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Internet Shutdowns in India

Introduction

e India has consistently recorded the highest number of government-imposed internet shutdowns
among democratic nations.

e According to the Software Freedom Law Centre (SFLC), India saw 84 internet shutdowns in 2024,
second only to Myanmar (85).

¢ The government continues to use internet shutdowns as a tool to control protests, communal
violence, and law and order situations, raising concerns about democracy, fundamental rights, and
economic losses.

Significance of the Internetin Modern Society
e The internet has become an essential part of social, economic, political, and personal life in India.
e [tiscrucial for:
o Access to essential services like healthcare and banking.
o Education, particularly in the era of digital learning.
o Business operations, e-commerce, and economic transactions.
o Freedom of speech and democratic participation.

Reasons Cited for Internet Shutdowns
e Governments impose shutdowns to curb protests, communal violence, and political unrest.
e Authorities argue that shutdowns prevent the spread of fake news and rumors that could incite
violence.

www.insightsonindia.com Page 1 InsightslAS



http://www.insightsonindia.com/

“, il

e Internet restrictions are sometimes used to curb electoral manipulation, fake news, and influence
campaigns.

e Some shutdowns are imposed during counter-terror operations to prevent communication between
militants.

Impact of Internet Shutdowns
e Violation of Fundamental Rights
o Article 19(1)(a) of the Indian Constitution guarantees the right to free speech.
o Shutdowns disproportionately affect citizens' ability to organize protests, a fundamentalright in
a democracy.
o Shutdowns are imposed arbitrarily, with no clear communication on duration, necessity, or
proportionality.
e Economic Losses
o Indialost $1.9 billion due to internet shutdowns in the first half of 2023.
o Small businesses, freelancers, and daily wage workers suffer income loss due to disruptions in
digital payments and e-commerce.
o The IT and startup sector faces setbacks when digital services are blocked, affecting India’s
global image as a digital economy.
¢ Impact on Education
o Students, especially in conflict-ridden areas like Jammu & Kashmir, suffer the most.
o With online education becoming crucial, internet shutdowns deny children and young adults’
access to learning resources, exams, and lectures.
o Effect on Essential Services
o Healthcare services rely on internet-based systems for telemedicine, emergency response
coordination, and record-keeping.
o Banking and digital payments are affected, impacting daily transactions.

Supreme Court Rulings
e Anuradha Bhasin v. Union of India (2020):
o Stated that internet shutdowns must pass the tests of necessity and proportionality.
o Held that the government must provide justification for every shutdown and review its
decision periodically.
e Faheema Shirin v. State of Kerala (2019):
o Recognized the right to internet access as part of the right to education and privacy.

Laws Governing Internet Shutdowns in India
e Telecommunications Act, 2023 — Lacks robust safeguards against arbitrary internet shutdowns.
e Telecom Suspension Rules, 2024 — Allows government authorities to order shutdowns without clear
procedural checks.

Need for Comprehensive Guidelines

o The Telecommunications Act, 2023 and Telecom Suspension Rules, 2024 must be amended to
introduce clear guidelines, safeguards, and accountability mechanisms.

e Governments should justify every shutdown and allow independent oversight.
Instead of blanket bans, internet restrictions should be localized and time-bound.

e Fact-checking mechanisms, Al-based monitoring, and rapid response teams should replace
indiscriminate shutdowns.

e (Citizens should be informed of their rights regarding digital freedom and have legal avenues to
challenge arbitrary shutdowns.

International Best Practices for Internet Governance
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e The UN Human Rights Council has declared internet access a human right and opposes arbitrary
shutdowns.

e The UN Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Expression has called for clear legal standards and oversight
on shutdowns.

e European Union: Laws prevent arbitrary digital restrictions; court oversight is mandatory.

e United States: Strong legal safeguards ensure shutdowns are used only in extreme emergencies.

¢ Kenya & South Africa: Have upheld judicial oversight on internetrestrictions, making shutdowns legally
challengeable.

Conclusion

e India must reassess its approach to internet governance to maintain its credibility as the world's
largest democracy and align itself with global best practices in digital rights protection.
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