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22 July 2005 
Comments by the World Press Freedom Committee on Report 

of the Working Group on Internet Governance 
 
 
The thrust of a report on Internet governance made for UN Secretary General Kofi Annan and released July 18 is 
that control and authority over Internet should be removed from ICANN (the Internet Corporation for Assigned 
Names and Numbers) and its overseer, the US Department of Commerce, and transferred to an international 
authority under the UN.  
 
The report’s central assertion -- “No single government should have a preeminent role in relation to international 
Internet governance.” – has surface attractiveness. But it ignores the practical difficulty that internationalization of 
Internet governance would provide opportunities for authoritarian governments that have already found effective 
ways to institute Internet censorship internally would be positioned to work within new international governance 
institutions to block the free flow of information globally. 
 
Such countries as China, Russia, and Saudi Arabia have already created systems to control domestic Internet 
traffic to prevent their citizens from using cyberspace as a free speech zone or to interact with the outside world. 
These and other countries have shown over the years of preparatory negotiations for the World Summits on the 
Information Society that they want to broaden such controls to the world scene. 
 
The report by the Working Group on Internet Governance ignores the reality that US authority has in practice 
been lighthanded, benign and non-interventionist. While existing arrangements are not theoretically ideal and 
could be subject to politically motivated abuse, there has not actually been any such abuse. The WGIG report 
seems to be more philosophical and ideological than practical and pragmatic. It ignores the wisdom of the popular 
expression, “If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.” 
 
The widespread view that control should be taken away from the United States is obviously influenced by the 
current anti-American mood in world public opinion, largely traceable to opposition to the ongoing intervention 
in Iraq. The opposition to existing arrangements seems to be based on what the French call a “proces d’intention” 
-- a trial on the basis of presumed motives, not on actual facts. 
 
The Internet was first developed by the US government. The United States later made it available for essentially 
free public use, effecting revolutionary changes in world communication patterns. Given the history of US official 
attitudes toward Internet, exercise of controls over content by the US government seem unlikely, even though the 
Bush Administration has expressed concern that terrorists could use it to threaten security. For example, while the 
United States is party to a Council of Europe convention against cybercrime, Washington has refused to sign its 
separate protocol banning Internet hate speech, noting that it would violate the free speech features of the First 
Amendment of the US Constitution. 
 
It is hard to see what interest the US government would have in undermining a system that was a gift it made to 
the world and that reinforces the stated US policy goal of fostering democracy globally. 
 
Some countries have suggested that they might respond to the US position by setting up what amounts to a rival 
Internet apart from ICANN and unable to communicate with the existing Internet - a threat that seems self-
defeating for countries that seek to enlarge their places in the world trading system.  
 
The 40 members of the WGIG named by Mr. Annan included representa tives of governments, industry, and civil 
society organizations. Countries represented on the WGIG and known to favor strong Internet content controls 
included Brazil, China, Cuba, Egypt, Iran, Pakistan, Russia, Saudi Arabia, Singapore, South Africa and Tunisia. 
There were far fewer clearly free speech countries represented: Britain, Japan, Luxembourg, Norway. Three civil 
society members were identified with the often restrictionist CRIS (Communication Rights in the Information 
Society Campaign). There was no US government representative, apparently by US choice, so as to be free to 
reject an unacceptable report. 
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A US advance reply said: “The United States will continue to provide oversight so that ICANN maintains its 
focus and meets its core technical mission.” The US position statement conceded that other governments “have 
legitimate public policy and sovereignty concerns that Washington is committed to work with others to address.” 
 
We believe that the US government was mistaken to refer to “sovereignty” in the context of the Internet. It is a 
means of communication that enables implementation of the promise contained in Article 19 of the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights of freedom of expression “through any media and regardless of frontiers.” The 
Internet reinforces the commitment by the international community, through the constitution of UNESCO, to a 
worldwide “free flow of ideas by word and image.” 
 
The WGIG members apparently could not agree on a single “model” to replace the existing system. They 
accordingly offered four such “models,” all of which call for an increased say by other governments, in varying 
degrees. It also calls for creation of a standing “Global Internet Governance Forum” for “dialogue among all 
stakeholders” to “address Internet-related public policy issues” - “preferably” under the UN. It would presumably 
act as a permanent, floating arena to: “interface” with intergovernmental organizations, set the world agenda for 
Internet policy debate, make recommendations, and inspire academic research.  
 
The WGIG report makes a brief but welcome bow to the need to address restrictions on freedom of expression: 
“Measures taken in relation to the Internet on grounds of security or to fight crime can lead to violations of the 
provisions for freedom of expression as contained in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and in the WSIS 
Declaration of Principles. Ensure that all measures taken in relation to the Internet, in particular those on grounds 
of security or to fight crime, do not lead to violations of human rights principles.” 
 
Yet, the report also suggests “enforceable global standards” for privacy and data protection rights over the 
Internet - providing endless opportunities for governmentally inspired mischief, restrictions and controls. The 
report’s approach to “spam” leaves open the possibility that authoritarian governments could define political 
campaigning over the Internet as “spam” and therefore undesirable. 
 
We support a recent statement to ambassadors by UNESCO Director General Koichiro Matsuura: “It is 
particularly important to recognize that ‘Internet governance’ does not signify ‘Internet government.’ UNESCO 
has consistently advocated the principles of openness, the free flow of information and freedom of expression. 
[O]verall international coordination should be a light-touch function. We need to avoid creating new systems that 
would impose a heavy administrative burden. It is well understood that there is no single ownership of the 
Information Society, neither within the UN system, nor within other parts of the global community.” 
 
The philosophy behind the WGIG report strikes us as an example of what Voltaire terms “the best [as] the enemy 
of the good.” It is what the French also call “a false good idea” - apparently inspired by an esthetic preference for 
order over efficacy. 
 
--Ronald Koven, European Representative 
   World Press Freedom Committee 


