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What’s on the cover?
The Khanjar is the iconic Omani symbol.

Made of silver by craftsmen, the shape of the khanjar is always the same and is characterised by the curve 
of the blade and by the near right-angle bend of the sheath. Sheaths may vary from simple covers to ornate 
silver or gold-decorated pieces of great beauty and delicacy. In the past the silver khanjars were made by 
melting down Marie Theresa silver coins.

Different types of khanjars are named after the regions in which they are made and 
can vary according to size, shape and overlay. Typically, the top of the handle of the 
khanjar is flat but the ‘Saidi’ type, which takes its name from the Royal Family, has 
an ornate cross-shaped top.

Worn at the waist, khanjars are supported on belts of locallymade webbing, 
sometimes interwoven with silver thread or belts of leather covered by finely woven 
silver wire with handsome silver buckles; a knife with an ornate handle of silver 
thread is often stuck into a simple leather pouch behind the sheath.
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Editorial
Welcome to this edition of TRC Newsletter. 

This fifth edition of our newsletter examines what is perhaps Oman’s richest resouce - our wonderful and vibrant 
culture and heritage. Indeed, tapping into our history and traditions is one route, our first article argues, to building the 

prospertity of tomorrow and securing Oman’s place in today’s competitive global arena. 

In celebration of our culture and heritage we look at the TRC backed Interweavings project. It is a project for which 

the term ’living history’ certainly has resonance. Please do visit the website that has resulted from this research: 
interweavings.com.

Ambassador Nadia Mohammed Kheir Osman, Director of TRC’s Sustainable Development Research Program, shares 
with us the importance of sustainable development and outlines not only the significant projects that the Program has 
already initiated but also its plans for the future and the important role our youth can play in that. Maintaining the 
Sustainable Development theme Professor Dr. Sonja Nebel of GUtech explains the background, current status, cultural 
and academic relevance of her research on Sustainable Urbanisation Patterns in Oman as well as outlining how the 
project is unfolding.

In this edition’s ’Meet the Researcher’ Dr. Rakesh Belwal of Sohar University gives us an insight into life as a researcher 
and his role as Principal Investigator. He also outlines the significant and vital work he is doing on public transportation 
services - something that is of relevance to us all.

’Meet the Entrepreneur’ features the dynamic Amrou A. Al-Sharif of KOM based Prosperity Development Organisation, 
Teclution  who talks  from the heart about his journey as an entrepreneur and innovator. 

Our Young Researcher’s Corner sets out some guidelines for young people keen to get a taste of what reserach is like 
and encourages them to embark on their very own research projects.

As ever, we hope you enjoy TRC Newsletter and welcome your feedback on: info@trc.gov.om
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As we are all well aware, culture is a mix of behaviours, beliefs, 

practices and values that typifies a particular group of people. 

In fact, human communities across the world have a variety 

of practices, beliefs, social roles, norms, expressions, forms 

of organization and conflicts all linked to different historical 

experiences, physical and social environments in which people 

live often shared with neighbouring and interacting groups. In 

simple terms, culture is our collective experience as a society 

and its impact on our reaction and decision-making relative to 

every-day facts and circumstances. 

But can culture and heritage improve Oman’s cities and regions? 

Does it have a role to play in economic growth, tourism, 

competitiveness and nation branding? The answer to all these 

questions is a resounding yes.

Culture and heritage is generally defined as architecture, 

archaeology or movable objects. Today, however, it’s associated 

not just with buildings and monuments but with  landscapes, 

urban and rural areas, maritime sites, language, literature, 

poetry, music, dance, dress, festivities and local crafts. Moreover, 

culture and heritage has begun to play a crucial role in helping 

enhance a nation’s identity, economy and international profile. 

Indeed, if a nation is to succeed in today’s globalized world, it 

must cultivate and promote: 

•	 sense of place;

•	 sense of identity;

•	 sense of evolution; 

•	 sense of ownership; and

•	 sense of community.

Globalized Culture

A globalized economy doesn’t necessarily create a globalized 

culture; in fact, it’s crucial this doesn’t happen for economic 

and cultural reasons. For example, a copy of London’s built 

environment planted in Muscat will never work in the same 

way as the original, in any sense. Such an approach to urban 

development quickly leads to a city from being some place to 

any place. This has to be avoided.

Culture & Heritage: 
A Rich Resource

Culture, Heritage & Economic Growth

Culture and heritage, and their conservation, play a crucial 

role in nations, regions and cities becoming more attractive 

and competitive – the preservation of our culture and heritage 

enhances economic growth, it doesn’t compromise it. For 

example, it’s not a question of saving old buildings for the sake 

of saving old buildings - but by preserving culture and heritage 

we reap broader social and economic benefits. A New Jersey 

study suggests that historic rehabilitation generates 10% more 

income to the community than highway construction and 14% 

more that constructing new buildings.

Other benefits to preserving our heritage and culture sector 

include:

Employment

The labour intensity of renovating buildings generally means 

there’s a greater local economic impact in jobs and income than 

with the same amount spent on new construction.

A survey carried out on the culture and heritage sector in 

Norway, Sweden, Finland, Denmark, the Netherlands, the United 

Kingdom and France revealed that more than 8 million jobs in 

the EU are sustained by the sector. In France, alone, more than 

40,000 craftsmen work on repairs and maintenance of cultural 

and heritage sites. 

Another important element to consider in today’s Knowledge 

Economy is the labour intensiveness of a sector. Globally, most 

industrial sectors indicate increased production with a reduced 

workforce. However, the culture and heritage sector, including 

tourism is, on the other hand labour intensive. Furthermore, 

the sector is characterised by a backlog of maintenance work, 

suggesting it has the potential to employ many more people. 

The sector creates approximately 26.7 jobs for every direct one, 

compared to the auto industry where the factor is 6.3.

Training, Skill & Knowledge Transfer

Local building skills, which can become lost due to lack of use, 

can be passed on through historic preservation, which creates 

new jobs and enhances old skills.



5

Import Substitution

A central strategy in building a sustainable local economy is 

import substitution - creating locally what otherwise would 

have to be bought elsewhere. Historic preservation is locally 

based, using expertise, labour and materials from the local 

market. New construction is often the opposite, requiring the 

import of materials and expertise.

Meeting Modern Standards

There are certainly many historic buildings that don’t meet 

today’s rigorous health and safety or comfort standards. But 

over the past 20 years progress has been made in the methods 

of bringing historic buildings into compliance with modern 

requirements, without compromising the building’s physical 

structure or architectural character.

Most components for modernization – water, sewage, 

telephone cables, electrical wires, and high speed Internet fibre 

optic cabling can be installed without harming the buildings 

historic appearance or value.  

Product Differentiation

In business, it’s the differentiated product or service that 

commands value. If a city, for example, is looking to attract 

capital investment, it must differentiate itself from anywhere 

else. It’s the built environment that expresses, perhaps better 

than anything else, a city’s diversity, identity, history and 

individuality. In short, it’s cultural and heritage attributes that 

make it stand out from the competition.

Selling Culture & Services

For communities that have cultural assets and handicraft 

expertise, historic buildings are often the best locations to 

manufacture, display and sell these products. The physical 

context of the historic building adds to the sense of 

authenticity, originality and indigenousness of locally produced 

products.

Growing Tourism 

Tourism is one of the fastest growing sectors of the 21st 

century, not every city can or should look to tourism as its 

engine of growth. And it would be a mistake to connect historic 

buildings just with tourism. For example, in the US, 99% of 

historic resources in productive use have no connection with 

the tourism industry. However, when tourism is as an economic 

driver, the identification, protection and enhancement of a 

nation’s historic resources will play a pivotal role in taking its 

tourism offer forward. 

The link between heritage, culture and tourism is growing 

significantly, 37% of global tourism is culture driven. Heritage 

visitors stay longer, visit twice as many places and spend 2.5 

times more than other visitors. 

When heritage tourism is done right, the biggest beneficiaries 

are not the visitors but local residents who experience a 

renewed appreciation for and pride in their country, region 

or city and its history. The influence of well-planned and 

well-managed heritage and culture tourism bring economic 

benefits that include: hotels, restaurants, transport systems, 

souvenirs and handicrafts and guide services. The World Travel 

and Tourism Council estimates that the indirect contribution of 

tourism equals 100% of that of direct tourism expenditures. 

Moreover, research confirms that as tourists become 

increasingly better educated and more affluent, they expect 

their holiday experience to be both educational and enjoyable. 

More and more tourists are saying that an important factor in 

their travel decision is the desire for an authentic experience 

through interaction with the local culture in its natural context. 

In Oman’s case, tourism is a powerful economic development 

tool and as highlighted earlier, it creates jobs, provides new 

business opportunities and strengthens local economies. When 

culture, heritage and tourism development is done right, 

it helps protect Oman’s natural and cultural treasures and 

improves the quality of life for residents and visitors alike. In 

preserving and promoting Oman’s heritage and culture and 

sharing it with visitors, we reap significant benefits.

Economic Competitiveness

Oman’s economic growth and competitiveness will be defined 

by our ability to succeed in the global economy. The consulting 

firm, PricewaterhouseCoopers, forecasts India’s real annual 

GDP growth until 2050 at 8.9%, Vietnam’s at 8.8% and China’s 

at 5.9%. If we include Brazil, Russia and South Africa, the list 

of fast-growing emerging economies goes on and on. But 

what is interesting is the Omani firms that will experience 

growth in the coming years are those that are not only selling 

internationally, but that are developing the strategic skill set to 

master doing business across cultures. Indeed, cross-cultural 

core competence is at the very heart of being competitive in 

today’s fast moving global economy.
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What is Interweavings?

It’s a project which aims to survey and document regional 
variations in Omani women’s clothing and then to present them 
to the Omani and international community in print as well as 
on-line formats. This will be accompanied by a series of lectures. 

The project will also document the folklore of Omani women’s 
clothing - the skills, knowledge, beliefs, technology and practices 
involved in making and wearing traditional dress.
 
A secondary aim of the project is to promote the development 
of a research culture in Oman by training undergraduate 
students in how to undertake research in the field of the 
humanities. In doing so, the current project will also contribute 
to increasing Oman’s international standing as a leader in the 
advancement of Arab women.

Where is it based?

The project is based at Sohar University and the principal 
investigator is Dr. Ahmed Al-Saidi. The project manager and co-
principal investigator is Dr. Thomas Roche.

What are the stages in the project?

The first months were devoted to literature review, interviews 
and capturing images. The next step is the analysis and 
cataloguing of the photos and interviews in terms of region, 
production, purpose and significance at Sohar University. A 
graphic designer will then prepare a book to showcase the 
results of the study – the text will, of course, be provided by the 
research team.

What was the first step in collecting data?

Dr. Ahmed Al-Rawi and Melbourne-based material costume 
consultant Ms. Erin Roche have conducted 6 weeks of training 
sessions with the twelve student translators from Sohar 
University, known as the Interweavers, to develop skills in 
undertaking qualitative semi-structured panel interviews based 
on a flexible generalized substantive frames; they explored 
questioning techniques; garment discourse;  equipment training  
and transcribing interviews;  as well as managing the timetable 
and travel schedule to ensure all regions were explored to the 
project’s capacity.  

Interweavings
Sohar University

How much data has been collected?

Erin Roche and the student translators began their data 
collection with a pilot study in the Batinah Region in October 
2010. Over the five months that followed the team travelled over 
19,000 kilometres and visited eight regions:

1. Al Batinah (Sohar, Saham, Liwa, Suwaiq, Shinas,   
 Khabourah, Barka) 
2. Al-Dhakhiliah (Nizwa, Bahla, Adam) 
3. Al-Dahriyah (Ibri, Al Burami) 
4. Al-Sharqiyah (Ibra, Sur, Badiya, Asila, Sinaw) 
5. Musandam (Khasab, Kamzar, Dabba) 
6. Dhofar (Salalah,Thumrait, Sadah, Mashaylah,   
 Mazoona) 
7. Al Wusta (Duqm) 
8. Capital Area (Muscat, Al Seeb, Barka) 

Over 8,000 photos and 12 videos of clothing and clothing 
production have been collected. In terms of verbal culture, 60 
folktales and 20 songs/poems are currently in the collection.
Work has already started on categorizing the costumes in terms 
of their structure, production and meaning.

Has any work been done on the 
folktales?

Dr Ahmed Al-Rawi has begun work on the translation and 
analysis of the 60 folktales. He has drafted the first two chapters 
of a book which has already had expressions of interest from 
international publishers. The appendix from this book includes 
the translation and analysis of the tales and currently includes 17 
fully translated tales and over 30 new tale motifs - somewhat of 
a remarkable breakthrough in the field.

Is it correct that this project which 
examines culture and traditions also 
incorporates technology?

Indeed it does. A website has already been constructed. The 
main page has a map with the different regions - they can be 
activated by clicking on them. An option bar at the side links 
viewers with inter-regional displays of dishdashas, trousers, 
shawls, jewellery, stories and videos.



Erin Roche: As a costume designer I was fascinated by this relationship between dress and culture and how these 
elements specifically related to the different regions of Oman.

My six months in Oman working on Interweavings started with training our student translators, or ‘Interweavers’ as 
they became known. We then moved on to  working in the field collecting data for the project.  Over the next few 
months I found myself involved with numerous activities related to the Interweavings project.

I was invited into many homes and shared in hundreds of meals with Omanis from Al Mazunah, on the Oman-Yemen 
border, to Kamzar in the Fjorded northern regions.  I was often overwhelmed by the generous hospitality of the women 
I met who were keen to share their knowledge, tales and time with me.

Interweavings would not have been possible without generous support from The Research Council of Oman, Council of 
Australian Arab Relations and the brilliant efforts of the Interweavers, the translation students from Sohar University 
who contributed to rich and diverse data collection results. 
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Excerpt from the draft of the website for 
the project:

The Al Batinah dishdasha is constructed out 
of panels and typically has an embroidered 
neckline, cuff and hem. The key Al Batinah 
feature on the dishdasha is the contrasting 
colour of the hem. This is called ‘singaff’ and 
is most commonly made in a purple fabric. The 
colour of the Singaff does vary however from 
various discussions throughout our meetings, 
the purple may be a reflection of indigo (neel), 
which used to be used across Oman to colour 
fabrics. Though Indigo production has all but 
disappeared from Oman the colour has become 
a permanent fixture in traditional Omani 
dishdashas.

The embroidery on the trouser cuff is usually 
fabricated in woollen thread and the design 
is made up of a combination of geometric 
shapes. There has been very little variation 
in the design of the embroidery, with most 
women saying they learnt the skill, design and 
colour combinations from their mothers or 
grandmothers and haven’t ever changed these 
details.

Amongst some tribes in Al Batinah it is believed 
that the garments should have embroidery at all 
entry points to prevent evil from entering the 
body. This particular belief was only expressed 
by very elderly women and seems to be 
uncommon in younger generations.
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Can you tell us about the Sustainable 
Development Research Program at TRC?

‘Adapting towards Sustainable Development’ is a new TRC 
research program. It aims to help the Sultanate move forward 
along more sustainable trajectories in key sectors. It will achieve 
this by conducting targeted research in coordination with TRC’s 
relevant departments and by working closely with stakeholders 
representing the government, the private sector and civil society, 
to work on policy options and practical solutions to the challenges 
they face. These policy options will be based on the priorities of 
the Sultanate’s long-term development vision, that is:

•	 Economic diversification;
•	 Employment creation;
•	 Human resource development;
•	 Private sector engagement;
•	 Women employment; &
•	 Raising living standards.

The Program seeks to communicate a vision and chart the 
way forward for the Sultanate towards a sustainable future, 
through strategic and practical action and concrete policy 
recommendations. It seeks to identify obstacles facing the 
implementation of sustainable development in key thematic areas, 
and interact and collaborate with policy-makers.

What are the current projects on the 
Program’s agenda?

The Program, in collaboration with the Ministry of Higher 
Education, and backed by a TRC team, has recently concluded 
its first project: ‘Entrepreneurial Education for Sustainable 
Development: The Role of Academic Institutions,’ under its 
thematic areas as stated in its strategy, Education for Sustainable 
Development.

A second project has been initiated: ‘The Role of SMEs and 
Agriculture Co-operatives in Promoting Sustainable Agriculture for 
Food Security and Rural Development.’ We are also looking

to address: ‘Employment Challenges in the Private Sector for 
Sustainable Development’ in collaboration with other relevant 
departments. 

As you can imagine, this project will require considerable 
ground work in order to first be familiarized with the current 
efforts being exerted, and then see where research can support 
and complement these efforts. 

Other areas will be identified as we interact more with 
stakeholders and listen closely to their concerns and needs.

Who are the target users of TRC’s 
sustainable development program and 
what are the expected benefits?

The Program seeks to provide policy options and practical 
solutions to policy-makers. This is to be achieved by working 
with other stakeholders, who in fact can be considered both 
actors and beneficiaries of the Program, representing the 
government, the private sector and civil society. Sustainable 
development in general cannot be promoted and achieved 
without the co-operation and collaborative work of everyone 
in the community. It aims to transform unsustainable lifestyles 
and ‘changing gear’ if we are to provide a better alternative 
to the current state of affairs. This also requires raising public 
awareness by networking with various partners at the local, 
regional and international levels. 

Through your role at TRC, how do 
you work to promote sustainable 
development? 

The Program complements and supports the work of TRC by 
addressing development in a holistic manner that integrates and 
bridges, if you will, the basic pillars of sustainability. It seeks to 
keep abreast of local, regional and international developments 
pertaining to sustainable development and use that to 
reinforce the knowledge base and work of TRC and mainstream 
sustainability in its work.

TRC’s Sustainable Development 
Research Program

Ambassador Nadia Mohammed Kheir Osman
Director
Sustainable Development Research Program
TRC
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What are the current measures Oman is 
adopting towards a sustainable future?

Oman has continuously demonstrated its commitment 
to sustainable development at the highest levels.  This is 
well-documented in His Majesty Sultan Qaboos’ public 
pronouncements and the country’s development plans and 
strategies. For the past 40 years the Omani government has 
made considerable efforts to transform lifestyles and production 
and consumption patterns along sustainable development 
trajectories. 

There is better awareness now that sustainable development in 
Oman is not a matter of choice, but a necessity due to several 
challenges, which are in fact shared by the countries of the 
region such as, population growth, rapid urbanization, water 
scarcity and their wide ranging impacts. 

Several activities were held recently related to sustainable 
development including: 

•	 The Omani Economic Association and ESCWA       
         conference on Sustainable Development (February);
•	 Waste Management Conference (March); and
•	 An upcoming conference  on Renewable Energy. 

These are all very positive indications that demonstrate the 
commitment to this issue.

How can governments and the private 
sector work together to promote 
sustainable development?

It is recognized that a healthy, vibrant and competitive private 
sector is key to achieving sustainable development, and so the 
question as to how best to foster private sector development 
as the key source of new jobs and income opportunities 
is crucial. Partnership with the private sector is also a key 
instrument to leverage impacts and mobilize additional funding 
for sustainable development. It is therefore important to tap 
into the complementary missions and roles of major players 
by identifying priority areas for intervention and creating a 
conducive environment, particularly supportive institutional and 
regulatory frameworks.

Four key challenges to be addressed 
in the coming years include: climate 
change; a sustainable food supply; 
sustainable cities; and population 
growth. How can we get young people 
involved in these issues?

Youth forms the most vibrant, creative and dynamic segment of 
society - they are the drivers of change in any country. Future 
generations will inherit a world which is facing profound 

Ambassador 
Nadia Mohammed Kheir Osman

Director
TRC Sustainable Development

Research Program

There is better awareness now that 
sustainable development in Oman 
is not a matter of choice, but a 
necessity, due to the wide-ranging 
impacts of challenges such as:

•	 population growth
•	 rapid urbanisation
•	 water scarcity 

Sustainable development in 
general cannot be promoted and 
achieved without the co-operation 
and collaborative work of everyone 
in the community.
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How can Oman contribute to this debate?

Being an intergovernmental process, all countries, including 
Oman, can actively get engaged in these debates through many 
tracks, such as their membership in the Regional Commissions, 
in the case of Oman that would be the Economic Commission 
for West Asia (ESCWA), which currently has several activities in 
Oman. Furthermore, countries can co-ordinate their positions 
through the different groupings including: The Arab League, and 
the G77 and China and the Arab Group at the United Nations 
(UN).  

It’s worth mentioning that a Regional Co-ordination Mechanism 
was established by the UN in 1998 to coordinate UN activities in 
the Arab region and promote the alignment of operational work 
with analytical and normative work. It seeks now to  co-ordinate 
all regional activities regarding the Post 2015 Development 
agenda with the main aim of ensuring that international 
solutions and national interests in the region are a reflection of 
each other and that new development goals address regional 
concerns.

The SDGs debate is an important process, since just as the MDGs 
inspired national development planning, once agreed upon, 
it has the potential to act as a useful tool for measuring and 
reporting on progress on sustainability, and hence can push the 
issue of implementation both locally and globally, since as is 
often said, ‘whatever can be measured can be achieved.’

Before you joined TRC, was sustainable 
development a concept that was on your 
agenda? 

I have always been very concerned by the economic, social 
and environmental cost of the continued ‘business as usual’ 
attitude in a world faced with dramatic challenges such as the 
unprecedented intensity and frequency of natural disasters, 
the loss of biological diversity, the rate of depletion of natural 
resources, climate change and food crisis. These are changes 
which are so wide in scope and touch people’s lives - making it 
difficult for anyone who is reasonably informed to remain aloof 
or indifferent. Furthermore, these challenges have to do mostly 
with unsustainable production and consumption patterns and 
lifestyles which need transforming.

It was mainly during my work at the UN when my understanding 
of these issues deepened. It was interesting to learn more about 
the different countries’ concerns, and how these are reflected, 
and defended in a global setting. Sustainable development 
constitutes the core of the UN’s development agenda and 
dominates the work of the UN. 

My work at TRC will certainly help complement and enrich my 
own knowledge and experience of sustainable development by 
addressing country level dynamics head on.

challenges and they will be greatly affected by the repercussions 
of unsustainability, but can also play an active role. 

Youth in different parts of the world are increasingly engaged and 
networking on sustainable development issues through various 
media and youth and civil society organizations.  

Networking amongst these youth organizations at the national, 
regional and international levels can be very effective and 
useful, through the exchange of experiences and perspectives. 
In addition, encouraging youth not only to participate, but 
to assume a leading role in activities related to sustainable 
development, can greatly contribute to widening  the circle of 
proactive engagement. One should also emphasize the role of 
educational reform in instilling sustainable development values 
and sensitizing youth of all ages, and through them,  other 

sections of the society.

The current UN Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs) that target key issues like 
water, sanitation and education will 
expire in 2015. As agreed at the 2012 Rio 
plus 20 conference held in Brazil, a list of 
Sustainable Development Goals will be 
decided by 2015 to build on the MDGs. 
What are the main challenges facing this 
debate in your view?

In January 2013, following Rio plus 20, the UN General 
Assembly established an Open Working Group to lead the 
intergovernmental consultations about a new framework of  
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Rio plus 20 did not 
elaborate on any specific goals but merely stated that the SDGs 
should be ‘Limited in number, inspirational, easy to communicate, 
global in nature, and universally applicable to all countries.’

The debate will be challenging particularly as regards:

•	 How to ensure that SDGs are coherent with and integrated 
into the Post 2015 Development Agenda 

•	 How SDGs can be global, while taking into account different 
national realities of different states  

Since the SDGs will apply to both developed and developing 
countries, the process is expected to be more complex and 
include a greater diversity of perspectives. The question would 
then be, how can the gap between these different perspectives 
be narrowed? How can the SDGs balance the three pillars of 
sustainability? What principles should guide the SDGs? These are 
just some of the issues where consensus needs to be reached. 



11

Towards Sustainable Urbanisation 
Patterns in Oman
Professor Dr. Sonja Nebel 
GUtech

Background
The research project started in April 2010 and was among the 
first TRC grants. It was also the first comprehensive research 
that was initiated at the German University of Technology 
(GUtech) after its opening in 2008. The project is carried out 
in close cooperation with colleagues (Co-PI and PI) from Sultan 
Qaboos University (SQU) and with support from national and 
international consultants.

The research responds to urbanisation trends of the last four 
decades in the Sultanate of Oman, considering urbanisation 
not only as a quantitative increase of the population living 
in areas classified as urban but includes as well the notion of 
urbanisation as a process of transformation from rural settings 
to urban environments that show qualitative changes of 
economic, social and cultural contexts. 

Urbanisation patterns  - the way urbanisation performs - are 
characterised in Oman  by dispersed and patchy settlement 
structures that show an extremely high consumption of limited 
and/or non renewable resources. This is true not only in the 
urban expansion areas of the Capital Area of Muscat but as 
well in the areas of rural to urban transition. This development 
can’t be claimed to be sustainable. Sustainability has been  - 
and continues to be - widely discussed in Oman however with 
a focus on its environmental dimensions. The research project 
widens the scope of sustainability by integrating as well social, 
economic and institutional/ administrative aspects. 

The research follows three main objectives and aims at: (i)
describing current patterns of urbanisation through two case 
studies, (ii) analyzing mechanisms and processes by identifying 
driving forces and (iii) formulating recommendations, strategies 
and programs  for guiding and monitoring a sustainable urban 
development. 

Current Status
The project was scheduled to be carried out within a time frame 
of three years. In April 2013 at the end of all active research 
we are underway to prepare the final report. There is an 
international conference to be held at GUtech in November 2013 
that will present our final results to a broader public and relate 
the topic to the international discourse.

A publication is under preparation that covers both detailed 
presentation and evaluation of the case study results and 
recommended interventions towards urban sustainability on 
the more strategic level, on the level of urban management and 
planning and finally on the level of urban design.

Cultural Relevance
At the beginning of the 21st century Arab countries are aware 
of challenges they are facing in the urban and environmental 
sector. The Abu Dhabi Declaration (2001) points out: “paucity 
and deteriorating quality of exploitable land, imprudent 
consumption of natural resources, and urban sprawl and 
its associated problems” as major environmental problems. 
These statements are also true for the Sultanate of Oman. 
The research topic addresses these kind of severe and urgent 
problems. 

Taking into consideration Oman’s demographic characteristics 
and dynamics and its geo-physical setting we are facing 
competing land use interests for residential use, agriculture, 
transport, tourism on only few percentage of the total country’s 
area that is left from desert and mountains. How to manage 
land and land use in a way that this crucial resource will last 
for future generations becomes a key area of intervention for 
urban governance, and urban planning if future development is 
supposed to be more balanced and socially inclusive.

Most modern settlements in Oman are made up of detached 
dispersed building blocks that are not at all responsive to the 
climate, thus causing another set of environmental problems. 
The research also aims at developing strategies and programs 
to control and guide urbanization patterns based on the 
understanding of climate, geography, culture and tradition. 
Governmental organizations, citizens as well as professionals in 
the urban sector must be aware of the fact that urbanization is 
worldwide an irreversible trend. 

But the way in which urbanization locally performs in its spatial 
patterns, its social and economic impacts, and its environmental 
concerns can be influenced. There is the necessity to carefully 
monitor, control and guide the process of urbanization in order 
to reduce social inequalities, natural damages and to safeguard 
liveability of the urban environment. 
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Strategies and programs to control and guide the resulting 
urbanisation patterns towards a resource saving, and socially 
and economically balanced utilization of limited resources is 
key concern of the project. Thus the research is designed to 
link scientific research with urban planning and management 
practice in Oman through providing instruments and techniques 
developed for application in the specific Omani context. This 
includes reviewed physical planning standards and building 
regulations that will consider the changing conditions for 
sustainable settlements.

Academic Importance & Relevance
Teaching plus scientific research have been identified as the two 
pillars of a strong and innovative academic work.  Both activities 
complement each other and offer a wide range of additional 
opportunities for students to be prepared for their future 
professional career.

The methodological approach of this research is in particular 
designed to link the research and teaching activities at both 
involved universities, GUtech and SQU. Even undergraduate 
students have been trained in systematic research methods and 
could apply certain techniques in workshops and field work that 
formed part of the research and of their curriculum. 

At the postgraduate level, one PhD thesis has been worked 
out during the last three years that forms an integral part of 
the research. The PhD thesis adds a high value to the research 
outcomes, as it fills a gap within the very scarce studies on the 
contemporary urban development in the Muscat Region and 
analyses a broad frame of social, economic, environental and 
institutional  aspects of urbanisation. 

In addition to that, three Masters theses contribute with in-
depth studies on selected and crucial issues of the research. 
These are in particular sustainable urban governance and land 
management, types and processes of rural-urban interfaces,  and 
recommendations for climate responsive urban design.
During the three year period of research 12 student research 
assistants from GUtech have been trained and employed 
for assistance in field work such as data collection and data 
processing, conducting interviews and preparing workshops.

The research methodology follows a cross sector approach 
bridging social, environmental, and economic and governance 
issues. This is to be reflected in an interdisciplinary team out 
of national and international architects, townplanners, urban 
geographers, sociologists and economists who contributed in 
workshops, roundtables and conferences. 

Besides the close cooperation between the two universities 
in Oman, GUtech and SQU, the project attracted attention as 
well in two German Universities, (RWTH Aachen University and 
University of Technology in Berlin) and in Switzerland (ETH 
Zurich ). All three universities joined the project with groups of 
students and professors for common workshops and discussions.

Project Unfolding
We are looking forward to the final conference scheduled 
for November 2013 to present and discuss the results  with 
national and international professionals and in particular with 
represenatives from Omani governmental institutions.
To find a way for presenting our research as well to Omani 
citizens and in particular to those residents living in our case 
study areas would be a very good opportunity to raise awareness 
within the local population.

Part of our results is as well a model/simulation of a sustainable 
neighbourhood,  that shows a compact form, integrates mixed 
use and all necessary facilities within walking distance, cares 
for high quality in the public and private open space and is all 
together a resource saving scheme, allowing for privacy and 
social neighbourhood activities alike.

To realize such a compact /sustainable neighbourhood within 
a pilot project would be the best way in order to explain and 
further detail settlement types that would support an overall 
sustainable urban development  in the country.

There have been identified further important issues related to 
urbanisation and sustainability in need for in depth research 
such as issues of transport and mobility, issues of technical 
infrastructure provision, issues of collaborative and participatory 
urban management and urban planning, just to name a few. 
Hopefully, research in these and similar fields will go on and 
attract more scholars to participate.

The project’s homepage (www.urbanoman.org) gives information 
about the research process, interim results and additional 
activities.

Professor Dr. Sonja Nebel
GUTech
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Focus on Research

Dr. Rakesh Belwal
Sohar University
Dr. Rakesh Belwal is an Associate Professor in the Faculty 
of Business, Sohar University.  He is also an Adjunct Senior 
Fellow at the University of Queensland, Australia. Dr. Rakesh 
has a mix of academic, professional and administrative 
experience in both teaching and business and a rich 
experience of tertiary-level teaching at different international 
institutions. Additionally, he has delivered training programs 
to government, public and private sector officials in India and 
Ethiopia. 

Before joining Sohar University, he was an Associate Professor 
in the Department of Management of Addis Ababa University, 
Ethiopia. He has also been a visiting Professor to the Indian 
Institute of Technology, Roorkee. 

Dr. Rakesh has a strong publishing record and co-authored: 
‘Internet Marketing of Tourism’. He serves on the academic 
panels of a variety of universities and isa referee for a range of 
academic business journals. 

He is currently Principal Investigator: ‘Future public 
transportation services in Oman: A socio-economic feasibility 
study on the introduction of an effective public transport mix 
in Oman.’

As a researcher, what’s your average day 
like? 
 
Currently, I am a teacher first and foremost and then a 
researcher. Most of my day is spent on teaching and related 
work. I work 8am to 4pm five days a week and sometimes till 
8pm depending on my teaching load.  I spend the rest of my 
time on research – even at weekends. Despite my workload, I 
have continued to publish at a good rate. 

How has your research benefited from 
your TRC funding? What has it enabled 
you to do? 

The research has already provided plenty of direct and indirect 
benefits – in fact, it’s difficult to list them all but here are some 
examples: the outcomes of the pilot study that I conducted while 
preparing the proposal for the TRC grant, resulted in a research 
paper that was published in the Journal of Public Transportation 
of the University of South Florida. This research provided Sohar 
University with an opportunity to become a member of UITP 
(International Association for Public Transport).

It gave me, personally, an opportunity to undertake a study/
research tour in Europe and forge an academic network with 
different experts. This helped in conducting a large conference 
at Sohar - the first UITP Academic Network Event in the MENA 
Region. 

Furthermore, our research won the UITP Award for Knowledge 
and Research in the MENA Region and this was presented at the 
UITP World Congress 2011 in Dubai.  

What are the potential practical 
applications of your research and its 
results? What are the benefits for Oman 
in particular? 

Our study was designed to benefit Oman as regards public 
transportation. Public transportation services are vital for civic 
life as they ensure basic access, mobility and safety for the 
general population. Public transportation is a pressing concern 
for Oman and is attracting much attention and thought, owing 
to the increased traffic congestion in many regions and concerns 
about safety. Based upon the needs and perceptions of people in 
the Al Batinah Region, this study undertakes a socio-economic 
feasibility analysis of public transportation services in Oman. 
The study takes the form of a public needs assessment and 
opinion survey administered to 2,000 respondents in the north 
Al Batinah Region. 

The study concludes that public transportation in Oman is still 
in its infancy. The introduction of a public transport system has 
taken an unusually long time and needs more attention and 
commitment to develop it further. People realize the need for a 
better system, but their knowledge of different transport modes 
and their use is very limited. 

Attitudes towards using public transport are, however, positive 
although there is a distinct preference for using private cars. The 
nearest thing to the personal car is the taxi, which largely fulfils 
the role of public transport, barring a very few bus lines. 

On the socio-economic front, the study does not find any major 
obstacles to the adoption and use of public transportation in 
Oman. However, there is an urgent need for certain policy 
initiatives, innovative solutions and the provision of basic public 
transport services to induce people to adopt and integrate 
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Dr Rakesh Belwal
Sohar University

The specific benefits of the study are 
assistance in: 
•	 Supporting & accelerating 

economic development & growth
•	 Increasing labour efficiency & 

mobility
•	 Modernizing the transportation 

system
•	 Improving competition & 

competitiveness
•	 Improving quality of life
•	 Establishing a permanent link 

between urban & rural areas
•	 Securing regional integration 

between GCC States
•	 Meeting the demand for public 

transport
•	 Ensuring reduction in car 

accidents & traffic jams 
•	 Reducing excessive reliance on 

private cars

public transport into their lives. Overall the benefits of this study 
can be categorized into general, specific, and direct benefits 
and the results of the study will have a positive effect on the 
nation’s wellbeing, economic health and prosperity. A viable 
public transport system would lead to reduced pollution, fewer 
accidents and less wastage of resources, and would enrich the 
life of the common and working classes with quality, convenience 
and safety. 

Obviously TRC has a tremendously 
important role to play in the work of 
our researchers. How do you see its role 
in other areas, for example, business, 
innovation, society and education? 
TRC has a good approach - targeting researchers in different 
areas to submit proposals, encouraging them to address the 
most pressing issues. Although the majority of the researchers 
are from educational institutions, the involvement of various 
other stakeholders extends the benefits to several other (social 
and organizational) entities which gain indirect benefits in the 
process. 

It’s been said that research is the 
foundation of innovation and 
entrepreneurship. How do you see the 
role of research in this regard in Oman? 

I see it, sometimes, the other way round mostly in the context 
of developing economies where it is either innovation or 
entrepreneurship taking the lead and supporting R&D activities 

for securing further growth, particularly in the private sector.   

Bill Gates stated recently that 
innovation is the source of US economic 
leadership and the foundation of their 
competitiveness in the global economy. 
How do you see the role of innovation in 
Oman? 
Again it’s the context. Bill Gates’ saying might apply for advanced 
economies. I feel that for emerging economies like Oman, 
through boosting economic leadership, innovation will grow and 
TRC’s efforts will certainly help in this regard. 

Do you sense that you’re alive at a time of 
important scientific change? If so, do you 
feel a responsibility to make sure that the 
change comes out well? 
We, as academics and researchers, have a responsibility to 
contribute relentlessly to the general well-being. 
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Meet the Entrepreneur

Amrou A. Al-Sharif
Teclution
Prosperity Development Organisation

What is Teclution?

Teclution is really an idea; an idea that our region can sustain 
growth fueled by talent  and all that is needed is a platform 
on which creative minds can come together to do great things 
and improve everyday life. 

Teclution was initialised over a decade ago and began on an 
un-backed, high risk journey, to prove this concept against the 
laws of economics governed by supply and demand. 

The reality is that we’re in the intellectual property business. 
Our core application area is in measurement and automation. 
Our expertise is in the development of novel solutions that 
execute ambitious goals better, faster and, I will say it,  
cheaper. 

Our history in research development with universities in 
Saudi Arabia, and Schlumberger’s Carbonate Research Center, 
attests to the essence of Teclution.  Our work has taken us 
from Paris to Adelaide, and across several industries from 
manufacturing air conditioners to solar cars.   It seems very 
broad, but it’s simply that what we do is needed by almost any 
industry one can think of. No, we are not a general trading or 
agency type company, in fact, we hardly do any trading. That 
is a market I feel is sufficiently met in this region.   

Our generic marketing material to the industrial sector 
explains: “Teclution is an engineering firm dedicated to 
providing measurement and automation solutions. Our 
solutions leverage computer software and integrated 
hardware components supported by virtual instrumentation 
technology.”  Quite bland but intriguingly versatile and 
exciting to those in my field; manufacturing engineers love us. 

How did you get involved with 
Teclution?

An accumulation of life experiences, academic achievements 
and incredible people led to my eventual involvement in 
Teclution. My business start-up generation was the second 
wave of dot comers - the ones that came in just too late. The

combination of computer science skills, the engineering design 
process, and perhaps a slight deficiency in whatever genetic 
attribute that makes humans risk averse, led me to attempt a few 
start-ups between 1999 and 2001 prior to leaving university. DVD 
King; a car sharing idea; and Activisual Tools. They weren’t dot 
com oriented but none got off the ground. They weren’t bad ideas 
either, as later proven by others. 

Experiences gained in presenting and interfacing with venture 
capitals, angel investors and founders of successful ventures did 
teach me a few things and contributed to my involvement in 
Teclution. 

During my Masters degree I enrolled in several non-core classes. 
Prior to graduation the chairman of the department called me in 
to discuss these classes - classes like: ‘Factory of the 21st Century’ 
- a class projecting 20 years and onwards into the future; or: 
‘Enterprise of Technology,’ an MBA-MSc jointly held class on the 
idea-to-market life cycle.  My response to the chairman was along 
the lines of needing to figure out how to un-lock the ideas in my 
head into the real world.

You see, I had reached the point where learning new engineering 
techniques was trivial. Luckily for me, the chairman was not going 
to argue my performance at the University of Texas. He simply 
smiled and signed his approval required for my Masters diploma, 
another key to my involvement in Teclution.   
 
After university, I joined National Instruments (NI). NI had 
sponsored my work in active vehicle controls handling. I used 
their real-time control hardware and software, which was a first at 
the time, and excited the company. 

The chairman and CEO, Dr. Truchard, and a few of his presidents 
actually visited my lab. I met Dr. Truchard again at the Center 
for Electromechanics at Pickle Research Center, Dr. Truchard’s 
former place of work before he founded NI. Dr. Truchard inspired 
me with his story of creating NI for lack of employment in his 
field of interest in the city that he loved - he basically created his 
own job. He was also once a guest speaker in one of my non-
core engineering classes and gave a great down to earth answer 
on why he wouldn’t hire himself today after someone in the 
audience asked the question if he would. 



For many years, my advice was 
to not take anyone’s advice...  
I was, and am still, a believer 
in the idea that only you truly 
know what you really want 
and don’t need others telling 
you what that is. 

Amrou A. Al-Sharif
Teclution
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He wasn’t the charismatic CEO, Steve Jobs type. He drove a 
pick-up truck to work and enjoyed gardening, my type of fellow. 
I was sold, NI was the place for me. It didn’t hurt that NI was 
also in Austin and my place of work had a great view of the 
lake.  While at NI, it didn’t take long before I was helping and 
instructing scientists at JPL, NASA,  Boeing, Whirlpool, and 
so many other big names  among others who will never be 
recognized but truly make the world go round. There are too 
many off-the-beaten-path projects I’ve been involved in to 
mention here.  

The corporate world opened up opportunities and because I 
wanted to get closer to or, ideally, back home I propositioned 
NI on developing Arabia and eventually won board approval. It 
wasn’t easy.

I was able to define a niche market that Teclution sat on top of 
and so, like Dr. Truchard, gave myself a job in a field close to my 
heart in the place I wanted to live. I still work with NI tools and 
support their cause to this day, ten years later.  

Why did you think it would work in 
Oman?

I knew Teclution would work in Oman because it works for 
human kind. Without it the future looks dull. Everyone wants 
to prosper and fundamentally Teclution allows those involved, 
employees, share holders, suppliers and both direct and indirect 
customers to prosper. 

Having said that, most of Teclution’s market is outside Oman. 
It’s a matter of supply and demand, as Oman’s market matures 
so will her demand increase.  

Have things worked out as you’d 
planned?

Most things planned worked out.  Most things unplanned did 
not.

With hindsight, is there anything you’d 
do differently?

The decision making process involves tools and resources that 
you have at the time of making the decision.  As they say, 
hindsight is 20/20. So given the information today, I would 
very much contemplate doing things differently, but, having 
said that, if I could travel into the past and do things differently, 
today would also differ. Given my comfort level on where we 
are today as a company, I would probably not change much at 
all. Though, I can tell you there are definitely things I do today 
differently than I did in the past. 

I can appreciate that many 
individuals start businesses 
with lack of exposure to the 
risks or haven’t been battle 
hardened for tough breaks. 
To me, it’s a no wonder many 
businesses fail and you’ll find 
heaps of information and 
statistics on the subject. 
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What advice would you give someone 
starting up a new business?

Advice coming from me comes with many disclaimers. I’m not one 
to claim I know better and receiver beware. 

For many years, my advice was to not take anyone’s advice. An 
oxymoron that sounds a bit foolish today.  I was, and am still, a 
believer in the idea that only you truly know what you really want 
and don’t need others telling you what that is. 
  
Today, as a father of four, I can’t use my simple response on advice 
any more. I can appreciate that many individuals start businesses 
with lack of exposure to the risks or haven’t been battle hardened 
for tough breaks. To me, it’s a no wonder many businesses fail and 
you’ll find heaps of information and statistics on the subject. 

What I find interesting is that some people are surprised 
when they fail even when they have been dealt, what seems, 
all the advice in the world. Even more intriguing to me is the 
astonishment by people when a business does well.

On advice here’s my two cents worth: I feel it’s good to pay 
attention to the small sayings in life and ponder on the wisdom. 
For example: “Don’t judge a book by it’s cover”; “Don’t sweat 
the small stuff”; “Treat others as you want to be treated.” Lots of 
wisdom boiled up in a few words that also applies to business.
 
Spend time discussing ideas with your friends. The typical chatter 
on did you hear about this and that is just retrievable data you can 
always look up if, and when, needed. Your time is valuable and 
finite.  Do what you can to make a difference, focus on ideas.  

Keep things simple and don’t be overly confident. What I 
mean is boil things down to their simplest forms and make 
sure your assumptions hold on the extreme cases before even 
contemplating arguing that you’ve got it right. 

Plan failure modes so that failure becomes a form of success. 
Think about it. If failure is an inherent part of the plan then 
one can claim a failure as success. Some people like to say I’m 
referring to exit strategies. Maybe. It’s a bit abstract.

Read: ‘Oh, the places you’ll go’ by Dr. Seuss. Trust me on this one!

Where do you see your business in five 
years?
 
To me five years is the same as saying tomorrow. Teclution is 
a culture and way of life with a 100 year plan.  In my opinion, 
it’s a necessity to think this way. I’m not the first. Thank you Dr. 
Truchard. In five years, it’ll be a little larger with perhaps a few 
more success stories. 

Has there ever been a point when you 
thought your business would collapse?

Well, the word collapse projects an image of a large mass 
crashing down. Teclution is somewhat designed to survive such 
form of destruction. Not to dodge the question. Yes, I have 
asked myself many times if what I’m doing is, well, doable, 
sustainable, worthwhile. 

Once, during an office move, a robbery caused a one year loss 
of archived work and six months of development work on a 
project for a voice activated robotic arm due in a few weeks 
later. Once we got back up to speed, a fire brought us to back 
to our knees. This stuff happens to the best of us but, then 
again, that’s why we have contingency plans. 

Are you primarily an innovator or an 
entrepreneur?

Until very recently, and only for a specific BHAG of a project, 
which I’ll leave for future explanation, I have only accepted 
titles like ‘Application Engineer’, ‘Instructor’, ‘Field Engineer’, 
and  ‘Regional Manager.’ I have qualms about labels. The 
way I am wired always leaves me thinking of what’s behind 
something or another; by labeling someone as something 
insinuates they  aren’t something else.  

As the saying goes, “necessity is the mother of invention.”  
Solve a need, regardless how small  it is and - boom! You’ve 
created something - you’ve innovated. 

I’m really a regular guy with a stubborn streak for not 
letting things go if I can help it. If there’s an issue it’s hard 
for me to leave it alone and not try to work it out. I’m not 
simply referring to engineering related stuff. This applies to 
everything, business, the way we live and society. 

So what am I? I’ve been referred to as an entrepreneur in 
the media and at local small and medium size enterprise 
initiatives.  I have also been given the label: ‘Regional Expert 
in Innovation’ by the Ministry of Industry in Saudi Arabia. This 
was for Saudi Arabia’s National Industry Strategy for 2020.  
The government was intrigued on how Teclution managed to 
compete and best its way against the Siemens of this world - 
and all from within the GCC.   My role was on the innovation 
panel as a speaker and to participate in the review of  what 
they termed an ‘innovation cluster’ as a core requirement for 
the future prosperity of Saudi Arabia.  

Who am I to argue with such folk? To answer the question, I 
guess I must be both.  
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Young Researchers’ Corner

Starting your own 
Research Project
Creating your very own research project can help you to discover lots of 
interesting information and  can start your journey to becoming a researcher 
or scientist.

What should my research project be about?

Anything really! Anything that you find interesting or puzzling or anything 
that you’d just like to learn more about.

Your research might help you to find out about a place like a fort or town; a 
thing like frankincense or dates; a famous person and their achievements; 
about how something works or just something you find fascinating like the 
planets or Formula 1 cars or sharks or anything you like really... 

The only limit on your research is your imagination!

Who is your research for and how are you going to present it?

Is your research just for you? Are you going to give it to your teacher or to 
your parents? 

Who it’s for will effect how you put together your research. Are you going to 
write what you’ve found out? An essay? A booklet? Something for a website?

Are you going to make a poster to show your findings? Are you going to give a 
talk about it?
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Do I need any special skills?

To be a researcher you need to be able to plan your project (skill 1) and find 
information (skill 2) - they’re the most important skills. 

Skill 1
Planning your Project 

Start by answering this question: “What exactly do I want to do my research 
project on?”

Then ask yourself: “What do I already know about it?” Make a list of what 
you know. You’ll probably be surprised how long that list is!

Then answer this question: “What exactly do I want to find out about my 
topic?”

Make a list of questions that’ll help you find out that information.

Which brings us to Skill 2... Looking for Information.

You’ll need to look for information in different places like books (of course! 
especially reference books), the internet (obviously - and with your parents’ 
permission), by asking questions and talking to people. These are three very 
good places to start.

Tip

When you talk to people to find out information for your research, make a 
list of questions first so you don’t lose track and get distracted. Ask if you can 
record their answers or take notes - so you don’t forget what you’ve heard 
and so you are accurate when you report what they’ve said.

Notes

Always make notes and organise them. A good researcher is well organised 
and knows where his/ her information is.

Your notes can be written, or organised in a diagram or a pictogram. They can 
be on paper, on a mobile device or on a computer. They can include pictures, 
voice recordings and cuttings as well as writing.
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