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OVERVIEW 
 
High liquidity in the market, and a healthy state reserve fund built up over the last 
three years, mean that Sultanate of Oman’s economic outlook is in a sustained 
upward trend. Further development of the Financial Services sector is key to 
maintaining Oman’s economic impetus. Regional banks, international insurance 
companies and other financial service providers are showing increasing interest in 
this stable and well regulated market.  
 
Recent effects of the global economic slowdown: Because of the prudent and 
conservative approach to banking and investment by Omani regulators and 
officials, and their focus on regional investment, Oman’s exposure to international 
‘toxic’ debts, via complicated loan instruments, is very limited. Furthermore, even 
though Oman is unlikely to be unaffected by the global economic slowdown, the 
Government is committed to it increasing infrastructure development spending.  
 
The total assets of all commercial banks in Omani in 2008 was $35.2bn. [Source 
CBO Dec ‘08]. While bankers in Oman are generally positive about the outlook for 
09-10 they do not expect the exceptional growth in profits of 2008, to be 
maintained at a similar level.  
 
Meanwhile, the Omani Government is keen to welcome private investors to assist in 
the continued diversification of its economy. The privatisation of state utilities is 
also still progressing steadily.  
 

OPPORTUNITIES 
 
• Training: Corporate governance, risk management technologies and human 

resources development programmes. Management training programmes right 
across the FS and legal sector. 

 
• Fund managers:  Private equity expertise and managerial skills. 
 
• Project Finance: For large scale, integrated tourist development projects, and 

non-oil industrial and infrastructure development.  
 
• Insurance: There is currently only one UK company in Oman, Royal Sun 

Alliance. It has been suggested that the GCC insurance market has potential to 
quadruple in size from $4.5m to $20m, over the next few years. 

  
• Islamic insurance: Hugely undeveloped due to Omani Authorities’ resistance to 

licensing Islamic products. But there is a market here for such products and 
marketing ‘ethical’ insurance could be highly profitable.  

 
• Islamic banking: Currently against banking regulations in Oman, but a growing 

demand locally and in the region. [Some banks in Oman do offer Sharia-
compliant products, but they are neither labelled nor sold as  ‘Islamic’ 
products.] 

 
• Microfinance: Plans are underway to launch Oman’s first microfinance project, 

funded by three local companies, but the venture is yet to open for business. 
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NB: The Central Bank of Oman [CBO] may need support to develop its news 
Banking Credit and Statistical Bureau [BCSB]. This will work in parallel with the 
privately owned National Bureau for Commercial information [NBCI]. These 
institutions will together provide comprehensive credit information to banks and the 
wider business community   
 
UKTI publishes international business opportunities gathered by our network of 
British Embassies, High Commissions and Consulates worldwide. These 
opportunities appear in the Opportunities portlet on the relevant sector and country 
pages on the UKTI website. By setting up a profile you can be alerted by email 
when relevant new opportunities are published. New or updated alert profiles can 
be set in My Account on the website. 

CHARACTERISTICS OF MARKET 
 
The GCC is home to the largest pool of capital in the world. Investors from 
neighbouring cash-rich GCC countries are increasingly seeking opportunities for 
private equity investment within the region. The Sultanate of Oman is a prime 
destination for these and other investors. The Standard and Poor Rating for Oman 
in January 2009 was AA-1.  
 
 
Key facts: 
 
• Pop. approx. three million – two thirds of which are Omani nationals. GDP 

est.$40bn [2007].  
• Public debt low at 4.5% of GDP [ 2007].  
• State General Reserve Fund est. at 35% of GDP [Source: Capital Intelligence].  
• Per capita income in 2008 est. $16,500. 
• The inflationary pressures of 2008 now abated. Inflation in mid ‘09 est. 4%. 
 
 Oman’s three principal economic policies are:  

1. Diversification of the economy - approx. 75-80% of Govt. revenue comes 
from hydrocarbons, 45% of GDP [2007]  

2. Omanisation,  - 55% of indigenous population is under 20; unemployment is 
relatively high [current unofficial est. 20-25%] 

3. Privatisation of utilities [electricity transmission, solid waste, postal services] 
and other national interests.   

 
Current banking activity 
 
As most banking activity in Oman is regional or locally based, exposure to the 
global slowdown is relatively limited. In 2008, the capital reserves of Oman’s 
banking system were est. $4bn. Some USD liquidity problems are likely to emerge 
due to current constraints on international credit lines. But local measures in place 
to address potentially negative effects include: CBO’s special fund of $2bn, from 
which local banks may apply to borrow; CBO-issued deposit certificates totalling 
£273m, to absorb excess liquidity; An investment fund capitalised to $390m to 
support local confidence in Muscat Securities Market [MSM].   
 
Central Bank of Oman [CBO]: The CBO makes monetary and credit policies under 
the direction of the Monetary Board. It regulates all commercial banking and 
insurance activities, supervises other banks and issues currency. 
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In January 2007, The CBO introduced the international capacity norm – Basel 11 - 
for all banks in Oman. This is part of the CBO’s wider strategy for increasing 
transparency and adopting international best practice in banking supervision. 
 
The CBO approach to regulation may be regarded as both conservative and 
paternalistic. This is a reasonable approach given rising concerns about the growing 
number of young ‘aspirational’ Omanis getting into serious debt. The CBO is, in 
part, addressing this problem by reducing the permitted level of banks’ personal 
loans to 40% of all loans, and setting a mortgage limit of 10%. The maximum rate 
of interest set for personal loans is 8% [since June ‘08].  

Corporate Governance: Oman was one of the first Gulf countries to address issues 
such as capital structure (foreign partnership) corporate governance, risk 
management technologies and human resources development programmes in the 
financial services industry. 

 
Oman is also one of only two Gulf states to introduce corporate governance 
regulations. This is a key measure to help address suspicions of insider trading, 
which is often associated with a family-based business environment.  
 
As a further aspect of its ‘good governance’ drive, in 2006, Oman established the 
Oman Program for Anti Money Laundering (OPFAM). This organisation is charged 
with helping enforce international anti-money-laundering policies and measures, 
through increased awareness and exchange of ideas to combat financial crime. 
 
Capital Markets Authority (CMA) 
 
The CMA oversees the issue and trading of all securities in Oman. It has also 
developed its own web site to provide information and financial data related to the 
performance of the MSM and all listed companies, directly to investors. 
 
In 2006 the CMA introduced a basket of measures to increase flow of liquidity into 
the market. One measure was to allow local companies and banks to treat GCC 
states as one region, thereby promoting joint listing with other regional bourses. At 
the same time, the CMA also lifted its 49% cap on foreign ownership and Foreign 
investments in mutual funds may now reach 100%. 
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Muscat Securities Market (MSM). The MSM stock exchange was established in 1988. 
The keynote of this bourse is ‘carefully managed growth’. There are 124 companies 
listed on the exchange. 

Effects of 2008 global economic turmoil: Foreign ownership on the exchange is 
usually approx. 12%. But a sharp rise in foreign participation in early 2008 [up to 
28%] was followed by an equally sharp drop in the market by late 2008, when it 
lost almost half its overall value in 6 months - a significant correction. It is believed 
that the cause of such a dramatic swing on the MSM is due to lack of sophistication 
by Omani investors, who are largely ‘sentiment driven’ and not long-term planners. 
Meanwhile, the CBO is considering and implementing a broad range of initiatives to 
train and educate MSM ‘s brokers and investors.     

Bonds issue, or debt trading, is still undeveloped in Oman and the Government is 
the principal ‘player’.  

 
IPOs: This is another undeveloped area in Oman, as very few large Omani 
companies are interested in listing. The country’s business community is still 
dominated by family-run corporations, which are resistant to the full public 
disclosure that this would entail. The Government may be encouraged to consider 
selling some of its major shares in state owned corporations, to improve overall 
liquidity in the market, but this is yet to be realised.       
 
Local banks: There are currently 7 local banks and 10 foreign banks operating in 
Oman. The only British-registered banks are HSBC and Standard Chartered. The 
rest are Middle Eastern banks.  
 
The largest local bank by far in Oman is Bank Muscat [with 43% of all assets]. But 
others include:  
• National Bank of Oman 
• Oman Arab Bank 
• Oman International Bank  
• Bank Dhofar  
• Bank Sohar 
• Al Ahli Bank 
 
Long-term lending in Oman is carried out by two specialised banks – the Oman  
Development Bank and the Oman Housing Bank. The first is for company loans, the 
second for housing. The interest rate is subsidised by the Govt. and payments are 
partially income-based.  
 
The minimum capital requirement for local banks is US$130m. As banks in Oman 
are relatively small in size they lack the capacity to finance large projects and must 
borrow on the international market. The retail banking sector is also fairly 
saturated. So, subject to other market developments, it is possible that some of 
Oman’s smaller banks may merge, over the next few years.  
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Insurance: The insurance market in Oman is highly competitive but still has plenty 
of room for growth. It is one of cheapest, and best-regulated, insurance markets in 
the region. There are approx. 20 companies operating here [approx. 50% of which 
are foreign] and in 2007 they collectively received $357m in premiums. 2009 also 
saw the launch of Oman’s first re-insurance company, called Oman Re. 

 
The largest local companies in Oman are Dhofar Insurance, Oman United Insurance 
and Al Ahlia, which, taken together, account for 60% of the market. But there are 
many smaller companies too. The biggest British insurer in the market is Royal Sun 
Alliance. But since 2008, other large foreign companies have also begun to enter 
the market, resulting in prices that are very competitive and which put the viability 
of the smallest local companies in doubt. 
 
In 2008, many privileges accorded to locally registered companies were rescinded –  
opening up the market for larger international companies. But the lack of trained 
insurance experts and the need for companies to meet Omanisation quotas mean 
that incoming companies are forced to invest heavily in training and retention 
packages.  
 
Sharia-compliant or ‘takaful’ insurance, while in growing demand, is still to be 
developed as a common product. The CMA, which regulates the industry, still 
prohibits companies from labelling products ‘takaful’.      
 
 

KEY METHODS OF DOING BUSINESS 
 
Time  
The principal difficulty experienced by some foreign companies in Oman is that the 
decision-making process in Oman may, at times, be slow and bureaucratic. 
Companies wishing to do business in Oman must be prepared to invest the 
necessary time to make the right contacts and build the right relationships. 
 
 
Agents 
This GCC market is import-oriented, highly competitive and highly dependant on 
agents or business representatives. Omani Commercial Law encourages vendors to 
engage a registered local agent. However, an amendment to Agency law has 
removed the requirement for exclusive agents. There is no standard format for 
agency agreements, but once in place, representational arrangements can be 
difficult to get out of. The success of a foreign product or service will depend to a 
great extent, on the quality and suitability of the agent employed. 
 
Key Players 
About a dozen or so business groups - through some 400 or so associates, divisions 
and subsidiaries - dominate the market and control the trade economy.  Prominent 
among these are: Suhail Bahwan Group, Saud Bahwan Group, Omar Zawawi 
Establishment (OMZEST), Zubair Enterprises, Khimji Ramdas, W J Towell, Tawoos 
(Renaissance Group), Mohsin Haider Darwish (MHD), and Galfar. 
 
UAE imports 
The UAE is Oman's largest trade partner accounting for almost 30% of the trade 
volume.  UAE exports include direct imports by Omani traders as well as re-exports 
by UAE traders.  It is believed that both of these have a substantial British content.   
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Payments 
Letter of Credit is the most commonly used method of payment.  Cash Against 
Documents (CAD - 30/60 and 90 days) and Advance Payments are also in practice.  
Importers may operate open accounts with trusted trade partners.   
 
 
Working Hours 
Offices work a split shift, usually between 8.00 am to 1.00pm, and between 3.00/  
4.00pm to 6.00/7.00pm.  The working week is from Saturday until Thursday for the 
private sector.  Government offices and some private offices work from Saturday 
until Wednesday.  Shops open around 9.00am and close at approx. 9.00pm with a 
3-4 hour afternoon break.  
 
Business Etiquette 
Royal family members should be addressed with HH in written communications and 
"Your Highness" when spoken to.  Other dignitaries are given the honorific of HE in 
writing and "Your Excellency" in speech.  It is common to use the first name when 
addressing anyone as, the second or third names usually denote father, then tribe.  
Also, technical engineers are generally given the honorific of 'Engineer' in both 
written and oral communication, just as one does for a Doctor. 
 
It is customary to greet everyone present at a meeting, whether in an official or 
casual setting. Shaking hands is customary. The handclasp is usually light and is 
sometimes accompanied by placing the other hand over the heart to indicate 
sincerity. While many business women do shake hands, do not offer to do so, 
unless the lady extends it first, or you know her well.  Refreshments, especially 
Kahwa the aromatic Arabian coffee, are best accepted, as a matter of courtesy. 
Always pass the coffee cup back with the right hand and always to the person who 
has served you.  Shaking the little cup as it is handed back, signals that you have 
finished.  Alcohol is taboo for most Muslims, so avoid offering any.   
 
It is particularly important to note that it would be grossly discourteous to eat, 
drink or smoke in public places during daytime, during the holy month of 
Ramadhan.  Business generally slows down in the period and all business, public 
and private will operate with reduced hours. 
 
Other background information on doing business in Oman can be found on UKTI’s website. 
Simply go to the Oman country page where you will find information on: 
 

• Economic background and geography 
• Customs & regulations 
• Selling & communications 
• Contacts & setting up 
• Visiting and social hints and tips 

MORE DETAILED SECTOR REPORTS 
Research is critical when considering new markets. UKTI provides market research services 
which can help UK companies doing business overseas including:  
 

• Overseas Market Introduction Service (OMIS). Bespoke research into potential 
markets, contacts and support during your visits overseas. 
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• Export Marketing Research Scheme. Advice on market research and help to 
contact subsidised market research administered by the British Chambers of Commerce 
on behalf of UKTI.  

 
Contact your local International Trade Advisor if you are interested in accessing these services, 
or for general advice in developing your export strategy. 
 
When considering doing business in Oman, it is essential to obtain legal, financial and taxation 
advice. For further details, please contact: 
 
Ian Cranshaw, Deputy Head of UKTI 
00 968 2460 9240, ian.cranshaw@fco.gov.uk and Website 

EVENTS 
 
• Lord Mayor and business delegation due to visit Feb. 2009. 
 
UK Trade & Investment’s Tradeshow Access Programme (TAP) can help eligible UK businesses 
take part in overseas exhibitions. Attendance at TAP events offers significant benefits: 
 

• possibilities for business opportunities both at the show and in the future  
• a chance to assess new markets and develop useful contacts  
• grants are available if you meet the criteria  
• UKTI staff overseas will be available to assist delegates 

 
 
Details of TAP events can be found in the Events portlet on the [country] page. 
 
Other Market Visit Support may be available via your local International Trade Advisor. 

CONTACT LISTS 
 
 

WEBSITE ADDRESS COMPANY OR 
ORGANISATION 

COMMENT 

www.moneoman Ministry of National 
Economy 

Economic and statistic 
information 

www.oeronline.com Oman Economic 
Review 

Leading Omani 
business publication 

www.tenderboard.gov.om Oman Tender Board Issues tenders 
www.business-oman.com 

 
Business Oman Online Business 

Directory.  
 

 
 

mailto:ian.cranshaw@fco.gov.uk
http://www.uktradeinvest.gov.uk/ukti/market_entry
http://www.business-oman.com/
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