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February 16, 2026

Subject: Addressing the erosion of academic freedom and student safety at NYU Abu Dhabi

To: Dr. Linda G. Mills, President, New York University
Cc: NYU Board of Trustees

Dear Dr. Mills,

We are writing on behalf of Skyline International for Human Rights (SIHR) regarding the severe restrictions on
the right to freedom of expression facing students and faculty at the NYU Abu Dhabi (NYUAD) campus. As part
of an initiative involving several international universities operating in the United Arab Emirates (UAE), we are
engaging with institutional leadership to ensure that global academic standards and student safety are
prioritized.

Recent developments in the UAE have brought to the forefront concerns regarding the alighment of academic
freedom with the local legal environment at NYU Abu Dhabi. Of particular concern is the May 2024 incident in
which a PhD student was detained and subsequently deported following a peaceful expression of solidarity
during a graduation ceremony.! From a human rights perspective, this case highlights significant challenges in
maintaining an academic sanctuary and fulfilling the university’s stated commitment to being a “sanctuary for
ideas.” Reports from human rights groups like Amnesty International further point to a wider pattern in which
local security measures have reportedly involved the interrogation of community members and restrictions
on cultural symbols. These documented instances suggest that the institution faces growing complexities in
preserving an independent space for expression.>

This situation is unfolding within a broader crackdown on peaceful dissent and intellectual inquiry across the
country. The recent mass trial of the “UAE 84”, which resulted in life sentences for prominent human rights
defenders and academics like Dr. Nasser bin Ghaith, signals a total rejection of diverse viewpoints and critical
scholarship.? Combined with the rollout of the State Security Department’s new digital reporting tools,
students and faculty now operate in an environment where private digital interactions are increasingly
subject to state scrutiny and anonymous reporting.*

The UAE’s Federal Decree Law No. 34 of 2021 allows for the criminalization of speech deemed harmful to the
state.” However, current repressive practices appear to be in direct conflict with Article 30 of the UAE
Constitution, which guarantees freedom of opinion®, and the UAE's 2023 commitments to the UN Universal
Periodic Review (UPR).
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To help us understand NYU’s commitment to its student and faculty members abroad, we respectfully request
information on the following by February 23, 2026:

e Has NYU conducted a formal internal assessment of the May 2024 detention and deportation
incident to evaluate the university's response and identify gaps in community protection?

e What specific legal, consular, or diplomatic support did the university provide to the affected student
during their detention?

e What verifiable protocols are currently in place to ensure immediate legal and diplomatic assistance
for community members facing state-level interference?

e What steps has the university taken to remediate the harm caused to students or staff who have
faced detention or deportation for non-violent expression?

e Does NYU intend to establish a transparent oversight mechanism, such as a committee of faculty and
human rights experts, to monitor and report on the status of academic freedom at the Abu Dhabi
campus?

We trust leadership will address these concerns to ensure the university’s actions remain fully consistent with
its core educational values.

We look forward to your response.

Sincerely,

Skyline International for Human Rights Team
media@skylineforhuman.org
www.skylineforhuman.org
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