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MUSCAT: Oman, ruled by the legendary Sultan
Qaboos for half a century until his death last
year, now has an heir apparent aged just 30,
part of a new generation of powerful young
Gulf royals.

In a region long dominated by aging emirs
and kings, the rise of a fresh crop of crown
princes is stirring excitement among youthful
populations in the Gulf states. Their roles are
linked to ambitious reform programs designed to
wean the countries off their dependence on oil
and create diversified economies with more em-
ployment opportunities.

“There is a real appetite for 30-something
leadership in several countries, including
Oman’s neighbors Saudi Arabia and the United
Arab Emirates,” Elana DeLozier, a fellow at the
Washington Institute for Near East Policy, said.
“Even if that person is not the top leader, hav-
ing youth in senior positions brings hope that
the desires of the young will be worked into
policy.” Oman’s Dhi Yazan bin Haitham, a soft-
spoken 30-year-old who currently serves as
minister of culture, sports and youth, last week
became the latest to join their ranks. He is the
first royal in Oman’s modern history to be des-
ignated heir apparent, setting a clear succes-
sion path after the uncertainty that surrounded
Sultan Qaboos’ death at the age of 79 with no
appointed heir.   

New visions    
The transformation inside Gulf monarchies is

best exemplified by Saudi Arabia, which since
the middle of the last century has been ruled in
turn by the sons of founder King Abdulaziz. Mo-
hammed bin Salman, also known as MBS, the 33-
year-old regarded as de facto leader since his
appointment as crown prince in 2017, has intro-
duced sweeping social and economic reforms
that have made him popular among the youth in
the kingdom. A bitter four-year diplomatic row
between Saudi Arabia and Qatar was symboli-
cally put to rest this month with a public embrace
between Prince Mohammed and Qatar’s young
ruler, Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad Al-Thani. The
Qatari Amir was handed power by his father at
the age of just 33 in 2013, after being groomed
to take control of the desert nation that is to host
the 2022 World Cup. 

In Bahrain, 51-year-old Crown Prince Sheikh
Salman bin Hamad Al-Khalifa was appointed
prime minister last November on the death of his
great uncle, who had held the post since inde-
pendence in 1971.   And in Abu Dhabi, while not
a youngster, 59-year-old Crown Prince Mo-
hammed bin Zayed, or MBZ, is seen as the most
powerful force behind UAE policies.

Dubai’s Crown Prince Sheikh Hamdan bin
Mohammed has turned into a media sensation
among young Emiratis with his health campaigns

and appetite for extreme sports.   

Learning the ropes    
Many Omanis-especially the younger gener-

ation-have welcomed the appointment of the
heir, congratulating him on social media plat-
forms.   “They have confidence that he will most
likely have plenty of time to learn the ropes given

that his father is only in his 60s,” said DeLozier.  
Sultan Qaboos transformed the former Ara-

bian Peninsula backwater into a modern nation.
He was succeeded by a cousin, Sultan Haitham
bin Tariq Al-Said, who was chosen at a meeting
of Oman’s royal family during which a sealed let-
ter from Qaboos naming his preference was
opened. —AFP
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MUSCAT: In this file photo taken on January 14, 2021 Omani Minister of Culture, Sports and Youth Dhi Yazan
Bin Haitham attends the general assembly meeting of the Olympic Council of Asia (OCA) in the Omani capital
Muscat on December 16, 2020. — AFP

Cool welcome for 
Biden in Gulf amid 
uncertain Iran policy
DUBAI: Newspapers in Arab states of the Gulf yesterday gave
a cautious welcome to new US President Joe Biden, amid un-
certainty over whether he will seek to re-engage with regional
rival Iran. 

Leaders of the six-nation Gulf Cooperation Council —
with the exception of Saudi Arabia and Oman — were quick
to formally congratulate Biden, who was sworn into office
Wednesday in a ceremony boycotted by his predecessor
Donald Trump. 

“Goodbye Trump, hello Biden,” Saudi columnist Abdulrah-
man Al-Rashed wrote in the pan-Arab daily Asharq Al-Awsat.
Like other Gulf commentators, he pointed to concerns over
whether the new US administration’s policies will mirror those
of Barack Obama, for whom Biden served as vice president.

Biden is expected to re-adopt a less confrontational stance
towards the Islamic republic, unlike Trump’s policy of “maxi-
mum pressure” and high tensions. Trump “tied Iran’s arms, de-
stroying its financial and economic capabilities. Therefore,
returning to the same point from which Obama left is almost
impossible”, Rashed said. —AFP

‘Excessive’ detentions 
on trial in Morocco
RABAT: Morocco’s detention of thousands of suspects awaiting judicial pro-
ceedings has sparked a heated debate in the North African country, with
even prison authorities criticizing its “excessive” use.

Rights groups have warned of the use of preventative detention against
political opponents. As many as 39 percent of detainees in Morocco’s jails at
the end of 2019 — over 33,000 people-were awaiting trials or verdicts, ac-
cording to an annual report by the chief prosecutor.

The report urged courts to rein in their use of the measure, saying it
should only be applied in “exceptional” cases. It also called on lawmakers to
provide “alternatives” to pre-trial detention by finally pushing through a re-
formed penal code, under discussion since 2016.

The prison service in July also criticized “excessive” incarceration of sus-
pects awaiting trial, calling it an “exception that has almost become a rule”
and saying it was contributing to overcrowding in the country’s jails. But a
coalition of 20 of the country’s main rights groups said recently the policy
was being “applied without balance, wisdom or foresight”. In a statement,
they called for an end to detentions before investigations and trials. They
urged authorities to release “all victims” of the policy, highlighting the cases
of journalists Omar Radi and Souleimane Raissouni, as well as Maati Monjib,
a historian and rights activist. Their lawyer Mohamed Messaoudi told AFP
that “nothing justifies keeping them in preventative detention”. “They weren’t
caught committing any crime, and they pose no threat” to society, he said.

Their treatment “confirms their statements that they have been detained
for their opinions.” Radi, 34, has been in prison for six months over allegations
of rape and spying. The rape investigation was completed in November, while
the espionage probe, which authorities launched after Amnesty International

published a report claiming Radi’s phone had been tapped, is ongoing.
Rabat has denied listening to Radi’s calls. Monjib, 60, was arrested in a

Rabat restaurant as part of a long-running money-laundering investigation
on December 29. He says none of the accusations against him are new. But
despite the investigation being opened as long ago as 2015, he has yet to ap-
pear before a judge.

Raissouni is chief editor of Arabic-language newspaper Akhbar Al Yaoum
and a longtime critic of the country’s ruling elite. He has been detained for
eight months over alleged sexual harassment. According to Messaoudi, who
is also defending Raissouni, the investigation has been completed-but no trial
date has been set. The Moroccan authorities say the judiciary is independent
and strictly follows the rules. —AFP

RABAT: A member of Morocco’s security forces locks the entrance to a court in
Sale near the capital Rabat in this file picture taken on May 16, 2019. —AFP


