
Terrorism, 
the internet and 
free access to 
information
Safeguarding access to information the key to winning the 
'war against terrorism'

T he terrorist  a ttacks  on N e w  Y ork  a nd  W a sh in g to n  

sh o c k e d  and  a p p a l le d  librarians and inform ation p ro ­
fes s io n a ls  aro u n d  the w o rld .  T he  loss of life and  d e ­

struction of fac il it ies , in c lu d ing  e ig hty  libraries , horrify  us.
I FLA jo in s  with  our library c o l le a g u e s  and the p e o p le  o f  the 
w o r ld  in m o u rn in g  the  in n o ce n t  v ic t im s  a n d  e x te n d  our 
d e e p e st  sy m p a th y  a nd  support to the fam ilies  and fr iends of 
v ictim s, the survivors  and others w h o  h ave  suffered.

C a lls  to restrict the co re  h um an  rights to fre e d o m  o f  e x ­
press ion  and  free  a c c e s s  to inform ation are  reported in the 
w a k e  o f  these  tragic  events . It has b een  suggested  that so m e  
o f  the s u s p e c te d  h i ja ck ers  m a y  h a v e  c o m m u n ic a t e d  with  
e a c h  other b y  using internet se rv ice s  at p u b lic  libraries . T er­
rorists are  a l leg ed  to h ave  used the W orld  W id e  W e b  to help 
plan their  outrages. Su ch  im plicat ions  are b e in g  used to ju s ­
tify restrictions on free  sp e ec h  and  freedom  o f  in form ation 

and  in creased  su rve il lan ce .

But w e  h a v e  not heard the other side o f  the story. U se  o f 
internet n e w s  sites dou bled  during the w e e k  after the attacks. 
Fam ilie s  a nd  fr iends used e-m ail  to ch e c k  on the safety  o f 
their  lo v ed  o n e s  —  a c r o s s  the c ity  and  a c r o s s  the w o r ld .  
W ebsite  operators  responded to the thirst for new s  by bolster­
ing their servers and increasing the frequency  o f  updates. The 
result  w a s  that p e o p le  throughout the w o rld  used w e b s ite s  
and  stream ing au d io  and  v id e o  feeds  to get up to the minute 
inform ation on the events  and  their aftermath.

This  d em onstrates  the fo rce  o f  the ideal o f  free  a c c e s s  to 
inform ation and  freedom  of e xpress ion . It m a y  be m isused, 
but it strengthens the p e o p le s  of the world .

If the c a m p a ig n  ag a in st  terrorism  is to b e  w o n ,  a vital 
strategy is to sa feg u ard  the best a c c e s s  to inform ation. B ar­
riers to the free  f lo w  o f  information should  be re m o v e d , e s ­
p e c ia l ly  those  that p ro m o te  in equality , poverty  and  despair .

T h e  ch a ir  o f  the IFLA/FAIFE co m m ittee  Mr A le x  Byrne, 
said :

W e  shou ld  bu ild  respect and understanding between  
the d ive rse  cu ltu res o f  the w orld . W e sh o u ld  help  
co n stru ct co m m un ities w here  p eo p le  o f  d ifferen t 
backgrounds can live together as neighbors. Freedom  
is som ething for w hich  w e must fight, not by lim iting  
it but by  strengthening it . '

The com m itm en t to intellectual freedom  is a core  respon­
sibility for the library and  information profession w o r ld w id e .  

L ibraries  h a v e  a re sp o n s ib i l i ty  to g u a ra n te e  and  fac il i ta te  
a c c e ss  to exp ress io n s  o f  k n o w le d g e  and intellectual activity. 
To this end, libraries p ro v id e  a c c e s s  w ithout fear or favour. 
That o p e n n e s s  is a sa fegu ard  o f our  freedom s. It can not be 
limited w ithout e n d a n g e r in g  those freedom s.

IFLA p ro c la im s  that the libraries  and inform ation p ro fe s ­
sion o f  the w o r ld  will  respond to these tragic events  by re­
d o u b l in g  our  efforts to see  free  a c c e s s  to in form ation  and  
freedom  o f  e x p re ss io n  w o r ld w id e .  ■
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