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What’s on the cover?
Our cover proudly features a mosaic of images of some of the women 
who are shaping Oman’s business and research community.
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Editorial

Welcome to this seventh and special edition of TRC Newsletter in which, in recognition of Omani Women’s Day this 
month, we celebrate the achievements and accomplishments of the growing number of female entrepreneurs and 
researchers who are flourishing in Oman; women who are making a wonderful contribution to the development and 
prosperity of our nation.  

There is no doubt that, in recent years, we have seen a significant increase in women involved in business and science-
related careers. However, this number can grow even more. Indeed, one way of encouraging this is to highlight female 
role models to provide encouragement and inspiration to our girls and young women.  To this end, and to showcase 
and salute their endevours, we have brought together a collection of our featured pieces on female entrepreneurs and 
added a selection of interviews with women who are at the cutting edge of research here in Oman.

Schools too have a role in this and are playing their part.  It is important that they run quality and fun science programs 
that utilize hands-on materials and experiments; that they help their students see and explore the possibilities of 
enterprise through case studies, simulations, talks and visits. Schools can invite successful female scientists and 
entrepreneurs, like those we feature in this edition, to speak to classes and science/business clubs to help give young 
female students the confidence, support and resources to realize their talents in STEM subjects and set them on a path 
to a successful career in business; to open their eyes to the boundless opportunities that await.
 
Oman’s richest resource is its youth and in its girls and young women we have a rich reservoir of talented, creative, 
entrepreneurial minds that can help take Oman on and up.

As ever, we hope you enjoy the TRC Newsletter and welcome your feedback on: info@trc.gov.om



Let’s Get Started!

Malak Al Shaibani
Director General
The National Business Centre
Talks incubators & start-ups

Can you give us some background details 
on the National Business Centre (NBC)   
and the work you’re carrying out?
The decision to establish the NBC came out of the desire to 
expand the Knowledge Mine - the first IT incubator in Oman 
established in KOM in 2004. 

Business incubators are one of the enablers that are essential 
to an entrepreneurial ecosystem. In 2013, NBC started Initial 
operations after a market study revealed the need for a mixed 
incubator. As a result, while the Knowledge Mine concentrates 
on IT start-ups, our focus in the NBC is in attracting not only IT 
but creative industries and services, as well as interior design 
and consultancy. As a mixed incubator we are only limited in 
terms of what our facilities can accommodate. This means, since 
we are not able to provide the right set up, that we cannot take 
in retail customers, catering or industrial workshops. The range 
of companies we have at the moment includes interior design, 
solution providers for retail companies, website developers and 
content developers,  as well as consultants.

At the moment we have 13 companies incubated with us. 

What we do in the NBC is to support start-ups by providing  
advisory services, mentoring and linking our companies to 
potential funders, as well as customers. Our objective is to 
provide value added services  that will increase the survival rate 
of start-ups that have good products.  Our work centres very 
much on working with the owners of the companies through the 
provision of advice, mentoring or even opening doors for them 
to major customers. 

Tell us more about the space and services 
on offer at NBC
We have about 27 offices that vary in size from those that can 
accommodate between two and five people. The offices are 
equipped with work desks, chairs and access to subsidized high 

speed Internet. We also have about five meeting rooms that can 
be used by companies for their meetings. All these rooms are 
equipped with projectors for presentations. 

We also have several open areas  as well as a reading area and a 
pantry that is for use by our incubated companies .  The rental 
is RO 3 per metre and this includes utilities so it is a very small 
amount to pay. We provide all cleaning and maintenance as well 
as around the clock security.

All companies that meet our admission criteria get a three 
month grace period that is rent free allowing them ample time 
to set up and move in.  

The fact they they are located in NBC allows companies to 
easily access major companies within KOM as well as the Rusayl 
Industrial Estate which is a ten minute drive from our location in 
the KOM 4 Building. 

All incubated companies are entitled to business training, 
mentoring and advisory services and also get automatic access 
to networking events that are organized by NBC. 

At what stage would you suggest 
companies apply to NBC?
Once they have completed an initial business plan and are 
absolutely sure they want to set up a company.

What if somebody comes to you with just 
an idea?
We never turn away anyone who has a great idea but we may 
not at that stage provide them with an office. What we do is we 
assist them to develop the idea further into a plan. If the idea is 
great and the commitment and willingness is there, we provide 
them with pre-incubation or hot desk facility. This means that 
the individual can have access to a desk and a PC with internet 
access and receive guidance from NBC for a period of six weeks. 
The individual also gets included in our boot camp.
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What do you look for in a potential NBC 
tenant?
Drive, passion, commitment and willingness to accept advice. Our 
typical successful NBC tenants have fun when they develop their 
business and don’t consider failure as an option - so they usually 
persevere and commit their hearts and minds to what they do.

Could you give an example of an ideal 
company that would benefit from working 
with NBC?
An ideal company would probably be not more than two years 
old. The owner of the company should be fully engaged in the 
project as well as having worked for someone else in the same 
field previously. This criteria however is not cast in stone. We 
have individuals who know their sector or industry very well 
and have studied it well. In most cases, they are pretty focused 
on a product or service line and know their industry in terms of 
competition . 
 

What’s your NBC day like?
I tend to have a weekly list of things I want to get done. However, 
my typical morning is spent with my small team discussing and 
co-ordinating any issues that are of concern. I also meet new 
entrepreneurs and have a one-to-one with some of my newly 
incubated companies. NBC has only started operations this 
year so I spend time reviewing our marketing plan, policies and 
procedures as well as our own readiness for full start-up. 

What are the rewards of being involved 
with the NBC?
What makes my day is when an entrepreneur comes in to share 
a contract s/he won or tell me about a deal s/he got through 
an introduction NBC made. The variety involved in working 
with small business is also a learning process for me and an 
inspiration. A lot of these entrepreneurs take professional and 
personal risks for what they believe and that is inspiring!

I am a visionary so my reward is playing a part in the 
establishment of a new entity such as NBC and also being able 
to witness some of these small companies grow.

How do we get more young women 
inspired by enterprise and applying for 
space at NBC?
NBC is an enabler and I personally enjoy the maturity and 
creativity that women bring to enterprise but unfortunately it 
is not always taken seriously. I think to encourage more women 
into enterprise a different approach is needed and different 
tools as well. Most businesswomen are under-served by 
existing institutions not intentionally, of course, but awareness 
is needed from those providing the services and those who 
receive it. As for NBC we are open to any entrepreneurs but as 
a woman I take it as part of my duty to give back by helping 
other women who want to start their business. 

Malak Al Shaibani
Director General

The National Business Centre
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Meet the Entrepreneur

Rayyan Al Kalbani
Co-founder & Executive Director 
Mazoon Environmental & Technological Services

What did you do before you set up 
METS?
I’m an SQU chemistry graduate and I have an MSc in Chemistry 
from the Free University, Berlin, Germany. After getting my MSc 
in Chemistry, I worked for one year in Sultan Qaboos University 
as a research assistant and part-time lab instructor.

How did you come up with the idea for 
METS? Was it something that developed 
over time or was it a ‘Eureka!’ moment?
A bit of both! When I was still an undergraduate student, I 
joked with my Australian project supervisor that I wanted to 
be a businesswoman and he immediately said: “Why not? Your 
country gives so many advantages to Omanis to start-up a 
business.”

That’s when the idea of starting a business started playing 
around at the back of my mind. I imagined a business connected 
with science but I didn’t know what exactly. 

Later on when I was working in a temporary job as a research 
assistant at SQU, I made a jokey comment about setting up 
a private chemical laboratory to my German supervisor. His 
reaction was very encouraging. When I went home I talked to 
my husband about the idea and he was completely supportive. 

At that point, I decided I would set up some kind of ‘scientific’ 
business but only after I’d got a few years of work experience 
under my belt. 

After my research position at SQU came to an end, I started 
looking for a challenging career. I knocked on plenty of doors 
but none of them opened for me. I was considered ‘over 
qualified.’  Quite a surprise, I can tell you. So once it sank I that 
I wasn’t going to get a job, I decided I’d have to create my own. 
Essentially, that’s how METS was born. I wasn’t exactly setting 
out to be an entrepreneur, I was creating a job for myself and 
following an idea.

Have you had to adapt your business 
model to meet the demands of the 
market or have things developed as 
you’d planned at the outset?
We’ve had to adapt METS’ chemical analytical services to meet 
market demands. We’re also are doing a lot of R&D to develop 
our environmental biotechnological ideas. Hopefully, that’ll lead 
to new business lines that we didn’t have when we first set up.

You’re doing that research in conjunction 
with the newly-created Industrial 
Innovation Centre (IIC). How did that 
come about and how’s it going?
We approached TRC right after we set up – that was a logical 
step for us. They put us in touch with the IIC as it encourages 
R&D in SMEs and we’re definitely a company that has R&D at its 
core. Actually, METS was the first company to be supported by 
the IIC and we’re every proud of that. We’re very grateful to the 
staff at IIC - they’ve been tremendously supportive.

Our research project with IIC is looking at the feasibility of 
introducing a new environmental biotechnology to the region. 
The IIC is partially financing our project. They’ll help us market 
the new product that will come out of it too. 

The research is going to take time but we are very optimistic! 
It’s already an international project as we have excellent 
collaboration with a German university. On top of that there 
are international students working on it as well as an Omani 
student from Caledonian College of Engineering, Oman. We’re 
also going to get more Omani research assistants involved.

Challenges along the way?
Registering the company was fairly straightforward but not 
everything else was. There was so much time-consuming
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Rayyan Al Kalbani
Mazoon Environmental & Technological Services 

About METS

Established: 2008 

Provides:

•	 Environmental biotechnology 
and chemical/biological analysis. 

•	 High quality chemical/biological 
analytical services.

What is environmental 
biotechnology?

The use of biological agents, for 
example, micro-organisms or 
plants, to:

•	 solve environmental problems 
such as the bio-remediation of 
oil contaminated soil 

•	 to create value out of waste. 

paper work in the beginning too. It would have been really 
useful to have had someone to turn to for legal and financial 
advice. But we kept looking for the information, asking more 
experienced entrepreneurs and learned form our mistakes. 
Financial problems are a hurdle too. A lot of people face them 
in some shape or form when they’re setting up. For us it came 
later when we wanted to expand our business offer. There’s 
no simple way round it. You have to do the paperwork and be 
prepared to take on loans.

I think this type of experience is common to people setting up 
companies wherever they are in the world.

What’s the best piece of advice you’ve 
been given since you started METS?
The best advice we were given is to really work at convincing 
clients about your services.

With hindsight, is there anything you’d 
do differently?
Always have back-up plans and, although I don’t want to 
sound pessimistic – don’t rely on promises. A lot of people will 
say they’ll help you but very few come through. Always make 
sure you have something in writing. 

Has there ever been a point when you 
thought your company would collapse?
Definitely. Possible the worst point was at the end of the first 
year when we really felt we were banging our heads against a 
brick wall. But we’ve always believed that we’d ultimately be 
successful. I’d say it’s taken us until now to get the trust of the 
market and of industry in particular. We’re very proud about 
that. It’s been hard won.

Where do you see your business in five 
years?
We’re currently working on research to introduce new 
environmental biotechnology to the region and we’d like to 
see it on the market in the next five years. 

Most of all, I’d like to be at the head of a successful company; 
one that builds capacity and employs highly enthusiastic 
young Omanis showing the world what we’re capable of.

Are you primarily an innovator or an 
entrepreneur?
An innovative entrepreneur! 
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Meet the Entrepreneur

Sara Fida
Founder & Director
SFDesign

What is SFDesign?
We’re a small design company set up in 2009. We do branding, 
advertising, publications and web design.

What did you do before you set up 
SFDesign?
I studied Communication Design at RMIT University in Australia. 
My career has involved working in three international agencies. 
I was a Graphic Designer in TBWA\Zeenah - Oman,  Art Director 
in LOWE and Ogilvy & Mather - Bahrain.

I’ve gained quality experience by working on international 
brands like Krispy Kreme as well as a number of prominent 
clients such as Bahrain’s telecommunication company Batelco, 
Moda Mall, AMEX, Gulf Air and BankMuscat.

How did you come up with the idea 
for SFDesign? Did you set out to be 
an entrepreneur or was it a ‘Eureka!’ 
moment?
The idea came to me and grew during the first five years that I 
was working. During this time, I did everything I could to learn 
and improve professionally. In addition, I practiced and honed 
my skills continuously. In 2009 I knew it was the right time to 
start.

When you set up your company did you 
have a definite plan or did you follow an 
idea?
Yes, it was to start an out-of-the-box design company that 
delivered quality - a refreshing design company founded and 
directed by an Omani.

Did you see a gap in the market?
Definitely! In general, I noticed that many ideas are imported or 
mimicked. I also realized that there isn’t enough faith in local 
talent. We have to start believing - we do have talent here. 

I’ve met so many creative Omanis in this field. They just need to 
be motivated and appreciated. They need to be given
opportunities to show what they can do. 

This is something I feel very strongly about and it’s what I very 
much wanted to change when I set up SFDesign.

Have you had to adapt your business 
model to meet the demands of the 
market or have things developed as 
you’d planned at the outset?
I’ve set certain goals and standards that I’d like to maintain - to 
stay true to my design ideals. I share my design approach with 
my clients, keeping in mind their requirements. 

Challenges along the way?
Frankly speaking, the main issue we have here is the lack of
understanding and appreciation that people and companies
have in the importance of advertising and branding. When they
do, they find it challenging to assess the quality of a design and 
to distinguish between what’s good and what’s mediocre.
 
This is compounded by the fact that decision makers  aren’t 
usually from the field and tend to play it safe by taking a 
traditional approach to designs. Risks have to be taken in order 
to expand further and new ideas have to be introduced if they 
want to achieve their goals and expectations. 

Do you find it difficult to compete with 
bigger companies?
It depends. Well-established companies obviously tend to be 
well-known in the market and big companies have the funds to 
invest in their image - a small business just can’t do that. 

Bigger companies have more designers too and they have 
more extensive portfolios. This can be a challenge for a design 
start-up. It means you have to focus on building up a really good 
body of work. The power of a good portfolio should never be
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underestimated. Being able to show versatility is important, 
and so is having a design style. In today’s competitive design 
market where so many designs look the same – from logos and 
brochures to websites - a look and a style that stand out are 
vital.

Small firms work to develop client awareness too. It’s an 
ongoing process that contributes to seeing beyond the glitz of 
bigger companies. It’s not the size of the company that matters, 
it’s the quality of the work that’s produced. I believe this is true 
for a lot of small and medium-sized businesses whatever field 
they work in - convincing clients and customers that bigger 
doesn’t necessarily mean better - it just means bigger. 

To win over clients you have to show them that you’re forward 
thinking, resourceful, creative and have a sound plan for future 
growth. Perhaps being a start-up gives me an edge, makes me 
focus and helps me deliver a superior service.

What’s the best piece of advice you’ve 
been given since you started SFDesign?
Make sure you get an LPO (Local Purchase Order) before you
start any work. I’ve fallen foul of this once already! Also, keep 
a close eye on your cash flow. You can have a lot of pending 
payments, so plan ahead and always balance your accounts.

What advice would you give to budding 
entrepreneurs?
To entrepreneurs in design I’d say: 
You’ll receive a lot of criticism and see confused faces. There 
could be a lack of appreciation and support at the start. Some 
people consider design a hobby and not a proper job. You’ll 
have some good days and some bad. 

However, don’t give up, work hard and spread the awareness 
to people around you. Don’t listen to everyone. Listen to those 
with opinions that matter; the opinions that come from
experience. What’s the worst that could happen? You will always 
have other options. 

However, no matter what, do not under any circumstances give 
out your work without an officially documented agreement, 
which could be a non-disclosure agreement (NDA) that will 
protect your intellectual property.

With hindsight, is there anything you’d 
do differently?
Yes, never take a job without an NDA or LPO.

Are you an innovator or an entrepreneur?
Both! I’m primarily an entrepreneur seeking innovation.

Sara Fida
Founder & Director

SFDesign

sarafidadesign.blogspot.com

I’ve met so many creative 
Omanis in this field. They just 
need to be motivated and 
appreciated. They need to be 
given opportunities to show 
what they can do.

This is something I feel very 
strongly about and it’s what I 
very much wanted to change 
when I set up SFDesign.
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What is Knowledge Horizon
We’re an  knowledge transfer organization. Essentially, what 
we do is provide e-Learning driven training solutions. We’re 
constantly adapting, responding to the market – looking for new 
ways to deliver the best possible product. 

How did you get involved with 
Knowledge Horizon?
I worked in training and HRD for quite a few years – in the 
Gulf and in the United Kingdom. I was working for The British 
University in Dubai, when I first met Dr. Ma’en Al Qatamin – the 
founder of Knowledge Horizon. 

The concept behind Knowledge Horizon was really quite 
exciting. They were really revitalising e-Learning. When 
computer based learning had first been introduced to the 
market, the technology wasn’t really up to the job. On top of 
that, teachers and trainers just didn’t know how to exploit the 
new technology. They were just transposing what worked in the 
classroom onto the computer and that wasn’t the way forward 
at all. 

But Knowledge Horizon had seen that the technology has 
caught up with the possibilities. The flexibility of the product 
appealed to me – things like the fact that the training could be 
delivered in English or Arabic – whichever language people felt 
most comfortable with. It’s personalized learning and learning 
that puts the students first, giving them a wider choice of 
experiences and access to specialist resources. I was keen to 
bring that to Oman. 

Why did you think it would work in 
Oman?
I could see a lot of potential here in the sultanate. We have 
a big need for training - there are a growing number of 
Omanis entering the job market every year. Plus employers 
are increasingly switched on to professional development and 
they’re linking this more and more to professional qualifications. 

Meet the Entrepreneur

Abeer Al Jassim
Knowledge Horizon
Knowledge Transfer Organisation

However,  because of the global economic situation and 
because of the numbers involved in training they want cost-
effective options. On-line is an ideal solution. It can train big 
numbers of students and yet give an individual experience plus 
it’s more affordable than purely classroom based solutions. It’s 
also  easily integrated with on-the-job training and adapted to 
specialised needs. Its flexibility really is one of its strong points.

I also liked the fact that Dr Ma’en was working closely with 
institutes and universities that are leaders in professional 
qualifications so students could get certificates and diplomas 
with real value while working at their own computer in their 
own home or office. For me the product ticked a lot of boxes.

Also, and crucially, I felt Oman was ready – internet penetration 
was growing and connection speeds were getting faster – on-
line was becoming more a part of every day life. It was more 
‘normal’ if you like.

Have things worked out as you’d 
planned?
Well, there’s definitely been a learning curve. That’s for sure. In 
the beginning I think I overestimated the readiness of the 
market to accept on-line as being as good as classroom-based 
learning. While the net was becoming more a part of people’s 
lives its was mostly email and google searches. It doesn’t 
matter how innovative you are if the market isn’t ready for your 
product. So initially we had to promote blended courses more 
– though that has changed now. People use on-line for so many 
more things now - entertainment, shopping and, yes, training. 

Also, I quickly learned not to assume that just because 
something was working in the Emirates or Egypt that it would 
be a guaranteed success here - our market is quite different. 
I think I’ve learned to be cautious about which products I 
introduce. Of course, the opposite also applies - some things 
work really well here and not so well in other places.

Staffing can also be a challenge – I know my product is great 
but I have to make sure I’ve got the right people and systems in 
place too.
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With hindsight, is there anything you’d 
do differently?
Definitely. In the beginning I was too involved in everything. I 
was spreading myself too thin. That’s always a danger when 
you really want something to succeed that you tend to micro-
manage and that was certainly me. I was starting to burn myself 
out and not getting anything done properly because I was trying 
to do too much. You have to learn to let people get on with their 
jobs so you can do yours.

What advice would you give someone 
starting up a new business?
Research your market – that’s for sure. Don’t try and put square 
pegs in round holes. I mean don’t impose a product on the 
market, find what the market wants and how you can meet that 
need with the tools you have.  

I’d definitely say too that no contract is certain until it is signed 
and that things will take time. You need to learn to be patient.

Also, I’d say plan. Always plan. If you fail to plan you plan to fail.
It’s a cliche but it’s true.

Where do you see your business in five 
years?
The technology changes so rapidly! For sure our product is just 
going to get better and better. Increased internet connection 
speeds make a big difference for us and of course internet 
penetration. 

Since we set up in Muscat, on-line learning has made great 
strides in terms of acceptance and understanding of its value 
and I very much expect this to accelerate. Mobile internet is 
already becoming very important for us and will have a big 
impact on our business. It’s seriously putting Oman on-line.

Has there ever been a point when you 
thought your business would collapse?
Everybody has bad days but I’ve never come to that point. 
I actually do believe in what I’m doing and that we have 
something special to offer - something that can make a 
difference.

Are you primarily an innovator or an 
entrepreneur?
I think it’s difficult to be one without the other. I guess I’m an 
entrepreneur with an innovative product.

•	 Don’t spread yourself too 
thin

•	 Don’t micro-manage

•	 Research your market

•	 Don’t impose a product on 
the market

•	 Find out how you can meet 
the needs of the market 
with the tools you have

•	 Believe in your product

•	 Learn to be patient

Abeer Al Jassim
Knowledge Horizon
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Meet the Entrepreneurs

Salma & Aisha Al Hajri
Salma’s Chocolates

Salma and Aisha Al Hajri are Muscat-based chocolatiers. 
The aunt and niece team specialize in premium handmade 
chocolates that use local ingredients – from honey and 
zatar to rose water and lemons – local produce drives 
their business. 

Where did the idea for a chocolate start-
up come from?
We had the idea of doing something together for quite some 
time - we tried a couple options before but we never really 
managed to take them forward.

This time though the timing just seemed right in terms of our 
lives and our careers. We looked at the market and looked at 
what we thought would work - and the chocolate idea seemed 
the perfect fit.  We’ve always liked chocolate and enjoyed 
experimenting with it in the kitchen at home and we could see 
a gap in the market for the kind of thing we wanted to do. The 
opportunity to combine our passion for chocolate with our 
idea to start up a business together seemed perfect.

Do you both work full-time in Salma’s 
Chocolates?
No we don’t. Aisha works full-time at a bank and I’ve taken 
a year’s leave of absence from my post at Sulatn Qaboos 
University to focus on the business and really get it off the 
ground. This is working well for us - the idea of giving up our 
jobs wasn’t something either of us felt was a wise thing to do.

What were your first steps to getting the 
business up and running?
We were lucky enough to be able to travel to Europe and took 
courses in chocolate making - we wanted to learn the trade 
- to know how it works - we didn’t want someone else to do 
that for us. We wanted it to be our business in every sense. 

We surveyed the market to see what our competition would 
be and how we could be diferent - what we could do to stand

out. We also saw a trend for autheticity sweeping the world - 
people are looking for special expereinces in the things they 
buy - there seemed to be two strands to this people wanting 
something unique and also people really appreciating local 
produce - it means a lot in this world of mass manufacturing.
There’s a rise in small batch manufacturing in all kinds of 
things from chocolate and chutney to T-shirts and jewellery - 
people want something unique, something different.

The ‘Just-Food’ global market review of premium chocolate 
says the 2011 global premium chocolate market grew from 
US$6.95billion in 2007 to US$12.9billion in 2011. So it looks like 
our instincts were in the right place. 

So that’s the reason for the focus on 
local ingredients?
Local produce is at the heart of our business - it makes us 
unique - it makes us stand out from the other chocolate 
companies. Our ingredients are locally sourced as far as 
we possibly can and reflect our culture and traditions. Our 
ingredients have real people behind them, they each have 
a story and they’re part of the fabric of our business. For 
example, our zatar is sourced from two elderly women - they 
climb up the mountainside for two hours to harvest it. These 
tracable local ingredients differentiate us in the market.

We’re passionate about all things local - not only are they 
wonderful but we can guarantee the quality when things are 
sourced from our doorstep. We can be sure of trading ethically 
and by buying locally we support our community and help 
other businesses along the way.

What’s the biggest challenge you’ve 
faced since you set up Salma’s 
Chocolates?
Funnily enough it’s our success. Once we started to take off 
and become popular we faced our biggest challenge - that 
was one meeting the volume of orders we received. That’s in 
terms of production and sourcing ingredients. But that’s not 
necessarliy the worst kind of problem to have!
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We’re very aware that we need 
to be realistic about growth 
rates and how quickly it is safe 
to grow. We need to be realistic 
about growth rates. We want 
to focus on delivering on our 
promise and our brand values.

Salma & Aisha Al Hajri
Salma’s Chocolates

Did you have a business plan? Have you 
followed it? Have things turned out as 
you expected?
Yes, we had a business plan. The demand for our product 
soared in a short space of time so our predictions for growth 
were underestimated and that brought multiple challenges 
from packaging and production to just finding the time to 
do the administration - the volume of paperwork a business 
generates is incredible. It’s the kind of thing you don’t really 
consider when you start out.

How do you see your business 
developing?
We’ve established a brand and many people are now aware of 
it and we have to maintain our brand value. The most 
important thing for us is to deliver a premium product. So, 
right now, we’re entering a period of consolidation. 

We’re very aware that we need to be realistic about growth 
rates and how quickly it is safe to grow. We’re not looking to 
expand much more at this point - hopefully that will come 
later. We want to focus on delivering on our promise and our 
brand values.

Have either of you got  a business 
background?
Not per se. We’ve no formal business training but we did do 
our research and reading - we’ve been very thorough.

Was there a particular moment you 
would define as a turning point for your 
business?
I think there have been two things that you could call turning 
points. The first has to be the significant help and advice we’ve 
received from the Minsitry of Commerce and Industry. It’s 
made a world of difference for us.

This led to the second turning point which was Eid Al Fitr 
this year when we had our promotion at the Sulatn Centre in 
Qurum. It was a huge success. That’s definitely the point when 
things really started to take off. We do have to thank Omran 
for their supprt and assistance in the promotion. That was 
invaluable.

Around the same time, we put a promo film made for us by 
local film-makers Jamal and Anwar Al Asmi of Reality CG 
on YouTube. In just about a week it had over 40,000 views 
- that really got our name known! Social media has been a 
tremendous tool for us especially as we don’t really have a 
marketing budget.

Tel:       +968 95 08 58 81
www:    salmaschocolates.com

 Salma’s Chocolates
Retail Outlet: 

Bank Muscat Head Office
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Meet the Social Entrepreneur

Badriya Al Siyabi
Social Entrepreneur & Co-founder 
Sidab Women’s Sewing Group

Badriya Al Siyabi, who after a successful career in banking 
now runs corporate social responsibility projects for Omran, 
reflects on setting up Sidab Women’s Sewing Group.

Badriya is the daughter of one of Oman’s first school 
teachers and grew up in a house where the importance 
of education and community spirit was front and centre. 
It’s this type of upbringing that paved the way for her to 
become involved in social entrepreneurship and corporate 
social responsibility projects. She co-founded Sidab 
Women’s Sewing Group in 2004.

What are Sidab Women’s Sewing 
Group’s products and what is its 
market? 
The Group manufacturers a range of items from tote bags and  
greeting cards to cushion covers, tissue box covers and dolls. 
The items are very popular with local hotels and art galleries. 

Typically the products manufactured by the Group are made of 
calico and decorated with colourful ‘wizar’ material and silver 
and gold embroidery. The Group’s embroidery work of date 
palms, Omani coffee pots and camels are its best sellers. 

With tourism playing a stronger role in Oman’s economy, 
hand-made traditional crafts are in great demand. Tourist are 
looking to buy something authentic and unique - something 
they can’t find anywhere else and that’s exactly what we offer. 

What inspired you to set up Sidab 
Women’s Sewing Group?
I was inspired by the time I spent in Colorado where I saw 
the enormous economic and social benefits that community 
centres could bring to the local economy. 

When I saw the fantastic work done by these community 
centres, I thought of starting something similar in Oman. 
And with the help of expatriate Sue Ross I opened the Sidab 
Women’s Sewing Group with just six local women. Sidab’s my

home village so it was a logical place to set up. 

We saw a niche market for our products among international 
tourists and locally based expatriate women. And with 
valuable feedback from these two groups we were able to 
evolve and improve our product base. After a few years our 
initial six women had grown to 35 active members mostly 
aged from 25 to 40. 

Was there any particular piece of 
feedback that stood out?
I remember in particular an hotel telling us to focus on the 
quality of our products and we very much took that on board.

Apart from listening to feedback, what 
have been the important factors in the 
Group’s success?
I think being realistic about what’s possible and responsive 
to the Group members has been important. The Group opens 
early in the morning and the women work to a schedule that 
best suits their individual lives. We fully understand that our 
members fit work in around their family life and daily chores 
– they have other commitments, so there’s no time card 
punching.  

Some of the members prefer to work at the centre while 
others work from home. We’re flexible, whatever works for 
our members works for us. It doesn’t matter where you work 
– in the centre or from home the monies paid to members is 
exactly the same.

Do the Group members receive any 
training?
Certainly. We give initial training in the art of sewing and 
embroidery but the women involved also continue to improve 
their education and business knowledge.  The Group not 
only helps women make and market their items they are also 
taught book-keeping and IT skills and have English lessons. 
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Badriya Al Siyabi
Co-founder

Sidab Women’s Sewing Group

Through the help of government and commercial supporters 
we’ve been able to build a truly dynamic learning experience 
for Group members. We offer our members an opportunity 
to learn the mechanics of running a small and sustainable 
business. Indeed, these are skills they can take forward in 
their lives and share with their families.

In fact, one of our members has even used this knowledge 
to set up her own outlet at the Shangri La Barr Al Jissa Resort 
and Spa.

The entire community benefits from the Group’s work. At the 
end of the day, it’s all about empowering women through 
education and training.
 

Has public and private sector support 
been important?
The success of the Sidab Women’s Sewing Group would 
not have been possible without the help of the Ministry of 
Social Development and Shell who supported the Group with 
logistics, machinery and training. 

Shell provided members with IT training and courses in 
customer service and advanced sewing techniques. Indeed, 
we’re very grateful to Shell, who through their Social 
Investment Programme, provided the necessary funds to 
refurbish the Group’s working premises. This gave everyone a 
great working environment which made a huge difference to 
both the quality of our work and our productivity.

Of course, we’ve had other help too - volunteers who’ve 
given their time, artist and jewellery designer Naima Al 
Maimani advised on design and quality control and one of my 
cousins even donated a house for our headquarters. We’ve 
had support too from the Women’s Guild of Oman and the 
American Women’s Group.

Was there a particular turning point for 
the Group?
More than one! But probably our first international order from 
the Omani Embassy in France.
  

Has the focus of the Group changed 
since it started?
Today, the Group is very much an active part of the Sidab 
community. The Group’s core business of manufacturing 
accessories in Omani fashion has generated profits for 
members and the number of projects being undertaken 
has grown.  With increasing financial security, the Group is 
focusing more on areas such as education and community 
development.  Indeed, it is thanks to the Sidab Women’s 
Sewing Group that the lives of many women in the village 
and their families have seen real improvement – a wonderful 
example of social entrepreneurship at work.  

Sidab Women’s Sewing Group 
is located near
Al Alam Palace 

Muscat

To arrange a visit
or if you have an enquiry 

call:
+968 92 22 22 71 
+968 99 25 42 79

email: k.al.mashari@gmail.com
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Meet the Researcher

Dr. Asyah Nasser Seif Al Bualy
Adviser, Culture Sciences
The Research Council

Dr. Asyah Nasser Seif Al Bualy,  Adviser for Culture at The 
Research Council, obtained her PhD from the Department 
of Arabic Language and Literature, Faculty of Arts, Cairo 
University in May 2000.

She was an  Assistant Professor at the Department of Arabic 
Language and Literature, Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences, 
Sultan Qaboos University, from August 2000 until June 2006.  
Since June 2006, she has been working at the Research 
Council, as adviser for culture sciences upon a Royal Order by 
His Majesty Sultan Qaboos bin Said.

Her research concentrates on the Humanities and Culture. She 
has written  numerous research papers on: culture in general; 
literature (prose  and  poems); folk arts;  art critiques on all  
artistic genres; the status of women in Oman; sustainable 
development and social observatory.

Can you give us some details on 
yourself and your research area?
Much of my research has been at the request of various 
Omani government institutions, often to develop ideas that 
may aid decision makers. The institutions I have conducted 
research for include: the Ministry of Social Development; the 
State Council; the Ministry of Heritage and Culture; the Public 
Authority for Crafts Industries and Sultan Qaboos University. 

My research has been published in academic, peer-reviewed, 
journals or cultural magazines. Other research has been 
presented at national and international conferences and 
published in conference research volumes.

I have also written a biography, published in Arabic and 
English, about  the pioneering Omani female academic 
Professor Fatma bin Salem bin Seif Al Maamary: “The Pioneer: 
Professor Fatma bin Salem bin Seif Al Maamary (1911-2002); 
a Historical Documentary and Academic Study” issued in 
February 2008 by the Ministry of Heritage and Culture in 
Muscat.

What’s your average day like?
I have to make it absolutely clear that working in research is 
just like physical exercise – endurance is crucial otherwise you 
get out of practice and lose the ability to gather your ideas 
efficiently. 

As a researcher, I am a very organized person - always trying  
to ensure that my day is productive; if a day passes without 
achieving what I intended for that particular day, I become 
very anxious and terribly miserable . 

The hours of my day are allocated according to my aims 
but I make certain to have basic reading time, which ranges 
between four to six hours per day. At the weekend it often 
increases to eight hours. During this time, I normally collect 
data or do a literature review. Of course,  this period of 
reading varies according to the  research and the theme being 
pursued. Some research needs more than a year for data 
collection whilst others need three months, or sometimes only 
a few weeks - it all depends on the objectives, theme, type, 
style and form of the research.

After this introductory period, I enter the phase of writing the 
research which then proceeds according to, and  guided by, a 
structured plan. Of course, the writing timespan differs from 
one piece of research to another.

At a personal level, I make sure I spend an hour with my 
mother every day; exercise for an hour and a half; and 
complete an hour’s meditation. In general, I make sure not to 
be consumed with social obligations unless it is inevitable. I 
sleep for a maximum  of six hours.

What is rewarding about being a 
researcher?
The most important reward to me, as a researcher at TRC, is 
the feeling that the organization I am working for is highly 
appreciated.  As a result, I get many requests from both 
governmental or non-governmental organisations to set
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up research plans highlighting areas of need. I am sometimes 
also asked to raise points, in committees, that might help in 
policy-making.

I also feel rewarded by the fact that TRC, as on organisation, 
has placed its faith in me. This means that any  research 
proposal dealing with culture is referred to me for review and 
recommendation, or for additional ideas if need be.

Furthermore, it is rewarding for a researcher when he or she 
feels that the reader has benefitted from their research.  In 
my case, this  takes many forms . For example, I have read 
numerous pieces of research, articles and books  written by 
Omani and non-Omani colleagues in which  I have come 
across quotations or references taken from  my work.

Another area of satisfaction is when some of my work has 
facilitated the further development of particular ideas that I 
have raised.

Obviously satisfying is being awarded various awards at the 
national and international level, for example, a certificate 
of appreciation from the Smithsonian Folklife International 
Festival Washington DC (US), in June 2005; an award and 
merit certificate from the Arab Pioneers and Inventors 
Festival, in December 2008, held under the auspices of The 
Arab League. 

I  was also  awarded a certificate of appreciation in October 
2010, at the fifth international conference of Ministers of 
Higher Education and Scientific Research, held in Malaysia 
Kuala Lumpur, for  my research paper: “Empowering Women”,  
in which I represented women from the entire Arab world.

I have been a member of the board of trustees of The Network 
of Women Scientists of the Islamic World (NWSIW), since 
January 2010. This selection was a result of the presenatation 
of my research paper: “Prominent Omani Women: Self 
fulfillment and Development” to the NWSIW, in Tehran, Iran 
(April, 2009); and was approved by the Islamic Scientific and 
Cultural Organization (ISESCO).

Last but not least, the feeling of satisfaction the researcher 
obtains from producing research and from knowing that it has 
been beneficial to others is ultimately the greatest reward.

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?
Undoubtedly, any serious and genuine researcher feels the 
responsibility to make sure that change is positive.  Any form 
of research is therefore motivated by the aim of causing 
change, or of having an impact.

Dr. Asyah Nasser Seif Al Bualy
Adviser, Culture Sciences

The Research Council

My work at TRC has allowed me 
to interact with Omani society, 
raising awareness of research 
and other social issues. I am 
very fortunate to be able to 
assume this role because as 
a researcher engaged with 
matters of an intellectual and 
cultural nature, I believe that I 
should not isolate myself in an 
ivory tower.
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What are the potential practical 
applications of your research and its 
results? What are the benefits for Oman 
in particular?
From my own perspective, the potential practical applications 
of my research and its results are embedded in serving those 
(in particular academics) conducting research in the field of 
culture, art and literature. 

As we all know research in any specialized field requires   
reading and reviewing other research of the same subject.  
From the perspective of benefitting Oman in particular, I 
would say my research papers and articles discuss culture 
in its broadest sense. I always convey the message that we 
should progressively make research integral to our culture.   
For research to become be a verb (and therefore an action) 
rather than merely a noun. We need to change society’s 
definition of research, the way it sees research. This is not an 
easy mission since it includes modifying ways of thinking, 
concepts, ways of behaving and so on.  Since thought and 
intellect are abstract and intangible matters in societies then it 
should taken into consideration that these modifications need 
time to be achieved; especially if we aim to apply them in 
components that form our culture without losing our identity 
as Muslims and Arabs.

Omani women play an important role 
in the science and research space. How 
do you see their role in other areas, 
for example, business, innovation and 
education? 
Omani women have proved to be successful in all of these 
areas and can certainbly be attributed to the enlightened 
policy of His Majesty Sultan Qaboos. I personally consider the 
greatest achievement of Oman’s Renaissance as being the 
ability of his Majesty to change the perception of women in 
our society.

This change has resulted in the acknowledgement of 
women as constructive partners and is manifested in the 
role of women in every field. For example, if we talk about 
education, this means we are taking about women’s positions 
from the level of cleaners, teachers, academicians, right up 
to ministerial level. As a researcher, I do believe that the 
importance does not merely lie in the number of women in 
any field but by the quality of their achievements. 

I would like to be realistic about the word ‘innovation’ and 
its expectation in Oman. Today, we cannot proclaim that 
innovation in Oman has been fully achieved, in the proper 
sense of the word. This applies to the work output of both 
genders:  male and female. 

Although, the unprecedented role of his Majesty in rapidly 
building and modernising Oman from the ground up is the 
greatest innovation in Oman to date.

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?
It is a fact that research is the foundation of innovation. Since 
innovation in any area goes through a cycle of five phases - 
known as  the five “P”s - they are:  Papers, Patent, Prototype, 
Production and Profit. 

Papers contain ideas which are subsequently intellectually 
protected - eventually leading to Patents. The 
commercialisation process begins following this phase 
of patenting the ideas by developing a Prototype for the 
potential product. Once the prototype is accepted, and the 
economic feasibility is clear, Production starts. The natural 
outcome of any commercial product is Profit (economic or 
non-economic), which is the cycle’s ultimate goal. 

In Oman, I would say, we do research in different 
specialisations yet we have not reached the stage of 
completing the innovation cycle.

How do we get more young women 
inspired by research?
Getting young women inspired by research means getting 
them inspired by all specialisations. In order for this 
inspiration to be fulfilled we need to implant the concept of 
research as a part of culture in its broad sense. This has to 
start from the home environment through to school level and 
up to higher education.

Other components can assist in making research a part 
of culture, like all forms of media, having proper research 
environments, encouraging research in all fields and through 
establishing special research programmes. In addition, it 
is also imperative to highlight the significance of research 
through seminars, workshops, conferences, assuring that 
funds are available and accessible irrespective of bureaucratic 
hurdles, amongst others.

Is there anything that we probably 
won’t understand no matter how much 
research we do?
I perceive all research to be the result of a long sequence 
of knowledge and trials. Some research achieves particular 
individual outcomes whilst others are a prelude for future 
research to be developed.
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Meet the Researcher

Dr. Shweta Belwal
Assistant Professor, Faculty of Business
Sohar University

Dr. Shweta Belwal was awarded her PhD from Kumaon 
University, Nainital (India). She is an Assistant Professor 
in the Faculty of Business at Sohar University. She has a 
decade of experience of teaching and research in different 
international institutions. She has a track record of publishing 
in research journals and conference proceedings and has been 
a co-investigator in two TRC awarded research grants. Her 
current research project is: the Training Needs Assessment of 
fishermen on the Al-Batinah Coast of Oman for a Sustainable 
Fishing Sector

How has your research benefited from 
your TRC funding? What has it enabled 
you to do? 
TRC funding is playing a substantial part in promoting 
the research activities of this project; in particular, it has 
enabled us to get the resources that we need to undertake 
the research work. TRC has been a facilitator for us and we 
appreciate this very much. 

What are the potential practical 
applications of your research and its 
results? What are the benefits for Oman 
in particular? 
Oman needs a fishing industry that improves the lives of 
traditional fishermen, restores their faith in the profession and 
enables them to contribute efficiently to a sustainable fishing 
industry, by conserving national stocks as well as traditional 
culture. 

Assessment of needs can secure a fit between traditional 
artisanal practices and modern technological solutions 
to maintain both cultural identity and sustainability. The 
solutions arising from this research will improve fishermen’s 
management of their fishing activities. Furthermore, training 
needs assessment will bring together different facilitating 
bodies to set up a common agenda for filling the gaps of the 
fishermen’s needs and the institutional goals in a coordinated 
way. 

The research findings will also be of great importance for 
policymakers so they can further improve the fishing industry. 
The research findings and their implementation will benefit 
not onlt  the fishermen but also Oman in general in terms of 
economy, knowledge and social advancement. 

As a researcher, what’s your average 
day like? 
It starts with teaching students and then dealing with their 
queries - the rest of my time is devoted to research though 
obvioulsy I do have some responsibilities at home!

What are the rewards of being a 
researcher? 
Greater knowledge and understanding in your field; 
developing problem solving concepts, and directly 
contributing to society through the application of research.

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? 
Yes. It is my responsibility to make sure that changes come 
out well and we, as researchers, either influence them or 
adapt them.

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? 
I am of the opinion that we need to identify our problems 
well. Then we need to brainstorm in order to develop the right 
solutions and to translate them into reality. This practice will 
bring about significant changes in research and planning.
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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 can play an important role in integrating innovation, 
education, business, and the society through researchers. 
Researchers, through their research work, can generate 
innovative ideas which benefit all the stakeholders through 
an iterative cycle of implementations of innovative solutions 
and feedback.

How do we get more schoolchildren 
inspired by science? 
Children always seek knowledge and they get so much 
from activities they enjoy - especially practical activities.
These can reveal the applications and implications of 
science or scientific discoveries. More lively and working 
demonstration of science in everyday life will bring changes 
in their thought process and will create a passion for 
science.

How do local scientists convince 
Oman’s business community to stand-
up and take notice and understand 
that what you’re doing is world-class? 
The business and corporate world needs to be informed 
at regular intervals regarding the significant findings of 
scientists across subjects and specializations. Tangible 
changes and updated information will definitely make some 
difference.

Today, everyone’s talking about 
climate change and global warming. 
Where do you see the next big 
scientific challenge? 
The next big challenge will be facing the shortage of 
agricultural land, drinking water, and poor resistance in 
humans against several diseases. This is what I believe!

Is there anything that we probably 
won’t understand no matter how 
much research we do?
Cutting-edge research always comes up with applied results 
and media and other information agencies make people 
aware of the findings. We as scientists need to keep on 
maintaining our pace, no matter what the results are.

Dr. Shweta Belwal
Sohar University

TRC funding is playing a 
substantial part in promoting 
the research activities of 
this project; in particular, it 
has enabled us to get the 
resources that we need to 
undertake the research work. 
TRC has been a facilitator for 
us and we appreciate this 
very much.
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Meet the Researcher

Dr. Adhra Al Mawali 
Director of Research & Studies
Directorate General of Planning
Ministry of Health

Dr Adhra Al Mawali, is Director of Research & Studies in the 
Ministry of Health. A Sultan Qaboos University graduate, she 
completed her masters and PhD at the University of Adelaide and 
Royal Adelaide Hospital in 2008. Her PhD thesis was on Novel 
Multiparameter Flow Cytometry for the Detection of Leukaemia 
Associated Phenotypes and Minimal Residual Disease Monitoring 
In Acute Myeloid Leukaemia.

A contributor to many international publications and journals, 
her research has been nominated for, and been awarded, many 
international awards, including: the most outstanding clinical 
research from the Australian Society for Medical Research 2007 
Meeting; the Prince Mahidol Award 2009; the World Health 
Organization Award for the Middle Eastern Region for Control of 
Cancer 2010. 

Currently, she (as a principle investigator) has been awarded 
a grant from TRC to investigate the role of leukemic stem cells 
characterized by CD34+CD38-CD123+ as a standard marker of 
minimal residual disease in acute myeloid Leukemia.

About Acute Myeloid Leukaemia (AML)
AML is the commonest form of acute leukaemia seen in adults. 
Advances in therapy and supportive care over the last three 
decades have led to improvements in survival. However, despite 
most patients achieving remission with chemotherapy, the 
majority will still relapse (reoccurrence of the disease) and die 
from their disease. 

There is a need to develop sensitive and reliable techniques 
to identify patients at risk of relapse who can then be offered 
potential therapeutic strategies such as stem cell transplantation 
in an attempt to cure them. The identification of patient specific 
leukaemia associated phenotypes as a marker of minimal residual 
disease (MRD) is one such approach. In this project we will 
determine whether CD123, a putative marker of the leukaemic 
stem cell, can be used as a marker of MRD and predict relapse. 
If this proves to be the case then it offers a relatively simple 
method for determining relapse risk of patients with AML who 
then can be offered potential life saving therapeutic strategies.

How has your research benefited from 
TRC funding? What has it enabled you 
to do?
Without the funding I received from TRC, I wouldn’t even 

have been able to start my research because I didn’t get any 

funding from any other source. 

Thus, I am deeply grateful and thankful to TRC and I hope we 

will get some novel  data and results which will benefit the 

patients and will lead to publication in international journals. 

We have already got some interesting results which will 

definitely contribute to the existing knowledge.

As researcher, what’s your average day 
like?
In general, it’s like that of any normal working person, though 

there are times when my average day can be as long as 10-15 

hours. On the other hand, there are also days where I don’t 

do much research at all. 

Omani women play an important role 
in the science and research space. How 
do you see their role in other areas, 
for example, business, innovation and 
education?
Without a doubt women play an important role in all these 

sectors and they have proved that they can be successful in 

any field they work in - we have so many examples of this in 

all fields in Oman. We can be really proud of our women in 

Oman. 
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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 wholeheartedly agree with this statement. It clearly reflects  

the importance of incorporating research in many sectors 

especially in early stages of education where we need the 

young generation to be research-oriented, to be innovative 

and to translate their brilliant ideas into actions and to be 

entrepreneurs. So we should give research more weight and 

more focus and all our practice, policies and strategies should 

be based on evidence-based research.

How do we get more young women 
inspired by science and reserach?
By raising awareness of the importance of research and 

developing more of a research culture by giving advanced  

courses and training in research methodologies and statistical 

analysis. We should not forget the ethical part of the reseach 

which is really important. The media should also play a role 

here.

What are the rewards of being a 
researcher?
I strongly believe that if you are passionate about something, 

you will succeed and you will definitely be able to make 

something great out of it. Being a researcher and a scientist at 

the same time made me always curious about discovering and  

finding out about all different kinds of issues. Being a scientist 

always makes you think differently and try either to justify or 

reason things logically, scientifically and systematically. 

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?
Definitely yes. When you are a scientist, you are always 

looking at the latest studies in your field and thinking what 

you can do to contribute to the existing knowledge, either by 

researching, publishing, presenting in national or internatianl 

conferences or even attending different conferences to find 

out about the latest updates in the field - in that way, at least 

you can add and contribute, as well as present your data.

Where do you see the next big scientific 
challenge?  
The fast pace that technology is moving will be a real 
challenge - no doubt about that.

Dr. Adhra Al Mawali 
Director of Research & Studies
Directorate General of Planning

Ministry of Health

I strongly believe that if 
you are passionate about 
something, you will succeed 
and you will definitely be 
able to make something 
great out of it.
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What are the potential practical applications of your research and its results? 
What are the benefits for Oman in particular?

The results from this project will have an immediate impact on patient management:
1.   More patients will be screened using this approach.
2.   A significant number of patients at risk of relapse will be identified and offered alternate therapeutic strategies such as      
     haemopoietic stem cell transplantation or novel therapies. 
3.   A much smaller number of monoclonal antibodies, resulting in relatively simple data interpretation and therefore dropping 
     the cost of monoclonal antibodies.  
4.  If this proves to be the case then it offers a relatively simple method for determining the relapse risk of patients with AML who
     then can be offered potential life-saving therapeutic strategies.
5.   We aim to include such approaches in future multi-centre studies evaluating new approaches in AML treatment.
6.  Such an approach will lead to a great discovery of targeted therapy directed against  leukaemic stem cells and this in turn will         
     result in:
•	 Improvement in the cure rate which is quite disappointing at this stage as it does not exceed 40% by chemotherapy alone.
•	 It will be cost-saving as it will save patients from the side-effects of chemotherapy and associated infection.

The average cost of chemotherapy treatment of a leukaemia patient is around RO12,000. However, it should be noted here that 
there will be no need for bone marrow transplantation which is a costly procedure (roughly estimated as more than RO30,000 per 
patient). The cost of chemotherapy itself will also be reduced, as target therapy will be used instead. Therefore it is expected that 
less chemotherapy will be given and less toxicity experienced.

Expected economic impact
Short Term:
The results of our research will help highlight the usefulness of our strategy of using CD123+ cells to characterize MRD prevalence 
and the nature [burden] of these cells and correlate it with relapse. It can also be used as a benchmark to monitor AML cases and 
decide national protocols for AML management and policies for prevention and control of relapses in AML cases. In addition, This 
approach of MRD by LSC phenotype would use a much smaller number of antigens and antigen combinations, resulting in relatively 
simple data interpretation. Lastly, the approach enables MRD detection in LAP negative AML, not accessible for the classic “whole 
blast MRD” detection.

Long Term:
Dissemination of information in peer reviewed and reputed journals; community involvement; public information and education so 
as to be able to institute appropriate measures and policies for establishing the standard of care in the management of AML cases.

Expected Social, Cultural, Educational & Welfare Benefits
The significance of this study is identifying AML patients who are likely to relapse early. AML is a disease with poor prognosis with 
the current treatment protocols. Current flowcytometry protocols lack a definitive method to pick up AML patients with potential for 
relapse. Our study will help identify patients with poor prognosis so that they will be treated more aggressively and appropriately 
with modern treatment protocols. The present study aims to address these shortfalls and consequently has important implications 
for improved management of the patients with AML in Oman. In addition, this approach would use a much smaller number of 
antigens and antigen combinations, resulting in relatively simple data interpretation. Lastly, the approach enables MRD detection in 
LAP negative AML, not accessible for the classic “whole blast MRD” detection.

The approach of tracking LSC cells through following the CD34+/CD38-/CD123+ population post chemotherapy could be used in the 
following ways:
•	 That detection of residual LSC can replace MRD follow-up using LAPs. Its relative simplicity will make the technique accessible 

for routine use. 
•	 The experience already acquired during implementation of “whole blast MRD” in large clinical studies, will serve as a matrix.
•	 The possibility to predict relapse for all individual patients will open the way for individualized therapy. Similar to “whole blast 

MRD”, detection of residual LSC could guide clinical intervention.
•	 Hopefully, the above approach will also allow LSC enriched populations for any characteristic that may serve to develop new 

novel targeted therapies or improve existing therapies.
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Rahma Ibrahim Al Mahrooqi is an Associate Professor of 
English at Sultan Qaboos University’s Department of English 
She holds a PhD in English and Communications Education 
from the University of Pittsburgh.  

She has published widely on English language teaching 
and learning in Oman, with special focus areas in reading, 
literature, and English communication skills. Currently, she is 
principal investigator for two major studies. One, funded by 
His Majesty Sultan Qaboos’ Trust Fund for Strategic Research, 
is investigating English language teaching and learning in 
Omani public schools.  The other, funded by the Research 
Council, is exploring ways of bridging the gap between English 
teaching programs at the tertiary level and employment in 
Oman.  

What’s your average day like?
I pride myself on being both organized and judicious in my 
use of time.  I plan carefully, with a daily agenda that is usually 
prepared the night before.  My plans are sometimes long-term 
and sometimes short-term, and always a record is kept for 
future reference.

What are the rewards of being a 
researcher?
It is very gratifying indeed to see an idea evolve first into a 
research study and then into a published article in a respected 
journal.  Other rewards are gaining fresh scholarly insights and 
growing professionally.  Research brings meaning to life and 
allows researchers to gain intimate knowledge of important 
issues in their chosen fields. 

How has your research benefited from 
TRC funding? What has it enabled you 
to do?
The funding received from the Research Council has enabled 
my team to initiate and make good progress with the study, 
especially where this concerns the data collection, and it 
has paid for all the publication and administrative expenses 
incurred so far.  

What are the potential practical 
applications of your research and its 
results? What are the benefits for Oman 
in particular?
The research and its results will shed light on what kinds of 
communication skills are actually demanded by the Omani job 
market and how these should be focused on in English courses 
at the tertiary level. 

Omani women play an important role in 
science and research. How do you see 
their role in other areas, for example, 
business, innovation and education?
Due to the support and encouragement Omani women are 
receiving from His Majesty, they are now exploring new 
frontiers in all areas, especially in academe and business.  
Some are already full professors, others associate and 
assistant professors.  Many have published widely and become 
recognized in their fields, with some winning prizes for their 
research and innovations.  In business, thanks to His Majesty’s 
support, large numbers of women have started small and 
medium enterprises which are growing - and in some cases 
really flourishing.

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 believe research is a great generator of ideas, and ideas are 
the well-springs of innovation.  Research stirs people’s thinking 
and makes them see possibilities.  Once they experiment with 
these possibilities, they might discover new knowledge that 
will be beneficial for our society and the world at large.  

How do we get more young women 
inspired by research?
I think we can do this by talking to them about its importance 
and by urging them to read and to encourage their children or 
brothers and sisters to read in their areas of interest.  Reading 
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The only way to keep abreast 
of change and tackle the 
challenges is through research.  
His Majesty Sultan Qaboos, 
with his customary wise 
and insightful thinking, has 
recognized the importance of 
research and its key role in the 
quest for knowledge. Hence 
the Trust Fund for Strategic 
Research set up under his 
generous patronage in 2001.  

is vital for becoming a researcher.  It broadens the mind and 
one’s stock of ideas.  It offers insight and wisdom for people 
who like to think.  It makes the intelligent intellectual and the 
less intelligent more learned.  Hence, I encourage everyone to 
read.   

Today, everyone’s talking about climate 
change and global warming. Where 
do you see the next big research 
challenge?  
I will take you to something a bit removed from the 
materialistic world - something that is essentially human 
and cultural. Since the world is changing so fast, maintaining 
traditional culture, native languages and dialects is becoming 
a major challenge.  To meet this, we must instill pride in 
ourselves as people with a specific culture and religion that 
are not only valuable for us but for the world and humanity as 
a whole. 

Is there anything that we probably 
won’t understand no matter how much 
research we do? 
The world and the universe hold far more secrets than any 
human being or group can understand.  History has buried 
so many mysteries which might need millennia to uncover.  
New natural phenomena are emerging and old ones are 
disappearing. Countless species have lived and perished in 
this world without our having any record of their lives and 
earthly functions.  There will, then, always be mysteries.  But 
this is good for us as it will keep us engaged with the universe 
and constantly rekindle our desire to know more! 

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?
Yes, this is certainly a time of accelerated change in the world.  
Technology is advancing rapidly and at the same time both 
globalization and modernization are creating challenges for all 
kinds of societies around the world, including our own.  The 
only way to keep abreast of change and tackle the challenges 
is through research.  His Majesty Sultan Qaboos, with his 
customary wise and insightful thinking, has recognized 
the importance of research and its key role in the quest for 
knowledge. Hence the Trust Fund for Strategic Research set up 
under his generous patronage in 2001.  

So, let me repeat, yes, I do indeed feel I am living at a time of 
important scientific change in Oman and, yes again, I also feel 
a personal responsibility to contribute to it in order to help our 
society overcome its problems and advance in every possible 
way.  
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