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S u ltan  Q ab oos U n iversity  in  O m an

B y H arvey V arn et

Library Coordinator 
Sultan Qaboos University 
M uscat, Sultanate o f Oman

A modern library facility under construction in a more 
peaceful part of the Middle East.

H e l l o  from Oman! W here is O m an, did you say? 

T hat’s the same question I asked a little over a year 
ago w hen R ichard Palm er of Simmons College told 
me about the plans being m ade for Sultan Qaboos 
University. Sultan Qaboos bin Said is the ruler of 
th e  S u lta n a te  of O m an , th e  second  la rg e s t 
country— after Sa’udi A rabia—located on the A ra­
bian Peninsula’s southeast coast. O m an occupies 
an  a re a  of a b o u t 272 ,000  sq u a re  k ilo m e te rs  
(106,000 square miles). To the west O m an is bor­
dered by the United Arab Em irates and Sa’udi A ra­
bia, and to the south by the People’s D em ocratic 
Republic of Yemen.

O m an is divided into several distinct geographic 
zones. The most fertile part of the country is the 
B atinah coastal plain stretching from the UAE bor­
der at K hatm at al’M alaha for 300 km (190 miles) to 
the M uscat area. The B atinah plain is an almost 
unbroken belt of cultivation up to 30 km (20 miles) 
in w idth  betw een the sea and m ountains. Across 
the northern section of the Sultanate runs the Haj- 
jar m ountain range, w hich reaches 3,075 meters 
(10,250 feet) at its highest point, the Jebel Shams. 
Between the northern area and the D hofar prov­
ince lies a large stretch of desert, sand dune, and 
stony plain. M usandam , farther north and sepa­
rated  from the rest of the country, is extremely 
rocky and isolated w ith  sheer cliffs dropping down 
to the sea and almost no cultivable land.

O m an’s clim ate varies considerably from region 
to region. D uring the sum m er period from April to 
O ctober the coastal area is very hot and hum id,

M uscat regularly recording tem peratures of 45° C. 
(112° F .) w ith  90%  h u m id ity . In  th e  cooler 
m onths, N ovem ber-M arch, daytim e tem peratures 
in the capital area drop to a pleasant 20-30° C. and 
air conditioning is no longer necessary. In the inte­
rior it is hot and dry w ith  the exception of some 
higher locations w here it is tem perate throughout 
the year. The southern region is also m ore tem per­
ate, although heavy rains fall betw een June and 
October. Elsewhere rainfall is low and irregular.

T h a t’s enough tourist inform ation, except to say 
th a t it is not all desert here and the  country  is 
starkly beautiful.

In 1980 the Sultan announced th a t a m odern, 
technologically-oriented university w ould be con­
structed, to be opened in the Fall of 1986. A F oun­
d a tio n  C o m m ittee  w as fo rm ed  th a t  in c lu d ed  
O m ani, British, Am erican, and other scholars. The 
outline of the university was developed and the 
first five colleges were announced as Agriculture, 
E d u ca tio n  and  Islam ic Sciences, E ng ineering , 
M edicine, and Science. These colleges are to be 
supported by a L ibrary, a M edical L ibrary , a C en­
ter for Educational Technology, a C om puter C en­
te r , and  a L anguage C en ter. A dm in istra tion , 
works, housing for students and staff, sports areas, 
a cultural center, a student center, and a mosque 
com plete the campus, located in Al’K houdh, near 
Seeb about 40 km (25 miles) from Muscat.

Because of other successful work in the M iddle 
East, Dick Palm er was hired in 1982 as the library  
consultant to prepare the initial brief. W hat devel­
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oped was a plan for a comprehensive library tha t 
will be fully autom ated, capable of seating 400 us­
ers, w ith a volume capacity of 200,000. The rela­
tively small volume capacity is possible because of 
the com m itm ent on the part of the university to use 
the latest in telecom m unications technology. The 
library building will also house the Center for E du­
cational Technology (television, photography, au-

Virtually any kind of 
equipment is available 
in Oman.

dio, graphics) and the C om puter Center.
Coordinators were hired in 1982 and 1983 to be­

gin im plem entation  of the “briefs,” and th a t’s 
w here I came in last September. As one soon learns, 
if you have a skill—expect it to be used. My initial 
library assignment was expanded and now I also 
oversee the developm ent of the C om puter C enter, 
the Center for Educational Technology, the M edi­
cal L ibrary, and some aspects of the College of E d­
ucation (curriculum  m aterials areas).

The m ain task at hand is to ensure tha t the con­
sultant’s reports are translated into buildings, staff, 
and equipm ent. As w ith any reports, there is a con­
stant refining process w hen harsh reality greets an 
abstract concept. The case of the small TV studio 
tha t couldn’t be expanded due to structural consid­
erations makes this point. The solution worked out 
w ith the architects makes the area workable but 
not ideal.

So for me, this position is a continuous learning 
process. I work w ith paper created by consultants I 
hardly know (except Palmer) whose backgrounds 
are quite varied. The com puter consultant is Brit­
ish; the library  and C ET consultants are Ameri­
can , one each  from  M assachusetts, V erm on t, 
South C arolina, and California.

This brings up the problems w ith com m unica­
tions. The university contractor and the architects 
are U . K . -based. It is a never-ending logistics task to 
keep proper com m unication going from O m an to 
U.K. to U.S. Mail is always too slow; telexes are 
quick but never fully satisfactory; telephone calls 
are expensive and aw kw ard due to tim e differences 
(nine hours difference from Eastern Standard to 
Om an). Somehow the work all gets done, but one 
has to learn to be com fortable w ith anxiety while 
w aiting to hear from others far away.

There are other inherent challenges to be dealt 
w ith. How will we buy books? From  the United 
States? G reat Britain? In Om an? Local prices are 
steep. W hat about autom ated cataloging? W hat

 

 

 

about periodicals? And w hat is the best w ay to es­
tablish form al relationships w ith  libraries from 
w hich we will need to borrow  m aterials (e.g., the 
British L ibrary Lending Division, the L ibrary  of 
Congress, the  N ational L ib ra ry  of M edicine)? 
W hen do I get to see all the appropriate people? 
Travel is expensive.

Another area th a t is evolving at the m om ent is 
w hether we will equip the university through local 
vendors, in ternational tenders, or some com bina­
tion. The interesting point here is tha t there is v ir­
tually any kind of equipm ent available in O m an. 
This has been a pleasant surprise, for my expecta­
tions were tha t audiovisual, television, and com ­
puting equipm ent would be m inim ally available. 
Sometimes it is nice not to have your suspicions 
confirmed.

The staffing for the library will include tw enty 
professional positions, several high-level technical 
positions, and a support staff th a t will bring the to­
tal to sixty. The organization will be a technical 
services/public services split, w ith the form er con­
cerned w ith all of the autom ation activities and the 
latter spending a great deal of tim e teaching stu­
dents how to use a library.

This brings me to education. From  three schools 
and a few hundred boys enrolled in 1970, the edu­
cational system has evolved to 473 schools and 
142,866 students (35% female). There has been 
trem endous grow th in th irteen  years and m ore 
growth is projected. Until 1986 students will still 
need to leave O m an for a university education. 
W hen Sultan Qaboos University opens its doors in 
the Fall of 1986, there will be places in the first year 
for up to 582 qualified students from a pool of 3,000 
potential candidates.

The students will encounter some difficulties. 
The university will be in effect a small city. Stu­
dents from the interior will have to adjust to a new 
life style, and the style of education will require ad ­
justing to as well. Students will be expected to be 
active learners. For most, their previous education 
will have been mostly passive, w ith the lecture or 
rote learning style prevalent. In addition, four of 
the five colleges will teach in English, a second lan ­
guage to Omanis.

D istance and  com m unication  delays are the 
most difficult things to cope w ith here. The pace of 
life is a bit more m oderated: things do get done, but 
there is no need for over-compulsiveness. Ameri­
cans m ay find it hard  to slow down a bit.

One of the true bonuses is being in a country 
where people are so hospitable and friendly, and 
w here you always feel safe. A ride to a village in the
in terior can w ind up w ith  your sharing coffee, 
dates, and  w orld  views w ith  som eone m et by
chance. Arab hospitality is legendary and deserv­
edly so.

It is also of great intellectual benefit to work
w ith a diverse group of people. W e are Om ani, 
British, Am erican, New Zealander, Sudanese, In ­
dian, and Danish. This is not your everyday U.S.
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group of academ ics. You acquire an education 
about various countries simply by discussing where 
you and your colleagues are from .

For me, the prim ary reason for com ing to O m an 
was the opportunity  to be in on the developm ent of 
a un iversity  from  the beginning . T here  a ren ’t 
m any such chances arising in the U nited States 
these days. I t’s very exciting to know th a t w hat you 
do is considered im portant and th a t your ideas will 
become operational realities in three years. You

help to plan buildings and then you w atch them  go 
up. You organize staffing patterns and w rite job 
descriptions and then you begin to recruit. All tha t 
library coursework so long ago seems to come to­
gether w hen you are really starting from the begin­
ning.

I t’s a long way from home, bu t coming to O m an 
has brought both  personal and professional re­
wards. So far, all is going very well indeed. ■ ■

Library standards and accreditation in Puerto Rico

M ore than  one hundred  lib rarians (including 
sixty academ ic librarians) gathered in San Juan, 
Puerto Rico, this past Decem ber to address the pro­
cess of accreditation and library evaluation. The 
conference was sponsored by the Society of L ib rar­
ians of Puerto Rico and organized by the Society’s 
president, D r. Luisa Vigo-Cepada.

Representatives of the D epartm ent of E duca­
tion, the Council on Higher Education of Puerto 
Rico, the University of Puerto Rico, and the Associ­
ation of College and Research Libraries each pre­
sented papers during the m orning sessions. In the 
afternoon w orking groups addressed the issues of:

•im proving  the self-study process;
•im proving  the evaluation of Puerto Rican li­

braries;
•increasing the productivity and effectiveness 

of library  program s and services;
•estab lish ing  norm s and guides for d ifferent 

kinds of libraries in the light of the Puerto Rican re­

ality; and
•recom m endations to pertinent entities to be 

used in the evaluation and accreditation process.
On the following day ACRL’s executive direc­

tor, Dr. Julie C arroll Virgo, m et w ith  the library 
directors of the nine University of Puerto Rico cam ­
puses. T he group system atically  review ed the  
ACRL College L ibrary  Standards and m ade some 
recom m endations on their revision for the ACRL 
College L ib rary  S tandards C om m ittee hearings 
during the ALA M idw inter M eeting in W ashing­
ton.

Virgo also spent an extended period of tim e w ith 
the University of Puerto Rico’s acting president, 
D r. Luis A. Sojo, discussing issues of m utual con­
cern in higher education.

The hospitality and enthusiasm of our Puerto Ri­
can colleagues encourage the developm ent of still 
closer ties, perhaps th rough the form ation  of a 
Puerto Rican chapter of ACRL. ■ ■

Dr. Luis A . Sojo, Dr. Julie Virgo, and Dr. Luisa Vigo-Cepada.




