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Your Highness, Your Excellencies, 
 
We write to you on behalf of the Committee on Academic Freedom of the Middle East 
Studies Association of North America (MESA) to express our profound dismay that the 
State Security Court of the Federal Supreme Court has upheld the 10-year prison 
sentence imposed in May 2018 on the internationally-recognized human rights 
advocate Ahmed Mansoor. The recipient of the prestigious 2015 Martin Ennals Award 
for Human Rights Defenders and a member of the advisory board of the Gulf Center for 
Human Rights and the advisory committee of Human Rights Watch’s Middle East and 
North Africa Division, Mr. Mansoor was one of the few Emirati advocates prepared to 
raise in public the issue of the escalating human rights crackdown in the UAE after 
2011. It is our firm belief that Mr. Mansoor’s treatment since his arrest in May 2017 
and his conviction by the State Security Chamber of the Federal Appeals Court in Abu 
Dhabi of insulting “the status and prestige of the UAE and its symbols” on social media 
mark another damaging assault on the right to freedom of speech and the principles of 
the rule of law and due process in the UAE.  
 
MESA was founded in 1966 to support scholarship and teaching on the Middle East and 
North Africa. The preeminent organization in the field, the Association publishes the 
International Journal of Middle East Studies and has nearly 2500 members worldwide. 
MESA is committed to ensuring academic freedom and freedom of expression, both 
within the region and in connection with the study of the region in North America and 
elsewhere.  
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Ahmed Mansoor was detained by twelve members of State Security on 20 March 2017 
and held in secret detention in an undisclosed location without access to legal 
representation for nearly one year. In February 2018, UAE authorities told two lawyers 
from Ireland who travelled to Abu Dhabi to try and gain access to Mr. Mansour that 
they had no information about his whereabouts. On 27 February 2018, the Martin 
Ennals Award for Human Rights Defenders issued a joint statement with the Ireland-
based Front Line Defenders human rights organization that called on UAE authorities 
to release Mr. Mansoor and, pending his release, disclose his whereabouts, and ensure 
access to legal representation and protection from torture and mistreatment.  
 
Mr. Mansoor was brought to trial in mid-March 2018 at the State Security Chamber of 
the Federal Appeals Court and accused of using social media “to publish false 
information and rumors” in posts that “harm national unity and social harmony and 
damage the country’s reputation.” In the run-up to his arrest in March 2017, Mr. 
Mansoor had posted a message on Twitter calling for the release of human rights 
advocate Osama al-Najjar, who remained in prison despite having completed a three-
year prison sentence for tweeting to the Ministry of Interior expressing concern that 
his father was being mistreated in prison, and of Dr. Nasser bin Ghaith, a professor of 
economics who was detained in 2015 and about whom we have written  to you several 
times, most recently on 7 January 2019. Like Mr. Mansoor, Professor bin Ghaith was a 
member of the “UAE5” arrested in April 2011 for “perpetrating acts that pose a threat 
to state security, undermining the public order, opposing the government system, and 
insulting the President” after signing a petition calling for political reform in the UAE. 
 
On 29 May 2018, Mr. Mansoor was sentenced to ten years’ imprisonment and fined 1 
million dirhams (approximately US$270,000) for violating the UAE’s amended Cyber 
Crimes Law of 2012. The Federal Legal Decree No. 5 for 2012 issued by UAE President 
Sheikh Khalifa includes a declaration that stipulates “penalties of imprisonment” for 
any act intended to “damage the reputation or the stature of the state or any of its 
institutions, its President, the Vice President, any of the Rulers of the emirates, their 
Crown Princes, the Deputy Rulers, the national flag, the national anthem, the emblem of 
the state or any of its symbols.” On 31 December 2018, an article on Mr. Mansoor’s 
conviction in the Dubai-based English-language Gulf News newspaper reminded its 
readers that the Cyber Crimes Law stipulates “an imprisonment period of at least 10 
years” for “whoever establishes, manages or runs a website or publishes information 
on the computer network or information technology means for the interest of a 
terrorist group or any unauthorized group, association, or body.” 
  
We believe that the upholding of Mr. Mansoor’s conviction and prison sentence is 
consistent with a systematic attempt to suppress all forms of political opposition and 
silence dissenting voices in the UAE. We are deeply alarmed by the insertion of such 
vaguely-worded and all-encompassing language into recent legislation such as the 
Cyber Crimes Law and the new Terrorism Law No. 7, issued in 2014, which defined a 
“terrorist outcome” as “antagonizing the state” without requiring an intent to cause 
death or serious injury, and set the death penalty or life imprisonment for anyone who 
acts with intent to “undermine the stability, safety, unity, sovereignty, or security of the 
State” or to “undermine national unity or social peace.”  
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We are concerned that the exceptionally broad definitions of criminal and terrorist acts 
contained in the legislation give UAE authorities the tools to criminalize any form of 
dissent or peaceful expression of opinion, should they wish to do so. We note also that, 
in the wake of the sentencing to life imprisonment and subsequent pardoning of British 
PhD student Matthew Hedges, the UAE amended the Penal Code to make it a crime to 
divulge classified information, which it defined  sweepingly as “military, political, 
economic, industrial, scientific or social security-related information or other 
information” as well as “correspondence, written instruments, documents, drawings, 
maps, designs, pictures, coordinates, and other things whose disclosure might lead to 
divulging information such as those referred to in the preceding clause.” 
 
Your Highness, Your Excellencies, the UAE has invested heavily in recent years in 
portraying itself as a regional hub for knowledge and innovation and as a host to 
dozens of universities and branch campuses from around the world. However, the 
pattern of recent cases about which we have written to you repeatedly (see our most 
recent letters of 7 January 2019, 25 November 2018, 21 October 2018, 6 April 2018) 
led MESA’s Board of Directors to issue a press release on 15 November 2018 on 
Deteriorating Security Conditions for Researchers in the United Arab Emirates. We call 
upon the UAE authorities to end the suppression of virtually all forms of independent 
and free speech, release Mr. Mansoor and others imprisoned merely for voicing their 
opinions on social media and elsewhere, and take measurable action to improve the 
climate for scholarly research in the UAE that your hosting of so many higher education 
institutions appears to welcome.  
 
We look forward to your response. 
 
Sincerely, 

 
Judith E. Tucker 
MESA President 
Professor, Georgetown University 
 

 
Laurie Brand 
Chair, Committee on Academic Freedom 
Professor, University of Southern California 
 
 
cc: 
HE Yousef Al Otaiba, Ambassador of the United Arab Emirates to the United States 
[Fax: 202 243 2432, info@uaeembassy-usa.org] 
 


