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or the 50 million people 
who live in the Gulf Coop-
eration Council (GCC), the 
deadliest place to be is on 
the road.

In the United Arab Emirates, an 
average of two people die in road 
accidents every day. In Saudi Ara-
bia, one person is killed in road acci-
dents almost every hour. In Oman, 
692 people died in road mishaps in 
2016, an 8% increase compared to 
the previous year, the Royal Oman 
Police said. The World Health Or-
ganisation said that in 2013 nearly 
11,000 people died on GCC roads.

The challenge in the Gulf is to 
change the attitude of drivers when 
they get behind the wheel. With 
this in mind, authorities are fight-
ing back.

Kuwait said that, effective Janu-
ary 1, it would jail drivers for a 
month for parking illegally in spots 
reserved for those with disabilities. 
Oman raised the driving age from 
17 to 18, announced a two-day jail 
sentence for driving on the hard 
shoulder and began imposing a six-

month driving ban for anyone who 
receives more than seven speeding 
tickets in a year. In Saudi Arabia’s 
Asir province, the governor ordered 
the deportation of two expat truck-
ers after a video emerged of them 
driving recklessly.

If these steps are any indication, 
2017 could be the year the GCC 
turns the corner on road safety. 
Fewer accidents and deaths were 
reported on the roads of Bahrain, 
Oman, Qatar and the UAE in the 
first half of 2017.

As of July 1, the UAE began en-
forcing traffic laws more strictly, 
giving out larger fines for speeding 
and confiscating vehicles for longer 
periods for several offences. The 
UAE is not stopping there; Dubai 
wants to start a debate on traffic 
safety.

In August, Major-General Mo-
hammed Saif al-Zafeen, chairman 
of the Federal Traffic Council and 
assistant commander-in-chief of 
Dubai Police, asked the public via 
Twitter for  thoughts on eliminat-
ing the 20km-per-hour buffer that 
exists on most highways in the 
country.

Experts in the UAE, however, say 
they do not believe this public rela-
tions approach is going to work.

Luca Cima, who has lived in the 
UAE for 14 years and is a road safety 
and racing instructor at Yas Marina 
Circuit in Abu Dhabi as well as at the 
Dubai Autodrome, said that what-
ever Zafeen “proposed is useless.” 
Only dramatic measures will make 

people modify their behaviour, he 
said. His suggestion is for police in 
the GCC to “confiscate the driver’s 
licence straightaway for lesser [traf-
fic] infringements.”

“In the UAE, drivers are punished 
mostly by confiscating their car, not 
their licence. Most Dubai residents 
have more than one car or can rent 
another one, hence the punishment 
is not very effective,” Cima said.

Another way to crack down on 
reckless driving, he said, is to “ap-
ply fines proportional to income, 
like in Switzerland.”

In 2002, Swiss voters approved 
replacing prison terms for some of-
fences, including speeding, with 
fines based on income. This means 
that the larger a driver’s salary, 
the greater the fine. In 2010, for 
instance, a man driving a Ferrari 
35 mph above the speed limit was 
fined nearly $300,000.

Thomas Edelmann, the founder 
and managing director of Road 
Safety UAE, said the idea of going 
to social media to ask the public 
about the 20km per hour buffer is 
pointless.

“The same rule must apply to 
all traffic signs,” said Edelmann, 
who has lived in Dubai since 2000. 
“What you see is the rule. No allow-

ance, no discussion, no room for 
interpretation.”

One Emirati, who earned his 
driver’s licence in the United States, 
said his defensive driving, which he 
learnt in California, got him “no-
where fast” once he moved back to 
the UAE.

“After years of California driv-
ing, I returned to the UAE where 
the law of the streets… was very 
different,” he said. “First thing I no-
ticed was my California defensive 
driving got me nowhere fast. I was 
constantly being cut off, overtaken 
on the slower lanes on my right and 
honked and flashed at for driving 
the speed limit. I also realised my 
tendency to give pedestrians the 
right of way wasn’t appreciated by 
those driving behind me.”

Dubai might be criticised for go-
ing on social media to tackle an 
important issue but the debate it 
stirs is what helps raise awareness 
and 2017 could be the year that the 
GCC pulls out all the stops to get 
motorists to take road safety more 
seriously.

Michael Jabri-Pickett is a veteran 
journalist, having reported on 
the United Arab Emirates for 
more than 14 years.
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Step-by-step. An Emirati policeman pushes down a vehicle’s door in Dubai.                                                                                         (AP)

Dubai police go to Twitter to make roads safer

A recent youth confer-
ence, coordinated 
by UNESCO and the 
King Abdullah bin 
Abdulaziz Interna-
tional Programme 
for a Culture of Peace 

and Dialogue, in Paris, was meant to 
enhance dialogue between com-
munities and help prevent violent 
extremism and marginalisation. It 
proved crucial to understanding 
how volunteerism translates into 
long-lasting positive change in a 
community.

While such projects are indica-
tive of positive trajectories in topics 
such as countering violent extrem-
ism, it remains a risk to stoke the 
passions of the youth when they are 
faced with structural barriers, often 
only mendable at the government 
level.

Participants were from across the 
world, from Bolivia to Tunisia. 
Without a doubt, unification of so 

many individuals from such varied 

backgrounds, all keen to make posi-
tive changes in their communities, 
is a healthy sign. What is worrying, 
however, is whether there is much 
of a chance of making such ambi-
tion reality.

This is not to negate the efforts of 
thousands of community collectives 
and bodies of civil society attempt-
ing to plug gaps left by dysfunc-
tional governments. However, what 
is at risk is that the only change 
volunteerism advocates stand to 
make is often restricted. This may 
explain the drop in volunteerism 
rates, globally.

The trend in the United States, 
for example, indicates that interest 
in volunteerism is reaching all-time 
lows. The Middle East and North 
Africa region, with a low culture of 
volunteerism, has among the high-
est rates of unemployment in the 
world, which seems contradictory, 
with the insurgence of aid agencies 
in the region. It may indicate that 
the structural problem of unem-

ployment is related to the lack of in-
terest in volunteerism due to factors 
such as frustration and disinterest.

The South Sudanese art-collec-
tive, Ana Taban, translated from 
Arabic as “I am Tired,” attempts to 
use art and creation to counter the 
effects of violence on communities 
and to bring to the foreground of 
national conversation social injus-
tice, transparency and government 
accountability. While the initiative 
is hailing great successes, the South 
Sudanese remain in essentially a 
state of civil war.

This raises the question: Can 
volunteerism make a substantial 
change, in such difficult contexts?

In El Salvador, some put faith in 
the Scout Movement to restore the 
sense of citizenship. In a country 
ravaged by gang crime and a ten-
dency towards strict Catholicism, 
how do a collective of young and 
motivated individuals battle armed 
forces?

Governments should be in 

service to their communities but 
this is not appearing to be the case. 
Government and security forces, in 
many instances, act against their 
communities, sometimes causing 
harm.

While there may be citizens of 
any given state eager to assist oth-
ers, without governance to support 
them the impact will always be 
limited to small communities. This 
incomplete effect, in the long term, 
is likely to affect rates of volunteer-
ism.

New channels of communication 
must be open between govern-
ment and grass-roots initiatives 
that enable progression in the 
long term. Innovation is required. 
Without open communication with 
government stakeholders, we risk 
completely losing the global culture 
of volunteerism. The frustrations 
generated by facing obstacles and 
limited effect of projects leave 
no room for growth and diminish 
interest in community service.

What’s killing volunteerism?
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