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The sultanate of Oman, positioned geographically
and diplomatically between the rival powers of Iran
and Saudi Arabia, earned outsize influence under

the long reign of the late Sultan Qaboos. As the health of
the royal ruler declined, and speculation turned to who
would succeed him in the absence of an heir, there were
questions over the future of Oman and its role as a valued
mediator in a troubled region.

However, with the passing on Friday of the 79-year-old
sultan and the swift appointment of like-minded cousin
Haitham bin Tariq as his successor, observers say Oman
appears on track to retain its treasured status as a neutral
peacemaker. To do so though, the new sultan will need to
navigate tricky geopolitical terrain as well as address eco-
nomic challenges facing his own country.

During his half-century reign, Sultan Qaboos thor-
oughly modernized his country, but also forged a broader
role as a go-between in regional and international crises.
In the high-stakes Iran nuclear crisis, Oman played a dis-
creet role in dialogue between Tehran and Washington,
leading to the 2015 deal involving Western powers, which
three years later was unilaterally abandoned by US
President Donald Trump.

In his first speech on Saturday, the new sultan pledged
to follow in the footsteps of his influential predecessor. He
expressed support for “our country’s foreign policy of
peaceful living among nations and peoples... and not
interfering in the internal affairs of others”. And he said
that Oman would continue to “promote peaceful solu-
tions” to regional and global crises.

Smooth succession 
Sultan Qaboos was unmarried and had no apparent

heir, meaning that the succession was decided in a meet-
ing of the royal family who opted to open a sealed letter
Qaboos had prepared, detailing his preference. The speed

of the transition is seen as a sign that 65-year-old
Haitham has the backing he will need to steer the country
and maintain its diplomatic standing.

“The sultanate of Oman will no doubt continue to fol-
low the same policy, from which it has benefited so much,”
said Bader Al-Saif, an assistant professor at the University
of Kuwait and an associate researcher at the Carnegie
Middle East Center. The royal family’s prompt announce-
ment is a “message to its citizens and neighbors to say
that the situation is under control”.

Apart from guiding Oman’s foreign policy, Haitham also
faces the task of rolling out “Vision 2040”, a roadmap for
social and economic reforms designed to address high
deficits, international debt and youth unemployment. “The
best guarantor of Oman’s neutrality will be a successful
economic restructuring that draws upon its people and
avoids too much reliance on any other power,” said
Kristin Diwan of the Arab Gulf States Institute in
Washington.

Warring powers 
Sultan Qaboos, slight in stature but usually resplendent

in sumptuous robes and colorful turbans, was synonymous
with Oman’s international profile and many of the tributes
since his passing have struck a warm and personal note.
British Prime Minister Boris Johnson, who visited Muscat
yesterday to pay his respects, recalled a meeting with
Qaboos where he was “struck by his commitment to peace
and understanding between nations and between faiths”.

Iran’s Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif said
Saturday in a tweet - notably written in Arabic -that his
death was a “loss for the region”. Along with Zarif and
Johnson, a ceremony yesterday at Muscat’s Alam Palace
drew figures from across political divides in the Middle
East, including Abu Dhabi’s Crown Prince Sheikh
Mohammed bin Zayed and Qatar’s Amir Sheikh Tamim bin

Hamad Al-Thani. The new sultan also welcomed Britain’s
Prince Charles, former French leader Nicolas Sarkozy and
Tunisian President Kais Saied, among others.

But observers say that despite his personal profile,
Oman’s diplomatic expertise and its willingness to provide
a discreet venue for delicate negotiations, goes well
beyond Qaboos. In a region where the push and pull
between Iran and Saudi Arabia is constant, analysts say it
is also in Oman’s own interests to signal the transition
does not present an opportunity for one of the powers to
pull it to its side.

The new sultan has an “interest to present himself as
someone who is going to... continue the legacy of a leader,
such as Qaboos, who was considered to be successful,”
said Sanam Vakil from the London-based Chatham House
think tank. “The message of continuity is very important
because Oman faces economic vulnerabilities as well as
challenges within the (Gulf) with anxieties about the past
few years, where we’ve seen a very assertive Emirati and
Saudi foreign policy.” 

The new sultan takes power at a time when aggressive
foreign policy, which has seen Saudi and its ally the
United Arab Emirates embroiled in a grinding five-year
conflict in Yemen, is showing signs of dialling back. Oman
refrained from joining the Saudi-led coalition fighting
Iran-backed Houthi rebels in Yemen, and leveraged that
neutrality to mediate the release of foreign hostages.

It also remained neutral in the damaging blockade
against Qatar mounted by Saudi Arabia and allies that
saw diplomatic and transport ties cut in June 2017. “There
is a strong rationale for balance and neutrality, rooted in
its geography looking toward the Arabian Sea and history
of independence from Gulf neighbors,” Diwan said. “The
new leadership will draw strongly upon Sultan Qaboos’
authority as it looks to navigate the difficult regional con-
flicts and economic challenges.” — AFP 

Oman to retain its treasured neutrality

Iranian-American 
astronaut reaches 
for the stars 

Jasmin “Jaws” Moghbeli earned her fierce nickname
during her time as a decorated helicopter gunship
pilot who flew more than 150 missions in

Afghanistan.  The Marine Corps major, MIT graduate
and college basketball player can now add another
accomplishment to her burgeoning resume: the first
Iranian-American astronaut. Speaking to AFP after
graduating in NASA’s latest cohort, the 36-year-old
immigrant said she hoped her example might help
inspire others from similar backgrounds.

“I would love for everyone to be able to be inspired
by everyone, but it is a little easier to be inspired by
someone who looks like you or has something in com-
mon with you, so I do hope there is that influence,” she
said. She and her brother were born in Germany to
Iranian parents, architecture students who had fled their
native country after the 1979 Islamic Revolution.

But Moghbeli grew up in Baldwin, New York, which
she considers her hometown - and her story after that
reads like an immigrant’s fairy tale. At 15, she attended
an advanced space camp, cementing her ambition to
one day reach for the stars. She graduated from the
Massachusetts Institute of Technology, where she stud-
ied aeronautical engineering. But her parents were con-
cerned to learn she then planned to become a military
pilot (a well-trodden path to the astronaut corps). 

Moghbeli signed up in 2005 - just four years after
the September 11 attacks, and her parents were worried
about what their daughter might face as a person of
Middle Eastern heritage. “But once I joined, they gave
me absolute support,” she said, crediting the backing of
her family, and later her partner Sam, whom she married
three months ago, for her success.

Space diplomacy 
Following a brief US-Iranian rapprochement during

the Obama years, tensions between the two countries
have soared again under the current administration.
President Donald Trump tore up the landmark nuclear
deal signed by his predecessor and added Iran to a list
of mainly Muslim countries whose nationals are banned
from entering the US. And last week’s killing by US
forces of top Iranian commander Qasem Soleimani

raised the specter of a broader conflict. But Moghbeli
said she had personally not faced problems during her
time in service. “I haven’t in any way felt that changed
anything about how I’m treated,” she told AFP. She
spoke fondly of close friendships forged during her mil-
itary missions and astronaut training - feelings that are
clearly reciprocated. 

At her NASA graduation ceremony, classmate
Jonny Kim described Moghbeli as “dependable”,
“resilient” and “fierce,” in short, “the perfect crew-
mate I’d go into the void of space with”. Kim is him-
self a decorated Navy Seal and emergency physi-
cian. He and Moghbeli were two of the five people of
color in the graduating class of 11, selected from a

record-breaking 18,000 applicants. As an astronaut,
Moghbeli will need to draw upon her experiences
and the close calls she faced both as a test pilot and
later as a combat pilot, to think fast and mitigate the
unique risks that come with space flight. So what is
it about space that makes it all worthwhile? “One of
the reasons I love working in human space explo-
ration is, it’s something we generally all agree on and
unite on,” she said, citing two decades of close US-
Russian cooperation on the International Space
Station, despite the two countries’ otherwise fraught
ties. “I think it is an area where we see diplomacy
where we don’t see it in other areas,” she said. “I
think it has an impact.” — AFP 

Oman’s newly sworn-in Sultan Haitham bin Tariq receives (clockwise from top left) Qatari Amir Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad Al-Thani, Crown Prince of Abu Dhabi Sheikh
Mohammed bin Zayed Al-Nahyan, Britain’s Prime Minister Boris Johnson and Iran’s Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif in the capital Muscat yesterday. — AFP 

Indian slaves swap
life of bondage for
seat in boardroom 
at tea plantation

Sipping tea with bureaucrats at a plantation in
southern India earlier this month, Sharda
Krishnan’s mind wandered from the boardroom to

the farm where she was enslaved as a child. Her only
payment had been in paddy rice and porridge, autono-
my was unimaginable and despair perpetual. Now she
co-owns a tea plantation in Kerala. Run by former
bonded laborers for nearly 35 years, it is a place where
freedom is a given and fear does not exist.

“There will always be work issues, but it will never
be like earlier, when I was paid for my hard work with
just a little paddy, some porridge and never allowed to
quit,” said Krishnan, whose family was rescued from
forced farm labor in the 1980s. “I am one of the owners
now so why should I be scared?” she asked last month,
taking a break from picking leaves at the Priyadarshini
Tea Environs in Kerala’s Wayanad region.

The groundbreaking initiative - which saw the state
government give 900 acres of land to survivors of slav-
ery in 1986 - has diversified in recent years, growing
pepper and coffee, as well as tea, and opening its doors
to eco-tourism. The plantation is seen as a rare success
story in a country where about 18 million people are
estimated by the government to be trapped in bonded
labor, working without pay across fields, brick kilns,
factories, brothels or as maids to repay debts.

Once rescued from slavery, workers are sent back to
their communities with compensation and the promise
of more support. Yet most survivors struggle to access
government benefits, from housing and livestock to
financial compensation, and end up jobless and bur-
dened by debt, leaving them at risk of falling back into
slavery, labor rights campaigners say.

Projects such as the Kerala plantation that bring vic-
tims together are increasingly championed by charities
as a more sustainable way of improving the lives of for-
mer slaves. “Rehabilitation of rescued workers contin-
ues to be one of the biggest challenges,” Kandasamy
Krishnan, head of the National Adivasi Solidarity
Council - an organization that works on labor rights
issues - told the Thomson Reuters Foundation. “The
plantation ... should be celebrated and replicated,”
added Krishnan, who wants other states to follow suit.
“Starting a collective and training the rescued workers
to run it could be a starting point.”

Tea tourism
At Priyadarshini Tea Environs, every packet of its

Vishwas Gold tea features a note outlining the slaves-
to-owners backstory and a logo of hands breaking free
of chains. Its 150 workers produce an average of
40,000 kg of tea each month, most of which is sold at
auction in nearby Kochi. An industry downturn led to
losses so the plantation teamed with the state’s tourism
department in 2019 to run tours, lay on camping and
hold tastings, to raise funds and awareness.

“We want every visitor to know the struggle of the
men and women behind the plantation,” said Vikalp
Bhardwaj, a civil servant who oversees the daily running
of the plantation. “It will also be an opportunity to talk
about the issue of bonded labor.” The new venture has
created jobs for the children of plantation workers,
whether training them as tour guides or to work as hos-
pitality managers in the guest rooms.

“When the rehabilitation program reaches out to the
next generation as well, it is complete,” said Dinesan
Chirakkal Kalarikkal, executive director of local human
rights charity Joint Voluntary Action for Legal
Alternatives (JVALA). India’s rehabilitation program for
victims of bonded labor provides survivors with com-
pensation, as well as a plot of land, poultry, and job
training to help start afresh.

Yet as of last April, just one survivor had got the full
entitlement of 180,000 rupees ($2,500), data shows.
Individual state support has won out over group proj-
ects as it seems easier to manage, said Kuralamuthan
Thandavarayan of the anti-slavery charity International
Justice Mission (IJM). “(But) group models do better
because they bring survivors together as a community
and help them rebuild together,” he said. “They become
each other’s support system as well.”

Each March, the Valliyoorkave temple festival brings
thousands of people to nearby Mananthavady town. A
celebration of the culture of indigenous people in the
region, the festival was once a centre of slave trading
where landowners bought so-called “tribals” to work
on their lands. Kanchana Kayama, 40, does not know if
her family was bought at the festival but remembers
working on a rice field during her childhood for a man
her family referred to as their landlord.

“We believed that was the only life we would ever
have until we were brought here and shown how to
grow tea. I get my dues here and have married three of
my daughters with my earnings.” — Reuters

NASA astronaut Jasmin Moghbeli celebrates during astronaut graduation at Johnson Space Center in Houston on
Jan 10, 2020. — AFP 


