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There is a real danger that an aca-
demic black hole will emerge in
the Middle East. Tighter border
controls and a rise in racally
motvated atlacks on Mushims
threaten to drive Middle Eastern
students away from universities
in the UK and other Western
couniries,

This is not just 4 problem for
the Middle East. it's our problem
too.. Unless the region’s most tal-
ented individuals are educatad to
the highest level, in 20 vears and
with an energy crisis imminent, a
large proportion of the waorld's
minerdl and petroleum resources
is likely 10 be run by an under-
skilled and undereducated work-
force that has had little access (o
the West and the Western values
we cherish. The region will
increasingly depend on external
investment and expertise, destroy-
ing capacity building and creat-
ing resentment.

For students unable or reluc-
tant to study abroad, local provi-
sion is hopelessly inadequate.
There are minimal PHD pro
grammes: In Saudi  Arabia
women dre not encouraged 10
progress (o further education
unless they want 10 teach or
become doctors: The US and UK
boast some of the best universities
in the world and both are natural
choices for international students.
Yet despite overseas research
scholarships and Fulbright schol-
arships, It is increasingly difficult
for many to secure admission to
the programmes of their choice,
notwithstanding their uncertainty
as to how they will settle in the
West

There are (wo serious risks
inherent in this siwation. The firsi
15 that the Middle East will
become increasingly intellectually
dependent on the West Although
this might seem attractive 1o
Western companies in the short
term, there are long-term risks
With more highly qualified West-
erners taking the best jobs, the
local workforce is offered little
carcer progression. This leaves
the loeal poputlation dependent on
the West. and dependency can

Dontturn
yourback...

...on the Middle East. The West
has a duty to support development
In the region, insists Zahir lrani

turn to resentment. Second, an
economy built on dependency is a
fragile one and all the more 5o in
i region known for its instability

This issue cannot be solved
politically in the short term. The
current  immigration laws  in
many Western countries are
unlikely to be relaxed. If anything,
they are likely 10 be tightened.
Industry and academia must
wark wgether 1o find a solution.

HAM KM AN

Ihere are three paths to
explore First,  parmerships
between universities and com-

mercial organisations are already
starting (o develop, with both
working o create courses tailored
to practical 'local™ needs, with the
emphasis on teaching rather than
research

However, these partnerships
could be extended further. sup-
porting  capacily planning

www.thes.co.uk
SEPTEMBER 9 2005 No.1,708 £1.40

through, for example, building
new or private universities that
satisfy home demand for knowl-
edge. An example is Bahrain,
which has liberalised private edu-
cation (o satisfy local demand.

Alternatively, the West can help
10 build regional educational
hubs or 10 develop competencies
through providing “intellectual
aid”, such as the long-term sec-
ondment of Western academics to
the region

A third solution would be for
Western universities 1o establish
operations in the Middle East
The proviso here is that Middle
Eastern students receive the same
level of waching as UK students,
rather than supporting a two-tier
system that generates revenue but
not highly skilled undergraduates
or postgradutes, Where teaching
in & particular country is difficult,
intermediary  Jocutions can be
used as an alternative. While this
may sound unlikely, a precedent
has been set with the large num-
ber of Chinese students who cur-
rently study in Egvpt

if we want to gain acoess m
markets in countries such as Iran.
Svria and. in years to come, Irag.
we need to provide the local popu-
lations with access (0 expertise
that can support capacity build-
ing in their home region. This is
food for thought for organisations
such as the International Mone-
tary Fund and the World Bank.

For our part, universities and
commetcial organisations must
work to cultivate the talent that
exists in the Middle East and
Gulf. providing them with the
level of education that they need
to successfully run their economy
now. We will al! become increas-
mgly dependent on their future
decisions. In a decade's rime, inac-
tivity could result either in an
increased, unhealthy dependency
on the West, or propagate a
region (hat iy an intellectual black
hole — open 1o possible exploita-
tion from other governments.

Zahir Irani is head of informatian
systems and computing, Brune!
University.
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