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The Right to Internet Access: A New Digital
Human Right in the 21st Century

SUNU RijaL!

ABSTRACT
This comprehensive article focus into the emerging concept of internet access as a

fundamental human right in the 21st century, examining its implications for global society,
policy, and human rights frameworks. As the digital realm increasingly becomes
intertwined with nearly every aspect of modern life, from education and healthcare to civic
engagement and economic opportunity, the lack of internet access has emerged as a critical
factor in perpetuating and exacerbating social and economic inequalities worldwide. The
article begins by tracing the evolution of internet access from a luxury to a necessity,
highlighting its pivotal role in facilitating access to information, communication, and
essential services. It then explores the growing international recognition of internet access
as a human right, analyzing key declarations, resolutions, and legal precedents that have
contributed to this shift in perspective. Central to the discussion is an in-depth examination
of the multifaceted challenges that impede universal internet access, including
infrastructure limitations, economic barriers, political restrictions, and digital literacy
issues. The article presents a nuanced analysis of potential solutions, ranging from policy
interventions and public-private partnerships to technological innovations and community-
based initiatives. Furthermore, the article engages with critical perspectives and
counterarguments to the notion of internet access as a human right, addressing concerns
about resource allocation, state responsibilities, and the potential for misuse. It considers
the balance between promoting access and ensuring online safety, privacy, and security.
The article concludes by synthesizing these various threads, making a compelling case for
why internet access should be enshrined as a basic human right in our increasingly
interconnected world. It outlines the potential benefits of universal access for global
development, democracy, and human potential, while also acknowledging the complexities
and ongoing debates surrounding this issue. Providing a comprehensive examination of the
right to internet access, this article contributes to the broader discourse on digital rights
and offers valuable insights for policymakers, human rights advocates, and scholars

grappling with the challenges and opportunities of the digital age.

! Author is an Advocate at Supreme Court of Nepal, Nepal.
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I. INTRODUCTION

In the 21st century, digital technologies have become deeply interwoven into the fabric of

human existence, fundamentally altering how we communicate, work, learn, and participate in

society. This digital revolution has brought to the forefront a critical question: Should access

to the internet be considered a fundamental human right?

This article stands into the concept of internet access as a new digital human right, exploring its

significance, challenges, and far-reaching implications for global society.

The argument for considering internet access a human right stems from several key factors:

a.

Essential Services: Increasingly, basic services and utilities are moving online.
Government resources, healthcare information, educational materials, and financial services
are now primarily accessed through digital platforms. Without internet access, individuals
are effectively cut off from these essential services, potentially infringing on their rights to

information, education, and health.

Economic Participation: The internet has become a crucial platform for economic
activities. Job searches, remote work opportunities, e-commerce, and entrepreneurship all
heavily rely on internet connectivity. Lack of access can significantly hinder economic
opportunities and growth, potentially violating the right to work and an adequate standard

of living.

Freedom of Expression: The internet serves as a primary platform for free speech and
expression in the modern world. It allows for the dissemination of ideas, cultural exchange,
and political discourse on an unprecedented scale. Denying internet access could be seen as

an infringement on the fundamental right to freedom of expression.

Education: As demonstrated starkly during the COVID-19 pandemic, internet access is
crucial for education in the modern world. Online resources, distance learning platforms,
and digital libraries have become integral to the learning process at all levels. Lack of

internet access can severely impact one's right to education.

Civic Participation: In many countries, engagement with government services, political

processes, and civic duties increasingly occurs online. From voter registration to tax filing,
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internet access is becoming necessary for full civic participation, touching on the right to

take part in government.

f. Social Inclusion: In an increasingly connected world, the internet plays a vital role in
maintaining social relationships, particularly across long distances. Lack of access can lead

to social isolation, potentially impacting mental health and well-being.

g. Information Access: The internet represents the largest repository of human knowledge
ever created. Access to this vast resource touches on the fundamental right to seek, receive,
and impart information and ideas through any media and regardless of frontiers.

h. As these points illustrate, internet access has become deeply intertwined with numerous
established human rights. The digital divide - the gap between those with and without
internet access - is increasingly seen not just as a technological issue, but as a human rights
concern. This article will explore the complexities surrounding the concept of internet
access as a human right. It will examine international recognition of this right, challenges
in implementation, potential solutions to ensure universal access, and criticisms of this idea.
The article aims to contribute to the ongoing global dialogue about digital rights in the 21st

century and the evolving nature of human rights in our increasingly connected world.
Il. THE INTERNET'S ROLE IN MODERN SOCIETY

The internet has become an indispensable cornerstone of modern society, fundamentally
transforming how we live, work, learn, and interact. The Internet is a global network of billions
of computers and other electronic devices. With the Internet, it's possible to access almost any
information, communicate with anyone else in the world, and do much more. You can do all of
this by connecting a computer to the Internet, which is also called going online?. Its pervasive
influence extends far beyond mere convenience, reshaping the very fabric of our economic,
educational, healthcare, civic, and social landscapes. In the economic sphere, the internet has
revolutionized the job market, creating new industries while digitalizing traditional ones. It has
enabled the rise of remote work, allowing professionals to collaborate across continents and
time zones, as evidenced by the global shift to telework during the COVID-19 pandemic. E-
commerce platforms have redefined retail, providing small businesses with global reach and
consumers with unprecedented choice and convenience. Entrepreneurs now have access to vast

networks of potential investors, customers, and partners, democratizing the process of business

2 GCFGlobal. (n.d.). What is the Internet? https://edu.gcfglobal.org/en/internetbasics/what-is-the-internet/1
Accessed August 29, 2024.
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creation and growth®. The educational landscape has been equally transformed, with online
resources and distance learning platforms breaking down geographical barriers to knowledge
acquisition. The pandemic accentuated this shift, forcing educational institutions worldwide to
rapidly adapt to digital learning environments, highlighting both the potential and the challenges
of online education. In healthcare, telemedicine has emerged as a critical tool, allowing patients
in remote or underserved areas to access specialist care previously out of reach. Health
information dissemination has been revolutionized, empowering individuals to make informed
decisions about their well-being, though also necessitating greater digital literacy to navigate
the vast sea of online health information. The internet's impact on civic participation and
democracy is profound, facilitating political discourse through social media platforms, enabling
rapid dissemination of news and information, and providing direct channels for citizen-
government interaction. E-governance initiatives have streamlined access to public services,
enhancing transparency and efficiency in bureaucratic processes. However, this digital civic
space also presents challenges, including the spread of misinformation and the need for digital
citizenship education. Socially, the internet has redefined how we form and maintain
relationships, enabling real-time communication across vast distances and fostering global
communities united by shared interests rather than geographical proximity. Social media
platforms have become powerful tools for cultural exchange, allowing individuals to share and
experience diverse perspectives, traditions, and ideas*. Yet, this digital social landscape also
raises concerns about privacy, online safety, and the quality of digital versus in-person
interactions. As the internet continues to evolve, its role in society only grows more central,
underscoring the critical importance of ensuring equitable access to this transformative
technology®.

I11. THE DIGITAL DIVIDE: IMPLICATIONS OF UNEQUAL ACCESS

The digital divide represents one of the most pressing challenges of our increasingly connected
world, creating a new frontier of inequality that threatens to exacerbate existing social and
economic disparities on both global and local scales. This divide manifests in multiple
dimensions, each with far-reaching consequences for individuals, communities, and entire

nations. At the global level, stark disparities in internet access between developed and

3 Dooley, J. (n.d.). Why  networking is important  for  entrepreneurs. LinkedlIn.
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/why-networking-important-entrepreneurs-james-dooley-xwhze Accessed August
29, 2024.

4 FasterCapital. (n.d.). The impact of social media on cultural exchange. https://fastercapital.com/topics/the-
impact-of-social-media-on-cultural-exchange.html Accessed August 29, 2024.

® Ibid
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developing countries perpetuate and even widen the gap in educational opportunities, economic
growth, and access to information. For instance, while internet penetration rates exceed 90% in
many Western countries, they remain below 20% in numerous African nations, effectively
excluding millions from the digital economy and the wealth of online resources. Northern
Europe has the world's highest internet penetration rate at 97.4%°. In contrast, East Africa has
the lowest internet penetration rate at just 23.1%/’. Asia is home to the majority of internet users
(57.9%), but the region also includes countries with some of the lowest adoption rates®. Within
countries, the rural-urban divide in internet infrastructure creates internal digital chasms. Rural
areas, often characterized by sparse populations and challenging terrain, frequently lag behind
their urban counterparts in terms of connectivity. This disparity not only limits economic
opportunities for rural residents but also contributes to urban migration trends, as individuals
seek better access to digital resources and the opportunities they afford. In the United States,
for example, while 98% of urban areas have access to high-speed broadband, this figure drops
to just 69% in rural regions®, impacting everything from education to healthcare access.
Socioeconomic factors further compound the issue of digital inequality. Income levels,
education, and age continue to play significant roles in determining both access to and
proficiency in using internet technologies. Lower-income households often struggle to afford
reliable internet connections or necessary devices, while lower education levels can correlate
with reduced digital literacy skills. Age-related digital divides persist as well, with older
generations frequently less adept at navigating online spaces compared to their younger
counterparts. These factors intertwine to create a complex web of digital exclusion that mirrors

and reinforces existing social inequalities.

The implications of this multifaceted digital divide are profound and far-reaching. In education,
students without reliable internet access find themselves at a significant disadvantage, unable
to access online resources, participate in remote learning, or develop crucial digital skills needed
for the modern workforce. This educational gap widens over time, potentially limiting future
career prospects and perpetuating cycles of poverty. In healthcare, the divide impacts access to
telemedicine services and health information, which became particularly critical during the

COVID-19 pandemic. Economically, lack of internet access can exclude individuals and

6 Dean, B. (2023, July 7). Countries with the most internet users in 2023. Exploding Topics.
https://explodingtopics.com/blog/countries-internet-users Accessed August 29, 2024.

7 1bid

8 Ibid

9 Huskin, M., & Mather, M. (2023, February 28). Digital divide in high-speed internet access leaves rural areas
behind. PRB. https://www.prb.org/articles/digital-divide-in-high-speed-internet-access-leaves-rural-areas-behind/
Accessed August 29, 2024.
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communities from participating in the digital economy, from e-commerce to remote work
opportunities, thereby stunting economic growth and innovation. Moreover, the digital divide
has significant implications for civic engagement and democratic participation. As government
services and political discourse increasingly move online, those without internet access risk
being left out of important conversations and decision-making processes. This exclusion can
lead to a form of digital disenfranchisement, where certain populations have diminished ability

to influence policies that affect their lives.

Addressing the digital divide requires a multifaceted approach that goes beyond merely
providing infrastructure. It necessitates tackling issues of affordability, improving digital
literacy, and ensuring that online content is relevant and accessible to diverse populations.
Initiatives like community internet projects, public Wi-Fi networks, and digital skills training
programs are steps in the right direction, but more comprehensive and sustained efforts are
needed to bridge this gap effectively. As we progress further into the digital age, closing the
digital divide becomes not just a matter of technological advancement, but a critical issue of
social justice and economic development. Failure to address this divide risks creating a two-
tiered society: one that fully participates in and benefits from the digital revolution, and another
that remains marginalized and excluded from the opportunities of the modern world. Thus,
tackling the digital divide is not merely about providing internet access; it's about ensuring equal
opportunity, fostering inclusive growth, and upholding the principles of equity in our

increasingly digital society.
V. INTERNATIONAL RECOGNITION AND LEGAL FRAMEWORK

The global recognition of internet access as a fundamental human right has gained significant
momentum in recent years, reflecting the transformative role of digital connectivity in modern
society. This shift is evident in various international frameworks and national legislations,
underscoring the critical importance of universal internet access for human development and
societal progress. At the forefront of this movement are the United Nations' efforts to establish
internet access as a universal right'®. A landmark moment came in 2016 with the adoption of

the resolution on "The promotion, protection and enjoyment of human rights on the Internet”?.

0 West, D. M. (2016, November 7). The internet as a human right. Brookings.
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/the-internet-as-a-human-right/ Accessed August 29, 2024.

1 The resolution specifically condemns actions such as internet shutdowns and online censorship, calling on
governments to refrain from such measures. It builds on previous resolutions from 2012 and 2014, which laid the
groundwork for recognizing the internet as a vital space for exercising human rights. The 2016 resolution highlights
the need to bridge the digital divide and ensure universal access to the internet, thereby promoting social and
economic development globally. https://www.brookings.edu/articles/the-internet-as-a-human-right/ Accessed
August 29, 2024.
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This resolution, passed by the UN Human Rights Council, explicitly condemns measures to
intentionally prevent or disrupt access to digital information. It emphasizes that the same rights
people have offline must also be protected online, particularly freedom of expression. This
resolution builds upon previous UN declarations and reports that have consistently highlighted
the importance of internet access for the full realization of human rights in the digital age. The
UN's stance has catalyzed action at the national level, with several countries taking bold steps
to enshrine internet access as a legal right. Estonia, often hailed as one of the world's most
advanced digital societies, has been a pioneer in this regard. The country has implemented
policies that guarantee internet access as a fundamental right, viewing it as essential
infrastructure akin to roads and electricity. Similarly, Finland made history in 2010 by
becoming the first country to make broadband internet access a legal right for all citizens*2,
France has also taken significant strides, with its highest court ruling that internet access is a
basic human right'3. These national initiatives serve as models for other countries,
demonstrating how legal frameworks can be adapted to recognize and protect digital rights in
the 21st century. Perhaps most crucially, the right to internet access is inextricably linked to
the achievement of the United Nations' Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)'4. The
internet serves as a powerful enabler for education, gender equality, and economic growth —
key pillars of the SDGs. In the realm of education, internet access opens up vast repositories of
knowledge and learning resources, bridging geographical and socioeconomic divides. Online
platforms and distance learning opportunities have the potential to democratize education,
making quality learning accessible to those in remote or underserved areas. The impact of
internet access on gender equality cannot be overstated. Digital platforms provide women and
girls with opportunities for empowerment, education, and economic participation that might
otherwise be limited by societal or cultural constraints. Access to information and
communication technologies can help women entrepreneurs establish and grow businesses,

access financial services, and participate more fully in the digital economy. Economically, the

121n 2010, Finland made history by becoming the first country in the world to legally recognize broadband internet
access as a right for all its citizens. This groundbreaking legislation, which took effect on July 1, 2010, mandated
that telecommunications providers must offer a minimum broadband speed of one megabit per second (Mbps) to
every permanent residence and office in the country. The initiative aimed to improve internet access in rural areas
and ensure that all citizens could benefit from digital services, which are increasingly essential for everyday life
and economic participation  https://www.loc.gov/item/global-legal-monitor/2009-10-20/finland-broadband-
access-to-be-a-legal-right/ Accessed August 29, 2024.

13 Australian Human Rights Commission. (n.d.). 8. Right to access the internet. https://humanrights.gov.au/our-
work/8-right-access-internet Accessed August 29, 2024.

14 SDG 9.C specifically targets universal and affordable internet access by 2020, highlighting the urgent need to
connect underserved populations to digital resources. This connectivity is crucial for achieving other goals, such
as poverty alleviation (SDG 1), quality education (SDG 4), and gender equality (SDG 5).
https://www.accessnow.org/internet-access/ Accessed August 29, 2024.
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internet is a catalyst for growth and innovation. It enables small businesses to reach global
markets, facilitates the development of new industries, and drives productivity across sectors.
The digital economy has become a significant driver of job creation and economic development,

particularly in emerging markets where traditional industries may be limited.

V. CHALLENGES IN IMPLEMENTING UNIVERSAL INTERNET ACCESS AND

POTENTIAL SOLUTIONS

The path to universal internet access is fraught with significant challenges, each requiring
innovative solutions and collaborative efforts. One of the primary hurdles is infrastructure
development, particularly in remote or underdeveloped areas. The high costs associated with
laying fiber optic cables, erecting cell towers, and maintaining network equipment in
challenging terrains pose significant barriers. However, emerging technologies offer promising
solutions. Low-earth orbit satellite constellations, such as those being developed by companies
like SpaceX and OneWeb?™, have the potential to provide global internet coverage, bypassing
the need for traditional ground-based infrastructure in hard-to-reach areas. These satellite
networks could revolutionize internet access in rural and remote regions, though challenges
remain in terms of cost and signal reliability. Affordability presents another major challenge,
particularly for low-income populations. Even where infrastructure exists, the costs of internet
services and devices can be prohibitive. Addressing this issue requires a multi-pronged
approach. Public-private partnerships have shown promise in expanding access while keeping
costs down. Governments can incentivize private companies to invest in underserved areas
through tax breaks or subsidies, while also implementing policies to ensure fair pricing.
Community networks, grassroots initiatives that create local internet infrastructure, have
emerged as an innovative solution in some areas. These networks, often run as cooperatives,
can provide affordable access tailored to local needs. Digital literacy is a critical component of
meaningful internet access. Simply providing a connection is insufficient if users lack the skills
to navigate online resources effectively and safely. Government and NGO-led digital literacy
programs are essential in addressing this challenge. These initiatives can range from basic
computer skills training to more advanced courses on online safety, information evaluation, and
digital citizenship. Libraries, schools, and community centers can serve as hubs for these
educational efforts, ensuring that all segments of the population have opportunities to develop

crucial digital skills. The implementation of universal internet access must also grapple with

15 SpaceX and OneWeb are two of the leading companies deploying satellite constellations in low-Earth orbit
(LEO) to provide global broadband internet access
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issues of censorship and net neutrality. While governments may have legitimate concerns about
online content regulation, overzealous censorship can infringe on freedom of expression and
access to information. Striking a balance between these concerns requires careful policy-making
and international cooperation. Net neutrality principles, which ensure equal access to all online
resources without discrimination, are crucial in maintaining the internet as an open and fair

platform for all users.
V1. CRITICISMS AND COUNTERARGUMENTS

Despite the compelling arguments for internet access as a human right, the concept faces
significant criticisms and counterarguments. One primary concern revolves around resource
allocation. Critics argue that prioritizing internet access might divert crucial resources from
other essential rights such as food, water, and shelter. In regions struggling with basic survival
needs, the push for internet access might seem misplaced or even frivolous. This argument
raises important questions about the hierarchy of human rights and the allocation of limited
resources in developing nations. Another criticism centers on the potential for technology
dependence. As societies become increasingly reliant on the internet for daily functions,
concerns arise about the resilience of these systems and the ability of individuals to function
without them. Critics worry about the loss of traditional skills and the potential vulnerability
created by over-dependence on digital technologies. There are also concerns about the impact
of constant connectivity on mental health, social interactions, and cognitive development,

particularly among younger generations.

Security and privacy issues present another significant counterargument to universal internet
access. As more of our lives move online, the risks associated with cybercrime, data breaches,
and surveillance increase. Critics argue that pushing for universal internet access without
adequately addressing these security concerns could potentially expose vulnerable populations
to new risks. The challenge lies in balancing the benefits of increased access with robust
cybersecurity measures and privacy protections. These criticisms and counterarguments
highlight the complexity of the issue and the need for a nuanced approach to implementing
internet access as a human right. They underscore the importance of addressing not just the
technical aspects of connectivity, but also the broader societal implications of a universally
connected world. Any effort to establish internet access as a human right must thoughtfully
engage with these concerns, working to mitigate potential negative impacts while maximizing

the benefits of digital inclusion.

VIl. CONCLUSION
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As we navigate the complexities of the 21st century, the question of internet access as a
fundamental human right has emerged as a critical issue at the intersection of technology,
human rights, and global development. This article has explored the multifaceted nature of this
debate, examining the profound impact of the internet on modern society, the challenges of
implementing universal access, and the potential solutions to bridge the digital divide. The
pervasive integration of the internet into nearly every aspect of human life - from education and
healthcare to economic participation and civic engagement - underscores its critical importance
in our increasingly connected world. The internet has become more than just a tool; it is now a
key enabler of numerous established human rights, including the rights to education, work,
health, and freedom of expression. In this context, the argument for recognizing internet access
as a fundamental human right gains significant weight. However, the path to universal internet
access is fraught with challenges. The digital divide, manifesting in global inequalities, rural-
urban disparities, and socioeconomic factors, threatens to exacerbate existing social and
economic inequalities. Implementing universal access faces hurdles in infrastructure
development, affordability, digital literacy, and navigating complex issues of censorship and
net neutrality. These challenges require innovative solutions and collaborative efforts on a
global scale. The potential solutions discussed - from public-private partnerships and
community networks to emerging technologies like satellite internet - offer promising avenues
for expanding access. Digital literacy programs are crucial in ensuring that access translates into
meaningful use and opportunity. Yet, these solutions must be implemented thoughtfully,
considering local contexts and addressing potential drawbacks. It is important to acknowledge
the criticisms and counterarguments to recognizing internet access as a human right. Concerns
about resource allocation, over-dependence on technology, and privacy and security issues are
valid and must be carefully considered. Balancing the drive for universal access with these
concerns will be crucial in developing sustainable and ethical approaches to digital inclusion.
Despite these challenges and criticisms, the case for internet access as a fundamental human
right in the digital age remains compelling. In a world where digital connectivity increasingly
determines one's ability to participate fully in society, lack of internet access risks creating a
new form of disenfranchisement. Recognizing internet access as a human right would provide
a powerful framework for mobilizing resources, shaping policies, and driving global efforts to
bridge the digital divide. However, this recognition should not be seen as an end in itself, but
rather as a means to an end - a way to ensure that the benefits of the digital revolution are
accessible to all, regardless of geography, socioeconomic status, or other demographic factors.

It calls for a holistic approach that goes beyond mere connectivity to encompass digital literacy,
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content relevance, and the protection of online rights and freedoms. As we move forward,
addressing the challenge of universal internet access will require concerted efforts from
governments, private sector entities, civil society organizations, and international bodies. It will
necessitate significant investments, innovative technologies, and thoughtful policies that
balance the imperative of access with other crucial considerations like privacy, security, and
cultural sensitivity. In conclusion, while the debate on internet access as a human right is likely
to continue, its critical importance in the modern world is undeniable. As we stand at this pivotal
juncture in human history, ensuring equitable access to the digital world has become

synonymous with ensuring equal opportunity in the 21st century.
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