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Environmental legislation of Oman 

Oman has promulgated and implemented very explicit environmental legislation (circa: RD 10/82 ; RD 114/2001). A commitment to international environmental treaties and accords such as Kyoto Agreements for Global Warming and green gases emissions; MARPOL agreement on marine pollution; the fundamental paradigms of “Sustainable development” are an integral part of both economic and resources development plans and policies of the nation. A prime example is Oman’s Vision 2020 Plan (Blueprint for economic diversification) which mandates “best practices” and the fundamental principles of sustainable development as a requirements towards realizing the Vision 2020 plan. 

Efforts in Capacity Building – SMEs

Oman has recognized that SMEs can play a pivotal role in providing employment opportunities and meeting local and regional demand for various goods and services. Both public and private sector initiatives have been implemented to promote and support the development of SMEs in manufacturing and service sectors.  The various schemes include:

· Intilaaqah:  

A private sector scheme that offers qualifying Omani Nationals the opportunity to acquire the skills and mind set needed to set up a business. Annual reports document the success and improvements offered under this program. The program offers training and guidance to young entrepreneurs to learn how to package and plan their ideas for business. This includes everything from market needs analysis, template for writing a business plan and presenting their proposal to commercial banks for funding and support. The scheme also includes modules that require consideration of permitting requirements and environmental compliance. 

· Sanad:

A public sector initiative who’s primary objective is to facilitate and support the development of regional SMEs. Its focus is to encourage Nationals to develop businesses and services that utilize local skills, resources (including human resources) and support services. Qualifying applicants are required to present a feasibility study that demonstrates how 

the enterprise would benefit from the scheme and add value to the local economy. Issues of sustainability, compliance with institutional requirements are also a requirement.  This program is still in its infancy, but it is recognized as one that could promote SMEs to enable self-sufficiency in local markets and beyond.

· Oman Development Bank

The bank was established to support the “Private Sector Subsidy” program which offers funding for businessman to meet the capital requirements for setting up manufacturing and industrial projects that are geared towards meeting the local, regional and international markets. The bank works with local commercial banks to promote the establishment of SMEs that present feasibility studies that clearly demonstrate a positive “off take” for their goods and services, reducing import dependency, but compete at an international level for quality, price and competitiveness.  Compliance to both local and international standards is an important criteria that must be addressed by the applicant in order to qualify for funding.  This fund, when managed according to its guidelines, affords many facilities to support SMEs and other project initiatives.  

· Fund for Development of Youth Projects (Youth Fund)

Very similar to the Sanad fund, however, this fund is more generic in its qualifying requirements and is funded by private sector entities. The fund’s role is somewhat like a venture capitalist in that they actually have equity in the ventures.  It has had a good degree of success in sustaining itself thus far.  Still focusing on SMEs but, as the title suggest, it is geared towards encouraging young Omanis to establish viable businesses that would address local market needs for goods and services and contribute to their community. Regulatory compliance to permitting and licensing requirements are very much an integral part of this program. 

It has been reported that the government’s sole objectives have been to encourage and support programs that “…promote entrepreneurship in a free market”. 

Realization of these objectives requires close coordination with the relevant public sector agencies notably the Ministry of Commerce and Industry and Ministry of Regional Municipalities, Environment & Water Resources.  Efforts that include implementation of rules, regulations, and guidelines and support that would facilitate efficient processing of private sector needs and services if they are to compete in a free market.  A need to understand and appreciate the need for environmental compliance and recognize that it would provide them with a competitive edge, especially with regard to export and international trade partners. Typically project promoters are averse to western (developed economies) technology partnerships because these trading partners build in the environmental compliance factors (suitable to their economies/regulations) into their “cost of doing business” which can sometimes increase the capital costs significantly, especially when compared to other trading partners who’s countries do not have the same

strict environmental compliance factors and do not factor in this compliance into their goods and services. As a result local partners and entrepreneurs view the additional costs as “non bankable” investment.  

If Oman’s efforts to diversify its economy and participate in the global economy under the premise of free enterprise, and if SMEs (in particular) are to be in a position to better respond to the environmental requirements of trading partners and benefit from the opportunities in their export and domestic markets, a commitment is required to invest in effecting a paradigm shift in the mind set of both our trading partners and entrepreneurs. This commitment can only be effective by cultivating close alliances with international organizations that can support capacity building in this area and alliances with our trading partners that maintain an ethos of sharing knowledge and building and maintaining long term trading relationships that clearly present a “win-win” situation.

The notion of “capacity building” is often included in most trade agreements; however, in this instance it is proposed that we actually make a commitment to measure the results of these efforts. Equity in access to information on the opportunities that may exist (can be exploited) by the SMEs will undoubtedly provide the impetuous to private sector to take advantage of compliance to environmental requirements with their trading (potential) partners. A free market requires that participants, first and foremost, fully understand the rules and regulations and accept that they are to perform on a level playing field. It has taken established economies of the west decades of industrial and trade development to realize the value and “benefits” of compliance to environmental requirements, and this has been achieved with a great deal of support by their respective federal agencies to ratify rules and regulations that offer both incentives and penalties (tax reforms, litigation etc.), the private sector mind set is geared towards competing at a level that emerging economies can barely achieve. Priorities of these (emerging) economies are to a large extent politically and culturally driven, the standards, norms and traditions of these economies also play a big role in influencing public sector policies. 

Lessons learned in the established economies can (and should) be cascaded to emerging economies who, in many instances, cannot afford to make these same mistakes again. Promoting forums (such as this one) whereby ideas and needs can be shared, cultivating partnerships for close alliances and collaboration are all initiatives that deserve applause, but should ensure that there is continuity in addressing the needs of developing countries (and economies), for candidates to be able to leave this forum with “tangible” strategies that will be carried forward and implemented.  

Transboundary impact of environmental degradation is a default in today’s interdependent global economies and markets, as such we have evolved the free market concept to a level whereby we each have a vested interest in ensuring the success and buoyancy of each others economies.  Oman has undoubtedly recognized the need to be a participant in this (global market) and is making every effort to ensure that it is successful in its efforts towards sustainable social and economic development.
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