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he Dubai Press Club (DPC) 
is working with Twitter to 
offer a year-long course to 
help journalists and media 
students develop report-

ing and storytelling skills through 
the popular social networking site.

Due to begin in September, the 
programme, with sessions in Eng-
lish and Arabic, will initially be 
available in the United Arab Emir-
ates but there are plans to extend it 
across the Gulf Cooperation Council 
(GCC) next year.

DPC Director Alia al-Theeb said 
the goal was to support learning 
and the growth of digital journal-
ism because social media tools such 
as Twitter lead to dramatic shifts in 
the way news content is produced, 
distributed and consumed.

“The initiative, developed in part-
nership with Twitter, forms part 
of our ongoing efforts to empower 
journalists in the region,” she said 
during the announcement of the 
programme at the 16th Arab Media 
Forum in Dubai.

“The programme will build stu-
dents’ skills and competencies so 
they can develop into tomorrow’s 
leading journalists. Twitter has 
quickly gained a widespread follow-
ing among the young generation as 
a news source and is at the forefront 
of the trend for people gaining con-
trol of news consumption through 
social media,” Theeb said.

Kinda Ibrahim, director of me-
dia partnerships at Twitter in the 

MENA region, said: “As a real-time 
information network whose role is 
to keep people informed about the 
world, Twitter has proved to be an 
essential tool for the modern-day 
journalist.

“Such a partnership will allow 
students in the region to gain an of-
ficial training, which enables them 
to both source and break news 
through the platform. We see this 
as a much-needed programme that 
will equip journalists with the right 
skills to progress their careers in to-
day’s new media landscape.”

Faisal al-Yafai, a columnist for 
the National newspaper in Abu 
Dhabi and who has a strong Twitter 
following, described the move as 
“very necessary and indeed over-
due.”

“Twitter has increasingly be-
come not only a go-to place to dis-
cover pieces of news but a platform 

in which journalists can actually 
break news and tell news stories 
in a different, innovative way,” he 
said.

“Young journalists today, and 
particularly Arab journalists who 
are operating in a region that uses 
at least three major languages — Ar-
abic, English and French — need to 
be able to access what is being said 
in every part of the region and the 
world rapidly.”

Hassan Hassan, a senior fellow at 
the Tahrir Institute for Middle East 
Policy in Washington and a contrib-
uting writer to the Guardian, For-
eign Policy and other publications, 
also spoke of the opportune nature 
of the online tutoring course.

“The training course in Dubai is 
both timely and critical,” he said. 
“The UAE and the Gulf region have 
a growing internet usage penetra-
tion and some of the highest num-

ber of Twitter and social media us-
ers per capita.”

Hassan, co-author of “ISIS: In-
side the Army of Terror” and whose 
work focuses on Syria, Iraq and the 
Gulf states, highlighted another 
benefit of the Twitter course.

“Training about how to maximise 
reach and be conscious of the dan-
gers that usually come with the use 
of social media is incredibly useful 
for young people and students,” he 
said. “Extremist groups, for exam-
ple, are avid users of social media 
and the Gulf populations are among 
their top targets and so educated 
youth should be similarly savvy in 
the way they use such media.”

Abu Dhabi-based Tierra Smith, 
24, a recent master’s degree gradu-
ate from Louisiana State University, 
has written a thesis about the role 
of female journalists in the UAE.

“This is big for the UAE. There is 

a need to develop and mentor the 
next generation of young journal-
ists,” she said. “They must have a 
hungry appetite for news but also 
understand how to use tools such 
as social media and mobile journal-
ism to their advantage. This will 
give many college students and 
young professionals an hands-on 
approach to an exciting and re-
warding industry.

“Once a young journalist gets a 
taste of fast-paced field, it is addict-
ing. They will create captivating 
work that will advance the country 
and the GCC as a whole.”

More information on the pro-
gramme can be obtained through 
the Dubai Press Club at info@dpc.
org.ae.

Jennifer Bell is an Arab Weekly 
contributor based in the United 
Arab Emirates.
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oogle “social media” and 
“terrorism” and the re-
sults deliver more than 
95 million hits, many of 
which are tales of vul-

nerable young people being self-
radicalised online via sites such as 
YouTube and Twitter.

The British Parliament has pub-
lished an extremely critical re-
port outlining the large amount of 
extremist and offensive content 
shared on social media platforms 
and made recommendations about 
how companies should tackle this 
dangerous phenomenon.

“Social media companies’ fail-

ure to deal with illegal and danger-
ous material online is a disgrace,” 
said Member of Parliament Yvette 
Cooper, who heads the parliament’s 
Home Affairs Committee, which 
drafted the report.

“They have been asked repeat-
edly to come up with better systems 
to remove illegal material such as 
terrorism recruitment… Yet repeat-
edly, they have failed to do so. It is 
shameful,” Cooper said.

MPs said it was not acceptable 
that social media companies rely on 
users to report offensive content, 
saying they were ostensibly “out-
sourcing” the problem “at zero ex-
pense.”

The report was particularly criti-
cal of YouTube, which is owned by 
Google, pointing to the huge num-
ber of videos posted by extremist 

and terrorist groups such as the Is-
lamic State (ISIS) and al-Qaeda but 
also by far-right groups.

The parliamentary report was 
published a few months after news 
that videos promoting ISIS were 
monetised, meaning that YouTube 
and the original poster were receiv-
ing money from advertising on vid-
eos that contained illegal content.

One ad from Mercedes was auto-
matically paired with a pro-ISIS vid-
eo that garnered more than 115,000 
views, British media reports said. A 
YouTube advert usually earns about 
$7.70 per 1,000 views, meaning that 
the advert in question could have 
earned the video creators more 
than $900.

Following the news, L’Oreal, 
McDonald’s, Starbucks and other 
major brands pulled their advertis-

ing from YouTube, sparking what 
has been called the “adpocalypse” 
among YouTubers. Several govern-
ments and government agencies, 
including the British government, 
pulled adverts from the video-
sharing website, fearing a public 
relations disaster if taxpayer money 
was found to be funding terrorism.

“It is shocking that Google failed 
to perform basic due diligence re-
garding advertising on YouTube… 
which appeared alongside videos 
containing inappropriate and un-
acceptable content, some of which 
were created by terrorist organisa-
tions,” the report said.

“We note that Google can act 
quickly to remove videos from You-
Tube when they are found to in-
fringe copyright rules but that the 
same prompt action is not taken 
when the material involves hateful 
or illegal content,” the report added.

For a video-sharing platform with 
more than 1.3 billion users, with 
more than 300 hours of video up-
loaded every minute and almost 5 
billion videos watched every day, 
that is a difficult challenge.

In a statement, Google’s UK and 
Ireland Managing Director Ronan 
Harris said the company had strict 
guidelines on content and spent 
“millions of dollars every year” to 
enforce standard practices. How-
ever, he said: “We don’t always get 
it right.”

“In a very small percentage of 
cases, ads appear against content 
that violates our monetisation poli-
cies. We promptly remove the ads in 
those instances but we know we can 
and must do more,” he said.

Britain’s parliamentary commit-
tee said that would not be enough 
and recommended that an entirely 
new system be put in place to guard 
against online extremism.

The report called on ministers to 

consult on requiring social media 
companies to contribute to the cost 
of the Metropolitan Police Counter 
Terrorism Internal Referral Unit, 
which was set up in 2010 with a 
brief to remove unlawful terrorist 
material from the internet. The re-
port suggested imposing multimil-
lion-pound fines for social media 
firms that fail to remove illegal con-
tent within a strict time frame.

“The social media companies 
have been shirking their responsi-
bilities even when there has been 
illegal material on their platforms. 
Even when informed, they have tak-
en no action and this is not accept-
able anymore,” said Fiyaz Mughal, 
founder of Tell MAMA, a national 
project that records and measures 
anti-Muslim incidents in Britain.

Mughal, who testified before the 
cross-party Home Affairs Select 
Committee, said social media need-
ed to be regulated, just like other 
media, to counter the spread of ex-
tremism and hate speech.

“They believed that they were im-
mune to public criticism. The Home 
Affairs Select Committee has shown 
that they are not immune from pub-
lic pressure and this must continue 
to get them to act responsibly. Lives 
have been damaged because of the 
inaction of social media companies 
on illegal material and this simply 
cannot continue,” he added.
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