
 

 

Interview with Dr. Salim Sultan Al-Ruzaiqi, Chief Executive 
Officer of the Information Technology Authority (ITA) of 
Oman 

1) Can you tell us some of the key points of the Oman Digital Strategy 
(e.oman)? 

Let me start first by emphasizing that His Majesty’s grand vision of diversifying the Omani economy was 
the key driver of embarking on developing and implementing e.oman. This grand vision was set out in the 
economic vision 2020 that included transforming Oman into a sustainable knowledge based society. In His 
address to Oman Council in November 2008, His Majesty stressed the need to develop the technological 
and practical skills of citizens and provide them with the resources and training required to enhance their 
capabilities and incentivize them to seek knowledge. His Majesty also directed the Government to simplify 
processes, adopt technology in its daily operation, and focus on electronic delivery of its services. 

The Digital Oman Strategy, e.oman, is of six main pillars as follows: 

1.       Society and Human Capital Development – which is concerned with developing the skills 
and abilities of Citizens and Government employees in the use of IT and providing 
specialized training to IT professionals. It also addresses digital divide issues. 

2.       Enhance eGovernment and e-Services – which will result in transforming the way 
government operates through process enhancement and automation and providing 
eServices to the community 

3.       ICT Industry Development – is concerned with developing the local ICT sector and in 
particular SMEs through enhancing the on-shore delivery capability in content, mobility 
and applications while creating Industry partnerships between Omani companies and 
foreign partners 

4.       Governance, Standards and Regulations – which will ensure that the Government 
moves towards standardization in its technical architecture and infrastructures 

5.       National Infrastructure Development – lays a solid foundation for providing government 
services online through offering and utilizing common shared and scalable government 
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service building blocks which can be used in hosting and integrating government 
applications and services 

6.       Promotion and Awareness – targeted promotion and awareness campaigns rolled out to 
increase the awareness of the public of e.oman highlighting the benefits of implementing 
the strategy. They also promote the digital lifestyle and eServices to the population. 

2) Is e.oman Strategy about becoming a “smart nation”? What do you think key 
characteristics of a smart nation would be? 

Yes, the long-term vision and objective of the e.oman Strategy is to become a smart nation. Our aim is 
to digitally transform the society, businesses and the government so that our society as a whole 
becomes savvy in using digital technologies and can produce as well as consume digital products and 
services out of acquired knowledge and advanced skills. Another aspect of a smart nation is to put the 
services in the hands of the individuals and business and making it convenient and easily accessible from 
anywhere and at any time while being cost effective and efficient as much as possible. 
 
We started by putting together the necessary infrastructure foundation. Along with the infrastructure, 
we are building the communications channels, networks and portals to ensure smooth flow of 
information among entities and building the intelligence in systems and applications. We are 
supplementing this by transforming processes wherein we focus on working with the government 
agencies to rethink their business processes and favorably looking at the change management, and the 
most important factors for the success of all these initiatives. We are supporting the transformation by 
skills, training and capacity development efforts, from the nonprofessional’s level to the advanced 
technical professionals in the government. 
 
We strongly believe that an investment in mobility skills and services now is crucial for the smart nation 
of tomorrow. Mobility is not an emerging global trend anymore. It is the way of future communication. 
Thus, one of the initiatives at ITA is establishing a Centre of Excellence for mobility where training, tools 
and the necessary staging sites will be available to the trainees and subject-matter experts (SMEs) who 
wish to utilize this infrastructure to build mobile applications but lack resources to do so. The Centre of 
Excellence will also facilitate to have in country development of the applications thus contributing to 
local economic growth of the sector. 
 
To ensure sustainable growth of the ICT sector, we focus on the development of SMEs and creating an 
environment of competition and coordination among the SMEs. We have recently established the SAS 
Incubation center to enroll and encourage SMEs and individuals with bright ideas to have their own 
businesses. At the SAS center, we provide technical and business related training to incubated 
companies to prepare them for the real world and assist them in getting their first assignments while 
enabling them to coordinate amongst each other and create synergies. This in turn creates the industry 
clusters we are looking for which can be an attraction point for further investments in the ICT sector by 
local and foreign companies. 
 
One of the ultimate goals of smart nations is to reduce costs for all the stakeholders and increase the 
efficiency in delivery of services, utilizing and leveraging the information output effectively to enhance 
services and build on value add services. In Oman, we are working on having an ultra-fast broadband 
connectivity and the government has recently established a company dedicated to building the 



necessary infrastructure. This will expand the coverage of the broadband through fiber optics and 
wireless technologies and increases connection speeds since the government believes that broadband is 
the cornerstone for a smart nation and it has become a basic and vital need for citizens and business 
alike as well as the government. 

3) What were some of the biggest challenges and opportunities when implementing the 
e.oman Strategy? Were there some particularly interesting discoveries that you would 
like to share?  

Managing stakeholder expectations is necessary since the Omani economy stakeholders have 
many aspirations related to providing online services which in turn requires joint efforts 
between multiple organizations to communicate together to complete service cycles. With the 
Government eTransformation project, we achieved good level of communications among 
stakeholders by bringing them closer to the vision of the digital society and the importance of 
collaboration and cooperation. 

We also consider that communication among businesses and organizations in society is 
paramount for the success of moving towards achieving the e.oman vision, as it requires 
a major shift in the mind set of stakeholders. 

The biggest opportunity we see lies in building new smart infrastructures while rolling out major 
infrastructure projects such as the new fiber network, new roads, ports and industrial zones. For 
example, in the areas of transport and logistics, we can leverage state-of-the-art system and 
infrastructures while rolling out the logistics strategy that has been very recently announced. In 
addition, many of the old systems governing or controlling infrastructure and services will be 
renovated thus they can be built on modern infrastructure and advanced architectures. This is 
also a major advantage as it helps in reducing investment that would have otherwise been 
necessary to integrate relatively modern systems and solutions.  

One of the major opportunities in Oman is the highest level of political buy-in 
and support that facilitates the movement. We also have a large and young 
technology savvy generation. This generation embraced mobile technologies 
and has great demands and expectations. It also has a lot of potential to 
innovate and learn, which we are planning to capitalize on. 

4) Given Oman’s success in eGovernment, what are some words of advice you’d give to 
other countries wanting to start or improve their own initiatives? 

1.       Be open about your ideas and establish effective communication channels on all levels 

2.       Create a community and culture for this change, and involve people from the junior 
level (front desk reps) to the decision makers to have a good understanding of the 
challenges  

3.       Obtain the highest level of political support this is possible 



4.       Obtaining full engagement of the stakeholders and making them part of the delivery 
and the transformation 

5.       Availing the required funding 

6.       Driving transformation project centrally, with unified objectives and plans as well as 
standardization 

7.       Make the government agency the owner of the project, IT Authorities should facilitate 
the process by providing, know-how, technical and skills training, train on change 
management on other administrative aspects  

8.       Continuous interaction with participating agencies 

9.       Lots and lots of training and skills development in every area to close knowledge gaps. 
This was highly appreciated and enabled strong bonding between transformation teams 
in all government agencies. It also enhanced the stakeholders’ perception of ITA as a 
leader and not a manager of the transformation project 

5) The e.oman strategy pays particular attention to social and gender inclusion. Can you tell 
us how ICTs are contributing to the inclusive growth in Oman?  

e.oman focuses on the development of the community as a whole and has established Community 
Knowledge Centers (CKC), with half of them dedicated to women. Through these centers, we deliver the 
basic to mid-level training on the use and benefits of IT to the society. Additionally, and to ensure that 
everyone is included, we strongly focused on accessibility of online information and services for people 
with special needs and ensured that almost every information and/or service is easily accessible by 
them.  

Addressing the digital divide was also paramount in our priorities; for example, we launched the 
national PC initiative to bridge the digital gap by ensuring that households have access to the internet 
and a device to get online and join the digital revolution. Disadvantaged families were given PCs and 
provided with a DSL or GSM modem, alongside one year of free internet access through a grant 
provided by our ruler His Majesty the Sultan. Other initiatives provide free internet access in some areas 
that are funded through ITA. 

6) Oman has established a regional center of excellence in cyber security for Arab countries. 
What have been its results to date? Are there other areas where Oman could champion 
regional cooperation? 

We have been privileged by being chosen to host the regional center in cyber security for Arab countries 
in Oman and this has happened due to our commitment to building our cyber security capabilities. To 
achieve the state of where we are now, we embarked on a number of initiatives in this field and focused 
on capabilities developments, training and awareness.  
 
As for the regional center, the main achievements can be summarized as follows:  

 Organized two Regional cybersecurity Summits 



 Organized a cybersecurity drill/exercise for Arab Region simulating cyber-attacks and threats  

 Participated at the ITU Council Working Group meeting on Child Online Protection in Geneva 

 Organized the first cybersecurity Trends Conference in Yemen 

 Awarded 60 EC–Council cybersecurity Scholarships to Arab countries  

 Conducted cybersecurity CERT Assessments for three Arab countries  

 Conducted a number of workshops on cyber security promoting cyber safety, cybersecurity, 
incident handling and child protection 

 Successfully completed COP Challenge in Bahrain. 

 Implemented Information security management system ISO/ IEC 27001:2013 for an Arab 
country 

 Conducted specialized and customized cybersecurity training 

 Conducted an Information Security Management Program for some least-developed countries  
 

We organized the third annual regional cybersecurity summit for Arab Countries in March 2015 and are 
organizing the second annual regional Cyber Drill in May 2015.  

7) Data is driving decision-making more than ever. What is the role of data in Oman today 
and what is your strategy for data-driven development in the future?  

Yes indeed, data, Big Data and Open Data are all in our focus in the coming years; in particular Big Data 
and Open Data.  

We are working with our stakeholders and partners to put in place a roadmap for handling different 
types of data and we’re not only aiming at handling data but also to make data available and accessible 
through standardized interfaces and ready for use in providing services. We are laying a strong 
foundation for this through enhancing government agencies connection speeds, building a government 
cloud, adding storage services and data analytics capabilities through the cloud and other building 
blocks.  

On the skills side, we are providing specialized training and skills development for IT professionals as 
well as placement opportunities with major firms and will be putting more focus into the areas of data 
management and analytics. ITA has already developed the government cloud, where government 
entities can host their applications and services.  

8) Are there some interesting homegrown startups that you would like to highlight?  

We have recently launched our incubation program called SAS as I mentioned above, which is a common 
word in Oman meaning foundation. The Center has now 15 SMEs that are gaining traction quite strong. 
These SMEs provide services in application development, multimedia and content development. We 
have a national policy of providing 10 percent of government tenders to SMEs and we have 
implemented this in all ITA initiatives where we insist that our contractors have to avail this 10 percent 
of their contracts to SMEs. This has been successful in providing business to startups and we are starting 
to see an impact on youth wishing to establish their own SMEs based on our encouragement in that 
sector.  



We have also established SAS VR (virtual reality) which has provided training and skills development to 
more than 240 professionals on virtual reality and 3D media. The center, through the trainees, has 
produced interesting projects for the government and private sector. You can take a 3D virtual tour in 
one of our well-known old castles and get basic introduction to oil production rigs, the latter was done 
on commercial basis for an oil producing company.  

We are currently building a mobile applications and Arabic content center of excellence as we see a 
large potential in these areas and I expect that this center will strike big success with our youth. Our 
vision is that these centers become the feeders to our incubation program were new graduates are 
trained extensively on cutting edge technologies and then given the opportunity to start their 
businesses supported by SAS.      

9) Looking back to when you just embarked on the process of digital transformation in your 
country, how do you think the Sultanate of Oman has changed as a society? What are 
some of the main lessons from the process? 

Society has definitely changed from when we started to now. Not just due to our initiatives and the 
digital society strategy, but also due to how technology and use of technology has changed our daily 
lives. Having said this, the digital society strategy has definitely put transforming the society digitally in 
focus and its targets in the spotlight and helped propel this change strongly. The society now is mostly 
mobile, and our statistics show this clearly. We have much more paying users for mobile broadband 
than we do for fixed broadband. That is in clear contrast to when we started for back then some regions 
in Oman where challenged by the fact the even basic telephony was a challenge. This is due to our 
landscape where we have a large number of small and sometimes very small communities living in hard 
to reach areas by telecoms.  
 
Use of technology has changed. Just walk around in the country and you will see that almost everyone is 
using a smart phone. With all this comes the awareness that it has to be a digital life and our 
comprehensive and overarching strategy was right back then as it is now. The expectation now is that 
services have to be online, all of them. We observed changes in the society where people are becoming 
more aware of the importance of online services and the need to improve the business processes, this 
works to our advantage as when the society starts having expectations they express their opinions, put 
suggestions and some communities may exert pressure to implement the necessary change. This is true 
awareness and true participation. When we started, it was mostly about eGovernment. Not so anymore. 
People are expecting apps that provide local services. It is not eGovernment services online alone 
anymore; it is all service from restaurants, insurers, hospitals and healthcare providers, telecoms …etc.  
 
We were fortunate that from the very beginning, the political backing was there. It is still the same; we 
still have the same political will to continue on our path to digital transformation. This is a key lesson 
learned. The commitment has to be driven down the hierarchical structures to get the needed buy in at 
all levels.  
 
Awareness is also key so is targeted promotion. Promoting a functional online service – even a simple 
one that is commonly used by the society – is as effective and some times more effective, than 
promoting an initiative that returns its value in the future.  
 



Engagement of government stakeholders is also essential. It builds commitment and allows people to 
identify themselves with transformation projects. We experienced this first hand when we decided to 
put government agencies in the lead of their own transformation projects but put them in very close 
and continuous interaction with ITA.  
 
We also learned that building on sure foundations is important. We did not rush silo solutions to 
problems but always kept an eye on how to develop solutions that have inherent capability of being 
joint to other solutions as is the case with integrated services. These are some of the key things we 
learned as we moved during the past years. 
 
 


