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BURAIMI %an oasis, not very fertile, with adjoining poor pasture’'

grounds in the north-eastern corner of the Arabian Peninsula on the
border of the Rab¢ al-Khali desert, about 100 miles distant from both
the Persian Gulf and the Gulf of “Uman, The eight villages in the
oasis are inhabited by small tribal groups: six of them by the abu-
Falah, one, Hamasah, by the banu-Sham, and the largest, itself
named Buraimi, by the banu-Naim. The surrounding nomad pop-
ulation holds old customary water rights on the wells. their sole®
water-points in a region of steppe land and salt marches, which
reaches deep into Central Arabia. Here the Saudi Arabian Kingdom*,
the Sultanate of Muscat and ‘Uman* and some of the sheikhdoms of
Trucial ‘Umin* touch one another with ill-defined, fluid frontiers.
Warfare of the Trucial sheikhs among each other and with the Sultan
of Muscat and ‘Umin as well as the shifting loyalties of the villagers
made Buraimi for many years practically a no-man’s land. Around
the turn of the century the abu-Falah went to seek the protection of
the Sheikh of Abu Dhabi in Trucial ‘Uman whilst the banu-Naim
turned to the Sultan of Muscat and ‘Umin. Thereupon the Sheikh
also claimed the eigth, remaining village, Hamasah; and so did the
Sultan. But the dispute was amicably settled, at least for a while.
On various occasions in the past the third neighbour, Saudi Arabia,
had also appeared:as a claimant, allegedly as the lawful successor to
the Wahhabi* tribesmen who ‘in the eighteenth century owned
Buraimi but were driven away about 1870 by an Abu Dhabi chieftain.
Yet. this claim, too, was never pressed very seriously and it was left
dormant most of the time. Buraimi was at last tacitly acknowledged
as a neutral district in Trucial ‘Uman territory, with due consideration
given to the vital water and grazing needs of the tribes in the region.
The situation changed when the petroleum companies holding con-
cessions in Trucial ‘Umian (Petroleum Developmerit, Trucial ‘Uman
Ltd., a subsidiary of the Iraq Petroleum Company) and in Saudi
Arabia (Arabian American Qil Company) began to suppose the pres-
ence of oil-bearing strata in the Buraimi area, possibly connected
towards the north with the oil fields in Abu Dhabi, and reaching
westwards into the Rab¢ al-Khili and Central Arabia. In August
1952 a Saudi Arabian detachment occupied Hamasah but soon clashed
with Trucial ‘Uman troops. Now also in Muscat and ‘Uman the old
claims were again remembered. These events moved a third party
into action: the British Government, obliged - and entitled under the
terms of its systemn of South-Arabian treaties of protection to safe-
guard the interests of its partners in their foreign relations. An ar-
mistice was concluded in the Saudi capital Riyadh (October 1952)
and negotiations began between Great Britain and Saudi Arabia on
the one hand, and the two oil companies on the other, but in Buraimi
the skirmishes continued, nourished, it was said, by money and arms
from various sources. By June 1956 the oil companies by common
accord had delimited their respective territories and temporarily
started the prospecting, leaving out the oasis of Buraimi and its imme-
diate environment as a ‘neutral zone’. At the same time Saudi Arabia
and Great Britain acting on behalf of the Sheikh of Abu Dhabi and
the Sultan of Muscat and ‘Umin agreed to submit the decision con-
cerning the sovereignty over Buraimi to an Arbitration Tribunal
of five members - one each from Beigium, Cuba, Great Britain, Pak-
istan and Saudi Arabia. Shortly after its second meeting, three of the
members resigned because they felt unable to reach a judicial con-
clusion amid the maze of the confusing charges and counter-charges.
The Buraimi case, an example of the new aspect assumed by the
conflict of interests in desert life, still awaits a solution.
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