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1.
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY


This Country Commercial Guide (CCG) presents a comprehensive look at Oman’s commercial environment, using economic, political and market analysis.  CCGs were established by recommendation of the Trade Promotion Coordinating Committee (TPCC), a multi-agency task force, to consolidate various reporting documents prepared for the U.S. business community.  CCGs are prepared annually at U.S. embassies through the combined efforts of several U.S. government agencies.


The Sultanate of Oman is a nation of 2.538 million people (including approximately 668,000 expatriates) living in the arid mountains and desert plains of the southeastern Arabian Peninsula.  The country controls the sea-lanes through the strategic Strait of Hormuz into the Persian Gulf, and 40 percent of the world’s exported oil passes through Omani-controlled waters.  Although Oman is a relatively small oil producer at around 850,000 barrels of crude per day, oil revenue drives the economy, accounting for 77 percent of export revenues, 73 percent of total government revenues, and 42 percent of GDP in 2002.  Oman’s oil resources are projected to last 17 to 18 years at current reserve estimates and production rates.  The government has recognized the need to reduce dependency on oil and has made diversification of the economy a priority.  In recent years, Oman has expanded into liquefied natural gas (LNG) production and export and is seeking to develop gas-based industries.  In 2002, per capita GDP in Oman was $7,985, a slight increase from $7,974 in 2001.  Total GDP in 2002 was $20.2 billion, up from $19.8 billion in 2001.  


 The U.S. has longstanding ties with Oman.  In 1833, the U.S. and Oman concluded a Treaty of Friendship and Navigation; a Treaty of Amity, Economic Relations and Consular Rights was signed in 1958.  Bilateral trade became significant in the 1970s when Oman’s oil revenues began to fuel a drive for modernization that continues today.  U.S. exports to Oman have grown substantially in recent years, reaching $392 million worth of goods in 2001.  As of 2002 the U.S. is the third-largest exporter to Oman, accounting for 6.6 percent of Oman's overall import market.  The details of the Omani government statistics for 2002 are not available as of the date of publishing this guide.  However, in 2001 the sectors that saw significant increase in export volume in Oman were: machinery and mechanical appliances (HS 16) increasing by 60.5 percent to reach a total volume of $215 million; works of arts increased (HS 21) by 637% reaching $27.5 million; mineral products (HS 5) with a 412 percent increase reached $2.8 million; transport equipment (HS 17) went up 23.8 percent reaching $55 million; and optical, photographic and medical equipment increasing by 12.8 percent reaching $12.5 million.  The top two exporters to Oman in 2002 were the U.A.E. (with 27.4 percent of imports, largely re-exports, including U.S.-origin goods) and Japan (with 16.1 percent of imports).

In addition to the oil and gas sectors, there are other sectors in Oman with significant potential for U.S. exporters.  The traditional sectors where American business finds a home in Oman include machinery and mechanical equipment; prepared foods and vegetables; healthcare and medical equipment; water resource technologies; travel and tourism; consumer and industrial telecommunications equipment; power generation equipment and processes; training and vocational education services; franchising; and joint ventures.   The top five categories of U.S. exports to Oman in 2001, accounting for 87 percent of total U.S. exports to the Sultanate, were machinery and mechanical appliances (54 percent), transport equipment (14 percent), chemical products (6.5 percent), prepared foodstuffs, animal and vegetable products (5 percent), and optical, photographic and medical equipment (3 percent).

Oman’s economic policy operates under five-year development plans. Its sixth five-year plan, for the period 2001-2005, was promulgated in January 2001 and aims at lessening dependence on government spending and employment and transferring the impetus for major projects to the private sector.  The most recent major government project is the US$2.64 billion liquefied natural gas (LNG) project in Sur, which was officially inaugurated by His Majesty Sultan Qaboos in October 2000.  The plant began exporting LNG to Korea in May 2000 and became fully operational in June 2000 with two 3.3 million tons per annum (MTPA) production trains.  Recently, the government awarded the engineering and procurement contract to Chiyoda Foster Wheeler to build a third LNG train that will bring the total plant capacity to 9.9 MTPA.    Other gas-related projects proposed by the government include a petrochemical plant and an aluminum smelter in Sohar, and a urea fertilizer plant in Sur.  Construction on the Sur plant has begun, and it is expected to be operational by 2006.

Another major project is the Salalah Container Port, a $250 million container transshipment port that opened in November 1998.  Port Salalah was established as a joint venture between the Omani government, private investors, and shipping companies Sea-Land and Maersk.  Maersk bought Sea-Land's 15 percent share in Port Salalah in mid-1999.  Port Salalah has witnessed spectacular growth in shipping traffic, going from zero to one-third the level of container traffic in Dubai since inauguration, and has the potential to generate additional significant industrial development in southern Oman.  The government has announced its intention to establish a free-trade zone in Salalah.

In late 1999, construction began on a $250 million industrial port in the northern city of Sohar.  The port is expected to be commercially operational during the fouth quarter of 2004. In early 2002, the Omani government signed a memorandum of understanding with the Rotterdam port authority to operate the new port facility.  Other initiatives aim to develop the infrastructure of Oman’s interior in order to provide services and employment for Oman’s growing population, estimated to be increasing at around three percent annually.   Industrial parks have been set up throughout the country to provide investors with subsidized sites and services ready for light to medium manufacturing plants.


In October 2000, Oman became the 139th country to join the WTO.  Oman's emphasis on economic diversification has opened the country to foreign participation in the economy, particularly in the form of joint ventures.  Oman is actively seeking foreign investors in industry, tourism, and power generation.  Oman promotes a free market economy.  There are no foreign exchange or capital flow restrictions.   Foreign investment incentives include a five-year tax holiday for companies engaged in industry, mining, tourism, fishing, agriculture, higher education, and public utilities; national tax treatment and an income tax reduction for joint ventures with at least 30 percent Omani ownership; and government soft loans to finance new and existing projects.  Although 100 percent foreign ownership of investments in Oman is possible in light of Oman's WTO membership, this still requires the endorsement of the Ministry of Commerce and Industry.  Oman amended its foreign investment laws, tax law and intellectual property rights laws in 2000 to comply with WTO standards.  The Omani government amended the Insurance Law in 2002, as well as the Capital Market Law and the Commercial Companies Law.  Furthermore, 2002 witnessed the birth of the Tourism Law and a code of corporate governance for publicly held companies.

Over the past few years, the government continued emphasis on privatization, particularly in the power, telecommunications, and air transport sectors.  In 1996, Oman became the first Arabian Gulf country to turn exclusively to the private sector to build, own and operate (BOO), a major power project, a 90 MW plant in Manah which was expanded in 2000 to become a 270 MW plant.  The government then awarded three additional new BOO power projects: a 200 MW power project in Salalah, awarded to a consortium led by New Jersey-based PSEG; a 400 MW power/desalination plant at Barka awarded to consortium led by Virginia-based AES; and a 200 MW power plant at Sharqiya, awarded to consortium led by the UK firm National Power.  ABN Amro is the government's financial adviser for power sector privatization, while Mott McDonald serves as the government's technical adviser for power privatization.  In May 2003, the Omani government invited interest parties to express their interest in an upcoming 500MW power and desalination plant proposed in Sohar on a BOO basis. In late 2001, the Omani government awarded a consortium led by the British Airport Authority the management and development contact for Muscat’s Seeb International Airport and Salalah Airport.

In 1999, the Omani government selected Merrill Lynch (Dubai office) as financial advisor for the yet-to-be-completed privatization of Omantel, Oman's government-run telecommunications authority.  Various state enterprises also have been converted to mixed public-private enterprises, including a flour mill and the Muscat Port Services Company.

U.S. exporters will find the private sector of the Omani market open, competitive, and of growing importance in the overall economy.  The public sector, which is responsible for most tender opportunities, is increasingly open to competition.  Royal Dutch Shell is an important player in Oman’s oil industry as it is the largest principal private shareholder in the state-controlled national petroleum exploration and production company, Petroleum Development Oman (PDO), and also in Oman Liquefied Natural Gas (OLNG).  Occidental Oil Company is the second largest oil producer in Oman, and U.S. oil service suppliers play an important role in the local oil industry.

  In addition to the U.S., other primary exporters to Oman include Japan (oil services, construction and engineering services, electronic goods and automobiles), the UK (machinery, automobiles, and consumer goods), France (petroleum, consumer goods, foods), Holland (oil and gas services), and the United Arab Emirates (the re-export market).  Asian suppliers dominate the price-conscious Omani consumer market, with major entries from India, but determined U.S. firms have made inroads.

 2.
ECONOMIC TRENDS AND OUTLOOK


Oman is an oil-based economy, although its reserves are modest compared with other states in the region.  By some estimates, Oman’s proven oil reserves will be substantially depleted by 2020; however, this is generally considered a sliding window in light of the potential for new discoveries or technological advances, which can add to the stock of reserves.  By 2020, Oman hopes to have diversified its economy by developing its natural gas resources, including LNG facilities, energy-based industries, and related industries. The country also hopes to expand non-oil, non-energy-related industry including light manufacturing, agriculture and fisheries, and tourism.  Nonetheless, Oman’s economy continues to move in step with oil price fluctuations.  Oman’s oil revenue in 2002 accounted for 73 percent of government revenue and 42 percent of overall GDP.

INCREASE IN GOVERNMENT EXPENDITURES TO PROMOTE ECONOMIC GROWTH

  In FY-2002, Oman exported 306 million barrels of oil at an average price of $24.29 per barrel, a decrease from 331 million barrels at $23 in 2001 and 326 million barrels at an average price of $26.71 in 2000.  The FY-2003 budget will result in a planned deficit of $1.04 billion based on a projected “budget” price of $20 per barrel of oil.  Surplus revenues go to a strategic reserve fund, while deficits are covered from the reserve fund or through borrowing.  Oman is expected to fund 75% of its current budget deficit through borrowing and balance 25% through withdrawal from its strategic reserve fund.   This reserve is poised to grow in 2003 based on the difference between the budgeted average oil price ($20) and the actual average price per barrel, which by March 2003 was $29.78 per barrel. To cover FY-2003 expenditures at current oil production levels of roughly 840,000 barrels per day (including 70,000 barrels of condensate from natural gas), Oman needs an average per barrel price of $24.50.

The FY-2003 Omani State Budget increased overall government spending by 4.5% to reach $7.79 billion.  The government hopes that the increase in government spending will stimulate the economy since the public sector is the primary engine of economic growth.  Net oil revenue reached $5.71 billion by the end of 2002, an increase of nearly 17 percent from FY-2001 revenues of $4.87 billion.  The government sectors that saw the most sizable spending increases are defense and national security, petroleum, education, and health.  The budgetary allocation for defense and national security expenditure is 31.2 percent of total government spending, while the combined expenditure on health, education, electricity, water and housing represents 18.5 percent of the FY-2003 budget, illustrating the Sultanate’s commitment to security and the provision of basic services and a social safety net to the public.  

The following are the average per barrel prices of Omani crude oil since 1999:

	1999
	2000
	2001
	2002
	March 2003

	$17.35
	$26.71
	$23.00
	$24.29
	$29.78


The following are the net petroleum revenues for Oman since 1998 (in billions of dollars):

	1998
	1999
	2000
	2001
	2002

	3.2
	2.95
	4.5
	4.87
	5.7



Restraint in government spending in 1999 led to delays in the implementation of planned government capital projects.  Since 1996, the government has encouraged early retirement with pensions for Omanis with 10 years in the civil service as a means of trimming government employment rolls and offering opportunities to recent graduates.  To encourage Omanis to seek private sector employment, the government is trimming its heretofore-generous benefits package. 
GDP AND PETROLEUM PRICES


Gross Domestic Product (GDP) increased by 1.8 percent in 2002 to reach $ 20.3 billion, compared to $19.9 billion in 2001. Much of this gain is attributed to increased activities in the services sector.  According to provisional government figures in 2002 there was a 4.2 percent growth in wholesale and retail activity, 8.5 percent in transportation and storage, 22.4 in communications and 8.5 percent in financial intermediation. The General Price Index (based on retail prices in Muscat and the four next largest cities) reported a 0.7 percent decrease in FY-2002.


 In 2002, Oman experienced a trade surplus of $5.16 billion, about three percent drop from the $5.3 billion in 2001.  The value of Oman’s major export, crude oil, dropped by 2.6 percent to $7.4 billion in 2002, compared to $7.6 billion in 2001.  This drop was mainly due to the drop in the average daily production of oil from 955.7 b/d in 2001 to 897.4 b/d in 2002.  The value of non-oil exports dropped marginally by 1.6 percent in 2002, with major non-oil exports including live animal and animal products, textiles, and base metals and articles.  Re-exports increased by 25.8 percent in 2002.  Imports to Oman increased by 3.5 percent in 2002.  The total value of imports into Oman reached $6 billion in 2002 a 3.4 percent increase over 2001, with the value of imported transport equipment reaching $1.1 billion and the value of imported electrical machinery reaching $1.39 billion.  Food and food preparation products as well as chemical products also accounted for a major part of Oman’s imports.  There is generally a stable net outflow of $1.4 billion annually in workers’ remittances from Oman due to the considerable number of expatriate laborers in the country.

REMOVING BARRIERS TO TRADE AND INVESTMENT


A number of constraints affect trade and investment in Oman.  The problems posed by the country’s relatively small population and small domestic market are amplified by the lack of a modern, high-value consumer market beyond the capital area.  There exists high-value “leakage” to Dubai and other foreign retail centers; bureaucratic obstacles to enterprise development; and a risk-averse trading mentality.  In addition, other countries in the region typically offer higher subsidies for industry than Oman, creating similar industries and making competition difficult.  Nearby Dubai offers generally more efficient air and maritime port services, deeper banking and telecommunication facilities, an existing free trade zone at Jebel Ali, more experienced dispute resolution and greater product variety.  An old civilization and a young state, Oman continues to modify its legal and institutional structures.  While the general trend favors an open market economy, aversions to change as well as bureaucratic wrangling sometimes hamper private sector initiative.  The new GCC Customs Union, implemented in January 2003, could make Oman an attractive base for a number of industries, especially in light of its outside-the-Gulf ports, but other industries could suffer from the intra-GCC competition. 

Visas are easier to obtain than before, but require advance planning for non-GCC residents.   In July 2003, the Omani government introduced two new classes of visa available at all sea, air, or land entry points for citizens of the U.S., Western European countries, and other selected nations.  The one-month visit visa costs R.O. 6 (approximately $15.60), and the one-year multiple-entry visa costs R.O. 10 (approximately $26).  The visit visa is renewable, but the multiple-entry visa is not.  The Omani government charges $26 per day for overstays of visas.   Visas can also be obtained in advance through application to an Omani embassy, consulate, or trade representative office.  There are also new expedited procedures for citizens of other Gulf Cooperation Council nations, as well as a new agreement allowing Omani visa-holders to visit Dubai.

Although Oman has been rapidly developing a broad commercial legal framework, government procurement practices can, under some circumstances, constitute a constraint on trade.  Tenders for most major non-military government projects are issued by the Tender Board, the government agency that evaluates civil government contracts in excess of RO [Omani Rial] 250,000 (approximately $650,000).  Internal tender boards in the ministries handle smaller projects plus defense and telecommunications contracts. Under Tender Board guidelines, an Omani bid receives a 10 percent price preference, the factor by which its bid can be higher than that of a foreign company and still be judged equivalent.  In addition, bid-closing dates are typically short, sometimes no more than one month.   Nevertheless, the Tender Board has shown greater flexibility in issuing extensions for bidders on major projects.  In some cases, tenders are announced only to firms pre-selected by consultant firms, although the government appears to be moving more towards an open tender process on major projects. Despite improvement in government efforts to publicize tenders to international bidders, the tender evaluation process for major projects remains relatively slow, often resulting in delays in awards and changing requirements that have raised bidders’ costs and discouraged some firms from participating.  (For more information on the Tender Board, see section IV, Marketing U.S. Products and Services.)  

FACTORS FAVORING OMAN’S ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT


Despite certain bureaucratic barriers to trade and investment, a number of important factors favor Omani trade and investment development including:

-- Oman’s new private-sector based development strategy, which promises greater efficiency and global competitiveness;

-- Oman’s renewed emphasis on privatization, which offers attractive opportunities for U.S. firms in the electric power, telecommunications, air transport, and banking sectors;

-- Oman's accession to the World Trade Organization (WTO) on November 9, 2000, which should smooth integration into the global marketplace.  WTO-consistent protection of intellectual property, market access, and customs valuation are making Oman a more dependable trading partner and a more attractive destination for majority foreign-owned investment;

-- The promising potential of Port Salalah as an international air-sea transport hub, and prospects for the Salalah free-zone as a magnet for value-added, export industries;

-- A new industrial port being built at Sohar, which will help exploit Sohar’s geographic location outside the Strait of Hormuz, and is expected to be operational by the end of 2003;

-- Oman’s multilingual strengths, with English widely used as a language of business, supplementing the official language, Arabic, and with resources in many other regional languages;  

--Oman’s favorable credit rating from overseas lenders, based on its excellent payment record;

--Customs duties exemptions for new industrial projects;

--Incentives which allow new investment or expansion projects to qualify for a renewable five-year tax holiday from the corporate net profits; and 

 -- Oman’s deserved reputation for security, stability and moderation, and its pro-business outlook.  While Oman is a traditional Islamic society, the country promotes modernism, hard work, moderation, and tolerance to foreigners and their beliefs.  Unlike in a number of other Islamic societies, Omani women can and do work in many fields.

OMANIZATION: A MAJOR GOVERNMENT PRIORITY


Creation of job opportunities for Omanis, a policy known as "Omanization," is a major domestic policy priority for the Omani government.  With 42.3 percent of Omanis under the age of 15, and 67.2 percent of Omanis under the age of 25, creation of jobs for Omani youth entering the work force is imperative.  Each year 45,000 students graduate from secondary school (and another 20,000 leave without graduating), with few prospects for gainful employment.  The Sultanate imposes hiring schedules on firms to increase the number of Omanis hired as part of its “Omanization” policies, thereby limiting the personnel choices of businesses.  The Government demonstrates some flexibility in enforcing Omanization based on a firm’s needs for skilled labor that the domestic labor market cannot produce.  Firms interested in doing business in Oman, therefore, need to account for the cost impact of potential Omanization.  

The Omani government has fixed the following targets for Omanization: 60 percent for transport, storage, and communications sectors; 60 percent for the financial, real estate, and insurance sectors; 42 percent for industry; 35 percent for restaurants and hotels; 30 percent for wholesale and retail trade; and 20 percent for contracting.  In 2001 and 2002, the Omani government introduced a number of labor market reforms, which were a mix of market-based measures, mandatory mechanisms and supply side policies to increase the job opportunities for Omanis.  In general, U.S. firms operating in Oman have excellent records on Omanization; the American-managed Port Salalah project surpassed an Omanization target of 60 percent prior to its official opening in November 1998.

Despite emphasis on “Omanization,” Oman continues to rely heavily on expatriate labor, primarily from India, Bangladesh, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka, to perform labor-intensive work as well as to occupy numerous skilled middle management positions.  Omani labor laws provide some basic safeguards for workers.

Foreign nationals may not be employed as technical assistants, guards, light vehicle drivers, agricultural workers, forklift or mixer operators, or public relations officers unless the employer can show that there are no Omanis available for these positions.  In 2001, the Omani government introduced the SANAD program for self-employment.  The initiative was aimed at encouraging self-employment by creating a new generation of open-minded young Omani business people.  In 2002, the success of the program encouraged the Omani government to begin a process of 100% Omanization of grocery stores in certain regions.  The program has been successful in terms of job creation for Omanis.  It is still too early, however, to judge its effectiveness in terms of business efficiency.  

In 1998 and 1999, the government decreed that only Omani nationals could work as gas cylinder truck drivers and deliverymen, water tank truck drivers, school bus drivers, real estate agents, or plow operators.  At the same time, however, the government issued public assurances to expatriates in mid-1999 that rumors of further Omanization of lower-wage jobs, such as hairdressers and waiters, were unfounded.  For cost reasons, Omani firms tend to favor South Asian managerial staff to western expatriates.  Social pressure to train Omanis to fill positions, particularly middle level and managerial slots, is strong and growing.   For Omanis, the workweek is five days (Saturday-Wednesday) in the public sector and generally five and one-half days in the private sector.  The minimum wage for private sector Omani workers is $312 per month. 
RAPID INFRASTRUCTURE DEVELOPMENT


Since the early 1970s, oil revenues have enabled Oman to build modern infrastructure.  The country enjoys modern roadways to all major urban areas and population centers.  Communications, utilities, and other services are also well developed, widely available, and expanding in more remote areas.  The telephone system, operated by government-owned Omantel, offers reasonably quick and reliable connections, with relatively high international tariffs cross-subsidizing rural service.  Oman started GSM (i.e., cellular) service in late 1996 and full Internet service in early 1997.  At peak periods, Internet connections are slow, and inbound telephone calls to Oman sometimes fail to get through, although this is becoming increasingly rare.  The approximate number of subscribers to Omantel's Internet services stood at 50,000 as of March 2003. Omantel remains Oman's sole Internet service provider.  

As of May 2003, the port of Muscat amended its tariffs and operating schedules to be more in line with other nearby ports. The implementation of the GCC Customs Union as of January 2003 promises unified customs procedure throughout the region.  However, developments do not come overnight on these issues.  Sultan Qaboos Port remains a modern port capable of accommodating containerized shipping, although berths are sometimes in high demand and port productivity is substandard (the port closes Thursdays and Fridays).  Muscat receives weekly service from APL.  Higher Omani port charges and customs paperwork at Omani ports and airports have, in some cases, made overland shipment from U.A.E. ports, particularly from Jebel Ali in Dubai, relatively more attractive.  The government is currently working on reforms to promote domestic port usage.

Port Salalah, located in southern Oman some 1000 kilometers down the coast from Muscat, has established itself as a leading container transshipment center on the Indian Ocean Rim since its opening in November 1998.  Prior to its acquisition by Danish Maersk in 1999, U.S.-based Sea-Land Services served as manager and director of the Salalah Port Services Company.  Maersk is the principal customer of the port.  Port Salalah is the only port between Europe and Singapore that can accommodate the S-class, or world’s largest class of container vessel. It went from 17,000 TEUs in 1998, it's first year of operation, to 649,000 TEUs in 1999, to just over a million in 2000 and has reached 1.19 million TEU’s by the end of 2001, a figure somewhat below expectations due to a world slowdown in trade in 2001.  Salalah port handled one third of the volume of Dubai's in 2001, a phenomenal achievement after only three years of operations.  Throughput at the port of Salalah grew by only 1 percent in 2002, a year when container volume in Dubai grew by 20%.  However, in 2002 Port Salalah appears set to resume higher growth.  Government plans to establish a free zone at Salalah adjacent to the port have the potential to make Salalah a major air-sea cargo hub and center for industrial development, capable of handling next generation container ships of 10,000-12,000 TEU containers.  Port Salalah is among the top ten container ports in the world in terms of efficiency.  

The government is building a new port at Sohar to facilitate several major industrial projects planned there.   Sohar Port is being financed through a $250 million loan from the government of Japan.  In May 1999, the government awarded a $68 million tender for construction of a 6 km breakwater at Sohar Port to Daewoo of Korea.  The dredging contract went to Hyundai of South Korea (phase II) and the $35 million quay contract (phase III) went to the Turkish firm STFA.  Sohar Port is scheduled for completion in 2004 and will begin commercial operation by the end of 2005.  The port channel, along with much of the port, is dredged to a depth of 16.5 meters.  There will be six berths, two of which will be liquid berths.  The Sohar port is designed to take advantage of Sohar's equidistant location between Muscat and Dubai, and its location outside the "red zone" in the Strait of Hormuz where ships are subject to increased insurance risk premiums.


Oman has no railroad, and there are no known plans to develop this sector.

3.
POLITICAL ENVIRONMENT


In the Sultanate of Oman, Sultan Qaboos bin Sa’id Al Sa’id is the monarch.  There are no political parties; the Sultan appoints the judiciary.  While maintaining the ruling family’s long tradition of firm control over all-important matters affecting the state, Sultan Qaboos has emphasized nation building.    Since his accession in 1970, Sultan Qaboos has balanced tribal, regional, and ethnic interests in composing the national administration.  Much decision‑making is consensual in accordance with long-standing tradition.  The Council of Ministers, which functions as a Cabinet, is appointed by Sultan Qaboos.  The Majlis al-Shura, or Consultative Council, was established in 1991 and represents Sultan Qaboos’ measured effort to broaden popular participation in Government.  The Consultative Council’s mandate is to review legislation pertaining to economic development and social services prior to it becoming law.  The Majlis may request ministers to appear before it.  In October 1997, over 50,000 Omani men and women voted for some 700 male and female candidates to the 82 seats in the Majlis Al-Shura.  The plebiscite was expanded for the September 2000 elections when 100,000 voters decided the members of the 83-seat body.   Suffrage was further expanded in 2003.  Under the new system, every citizen of Omani origin, male and female aged 21 and above, is eligible to vote. These changes will be effective beginning for the upcoming elections in September 2003.


In November 1996, Sultan Qaboos presented his people with the “Basic Statute of the State,” Oman's (and the Arab Gulf states’) first written constitution.  It guarantees various rights, within the framework of Shariah (Islamic) and customary law.  It partially resuscitated long-dormant conflict-of-interest measures by banning cabinet ministers from being officers of public share-holding firms.  The same restriction was applied to under secretaries (deputy ministers) in 1998.  


The government of Oman fully supports the war against terrorism.  Internal stability and security are high priorities of the government, given the tensions in the region and the threat of terrorism.  Oman seeks friendly relations with all countries.  Oman maintained its diplomatic relations with Iraq throughout the Desert Storm era, and used this position to urge Iraq to comply fully with UN Security Council resolutions.  Oman and Iran maintain political relations and have longstanding ties.  In addition to its historical ties to east and central Africa, Oman is a founding member of the Indian Ocean Rim Association for Regional Cooperation (IORARC), which focuses on promoting trade between the 14 member states in Africa, the Middle East and South Asia.  In general, regional political events have little impact on Oman’s economy except as they affect oil prices.  Some investors may shy away from considering Oman because of concerns for regional stability, despite Omani stability.

Oman has long advocated peace between the Israelis and Palestinians.  Oman participated in the Multilateral Working Group effort that emerged from the Madrid discussions.  Oman played an active role in the Working Group on Water Resources, which resulted in the 1997 opening of the Middle East Desalination Research Center, headquartered in Muscat.  Oman hosted the first official Israeli delegation to the Gulf region, and, in 1996, Oman and Israel exchanged trade missions.   Oman closed the Israeli trade office in Muscat in October 2000 in the wake of the unprecedented public demonstrations following the beginning of renewed conflict and tension in the West Bank/Gaza. 

The United States and Oman share interest in maintaining political stability in the area, and keeping open and secure the Strait of Hormuz.  The United States supports the efforts of the Sultanate to increase popular participation in government policy-making and in serving as a moderating, stabilizing force in regional and international affairs.  

4.
MARKETING U.S. PRODUCTS AND SERVICES


Business success in Oman comes from diligent cultivation of clients and knowledge of local market developments.  Tenders are often announced with little advance notice and short deadlines.  Dormant plans sometimes become active when funds become available.  A local agent or local office can monitor and respond to changes in business conditions.  Despite the government’s interest in attracting business to Oman, Omani bureaucratic hurdles can be daunting.  A local contact can expedite the flow of paperwork and documents. Policy preferences for majority Omani-owned joint ventures, which led to taxation of the profits of majority-foreign owned joint ventures at a substantially higher rate, have been adjusted since Oman joined the WTO.  Currently, up to 70 percent majority-foreign owned ventures receive the national tax treatment of 12 percent on profits of more than $78,000 per year.


Foreign companies wishing to distribute their products in Oman face a local agent requirement but are no longer legally required to enter into exclusive agency agreements.  In special cases, such as when the government has directly approached a foreign firm, the agency requirement can be waived altogether.  Further, in August 2000, a ministerial decision was issued waiving the requirement for a 51 percent Omani-owned company to be able to obtain an import license.  Agents are useful though not legally required for sales to the Omani government.   Constrained budgets encourage government procurement officials to buy direct; however, in practical terms, it is still difficult for a foreign firm to sell to the government without an Omani agent scouting for and bidding on tender opportunities.

If the foreign manufacturer or supplier does enter into an exclusive agency agreement, it is not permitted to sell or distribute the contract-specified product, good or service itself or through another agent or broker, except for the exemption on bringing goods in through ports or airports.   An importer bringing in goods covered by an agency agreement must pay that agent a 5 percent commission if the goods are brought into Oman overland, but this requirement is waived if the goods are brought in via ports or airports. 


Separate agency agreements for the northern region (Muscat Area) and the Southern Region (Salalah) are permitted.  The manufacturer or supplier may not unilaterally terminate the agency agreement except where there is a justifiable breach of agreement by the agent.  Agency agreements must be approved by the Oman Chamber of Commerce and Industry (OCCI) and registered with the Registrar of Agents and Commercial Agencies of the Ministry of Commerce and Industry.  The practical effects of this regulation on a foreign supplier are substantial: the Ministry of Commerce and Industry may prohibit the importation of goods and merchandise of suppliers who do not have an independent commercial agent registered in Oman.  


In terms of locating an agent, the Embassy's Commercial Section can provide details and background on major Omani companies.  In addition to consulting the Embassy, personal visits to potential agents are recommended.  Commercial office space is readily available in Oman.  Due to the complexity of Omani regulations, it is useful to obtain legal counsel before drawing up an agency agreement.  While the Embassy's Commercial Section offers general information on Oman’s commercial regulations, formal legal counsel is advisable for specific questions on labor, investment and tax laws, licensing procedures, and for the resolution of commercial disputes.  The Embassy's Consular Section maintains a list of local attorneys, including those specializing in commercial law.  The Consular Section can be reached at: phone (968) 698-989, FAX (968) 699-189. 


Advertising is most commonly done through newspapers.  There are two daily English language newspapers in which companies can advertise: the Oman Daily Observer and the Times of Oman, which both publish business supplements and are read predominantly by expatriates. The two Arabic dailies, Oman and Al Watan, reach a broader Omani audience and are also published seven days a week.  Two independent business monthly magazines, Business Today and Oman Economic Review, began publication in 1998.   Advertising is also possible on Omani television and radio and on limited highway signs.  There are no private radio or television stations.  It is possible to advertise on the Internet and cell phones via Omantel.

HIGHER TAXES FOR FOREIGN FIRMS


In an effort to attract foreign investment, Oman extended the national tax treatment to joint ventures with up to 70 percent foreign participation, as noted above.  In such cases, joint ventures will be taxed (on taxable income above $78,000) at a flat rate of 12 percent.  Previously this rate was only available to companies with a maximum of 49 percent foreign participation. Mixed companies with a foreign participation of more than 70 percent are taxed on a progressive scale up to a maximum of 30 percent.  Previously companies in this category were subject to 50 percent taxes. 


Additionally, Oman in late 1996 imposed a 10 percent withholding tax on gross income of foreign firms, including remittances to parent companies, as a tax on foreign services.  Oman also levies a tax on companies of RO 110 per year (about $286) for each foreign employee.

THE TENDER PROCESS


In 1975 the government established a Tender Board to handle contracts for all large government projects, except those of the Ministry of Defense, the Diwan of Royal Court, PDO, and Oman Telecommunications.  Ministries can award contracts through their internal tender boards for projects up to $650,000.  Projects that exceed that amount must be referred to the Tender Board, which determines the terms of bidding, invitations for bids, and selection of firms for awards.


In most instances, there is no formal pre-qualification process for smaller contracts. In order to submit a bid, firms should have an Omani sponsor or partner (see appendices for list of commercial contacts) and must be registered with the Ministry of Commerce and Industry and with the Tender Board.  However, the Tender Board will accept a bid from a firm without an Omani sponsor if the company is new to the Omani market and does not have time to secure a sponsor prior to submitting the bid.  Still, a sponsor is advisable given the need for local follow-up.  A temporary deposit in the form of a bank guarantee for 2 percent of value of the tender is required.  Contracts are generally, but not necessarily, awarded to the lowest bidder.


The Tender Board takes into account factors other than price such as past performance, financial responsibility, compliance with registration procedures, proposed local content, and percentage of Omanization of the firm. That said, price appears to be the primary factor, with Omani registered firms granted a 10 percent price preference.


After notification is given of an award, final negotiations concerning clarifications and adjustments take place before the contract is executed.  Sixty days usually pass from selection through award notification to signing of the contract.


Although there are frequent delays in evaluation of bids and awarding of tenders for major projects, Tender Board procedures are generally regarded as fair, with measures in place to eliminate malfeasance or bias towards a particular bidder.  The Tender Board has improved its efforts to publicize bids to international companies. The Tender Board publishes tender announcements in the widely distributed Middle East Economic Digest.  Tender announcements are also published on the Tender Board website (www.tenderboard.gov.om), the website of the General Telecommunications Organizations (www.omantel.net.om) and the Oman Chamber of Commerce and Industry (www.chamberoman.com), the Chamber of Commerce and Industry also offers tender updates service free of charge.  

5. 
LEADING SECTORS FOR U.S. EXPORTS AND SERVICES

Oil & Gas Sector and Gas-Based Industry 

The petroleum sector continues to provide some of the best prospects for U.S. goods and services.  The Omani government had, until 2000, continuously increased its level of oil production, and hoped to reach a production level of 1,000,000 barrels per day.  However, Petroleum Development Oman (PDO), the national oil exploration and development company, began facing oil recovery problems in 2001, causing PDO’s production to drop as low as 780,000 b/d by December 2002.  In 2002 average daily production was 897,400 b/d, a 7% drop from the 2001 level of 955,700 b/d. This drop in oil production is attributed to the Zauliyah well blow out in part, and to technical difficulties in general.  PDO has since announced its intention to invest more than $1.5 billion on enhanced oil recovery systems over the next five years.  In 2002, PDO also announced that a final investment decision regarding the construction of a major steam injection plant at Qarn Alam in central Oman is expected in 2003.  The $200 million project is vital to PDO’s goal of extracting heavy oil from the Shuaiba reservoir in the Qarn Alam area.   

In 2002, Occidental Petroleum produced some 45,000 b/d, making it the second largest producer.  Bermuda-based, Saudi-owned Nimr and Gulf Stream (Canada) acquired concession areas in 1997.  In 1999, Occidental, in a joint venture with BP/Amoco and Neste, signed a $25 million exploration agreement for five concession blocks in northern Oman.  Phillips Petroleum signed a $29 million exploration agreement in May 1999 for a second concession block in southern Oman, along the Yemeni border but departed in the summer of 2000 after drilling several wells in the concession area.  In 2002, American firm, Hunt Oil Company, signed onshore and offshore concession agreements with the Omani government for exploration and oil recovery in the east of Oman.  U.S. independent Anadarko also has upstream acreage in Oman.

PDO awarded the contract for the construction of the upstream gas treatment expansion in Saih Nihayda in Central Oman to a joint venture between SNC Lavalin and the local Al Hassan group of companies.  The $103 million project is designed for the supply and installation of a 20 million cubic meters/day gas treatment plant and associated gas gathering facilities.  The plant will also produce 10,000 cubic meters/day of condensate, light petroleum oil used in feedstock and 1000 cubic meters/day of water.  The project should be completed in 2004.  This is only a part of the gas treatment facility in central Oman; the government is planning to invest between $250-$300 million to expand the upstream gas infrastructure in the central Oman gas fields. The project has been divided into three engineering and procurement (EPC) packages.  This was the first part of the project. The second EPC covers the installation of wellhead compression facilities at Yibal.  The final Package centers on the installation of a 48-inch pipeline running from the gas field to Sur and the construction of a gas booster station. Bids were due earlier this year; these new facilities will be managed by PDO and will contribute feedstock to the proposed third LNG train.

There are still many opportunities for American companies in Oman’s oil and gas sector. A significant portion of the country’s oil infrastructure is aging.  Pipelines, wellheads, pumps, and related equipment need regular replacing.  Additionally, Oman has a number of older fields and fields with complex geology.  As a result, Oman needs advanced technology for secondary and tertiary recovery, as well as 3-D seismic analysis to facilitate exploration efforts.  Finally, there is interest in computer systems that can monitor remote wells and cut labor costs. The Omani environmental protection authorities seek advanced equipment that will monitor and control on-shore leaks.  


In 2000, construction was completed on the first phase of a $2.6 billion liquefied natural gas (LNG) project, called Oman LNG.  This project is located near Sur, a town on the coast 150km southeast of Muscat.  Oman LNG (OLNG) is Oman's most expensive and ambitious project thus far.  It began exporting LNG to Korea in May 2000 and to the U.S. in July 2000.  The plant consists of two LNG trains with a combined output of 6.6 metric tons per annum (MTPA) of LNG. Most of the LNG is being exported under long term contracts, most notably a 4.4 MT per annum contract with Korea and a 0.7 MTPA contract with Osaka Gas of Japan. According to financial reports, OLNG achieved excellent results in 2001 with $691.75 million in profits in its first year of full operation, a 44% average return on capital employed.  As of the date of this report OLNG’s 2002 profits have not been declared.  However, in 2002 OLNG succeeded in refinancing a loan facility of $1.3 billion with twelve global banks.  The debt facility was given a rating of A-3 and A- by Moody's Investor Services and Standard and Poors, respectively.  OLNG also has a 20-year contract for the supply of 1.65 MTPA to Spain. The success of the project encouraged the Omani government and OLNG to embark on an expansion plan for its current facility, by adding a third train.  Work on the new train began in early 2003. The tender for the construction of a third LNG train was awarded to Japan's Chiyoda Corporation and America’s Foster Wheeler Corporation.  The new train will have the capacity to produce 3.3 MTPA bringing the total plant capacity to 9.9 MTPA.  The $600 million project is expected to be fully operational by January 1, 2006.

Oman Oil Company recently awarded the tender to build an $881 million catalytic cracking refinery in Sohar. The tender to build the new facility was awarded to a Japanese team of JGC Corporation and Chiyoda Corporation.  The facility will have a 116,400 b/d crude capacity unit and a residue fluid catalytic cracking unit with a capacity of 75,260 b/d.  On site construction is expected to begin in the fourth quarter of 2003, while commercial production should commence in the second quarter of 2006.  The U.S. firm UOP is the technology provider and Bank of America is the financial adviser for this project.  ABB Lummus Global carried out the design, technical consulting and construction of the project.   

The world’s largest methanol production unit, the Sohar Methanol Project, is planned for the Sohar industrial area.  The project made major headway with the signing of an off-take agreement with the Holland-based Vitol Holding BV.  Oman Oil Company, the government’s investment arm, the Omar Zawawi group, a leading business group in Oman, and Ferrostaal AG, part of the Germany-based MAN group, are the promoters of this project, with an estimated investment of about $500 million. If the financial closure takes place in 2003, operations could commence as early as 2006.

The Sultanate successfully closed a $644 million debt facility for the $969 million dollar Oman-India Fertilizer Company (OMIFCO).  Once completed, Oman will have the largest urea production facility in the world, producing 1.65 million metric tones of urea annually in addition to 250,000 tones of ammonia.  The project is a joint Omani-Indian Investment.   A joint venture between Italy's Snamprogetti and Paris based Technip-Coflexip has signed a turn key contract with OMIFCO.  Athens-based Consolidated Contractors International Company is the main subcontractor involved in the project, scheduled for completion during the second quarter of 2005.

Another multi-million dollar gas-based project is the Sohar fertilizer plant, a private sector project promoted by the Suhail Bahwan group of companies with an estimated investment of some $550 million.  Germany’s Kurpp Uhde has been selected as the preferred bidder for the engineering, procurement and construction contract to build the fertilizer complex for Sohar International Urea & Chemical Industries (SIUCI).  The project will have the capacity to produce 3,500 tons of urea a day from an ammonia output of 2,000 tons per day.  Stamicarbon of the Netherlands is the licensor for the urea plant; while the granulation unit will be based on technology supplied by Belgium-based Hydro Fertilizer Technology.  The plant is scheduled to begin production by April 2005.  In April 2002, Transammonia of the U.S. signed an off take agreement of the plant’s entire urea output, while the excess ammonia will be marketed in the Indian subcontinent.

In 2002, ABB Lummus Global, LG International and Oman Oil Company signed a MoU to build a polypropylene plant.  This export-oriented project -- with an estimated investment of as much as $200 million -- will have an annual capacity of 340,000 tones of polypropylene.

Transport

A sizeable market exists in Oman for airport and port equipment.  In late 2001, the Omani government awarded a consortium led by the British Airport Authority the management and development contract for Muscat’s Seeb International Airport and Salalah Airport.  A new company has been formed for this purpose of which 75% belongs to the strategic partners and 25% is owned by the Omani government.  The 25-year contract dictates that the strategic partners should build a new terminal that has the capacity of handling 8 million passengers a year at Seeb International Airport, a major expansion program for the airport.  Work on the expansion commenced in 2003 and is scheduled to end in 2006.  In May 2002, the government announced its intention to develop a new small commercial airport in the Ras al Had area.  

Port Salalah (known formerly as Port Raysut) is another successful project completed in Oman within the last five years. Port Salalah is a $250 million container transshipment port, and opened in November 1998.  Port Salalah was established as a joint venture between the Omani government, private investors, and shipping companies Sea-Land and Maersk.  In 1999, Maersk bought Sea-Land, in the process of acquiring 15 percent stake in Salalah Port.  After its opening, Port Salalah witnessed rapid growth in shipping traffic in its first three years, and it has the potential to generate rapid industrial development in southern Oman. A MoU between the Sultanate of Oman and the port operator, Salalah Port Services (SPS) Company SAOG, was signed in 2000, establishing a free trade industrial zone at Salalah Port.  This free trade zone, when operational, is expected to attract storage and warehousing facilities, as well as value-added light industries.  Salalah Port Services has also proposed to its shareholders an expansion of the port itself to make way for increasing demand.  The project would increase the number of berths and extend the breakwater.  

Construction work on the Sohar port, a $250 million project, is expected to be completed in 2004 and the port will be commercially operational towards the end of 2005.  The Omani government signed a MoU with the Rotterdam Port to operate the new facility.  All indications are that it will serve as an industrial port servicing upcoming gas-based projects.  The Omani government is also embarking on other smaller port projects, including a port with dry dock facility in Duqum, and another $33 million port at Khasab. 

Electrical and Mechanical Equipment

Electrical machinery and mechanical equipment (H.S. Section XVI) continues to be the leading sector for U.S. exports to Oman with a total value in 2001 of $215.5 million, representing nearly 55 percent of U.S. exports into Oman.  With a number of new electrical and mechanical projects underway or on the horizon, e.g., Salalah, Barka and Sharqiya power projects, the Sohar refinery, and the Sohar port, this sector is expected to continue robust in the make up of Omani imports.  Transport equipment (vehicles, aircraft, and vessels) are another leading import.  Oman’s national airline, Oman Air, signed purchase and lease deals worth a total of $56 million with Boeing in 2001.

Medical Equipment
The Omani market also offers good prospects for U.S. health care products.  Having completed major regional hospital construction in the last five-year plan, Oman currently emphasizes upgrading facilities, including diagnostic abilities and operations theaters.  The health authorities seek to rationalize services provided at principal hospitals while extending the rural clinic network.  The current five-year plan contains 39 large health projects and 151 new rural clinics.  Nearly 12 percent of the Omani government’s budgeted expenditure is in the health sector.  Oman’s 2002 budget indicated that the Ministry of Health’s capital expenditure is estimated at $11.6 million for the establishment of many small-specialized hospitals and clinics in rural areas.  In 2001 Omani imports of medical equipment from the U.S. exceeded $35 million.  The FY03 budget indicates that the Omani government expenditure in this sector will be around $370 million. 

 The Omani national population is growing at around three percent annually, and the existing health system is overburdened and in need of expansion.  The Government’s determination to provide its citizens with basic health care means that the demand for health care products and health-related expenditures will continue to grow.  In 2002, the government shifted expatriate care to private hospitals and clinics.  The Omani upper class market is attracted to the modern private services.  The Ministry of Health has expressed interest in U.S. health care management information technologies as part of its efforts to standardize operations and establish interconnectivity among Oman’s 150 hospitals and regional clinics.  Of Oman’s $175 million market in the medical equipment category, which includes visual and photographic equipment, the U.S. captured 15 percent in 2001 with exports valued at approximately $26 million.  
Tourism

Oman continues to promote and develop its tourism potential.  By 2020, the Government plans for tourism to contribute 5 percent to GDP— a 100-fold increase from the current level.  It recruited a consortium of international consultants, including U.S. Parson’s and Ernst & Young, to design a development plan for the sector.  The plan, finalized in late 2002, entails the construction of a number of tourism resorts and attractions. The government also announced a package of investment incentives for this purpose.  More lodging facilities are in the planning stage – in addition to golf courses, theme parks and other attractions.   This will require the construction of roads, hotels, recreation facilities, and, in some locales, desalination plants.  Companies with expertise in designing and developing tourism infrastructure and companies experienced in tourism marketing should find business opportunities in Oman.  

More tour groups are discovering Oman from Germany, Austria, and Scandinavia; however, the majority of Oman’s estimated “tourist” visitors are actually business travelers.  The peak season for hotel occupancy in Muscat is October through March.  With a potential tourist season that extends through the summer, local investors in Salalah are seeking foreign partners for hotel and vacation villa complexes.  While the rest of Oman is very hot in the summer, the Dhofar coast from July through September attracts Gulf Arabs to its misty, monsoon-cooled days.  In September 2001 the Omani government founded a tourism and hospitality college with Austrian collaboration.
Power and Telecommunications


Companies specializing in power plant construction, power generation equipment, and power plant operations and processes should find opportunities in Oman.  With its growing population and need for expanded power generation, Oman has made privatization of future power projects a priority.  The Tender Board has recently invited interested parties to indicate interest in participating in the 500MW power and desalination project for the new industrial area in Sohar.  Furthermore, the Omani government is planning on selling its existing power generation units to the private sector.  Many of Oman’s existing assets in the power and desalination sector are aging and new investors will be required to undertake upgrades.

In 1996, Oman became the first Arab country to turn exclusively to the private sector to build, own and operate (BOO), a major power project—the 90 MW plant in Manah.  The Manah project has been a successful and profitable operation, and the plant was expanded to 270 MW in early 2000.  Among the other BOO power projects recently negotiated is the $260 million 200 MW power project in Salalah.  The project was awarded to a consortium led by the New Jersey-based energy company PSEG; the concession agreement was signed in early 2001 between the Omani government and the consortium. The tender for a 400 MW power and 3800 cubic meter desalination plant at Barka was awarded in November 2000 to Virgina-based AES Corporation, and officially opened for business in June 2003. The contract for a 200 MW power plant in the Sharqiya region was awarded in September 2000 to consortium led by U.K.- based National Power Company.  Oman and the UAE are planning on unifying their power and desalination assets beginning at the border area. This project will require substantial investments from both countries.

The government is also moving ahead with a variety of telecommunications and rural electrification projects.  Oman plans to make electricity and telephone service available in all but the smallest villages.  In addition, Oman intends to upgrade telecommunications and broadcasting systems.  American companies have had limited success in these areas. The government has announced plans to privatize Omantel (formerly known as the General Telecommunications Organization, or GTO) and selected Merrill Lynch as financial advisor on the planned privatization.  As of 2003, the means and manner in which it intends to privatize Omantel were still under discussion; however, the government has stated it will maintain 70% control of the company.  Omantel has contracted with Ericsson, Siemens and Motorola to expand GSM service in Muscat, Salalah, and the Batinah coast, respectively. GSM service continues to expand in outlying areas.

Education

Training programs and other educational services are also in demand and represent an opportunity for U.S. service providers.  The demand for higher education leaves room for the establishment of U.S. branch universities along the lines of those in the U.A.E.  The Modern College of Business and Science and Mazoon College are both affiliated with the University of Missouri system.  Oman Medical College, a new private medical school associated with West Virginia University, commenced operations in September 2001.  In 1999, the government announced that it would permit the establishment of private universities with up to 49 percent foreign investment.  A private university in Sohar began operation in September 2001 and a two-year private college of administrative sciences in Muscat began offering B.Sc. degrees in September 2000.  A private university is to be established in Nizwa and is scheduled to open its doors to students in 2004.

Consistent with “Omanization,” the present five-year plan places a high priority on education and vocational and technical training for Omanis.  The government has adopted the British “General National Vocational Qualification” (GNVQ) scheme for vocational training, but it lacks the exacting standards necessary to develop the skills and experience that an apprentice system could offer.  With the sole Omani university, Sultan Qaboos University, already substantially oversubscribed, and the government committed to Omanization policy, expanded vocational training is a necessity.  One area of educational services in particular demand is information technology (IT) training; a number of leading Omani firms have expressed interest in partnering with U.S. private IT educational providers to establish IT institutes in Oman.

Franchises
A number of U.S. franchises are well established in Oman, particularly in the fast-food restaurant sector (McDonalds, KFC, Pizza Hut, Hardees, Subway, Chili’s and Starbucks).  U.S. car rental franchises (Hertz, Budget, Avis, Thrifty and Pay-Less) are also popular.  Omani businesspersons continue to express interest in U.S. franchise opportunities.

Water

Development and rapid population growth have impacted Oman’s water resources significantly.  There is substantial demand in Oman for water conservation technology.  Salinity of groundwater is a growing problem in coastal agricultural areas.  Water tables are falling throughout the country.  Companies that can provide equipment for small-scale irrigation should find a ready market among the large number of small farms in the country.  Companies with expertise in sewage and wastewater treatment should also find opportunities.

Joint Venture Projects

The Omani government seeks foreign capital.  It provides incentives to investors.  It looks to the private sector to invest in tourism projects, higher education, agriculture, services, and light industry.  It also welcomes foreign investment for the technical expertise it brings and the training it provides to Omanis.  In accordance with Oman's accession to the WTO, certain changes were made to the foreign investment regime, in particular, relaxation of restrictions on majority foreign-owned investments and elimination of tax discrimination against majority foreign-owned companies in Oman.

The Government of the United States acknowledges the contribution that outward foreign direct investment makes to the U.S. economy.  U.S. foreign direct investment is increasingly viewed as a complement or even a necessary component of trade.  For example, roughly 60 percent of U.S. exports are sold by American firms that have operations abroad.  Recognizing the benefits that U.S. outward investment brings to the U.S. economy, the government of the United States undertakes initiatives that support U.S. investors, such as Overseas Private Investment Corporation (OPIC) programs, Bilateral Investment Treaty negotiations and other business facilitation programs.  Oman is also a designated beneficiary for the Generalized System of Preferences (GSP) program, which assists Oman in exporting selected products to the U.S. with preferential tariff treatment.

6.
TRADE REGULATIONS, CUSTOMS, AND STANDARDS


Certain classes of goods require a special license; e.g., alcohol, firearms, pharmaceuticals, and explosives. Certain essential consumer goods and other items are exempted from customs duty.  Examples include currency, seeds, fertilizers, live plants, agricultural implements and insecticides, books, refined petroleum products, and basic food commodities, such as rice and meat.

All media imports are subject to censorship; for example, the Ministry of National Heritage and Cultures may reject or expunge morally or politically sensitive material from imported videos.  The Ministry of Information delays or bars the entry of magazines and newspaper editions if it takes exception to a story on Oman or deems the content morally suspect. In practice, the effect of this censorship on non-pornographic materials is usually mild.


Oman has no general provisions for the temporary entry of goods.  In the case of auto re-exports, a company can import vehicles into the country for the purpose of re-export and have duties refunded if it re-exports vehicles in six months.  The government has established a free-trade zone along an interior border crossing point with Yemen (al-Mazyounah), but the project is small scale with little prospect for attracting overseas investors. However, plans for a large scale free trade zone in the port of Salalah may permit a number of incentives, including in the foreign ownership of firms; corporate taxes; maximum period for re-exports; availability of hard currency and financing; rental charges; local content; customs duties; and Omanization requirements.  As originally designed, the project’s first phase will develop over 500,000 square meters of rentable space, while the overall multi-phase master plan covers the development of 6,000 hectares, offering space to distribution, industrial, and light manufacturing units.  


As of January 1, 2003, the first phase of the GCC Customs Union was put into effect.  However, the new union still has teething problems, which GCC officials hope to overcome in the upcoming two phases of implementation.  Common GCC labeling standards of imported goods is one of the issues.  Presently, labels should be printed in Arabic and English, although some English-labeled items are sold in the market.  For packaged food products, the date of manufacture and the expiration date should be overprinted on the label or elsewhere on the container.  Stick on tape printed production and expiration dates are not acceptable.  U.S. industry considers Omani shelf life limits to be more restrictive than scientifically necessary.  Major slaughterhouses in the U.S. are able to offer Halal supervision. 

7.
INVESTMENT CLIMATE

ECONOMIC OVERVIEW


Oman’s economy is based primarily on petroleum, which accounted for about 73 percent of government revenue in FY 2002.  At the end of 2002, Ahmed bin Abdulnabi Macki, Minister of National Economy and Deputy Chairman of the Financial Affairs and Energy Resources Council, reported that Oman's recoverable oil reserves are estimated at 5.8 billion barrels.  The main producer of oil is the government majority-owned Petroleum Development Oman (PDO, in partnership with Royal Dutch Shell), which controls 90 percent of reserves and the lion’s share of total production. Oman’s gas reserves stood at 33.4 trillion cubic feet (tcf) according to Omani government sources.  Some analysts believe gas reserves can reach 40 tcf in the coming years, in light of efforts to encourage companies to actively explore for gas.  Oman’s oil production throughout 2002 averaged 897,400 barrels/day, a 7% drop from the 2001 level of 955,700 barrels/day.  In the first quarter of 2003, daily production averaged 847,900 b/d, another 8.2% drop compared to the first quarter of 2002.  Occidental Petroleum is the second largest producer in Oman, and its daily production is estimated around 45,000 b/d.


The Omani government recently awarded a tender for the construction of a third liquefied natural gas (LNG) train to expand the existing liquefied natural gas (LNG) plant in Sur.  Oman LNG began operations in April 2000 with two 3.3 MTPA LNG production trains for a total production rate of 6.6 million tons/year. The expansion will bring the company's production capacity to 9.9 MTPA and is expected to come online by 2005. Offtake of much of the production from this plant has already been locked into Korean and Japanese buyers.  Oman signed a 20-year agreement to supply 1.65 MTPA of LNG to a Spanish firm, in 2002.  In June 2002 Gas de France signed an agreement with Oman LNG for the supply of nine cargoes of 139,000 cubic meters of LNG each, and in June 2003 Oman LNG signed another six-year agreement with BP to supply 12 LNG shipments over the six years beginning 2004.  The Dabhol Power Company (DPC) in India signed a 20-year agreement with Oman LNG in December 1998 for the purchase of 1.6 MTPA of gas.  The Omani government is in the process of building its own fleet of LNG vessels to facilitate spot sales.  Recently, the Omani government purchased a 40 percent stake in two LNG tankers in 2000, and the first has been delivered.  In May 2003, Oman LNG awarded a tender to build an additional four vessels.


The government encourages the private sector to take on a greater role in financing infrastructure projects.  The capital area and other population centers have modern, well‑developed communications, utilities, and road systems.  Additional investment is extending infrastructure to rural areas.  The long-term “Oman Vision 2020” development plan highlighted the need for the Omani economy to diversify beyond its present reliance on petroleum, through a process of Omanization, industrialization and privatization.  The government has proceeded with several major privatization projects, including power generation projects in Salalah, Barka, Rusayl, and Sharqiya.  In late 2001, a consortium led by the British Airport Authority became the strategic partner for Muscat’s Seeb International Airport and Salalah Airport as part of the Omani government’s privatization effort.  Other privately-financed infrastructure projects still in the planning phase include a petrochemical plant, steel rolling mill, and aluminum smelter in Sohar.


One of the most successful diversification projects thus far is Salalah Port, a container transshipment port originally established jointly by Omani private investors (40 percent), the Omani government (30 percent), U.S. Sea-Land (15 percent), and Maersk (15 percent).  Port Salalah opened in November 1998.  The port handled one million TEUs (twenty-foot equivalent units) in 2000 and 1.2 million TEUs in 2001.  (The 2001 figure was below the 1.6 million TEU’s forecasted for the year mainly due to the effects of the aftermaths of the September 11 events.) In 2000, Salalah Port ranked among the top 10 container ports in the world in terms of efficiency.  In June 1999, the Omani government announced plans to launch an industrial free zone at Port Salalah, under the management of Salalah Port Services (SPS), the Omani-U.S. joint venture that runs the container port.  


The number of expatriates in Oman is 668,000, one-fourth of the population.  Despite government efforts to replace expatriate workers with Omanis, Oman still depends heavily on South Asian labor to fill jobs that require physical labor, clerical work, or certain technical skills.  Oman’s population is growing at an estimated three percent annual rate, with 56 percent of the national population younger than 20 years old and 67 percent younger than 24 years.  More than 45,000 Omanis graduate from secondary school each year.  Most are unable to find work. The government encourages training for Omanis as a means to increase employment, and the Ministry of Social Affairs increasingly is using its authority to enforce Omanization efforts, particularly at the lower end of the wage scale.


Continued development and population pressures have also contributed to a growing water problem.  Aquifers are being seriously depleted.  There are increasing levels of salinity in groundwater in coastal agricultural areas.  A Middle East Desalination Research Center officially opened in 1997 with headquarters in Muscat; funding for this center came from Oman, the United States, Japan, Israel, Korea, and the European Union. 


Oman is developing more light manufacturing industries.  In order to provide facilities for these efforts, the Public Authority for Industrial Estates manages industrial estates throughout the country.  More than 200 factories operate in industrial estates, with a total investment of $800 million.  Furthermore, 33 other production units are under construction in these estates.  The original and most developed is Rusayl Industrial Estate, located on the outskirts of the capital.  


The dramatic downturn in the Muscat Securities Market (MSM), which lost nearly 70 percent of its value from 1998 to 2001, hurt many small and first-time investors deeply and undermined confidence in the economy.  The MSM dropped from an all-time high of 509 points in February 1998 to 152 as of the end of December 2001. However, in 2002 the market began to recoup some of its losses, ending the year at 191.9, a 26% gain.  The momentum continued in the first six months of 2003.  In mid-June 2003 the market was standing at around 240 points. 

Since 1998, the government introduced numerous measures to revive the market and regain investors’ confidence.  The government announced a $260 million bailout in November 2000, offering to aid "small investors" and creating a national investment fund made up of contributions from government pension funds and the strategic reserve fund, as well as offering incentives for investment companies to merge. The government's regulatory agency, the Capital Market Authority (CMA), also took steps to improve transparency in the market including the enforcement of the International Accounting Standard (IAS) 39 and setting up new corporate governance standards.  Observers have attributed the MSM drop-off to overzealous speculation, combined with abnormally high equity valuations, the market's lack of transparency, and uninformed investors.

OPENNESS TO FOREIGN INVESTMENT


Oman actively seeks private foreign investors, particularly in the industrial, tourism and higher education fields.  Investors transferring technology and providing employment and training for Omanis are particularly welcome.  Omani law relating to foreign investment is contained in the Foreign Business Investment Law of 1974, as amended.  A Commerce Ministry spin-off, the Omani Center for Investment Promotion and Export Development (OCIPED) opened in 1997 to attract foreign investors and smooth the path for business formation and private sector project development.  OCIPED also provides prospective foreign investors with information on government regulations, which are not always transparent and sometimes contradictory.  Nevertheless, despite OCIPED’s efforts to become a “one-stop shop” for government clearances, the approval process for establishing a business can be tedious, particularly with respect to land acquisition and labor requirements. 


With Oman’s accession to the World Trade Organization in October 2000, automatic approval of majority foreign ownership up to 70 percent is available.  Registration of these joint ventures is treated in the same manner as that common to all registrants.  The foreign firm must supply documentary evidence of its registration in its home country, its actual headquarters location, capital, and principal activities.  If a subsidiary, it must demonstrate its authority to enter the joint venture.  Except in the petroleum sector, new entities with over 70 percent foreign ownership are subject to the approval of the Minister of Commerce and Industry.  As part of its WTO accession package, Oman is also expected to allow 100 percent foreign ownership in certain services sectors, such as banking, law, accountancy, and information technology.  

Foreign-owned joint ventures with up to 70 percent foreign participation enjoy the national corporate tax rate of 12 percent, while foreign-owned joint ventures with Omani participation of less than 30 percent are subject to a maximum corporate tax rate of 30 percent.   In early 1999, the government amended its corporate tax policy and lifted the requirement that foreign-owned joint ventures must include a publicly traded joint stock company listed on the Muscat Securities Market in order to enjoy national tax treatment.   Since Omani labor and tax laws are complex, investors should consider engaging local counsel.  As a condition of WTO accession, Oman is expected to eliminate all tax discrimination between foreign owned and national firms during 2003.


New majority foreign-owned entrants are barred from most professional service areas, such as the engineering, architectural, legal, or accounting fields.  Existing foreign-owned professional service firms were, in 1996, given timeframes in which they needed to obtain Omani partners; e.g., five years for accounting firms.  An exception exists for a professional services firm with a subspecialty of critical importance to Oman.  Wholly foreign-owned U.S. services firms present in Oman include Citibank, Ernst & Young, KPMG, and the law firm Curtiss, Mallett, Colt, Mosle and Prevost.  Under Omani commercial law, wholly foreign-owned branches of foreign banks are allowed to enter the market.


The permitted level of foreign ownership has been increased to 70 percent in privatization projects, due to Oman’s WTO membership.  By privatization, Oman refers not only to the conversion of a state-owned or mixed enterprise to a private sector firm, but also to the establishment of any new firm providing a commercial service that had previously been provided by the state, such as electricity.  One approach to partial conversion will be applied to the state-owned telephone company, Omantel, where the government is planning to sell off 30 percent of its shareholding in the company and retain the balance of 70 percent.  


Industrial establishments with a total capital of $52,000 or more must be licensed by the Ministry of Commerce and Industry.  In addition, a foreign firm interested in establishing a company in Oman must obtain approval from other ministries, such as the Ministry of Regional Municipalities and Environment.  Foreign workers must obtain work permits and residency permits from the Ministry of Social Affairs and Labor and Royal Oman Police, Immigration Office. 


Oman’s investment incentives focus on industrial development and include the following:

‑ Five year, one-time renewable tax holiday,

‑ Low interest loans from the Oman Development Bank (now available on a very limited basis for smaller firms only),

‑ Low interest loans from the Ministry of Commerce and Industry,

‑ Subsidized plant facilities and utilities at the industrial estates,

‑ Ministry of Commerce and Industry-supplied feasibility studies,

- Exemption from customs duties on equipment and raw materials during the first ten years of a project.

CONVERSION AND TRANSFER POLICIES


Oman has no restrictions or reporting requirements on private capital movements into or out of the country.  The Omani Rial is pegged to the dollar at a rate of 0.3849 Omani Rials to the U.S. dollar. The Rial was devalued slightly in 1986 due to the collapse in oil prices.  The government, however, did not judge the devaluation productive.  There have been no reports of difficulty in obtaining foreign exchange. Late in 2001, Oman began implementing a new law for the prevention of money laundering.  

EXPROPRIATION AND COMPENSATION 


Oman’s belief in a free market economy and desire for increased foreign investment and technology transfer make expropriation or nationalization extremely unlikely, but in any event, were a property to be nationalized, we would expect the Government of Oman to provide prompt compensation under international law.  

DISPUTE SETTLEMENT

Oman is a party to the International Center for the Settlement of Investment Disputes (ICSID).  However, the ultimate adjudicator of business disputes within Oman is the Commercial Court, which was reorganized in mid-1997 from the former Authority for Settlement of Commercial Disputes (ASCD).  The Commercial Court has jurisdiction over most tax and labor cases.  The Commercial Court can issue orders of enforcement of decisions (the ASCD was limited to issuing orders of recognition of decisions).  The Commercial Court can accept cases against governmental bodies, which the ASCD was unable to do.  In such cases, however, the Commercial Court can issue but not enforce rulings against the government.  Many practical details remain to be clarified.  


The Chamber of Commerce and Industry has an arbitration committee to which parties to a dispute may refer their case when jurisdictional amounts are small.  Local authorities such as “walis,” district governors appointed by the central government, also handle minor disputes.  While Oman is a member of the GCC Arbitration Center, located in Bahrain, that center has yet to establish a track record.


Decisions of the Commercial Court are final if the value of the case does not exceed U.S. $26,000.  A Court of Appeals exists for cases where the sum disputed is greater than U.S. $26,000.  A Supreme Court was established in mid-2001, and its decisions are final.  There exists, however, the right of review after a judgment is issued in cases where new documents are discovered or irregularities (forgery, perjury) found.  There is no provision for the publication of decisions.


Oman also maintains other judicial bodies to adjudicate various disputes.  The Labor Welfare Board under the Ministry of Social Affairs and Labor hears disputes regarding severance pay, wages, benefits, etc.  The Real Estate Committee hears tenant‑landlord disputes, the Police Committee deals essentially with traffic matters, and the Magistrate Court handles misdemeanors and criminal matters.  Lastly, the Shari’a Court deals with family law, such as wills, divorces, personal and some criminal matters.  All litigation and hearings must be conducted in Arabic.  

PERFORMANCE REQUIREMENTS AND INCENTIVES

Since Oman’s accession to the WTO in November 2000, it has been subject to TRIMs obligations.


Under the Industry Organization and Encouragement Law of 1978, incentives are available to licensed industrial installations on the recommendation of the Industrial Development Committee.  “Industrial installations” include not only those for the conversion of raw materials and semi‑finished parts into manufactured products, but also mechanized assembly and packaging activities.  Firms involved in agriculture and fishing can also be included.


Companies must have at least 35 percent Omani ownership to qualify for these incentives.  In addition, companies selling locally produced goods are given priority for Government purchases provided the local products meet standard quality specifications and their prices do not exceed those of similar imported goods by more than 10 percent.  This incentive is available to Omani‑owned commercial enterprises, as well as foreign industrial producers in joint ventures with local concerns.  The government offers subsidies to offset the cost of feasibility and other studies if the proposed project is considered sufficiently important to the national economy.


Only in the most general sense of business plan objectives does proprietary information have to be provided to qualify for incentives.

Right to private ownership and establishment
Under Oman’s foreign capital investment law, non-Omanis are not allowed to conduct commercial, industrial, or tourism businesses or participate in any Omani company without a license issued by the Ministry of Commerce and Industry.  

According to Oman’s commercial companies law, all actions by private entities to establish, acquire, and dispose of interests in business enterprises must be announced in the commercial register, and could be subject to the approval of the Ministry of Commerce and Industry.  Subject to the licensing and taxation previously noted, foreign and domestic entities can engage in all legal forms of remunerative activity.  Government entities do not compete with the private sector, and public policy favors privatization of public utilities. 

Protection of Property Rights

Real property rights are recognized and enforced in Oman, and records are well kept.  There is no contemporary history of arbitrary seizures of land.  With the exception of G.C.C. nationals, who are allowed to own property subject to government approval, foreign persons/firms may lease but not own real estate.

Oman has a trademark law.  Trademarks must be registered and noted in the Official Gazette through the Ministry of Commerce and Industry.  Local legal firms can assist companies in registration of trademarks. In May 2000, Oman revised the trademark law to be in compliance with TRIPS.  Oman enacted a copyright protection law in 1996, but did not announce enforcement mechanisms until a ministerial decree in April 1998, which extended protection to foreign copyrighted literary, technical, or scientific works; works of the graphic and plastic arts; and sound and video recordings. In order to receive protection, a foreign-copyrighted work must be registered with the Omani government by depositing a copy of the work with the government and paying a fee.  Since January 1999, the government has enforced copyright protection for audio and videocassettes, and destroyed stocks of pirated cassettes seized from vendors.   The government did not extend protection to foreign-copyrighted software until late 1998, when it declared that retailers must halt the importation and sale of non-licensed software by July 1, 1999.  Thereafter, the government stepped up efforts to curtail software piracy in Oman, including raids on businesses to ensure that no pirated software is used by Omani businesses.  In mid-2000, the government introduced new, WTO-consistent intellectual property laws on copyrights, trademarks, industrial secrets and integrated circuits.  Further, in October 2000 Oman issued new intellectual property rights legislation on patents and intellectual property rights which is WTO-consistent.

Oman has joined the World Intellectual Property Organization (WIPO), and asked WIPO to register Oman as a signatory to the Paris and Berne conventions on intellectual property protection.

transparency of the regulatory system

The government recognizes that its regulatory environment can hamper investment and commercial activity.  In addition to the ownership, and agency requirements already mentioned,  licensing of business activities can be time‑consuming and complicated.  The absence of a particular clearance will stall the entire process.  For example, processing shipments in and out of the Mina Qaboos port can add significantly to the amount of time it takes to get goods to market or inputs to a project.  

Oman’s tax laws can impede foreign investment.  Although Oman amended its tax laws in 2000 to allow national tax treatment for joint ventures with up to 70 percent foreign participation, projects with higher foreign participation are taxed at 30 percent of income.  Oman’s labor laws, which require minimum quotas of Omani employees depending on the type of work, form another potential impediment to foreign investment.  The government’s Omanization effort has been the subject of criticism in the Omani private sector, which often complains that it can harm productivity and restricts hiring and firing policies.

Government red tape and slowness in official decision-making is also a frequent complaint among the local private sector.  Because decisions often require the approval of multiple ministries, the government decision-making process can be tedious and non-transparent.

The government has issued a series of regulations aimed at increasing transparency and disclosure in the financial market.  The Capital Market Authority (CMA) has ordered all public share-holding companies to comply with a set of standards for disclosure.  Under the requirements, holding companies must publish the accounts of their subsidiaries with the parent companies' accounts.  Companies must also fully disclose their investment portfolios, including details of the purchase cost and current market prices for investment holdings.  The new initiatives also require publication of these full financial statements in the local press. At the same time, the Central Bank has also introduced new rules to limit the level of "related party transactions" (financial transactions involving families or subsidiary companies belonging to major shareholders or board members) in Oman's commercial banks.  The new rules will help increase transparency in financial transactions in banks and the local securities market and help clarify the activities of listed companies.

Efficient Capital Markets and Portfolio Investment


There are no restrictions in Oman on the flow of capital and the repatriation of profits.  Access to Oman’s limited commercial credit resources is open to Omani firms with some foreign participation.  Joint stock companies with a capital in excess of US$5.2 million must be listed on the Muscat Securities Market.  According to the recently amended Commercial Companies Law, companies must exist for at least two years before being floated for public trading. 


The Sultanate has two loan programs to promote investment.  The Ministry of Commerce & Industry (MC&I) runs a program designed to promote industrial investment.  Formerly interest free, the program now charges 4 percent interest, with long repayment terms.  MC&I loans will match equity contributions in the Muscat capital area, or 1.25 times equity for other locations.  Projects with a high percentage of local content or employing large numbers of Omanis are given priority, as are tourism projects outside the capital area.  The Oman Development Bank also administers a loan program to support development of smaller loans to industry, agriculture, fisheries, petroleum, mining, and services


Foreigners may invest in the Muscat Securities Market (MSM) as long as this is done through a local broker.  Since the 1998 market downturn, MSM statistics show that the percentage of foreign investors in the market has remained small; as of May 31, 2003, non-Omanis held 15.6 percent of total investment in the MSM.


The legacy of the economic slowdown continued to impact banking profitability in 2002.  Although banking sector profits improved in 2002 after a tough year in 2001, profits have recently remained low.  Corporate profitability declined significantly in 1999, and has only marginally recovered in the subsequent years. This has created added strain for the banking sector.  A new banking law issued in November 2000 allows more efficient control over the financial sector by the authorities.  Furthermore, early in 2003 the Central Bank of Oman issued a circular promulgating new rules and regulations to ensure proper and efficient management of the banks. The effect of this circular was further enhanced by the implementation of a code of corporate governance, as well as amendments to the Capital Market Law and the Commercial Companies Law which stipulated that board of directors of all joint listed companies should appoint an audit committee from its members and appoint an internal auditor and a legal advisor.  

Political Violence

Politically-motivated violence is virtually unknown in modern Oman. Since October 2000, however, there have been some demonstrations, but these were generally orderly.

Corruption

Article 53 of the Basic Statute of the State, issued in November 1996, compelled ministers to resign their offices in public shareholding enterprises.   As of 1999, undersecretaries (deputy ministers) were also required to resign from the boards of any public share holding enterprise.  Most major contracts are awarded through a rigorous, typically slow, but generally clean tender process.  Contracts awarded through the tender process internal to a given ministry are subject to fewer controls. Oman is not a signatory to the OECD convention on combating bribery.  During his reign, Sultan Qaboos has dismissed several ministers and senior government officials for corruption.

Bilateral Investment Agreements


Oman and the U.S. have discussed a Bilateral Investment Treaty (BIT); however, as of 2003, this issue remains in the discussion stage only.  Oman is currently waiting for the U.S. to adopt a new model BIT text.  Oman has investment treaties with 18 nations; the texts are not a matter of public record.  

OPIC and Other Investment Insurance Programs

Oman is eligible for Export‑Import Bank of the United States (EXIM) financing and insurance coverage.  Oman has an agreement with the Overseas Private Investment Corporation (OPIC), and OPIC recently proposed a revised agreement.

Labor

Oman relies heavily on expatriate labor, primarily from India, Bangladesh, Pakistan and Sri Lanka, to perform menial and physically taxing tasks as well as to fill managerial positions.  Omani labor law stipulates basic practices to safeguard workers.  Employers set wages for Omanis within guidelines delineated by the Ministry of Social Affairs and Labor.  The minimum wage for Omanis working in the private sector, including salary and benefits, is 120 R.O. (about $312) per month.  Work rules must be approved by the Ministry and posted conspicuously in the work place.  The workweek is five days in the public sector and generally five and one‑half days in the private sector.  The labor law and subsequent regulations also detail requirements for occupational safety and access to medical treatment.  Non-Omanis in retail, personal service outlets, construction, and petroleum fields typically work up to seven days a week, depending on their contracts.   



The replacement of expatriate labor by Omanis is a high priority for the government.  Foreign nationals may not be employed as technical assistants, guards, light vehicle drivers, Arabic typists, agricultural workers, forklift or mixer operators, or public relations officers, unless the employer can show that there are no Omanis available for the positions.  Only Omanis are permitted to work as taxi drivers, customs expediters, and fishermen.   In 1999 and 2000, the government “Omanized” (i.e. banned expatriates from working in) a number of low-wage jobs, including water tank truck drivers, gas cylinder truck drivers, plow operators, and real estate agents.   Through concerted training efforts, the government has also sought to increase the number of Omanis employed as gasoline station attendants, waiters, barbers, and hairdressers, while allowing expatriates to remain employed in such positions.  The government recently announced its intention to Omanize 24 more occupation classifications over the next four years.  The first phase of the plan will include 16 occupation classifications, mainly different varieties of shopkeepers and repairmen.

In 1994, Oman became a member of the International Labor Organization (ILO).

FOREIGN Trade Zones/Free Ports

Oman has no general provisions for the temporary entry of goods.  In the case of auto re-exports, a company can import vehicles into the country for the purpose of re-export and have duties refunded if it re-exports the vehicle within six months. In 1999, the government opened a new free trade zone at an interior border crossing point with Yemen (al-Mazyounah).  Oman is currently planning to develop a free trade zone in Salalah, adjacent to the international container transshipment port that opened in November 1998. The government has also expressed its intention to establish a free zone at Sohar port, in conjunction with plans to expand the existing port and industrial zone.  

FOREIGN Direct Investment Statistics and Major Foreign Investors

Systematic information on foreign direct investment is limited.  Total investment in Omani companies with foreign participation was US$1.7 billion. Of that, 30.7% was in the oil and gas sector and 24% was in the financial sector.  Investment in trading companies constituted 15% of total investment, or US$257 million, while foreign investment in the manufacturing sector was 7.8% of total foreign investment, or only US$132 million. Total foreign investment in the construction sector is US$105 million and in hotels and other tourism related companies is US$57 million. Total foreign investment in the mining industry was around US$13 million. Foreign investment in the agricultural sector was negligible at US$1.2 million.  

The largest foreign investor is Royal Dutch Shell Oil, which holds 34 percent of the shares of Petroleum Development Oman, the state oil company, and 30 percent of Oman Liquid Natural Gas.  Other companies, such as Occidental Petroleum, BP Amoco, Novus Petroleum, Hunt, and Nimr have also invested in the petroleum sector.  Two U.S. firms, Gorman Rupp (water pumps) and FMC (wellhead equipment), have entered into industrial joint ventures with Omani firms.  Both joint ventures involve modest manufacturing operations.  Since 1999, Oman has witnessed increased foreign direct investment through the privatization process.  Major foreign investors that have entered the Omani market recently include PSEG Global (U.S.), AES (U.S.), and National Power (U.K.).  
8.
TRADE AND PROJECT FINANCING


Oman’s banking sector consists of 13 local and foreign commercial banks and three specialized banks. Some local banks have significant foreign shareholders, with expatriates in senior positions.  The banks are subject to close supervision by the Central Bank of Oman (CBO).  The CBO recently raised minimum capital requirements, forcing several bank mergers.  The most recent merger is that of Bank Majan with Bank Dhofar al Omani al Fransi.  Foreign banks find onerous Central Bank requirements that banks maintain a 12 percent level of capital adequacy and restrict consumer lending to 40 percent of the loan portfolio.  The banks have led other sectors in meeting Omanization targets.

Local banks, in descending order of branch and asset size, are:

Bank Muscat

Oman International Bank
National Bank of Oman

Oman Arab Bank

Bank Dhofar Al Omani Al Fransi

The foreign banks operating in Oman, also in descending order of local branch asset size, are:

HSBC

Standard Chartered Bank

Bank of Baroda

Bank Saderat Iran

Bank Melli Iran

National Bank of Abu Dhabi

Citibank

Habib Bank LTD.

Specialized Banks:

Oman Housing Bank

Oman Development Bank

Alliance Housing Bank

Representative offices for banks are not permitted in Oman.

In addition to commercial banks, Oman Housing Bank and Oman Development Bank (ODB) serve as specialized government banks to specific sectors.  ODB absorbed a former agriculture and fisheries bank in 1997.  ODB’s Export Credit & Financing Unit provides export financing and credit insurance.  ODB lending targets small businesses, extending loans to industrial projects up to $650,000.  The Ministry of Commerce and Industry guarantees loans secured through commercial banks.  The Ministry will guarantee loans up to 125 percent of the equity invested in projects outside of the Muscat capital area. 


Several institutions engage in investment banking on behalf of the Omani government.  Their activities range from investing and underwriting to advisory services and fund management for private investors.  Among these is a bi-national profit-seeking entity of Oman and the Emirate of Abu Dhabi: the Oman-Emirates Investment Holding Company.  There are also several non-bank financial companies that provide medium term asset financing to corporate customers mainly for leasing such as:

· Oman Investment & Finance Company, total capital R.O. 5 million (US$13 million); 

· National Finance Company, total Capital R.O. 6 million ($15.6 million);

· Muscat Finance Company, total capital R.O. 6.5 million ($17 million);

· Oman Oryx Leasing Company, capital R.O. 5 million ($13 million);

· al-Omaniya Financial Services, capital R.O. 5 million ($13 million).


In 2001, Oman Aviation Company signed a deal to finance the lease of three and purchase of two Boeing 737-700 aircraft for a total amount of $156 million.   In mid-1996, the Export-Import Bank of the United States (EXIM) agreed to finance a major expansion of the Raysut Cement Company, in cooperation with Bank Dhofar.  EXIM and the Overseas Private Investment Corporation (OPIC) provide risk coverage for projects in Oman.  There are possibilities for project financing in Oman from EXIM, the World Bank, the Arab Development Bank, financial institutions and bilateral aid programs of other GCC members, and some European and Japanese development organizations.

Multilateral Development Banks:


The International Bank for Reconstruction and Development (IBRD), a member of the World Bank group, makes long-term loans at market-related rates to developing nations.  The International Development Agency (IDA), the soft loan window of the World Bank, lends to the poorest of the developing countries.  Both the IBRD and IDA work to promote broadly based economic growth and frequently focus on structural adjustment, sectoral reform, and individual project lending and operate under the same set of procurement guidelines.  Typically the World Bank does not finance the entire cost of a project

CONTACTS:

U.S. Department of Commerce

Liaison to the U.S. Executive Directors Office

International Bank for Reconstruction and Development

1818 H. St., NW

Washington, D.C.  20433

Tel:  (202) 458 0118

Fax:  (202) 477 2967

Office of Multilateral Development Banks

U.S. Foreign Commercial Service

U.S. Department of Commerce

Room H 1107

Washington, D.C.  20230

Tel:  (202) 482 3399

Fax:   (202) 273 0927

9.
BUSINESS TRAVEL


In Oman, as in other countries of the Middle East, personal relationships are very important.  Visits to Oman—generally more than one—by authorized corporate representatives and intermediaries are usually necessary for market penetration, even after local representation has been established.


Generally speaking, U.S. firms are latecomers to the Omani market and can face stiff competition from established foreign companies.  While Omanis seek U.S. products and investment partners, they typically say that they have difficulty attracting the interest of U.S. firms.  The U.A.E., as the largest transshipment point in the Gulf, has the biggest share of Oman’s market.  The Japanese have also captured a major share of the market, independent of transshipment through Dubai.  The U.K. has long maintained close political and commercial relations with Oman, but the British share of the market is slowly dropping.  U.S. products have become better known in recent years, and inroads have been made.  U.S. firms wishing to export to Oman must be prepared to meet Omani concerns regarding price, shipping schedules and availability of spare parts.  The Omani market is price sensitive.  Oman’s electrical standard is 240V, 50Hz.  As in the U.S., vehicles drive on the right side of the road. 


In terms of business customs, while most leading businesspersons are accustomed to Western business practices, some still operate along more traditional Arab lines.  A visit to Oman may involve the following: appointments will sometimes not be made until after the foreign businessperson arrives in Oman; upon arriving for an appointment, s/he may discover that others have appointments at the same time or have arrived without one.   However, a visitor should be on time, particularly for government appointments.  Once the meeting begins, it may be interrupted by telephone calls.  Coffee, tea, or soft drinks will probably be offered (except during the Muslim fasting month of Ramadan) and should be accepted.  Politeness is highly valued; blunt statements should be recast into constructive, balanced terms.  Visitors should also be sensitive to hosts who break off a discussion for prayer at noon and at sunset, which falls during business hours.  Devout Muslims pray five times each day.  In dealing with one of the many Omani executives educated in the U.K. or the United States, there is little other than the “dishdasha” national dress worn by the Omani that the visiting foreign businessperson will find different from home.    


Business representatives who plan to visit Oman should be aware that entry into the country is strictly controlled.  Visitors can obtain a visa in advance from an Omani embassy or consulate abroad, or apply for a visa upon arrival at the airport.  Oman grants U.S. citizens one-month visit visas, or one-year multiple-entry visas: $15.60 for visit visas, $26 for multiple-entry visas.  The U.S. Embassy in Muscat does not arrange visas for visiting businesspersons.   A multiple entry visa is strongly recommended; however, not all Omani diplomatic missions inform U.S. citizens of that option.  


Hotels are not permitted to pick up guests at the airport.  Taxis are often not air-conditioned.  Local business firms acting as sponsors typically arrange to pick up visitors.  Western visitors are unlikely to patronize the local, non-air conditioned bus or collective taxi system in Muscat.  Outside of the capital area, public transport is rarely found off main highways.    


There are many fine hotels in Oman.  We recommend visitors check with travel agents or refer to a recently published travel guide to Oman.  The major hotels patronized by Western business visitors and tourists in the Muscat area are: the Hyatt, the Al Bustan Palace Hotel, the Chedi, the Muscat Intercontinental; the Sheraton; the Muscat Holiday Inn and the Radisson; the Crown Plaza Hotel; the Seeb (airport) and Ruwi Novotels, and the Mercure-Al Falaj in Ruwi.  In Salalah, the Salalah Hilton.  Other hotels in Salalah favored by business travelers include the Holiday Inn and the Haffa House.


As of the time of drafting this Guide, there are no travel advisories in effect for Oman.  However, regional advisories continue in effect: see: www.travel.state.gov.

Local holidays for 2003/2004 include: September 24 (Ascension Day); October 26 – November 25 (Ramadan); November 18-19 (National Day*),  November 26 – 28 (Eid Al Fitr); January 31, 2004 – February 2 (Eid Al Adha); Feb 18 (Islamic New Year); and May 2 (Birth of the Prophet).   These dates are approximate.  Muslim religious holidays are determined by locally observed phases of the moon.  *Note: The actual date and duration of the National Day holiday is announced shortly before the holiday is to take place, and is usually about a week after the actual National Day and can last for two or three workdays. 

U.S. business travelers are encouraged to obtain a copy of the "Key Officers of Foreign Service Posts: Guide for Business Representatives" available for sale by the Superintendent of Documents, U.S. Government Printing Office, Washington, D.C. 20402; tel. (202) 512-1800; web: www.access.gpo.gov.  Business travelers to Oman seeking appointment with U.S. Embassy Muscat officials should contact the Commercial Section in advance.

For appointments or for further information on commercial matters, please contact the American Embassy’s Economic/Commercial Section.  The U.S. mailing address is:

                       Commercial Section



Embassy Muscat



Unit 73000, Box 51



APO, AE 09890-3000

The international mailing address is: U.S. Embassy, Commercial Office, P.O. Box 202, P.C. 115, Madinat Al-Sultan Qaboos, Sultanate of Oman; for courier services insisting on a street address, use: Embassy Street, Al-Khuwair North. Tel: (968) 698-989; Fax: (968) 604-316.  The E-mail address is: aemcteco@omantel.net.om.  Website: www.usa.gov.om.


The official language of Oman is Arabic.  English is widely spoken as a business language; Swahili, Farsi, Urdu, Baluchi, Hindi and various languages of south Asia are common.  Oman has three national Arabic dailies and two English papers published daily.  Radio Sultanate of Oman’s FM English service broadcasts 15 hours daily in Muscat, Salalah, and Thumrait.  Except for government offices, most commercial building signs and road signs are in Arabic and English.  Certain business documents, such as company registration papers, must be in Arabic.  There have been moves to require that all correspondence with the Omani government be in Arabic; as of mid-2003 this was not enforced across the board, though translations of documents in Arabic may assist in speeding processing.    


Oman has a modern infrastructure.  Modern roads provide access to most of the country.  Omantel operates a modern and efficient telephone system.  Virtually all businesses have fax machines.  GSM phones are widely used; roaming arrangements already cover the GCC, the UK, and European countries.  International telephone access cards cannot be used in Oman, nor can collect calls be made or received.  International rates are very high—$1.30 per minute peak rate to Europe and the Western Hemisphere.  CompuServe access remains available via a British Telephone/MCI connection.

Sanitary standards for food and water are generally quite good, particularly at the major hotels.  The Omani government inspects restaurants to maintain hygienic standards.  The use of bottled water is recommended, particularly in the summer months.  Health care in Oman is adequate and there are a number of Western or Western-educated health care providers in the Muscat area.  Virtually all physicians are English-speakers, with Indian nationals predominating. 

10.
ECONOMIC AND TRADE STATISTICS

APPENDIX  A:  COUNTRY DATA

Profile


According to 2002 population estimates, Oman’s total population is 2.538 million, including 668,000 expatriates, mostly of South Asian origin.  The government estimates population growth rate is three percent per year.  Virtually all Omanis are Muslim.  Sixty percent are believed to be adherents of the Ibadhi sect; the others are Sunni and a small number of Shi’a.  Shi’a are particularly prominent in commerce in the capital area.  Orthodox and Roman Catholic, Protestant, and Hindu places of worship are available.


The government, led by Sultan Qaboos bin Sa’id Al Said, consists of the Council of Ministers, the elected Majlis Al-Shura (consultative council) and various specialized councils and the ministries. The Council of Ministers is the highest executive authority, deriving its power from the Sultan.  The Sultanate also has a number of committees, primarily drawn from the Ministers and Advisors to the Sultan, which are important in shaping economic and commercial policy.  Over 100,000 Omanis participated in the September 2000 election of the Majlis Al-Shura, double the 50,000 Omanis who voted in the 1997 elections.  The Minister of Interior announced that every Omani, male and female, who is of Omani origin aged 21 and older, is eligible to vote in the 2003 elections.


An appointed Wali (governor) heads each Wilayat (administrative district).  The Majlis Al-Shura (consultative council) contains members representing each Wilayat.  Economic and social development is carried out through five-year plans; the current plan, the sixth, runs from 2001-2005.  International treaties, agreements and charters approved by the Sultan become law from the date of their publication in the Official Gazette (in Arabic only).  The Sultanate of Oman is a member of the United Nations, the Gulf Cooperation Council, the Arab League, the Organization of the Islamic Conference and many other regional and international bodies.  In 1994-1995, Oman served on the United Nations Security Council.


The official language of Oman is Arabic, although Swahili, Farsi, Urdu, Baluchi, and various Indian languages are quite common.  English is the accepted language of business and is widely spoken in commercial and government circles.  All street and commercial signs are in Arabic and English.  The government recently introduced educational reforms to begin English instruction at the age of 6 in public schools.   

As Oman is an Islamic country, visiting businessmen should not expect to schedule appointments or transact business on Friday, the day of rest.  Government offices and the American Embassy are closed on Thursdays and Fridays.  The Omani governmental workday is continuous from 7:30 a.m. to 2:30 p.m. Saturday – Wednesday.   Banks and some post offices have limited hours on Thursday mornings.  Most major private firms are closed on Fridays.   Local time is four hours ahead of GMT, nine hours ahead of Eastern Standard Time, eight hours ahead of Eastern Daylight Savings Time.

APPENDIX  B:  DOMESTIC ECONOMY


The following figures are from the Omani Ministry of National Economy and the Central Bank of Oman.  Estimates of U.S. exports to Oman are higher than similar figures from the U.S. Department of Commerce, possibly because of re-exports of U.S. goods not counted in the U.S. figures.  2002 figures are provisional only.  Negative values are in parentheses. 

	
	2000
	2001
	2002

	GDP

$billions
	19.8
	19.9
	20.3

	GDP Growth Rate       
	27.3%
	0.4%
	1.76%

	GDP per capita ($)
	8,260
	8,037
	7,986

	Gov. spending as percentage of GDP
	34.7
	37.3
	37.6

	Consumer Price Index
	(1.4)
	(1.0)
	(0.7)

	Unemployment
	N/A
	N/A
	N/A

	Foreign Exchange

  Reserves

  (USD Billions)
	2.0
	2.0
	2.0

	USD 1.00/R.O.             
	0.385
	0.385
	0.385


APPENDIX  C:  TRADE STATISTICS

(IN USD MILLIONS)

	
	2000
	2001
	2002

	Total Exports
	11,303

	11,059
	11,157

	Total Imports
	5,033
	5,790

	5,997

	U.S. Exports 

    

to Oman
	270
	394
	393

	U.S. Imports



from Oman
	92.5

	87.2

	73.5


*  Statistics are from Ministry of National Economy Bulletin

The top five non-petroleum exports and imports between Oman and the United States in 2001 (latest figures available from Royal Oman Police) were as follows, in millions of U.S. dollars:

U.S. Exports to Oman 

H.S.
Product Description





Value

Sec.

16
Machinery, Mechanical Appliances, Electrical


215.5


Equipment, and Parts Thereof

17
Transport Equipment (Vehicles, Aircraft, and


55


Vessels

21
Works of Art, Collectors Pieces, and Antiques 


27.6
04
Prepared Foodstuffs, Beverages, and Tobacco


20

18
Optical, Photographic and Medical Equipment


12.5



Source: Foreign Trade Statistics 2001, Royal Oman Police

Omani Non-Oil Exports to the U.S.

11
Textiles & Textile Articles





85.2

05
Minerals and Chemical Products




49
04
Prepared Foodstuffs, Beverages, and Tobacco


2.8

13
Articles of Stone and Plaster




2.1

21
Works of Art, Collectors Pieces, and Antiques 


1.8
Source: Foreign Trade Statistics 2001, Royal Oman Police



APPENDIX  D:  INVESTMENT STATISTICS


The Sultanate does not publish estimates of inbound and outbound investment.  Foreign direct investment is concentrated in the oil and gas sectors.  However, foreign investment in the Muscat Securities Market has been stable between 14 percent and 16 percent for the past few years.  As of May 2003, foreign investment in the MSM stood at $903 million, or 15.62 percent of total market capitalization. 

11. US AND COUNTRY CONTACTS

American Business Council of Oman (ABCO)

P.O. Box 121 - Barka.

Postal Code: 320

Sultanate of Oman

Phone: (968) 597-730 Fax : (968) 597-730

President: William Ali Mills

Office Director: Cynthia Albano

(Office is closed in July and August.)

Major trade-related Omani government agencies, with the commercial organizations and then Ministries listed first (in alphabetical order) followed by petroleum-sector mixed enterprises:

Embassy of the Sultanate of Oman

2535 Belmont Road, NW

Washington DC 20008

Website for Government of Oman: www.omanet.com
Oman Center for Investment Promotion and Export Development (OCIPED)

Salim bin Nasser Al-Ismaili, Executive President

P.O. Box 25 - Wadi al-Kabir             

Postal Code: 117

Sultanate of Oman

Phone: (968) 771-2344; Fax: 771-0890 

Email:  info@ociped.com

Oman Chamber of Commerce and Industry

Sheikh Abdulla bin Salim bin Amer Al-Rawas, President

P.O. Box 1400  Ruwi

Postal Code 112

Sultanate of Oman

TEL:  (968) 707-674/84/94, FAX:  (968) 708-497

E-mail: info@omanchamber.org
Website: www.chamberoman.com
(Note: The O.C.C.I. is the only authorized commercial/industrial association and reports to the Minister of Commerce and Industry.  It has branches in Salalah, Nizwa, Ibri, Buraimi, Sur and Sohar.  It can be very helpful to foreign businesspersons seeking contact with Omani firms.  Its Arabic and English bi-monthly Al Ghorfa (The Chamber) reaches all Omani firms).

Ministry of Commerce and Industry

P.O. Box  550 Muscat

Postal Code 113

Sultanate of Oman

TEL:  (968) 774-240, FAX (968) 794-239/771-7239

Ministry of Housing, Electricity and Water

P.O. Box 173 - Muscat

Postal Code 113

Sultanate of Oman

TEL:  (968) 693333, FAX:  (968) 695-723

Ministry of Finance

P.O. Box 506 - Muscat

Postal Code 113

Sultanate of Oman

TEL: (968) 738-201 thru 210/739-764 thru -772, FAX: (968) 737-068

Ministry of National Economy

P. O. Box 881, P. C. 113

Sultanate of Oman

TEL: (968) 604-285, FAX: (968) 698-467

e-mail: mone@omantel.net.om
Website: www.moneoman.gov.om
Ministry of Health

P.O. Box 393 - Muscat

Postal Code 113

Sultanate of Oman

TEL:  (968) 602-177, FAX: (968) 602-162/601-430

Ministry of Oil and Gas

P.O. Box 551 - Muscat

Postal Code 113

Sultanate of Oman

TEL:  (968) 603-333/341/563, FAX:  (968) 696-972

Ministry of Regional Municipalities, Environment and Water Resources

P.O. Box 461 - Muscat

Postal Code 113

Sultanate of Oman

TEL:  (968) 692-550/696-444, FAX:  (968) 693-995/693-858

Ministry of Transport and Telecommunications

P.O. Box 338  Ruwi

Postal Code: 112

Sultanate of Oman

TEL: (968) 697-888/698-931, FAX: (968) 696-817/696-670

(Note: Omantel, the national telecommunications authority, reports to this ministry.)

Central Bank of Oman

P.O. Box 1161 - Ruwi

Postal Code 112

Sultanate of Oman

TEL:  (968) 702-222, FAX:  (968) 707-913, 702-253

Public Establishment for Industrial Estates

P.O. Box 2 - Rusayl

Postal Code 124

Sultanate of Oman

TEL:  (968) 626-080/626-094, FAX (968) 626-053

(Note: The Public Establishment promotes industrial development by making available industrial park settings for light industrial purposes, complete with utilities and, if desired, plant shells.)

Capital Market Authority / Muscat Securities Market

P.O. Box 3265 - Ruwi

Postal Code 112

Sultanate of Oman

TEL:  (968) 771-2607, FAX:  (968) 771-2609

Oman LNG LLC

PO Box 560

Postal Code 116

Sultanate of Oman

TEL: (968) 707-807, FAX: 707-656.

Oman Refinery Co. (LLC)

PO Box 3568 - Ruwi

Postal Code 112, Oman

TEL: (968) 561-200, FAX (968) 561-384

Petroleum Development Oman LLC

P.O. Box 81 - Muscat

Postal Code 113, Oman

TEL:  (968) 678-111, FAX:  (968) 677-106

GOVERNMENT DEVELOPMENT BANKS:

Oman Development Bank 

P.O. Box 309 - Muscat

Postal Code 113

Sultanate of Oman

General Manager, Sameer al Bashir Saeed

TEL:  (968) 7712507 thru 4, FAX:  (968) 7714616

Oman Housing Bank

P.O. Box 2555 - Ruwi

Postal Code 112

Sultanate of Oman

Acting Gen. Manager, Adnan Hiader Darwish

TEL:  (968) 704-444, FAX:  (968) 704-071

COUNTRY COMMERCIAL BANKS (NATIONAL STATUS):

Bank Dhofar Al Omani Al Fransi (SAOG)

P.O. Box 1507 - Ruwi

Postal Code 112

Sultanate of Oman

General Manager, Ahmed Ali al-Shanfari

TEL: (968) 790-466/8, Fax:  (968) 797-246

Bank Muscat 

P.O. Box 134 - Ruwi

Postal Code 112.

Sultanate of Oman

Chief Executive Officer,  Abdulrazzaq Ali Issa 

TEL: (968) 703-044,  FAX:  (968) 793-536

National Bank of Oman (SAOG)

P.O. Box 751 - Ruwi

Postal Code 112

Sultanate of Oman

Chief Executive Officer, John Finigan 

TEL:  (968) 708-894; FAX:  (968) 704-522/707-781

Oman Arab Bank 

P.O. Box 2010 - Ruwi

Postal Code 112

Sultanate of Oman

Managing Director, Abd al-Kader Askalan

TEL: (968) 700-161 thru 3, FAX:  (968) 797-736

(Note: Majority control rests with the same Jordanian parent as the Arab Bank of New York.)

Oman International Bank (SAOG)

P.O. Box 1727 - CPO Seeb

Postal Code 111

Sultanate of Oman

Chief Executive Officer, John Carlough

TEL:  (968) 682-500, FAX (968) 682-800

COUNTRY BANKS (FOREIGN):

Bank Melli Iran

P.O. Box 2643 - Ruwi

Postal Code 112

Sultanate of Oman

General Manager, Ali Hashmi

TEL:  (968) 7715145, FAX (968) 7715183

Bank of Baroda

P.O. Box 231 - Mutrah

Postal Code 114

Sultanate of Oman

Chief Manager, B. R. Chaurasia

TEL: (968) 714-549/714-559, FAX:  (968) 714-560

Bank Saderat Iran

P.O. Box 1269 - Ruwi

Postal Code 112

Sultanate of Oman

General Manager, Hamid Iranzad

TEL:  (968) 7733-923/7731-699, FAX:  (968) 7736478

HSBC

P.O. Box 240 - Ruwi

Postal Code 112

Sultanate of Oman

Chief Executive Officer, Robert J. Bray

TEL:  (968) 799-920/700-020, FAX:  (968) 704-241

(Note: U.S. HSBC affiliate is the Marine Midland Bank, New York)

Citibank N.A.

P.O. Box 1994 – Mutrah 

Postal Code 114

Sultanate of Oman

Country Corporate Officer, Zulfiquar Ali Suleiman

TEL:  (968) 795-705, FAX:  (968) 795-724

Habib Bank Ltd. 

P.O. Box 1326 - Ruwi

Postal Code 112

Sultanate of Oman

Senior Vice President & Country Manager, M. Khalid Sher Khan

TEL:  (968) 7717139 or 7717142 or 7717163, FAX:  (968) 7715809

National Bank of Abu Dhabi

P.O. Box 303 - Muscat

Postal Code 113

Sultanate of Oman

Manager, Saeed S. Al Mubarak

TEL:  (968) 798842, FAX:  (968) 794386

Standard Chartered Bank

P.O. Box 2353 - Ruwi

Postal Code 112

Sultanate of Oman

Manager, Murtadha M. Ali 

TEL:  (968) 703-999, FAX:  (968) 796-864

U.S. EMBASSY TRADE PERSONNEL

Economic/Commercial Section

P.O. Box 202, P.C. 115

Madinat al-Sultan Qaboos

Sultanate of Oman

Economic/Commercial Officer: Kevin Skillin

Commercial Advisor: Shereen Uzaizi

Commercial Assistant: Thuraya al Khaifi

TEL:  (968) 699-094, or 698-989, x463 FAX:  (968) 604-316, 694-355

E-mail: aemcteco@omantel.net.om
Website: www.usa.gov.om
Office of Military Cooperation

P.O. Box 202, P.C. 115

Madinat Al-Sultan Qaboos

Sultanate of Oman

Col. James Piner

TEL: (968) 698-989, FAX: (968) 604-327

12.
MARKET RESEARCH
MEMRB International Research & Consultancy Group

P.O. Box 436 - Al Harthy Complex

Postal Code 118

Sultanate of Oman

TEL: (968) 590-479, FAX: 590-478.

13.
TRADE EVENT SCHEDULE

The following trade fairs are scheduled for 2003 & 2004:

September 4-12*, 2003


Family Shopping Festival

September 25 October 3, 2003

Autumn Trade Fair

October 15-18, 2003



Motor Show

November 24 – 30*, 2003


Yes to Oman, Travel & Tourism

December 8 – 10, 2003


GCC Power

December 16 – 20*, 2003
MEDIAENTECH – media & entertainment technology 

December 25, 2003 – January 2, 2004
Egyptian Trade Fair

January 5-13, 2004



Furniture Exhibition

January 19 – 22, 2004


Muscat International Fair

February 1 – 9*, 2004



Eid Fair

February 14-17*, 2004


Arab SME Exhibition

February 25 – March 5, 2004


Muscat International Book Fair

March 15-17*, 2004  



Oil and Gas West Asia 

March 30- April 5*, 2004


Malaysian Week in Oman

April 11 – 14*, 2004
COMEX 2004 (communications & computers expo)

April 19 – 22* , 2004



GIAFEX 2004 ( food expo)

April 27-29*, 2004



GHEDEX 2004, TRAINEX 2004, JOBEX 2004






(higher education & training Expos)

May 25 – 31*, 2004



Health & Safety

June 7-10*, 2004



Syrian Trade Fair


August 29-September 6*, 2004

Family Shopping Festival

September 12-15*, 2004


Interiors and Buildex 

September 20-23*, 2004


Motor Show

September 30-October 8*, 2004 

Autumn Trade Fair

December 12 – 26*, 2004
MEDIAENTECH (media & entertainment technology)

December 23-31*, 2004


Egyptian Trade Fair

Notes: Events marked in bold are U.S. Department of Commerce certified events.


Events marked with an * are tentative dates as of June 2003.

The following firms are the major organizers of trade fairs:

--
Oman Expo LLC., P.O. Box 20 - Wadi Kabir, Postal Code: 117, Sultanate of Oman; TEL: (968) 706-274; TELEX: 3380 OMANEXPO ON; FAX: (968) 706-276;                                            e-mail: omanexpo@omantel.net.om; Mr. C.J. Paul, General Manager.

--
Oman International Trade and Exhibitions, P.O. Box 268 - Ruwi, Postal Code: 112, Sultanate of Oman; TEL: (968) 564-268/564-303; FAX: (968) 565-165; e-mail: oitex@omantel.net.om; Mr. Ahmed Baabood, Managing Director.

--
Silver Star Corporation LLC, P.O. Box 2707 - Ruwi, Postal Code: 112, Sultanate of Oman; TEL: (968) 790-695/787-318; FAX: (968) 700-528; e-mail: sstar@omantel.net.om;       Mr.  P.D. Nath, Managing Director.

-- 
World Trade Center Co. SAOG; P. O. Box 986, Ruwi, Postal Code: 112, Sultanate of Oman; TEL: (968) 798248, FAX: (968)790318; e-mail: wtcmct@omantel.net.om; Ms. Aneesa Saleh al Raisi, Managing Director.

-- 
Future Events Enterprises; P. O. Box 681, Muttrah, Postal Code: 114, Sultanate of Oman; TEL: (968) 703396/703369, FAX: (968)703349/7730026; e-mail: future-events@omantel.net.om; Ms. Aneesa Saleh al Raisi, Managing Director.

-- 
Trifoil; P. O. Box 431, Madinat al Sultan Qaboos, Postal Code: 115, Sultanate of Oman; TEL: (968) 571666, FAX: (968)571663; e-mail: trifoil@omantel.net.om; Mr. Ashraf Marei, General  Manager.

For further information on commercial matters, please contact the American Embassy’s Commercial Section.  The U.S. mailing address is: U.S. Department of State – Muscat, Commercial Office, Washington, D.C. 20520-6220.  The international mailing address is U.S. Embassy, Commercial Section, P.O. Box 202 - Madinat Al-Sultan Qaboos, Postal Code: 115, Sultanate of Oman; TEL: (968) 698-989; FAX: (968) 604-316; E-mail: aemcteco@omantel.net.om.  Website: www.usa.gov.om.
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