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Arab minds

solving Arab problems

After several years of working as a journalist, columnist and
fellow at various prominent think tanks, Raghida Dergham
decided that the Arab region needed its own indigenous brain
trust. Thus Beirut Institute was founded.

ournalism, think temks, the
government - there is & revolving
door between these disciplines, with
people shifting to and fro betwes=n
these roles with relative ease So
Haghida Dergham agrees that, yes
her work now as the Founder of Beirut
Instifute could be considersd o natural
extenzion of her parallel life as 3 cohemmnist
and Senior DMplomatic Correspondent)
New York Burean Chief for Al Hayad “1

By Ayswarya Murthy

will still continue to deal with issoes that
matier to socieby, just Bke o jourmalist, bat
instend of reporting and commenting on
them, ina think tank [ will be in connecbed-
thinking mode, brainstorming with others
ond haping to come out with policy options
whith are then put forward to pobcy
makers,” she explains, “Like amy other think
tank, | hope Beirutk Inshitnte will expand the
process of bringing democrotic thinking b
those in power; give them options so thot

they are not confined to advice of those in
their immediate circle. Think tanks are a
very healihy part of the society and 1 pray
that the mstitute will coniribute o progress
in the Arab world.™

Dergham had always felt the need for
mure intellgent, engaged and local voices
to shape public policy in the region; it was
like a nagging waice in her head, growing
in response bo the obiquitous resignation
she witnessed among the youth, both in




APCO

worldwide”

the Arab world ond these of Arab-origin
fiving outside il in their ahility to impact
the region’s fulure. Their submzssiveness
troubded her. Bub what come next made
the need for what she hod in mind even
mare clear and crgent. “Thoagh it wasn™t
a complete surprise, when the Arab Spring
eropted. [ renlised how an organisabion
fhal can provide direction and collechive
analysis Was EVEN MAOTE NECESSUCY OOW.
There was o need for the people, from
those in power to those on the ground, to
understand their opbions in shaping their
present and firhare and not [=t the process
be confiscoted, which it anforiunately was
in many cases"

From the wery beginning, Dergham
was sure and proud of the idenbity of the
instituie she was potting together Their
wvoice would he that of the moderates
and madernists. This begs the gnestion
whether such a declared stance doesn’t
mtomatically coonter the instibate's claim
o ke non-partisan, in this part of the warld
especially where modemale wvoices are
regularty murrded accused of being aligned
with Western interests and, consequenthy,
seem ouloumbersd. “Weil, I don't thiok
of it that waoy bul if being moderate can be
categorized as partisan, so be iL™ Dergham
says. “For me, it's very imporiant that
we are distinct from those whe fight and
shout for their point of view to be heard OF
course the Arab society is divided, not just
in opposing directions bot into divergent
foctions; there ore destnochonisis and
extremisis; there are those with hawlkish
and religions identities: they are welcome
to their ideologies. But in o region which
is, onforfunately, wilnessing o ot of
destruction, we want o be construchve.
Beirot Imshitule will be a place of debate
and logical thinking. Cher fellows and board
members might not always be on the same
page oll the time bt the final anabysis and
recommendations will always be geared
fowards buikling up the society.”

Dergham has been working foll-tme
towards starting up Beirut Inskitute since
2010, =1 theught it would be much easier
bt this prowved to be 3 noved concept in this
part of the workl ] automatically assumed
1 would get the sopport 1 needed becapse
infuential Arobs 1 met in other gatherings
worldwide fully encouraged me, smaying that
if I built it, they would come. Well, they
didn't” Nevertheless, the excellentcontacts
she had developed in the course of her years
of expenence in the space came throwsgh for
her. and Beirul Institute is gebting resdy o
host its first internafonal summit in Abu

“When the Arab
Spring erupted, |
realised how an
organisation that can
provide direction and
collective analysis
WS even more

necessary now.”
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Dhabi this October.

For Dergham, il was importunt to give
Beirut ibs rightul place as abastion of iberal
thinking, “Heirut deserves Ehat Although 1
had lived in New York, | was born in Beirol.
To me, it is beaatifiol, all the more because of
its history of being the receptache of people
from ocmoss the region who wanted to think
and speak freely (ne of our boand members
trld me once that Beirut &s the “hmgs of the
Arabworld™ and oor institute should be the
oxygen in those lungs. [tis o testament 1o
the faith oor members have in us and the
work we are doing ™ While the think tank
iz registered in Beirof, it secks bn serve the
enfire region. “We celshmte the diversiby
in this region, be it ethnic or religioos
Our board members and the sdvisory
board comprise prominent thinkers from
Smufi Arahia, Egypt, Yemen, Lebamom,
Jordan, Palestine, Kurdistan, Bahrain..
It represenis a fankastic mediey of young
people from varions backgrounds - inance,
government. cvil socbety, nsiness, foreign
relations — who are all looking forward
o contribulting o the fulure of the Aroh
world,” she says.

Bui Beirut Instiboie’s reach and ambation
extend beyond the region. “We have been
associated with the United Naobions and
through a series of aff-the-recerd lunches
we hosled, we put members of the Securiby
Council in toech with analysts from the
region, whose inputs and points of view
have been extremely beneficial in the
Council’s delberations™ Dergham also
paints to their policy paper an the impact of
refugees from Syria on Lebanon which was
very well received. “We are the convener
of minds who bramstorm together and
summarise the resulis into policy options
which are delivered o policy makers™

And while thers am several institubions in
the region working on the same, Dergham
siill hedieves that simos overall as a region,
the MENA accounis for only 5% of Lhe
global distrhbultion of think anlks, the more
the betber. She hopes organisabions likce
hers will be in step with the big foreign-
hased think bkonks hased in the region,
like Camegie Middle East Cenler and
Brookings Doha Center. in making positive
contriotions to the society.

The mare we listen o Dergham'’s story,
the more Beinst Inshiobe sounds like o
Silicon Valley story — an ambitious siartop
with plans to change the world for the
better. “The inslituie is being entirely
finanred by individoals and corporabions
and never by any government. Even in the
case of the summit, the Government of Abu
[Dthabi is cowering part of the costs of the
event and not contributing to the institute
as such. We have some wonderful partners
who are supporiing os with pro bono
branding, legal and other kinds of work for
us. I myself haven'l drown 2 salary since |
Tounded the institute,” she says. Bot for all
this, Dergham expects to make a big splash
in Abua [Thabi.

Ta be held bebween October 10 and 11 in
3% Regis Abo Dhabi, this gicbal conference
will bring together political l=aders, senior
palicy maokers, prominent thinkers, major
CEDs, and civil socicty Iraders to reflect
an “reconfiguring the Arob region and its
global space beyond political eronomy ond
security threaks™ hrough different summit
tracks and a series of on- and off-the-recerd
palicy meetings. “The calibre of the people
who are participoting is smexing.” Dergham
says. She hopes bo tokes the resulls arrived at
thremgh these comversalions and deliver
them throughoat the wordd, and “help to
open the eyes and minds of peaple bo-what
collective thinking produces”.

Whils there is valie to off-the-record
gatherings, think banks are also increasingly
more apen and feed the need to engage the
pahlic, through conferences like these ond
the mediz. “In the public part of the summit
we will discuss a magnificent amray of issues
beyond geopoliticsand the economicimpact
of reconfiguring the region. Technobogists,
regional innovators and flm directors will
be part of the conversations. reflecting on
issues related to sexizm, religious strife and
other issues that deeply affect the region”
For Dergham, the conference is only Lhe
beginning. The comwermbon nesds o
continee. It is the only viable alternative to
e guns and bomb-driven dialegue, which
his become the norm today ™





