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World Science Forum makes Middle East debut
Ibraheem Juburi

London

W

ater scarcity is the
most pressing issue
in the Arab region
participants in the
World Science Forum (WSF) were told as scientists
and policy-makers issued a defiant
stance against the politicisation of
some of the world’s biggest challenges.
Water shortage is a particularly
pressing problem in Jordan, which
hosted the eighth WSF in early November. The woes have been exasperated by the large number of
people fleeing Iraq, Syria and the
Palestinian territories seeking refuge in the small kingdom.
“After 50 years of science diplomacy are we better off or
worse off? Water issues persist,”
said Ghaith Fariz, director of the
UNESCO Regional Bureau of Science in the Arab States, in a session on the management of shared
resources in the Arab region.
Fourteen of the 20 countries
most vulnerable to water shortages are in the Arab world, a 2013 UN
Development Programme report
stated, and with the population
in the region expected to double
by 2050, access to fresh water was
predicted to become a more serious issue.
“Appropriate cost-effective science is needed to provide a platform to implement effective water
governance,” said Fariz, suggesting that grounding problems in
science would protect them from
political influence.
The annual amount of drinkable
water in the region stands at 80 cubic metres per person, well below
the UN water scarcity threshold of
1,000 cubic metres per person.
Andras Szollosi-Nagy, from the
National University of Public Service in Hungary, said part of the
problem is Middle Eastern countries’ lack of data transparency.
“Sometimes it happens today,
in this part of the region, that upstream countries are withholding
data and they are using it as a negotiating chip,” he said.
The WSF attracted 3,000 par-
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The UAE sees AI as
the future of
intuitive
technology, which,
in view of today’s
rapidly changing
technological
landscape, is the
right approach.

Science as solution. Jordan’s King Abdullah II (L) attends the formal launch of The International Centre for Synchrotron-Light for
Experimental Science and Applications in the Middle East, known by the acronym SESAME, an international research centre in Balqa
province, last May. 													 (Jordanian Royal Court)
ticipants from 120 countries, keen
to provide evidence-based debate
on mankind’s greatest challenges.
Besides water scarcity, conferences focused on food, energy and
security as issues deserving more
resources and international cooperative efforts.
Jordan is in the limelight of the
science world, having recently inaugurated SESAME, a particle accelerator with wide-ranging potential as a research tool.
Asked whether SESAME and
the debut of the WSF signalled
renewed interest in the region by
the world’s scientists, SESAME’s
President of Council Rolf Heuer
said “renewed” is not a word that
he’d use.
“I’d rather say that interest is
increasing. The world’s scientists

have never lost interest in the region, you just have to look at the
number of excellent scientists
from the region who are active
around the world to see that,” Heuer said via e-mail.
A common discussion at the forum was the growing gulf between
politics and science.
“Whatever
politicians
may
think, the unfortunate reality is

The WSF attracted
3,000 participants
from 120 countries,
keen to provide
evidence-based
debate on mankind’s
greatest challenges.

that the world is more in need of
experts now than it has ever been
and scientific experts in particular. For this reason, gatherings like
WSF also aim to raise awareness
with everyone about the science
that underpins our lives,” Heuer
said.
Jordanian King Abdullah II and
Hungarian President János Áder
opened the event but it was Jordanian Princess Sumaya bin Hassan,
president of the Royal Scientific
Society and passionate science advocate, who spearheaded the initiative to have the WSF in her home
country.
The forum’s close saw the issuance of “Science for Peace,” a declaration calling for science to play
“an increasingly prominent role as
an enabler of fair and sustainable

development.”
“The declaration asserts that
‘peace’ is far more than the absence of conflict. It implies an absence of fear and the full realisation of a whole and healthy life.
It encompasses an equal access to
the resources and potential of our
planet,” read the announcement.
Heuer was full of praise for the
event’s Middle Eastern debut.
“Suffice it to say that the quality
of the programme was excellent,”
he said. “Overall, the conference
was wonderfully organised, giving
an excellent image of Jordan, the
region as a whole and the scale of
the scientific potential just waiting
to be tapped.”
Ibraheem Juburi is an Arab
Weekly correspondent in London.

Artificial Intelligence to define future of regional development

T

he machines are starting to roll in and walk
out of the labs. Drones
are filling the skies.
These smart creations can see us, hear
our words and make
sophisticated statements. They
are endowed with intelligence that
simulates ours, but without a conscience. Ultimately, their proliferation will cause us to lose our jobs,
our privacy and any semblance of
control over our environment.
This is just one of the dystopian
scenarios put forward by people
in the Arab world on the issue of
artificial intelligence (AI), which is
quickly becoming a focal point of
technological development.
According to figures from The
Arab World Online Report 2017, a
survey carried out by the Mohammed Bin Rashid School of Government (MBRSG) and Bayt.com, 59%
of internet users in the Arab region
are concerned about the use of AI
applications. More than 70% are
concerned that AI could lead to
violations of privacy and 46% are
worried that AI could cause widespread unemployment, the study
found.
The online study, which surveyed
19,869 people in 22 Arab countries,
including Oman, the UAE, Yemen,
Syria, Tunisia and Lebanon, appears to show that AI is a major
source of concern in the technology
industry. It also shows that there
is more of a need to understand
AI and its potential.

On October 19, the UAE created
the world’s first Ministry of State
for Artificial Intelligence. The
move came after Dubai’s ruler,
Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid Al
Maktoum, unveiled the UAE’s new
Strategy for Artificial Intelligence,
a cornerstone of the UAE Centennial 2071.
These are the UAE’s first steps
towards becoming a hub for AI
development and related legislation. In the coming decades,
AI is to be
utilised
in all
government and
private
sectors, which
is expected to bring
a fresh stream of revenue into
the country’s economy.
To bring this goal to fruition,
however, the UAE will need to
employ information and communication technology (ICT)
infrastructure and solutions
capable of supporting and
sustaining automation. This
will require resources from
a technologically ambitious
government, as well as support from leading ICT providers in the region.
The UAE sees AI as the
future of intuitive technology, which, in view of
today’s rapidly changing
technological landscape,
is the right approach. Forms of

AI are already present in much of
modern life, including commerce,
retail, home automation, health,
industry, education, agriculture, justice, transport, finance,
telecommunications, banking,
insurance, security, defence, environment and energy.
According to the French magazine Le Point, the US spent more
than $17 billion on AI
research and development between 2012
and 2016. China spent
$2.6 billion during
the same period. By
2030, the advent of
AI could increase the
global economy
by more than
$15.7 trillion,
a PwC study
shows.
Worries
aside,
AI — if
wisely
managed
— can
help Arab
countries
meet
some of the
world’s greatest
challenges and
redefine the future of regional
development.
The UAE, which
is striving to realise this technol-

ogy’s full potential, is an outstanding model in this regard.
One of the most important steps,
however, will be finding the appropriate balance. While AI promises
to vastly improve quality of life, it
also collects sensitive information
about us and our habits. This will
require us to decide how much
of our privacy we are willing to
sacrifice for the sake of improved
technology.
Arab universities, research institutes, industries and governments
need to be on the cutting edge of
helping train and prepare for this
future. Universities, in particular,
have a key role to play in terms of
research, training and commercialisation.
AI, it is estimated, is where the
new high-salary jobs will be, but
demand for new talent is expected
to outstrip supply. To adjust,
courses and training must be provided to generate additional talent.
It is also important to reduce the
gap between industry and academia, attracting the best talent
from around the world and creating more opportunities for women
and other under-represented
groups.
Now is the time for all — Arab
scientists, researchers, entrepreneurs and government
officials — to unite and address
the future of AI. With the right
approach, the region can deliver
technological breakthroughs that
improve society for generations
to come.

