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If I had been asked to give a talk like this a few months ago, I probably would have focused on more technical and professional topics, such as technological developments affecting librarianship, AI, open science, or professional development goals. However, I now believe that it is necessary to focus on more philosophical and fundamental issues — such as human rights, access to information, disinformation, and political crises — which affect not only our profession but all of humanity.
It seems that, as librarians, soon we will need to advocate even more strongly — both for libraries and the rights of librarians, and for the rights of our users — while addressing issues like democracy and equality, which some parts of the world may have assumed were already resolved.

As we gather here today in Bremen, let’s have a look beyond Europe's borders to explore how libraries worldwide are not only evolving but also actively championing democracy and defending fundamental human rights. This journey will reveal both the vibrant innovations across diverse cultures and the significant struggles they face – struggles that remind us of the universal need for strong library advocacy. The purpose of this presentation: To highlight key developments in libraries outside Europe, focusing on their vital roles in democracy, freedom of expression, and civic participation while also acknowledging the adversity and political pressures they frequently encounter. In the next couple of minutes, We'll touch on digital inclusion, community engagement, and recent global challenges, including a look at exciting advancements in Asia and the significance of the upcoming WLIC2025 conference.



Libraries: Foundational Pillars of 
Democracy & Global Growth 
1. Digital Democracy & Inclusion

2. Asian Advancement and Global Recognition

3. Information Access & Transparency 
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https://www.scienceandcocktails.org/en/events/copenhagen/%C3%A7
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This slide explains libraries' democratic role and illustrate it with non-European examples, including recent Asian advancements.
Core Role: Libraries are crucial for informed citizenship. They provide impartial access to information, foster critical thinking, and present diverse perspectives, laying the groundwork for democratic societies worldwide.
Digital Democracy & Inclusion: 
Bridging the Digital Divide: In many parts of Asia, Africa, and Latin America, libraries serve as essential technology hubs. They provide internet access and digital literacy training where these are scarce, empowering citizens to access e-government services, follow news, and participate in civic discourse.
Example: Consider how mobile libraries or solar-powered access points in rural Africa enable citizens to access election information or basic health data, empowering their civic participation.
Asian Advancement and Global Recognition: 
Libraries in Asia have seen significant growth and innovation. Many are becoming models for digital inclusion and community engagement.
Example: China's leadership in public library development in the region is notable. For instance, in recent years, many Chinese public libraries were nominated for the IFLA/Public Library of the Year Award, and Beijing Library in 2024 from China won the award. This showcases a strong focus on public access and modern library services, influencing broader trends in the region.
This recognition highlights a broader trend of significant investment and innovation in library services across Asia, often with a focus on large-scale public access and digital initiatives.
Information Access & Transparency: 
Libraries enhance transparency and accountability by making government documents, legal information, and civil society reports accessible.
Example: Libraries in Latin America assist local communities in understanding their rights or provide research support to groups fighting for environmental justice, thus empowering grassroots movements.




Libraries: Advocates for Voices and Partners 
for Social Justice 

Freedom of Expression & Diversity 
Preservation

Advocating for Minority Rights & Cultural 
Identity

Global Collaboration and Regional Impact
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This slide focuses on libraries' active advocacy roles and concrete projects, including the broader implications of global library events.
Freedom of Expression & Diversity Preservation: 
Libraries defend freedom of expression by resisting censorship and ensuring the representation of diverse voices. This role becomes even more critical under challenging political conditions.
Example: How libraries in parts of Asia or the Middle East maintain collections on sensitive topics or offer platforms for discussion, thereby fostering pluralism and intellectual freedom.
Advocating for Minority Rights & Cultural Identity: 
Libraries actively preserve and promote local languages, oral histories, and the cultural heritage of minority communities. This is vital for the recognition of identities and rights.
Example: Indigenous library projects in Australia or First Nations libraries in Canada, showcasing their roles in cultural revitalization and reconciliation processes.
Global Collaboration and Regional Impact: 
The International Federation of Library Associations and Institutions (IFLA) plays a crucial role in fostering global collaboration and sharing best practices.
Example: The decision for IFLA WLIC 2025 to be held in Astana, Kazakhstan, is highly significant for the Central Asian region and beyond. It brings a major global library event to a region that might otherwise have less international visibility, offering opportunities for local librarians to engage with global trends, share their unique experiences, and build international partnerships. This event will likely accelerate professional development, advocacy efforts, and the modernization of library services throughout Central Asia. It's a testament to the growing global interconnectedness of the library world.




Facing Adversity: Political Pressures and 
Their Impact 
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These challenges highlight that the fight for 
free and open access to information and 
robust libraries is a continuous one, even 
in established democracies. They 
underscore the universal need for strong 
library advocacy
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The Global Context of Challenges: While libraries worldwide are advancing and fostering global collaboration, they also face significant challenges, often from political shifts that undermine their core functions. These are not unique to any single region.
Impact of the Trump Administration in the US: 
Cuts to Funding and Programs: IMLS was established by the Museum and Library Services Act (MLSA) of 1996, which includes the Library Services and Technology Act (LSTA) and the Museum Services Act (MSA) and reauthorized in 2018. (Ironically Trump himself signed the reauthorized bill into law.) According to the IMLS’s most recent budget justification submitted to Congress in March 2024, almost all of the agency’s request for $280 million for grant funding was dedicated to programs authorized by the 2018 law. (See more on IMLS’s legislation page which lists all the laws that have formed the basis for its work.)
The National Museum and Library Services board, which is also required by law, issued a letter in the last week of March explaining which of IMLS’s programs “cannot be paused, reduced, or eliminated without violating Congressional intent and federal statute.” The list in the letter includes nearly all IMLS programs. An analysis by EveryLibrary.org also parses the language of these laws to determine which programs are written in legislation with the words “shall” (as in, the institute “shall” administer them—a must-do) and which ones are described as programs the institute “may” provide.
Both documents make the broader point that IMLS’s programs were clearly authorized by Congress; legislators, well aware of what their constituents need back home, voted for IMLS to do the work it is doing.
Still, advocates know not to dismiss the executive order as an empty threat. Given Trump’s earlier attempts to zero out funding for this agency, and given that the Department of Government Efficiency has already dismantled agencies and terminated contracts without regard for the law, librarians and museum educators are bracing for the Trump administration to attempt to gut IMLS anyway.
De-emphasis on Open Information: There was a broader trend during the administration of restricting access to government information, reducing the availability of public data, and a general skepticism towards expert knowledge and publicly accessible information. This included the removal of certain government data sets from public websites and a reduced emphasis on transparent communication from federal agencies.
Impact on Library Advocacy: These actions forced libraries and professional associations, like the American Library Association (ALA), to intensify their advocacy efforts dramatically. The ALA actively campaigned to protect funding, promote intellectual freedom, and defend the library's role in democratic society, demonstrating the ongoing need for vigilance even in established democracies.
Key Message: These challenges highlight that the fight for free and open access to information and robust libraries is a continuous one, even in established democracies. They underscore the universal need for strong library advocacy.




“• Libraries outside Europe are not just adapting but leading in innovation, actively 

defending democratic values, supporting human rights, and promoting social 

justice, even while navigating unique challenges and universal political pressures.

• Librarianship is founded on universal values. The experiences of libraries, both in 

triumphs like China and in advocacy efforts in the US, provide crucial lessons for 

global collaboration and vigilance.
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“• Libraries, wherever they are, are fundamental pillars that ensure the free flow 

of information and that every individual's voice can be 

heard. This role is not just about books; it's about empowering citizens 

and safeguarding the foundations of democracy. We must 

continue to champion and strengthen this vital mission, together, across all global 

horizons.
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Role of IFLA 
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The IFLA website and strategy documents frequently mention "advocacy" as a core part of their work. One news article specifically states, "Advocacy is essential, both to defend libraries, their staff, and their values from attacks and to promote a vision of sustainable future for all through knowledge and information."
The IFLA Strategy 2024-2029 focuses on three key impact areas, and "advocacy" is inherently woven into at least two of them: 
Impact area 2: Libraries are recognised, represented, and valued as partners. This directly implies advocacy efforts to ensure libraries' importance is understood and their voices are heard by decision-makers.
Impact area 3: Libraries are enabled to deliver meaningful changes at all levels. Enabling change often requires advocacy for policies, funding, and recognition.
Ongoing Initiatives: IFLA has ongoing initiatives like the "Regional Advocacy Priorities Survey" (with a 2025 survey being conducted) and publishes "Key Advocacy Dates" for libraries to engage in global conversations.
Response to Challenges: The strategy and IFLA's communications highlight that advocacy is a crucial response to intensifying challenges faced by libraries in many countries, including political pressures and threats to funding and access to open information.
In essence, advocacy is not just a sub-point but a fundamental pillar of IFLA's strategic vision for 2024-2029, aiming to ensure libraries' continued relevance and impact globally.




Thank you

"Where Knowledge Flows, Democracy Grows."

— Libraries worldwide are not just preserving the past, but 
shaping the future.

Let’s continue to advocate, collaborate, and innovate — together.

#WLIC2025 | #LibraryAdvocacy | #GlobalLibraries

Ertugrul Cimen 

cimene@mef.edu.tr 
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