
 

1 

UNITED NATIONS HUMAN RIGHTS COUNCIL (UNHRC) 
The United Nations Human Rights Council was created to replace the UN 

Commission on Human Rights on March 15, 2006 
by the United Nations General Assembly. The 
organization has 47 member states, which are 
elected by the General Assembly. The Council is 
headquartered in Geneva Switzerland and is 
required to meet at least 3 times per year. The 
Council is responsible for identifying violations of 
human rights and providing recommendations for 
ending human rights violations. While the Council 
cannot make binding decisions, it can undertake 
investigations of nations’ efforts to undertake 
improving human rights. The organization is 
responsible for directly advising the United Nations 
General Assembly on ways to prevent civil rights violations. Additionally, the 
organization provides nations with a forum for discussing the promotion of human 
rights. Finally, the Human Rights Council is tasked with ensuring that all branches of 
the United Nations work in harmony to promote human rights.1 

The Council’s 47 current members come from each of the United Nations’ five 
regional groups. Currently, 13 members are from the African Group, 6 members are 
from Eastern European Group, 13 members are from the Asian Group, 8 members are 
from the Latin America and the Caribbean Group, and 7 members are from the Western 
Europe and others Group. In order to become a member, nations must receive votes 
from at least 96 nations and must show that it can uphold the standards of human rights 
protection that the Council promotes. Member nations must also agree to cooperate 
with the Council.2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

2 

TOPIC: INTERNET FREEDOM OF SPEECH 
Introduction 

The internet has enabled people all over the world to connect like never before. 
Websites like Wikipedia and the Internet Archive allow people to share new information 
and build on the work of others. Social networks connect people who may live thousands 
of miles away from one another. Email accounts allow people and businesses to do 
business all around the world with the click of a mouse or a tap of a smartphone. The 
potential of the internet to radically change communication has made internet free 
speech a major issue that all nations must take seriously and address.  

According to an editorial by the New York Times, some nations are coming close 
to infringing on the right to internet free speech in the name of preventing infringement 
of copyright laws or to prevent citizens from viewing obscenity. While the New York 
Times acknowledges that some uses of the internet, such as the distribution of 
pornography or the illegal transfer of copyrighted material should be criminalized, 
nations must be careful to not infringe on legitimate uses of the internet.  The editorial 
also questions whether nations with repressive regimes will use internet censorship to 
quash dissent. Some nations have laws which also allow governments to pursue 
defamation charges for internet speech. Finally, some nations have debated the 
possibility of permanently banning individuals from accessing the internet.3  

As the Electronic Frontier Foundation states, “Preserving the Internet's open 
architecture is critical to sustaining free speech. But this technological capacity means 
little without sufficient legal protections.”4 Therefore, it is extremely important for 
nations to determine how the internet can remain an open forum for free speech.  

Background 

In 2000, 360,985,492 people worldwide had access to the internet. By 2014, the 
number of people with internet access is estimated to be 2,802,478,934. This means 
that in only fourteen years, the number of internet users has increased by nearly eight 
times. However, as more people gain access to the internet, governments face the 
challenge of deciding how to regulate the internet. As shown by the graph below, the 
number of internet users is projected to grow to more than half the population by 202o.5  

The collection of search information by service providers is considered extremely 
harmful to internet free speech. While governments claim that knowing this 
information, known as metadata, is important to national security, some believe that 
users will be afraid to search the internet if they know that their search history could be 
viewed by their government. Brazil and Germany recently cosponsored a resolution 
declaring that this collection by national governments with no oversight was a serious 
invasion of privacy.6 

Many nations have also passed laws concerning copyrighted material on the 
internet. The use of the internet to access copyrighted material without permission is 
known colloquially as internet piracy. The use of the internet for such purposes has 
led to a drop in legitimate purchases of music and other intellectual property. The RIAA 
reports that only 30 percent of music downloaded by Americans was purchased legally.7  
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Nations also must consider the issue of net neutrality. Net neutrality is defined 
as “the idea that Internet service providers and governments should treat all online data 
the same, regardless of the website, platform, user, or application it comes from.” This 
essentially means that internet 
providers could not prioritize 
certain users by giving them access 
to higher download speeds or 
other premium services.8 Critics of 
net neutrality argue that some 
organizations have legitimate 
interest in faster internet speeds, 
such as hospitals. According to the 
Stanford University Computer 
Science Department, websites like 
Youtube need higher speeds to 
maintain their massive online 
trove of videos. Additionally, 
service providers complain that 
they should be able to charge their 
largest users a higher usage fee, as 
these large users are taking 
advantage of their networks and not paying a higher 
amount than other users.9 Despite these arguments, 
proponents of net neutrality claim that providing different levels of internet service, or 
tiered internet services, will lead to smaller users being shut out of the internet. They 
also point to a potential conflict of interest because many Internet Service Providers 
(ISPs) also are content producers and providers. Thus, ISPs may be tempted to 
prioritize their own content over other content. One way this is already done is though 
zero rated apps. Under the concept of zero rated apps, a service provider could 
provide certain services free while charging for the use of other services. Net neutrality 
proponents claim that this arrangement only makes the internet less open.10 Thus, to 
net neutrality’s proponents, net neutrality is absolutely an issue of freedom of 
expression.  

This committee will have to address how internet piracy should be handled. It is 
also important that the committee decide how to ensure that the internet remains open 
while still allowing governments to block certain uses of the internet, such as an outlet 
for distributing child pornography or a website which facilitates human trafficking. In 
nations where the internet is censored, users are already developing ways to avoid 
internet censors. This could lead to the internet becoming largely unregulated. 
Additionally, as the number of internet users increases and the world uses the internet 
for more and more applications, nations will need to have an open internet to use the 
internet to its full potential. 

 

Past International Action 

source: www.futuretimeline.net 
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In 2012, this body passed a 
resolution declaring that the right to 
free expression on the internet is a 
basic human right. This was the first 
time that a body of the United 
Nations explicitly defined free 
expression on the internet as a basic 
human right.11 In 2011, the UN 
Special Rapporteur for freedom of 
expression declared that the internet 
was absolutely essential for people to 
utilize their freedom of expression. 
However, the international 
community has not always made the 
internet as open as the HRC considers 
necessary.  

Net neutrality is an issue that all 
nations have been forced to deal with. 
The Electronic Frontier Foundation 
reports that in China, South Korea, and Hong Kong, the internet is very open, mainly 
because of high competition. Nations such as Canada, the Netherlands, and Japan all 
have significant safeguards in place to ensure that the internet remains open. However, 
nations around the world have attempted to chip away at net neutrality.10 

  On June 2 2014, the New York Times reported that China was again restricting 
access to Google, the global search giant. China is well known for its use of internet 
censorship. It was reported that this was in an effort to prevent citizens from accessing 
information about the Tiananmen Square protests in 1989. In recent years, China has 
become known for its censorship of the internet, dubbed “The Great Firewall.” Users of 
Google’s popular services, such as Gmail, have complained that accessing these services 
is sometimes nearly impossible. Since 1990, China has blocked or censored websites 
that its government considers to be dangerous or subversive.12 Currently, the Chinese 
government does not allow the use of Facebook, except in a small free trade zone in 
Shanghai.13 

Like China, Russia has also cracked down on internet free speech. In 2014, the 
Russian Parliament passed a law which would require internet service companies to 
store all search information of users for up to six months, even foreign companies, such 
as Google. The new law also makes bloggers with over 30,000 readers subject to 
regulation as media companies. According to Matthew Schaaf of Freedom House, a 
research firm, this regulation could stifle freedom of speech on the internet.14 

In 2012, the Stop Online Piracy Act and Protect Intellectual Property Act 
faced extreme scrutiny in the United States. These laws were aimed at preventing users 
from accessing illegal music files and other copyrighted materials. They would make it 
illegal for internet service providers to connect users with websites which allow for the 
appropriation of United States property. Critics claimed that these laws would lead to 
entire websites being shut down because one illegal file was shared or uploaded. Alexis 

One possible way the internet could look if net neutrality 
were abandoned.  

Source: http://cdn.cavemancircus.com//wp-
content/uploads/images/2014/april/net_neutrality.jpg 
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Ohanian, the co-founder of Reddit, was particularly vocal in denouncing these pieces of 
legislation.15 However, despite the controversial nature of such legislation, other nations 
have considered similar action to prevent their citizens from using the internet for 
piracy, such as the United Kingdom.16 

In 2011, people across the Arab world revolted against their governments in what 
became known as the Arab Spring. Dictators in Egypt, Libya, Yemen, and Tunisia 
were toppled in these mass protests. Many observers noted that these protests were 
often partially organized by social media websites, such as Facebook and Twitter. 
According to a Tunisian blogger and participant in the protests, Facebook was useful in 
organizing the protests because people who were afraid to act alone against their 
government found that others on social networks were also unhappy with their 
government. The internet also 
allowed young people to connect 
with their peers and begin to 
develop political beliefs. In 
response to the protests, which 
included thousands of people, 
Egypt took the unprecedented 
step of shutting down its internet 
entirely, which only led to more 
panic and increased the power of 
the protests.17 In 2012, Syria too 
effectively shut down its internet 
to prevent communication with 
the world.18 The Arab Spring 
effectively showed the 
tremendous potential of the 
internet to be used for 
organizing social change. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Possible Solutions 

The United Nations must address internet free speech because it is a human right 
that must be protected. Access to the internet can allow people all over the world to 

Protesters against the Egyptian government throng Tahrir Square in Cairo 
in early 2012. It is believed that social media was an important 
organizational tool.  

source: http://www.nato.int/docu/review/2012/Arab-
Spring/Squaring-circle-Arab-uprisings/files/2487.jpg 
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become more informed about their world and can be a tool for governmental changes 
and advocacy.  

This committee will need to address many different topics. In order to address 
net neutrality, delegates must determine the best way for nations to ensure that the 
internet remains an open resource for all users to access equally. Additionally, the idea 
of zero rating will need to be discussed. Proponents of zero rating say that it allows more 
people to access the internet by providing free access. Opponents argue that zero rating 
allows ISPs to ensure that their own content is viewed more than other content. The 
committee should also address whether nations should have strict net neutrality laws or 
whether they should simply ensure that competition is high with low barriers to entry.  

Nations in this committee also must address the collection of metadata and 
search histories by ISPs. Obviously many nations consider the collection of this 
metadata to be a matter of national security. However, it is necessary to consider how 
collection of this information could be used improperly. It is also important for the 
committee to decide how nations can ensure that proper oversight of such data 
collection is accomplished.  

Another major topic to discuss is the use of the internet as a means for social 
change and revolution. Nations must decide how to ensure that the internet is not 
censored. However, it is important that intellectual property be protected and that use 
of the internet for illegal purposes is curtailed. Nations should strive for an agreement 
on the proper way to keep the internet open, while also ensuring that the internet is not 
used for illegal purposes.  

Many western governments have taken strong stances in favor of an open 
internet. Nations such as China, Russia, and many Middle Eastern governments have 
openly banned certain websites and have made the internet subject to censorship. These 
two sides will need to strike a balance on restriction of the internet. In the wake of 
Edward Snowden’s leak of the United States’ National Security Agency metadata 
collection, the United States was decried by nations around the world, being called a spy 
program. As previously stated, Brazil and Germany supported a resolution in the United 
Nations which declared this collection to be a “highly intrusive act.”19  

Delegates in this committee should be prepared to pass resolutions which will 
significantly affect the way the internet is used around the world. As the Human Rights 
Council, this committee must ensure that the topic of internet free speech is seen as a 
human rights issue.  

 

Current Situations  

 In July 2016, the Human Rights Council welcomed the latest UN resolution on 
“the promotion, protection and enjoyment of human rights on the internet” – a 
resolution adopted by the United Nations Human Rights Council by consensus, 
supporting human rights online. This resolution has been marked a milestone for free 
expression on the internet and shows that all members of the UN Human Rights 
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Council, the world’s highest human rights body, overwhelmingly agree that the rights 
people have offline must also be protected online.  

 The UN Human Rights Council’s resolution also specifically condemns measures 
to prevent or disrupt access, and calls on all States to refrain from and cease such 
measures. It further recognizes the importance of access to information and privacy 
online for the realization of the right to freedom of expression and to hold opinions 
without interference. The UN Human Rights Council had previously affirmed by 
consensus that “the same rights that people have offline must also be protected online” 
in resolutions adopted in 2012 and 2014.  

 In the new, non-binding resolution, the UN condemns deliberate “measures to 
intentionally prevent or disrupt access to or dissemination of information online.” This 
condemnation means the UN is against governments shutting down the Internet at any 
time, and especially during times where information must be urgently disseminated, 
such as during an election or immediately after a terror attack. Not only this, but the 
resolution also focuses on the freedom of expression online, security concerns 
surrounding this expression, accountability on all human rights violations, and an effort 
to expand and provide internet access to those to whom its currently unavailable.  

 

Further Research  

Questions to Consider 

1) What is my nation’s stance on net neutrality? Has my nation passed any significant 
legislation concerning net neutrality. Have any regulatory bodies created significant 
regulations of the internet?  

2) Has my nation’s government collected metadata? If so, how has this data been used? 
What type of oversight has my nation placed on the use of metadata? Does my nation 
have any agreements with ISPs to provide it with metadata?  

3) Does my nation censor the internet in any way? If yes, what is the justification for 
such censorship?  

4) What has my nation done to prevent online piracy and protect intellectual property 
on the internet? 

5) Has my nation supported any United Nations programs which aim to keep the 
internet open? 

 

Research Guide  

This is the official website of the United Nations Human Rights Council. 
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/HRC/Pages/HRCIndex.aspx 

The Electronic Frontier Foundation advocates an open internet and has many links 
explaining net neutrality, intellectual property on the internet, and freedom of speech 
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on the internet. The EFF also compiles up to date information on topics concerning the 
internet all over the world. 

https://www.eff.org/ 

The CIA World Factbook can provide you with information about infrastructure, the 
status of political discourse, and other relevant information for your nation.  

https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/ 

Electronic Frontiers of Australia has a list of ways that the internet is censored in many 
different countries.  

https://www.efa.org.au/Issues/Censor/cens3.html 

Amnesty International is an NGO that works to ensure that human rights are respected 
all over the world. One of the rights that it defends is the right to free speech on the 
internet 

http://www.amnestyusa.org/ 

The American Civil Liberties Union advocates for free speech in the United States and 
compiles violations of civil liberties. It also provides analysis of violations of internet 
free speech and explains possible solutions and legal challenges to internet free speech. 

https://www.aclu.org/free-speech/internet-censorship 

The following article details exactly how important social networks and the internet 
were to the Arab Spring.  

http://www.washington.edu/news/2011/09/12/new-study-quantifies-use-of-social-
media-in-arab-spring/ 

 

Terms and Concepts 

Metadata: data that provides information about other data. Refers to basic data 
collected by Internet Service Providers such as when users visited a site or how data is 
stored. 

Internet Piracy: illegally accessing copyrighted intellectual property using the internet  

Net neutrality: the principle that no data should be prioritized over other data on the 
internet 

Internet Service Provider: a company that provides access to the internet, usually 
for a fee 

Zero rated app: a web application that can be used for free by users, often because the 
application is developed by the service provider 

Internet censorship: Internet censorship prevents users from creating or viewing 
specific online content and can be done by governments, businesses, schools and even 
home users 
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Stop Online Piracy Act (SOPA): This bill would establish a system for taking down 
websites that the Justice Department determines to be dedicated to copyright 
infringement 

Protect IP Act (PIPA):A bill that was debated at the same time as SOPA. Like SOPA, 
it aimed to give the Justice Department more latitude to shut down websites which 
infringe on copyright protections 

Arab Spring: a series of activities ranging from political protests to civil war that 
happened in a number of Arab countries, including Libya, Egypt, Tunisia, and Syria, 
beginning in the early months of 2011 

Social Media Website: forms of electronic communication (as Web sites for social 
networking and microblogging) through which users create online communities to share 
information, ideas, personal messages, and other content (as videos) 
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