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T 

he United Kingdom has 
concluded an agreement 
with Oman to establish 
a permanent naval base 
near the new Duqm port 

being developed in a remote town 
on the Arabian Sea. The announce-
ment comes just months after con-
struction began in Bahrain for the 
United Kingdom’s first permanent 
naval base in the Middle East since 
1967.

The UK-Oman agreement in-
volves a joint venture between 
Babcock International Group and 
Oman Drydock Company to create 
modern naval support services fa-
cilities at the new base. Oman Dry-
dock Company (ODC) has given the 
ship repair yard and two dry docks 
at Duqm port, inaugurated in June 
2012, on long-lease to South Korean 
company Daewoo Shipbuilding & 
Marine Engineering.

According to British Defence 
Minister Michael Fallon, the base 
in Oman will help establish “a per-
manent training hub” in addition 
to a key military logistics centre 
that “will bring British engineering 
expertise to help develop Duqm as 
a strategic port for the Middle East 
on the Indian Ocean, benefiting the 
Royal Navy and others”.

There is high demand for naval 
support services in and around the 
Arabian Gulf, including from the 
Royal Navy of Oman (RNO), as naval 
modernisation takes shape.

The new naval support services 
facility will provide support to two 
65,000-tonne aircraft carriers being 
built for the UK Royal Navy as well 

as the British-built, multi-role guid-
ed-missile Khareef-class corvettes 
recently inducted into service with 
the RNO.

BAE Systems executed a $650 mil-
lion contract awarded by Oman for 
three corvettes. The Khareef-class 
corvettes rank among the most ca-
pable and most modern warships 
operated regionally.

Oman is seen by Britain as an im-
portant partner and was described 
by Fallon as “a source of stability 
in the troubled region”. A former 
British protectorate, Oman has 
long-standing defence ties with the 
United Kingdom, which remains its 
main arms supplier. In 2012, Oman 
signed a deal valued at about $4 bil-

lion for 12 Typhoon multi-role jets 
and eight Hawk Advanced Jet Train-
er aircraft, including in-service and 
training support.

British officials have developed 
a plan to establish an army train-
ing base in Oman, which is viewed 
as a force of moderation in a region 
prone to political polarisation and 

therefore has an important role to 
play in regional crises. That percep-
tion was reinforced in recent years 
as Muscat performed a crucial back-
room role in brokering tensions be-
tween Iran and the West.

Oman also plays an important 
role in overseeing the passage of 
international shipping through the 
Strait of Hormuz, through which 
some 30% of globally bound oil 
passes every day.

Duqm port and dry docks are part 
of the most ambitious projects ever 
undertaken in Oman, where the 
leadership is aiming to develop a 
major trade and logistics hub. Oman 
plans to construct a new airport, rail 
network and oil and gas pipelines 

connecting with Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC) countries as well as 
refineries, oil and gas storage termi-
nals, a petrochemical complex and 
warehousing facilities around an 
integrated free trade zone in Duqm.

If Duqm port yields the results 
the Omani leadership is hoping for, 
observers say it could challenge the 
traditional dominance of Dubai by 
creating another viable regional 
trading centre that removes the po-
tential risks and costs of transiting 
the Arabian Gulf. Duqm could also 
become even more significant stra-
tegically from a defence and inter-
national security perspective and 
this would provide the United King-
dom enormous operational flexibil-
ity for its forces in the region.

Combined with the new naval 
base in Bahrain, which is already 
home to the largest permanent de-
tachment of the British Royal Navy 
outside the United Kingdom as part 
of the Combined Maritime Force, 
which includes the US Navy 5th 
Fleet in Manama, the United King-
dom can be expected to deploy a 
much wider and modern range of 
naval assets in the region than it has 
for generations.

At the same time, Oman will ben-
efit from its deepening ties with the 
United Kingdom because they not 
only add to its regional influence 
and boost national security but also 
align well with its wider economic 
goals for Duqm by supporting in-
dustrial growth.

Sabahat Khan is based in Dubai 
and maintains a cross-disciplinary 
focus in international security, 
defence policy and strategic 
issues. He is an alumnus of Royal 
Holloway, King’s College London 
and Cranfield University.
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N 

egotiations to end the 
war in Yemen have re-
sumed but the Iran-al-
lied Houthi delegation 
threatened to suspend 

its participation due to disagree-
ments over the future of some of its 
leaders.

The issue involves discussions 
within the Coordination and De-
escalation Committee, a body that 
includes members from both sides 
of the conflict and which is tasked 
with supporting the ceasefire. The 
newest sticking point being the fu-
ture of what the government del-
egation described as “coup leaders” 
and their role in the settlement pro-
cess.

The rebel delegation was brought 
back to negotiations by UN Special 
Envoy Ismail Ould Cheikh Ahmed, 
who tried to stress the positives 
of the proceedings, declaring that 
a consensus was close to being 
reached.

“We are moving towards a general 
understanding that encompasses 
the expectations and visions of the 
parties,” Ould Cheikh Ahmed said in 
a statement. “The discussions have 
become more sensitive and delicate, 
bringing us closer to a comprehen-
sive agreement.”

Yemeni political analyst Abdullah 
Ismail dismissed the comments by 
the UN envoy as mere spin.

“Ismail Ould Cheikh Ahmed’s 
statements do not differ from his 
previous ones, high on optimism 
but low on facts,” the analyst said, 
adding that flowery rhetoric by the 
UN envoy is an effort to delay an 
announcement that consultations 
have collapsed.

UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-
moon said he wants to intensify the 
United Nations’ mediation role in 
the conflict.

“While both sides have commit-
ted to reaching agreements in Ku-
wait, there remain deep differences 
between the two sides that will need 

to be overcome in order to achieve a 
successful outcome,” Ban wrote in a 
letter to the UN Security Council.

Ban proposed expanding the UN 
peace mission to Yemen and mov-
ing it to Amman from New York to 
strengthen the mediation process.

The Kuwait talks began April 
21st, after a week’s delay in the ar-
rival of the delegation represent-
ing the Houthis and former Yemeni 
president Ali Abdullah Saleh. The 
sessions have been plagued with 
threats and walkouts from both 
sides but have reached agreement 

on some issues, such as prisoner ex-
changes.

A walkout by government rep-
resentatives was prompted by the 
rebel delegation’s refusal to recog-
nise the legitimacy of President Abd 
Rabbo Mansour Hadi. The govern-
ment side was persuaded to give 
talks “one last chance” after signifi-
cant pressure from Gulf officials.

The issue of the future of some 
Houthi leaders is tied to the rebels’ 
demand for an all-inclusive national 
unity government, which the inter-
nationally recognised government 

rejects.
The issue of Yemen with Saleh in 

the mix is a non-starter for the Hadi 
government and the Saudi-led coa-
lition fighting the rebels and their 
supporters.

The war in Yemen began after the 
Shia Houthis and their allies overran 
the capital, Sana’a, in September 
2014 and seized most of the coun-
try, prompting Hadi to flee to Saudi 
Arabia.

An Arab coalition, led by Saudi 
Arabia and supported by the United 
States and Britain, began an air cam-

paign against the rebels in March 
2015. Arab coalition ground troops 
later entered the fight to restore 
Hadi’s UN-recognised government.

The war in Yemen has led to the 
death of more than 6,400 people, 
mostly civilians, and displaced 
about 2.8 million people. The coun-
try is suffering a major humanitar-
ian catastrophe, making resolution 
of the war a matter of the utmost 
urgency.

Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf 
section editor of The Arab Weekly.
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