6

December 3, 2017

Opinion
Editorial
English language skills
matter in the Arab world

I

n terms of the English language, there is
cheering news for the Middle East and
North Africa. The 2017 English Proficiency
Index, put out by Education First, an
international teaching company, stated
that some countries are doing rather better
than before. Saudi Arabia, for instance, has
inched its way up the scale and is a bit more
fluent than last year.
That’s the good news. Unfortunately, the bad
news is far more significant. Every Arab country
on the 80-country index is ranked either “low”
or “very weak” in English language skills.
Except for Tunisia and the United Arab
Emirates, both of which are ranked “low,” the
Arab world is at the bottom of the pile, with the
dispiriting rank of “very weak.” As the report
pointed out: “Average English proficiency
across the region remains too weak for academic
or professional use.”
This means the region is missing out on the
benefits of English language fluency. The ability
to use English proficiently ties in with economic
opportunity. International trade represents
more than 30% of world gross domestic product
and the common language required for global
transactions is overwhelmingly English. The
report notes that English proficiency correlates
with GDP and other key economic indicators.
Countries with better English language skills
“tend to have more service exports, better
internet access and more investment in research
and development,” the report stated.
Open, trade-driven economies count an
excellent knowledge of English as an asset.
Linguistic fluency promotes the exchange of
ideas and there is no reason that Arabs should
be denied access to the international opportunities that come with English skills.
Arab educational systems must improve
students’ English language skills. The Education
First report recommended the teaching of
English as a foreign language to all children
starting in primary school, that educational
methods be modernised and that teachers be
better trained towards that end.
The region’s relatively high access to the internet should be an asset. The UAE’s 5-year-old
smart learning initiative might serve as an
example of how to move forward in the digital
age. When fully implemented, there will be
“smart classes” in all the country’s public
schools and every student would use a networked tablet to access online English
resources.
Promotion of the English language poses no
danger to Arab culture. It would cement the
vital ties between Arab countries and the rest of
the world and improve Arabs’ chances of
progress and modernity.

The evacuation plan for
African migrants from Libya
European and African leaders announced an
emergency evacuation operation for African
migrants in Libya but this may be easier said
than done.
The plan, released at the end of the fifth
Africa-European Union summit in Cote d’Ivoire,
was a sign the gathered leaders recognised the
need to be seen doing something. There has
been global outrage over CNN footage of what
was purported to be a slave auction in Libya.
However, the evacuation plan is problematic,
to say the least.
It is supposed to be implemented in coordination with the UN-backed government in Tripoli
but this authority is yet to prove it can control
large areas of Libyan territory or rein in criminal
networks.
Evacuation is supposed to be voluntary and it
is unclear how many of the approximately
400,000 African migrants in Libya would agree
to go home.
Amnesty International said the evacuation
plan was a cynical attempt “to maintain the
pretence of humanitarian concern while
keeping Europe’s primary aim — the closure of
the central Mediterranean route — intact.”
Amnesty’s Europe Director John Dalhuisen
pointed out that the plan prioritises “voluntary”
return but does nothing to effectively assess and
meet asylum needs. It will end up as a “mechanism for mass deportation, clad in a humanitarian fig leaf,” he said.
Then there is the agreement by African and
European leaders to act against trafficking
networks. Obviously, this is the right thing to do
but previous interdiction efforts didn’t help.
Some say they may have contributed to the
problem of African migrants’ sordid detention
in Libya.
There are no quick fixes. The emergency
measures will not stop the unceasing flow of
illegal migrants. Insecurity in Libya will continue to encourage trafficking of all sorts until a
permanent solution is found to the country’s
crisis. The Maghreb Union, as Moroccan King
Mohammed VI noted during the summit, could
have had a role to play. Maybe it is time for its
hibernation to end.
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Abu Dhabi’s quest for modernity
offers lessons for the region
Khairallah Khairallah
is a Lebanese writer.

P

eople from around
the globe were in the
United Arab Emirates
in late November for
Formula One’s Abu
Dhabi Grand Prix. The
Louvre Abu Dhabi opened its
doors a few weeks before.
This was no accident. It was a
testament to the success of the
United Arab Emirate’s
approach to modernity.
The average Emirati citizen is
very open to other cultures
while, at the same time, being
proud of his or her Arab
heritage that is deeply rooted
in Islamic tradition.
The UAE is a relatively young
country. It became independent 46 years ago and sufficient
time has passed to put it on the
world map in many domains.
The UAE has become an
important player in ensuring
regional security and stability.
Not only did the original
dream of the late Sheikh Zayed
bin Sultan al-Nahyan for the
UAE become a reality, it has
spread to the whole region. For
every country in the region
wishing to effectively fight
terrorism and extremism, it has
become necessary to revive
Sheikh Zayed’s credo of
embracing the world and the
present after making peace
with one’s own heritage.
The UAE has chosen to free
Emirati society from extremism and terrorism and go the
extra mile in fending off
militarily the Iranian-sponsored threat coming from
Yemen. That UAE forces are
taking part in field operations
in Yemen is no secret. The UAE
has lost many martyrs in that
dirty war.
Spectators at the Abu Dhabi
Grand Prix and visitors to the
UAE could clearly see that the
faraway events in Yemen have
had no effect on the pace of life
in the country. The Emirati Air
Force displayed its superb
flying skills more than once
with spectacular air shows

The UAE’s path to modernity proves that a modern state is built
one step at a time.

Taking off. Aermacchi MB-339 jets from UAE’s
Al-Fursan display team perform with an Etihad
Airways’ Airbus A380 before the start of the Formula
One Abu Dhabi Grand Prix, on November 26.
(AFP)

during the race.
The UAE’s path to modernity proves that a modern
state is built one step at a time.
Building a modern state
requires sacrifices that
Emiratis have been more than
willing to make. They seem
more than convinced that
their unique experience needs
to be protected.
Amid the storms sweeping
the region, the Emirates knew
how to protect themselves.
The UAE was founded on
wisdom, Sheikh Zayed’s
wisdom. It is a federation of
seven emirates coexisting in
harmony and peace.
Lebanon, too, was once
perfectly capable of organising a sporting event of the calibre of the Abu Dhabi Grand
Prix. The only difference is
that Lebanon did not know
how to protect itself and its
society. It fell victim to
outside meddling.
It was a major crime against
Lebanese sovereignty to allow
Palestinian refugees in
Lebanon to form their own
state within the state. The
Lebanese people are paying
the heavy price of that
foolishness. Former Palestinian leader Yasser Arafat’s
banana republic inside Beirut
has vanished but Hezbollah’s
fiefdom is still with us. It is
vying for power with the
Lebanese state, with some
asserting that it is more
powerful than the Lebanese
state.
Lebanese Prime Minister
Saad Hariri’s government has
fought daily to prove that
Lebanon is alive as a sovereign
state, resisting systematic
battering by Iran’s proxy in
Lebanon, Hezbollah. The
Lebanese must continue their
daily struggle to prove that
their country believes in the
culture of life and rejects the
culture of death imposed by
Iran. It is, in fact, fighting to
protect its Arab identity.

