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Washington Watch

Offices grow 
‘brains’ as firms
seek to attract 
smarter workers

Employees will not need a key to get into the
office of the future when it opens in Berlin this
year, featuring ample meeting space, plenty of

copy machines always stocked with paper along with
high-quality air processed to maximize worker health
and minimize sick time. Their smartphones will help
guide them around their new workplace - and they
may need the assistance because they will not have
permanent desks. With technology changing how and
where we work, property developers are tapping artifi-
cial intelligence to create more sustainable workplaces
to help staff work more efficiently and comfortably.

Fierce competition for talent is turbo-charging the
trend in Berlin. While the city used to be a bit of a
business backwater, in recent years it gained a reputa-
tion as a start-up hub. Office vacancy rates have tum-
bled to just 1.5 percent as rents are rocketing, making
it an ideal place for developers to showcase these new
offices. Property owners in Berlin are taking a cue
from the Netherlands, home to several intelligent and
sustainable office projects.

Rapid growth of start-ups such as Zalando and
Delivery Hero is driving demand for office space in the
German capital. Two new smart offices are under con-
struction in the former no-man’s land of the Berlin Wall,
next to the city’s main train station. The Cube, being
built by Austrian real estate company CA Immo, will be
completed by the end of this year, and The Edge Grand
Central by EDGE Technologies, a subsidiary of Dutch
firm OVG Real Estate, is planned for 2020.

“The office building is the new company car. In my
world, people do not want a car as a perk anymore. They
look around and say, ‘This would be a nice place to
work,’” said Martin Rodeck, executive managing direc-
tor at EDGE Technologies Germany. Both offices are
packed with a network of sensors that measure every-
thing from motion, temperature and lighting to humidity
and C02 and are connected to a cloud platform.

In The Cube, the technology is dubbed “the brain”,
a self-learning software that analyses all the data it
receives and optimises how the building is run. For
example, if part of a building is unoccupied, it can turn
off the lights and heating systems. If a meeting room is
crowded it can pump in more oxygen. Users access
the building via a smartphone app that knows their
schedules and may suggest sitting by a window or on
a floor where a meeting is scheduled. The app can be
used to book meeting rooms, order food and navigate
the building.

Workers will need the navigational aid to find their
desk. The offices feature a “hot desking” system in
which employees do not have a permanent desk, but
rather the appropriate workspace for the type of work
they want to do. Lockers will be available to store
belongings. Smart offices can also minimize daily frus-
trations such as the printer running out of paper or
being unable to locate a colleague, Rodeck said. 

The printers work along the predictive maintenance
model. In the same way that a car warns it is running
out of fuel, printers send alerts to the building’s man-
agement system when a machine needs paper, so
someone can fill it up. But to take advantage of these
benefits, users need to actively opt-in to be tracked,
visible to their colleagues, and their boss, while in the
building. In doing so, they override the default setting
to be ‘hidden’.

Falling sick rates
Studies show people work better in environments

providing good air quality as well as comfortable noise
and humidity levels. Comparing sick leave rates in old-
er and new offices highlights the potential benefits of
state-of-the-art buildings. When consulting firm
Deloitte moved into OVG Real Estate’s landmark smart
building The Edge in Amsterdam in 2015, the firm
found sick rates fell drastically while the number of job
applicants increased, Rodeck said.

Before online fashion retailer Zalando designed new
headquarters, the company asked staff to share opin-
ions on existing workspace. Employees complained
about too few meeting rooms and the challenge of
concentrating due to noise. In its new headquarters,
due to open in early 2019, workers can choose from a
library for quiet work, telephone booths for private
conversations as well as living rooms located on the
open catwalks to encourage interaction. “The impor-
tant part is that we provide a work environment for
everyone,” said Zalando’s vice president for real estate
Raimund Paetzmann.

Zalando plans to install smart technology to make
it easy to reserve a desk from home and take away
the stress of arriving at the office and not knowing
where to sit. While shifting to hot-desking can control
costs, a survey by CCL consulting and property
agents Savills found half of those aged under 34 and
60 percent of those over 35 did not want to give up
their fixed desk. “We all need our home, a haven and
part of the office that belongs to us,” said Franz
Kuehmayer, a trend researcher at think-tank
Zukunftsinstitut. “Many employees question how they
will organize their daily work life and where they can
put pictures of their children.”— Reuters 

By Dr James J Zogby 

Ispent Thursday morning at the offices of two new
Members of Congress, Rashida Tlaib of Michigan and
Ilhan Omar of Minnesota. The scenes at both were just

delightful. Throngs of Palestinian Americans jammed into
Tlaib’s offices, spilling out into the hall. It was much the
same at Omar’s, but there the crowds were largely Somali
Americans and Yemeni Americans. Many had traveled hun-
dreds and even thousands of miles to witness history being
made. You could feel their excitement. It was a day of cel-
ebration, validation, and empowerment.

Palestinians, Somalis, and Yemenis are among the most
beleaguered communities in America. Many of them have
come here or are the descendants of those who came as
economic or political refugees from deeply troubled
regions plagued by war and hardship. Once in the US they
have been disproportionately hounded by law enforce-
ment, spied upon, profiled, and victimized by discrimina-
tion.  Nevertheless, all of these immigrant communities
have worked hard to make their way in their new country. 

Like other American success stories, many Palestinians,
Somalis, and Yemenis began at the bottom rung of the
economic ladder and within less than a generation began
to climb upward. Forty years ago, Yemenis, for example,
were laborers and farmworkers. Today they count among
their ranks thousands of successful small businessmen,
with their children having become lawyers, doctors, and
engineers. Palestinians, who have been here longer, have a
similar success story to tell. 

The children of the Palestinian grocers, with whom I
worked 40 years ago, are now successful entrepreneurs or
college educated professionals. Somalis, the newest of the
groups with most of their community having arrived in the
last three decades, are already on the same path of
upward mobility. They are starting small businesses and
seeing their children fulfill the hopes that drew them to
start a new life in America. 

When Jesse Jackson ran for President in 1984, his cam-
paign slogan was “Our Time Has Come.” African
Americans understood his call and registered to vote in
record numbers. When he rose to the podium of the 1984
Democratic convention to speak, African Americans felt
that they too had risen to new heights of empowerment.
In the next few years, the impact of Jackson’s campaign

was realized, as African Americans elected their first gov-
ernor and mayors in many major American cities. 

Shared victory
This was how it felt being in Tlaib’s and Omar’s offices.

To their respective communities, the victories of these two
women was a shared victory, opening a door of unlimited
new possibilities for them and for their children.
Congresswoman Tlaib is the daughter of Palestinian immi-
grants and has a grandmother still living in the West Bank.
Always proud of her Palestinian heritage, she made a point
of wearing a traditional Palestinian thobe to her swearing-
in ceremony. Reflecting on her decision and her victory,
she wrote:

“Throughout my career in public service, the residents
I have had the privilege of fighting for have embraced who
I am, especially my Palestinian roots. This is what I want to
bring to the US Congress, an unapologetic display of the
fabric of the people of this country. That is why I decided
to wear a thobe when I am sworn into the 116th Congress.
This really happened! I am a US Congresswoman. Not bad
for a girl from southwest Detroit who didn’t speak English,
daughter of Palestinian immigrants.”

The impact of her decision was amazing. Many of the
Palestinian women who came to her office wore thobes
and men sported keffiyehs.  #Tweetyourthobe trended on
Twitter, as Palestinian American women proudly displayed
their cultural heritage. NBC TV news anchor, Ayman
Mohyeldin, posted a picture of his little daughter and niece
in thobes, writing: “As the son of a Palestinian mother, it’s a
milestone for Palestinian Americans to see their heritage
and culture reflected in their elected officials. Young girls
like my daughter and niece now have officials they can see
and aspire to be like one day!”

Congresswoman Omar’s story is a fascinating and
important American tale. She was born in Somalia. Her
father is Somali, her mother Yemeni. At age 9, she and her
father became refugees. She came to the US when she was
12 as a refugee. In several tweets, she reflected on the
remarkable trajectory of her life:

“23 years ago, from a refugee camp in Kenya, my father
and I arrived at an airport in 

Washington DC. Today, we return to that same airport
on the eve of my swearing-in as the first Somali-American
in Congress. As someone who has seen what it means to

seek asylum at a border and be received with such gen-
erosity, I want to make sure we understand there are other
countries who take in so many of the world’s most pained
people. In the US, we can do better. From a refugee camp
in Kenya to the Capitol, this story has come full circle. This
is the America I believe in, and the one I will never stop
fighting for.” 

It’s worth noting that Omar, who wears a hijab, has
already made one change. In deference to her, a rule in
place since 1837 banning any head attire on the floor of
Congress was scrapped. 

Larger message
I was struck by the comments of the Palestinians,

Somalis, and Yemenis who filled the offices of “their” two
new Members of Congress. One woman, quoted in the
Washington Post, reflected the feelings of many others
when she said “This means everything to us. It means that
we can get into politics and make it to the highest level.” 

As I reflected on the meaning of the day, I couldn’t help
but think of the larger message that was unfolding. Somalis
and Yemenis face a discriminatory policy banning their
entry into the US, affecting their families and reflecting the
general hostility to refugees and immigrants from the
Middle East.  Palestinians face hostility from an
Administration and a Congress that not only refuses to
recognize the rights and humanity of their people but have
taken punitive measures against them. Add to this, there is
the nativism, xenophobia, and Islamophobia fueled by the
president. 

In spite of all of this, these two women who embody the
endangered ideals of America will now be serving in the
Congress. More than that, they are progressive champions
elected on platforms that commit to fighting for raising the
minimum wage, universal health care and college educa-
tion, and environmental and economic justice. Both are
savvy legislators who understand their roles and will make
a mark in Congress.  

In sum, it was a historic day of firsts: the first Muslim
women, the first immigrant, the first African, the first
Palestinian American woman have taken their oath of office
and for three communities it was a day when the promise
of America became real.   

NOTE: Dr James J Zogby is the President of the Arab
American Institute

A historic day in Congress

2019 will be 
year of more 
state control

Asignature theme of the new year is
the possibility of a malign con-
frontation between the world’s

greatly enhanced capacity for electronic
surveillance and the weakening of demo-
cratic control. The antidote to that risk is
the democratic spirit and civil freedoms -
both of which are suffering world-wide.
These are not dead, but they are unwell,
at times untended.

The world’s two most populous states,
China and India - together, around 37
percent of the global population - have
rolled out nationwide digital systems of
monitoring and classification. These com-
bine the collection of personal informa-
tion needed for fuller citizenship with the
capacity for fuller surveillance and inter-
vention by the state.

China’s system overtly seeks to moni-
tor the behavior of its 1.4 billion people
and to reward those actions the
state/Communist Party defines as “good”
or punish those it defines as “bad.” It is
the secular alternative to religiously-
guided societies, substituting the com-
mandments of a god mediated through a
priesthood with the criteria of a state
whose ruling party claims virtual infallibil-
ity through its interpretation of the phi-
losophy of Karl Marx aided by a gloss
provided by its president - the “Xi Jinping
Thought on Socialism with Chinese
Characteristics for a New Era,” now writ-
ten into China’s constitution.

The country’s “social credit system”

combines face, voice and fingerprint
recognition technology with monitoring
of public and private behavior such as
internet use, educational choices and
social networks, as well as a huge web of
paid informants who report unusual activ-
ities. The Chinese government uses these
elements to produce a picture of each
person’s social, political, professional and
private activities - and awards points
which aid career and other choices - or
punishes anti-social or anti-Party behav-
ior by depriving citizens of rights, promo-
tions and travel possibilities. 

The official Party description of the
system claims that it “will allow the
trustworthy to roam freely under heaven
while making it hard for the discredited
to take a single step.” It already assigns
rewards and punishments: 2019 is the
year in which coverage is aimed to be
completed so as to monitor everyone in
the country by 2020.

India’s Aadhaar (“foundation” in Hindi)
national identity card technology aims to
be as comprehensive as the Chinese mod-
el, but is not designed to be as intrusive. It
began as a voluntary initiative, the brain-
child of software entrepreneur Nandan
Nilekani, who wanted to make “every
Indian, no matter how poor or marginal-
ized, visible to the state.” Since last year,
it ceased to be a choice in several Indian
states, and the ambition is to make it com-
pulsory, with plans to link it to access to
needed commodities, higher education,
government subsidies and healthcare.

Complaints that Aadhaar breaches the
right to privacy are lodged with the
courts, and a battle is joined between
civil libertarians and the state. The econ-
omist Reetika Khera wrote in the
Washington Post in August that the sys-
tem constitutes “one of the most brazen
breaches of the right to privacy and the

right to live initiated by the government
of a democratic country.”

Digital ambitions 
Western democracies don’t have

China-sized - or even India-sized - digital
ambitions. But in the aftermath of the
2013 publication of documents taken from
the US National Security Agency, many of
their secret services have been given legal
power to monitor all their citizens’ com-
munications - though with increased legal
safeguards. The most powerful of democ-
racies, the United States itself, is the
birthplace and headquarters of the great
digital corporations which, with Facebook
in the lead, now face increased question-
ing by the public and governments on
their ability to preserve privacy and weed
out or at least reveal the existence of ille-
gal hate speech and covert propaganda
masquerading as news.

A few years later, as Facebook was
soaring in popularity, Facebook founder
Mark Zuckerberg opined that keeping
information private was no longer “a
social norm”. He has no doubt changed, or
been forced to appear to have changed,
his views since then, but the business
model of Facebook, and others of the tech
giants’ pack, remains dependent on
Facebook sharing personal information
with advertisers.

These developments grow in impor-
tance and scope at the same time as the
authoritarian world increases its size and
becomes more restrictive. In a disturbing
essay published last year, scholars Yascha
Mounk and Roberto Stefan Foa wrote
that “In the span of a quarter century, lib-
eral democracies have gone from a posi-
tion of unprecedented economic strength
to a position of unprecedented economic
weakness.” They believe that the domi-
nance of global affairs by liberal democ-

racies through the 20th century was less
because of the attraction of either liberal-
ism or democracy, but because of the
example they set of wealth creation.

Besides the outright authoritarians,
there are the democratically-elected pop-
ulists - as in the United States, Italy,
Poland, Hungary and elsewhere - who
usually adopt some part of the authoritar-
ian practice on issues like immigration,
sexual and ethnic minorities and NGOs.
The most recent addition - the presidency
of Jair Bolsonaro in Brazil - saw the new
leader threaten, on his first day in office,
the land granted to indigenous peoples
and to remove LGBT issues from the pro-
tection of the Human Rights Ministry.

Neither the authoritarians nor the
national populists are likely to use the
new powers of surveillance, and their
capacity to discipline populations, with a
strong regard for human rights - at least
the rights of those of whom they wish to
marginalize. Instead, these powers, espe-
cially the Chinese system, are likely to be
used by leaders who wish to radically
alter the liberal policies and customs they
have inherited.

The danger is not in the technology.
Mature democracies, whose publics,
courts, media outlets and institutions of
civil society remain free and vigilant, can
- with some exceptions and accidents -
ensure that technological use is conso-
nant with the need to counter threats, or
secure efficiency in the public sphere.
They can also ensure that debate on the
use of technology is robust, and that the
weight of public opinion is felt, and can
change policy. 

The predictions of democratic failure
in the face of authoritarian power will
come true only if publics allow it. 2019
cannot be the year of more control, but of
the revival of the liberal spirit. — Reuters 

US House Representatives Rashida Tlaib (left) and Ilhan Omar (right) - with their hands on Holy Qurans - participate in a ceremonial swearing-in with Speaker of the House Nancy
Pelosi at the start of the 116th Congress at the US Capitol in Washington on Jan 3, 2019. — AFP  


