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OMAN
	At A Glance
	

	Population, July 2006 est.
	3,102,229 (577,293 non-nationals) 

	GDP Per Capita (PPP), 2006 est.
	$14,100

	Human Development Index Rank, UNDP, 2006
	56 (out of 177 countries)

	Freedom House Rating, 2006
	Not Free

	Political Rights
	6

	Civil Liberties
	5

	Freedom of the Press Rank, Freedom House, 2006
	155 (out of  194)

	Corruption Index Rank, Transparency International, 2007
	53 (out of 180)

	Gender Empowerment Rank, UNDP, 2004
	60 (out of 140)
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Updates and Forthcoming Events 

· State Institutions/ Separation of Powers
· The Sultanate of Oman is a hereditary monarchy. 

· A Basic Law was issued by royal decree and promulgated on November 6, 1996 (English Text, Arabic Text).

Executive branch 

· The sultan is the head of state. He:

PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=-"
· Presides over the Council of Ministers (or may appoint someone to do so).

· Appoints and dismisses Deputy Prime Ministers; Ministers; Under-Secretaries; General Secretaries; Governors and those of their rank.
· Presides over the Specialised Councils or appoints chairmen for them.

· Appoints and dismisses senior judges.

· Holds the portfolios of defence, foreign affairs and finance.

· Issues and ratifies laws. 

· May declare a state of emergency, general mobilisation or war, and make peace in accordance with the provisions of the Law.

· May sign international treaties in accordance with the provisions of the Law and issue decrees ratifying them. 

· May wave or commute punishments.

· Is the Supreme Commander of the Armed Forces.

· Is the governor of Oman’s central bank.

· Is “inviolable” and must be respected and his orders obeyed (Article 41).

· Qaboos bin Said Al Said has been Sultan since July 23, 1970.  

· According to the Basic Law, succession will be determined by the Ruling Family Council within three days of the position of Sultan becoming vacant. If the Ruling Family Council does not agree on a successor, the Defence Council shall confirm the appointment of the person designated by the Sultan in his letter to the Family Council. Sultan Qaboos has no children which makes the issue of succession more uncertain.

· The prime minister:

· The current Sultan, Qaboos bin Said Al Said, has served as Prime Minister since 1972.  If the Sultan were to appoint a Prime Minister, his competencies and powers would be specified in the decree appointing him.
· The Council of Ministers:

· Is appointed by the Sultan.

· Formulates aims and general policies for economic, social and administrative development and proposes methods of implementation of these policies.

· Proposes draft laws and decrees.

· Discusses developmental plans and Ministry proposals.

· Monitors the implementation of all laws, decrees, ordinances, decisions, treaties, agreements and court judgments.
· Can only reach decisions when the majority of its members are present and with the approval of the majority of those present. Its deliberations are secret.
· Is responsible to the Sultan.

· The Basic Law bars ministers from holding interests in companies doing business with the government in order to separate political from economic power.
· Public service ministries are required to submit reports and answer questions regarding their performance and plans before the lower house of the parliament. 

· There are four women with ministerial rank, including the ministers of higher education, tourism, social development, and the head of the national authority for industrial craftsmanship. 
· The Sultan presides over Specialized Councils that assist in planning and administration. The powers of these councils are defined and members appointed by royal decree. The National Defense Council is in charge of working with the ministries of defense and the interior and coordinating the activities of the Royal Armed Forces and the Oman Police Force. Other important councils are: The National Development Council, the Supreme Council for Economic Planning, and the Council for Financial Affairs and Energy Resources.
Legislative branch

· The 1996 Basic Law established a bicameral parliament, the Council of Oman, composed of the Consultative Council and the Council of State.  They function mainly in an advisory capacity, but have some power to propose legislation.

· The Basic Law does not specify the powers of each of these Councils, the length of their terms, the frequency of their sessions, or their rules of procedure, but rather states that such matters will be established by the law. The division of labour between the two consultative bodies is still unclear. 

· Plenary sessions of each council are held four times a year.

· All laws are issued by either royal or ministerial decree.

· The Council of Oman does not include government officials or civil servants.
· Both chambers are independent of each other financially and administratively.

· The Council of Ministers receives an annual report from each chamber prepared by the Office of that chamber and presented by its president. An annual report is also presented by the presidents of each chamber to the Sultan.
· The Council of State (Majlis al-Dawla) 

· Is an advisory body established in 1997, whose main function is to liaise between the government and citizens. 

· Prepares studies that help in executing development plans, and is charged with finding the solutions for financial, social and economic problems. 

· Presents proposals to encourage investment and to streamline political and administrative processes. 

· Reviews the draft laws proposed by the government and presents its opinions to the Sultan and his ministers in cooperation with the Consultative Council.

· Has 59 members appointed by the Sultan (including nine women). Membership may not exceed that of the Majlis ash-Shura. Members are appointed for three year renewable terms.

· Is governed by the Office of the Council of State which consists of a President, a vice-president and five members. The president is appointed by royal decree. The two vice presidents are elected by the membership of the council in a secret ballot. The Office meets every two weeks to examine legal, social, and economic issues.

· The Consultative Council (Majlis ash-Shura)

· Is an advisory body inaugurated in 1991 with limited powers to propose legislation.  Its main function is to review and comment on draft economic and social legislation prepared by the ministries in accordance with the Five Year Plan. It also examines drafts proposed by the Sultan.  It is not invited to express its views on defence, foreign policy or any other sensitive topic.

· May call ministers for questioning.
· Is responsible to the Sultan and the Council of Ministers.
· Has 83 members elected by universal suffrage for four-year terms (extended from three years by a royal decree in October 2003) which may be renewed once. 

· Its 84 seats are distributed among the 61 provinces, with those with a population of less than 30,000 having one representative and those with populations over 30,000 having two representatives.

· Its President is appointed by royal decree, while two Vice Presidents are elected from among the 84 members.

· Initially, local caucuses in each district elected three nominees for membership out of which the Sultan chooses 82 to sit on the consultative council.  Only about 25% of the population was enfranchised, with voters chosen from among tribal leaders, intellectuals, and businessmen. In November 2002 the Sultan established direct elections on the basis of universal adult suffrage (for those over 21). The Sultan retains final authority over the election process.  
· The Supreme Committee of the Consultative Council coordinates the activities of the two chambers and liaises between parliament and the government. The main duty of the Supreme Committee is to assist the two Councils with their responsibilities. Other duties include the supervision of the committees and councils and the distribution of committee reports.

· The Consultative Council of Oman is a member of the Arab Inter-Parliamentary Union (AIPU).
Judiciary

· The legal system in Oman is based primarily on the Sharia traditions of the Ibadi school of Islam.  Since 1996, royal decrees have tried to codify laws and bring the judiciary into line with the Basic Law.  
· Oman’s Basic Law provides for an independent judiciary. However, the executive branch strongly influences the judiciary.  The Sultan makes all judicial appointments and presides over the Supreme Judicial Council.
· Judiciary Councils

· The Supreme Judicial Council oversees the judiciary; formulates judicial policy and ensures the independence of the judiciary.  It is chaired by the Sultan. 
(     Courts

Regular Courts
· The court system has three tiers:

· Courts of First Instance: Hear civil, criminal and commercial cases.  A single judge presides over each of these courts, but the seven courts in Oman’s largest municipalities additionally possess a panel of three judges with jurisdiction over special cases.

· Courts of Appeal: Hear appeals from courts of First Instance. There are six appellate courts and they are composed of panels of three judges.

· Supreme Court: Standardizes legal principles, reviews decisions of lower courts, and oversees the proper application and interpretation of the law.  It monitors judges in their application and interpretation of the law, not intervening in their assessments of the facts.  Any appeals beyond the Supreme Court must be made directly to the Sultan who determines matters brought before him in accordance with his own interpretation.
      Shari’a Courts

· Have jurisdiction over matters of personal status and family law.  They formerly held competence in all civil and most criminal cases, but their jurisdiction was restricted when the new court system was established in 2001. Appeals to decisions of Sharia courts are brought before the Courts of Appeal. 

      Special Courts:

· A number of special courts, including the Commercial Court, the Labour Court, the Taxation Committee and the Municipality Court, were eliminated, with their function transferred to the Courts of First Instance, under the Judicial Authority Law of 1999.  

· The State Security Court:
· Tries cases related to national security.  The penal code allows broadly and vaguely defined charges of threat to national security to be prosecuted before the State Security Court.  

· Trials are not public.

· There is no appeal of its verdicts.

· Defendants are not permitted defence lawyers.

· The Administrative Court 

· Tries cases involving decisions and actions of governmental bodies.

· Provides a forum for review of decisions made by government bodies. The Court (which comprises First Instance and Appeal circuits) has the power to reverse decisions made by government bodies and can also award compensation.
Local Government  
· Oman is divided into 59 provinces (wilayats) presided over by appointed executives (walis) responsible for coordinating government activities in their area.  There are three Governorates of Muscat, Dhofar and Musandam, where 15 Walis report to the appropriate Governor. The Governors of Muscat and Dhofar are also Ministers of State. There are 44 Walis in other parts of the Sultanate, who are responsible to the Ministry of the Interior. 

· There are 45 municipalities concerned with services in the areas of infrastructure overseen by the Ministry of Regional Municipalities, Environment and Water Resources (MRMEWR).
· None of the levels of local governance has significant autonomy. Provision of local public services such as parks, wastewater management, and pest control is the responsibility of the central government. Oman does not hold municipal or any other local elections.

Rights 

Personal liberties

· Personal freedoms are guaranteed by the Basic Law and regulated by laws.  

· Article 17 of the Basic Law states that all citizens are equal before the law, regardless of gender, origin, color, language, religion, sect, domicile, or social status.  In practice women suffer from legal and social discrimination and citizens of African origin have reported employment discrimination. 

· According to the law, arbitrary arrest and detention are prohibited. In practice the police are not required to obtain an arrest warrant in advance.  Government authorities must obtain court orders to hold suspects in pre-trial detention, but the police and security services do not regularly follow these procedures. 

· The Basic Law guarantees freedom of assembly. All public gatherings require government permission and the government has the authority to prevent organized public meetings without any appeal process. 

· The Basic Law provides for freedom of opinion and expression within the limits of the law. The law prohibits individuals or the media from criticizing the Sultan. The Basic Law prohibits printing or publishing material that leads to public discord, violates the security of the state or abuses a person’s dignity and rights. Public cultural events require approval by the appropriate government authority.  Most organizations avoid controversial issues to ensure their events are approved.  Academic freedom is also restricted by the government. 
· Freedom of religion is respected, provided that it does not disturb “public order and accepted standards of behavior.”  Non-Muslims have the right to worship, although non-Muslim religious organizations must register with the government and non-Muslims are banned from proselytising. The government requires all imams to preach sermons within the parameters of standardized texts distributed monthly by the Ministry of Religious Affairs and Endowments. 

· No person may be subjected to physical or psychological torture. No statement is valid if it is established that it has been obtained as a result of torture. The rights to counsel, appeal, and litigation are protected.  In practice many of the civil liberties guarantees expressed on the Basic Law are not implemented.

· The New York-based organization Human Rights Watch provides a comprehensive overview of human rights developments in Oman.

Legislation regulating the exercise of rights

· Political Party Laws

· Political parties are illegal. 

· In order to achieve public participation in the government the Sultan holds public meetings (majlis) with citizens around the country and listens to their personal requests and grievances. Every year he makes a three week tour of the country, accompanied by his ministers.

· The Basic Law (article 34) states that citizens have the right to address the public authorities on personal matters or matters related to public affairs in a manner consistent with the law.  Mechanisms exist for citizens to petition the government through local government officials.
· Electoral Law 

· For the 2003 elections of the Consultative Council, the Sultan issued a decree removing requirements for voters and candidates to be approved by the government prior to their registration to vote, and the prohibition on Omanis living abroad to vote.  The decree also extended suffrage to all Omani nationals over 21 years of age (prior to that the minimum voting age was 30).
· Oman announced in 1997 that women could stand for election in the consultative council.
· Elections are held by majority vote.

· Military and security personnel may not vote.

· Naturalised Omanis are not eligible to participate in the electoral process.

· No matter how many candidates compete in an electoral district, those receiving the greatest number of votes will win a seat.  No minimum percentage of votes is required.
· Law on Associations

· The Basic Law guarantees freedom of association. Associations must have legitimate objectives and not conflict with the stipulations of the Basic Law.  Associations whose activities are inimical to social order, are secret, or are of a military nature are forbidden. 

· Associations must be registered with the government, and the Ministry of Social Development must approve their establishment and their by-laws.  

· Industry associations, professional syndicates and trade unions are banned.  Workers do not have the right to organize unions but they can select a representative committee to voice their demands and represent their interests.

· Due to the vague wording of the law governing NGOs many associations, particularly religious ones, are kept waiting for years when they apply for a licence.

· Media Laws

· The 1984 Press and Publishing Law enables the government to censor publications if they are politically, culturally, or sexually offensive.

· The state owns and controls the local radio and television companies which are operated by the Ministry of Information.  

· A new law was issued by royal decree in 2004 to regulate the setting up of private radio and television stations, which were previously not permitted.
· Private print publications are permitted, but many of them accept government subsidies and practice self-censorship.
· Content of domestic websites and access to foreign sites is controlled by the sole official Internet Service Provider, the Oman Telecommunications Company (Omantel) established in 1997.  The Minister of Transport and Telecommunications is the Chairman of the board of Omantel. 
· Personal Status Law

· The Basic Law prohibits gender discrimination.

· Women’s personal status is dictated by Islamic law, however.  Women are required by law to have the permission of a father, husband, or male family member to travel outside the country.  Women receive half as much inheritance as their male relatives. 
· Women married to non-citizens may not transmit citizenship to their children.
· In April 2005 a decree was issued allowing Omanis to marry citizens of Gulf Cooperation Council states without seeking permission.  In the case of those who do not hold GCC citizenship, permission must be obtained from the Ministry of the Interior prior to the marriage. 
· Labor Law

· The Labor Law was initially codified in 1973. It has since been amended several times since then.

· In accordance with the government’s policy of Omanization of the work force, the Labor Law lists several positions in which foreign nationals may not be employed, such as technical assistants, guards, light vehicle drivers and agricultural workers.

· The government sets wage guidelines in the private sector.

· In April 2003, the government issued a decree that removed a previous prohibition on strikes.

Political Forces

Political parties 

· Political parties are not permitted.  

Civil society

· Civil society is limited and weak. There are about a dozen registered NGOs and 42 government approved women’s associations (some are partially government funded).  The average time required to register an NGO is two years. 

· The government has not permitted the establishment of independent human rights organizations.   

· The main professional association is the Chamber of Commerce and Industry.

· Industry associations, professional syndicates and trades unions are banned. 

Election Results

· Elections for the Shura Council on October 27, 2007:

· 631 candidates, 21 of whom were women.

· No female member was elected.

· Voter Turnout: 63% out of 388,000 registered voters.
· List of Shura Council members in Arabic.



· Elections for the Shura Council on October 4, 2003:

· 509 candidates, 15 of whom were women.

·  Incumbents won one-quarter of the seats 

· The two women in the council were among those re-elected

· Voter Turnout: 74% of 262,000 registered voters (about 25% of the 800,000 eligible voters).
· Tribal loyalties heavily condition the popularity of different candidates in elections.

Constitutional Revision

· Article 81 of the Basic Law states that the latter can only be amended in the same manner in which it was promulgated, namely by royal decree.

· Article 70 states that a law shall designate the judicial department concerned with settling disputes arising from the incompatibility of laws and regulations with the Basic Law of the State and ensuring that the latter's provisions are not contravened.
 
Corruption

· Oman has no special commissions or institutions charged with eliminating corruption.
· Transparency International’s Corruption Perception Index 2007 ranks Oman 53rd out of 180 countries.
Ratification of International Conventions

· International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (CCPR): not ratified.

· PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=-"International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (CESCR): not ratified.

· The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment (CAT): not ratified.

· The International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (CERD) on February 2, 2003.

· The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW): not ratified

· The Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) on January 8, 1997 with reservations for provisions that do not accord with Islamic Law or the Sultanate’s legislation, and reservations to Articles 14 and 30 that grant children freedom of religion.
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