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SULTAN QABOOS UNIVERSITY 

Project Data 
Location: Al Khwad, The Sultanate of 
Oman. 
Client: The Government of Oman. 
Turnkey Contractor: Cementation 
International. 
ArchitectslBuilding Services Engineering/ 
Interior Design: YRM International. 
Structural and Civil Engineering: Trafalgar 
House Engineering Services. 
Landscape Consultants: Brian Clouston 
International, with Robert Adams. 
Quantity Surveyor and Cost Consultant: 
D G Jones and Partners, Muscat, Oman. 
Acoustic Engineers: Sandy Brown 
Associates. 
Site Area: 11 sq km 
Cost: £225m 
Completion: 1986. 

T he Sultanate of Oman lies to the 
south west of the Gulf of 
Oman, on the shores of the 
Arabian Sea, with Saudi Arabia, 

the United Arab Emirates, and South 
Yemen to the west. Since 1970 the 
Sultanate has been ruled by H M Sultan 
Qaboos Bin Said, who has taken his 
country into the twentieth century in little 
more than a decade. Educational facilities 
and health care have been strong priorities 

OMAN 

YRM International 

in his government's five year plans. 
Facilities for education are seen not only 
as a means of increasing levels ofliteracy 
and technical competence, but also in 
fostering a greater sense of nationhood 
among Omani youth. The Sultan Qaboos 
University - the national university -
is intended to effect a comparable 
transformation at university level, making 
a significant contribution to the 
intellectual and cultural life of Oman and 
the Gulf, and helping to prevent the drain 
of Arab students to universities in -the 
West. It is conceived as a world class 
technical university founded on both 
Omani and Islamic cultural and social 
traditions. 

The nature of the project, requiring 
design and construction in a time span of 
only four years, demanded the type of 
contract arrangement in which the 
turnkey contractors would lead a multi
disciplinary team in designing , 
constructing and equipping the project 
from inception to completion. In 1981, 
the Government of Oman approached 
Cementation International to become the 
turnkey contractors, and gave them six 
months in which to prepare a master plan 
for the proposed university. Cementation 
International, the overseas building and 
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civil engineering arm of the Trafalgar 
House Group, have been responsible for 
over 20 international hotels, bridges, 
housing developments, schools and 
industrial complexes . 

Cementation International rapidly 
appointed YRM International, one of the 
few British practices able to provide 
planning, architectural, building services, 
engineering and interior design services 
under one roof. The company - the 
division ofYRM Partnership Limited that 
handles overseas work - had already 
collaborated with Cementation 
International on a large medical project in 
Iran, and has experience both in the 
Middle East and in large educational 
projects including Warwick University in 
Britain, major facilities at Liverpool, 
Oxford and Cambridge and the master 
plan for the University of Ibadan, 
Nigeria. 

The briefing for and supervision of the 
project was the responsibility of the 
University Project Office, whose 
executive consisted of a Foundation 
Committee under the chairmanship of the 
Minister of Education and Youth Affairs, 
H E E Yahya Mahfoudh Al Manthri, with 
H E Sheik Amir Ali Ameir as Secretary 
General. These two key figures in Omani 
public affairs appointed a team of 

1 academics from Oman, Britain, America 
and Egypt. The Foundation Committee's 
brief was for a campus university that 
would accommodate around 5,000 
students, as part of a total campus 
population of around 10,000 people. A 
total of 250,000 square metres of 
university buildings was immediately 
required, including all common facilities 
and provision for the five academic 
disciplines as well as staff and segregated 
student accommodation, and allow for 
future expansion in a possible second 
phase of development. 

Staff housing and student residences, 
being the quickest to design, came first, 
followed by the infrastructure of the 
university as a whole, the support facilities 

1. Master plan. 

2. The university, from the air. 
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and the central areas, which included the 
five faculty buildings and common 
facilities such as the library and the mosque. 
Furniture, fittings and equipment was the 
last package to be developed. 

The Site 
The chosen site was a shallow desert 
va,lley of rocky volcanic soil, bounded to 
the east and west by small wadis, and by 
gentle hills to the north and south. Here 
there was the potential to create a 
memorable environment for teaching or 
study - a place where modern university 
buildings might be imaginatively 
integrated into their natural surroundings. 

The site lies 40 minutes' drive from the 
capital Muscat, with the lofty Jabal 
Alchbar mountains rising in the distance 
to the south, and a glimpse of the Gulf 
of Oman to the north. The land, of which 
only about a quarter was to be used for 
the campus, formed an irregular rectangle 
enclosed by four roads. Two access routes 
to the university complex could easily be 
created, and water, gas and electricity 
were present at a reasonable distance. 

The relationship between the buildings 
and the local topography was of primary 
importance to the designers. The site 
suggested a logic for the layout of the 
university which was both elegant and 
functional. As the direction of the bowl 
valley gave the exact line to Mecca, some 
of the university buildings could be 
symbolically aligned along its centre, with 
the remainder sweeping away up the 
hillsides. 

A close examination of the natural 
features revealed that it would be possible 
to place the academic nucleus of the 
IJniversity along the length of the valley. 
The mosque was positioned at a slightly 
higher level at the western end of the 
principle axis - detached from the 
academic area, but linked to it by paved 
footpaths across the )ower ground 
between. 

The surrounding natural valleys gave 
the designers the opportunity to separate 
the staff housing and student residences 
from the central spine of academic 
buildings without totally cutting them 
off. It also made it possible to arrange the 
residential areas more informally, setting 
them in the landscape and thus creating 
a sense of privacy and seclusion 
appropriate to their role on the campus. 
It was clearly logical to place the 
accommodation within easy walking 
distance of the academic area but away 
from the busy entrance to the university. 
Therefore the staff housing, with its own 
central amenity area, lies to the west and 
south of the site - further from the 
university than the more compact student 
accommodation which is situated to the 
north and to the south. 

By the same reasoning, recreation and 
other ancillary facilities, as well as the 
service and support zone, could be 
restricted to the perimeter of the complex. 
The amphitheatre was cut into a fold of 
the hillside near the entrance to the 
university where it was highly visible and 
where large numbers of visitors could 
easily gather. 

The site allowed YRM to design both 
for the university's present needs, and for 
potential future ones. The design plan 
provided for a linear growth pattern in 
the major common academic facilities, 
extending along the deep east-west axis 
of the central area, and for lateral 
expansion in some of the faculty buildings 
which flanked them. 

YRM's response to the demands of 
designing a development of this 
complexity on a virgin site was influenced 
by the physical characteristics of the area, 
the climate, Omani traditions and culture, 
and the rigorous demands of the building 
programme. 

The Oman climate is harsh, and fot 
much of the year the heat and sun are 
unrelenting. The buildings are placed so 
that their main openings are on the north 
and south faces, avoiding the entry of 
direct sun and, in the case of the housing, 
allowing breezes to flow through the 
rooms during the cooler months. 
Positioning also takes account of the 
danger of flooding during one of Oman's 
dramatic rainstorms, and the comprehen
sive system of drainage channels is treated 
as a significant feature. The channels have 
been carefully designed: some are up to 
three metres deep and lined with stone 
pitching; others are very shallow and 
serve a double function - also acting as 
pedestrian routes. 

YRM International's response to 
Omani and general Arabic traditions and 
culture is shown in the frequent use of 
courtyards, small windows and gargoyles 
throughout the campus, and in the 
provision of separate pedestrian routes for 
male and female students. The 
predominant Omani architectural feature 
in the academic area is a flat arch 
supported on cruciform concrete 
columns. For the mosque, however, a 
three-centred arch form has been adopted. 

The massive requirement to construct 
250,000 square metres of buildings of 
various forms and degrees of complexity 
in four years also affected construction. 
Building systems had to be specially 
developed and involved the repeated use 
of sophisticated steel shutters and forms . 
As a result it was possible to erect the 
reinforced concrete structures with con
siderable speed over the site, consequently 
allowing the time-consuming activities 
of finishing and servicing the buildings 
to begin as early as possible. 

The Central Academic Area & Mosque 
The Central Academic Area is the heart 
of the University. It comprises the five 
colleges and their shared facilities . 

The colleges occupy the north and 
south edges of the Central Area, flanking 
the central spine of the common facilities. 
This part of the campus is bound together 
by a two-level walkway system, which 
passes between, and sometimes through, 
the buildings, providing segregated access 
to both colleges and common facilities. 

The colleges are similar in construction, 
but each is given its own identity by form 
and colour. Balustrades to access galleries 
are painted white; behind them the walls 
of the colleges themselves are clad in 
beige-coloured tiles. The buildings are 
painted off-white with dark bronze alu
minium window frames and main doors. 

The buildings housing the common 
facilities are richer in form than those for 
the colleges, as befits their role in the life 
of the university. The first of these 
grander structures - the administration 
building - is seen as one approaches 
through the main gate along the formal 
tree-lined avenue. Approached by ramped 
drives, it affords views under and through 
the building to the landscaped courts. 

The Indian sandstone-clad university 
clock tower rises from a stepped stone 
base on the lawn in front of the adminis
tration building. Five. bells sound the 
Westminster chimes and were cast at the 
Whitechapel Bell Foundry in London. The 
specially commissioned clock has four 
illuminated faces, with hands and sub
divisions detailed in black and gold leaf. 

Moving westwards along the central 
avenue, the next building is the Faculty 
Club - which has dining and recreation 
facilities for faculty members and 
residential accommodation for visiting 
academics. The club faces across an open 
landscaped court to an elegantly designed 
sun-dial. 

Further west lies the library. It is an 
impressive three-storey building 
traversed by the two-level pedestrian 
route. A double height colonnade on all 
four sides of the square structure carries 
its upper floor, which is fas:ed in red 
sandstone, with large circular stained
glass windows on the east and west 
facades. Pedestrians using the route 
through the building pass into a 
spectacular three-storey void at its centre, 
which has been treated in a formal 
sculptural way to dramatic effect. 

Beyond the library are the common 
teaching buildings, providing 108 
classrooms in four three-storey wings 
placed symmetrically around the central 
walkway. Access from these wings to the 
classrooms is by screened galleries similar 
to those found in the college buildings, 
though here the inner walls are clad in 
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dark brown tiles. The classroom blocks 
enclose two courtyards in which sits a 
further block containing four ISO-seat 
lecture theatres and the single 450-seat 
theatre. The latter is octagonal in plan, 
with curved. raked seating. 

Further west again is the conference 
and cultural centre - complex of four 
buildings all approachedrrom a common 
central point. These buildings, like the 
lecture theatres, are clad in pale pink 
dholpur sandstone from India. The 
conference hall is a ground-level space 
with a clear roof span of 25 metres and, 
as in the larger lecture theatre, the 
concrete ribs forming the structure of its 
roof are clearly expressed, with infil 
panels of decorative fibrous plaster. 

Students' needs are catered for in the 
student centre which concludes the spine 
of academic buildings to the east. Its north 
and south sides face into a landscaped 
garden, and its eastern end is semi-circular 
and opens up on its central axis to give 
marvellous views of the mosque. 

The mosque, set against a backdrop of 
low hills, with its twin minarets and huge 
dome, can be seen glinting in the sun from 
afar. It is clad in pink Indian sandstone, 
with more blue, turquoise and gold tiles 

and topped with polished gold metal to 
complement the clock tower at the 
opposite end of the central area's east
west axis. 

Accommodation 
The staff housing resembles, from the air, 
a string of beads that has been allowed to 
settle into the contours of the land a few 
hundred metres west of the main 
university complex, with the larger 
community buildings (the family 
recreation centre and shops) as the focus 
in the middle. This apparently casual 
grouping of the houses enables small, 
local spaces with a domestic feel to be 
created within the housing area. Similarly, 
each home has a front and rear courtyard 
providing secluded and well shaded 
gardens for each household. These houses 
have been carefully designed to cope with 
the problems of climate. All face north! 
south to minimize unwanted sunshine. 
Decorative sunscreens and slatted 
pergolas over a car space provide design 
features as well as valuable shade. 

There are 570 houses in all, the largest 
being nine two-storey detached villas for 
senior academic staff, located on the base 
of a hillside. Next come a group of three 

3. The clock tower, with the administrative 
building behind. 4. The university library. 
5. A sun-dial, with faculty buildings behind. 
6. The mosque. 7. Student residences. 

different types of two-storey courtyard 
houses for other academic staff with either 
two or three bedrooms. These houses are 
arranged in short terraces - some straight 
and some staggered. Finally, located close 
to the support facilities there is 
accommodation for technical and 
maintenance staff in six two-storey 
buildings, with four one-bedroomed flats 
grouped to form a unit on each floor. 

The student residences are grouped like 
the staff housing, in a comparatively free 
and informal way, and each group 
responds to the character of the land 
around it. A variety of different enclosed 
and semi-enclosed external spaces has 
been created by a combination of the use 
of architecture and landscaping; the aim 
being to differentiate the halls, and 
encourage some friendly scholastic and 
social competition - much as a collegiate 
university does. Each residential building 
is self-contained, with its own enclosed 
courtyards, providing quiet contempla
tive gardens with water features. !'Jill 
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