
WORKSHOP #134: "Connecting Our Rights: Strategies for Progress"  

Background 

Summary: By 2013 over 10 different United Nations human rights mechanisms had focused 

on internet rights issues (women's human rights, civil and political rights, and human rights 

defenders). The workshop will assess these developments and the implications for global 

internet governance and public policy. The workshop will share and critically analyse 

strategies for effective monitoring of, and accountability for, internet rights violations.  

Background: By early 2013 more than a dozen United Nations human rights mechanisms 

had included internet related human rights and/or women’s human rights issues within their 

work, an increase from only one two mechanisms in late 2010. Human rights defenders 

focused on women’s rights mechanisms (including the Commission on the Status of Women 

and the Committee for the Elimination of All forms of Discrimination Against Women) and 

the right to freedom of expression (Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Expression) have been 

leading the way in bringing internet rights and freedom issues to mainstream human rights 

mechanisms.  

This work has gathered momentum and is expanding rapidly as these mechanisms being to 

initiate investigations and make policy recommendations that are directly relevant to internet 

public policy makers. For example, the United Nations Human Rights Council Expert Panel 

on Freedom of Expression and the Internet, and other follow up to Frank La Rue’s work, has 

seen an increase from 14 to 85 in the countries supporting UN resolutions on freedom of 

expression and the internet, and an increase from 13 to more than 40 in the number of 

references to internet rights in the human rights review processes, such as the Universal 

Periodic Review. 

The 2012 Report of the Special Rapporteur on Racism “Racism and the Internet” passed 

virtually unnoticed by many internet public policy commentators, but his recommendations 

and conclusions are directly relevant to internet public policy and internet governance 

discussions.
1
 The Special Rapporteur devoted his entire report to racism and the internet 

looking at key trends, challenges, legal frameworks, international, regional and national 

initiatives. Drawing explicitly on the work of the Special Rapporteur on Freedom of 

Expression, the report considers the role of internet intermediaries, of civil society and 

proposes concrete actions in light of the Durban Programme for Action.  

Women's human rights mechanisms are also increasingly focusing specifically on the 

internet. For example, in April 2013, the UN Working Group on Discrimination Against 

                                                      

1  http://www.un.org/en/ga/third/67/documentslist.shtml  

http://www.un.org/en/ga/third/67/documentslist.shtml


Women in Law and Public Life stated, in its initial report, and in the section on violence 

against women:
2
  

66. The Internet has become a site of diverse forms of violence against 

women, in the form of pornography, sexist games and breaches of privacy. For 

women who engage in public debate through the Internet, the risk of harassment is 

experienced online, for example, an anonymous negative campaign calling for the 

gang rape of a woman human rights defender, with racist abuse posted in her 

Wikipedia profile.36 Female ICT users have publicly protested about sexist attacks. 

The working group made conclusions and recommendations for public policy including:  

(h) Support women’s equal participation in political and public life through 

ICTs, including by: 

(i) Increasing women’s digital literacy, particularly among marginalized 

women; 

(ii) Ensuring gender-responsiveness in the promotion and protection of human 

rights on the Internet; 

(iii) Improving women’s access to the global governance of ICTs; 

 

The implications of these recommendations for internet public policy and internet governance 

need to be examined in more detail. An opportunity should be created to bring together those 

working on internet public policy and those working on human rights to share experiences, 

critique developments and consider best practice. For example, women’s human rights 

defenders have experience in balancing competing and conflicting rights within human rights 

frameworks that could be useful to internet public policy makers who are seeking to balance 

freedom of expression alongside other rights. The IGF provides the unique space in which to 

bring these networks together for mutual benefits. 

Policy questions to be asked in workshop:  

Internet rights issues have increasing profile in national, regional & global human rights 

mechanisms:  

 what new avenues for advocacy arise and how can these support good internet 

governance and public policy? 

 are there new best practices for internet governance public policy that are 

human rights compliant? 

                                                      

2  See full report: 

http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/HRBodies/HRCouncil/RegularSession/Session23/A.HRC.23.50_EN.pdf  

 

http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/HRBodies/HRCouncil/RegularSession/Session23/A.HRC.23.50_EN.pdf


 how can conflicting rights, such as women's rights, freedom of association and 

freedom of expression, best be balanced?  

 what new mechanisms are available to respond to internet related human 

rights and women's rights issues?  

 what are the emerging governance mechanisms for ensuring human rights on 

the internet? 
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