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The Center for Democracy & Technology (“CDT”) respectfully submits these comments
in response to the Commerce Department’s Notice of Inquiry regarding the free flow of
information on the Internet. CDT is a nonprofit public interest organization dedicated to
preserving and promoting openness, innovation, and freedom on the global Internet.
The Association of Research Libraries and the American Library Association endorse
these comments.1
Restrictions on the free flow of information on the Internet take a number of forms.
Government policies assigning liability to online intermediaries for the content their
users post serve as one of the most significant barriers to the free flow of information
online. In Part I of these comments, we highlight the importance of liability protections
for online intermediaries and the way these protections serve to maintain the Internet as
a robust platform both for the free flow of information and for trade. In Part II, we
discuss additional restrictions while addressing many of the specific questions outlined
in the Notice.
Part I – The Importance of Intermediary Liability Protections to the Free Flow of
Information and Trade on the Internet
The American Internet and online services industries remain the most vibrant and
innovative in the world. American technology companies also benefit from the strongest
domestic protection from liability for third party content, providing legal certainty and
freeing U.S. business to innovate and grow. It is precisely these protections that have
enabled American technology companies to become globally dominant players in their
respective sectors.
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1. Intermediary liability protections are vital to the free flow of information in the
U.S. and around the world.
The Internet and mobile technologies have amplified the ability of individuals to speak
and access information in unprecedented ways. This effect is especially true in the Web
2.0 era, where user-generated content platforms allow individuals with little technical
knowledge or money to create, reproduce, disseminate, and respond to content in a
variety of formats and with a worldwide audience.2 Internet intermediaries – the
technological entities that provide the platforms and conduits for digital communications
– play critical roles in getting information and ideas from one corner of the online world
to another.3
The Internet has developed and flourished in this fashion because of an early U.S. (and
to a lesser extent, European) policy framework based on competition, openness,
innovation, and trust.4 This framework places power not in the hands of centralized
gatekeepers, but in users and innovators at the edges of the network. Importantly, this
approach provides broad protections from liability for ISPs, web hosts, and other
technological intermediaries for unlawful content transmitted over or hosted on their
services by third parties (such as users).
While users should remain responsible for their unlawful online activities, policies
protecting intermediaries from liability for content posted by third parties promote free
flow of information and innovation and better advance the Internet as a platform for a
wide range of beneficial activities. If, in contrast, private intermediaries were to be held
liable for the content created by others, they would strive to reduce their liability risk. In
doing so, they would be likely to overcompensate, blocking even lawful content. In this
way, intermediary liability would chill the free flow of information and transform
technological intermediaries into content gatekeepers. Examination of the practices in
countries that impose liability on intermediaries demonstrates that such indirect
methods of control are as dangerous for the free flow of information and user rights as
direct government censorship.
2. Intermediary liability protections are likewise integral to maintaining the
Internet as a platform for innovation and growth.
The global Internet has also become a vibrant and essential platform for economic and
educational activity, enabled by the same intermediary liability protections that have
supported its development as an unprecedented medium for the free flow of
information. When intermediaries are protected from liability for their users’ content,
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they are freer to innovate new products and services, which often serve as additional
platforms for small innovators and individual speakers to offer content, services, or
applications. The Internet has unleashed a wave of innovation driven by small inventors
and entrepreneurs, generating an enormous amount of economic value. Moreover,
libraries and educational institutions are prolific providers of content, services, and
applications via the Internet and rely on the Internet to collaborate and to obtain and
provide services to students, researchers, and members of the public. Multi-billion
dollar companies, entirely new categories of products and services, and e-commerce of
all kinds have arisen virtually from scratch. Greater competition has been introduced
into many sectors as Internet-based endeavors challenge traditional business models.
Protections for intermediaries are essential to this innovation and growth. Intermediary
liability and uncertainty over legal risk creates disincentives for innovation in information
and communications technologies (ICTs). Without protection from liability, companies
are less likely to develop new ICT products and services. The threat of liability will also
tend to close the market to start-ups, which are often unable to afford expensive
compliance staffs. The threat of liability may thereby entrench existing market players,
who will be less driven to innovate or improve upon existing business models.
In turn, this harm to innovation can impede economic development and growth more
broadly. Efficient and productive markets depend on the free exchange of economic
information among businesses and consumers. A range of intermediaries directly
contributes to economic growth:5 The Internet has increased the amount of economic
information available to businesses and consumers alike and lowered the costs of
accessing such information. Online marketplaces like Amazon or eBay also drive down
transaction costs, create new distribution channels, increase competition, lower prices,
and help connect global markets. Intermediary liability tends to create barriers to
information exchange and inhibit many of these market benefits. Moreover, ICT
development can play a key role in economic development efforts – for example, in
improving access to banking services and credit, connecting developing countries to
global markets, and increasing access to educational resources.6 Inhibiting ICT
development or adoption will limit many of these broader economic benefits.7
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3. U.S. economic interests are severely harmed by uncertainty surrounding
intermediary liability protections in international and domestic markets.
The history of the Internet to date demonstrates that the policy framework protecting
intermediaries from liability for the acts of their users is necessary to support the free
flow of information online. The U.S. online industry is the most dominant in the world
precisely because of the protections afforded intermediaries by Section 230 and the
DMCA. This policy framework, however, is under pressure internationally, as other
countries shift toward holding intermediaries liable for third-party content, and
domestically, as legislators and law enforcement seek to change the roles that
intermediaries play.
In recent years, Internet policy advocates have observed with concern growing
pressures to transform the role of technological intermediaries. As governments grapple
with a range of complex policy challenges – from child protection to national security
and copyright enforcement – some have proposed or adopted solutions that enlist
technological intermediaries in ways that force them to assume greater gatekeeping and
policing functions. These trends have created an environment of increasing legal
uncertainty in many parts of the world.
Some governments see Internet intermediaries as a convenient point of control.
Because the Internet enables relatively anonymous or pseudonymous activity online, it
is often difficult to identify the actual author of offensive content. Even if identifiable, the
wrongdoer may be out of a government’s jurisdictional reach. Accordingly, some
governments turn to ISPs and other intermediaries: By holding intermediaries liable for
illegal content if they do not block or remove it, governments can compel intermediaries
to more actively monitor and police user content.8 While entities like ISPs may have
some role to play in achieving legitimate policy objectives, some of these new
developments threaten to undermine the original policy framework – largely originating
in the U.S. – that enabled American industry to flourish and succeed globally. The
disparate treatment of intermediaries in the U.S. and around the world creates
significant uncertainty for businesses looking to expand from the U.S. to the global
marketplace.
Beyond disparate legal regimes between states, businesses also face uncertainty over
how intermediaries are treated within the same legal system in some markets. For
example, the EU Electronic Commerce Directive (“ECD”) provides a range of Internet
intermediaries with significant protection from liability for content posted or transmitted
by others, so long as these intermediaries meet certain conditions. It also prohibits
imposing on intermediaries a general obligation to monitor content on their services or a
general duty to investigate possible unlawful activity. EU policymakers considered these

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//TEXT+TA+20080219+ITEMS+DOC+
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provisions indispensable for protecting free information flows and encouraging ICT
development.
However, the ECD was passed before the Web 2.0 era and the development of the
user-generated content (UGC) services that exist today. Recently, cases have begun to
filter through the European national courts applying liability protection provisions to UGC
sites and the results have been mixed: Some courts have treated UGC sites as hosts
eligible for immunity under the ECD, but they have also imputed knowledge of unlawful
activity to the host (for example, because of knowledge of prior copyright infringement)
thereby removing immunity. In other cases, UGC sites have been held liable as
publishers (and thus not eligible for immunity), because they embed UGC into related
content, provide an overall structure, or profit from advertising.9
Some European courts have also imposed monitoring duties on intermediaries in ways
that undermine the policy choice laid out in the ECD. For example, a Belgian court held
that requiring an ISP to filter certain copyrighted content did not violate the monitoring
prohibition because the company was not being ordered to do so “generally.”10 German
courts have also required monitoring to prevent future unlawful activity after a finding of
prior infringement on the company’s service.11 One court has emphasized that “no
unreasonable duties to monitor are to be entailed on [an online intermediary], which
would challenge his whole business model,” but at the same time admitted it is “difficult
to predict what Courts would hold to be ‘reasonable.’”12 Results vary both within a
member state and among member states.13
These still-evolving rules create a great deal of uncertainty around the legal
responsibilities of Internet intermediaries, pose difficult compliance challenges to
companies seeking to offer Internet services in the EU, and can stifle innovation. These
uncertainties may already be endangering the user-generated content model and
innovation in a broad range of Web 2.0 applications altogether. One recent report found
that, although Web 2.0 applications are used by individuals almost as much in Europe
as in the U.S. and Asia, U.S. companies overwhelmingly dominate the market: About
two-thirds of major Web 2.0 applications are provided by U.S. companies, with Europe
lagging far behind in revenue and innovation indicators.14
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The U.S. must be careful not to tread down the same path that some European courts
have taken, away from established policy that protects intermediaries and promotes
innovation, and toward decisions and legislation that assign liability or encourage
gatekeeping. Recent legislative proposals such as the Combating Online Infringement
and Counterfeits Act (COICA) envision a role for Internet intermediaries that represents
a drastic deviation from current U.S. policy and which threatens the free flow of
information online.15 Targeting the technical intermediaries that administer the domain
name system (as in COICA, discussed in more detail below) or other elements of the
Internet’s architecture as a point of control for law enforcement is at odds with U.S.
intermediary protection policy and places the free flow of information online in jeopardy.
The U.S. and other democratic countries must also be mindful of how even wellintentioned policies will be perceived: Forcing intermediaries to assume greater
monitoring and gatekeeping roles for matters such as copyright protection sets a very
bad precedent. Exporting such policies to weak rule-of-law states can have unintended
consequences and authoritarian regimes will point to such actions to justify their own
restrictive policies. Also, if intermediaries develop the technological capability to police
their own networks for copyright infringement, those same technological capabilities can
just as well be used to police networks for political dissent that repressive regimes deem
to be “unlawful.”
Maintaining the U.S.’s broad protections for intermediaries against liability, and
encouraging adoption of similar liability protections globally, is vital to promoting
information flows and continued technical and economic innovation on the Internet.
Recommendation: The U.S. government must maintain a united policy front toward
protecting Internet intermediaries from liability for third party content. U.S. businesses
enjoy a dominant position in the Internet industry – particularly in areas like search and
social networking that depend on user-generated content – due to the liability
protections they receive under Section 230 and the DMCA. To support the free flow of
information and trade, both domestically and internationally, the U.S. must maintain its
strong intermediary liability protections and resist efforts to convert intermediaries into
gatekeepers and content police.
Recommendation: Through its role in trade negotiations and participation in intergovernmental fora, the Department of Commerce should work with its counterparts in
other countries to emphasize the importance of intermediary liability protections in
global commerce and the free flow of information, and to promote similar policies
abroad.

Europe holds around a ten percent share in revenues and innovation indicators (such as venture capital
and R&D expenditures) in the Web 2.0 market. Id.
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Part II – Responses to Specific Questions in the Notice
1. Types of Restrictions on the Free Flow of Information on the Internet
Governmental controls on information are increasingly widespread and
sophisticated
Governmental controls on the free flow of information have become much more
sophisticated and widespread. More than forty countries now block access to content
or services on the Internet to some degree.16
Building on filtering and blocking, a set of second-generation controls has become more
established practice. Such controls include:
• Local licensing and registration requirements for service and content providers,
which gives governments greater ability to exert control over content available
domestically.
• Expanded use of defamation laws (especially criminal defamation) to restrict
certain kinds of information.
• Selective and intermittent blocking of content or entire services during times of
unrest or political sensitivity.
• Use of intermediary liability to encourage private censorship by companies who
provide the platforms for expression.
Finally, a third generation of controls is now beginning to emerge. These controls
include:
• A push towards pervasive, often covert surveillance of networks, which
encourages self-censorship by users.
• Pressure on a range of service providers to build in technical capacity to enable
government surveillance in new forms of online communications, including
encrypted communications.
• Restrictions on anonymous or pseudonymous use of online services and mobile
phones.
To implement these controls, many countries are now adopting new laws targeted at
online information flows. For example, the Turkish government enacted the Internet
Law of Turkey in 2007, known as Law No. 5651, in response to concerns about unlawful
YouTube videos, as well as the availability of pornography and other online materials
deemed harmful to children. 17 Although Law No. 5651 does not create new Internet
speech crimes, it imposes new obligations on content providers, ISPs, and website
hosts, and grants authority to an agency to issue administrative orders to block websites
(for content hosted outside Turkey), under a very low standard of proof.18 This agency
16
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may also issue orders to take down eight specific kinds of unlawful content, including
obscenity, child abuse images, encouragement of or incitement to suicide, crimes
against Atatürk, and the provision of substances dangerous to health.19 Indeed, the
Turkish government has used this law to block access to YouTube in Turkey for several
years.
Thailand’s 2007 Computer Crimes Act (CCA) is another example of a law specifically
targeting Internet-related offences that has consequences for the free flow of
information.20 The CCA defines new computer crimes and sources of civil liability, and
provides broad electronic search and seizure authority to government officials. The
CCA, which implicates both intermediaries that transmit or host third-party content and
the authors of the content themselves, punishes the online publication or knowing
dissemination of “forged” or “false computer data” that is likely to cause injury to another
person, the public, or to national security, as well as making “obscene computer data”
accessible to the public.21 However, the law leaves many of these terms undefined, and
the breadth of the language makes it difficult to assess what speech might be judged
unlawful. The CCA does not make specific reference to Thailand’s lèse majesté law,
which criminalizes criticism or defamation of the royal family.22 However, because
government officials have interpreted lèse majesté broadly to amount to harm to
national security, the mechanisms created by the CCA have been used to penalize
political dissent or criticism of the government online.23
Applying existing laws to online content can also impede information flows
In some cases, governments simply apply existing laws to online content. For example,
under its hate speech laws, France prohibits the sale of Nazi memorabilia. A French
court penalized Yahoo! in 2000 for providing access to such material online, arguing
that existing French law applies to Internet speech.24 In Turkey, it is a crime to insult the
founder of the Turkish Republic, Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, or to “disparage Turkishness”,
and authorities have applied this law to videos hosted on YouTube.25
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However, applying offline rules to the Internet poses special problems and may yield
rules with harsh consequences. For example, the UK has applied its “multiple
publication rule” in deciding online defamation cases. Stemming from longstanding
common law, the rule provides that each individual sale or distribution of defamatory
content can be considered a separate publication of that content, and can thus give rise
to a separate cause of action. However, applying this rule to online content raises
serious problems, particularly because content can be widely disseminated almost
instantaneously and content is often mirrored, archived, and made available years after
initial publication. UK courts have applied this rule to online content, treating “each
viewing of a defamatory posting” as a new publication that can give rise to damages.26
This theory leaves open the possibility that a litigious plaintiff could bring an endless
string of lawsuits for a single piece of content as it is archived, mirrored and
redistributed online. The enormous threat of liability this would pose to media
organizations and other content authors online can have a grave chilling effect on the
free flow of information.27 The UK’s approach takes on particular salience when we
consider the rising use of defamation suits aimed at user-written criticism posted on
popular consumer review websites.28
In applying offline rules to the Internet, the question arises of what is the appropriate
subset of offline rules to use. Some countries are extending to the Internet rules
developed for traditional broadcast media (radio and television), even though these
rules are not particularly well suited to the unique attributes of the Internet as an
abundant, borderless, user-controlled medium. For example, the EU Audiovisual Media
Services Directive (AVMS), which once only regulated European broadcast television,
has been recently revised to apply to content available through “on-demand”
audiovisual media services. This includes Internet content that consists of commercial
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mass media that is “television-like” and whose function is to “inform, entertain and
educate the general public.”29 The EU Member States will ultimately interpret and apply
these terms—and determine whether they will cover novel online video services,
including those that support user-generated content. But the mere fact that Internetbased services are being subsumed at all under the AVMS is troubling, because
broadcast media were traditionally subject to more restrictions than other kinds of
media.
Applying traditional broadcast media laws to online platforms would cripple the
innovation, growth, and diversity of information that the Internet has enabled. Broadcast
regulatory models have been the most restrictive in the scope of content it proscribes.
Licensing requirements for content or websites would create a severe bottleneck,
reducing the current abundance of UGC to amounts comparable to that which we find
on television; licensing costs would meanwhile destroy the Internet as a low-barrier-toentry medium. License requirements would additionally provide governments with one
more lever of control over content. This is a lesson already apparent by China’s
Internet users; China only allows local ISPs to deliver licensed websites and uses the
license approval and renewal process as a means of censoring content and enforcing
requirements that websites engage in self-censorship.30
Laws with legitimate policy objectives can still restrict information flows
The policy goals animating these governmental regulations range from the legitimate to
the repressive. Often-cited concerns include child pornography, national security,
cybercrime, copyright infringement, and potentially harmful content such as violence or
sexual material. The legitimacy of these various motivating concerns notwithstanding,
in all cases care must be taken to consider not just the ends at issue, but also the
29
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means used to achieve them and any collateral impact on legitimate uses of online
tools.
Many tactics come at significant cost to free flow of information and innovation. For
example, few would question the legitimacy of a goal to eliminate child pornography.
But intermediary filtering, a tactic used in many countries to stop its online distribution,
can lead to serious overblocking concerns, affecting vast amounts of protected
content.31 Similarly, efforts to address national security risks online may adversely
impact Internet users’ privacy. And efforts to prevent and to punish copyright
infringement, even in democratic rule-of-law countries, can significantly impact people’s
legitimate use of the Internet and the free flow of information.
For example, the recently proposed “Combating Online Infringement and Counterfeits
Act” (COICA) in the U.S. contemplates the use of DNS blocking to obstruct access to
websites dedicated to infringing activity. However, use of DNS blocking would have a
significant harmful impact on the global free flow of information in several ways.32 It
would threaten legitimate online expression, primarily because it would inevitably block
some lawful speech in addition to whatever material was being targeted. Single
domains can “house” thousands of distinct pages at the subdomain level, and a domain
registry or registrar taking blocking action against a domain would necessarily affect all
subdomains – even sites unaffiliated with the site that gave rise to the blocking order.33
In the U.S., such overblocking would run afoul of the First Amendment, which requires
that an order against speech “be precise and narrowly tailored to achieve the pinpointed objective of the needs of the case.”34
Policymakers must also remain aware that more repressive governments will
increasingly invoke widely accepted goals such as national security, cybercrime, or the
protection of children to justify measures for repression and restriction on information
flow. Consider the Green Dam incident: The Chinese government recently tried to
require computer manufacturers to install a filtering program on computers sold in China
as a child-protection measure. However, as it was revealed later, this filtering program
blocked far more than just pornography, sweeping in politically sensitive content as well,
and also created privacy and security risks.35 Governments have also selectively
blocked services like Twitter, YouTube, and Facebook during times of political
sensitivity or civil unrest, citing national security concerns.36 But it is these tools that
activists in closed societies often use in order to reach the outside world, especially
where traditional media is tightly controlled. While China is often viewed as extreme in
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its enthusiasm for information control, many more moderate states are looking to China
for successful strategies and tactics.
This trend illustrates how non-democratic or weak rule-of-law countries have begun to
adopt the rhetoric of democratic, rule-of-law countries to deflect criticism of certain
restrictive policies. In pursuing the goal of a free and innovative Internet, therefore, it is
crucial that the U.S. lead by example. Congress and the Administration must reject
policies and practices that limit Internet freedom here at home, and policymakers must
be aware how their proposals, however well motivated, are perceived abroad. When
we seek to expand our surveillance infrastructure or interfere with core Internet
architecture, we implicitly endorse the actions of regimes that do the same in an effort to
exercise political control. Issues of current debate inside the U.S. that have global
implications for the free flow of information online include identity management and
authentication, filtering and other child protection measures, intermediary liability,
standards for government surveillance, intellectual property protection, and
cybersecurity (including cooperation between U.S. companies and the intelligence
agencies). Policy debates around these legitimate concerns must also assess the
impact of policy proposals on the free flow of information and online innovation.
Recommendations: Role of the Department of Commerce
Make Internet freedom a condition of aid and trade negotiations. Require that trade
agreements explicitly acknowledge the importance of the free flow of information online
to businesses and consumers. Assert that blocking of U.S. content and services is a
trade barrier. Reject proposals that would increase restrictions on information and use
the negotiating process to raise objections to existing restrictions.
Promote protections for Internet intermediaries. Advocate for laws that protect
Internet intermediaries from liability for user-generated content. Intermediaries are key
enablers of the free flow of information online because they provide the conduits and
platforms for a robust variety of content. Laws that impose liability on intermediaries for
the third-party content they host or transmit will force intermediaries to scrutinize and
limit the use of their services by all users.
Reach out to other democratic countries to collaborate on these efforts. Use the
DOC’s participation in national and regional fora to advocate a broader understanding of
the free flow of information as a trade concern encourage adoption of less-restrictive
policies by partner nations. Work with allies to press other nations to reform policies that
restrict the free flow of information.
Strengthen interagency coordination to ensure various policies do not work at
cross-purposes. The Department of State and the Department of Commerce have
both declared a U.S. interest in promoting information flows on the one global Internet.37
In pursuing the goal of a free and innovative Internet, the U.S. must lead by example.
Congress and the Administration must reject policies and practices that limit information
flows here at home, and policymakers must be aware how their proposals, however well
motivated, are perceived abroad. The Department of Commerce should work with
37
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policy counterparts across the U.S. government to ensure greater policy coherence in
promoting information flows online while addressing other pressing policy concerns,
domestically and abroad.
2. Identifying Best Practices
• How effective are local restrictions given the global nature of the Internet and
the possibility of individual users circumventing government regulations?
The effectiveness of any proposed Internet-focused regulation is an essential
consideration for policymakers. Policies should not be implemented simply based on a
belief that something needs to be done to address a particular concern. Lawmakers
must conduct a sober and realistic assessment of the benefits offered. In many cases,
those benefits may be so limited that they do not outweigh the significant costs to
information flows and innovation discussed elsewhere in these comments.
ISP-level filtering stands out as an example of such a policy. Countries increasingly
turn to filtering as a means to address unwanted content, but there are strong reasons
for skepticism that filtering will be effective in the long term. Implementing ISP-level
filtering would almost certainly provoke an ongoing and ultimately futile arms race
between filtering proponents and those seeking to avoid the filters. Increased
sophistication of filters would be met with increased ingenuity in efforts to avoid them.38
The prospect of such escalation raises serious questions as to whether automated
filtering indeed offers the potential benefits its proponents suggest.
The domain-name blocking contemplated in COICA offers another example. This bill,
recently reported out of the Senate Judiciary Committee, would empower the Attorney
General to seek court orders forcing domain-name registries and registrars to lock
domain names connected to sites “dedicated to infringing activity,” or forcing ISPs to
filter and block resolution of DNS requests for these domains. The Department of
Homeland Security is currently pursuing a similar approach, seizing the domain names
of websites that enable users to download infringing and counterfeit material. 39
As in the case of automated content filtering, the effectiveness of this approach would
likely prove fleeting at best. DNS blocking is easily circumvented in multiple ways. First,
third-party public DNS servers are widely available, and if blocking is implemented
domestically, more would inevitably spring up outside the United States to avoid being
subject to blocking orders. For Internet users, pointing DNS requests to these unfiltered
servers would be simply a matter of updating a single parameter in their operating
systems’ Internet settings.40 Users who want to engage in infringement will thus easily
38
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be able to route their traffic around DNS providers that enforce any blacklist. Second,
users could enter IP addresses manually into their browsers and bookmark those
addresses, bypassing the DNS system entirely. Third, since most operating systems
come with DNS server functionality built in, users could set up local DNS servers on
their own computers, thus avoiding any DNS servers that have been ordered to block.
Finally, operators of blacklisted websites could distribute a small browser plug-in or
other piece of software to allow users to retrieve the IP addresses of the operators’
servers. Any combination of these circumvention techniques would dramatically limit
DNS blocking’s effectiveness at restricting access to online information.
• Are there alternatives to government-mandated restrictions on the flow of
information on the Internet that can realize legitimate policy objectives?
For some policy objectives, effective alternatives exist to government-mandated
restrictions on the free flow of information. For example, governments can take steps to
address offensive (though lawful) expression – while minimizing any collateral impact on
lawful expression and innovation – by empowering users to control what content
reaches their screens. In the U.S., courts have consistently held that user-based
solutions for restricting minors’ access to inappropriate content online are preferable,
both from an efficacy standpoint and a constitutional one, to government restrictions on
speech.41 The market has produced a broad array of user empowerment tools.42 Such
tools include filtering software that can help users to block many kinds of undesirable
content (for example, pornography) across a range of applications and platforms,
including on the web, email, chat, and a variety of wireless devices. Many ISPs offer
such tools to customers for free or at low cost. Governments could promote the
voluntary use of such tools by users and could subsidize their purchase through
vouchers.
The key feature of this approach is user control: empowering users to adopt and tailor
tools in order to control what they see so that the government need not step in. A
government-mandated tool (even if well-intentioned) will ultimately be less effective,43
intrude on individual autonomy, and raise concerns around transparency and politically
motivated content restrictions.44
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Recommendation:
Promote voluntary user empowerment tools as an effective solution to concerns
about inappropriate content online. In negotiations and discussions with its foreign
counterparts, the DOC can advocate for the role of voluntary user empowerment tools
in achieving public policy goals related to online content. Particularly in the area of
online child safety, concerns about sexual and violent content motivate many policy
initiatives. User empowerment tools remain the most effective, and least restrictive,
way to allow parents to decide what content is and is not appropriate for their own
children.
3. Impact of Restricted Internet Information Flows on Innovation, Trade and
Commerce
• How are traditional notions of jurisdiction, venue and choice of law evolving as
services are offered on a global basis and data storage varies based on
efficiency, rather than only legal, considerations?
As governments seek to regulate the flow of information online, questions of jurisdiction,
of whether and to what extent they can regulate Internet content, are becoming
increasingly prevalent. While a country’s jurisdiction over the people, business, and
activities that take place offline and within its borders is well settled, the Internet
supports complicated multi-jurisdictional scenarios that have yet to be resolved. Some
governments take a broad view of Internet jurisdiction and find that online material is
subject to their jurisdiction if material is merely accessible in the country.45 Multijurisdictional issues can arise even when all of the services (and thus all of the data) are
in a single jurisdiction, especially if the service provider has business, marketing, or
other offices in other jurisdictions.46
This jurisdictional uncertainty creates questions in the minds of users about which
country’s laws will govern their speech and the privacy of their data, and may
discourage businesses from extending their services to or establishing physical
operations in foreign countries. It also gives rise to issues such as “libel tourism,” where
a defamation plaintiff files suit in a country unrelated to the defamation claim, such as
the UK, where it is relatively easy for a defamation plaintiff to prevail and where the
courts are willing to exert jurisdiction over foreign defendants, as long as the material
was obtainable in the UK.47 In the Internet age, when content created in one jurisdiction
45
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is accessible in virtually any other, libel tourism can be a “mechanism for enforcing
global censorship”.48 (In a positive development, the new UK government has pledged
to review the country’s famously plaintiff-friendly libel laws.49) In order to protect U.S.
speakers from the threat of libel tourism, Congress recently passed the Securing the
Protection of our Enduring and Established Constitutional Heritage (SPEECH) Act,
which clarifies that U.S. courts can only enforce foreign defamation judgments when
those adjudications provided at least as much protection for due process rights and the
freedom of speech and the press as afforded by the U.S. Constitution.50 The SPEECH
Act further reinforces U.S. policy toward intermediaries, guaranteeing that a foreign
judgment may only be enforced against intermediaries to the extent that it is consistent
with Section 230.51
While this type of response, ensuring that U.S. standards of justice and policy are
enforced by U.S. courts within U.S. jurisdictions, is perfectly appropriate, governments
must be exceedingly careful when determining whether and how to assert jurisdiction
over Internet content or portions of the Internet architecture. A key international issue
over the past ten years has been “Internet governance,” with many countries of the
world concerned about what they perceive as undue U.S. control over the Internet,
particularly because the U.S. continues to have some direct involvement in the
management of the Domain Name System (DNS). An important aspect of American
foreign policy under both Republican and Democratic administrations has been to
reassure the global community that the United States would not abuse its position of
oversight over the DNS. The alternative – sought by countries such as China, Brazil,
and others – would have oversight of the DNS wrested from the U.S.-created ICANN
and given to the International Telecommunications Union (ITU), which is controlled by
the world’s governments.
Proposals by U.S. policymakers, including COICA, that assert broad jurisdiction over
domain names will significantly aggravate the situation, suggesting to the world that the
U.S. does intend to use the historic nature of the DNS (with American companies
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administering “.com” and other leading top-level domains) to impose American law on
the global Internet. Under COICA, the U.S. asserts that it can take down websites
created and operated anywhere in the world, simply based on the fact that the websites
use the most popular global top-level domain (.com). This type of assertion of global
control is the kind of U.S. exercise of power about which other countries of the world
have worried – and about which U.S. foreign policy has sought to reassure the world.
Historically, the United States has been the bulwark against censorship and
government-imposed blocking of Internet content. If the United States sets the
precedent that any country can seize or order the blocking of a domain name if some of
the content on the domain (wherever located) violates the country's local laws, the effort
to protect the rights of Internet users and the free flow of information will be critically
harmed.
4. The Role of Internet Intermediaries
• To what extent do various governments' third party liability laws allow for
immunity with exceptions for Internet intermediaries? How useful are such laws?
One of the most important issues facing the Internet is whether these technological
intermediaries, such as ISPs or platforms for user-generated content (UGC), should be
liable for the content created or transmitted by their users. In the U.S. and the EU, an
early consensus emerged that intermediaries should not be liable for the content
created by third parties and transmitted over the services of those intermediaries. This
policy of protecting Internet intermediaries from liability fostered the growth and
innovation that we enjoy today. 52
However, this policy consensus appears to be fraying. Governments are increasingly
turning technological intermediaries into online cops, seeking to force them to control
the content created, posted, or transmitted by their users, or be held liable for it.53 For a
fuller discussion of these issues, see supra Section I.
• Are there specific principles or factors that governments should take into
account when dealing with content restrictions and the intermediaries who might
be in a good position to monitor postings and remove illegal or objectionable
content?
Some countries require ISPs to implement a system to take down unlawful content
when notified of it in order to qualify for immunity. Notice and takedown systems,
however, are vulnerable to abuse in ways that can chill the free flow of information. The
question of whether the benefits of a notice and takedown approach in addressing
harmful content outweigh the potential harm to expression may depend on several
52
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factors related to the content at issue, including the effectiveness of user-controlled
alternatives to address the harm and the potential for abuse of the notice and takedown
system and the chilling effect that may result.
For example, to address content like pornography, a notice and takedown system may
not be necessary or preferable because user-controlled tools like filters can effectively
shield users from unwanted content – without chilling expression. For copyrighted
content, however, user-controlled alternatives are not as effective at fighting copyright
infringement since the user is often the party seeking out the unlawful material. On the
other hand, as noted above, there is a risk of abuse, since the host, facing the difficulty
of assessing the copyright claim, may be inclined to cooperate with even spurious
takedown requests.
A policy that provides immunity for intermediaries can be structured in a way that
encourages voluntary, responsible action by private intermediaries aimed at protecting
users. U.S. law takes this approach under Section 230, which grants immunity to
intermediaries for any action voluntarily taken in good faith to restrict availability of
material that the service provider considers objectionable (for example, obscene, lewd,
or excessively violent content).54 This approach enables sites like YouTube to
experiment with user-driven flagging structures for identifying and removing content that
violates YouTube’s community guidelines – without fear that doing so might expose the
service to liability.55
• How might governments promote innovation in the provision of new
intermediary services (e.g., by granting immunities), while at the same time
encouraging responsible conduct by those same intermediaries?
The existing approach to intermediary liability under U.S. law has been remarkably
successful at achieving the balance between promoting innovation and encouraging
responsible conduct. In particular, Section 230 does so by not only shielding
intermediaries from liability for content posted by others, but also from liability for
actions taken to voluntarily remove objectionable content. The latter protection removes
the disincentives to take down third-party content that would arise from fear of liability
under tort, contract, or other claims. It also protects online service providers against the
risk that any editorial decision might lead to liability for other objectionable content not
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taken down.56 Thus, service providers are free to develop and enforce terms of service
that allow market and normative forces, rather than mandates or liability fears, to dictate
how they operate their services.
An alternative approach is to condition immunity on intermediaries’ implementing noticeand-takedown policies under which objectionable content is removed upon notice from
a third party. This is the approach taken by the DMCA, which has been in large part a
successful in addressing copyrighted content. However, notice-and-takedown systems
are not desirable in all cases. They are vulnerable to abuse by both governmental and
private actors.57 Users who are notified by the service provider that their content has
been flagged as unlawful often have little recourse or few resources to challenge the
takedown.58 Intermediaries typically have little or no incentive to challenge a takedown
request, even if they suspect the notice and takedown system is being abused.59
Advocates have documented how these drawbacks can chill free expression.60 Efforts
to encourage more countries to impose liability on intermediaries in the name of
copyright, especially when those countries do not have counterbalancing protections,
thus raise concerns that intermediary liability frameworks could lead to increased
monitoring by ISPs or other limitations on expression.61
These concerns are especially strong in the context of issues like defamation, where a
server provider has no way to determine whether any particular content is in fact
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defamatory. In the DMCA copyright context, the greatest problems have arisen with
notice-and-takedown in the area of "fair use," which require a sometimes-difficult legal
judgment to assess. Notice-and-takedown for defamation or other similar concerns
would be even more problematic (because, for example, if a video alleges that "Mr.
Smith had an affair" is defamatory, the service provider has no way to determine
whether in fact the assert affair occurred, thereby making the content non-defamatory
under U.S. law).
Chile and Brazil have sought to ameliorate some of these typical problems with noticeand-takedown regimes. Chile recently passed a bill limiting the liability of ISPs for
copyright infringements by their customers that on its surface appears similar to the
U.S.’s DMCA. However, unlike in the U.S., Chilean content hosts are not required to
remove access to infringing material until notified by a court order.62 In requiring a court
order, rather than simply a privately issued notification, to initiate a takedown, Chile’s
law is designed to prevent the types of abuses that are possible under more traditional
notice-and-takedown regimes. Meanwhile, as of writing, Brazil is debating a law that
would provide general protections for intermediaries provided they comply with all courtissued takedown orders.63
6. International Cooperation
a. Complement voluntary, multi-stakeholder initiatives
Voluntary, multi-stakeholder initiatives can provide rich forums for problem solving and
articulation of best practice. The Global Network Initiative (GNI) has become a key
venue for ICT companies who want to chart an ethical path forward in an increasingly
complicated global operating environment.64 As we have outlined in the preceding
sections, governments are increasingly turning to private technological intermediaries to
enforce social policy. Companies are often asked to take actions that may harm the
free flow of information online or undermine user trust by implicating user privacy. For
example, in 2009, China asked computer manufacturers to pre-install the Green Dam
filtering software on all computers sold in China in an attempt to further decentralize its
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censorship regime.65 Many governments are increasingly building up surveillance and
censorship capabilities using technologies developed in the west.66
The way in which companies respond to these complex human rights questions can
have a substantial impact on the free flow of information online, as well as user trust in
ICT and in American companies. The GNI provides a flexible framework for companies
to systematically examine and mitigate the human rights risks their businesses face
worldwide.
After extensive consultation, research, and benchmarking, the GNI produced a set of
high-level Principles and detailed Implementation Guidelines that begin to develop a
standard for corporate responsibility and human rights due diligence in the ICT sector.
These Principles and Guidelines provide operational guidance for ethical company
decision-making all around the world. GNI companies commit to implementing the
Principles throughout their operations, conducting human rights risk assessments, and
crafting strategies to mitigate risks presented – all with the help and support of human
rights and technology policy experts, investors, and academics. The GNI also acts as a
platform for collaboration on key issues of government policy and for collective action
when emerging threats to the free flow of information or user privacy arise. Companies
strengthen their hand when they work with other companies and non-company
stakeholders to push back against government demands that impact human rights. In
addition, the GNI is far more equipped to respond rapidly to unfolding events.
Companies who join the GNI not only benefit from this framework for engagement and
collaboration, but also more credibly demonstrate their commitment to addressing
human rights risk by engaging in a transparent and accountable way. The ultimate goal
of the GNI’s company assessment mechanism is to improve company processes and to
enhance the Principles and Guidelines over time through a collaborative learning
process. Increasing transparency around governmental restrictions and company
practices, and promoting due process and the rule of law are at the core of the GNI’s
approach.
In our view, GNI offers the most promising path forward for companies to join with other
key stakeholders to address the ethical challenges companies will face. While it may be
possible for a company to find an alternative means of managing human rights risk, it is
it is demonstrably clear that doing nothing is no longer an option. How companies
respond to these risks will have a broad impact on the free flow of information online.
Yet GNI will not achieve its full potential unless more companies join its effort.
Currently, only Microsoft, Yahoo!, and Google have joined, though the GNI continues to
reach out to a range of companies. 67
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Committee, Subcommittee on Human Rights and the Law, March 2, 2010,
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Finally, we believe that governments could play a complementary role to the GNI in
articulating a set of norms and expectations—shared by the U.S. and other democratic,
rule-of-law states—for corporate human rights due diligence in the ICT sector. If
appropriately structured to both promote due diligence while also nurturing innovation,
such norms could provide greater legal certainty for responsible companies operating in
the global market, while also promoting information flows
Recommendation: The Commerce Department could help U.S. companies navigate
these difficult legal and ethical questions in several ways:
•
•

Help U.S. companies develop, document, and promote best practices for
responding to governmental requests to restrict information flows or assist in
surveillance.
Encourage companies to develop and implement tools for assessing risk to free
flow of information that their business operations may pose.

b. Ensure policy coherence in U.S. positions at intergovernmental policy setting
bodies
As the NOI notes, a number of different intergovernmental policy setting bodies have
taken increasing interest in guiding the growth of the Internet, including the International
Telecommunications Union (ITU), OECD, Council of Europe, and the Asia-Pacific
Economic Cooperation (APEC) Forum. Many of these bodies are addressing specific
areas of policy—for example, cybercrime, intermediary responsibility in advancing social
policy, and child protection. As we have seen in many of the preceding examples,
policies enacted to address these very legitimate concerns could also have an impact
on the free flow of information.
In addition, policy norms articulated through these bodies could have wide influence on
national policy, even if such norms take the form of non-binding recommendations. Yet
these bodies have varying levels of formal civil society, consumer, or public interest
involvement. (In the case of the ITU, civil society has no formal role at all.)
Recommendations: In light of these concerns, we urge the Task Force and the
Department of Commerce to:
•

Strengthen interagency collaboration to ensure various policies do not work at
cross-purposes to promoting the free flow of information.

•

Scrutinize positions taken in bilateral and multilateral treaties and within global
policy bodies that may have an impact on the free flow of information.

•

Seek public interest and civil society input in crafting U.S. government policy
positions in all these venues.

* * * * *

Regarding Internet Freedom in China,” February 2, 2010,
http://durbin.senate.gov/showRelease.cfm?releaseId=322042.

We appreciate the Department’s consideration of these comments, and we would
welcome the opportunity work together to achieve our shared goals of promoting the
free flow of information and commerce over the Internet.
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