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Conflicts over water resources in Omani aflaj: A historical
documentary study of resolution and settlement mechanisms

Nasser S. Al-Saadi®"*=
Zahra S. Al-Abri®*
Abdullah S. Al-Ghafri®*
Abstract

Objectives: This study aims to explore the historical, legal,
and social frameworks of water resource management in Oman,
with a particular focus on the aflaj system. It analyzes documents
related to water disputes and seeks to clarify the mechanisms
of resolution, including judicial rulings, legal opinions (fatwas),
reconciliation, and documentation, highlighting their bind-
ing nature and precision. The study also emphasizes the roles
of various actors, judges, jurists, and tribes—and their concern
for protecting vulnerable groups within this system. Method:
The study employs a historical approach, tracing the evolution
of water dispute management through the analysis of historical
documents, including legal correspondence, records, and man-
uscripts. An analytical method is also employed to examine the
content of these texts and extract the patterns and mechanisms
used in dispute management and resolution. Results: The study
reveals that Oman’s water resource system, particularly the af-
laj, was not merely a technical infrastructure, but rather part of
a comprehensive social and legal framework. This system was
characterized by meticulous documentation of disputes and di-
verse methods of arbitration and conflict resolution, including
fatwas, Sharia courts, reconciliation efforts, field inspections,
and technical assessments. The documents reflect not only legal
dimensions, but also deep social values such as justice and equi-
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ty, particularly during times of drought and conflict. The findings
underscore the pivotal role of tribes, imams, judges, jurists, wit-
nesses, scribes, and experts in managing disputes. Conclusion:
The study concludes that water resources in Oman were central
to the fabric of society and served as a platform for the develop-
ment of flexible and just legal and social systems. Documenta-
tion played a key role in safeguarding rights and minimizing dis-
putes. Furthermore, the historical system of dispute management
provides a rich reference that can inform current approaches to
natural resource governance and conflict resolution.

Keywords: conflicts, Sultanate of Oman, aflaj, judges, wells
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