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I
f there is one lesson that 
emerges from conversations 
with millennials across dif-
ferent Arab countries, it is 
this: They are discriminating 
about digital content.

The digital publishing 
industry can no longer throw 
low-quality content at them and 
expect to hold their interest. The 
industry needs to define standards 
and relevance so young audiences 
can engage and, hopefully, find 
meaning in content.

The key is to distinguish digital 
content as much as possible from 
the backward formal school edu-
cation materials on offer. Digital 
content providers and publishers 
must bear in mind that most Arab 

millennials use their offerings as a 
lifelong learning opportunity.

Wamda’s Industry Brief on 
digital Arabic content states that 
48% of Arab millennials are not 
satisfied with the quality of lo-
cal websites. I interviewed 180 
university students in nine Arab 
countries about their relationship 
with Arabic content to understand 
what quality and relevance meant 
to them. They confessed to an un-
derwhelming experience. I heard 
the words ‘’boring’’ and ‘’frustrat-
ing’’ over and over.

Arab millennials almost unani-
mously expressed a willingness to 
hear diverse voices — the old and 
wise as well as the lived experi-
ence of people their own age. Al 

Jazeera’s Meedan blog is champi-
oning such diversity and is widely 
read across the region. It became 
clear that gone are the days a sin-
gle worldview can be imposed on 
young Arabs.

In an increasingly visual world, 
images drive internet clicks. For 
some well-known platforms, 
images are the very basis of their 
multibillion-dollar businesses. 
Many of the millennials I spoke to 
complained about the unattrac-
tiveness of low-pixel, violent and 
unartistic images. Western-style 
typographies don’t do justice to 
the artistic nature of the Arabic cal-
ligraphy either. Image and typogra-
phy — two key visual components 
— don’t encourage young Arabs to 
peruse digital content in Arabic.

Much-needed work is under 
way on typography. The Khatt 
Foundation, an Amsterdam-based 
research centre on Arabic typog-
raphy and design from the Middle 
East and North Africa, and Lara 
Captan, a typographer also based 
in the Dutch capital, are work-
ing towards a new era in Arabic 
typography. Companies such as 
the Sharjah-based Fikra Design 

Studio, which offers multidisci-
plinary design communication 
solutions for Arabic, are also doing 
good work.

Many Arab millennials comment 
on the unattractiveness of the 
user interface of Arabic sites. They 
were put off by irrelevant ad pop-
ups, crowded text and unclear 
colour branding. Little research 
has been done on user interface 
and user experience for Arabic-
language sites but it is crucial to 
respect  
the intuitive directionality  
(right-left) of the language for  
Arab consumers.

Arab youth are very sensitive to 
digital identities that give them a 
sense of belonging to a commu-
nity.

Storytelling starts with the 
headline. Many millennials say 
they decide to read a story based 
on its headline. We live in a world 
of scrolling feeds and people click 
on content they think will add 
value to their day.

Arab millennials expressed 
interest in the original content of 
contemporary scope. They want 
content that answers day-to-day 
questions — socially sensitive or 
not — and offers actionable advice. 
This is not surprising when formal 
education or family environment 
does not provide helpful perspec-
tives or guidance.

Millennials want original con-
tent but they also attest to being 
deeply concerned with accuracy 
and the sourcing of information. 
They have a deep desire for cred-
ible facts.

Visual design, user interface and 
relevant storytelling can trans-
form Arabic digital content and 
have a real scalable effect on our  
societies.
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lifelong learning.

The applicability of 
blockchain to 
technologically 
advanced cities, such 
as Dubai and Abu 
Dhabi, could give 
those cities a 
competitive edge.
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Debate

T
here can be no 
doubt that many 
Arab cities are 
pioneers of smart-
city technologies, 
surpassing many of 
their Western coun-

terparts and providing visions of 
future city living.

Dubai, for example, will have 
the world’s first unmanned aerial 
taxis to help people literally get 
up and over ground traffic and 
rush-hour gridlocks that have 
been the bane of many people’s 
existences. With such dem-
onstrated desire to stay at the 
forefront of the technological 
revolution, it would seem logi-
cal that Arab cities would look 
towards the next evolutionary 
technology — blockchain.

The recent Blockchain Week 
convention in London featured 
trailblazing companies discuss-
ing developing the technology 
into applications that are di-
rectly usable by businesses and 
governments looking to keep a 
technological edge and increase 
efficiency. Those firms, including 
global risk management giants 
DNV GL and Singapore-founded 
VeChain, spoke about “Block-
chain as a Service.”

“‘Blockchain as a Service’ is 
essentially about trying to get 
people and businesses to look 
beyond the current cryptocurren-
cy craze and seeing the benefits 
blockchain can bring them,” said 
VeChain CEO Sunny Lu.

One cryptocurrency phenom-
enon is bitcoin, which last year 
broke market records and be-
came one of the highest appreci-
ating assets. Bitcoin started 2017 
at a value of $800 but by mid-
December it was valued at nearly 
$20,000. It has since settled at 
approximately $9,000.

However, it is not just the 
financial value of bitcoin that 
piqued people’s interest but 

the blockchain technology the 
cryptocurrency is based on and 
what it can do for businesses and 
metropolises of the future.

While much of the focus is on 
the currency aspect of bitcoin, 
the blockchain technology is 
fundamentally not a payments 
technology. Blockchain is a dis-
tributed open ledger that func-
tions in a decentralised manner. 
Transactions and other data 
can be recorded with the agree-
ment of other stakeholders on 
the blockchain and, once input, 
the data cannot be changed. 
Blockchain enables users to trust 
information from other parties, 
even if they do not necessarily 
trust the parties themselves.

This has direct applications 
for governments, which could 
accurately track corporate and 
personal taxation, with discrep-
ancies easily verified through the 

blockchain.
VeChain has a national-level 

partnership with the Chinese 
government to develop the digi-
tal infrastructure of Guian City 
and integrate blockchain technol-
ogy with the urban space.

“The good thing is that, with 
blockchain, this information can 
be easily stored, retrieved and 
verified, no matter what it is,” 
which could include contracts 
between service providers and 
local and even national govern-
ments,” Lu said.

Such blockchain-enabled deals 
are known as “smart contracts” 
and allow the terms of contracts 
to be executed rapidly, efficiently 
and more cost effectively. It could 
negate the need for expensive 
middlemen, such as lawyers and 
accountants.

The technology has audit appli-
cations. DNV GL Business Assur-

ance CEO Luca Crisciotti said he 
is certain DNC GL’s partnership 
with VeChain will enhance core 
business functions.

“Our day-to-day business 
involves sending out auditors 
to ensure that businesses are 
compliant with international 
standards,” which involves pains-
takingly checking thousands of 
files and documents, he said. 
“With blockchain becoming more 
mainstream and being adopted 
[by more firms], it could mean 
that audit costs are significantly 
lowered, as well as increasing the 
speed with which companies can 
do business with each other in an 
atmosphere of trust.”

While other corporations, such 
as Maersk and IBM, are joining 
the blockchain fray, Crisciotti 
said he does not see this as a 
threat  
to his business.

“I’m actually happy that these 
other companies are joining 
in. Why not? It just means that 
blockchain is becoming more 
acceptable on a global basis and 
may set a new standard,” he said. 
“We’re happy to work with others 
and share best practice.”

The applicability of blockchain 
to technologically advanced cit-
ies, such as Dubai and Abu Dhabi, 
could give those cities a competi-
tive edge, especially considering 
the global uncertainty that buf-
feted markets in the past several 
years.

By essentially being used as a 
technology to foster trust in the 
data being accessed, cities could 
show that they are not only open 
for business but that business 
practices are safe and efficient.

In the information age, there 
can be nothing more important 
than making sure information is 
accurate. With blockchain as a 
locomotive for change, wealthy 
Arab cities can stay ahead of the 
global competition.

Can blockchain help create the Arab cities of the future?
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of Exeter’s Strategy and Security 
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A locomotive for change. VeChain CEO Sunny Lu at the fourth 
annual Blockchain Week convention in London.                 (Tallha Abdulrazaq)

Looking at 
tomorrow. 
Lebanese 
entrepre-
neurs from 
different 
internet 
start-up 
companies 
work in 
Beirut’s 
Hamra dis-
trict.     (AFP)
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