand Mufti to reflect public discontent is important in a country in which religious
voices are becoming louder. This helps the Sultan to maintain a degree of balance between dif-
ferent interest groups and shows that he is listening and governing for all.

It is noticeable that Israel made no comment on the majlis vote or the announcements by key
figures that normalisation will not proceed, and Oman would not be recognising Israel. This
seems to speak to a respect and understanding of Oman’s position, its utility to Israel, and the
fact that it has not opposed the wider normalisation of other Arab States through the Abraham
Accords.

Omani Approaches to the Accords

Initially at least, much of the early analysis around the Accords framed them as an anti-Iranian
initiative, or at least one enabled and inspired by a shared animus against the perceived and
actual threats which emanated from Tehran.

Even without this perception becoming the dominant lens used to explain the sudden trans-
formation of a tacit security regime® into an extremely high-profile global event, joining the
Accords would have been a big stretch for Muscat. With the very obvious anti-lranian framing,
Muscat’s participation would have been difficult for both its general reputation as an indepen-
dent, relatively non-aligned actor, as an interlocutor state and in particular for its unique relation-
ship with Iran® which is both symbolic and of great practical value.®3 Not least also because of
the existence of Oman’s exclave of the Musandam Peninsula, and thus the vital need to co-operate
with Tehran over the Straits of Hormuz84

At the same time though, Muscat clearly assisted in many ways with the laying of at least the
contextual groundwork for diplomatic normalisation between Abu Dhabi, Manama, Rabat,
Khartoum and Tel Aviv. Although rather unremarked upon at the time, Oman’s ambassador was
one of the three Arab envoys to the US (along with those of the UAE and Bahrain) who attended
the unveiling of the Abraham Accords on the lawn of the White House?> Indeed, Netanyahu
actually publically thanked Oman for their support of the Abraham Accords deal.®¢ Muscat also
issued a public statement welcoming the Accords broadcast on state television, ‘The Sultanate
hopes that this new strategic direction, chosen by some Arab countries, will be a practical trib-
utary toward achieving peace based on ending the Israeli occupation of Palestinian lands and
establishing an independent Palestine with its capital in East Jerusalem!®” The Omani public is
rather more sceptical of the Accords. There was considerable furore in the country when Asma
Al-Shehhi, an Omani blogger based in the UAE, made a trip to Israel which she publicised on
social media.2® This fuelled some of the demands for a stronger boycott law. Despite this, it
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should also be noted that there are many examples of Israelis, and Jews more generally, who
have received a warm welcome from individual Omanis when they have visited the country.®®
This however seems to be less likely to be the case now, given Israeli actions in Gaza since 7
October and those more recently in Lebanon.

The wider, and longstanding, context here is that Oman has always recognised the right of
other Arab and Muslim countries to have relations with Israel. Even back in the heyday of Arab
Nationalist anti-Israel rhetoric, and the storm created when Egypt recognised Israel and estab-
lished full diplomatic relations as a result of the Camp David process, Oman refused to sanction
Cairo or cut its diplomatic presence.’® This might be seen as more of a pro-American rather than
a pro-Israel stance but in reality it is more of a pro-Omani stance in being able to both keep
lines of communication open and demonstrate to all actors its credentials as a country which has
a certain kind of non-interventionist foreign policy.

Muscat has never cut diplomatic ties with any government, although it has on rare occasions
downgraded them, as with Syria in 2012 during the revolution, just as all Gulf States either
closed their missions or downgraded their representation. It was also noticeable that Muscat was
the first Gulf State to reinstate its Ambassador in Damascus in October 2020.°

As the formula goes, and the principle stands, Muscat has consistently made it clear that it
will not recognise Israel until full Palestinian statehood is achieved. This remains the case even
as relations between the two states have waxed and waned over time. Oman places significant
importance on Palestinian rights to statehood, recognising that there is a degree of leverage in
its careful approach to normalisation with Israel. Even today with widespread and profound
anger in the Sultanate surrounding Israeli actions in Gaza, Muscat retains the same stance that
recognition would be possible with full Palestinian statehood.

Even setting aside the usual trajectory of Omani foreign policy and its underpinning logics,
which mitigates strongly against a rush to formal recognition of Israel and full diplomatic rela-
tions, it remains important to examine the likely costs and benefits which are likely to accrue
were Muscat to join the Abraham Accords process.

As far as potential identifiable benefits these seem small and can be divided into two ele-
ments: wider diplomatic inclusion and greater investment, perhaps the latter coming from more
than just Israeli sources, but also in the form of some kind of ‘peace fund’ delivered by Washington.
Certainly, between Netanyahu’s visit in 2018 and Hamas’s attack in October 2023, Oman experi-
enced hard economic times with low oil prices, ballooning deficits and the desperate need for
Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) to cover its diversification efforts.? The chance of inclusion in the
new Quad, and in the Negev forum might have been likely in addition, but as yet, these new
meeting points have generated relatively little traction anyway, so seem to be of little more than
limited symbolic value. As we can see, it is difficult to identify what tangible benefits to recog-
nition there would be for Oman that are not already present in its current relationship with Israel.
Perhaps the most significant benefit might actually be in terms of its relationship with the US.
Given the bipartisan popularity of the Abraham Accords in Washington, coupled with President
Biden's ongoing attempts at normalisation with Saudi Arabia, and especially the possibility of
rewards through side-deals and relationships with Congress, which itself can possibly give Oman
additional protection despite the changing occupants of the White House.??

When viewed from the opposite perspective what are the likely benefits to Israel from full
normalisation with Muscat? While any moves in this regard might have an immediate public
relations benefit for Netanyahu and might demonstrate renewed momentum, especially around
election time, this is a fleeting and short-term result which could undermine both a potential
backchannel to Tehran and reduce the quality of the conversation around Iran which Muscat
would not be able to provide given Tehran’s likely reaction to formal Omani recognition.

While any normalisation would generate goodwill in Washington, it is not clear that Muscat is
in particular need of being more in favour there. Given its important role as an interlocutor state,
particularly in Yemen, and with Iran, Oman’s reputation as an increasingly indispensible regional
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actor for de-escalation, problem-solving and peace is extremely high at present.®® This means
that for Muscat, any benefit must clearly be not only be enduring, but would also have to make
up for the likely loss of utility in foreign policy terms (especially for the US with Iran)®> that any
reduction of networks, and in its central stature as an interlocutor, would likely bring as a result
of normalisation.

Conclusion

In an address to a Ministry of Foreign Affairs conference of Israeli Ambassadors on 11 December
2018, Netanyahu said, ‘When | was in Oman, | spoke with Sultan Qaboos who confirmed for me
that El Al would be able to overfly Oman’;? it seemed that Qaboos did not tell him when that
would be, because it took until 23 February 2023 for this to happen, not un-coincidentally at the
same time as Saudi Arabia.”” The fact that the collapse of the talks on this issue in early January,
alongside the new boycott law, did not prevent an agreement the following month speaks to the
pragmatism in Muscat.

Throughout 2023 there was increased speculation that Riyadh might recognise Israel as part
of a grand bargain with Washington which would extract significant concessions. The dispropor-
tionate Israeli response to Hamas's unprecedented atrocities after 7 October and the increasingly
hostile global environment towards Israel®® led to some quite vocal Omani calls for a ceasefire.?
Some even speculated that the Hamas attack was calculated to prevent what was seemingly an
inevitable Saudi-US-Israeli ‘grand deal’ with potentially significant regional consequences. A clear
cooling on normalisation over the following months ended with the Saudi Foreign Ministry issu-
ing a formal statement stating that recognition depended upon lIsrael recognising ‘an indepen-
dent Palestinian state... on the 1967 borders with East Jerusalem as its capital'’® Somewhat
ironically therefore it mirrors Muscat’s long-term position, and is based on the 2002 Saudi-initiated
Arab Peace Initiative itself.

Oman has been increasing its public condemnation of Israeli actions and demanding an
immediate ceasefire. On 9 December 2023 the Omani Foreign Minister, Sayyid Badr Albusaidi,
reacted angrily on Twitter to a failure to deliver for the Palestinians:

The use of the veto at Security Council is a shameful insult to humanitarian norms. | deeply regret that the
United States should sacrifice the lives of innocent civilians for the cause of Zionism. Long after we are gone
the world will look back on today with shame.'”'

Open denunciation of Washington of this kind is exceptional and speaks to a real anger domes-
tically, but also among the elite about the gravity of the situation. It is clearly the final nail in
the coffin of any chance of Muscat recognising Israel without a radical transformation in the
circumstances of the Palestinians. And yet, despite this anger the Omanis are still working towards
a solution. At a lecture on 15 February 2024 in Oxford, Sayyid Badr made a call for an emergency
conference on the recognition of Palestine; he said,

The world has deferred the question of Palestinian statehood for far too long. Too many of those who speak
today in favour of a two-state solution regard this as an objective to be achieved in the distant future. It
has to be done on an urgent basis. The world can't afford any more violence and we need a Palestinian
state.02

Not only do the current circumstances rule out Omani recognition of Israel, but this has been
the case anyway since the Abraham Accords. Any normalisation agreement would likely be
painted by others as, at the very least, being correlated with the Accords and likely perceived as
such by the general public.® This carries domestic and regional risk and would undermine both
the central plank of Muscat’s foreign policy and the very significant investment of time, money
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and personal reputation which has gone into nurturing the networks and outcomes associated
with its mediation efforts of the past two decades and its focus on becoming an interlocutor
state.’%*

Those that frame events such as Netanyahu's visit to Muscat in 2018 as a dramatic change,
heralding a realignment in Omani foreign policy are latching onto individual events and often
linking them to wider trends.'% Qaboos's welcome of Netanyahu was undoubtedly a bold move
but it was not out of character. Bold moves do not have to herald radical change, they can in
fact be a form of continuity. They are also careful adjustments within a complex foreign policy
which requires some calibration and the preservation of independence.’®

In this case, moves such as this also represent a form of balance, not in the IR theory sense
of the term whereby a state aligns with another to change the balance of power, but instead as
a way to maintain relationships, to express independence, to listen and learn, to attract other
benefits outside of the immediate foreign policy sphere, and importantly, to enable the very
foreign policy that has stood Muscat in such good stead in recent decades. None of this means
that Oman does not have more fundamental relationships with some states over others, it is
more that Oman is both more useful to others and best serves its own interests by maintaining
good relations with actors on all sides, and in therefore being useful to all sides through the
construction of a role as an interlocutor state.

Clearly Omani approaches to the Abraham Accords and its bilateral relations with Israel can-
not be divorced from its wider foreign policy. By maintaining, distancing, and even at times
deepening relations with Israel, it can take a pragmatic stance while also maintaining a princi-
pled position on a Palestinian state.”” Often the literature on small state foreign policy focuses
far too intently on what small states do, and does not focus enough on how other states not
only seek to influence or coerce them, but also how they aim to listen to and respect them. For
Oman, dialogue, respect and listening to interlocutors are important; this has a conditioning
effect on others — maintaining independence in foreign policy also means that other states
begin to expect this of you. In the long term this creates respect, even more so when other
states appreciate the benefits of your independence in foreign policy. Thus, one could see the
establishment of the U.S.-Oman Strategic Dialogue in February 2023'% not as a forum for pres-
sure to be applied to Muscat'® but as an improved channel and a sign of respect. The creation
of this new forum, both publicly and privately, gives Muscat a prestigious platform and recog-
nition for its role. It can be seen as a kind of compensation for Oman as a highly valued partner
who is not taking part in the Negev Forum or the Quad. For the Omanis, this policy stance
works, as has been amply evidenced by its ability to maintain clear distance from Israel, and to
condemn Israeli actions in Gaza. This has generated a much more assertive form of Omani
diplomacy. As the destruction of infrastructure, loss of life and immense human suffering in
Gaza has grown, the more the Omanis have spoken out for a just settlement and the perma-
nent end of the conflict."°
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