IFLA Succumbs to Dubai’s Soft Power

Strategy

Frank Houghton

Technological University of Shannon

Daisy Houghton

University of Galway

ABSTRACT: The International Federation of Library Associations and Institutions
(IFLA) have announced that the 2024 World Library and Information Congress
(WLIC) will be held in Dubai. It is clear that the IFLA has fallen prey to Dubai’s soft
power strategy. Dubai routinely denies basic human rights, with particular
restrictions evident in relation to women's rights, the LGBTQ+ community, and those
of migrant workers. The ruling regime in Dubai represents so much of what the IFLA
and the American Library Association (ALA) stand against. This decision runs
contrary to the wishes of a recent vote of the IFLA membership. This decision will
significantly weaken the credibility of the IFLA. To attend the WLIC in Dubai confers
tacit support, as well prestige and legitimacy on a regime that denies basic freedoms.
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It has recently been announced that the 2024 World Library and Information
Congress (WLIC) of the International Federation of Library Associations and
Institutions (IFLA) will be held in Dubai, one of seven states in the United Arab
Emirates (UAE) (IFLA, 2023a). This shocking and patently unwise decision clearly
demonstrates that the IFLA has fallen prey to Dubai’s “soft power strategy” (Human
Rights Watch, 2022). The international non-governmental organization (NGO)
Human Rights Watch (2022) describes this strategy as “aimed at painting the country
as a progressive, tolerant, and rights-respecting nation” despite its manifold breaches
of basic human rights.

The IFLA (2023b) describes itself as the “global voice of libraries” and, as can be seen
from Figure 1, lists its core values as including both freedom of access to information
and freedom of expression (IFLA 2023c). Figure 1 also details its core values of
equitable access to information and the promotion of diversity and inclusion
including on the basis of gender identity and sexual orientation.

Figure 1: IFLA Core Values
Core Values
In pursuing our Vision and Mission, IFLA seeks to demonstrate the following core
values:

e the endorsement of the principles of freedom of access to information, ideas
and works of imagination and freedom of expression embodied in Article 19
of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights;

o the belief that people, communities and organizations need universal and
equitable access to information, ideas and works of imagination for their so-
cial, educational, cultural, democratic and economic well-being;

o the conviction that delivery of high quality library and information services
help guarantee that access;

e the commitment to promote and value diversity and inclusion, notably as
regards age, citizenship, disability, ethnicity, gender-identity, geographical
location, language, political philosophy, race, religious beliefs, sex, sexual
orientation or socioeconomic status, and actively pursue relevant policies
and practices.

(IFLA, 2023c)

However basic human rights are denied on a daily basis in Dubai, particularly to
certain groups including critics of the regime and migrant workers. Women
experience widespread discrimination in law and in practice and the denial of basic
rights. LGBTQ+ populations are also subject to prosecution and detention.

The US Department of State (2022) report for the UAE states that:

Significant human rights issues included credible reports of: arbitrary arrest and
detention, including those involving hostile prison conditions such as
incommunicado detention, by government officials; political prisoners;
transnational repression against individuals in another country; unlawful
government interference with privacy; serious restrictions on free expression
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and media, including censorship and enforcement of or threat to enforce
criminal libel laws; serious restrictions on internet freedom; substantial
interference with the freedom of peaceful assembly and freedom of association,
including overly restrictive laws on the organization, funding, or operation of
nongovernmental organizations and civil society organizations; inability of
citizens to change their government peacefully through free and fair elections;
serious and unreasonable restrictions on political participation; serious
government restrictions or harassment of domestic and international human
rights organizations; laws criminalizing consensual same-sex sexual conduct
between adults; and outlawing of independent trade unions and significant
restrictions on workers’ freedom of association.

Core values of the American Library Association (ALA, ) include diversity, intellectual
freedom, democracy, and social responsibility. The choice to hold the WLIC in Dubai
is blatantly incompatible with these values. Crucially, the decision to hold this
flagship annual event in Dubai has been taken by the IFLA in clear contradiction of
the democratic wishes of its membership. Figure 2 details the results of the IFLA’s
(2023d) advisory referendum on holding the WLIC in Dubai. The results are starkly
clear across all membership categories, indicating a rejection of the proposal.

Figure 2: IFLA Consultation Results

Results of the IFLA WLIC 2024 Advisory Referendum &
Volunteer Survey
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Despite this overwhelming result, the IFLA has announced the next WLIC will take
place in Dubai. This decision will quite rightly be poorly received and will
undoubtedly raise cynical questions about motives and influence. The IFLA has
already suffered as a result of controversy over a lack of transparency (Biblioteks
Bladet, 2022). Locating the WLIC in Dubai further undermines the credibility of the
IFLA and threatens its legitimacy. Will the IFLA survive this decision? The answer is
probably. Will it be weakened as a result? Definitely. Given its location, many
potential participants will opt not to attend the WLIC and a potential boycott is
possible. Any suggestions that holding the WLIC in Dubai will help to build bridges
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and help spread democratic values and human rights are as empty as the similar
claims which were voiced in support of tours by sports teams to apartheid South
Africa which knowingly broke international boycotts and accomplished nothing in
the way of softening South Africa’s stark apartheid (Hain, 2014; McDougall, 2018;
Sikes et al, 2020; 2022a; 2022b; Bolsmann, 2021).

The IFLA appear to have forgotten that holding the WLIC in Dubai means succumbing
to a charm offensive that confers respectability, legitimacy, credibility and prestige on
the Dubai monarchic dictatorship. This dictatorship routinely breaches a host of
professional and personal ethical tenets held by many librarians. Librarians, like all
others, are independent moral agents and their actions have real world consequences
(Diamini, 2021). To attend this conference will be to turn a blind eye to widespread
human rights breaches, and undoubtedly offer tacit support to the regime.
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