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Internet governance, and Internet-related public policy issues more broadly, have risen to the top 

of the international political agenda. These issues are of importance to an array of states and other 

stakeholders across the globe. The Internet is also increasingly framed as a problem to be managed 

or, in some cases, even as a source of threat. A variety of actors are exploring measures intended to 

prevent or mitigate harms associated (correctly or not) with digital connectivity. They are doing so 

on the basis of diverse, culturally-informed value sets but also on the basis of concerns for regime 

stability, sovereignty or financial benefit. Such measures include (but are not limited to) those 

intended to prevent or mitigate harms associated with digital connectivity, as well as measures 

intended to capture economic benefits resulting from online activity, such as implementing 

alternate models for monetizing the exchange of Internet traffic or taxation or imposing fees on 

online activity. 

At the most extreme, such efforts entail the creation of entirely separate national Internet 

analogues with limited or non-existent connectivity to the World Wide Web. Some efforts include 

extensive firewall and censorship schemes. In other cases, attempts to minimize harms from digital 

connectivity may take the form of pervasive monitoring of online activity while certain 

governments are exploring “opt-in” regimes that, for example, require individuals to explicitly 

declare their intent to view adult material online, or require businesses to register their IP 

addresses on a whitelist. 

The effectiveness of such approaches to reducing digital harm is unclear. In addition, they pose 

potential risks to the end-to-end accessibility of the Internet. This workshop will focus on the latter 

set of issues, specifically on attempting to scope the magnitude of the costs of Internet 

fragmentation. Detailed cost estimates will require a great deal of economic and other research, 

outside the scope of an IGF workshop; however, there is value in setting the framework for such a 

research agenda. Such an agenda is consistent with the mandate of the Global Commission on 

Internet Governance, which is a partnership between CIGI and Chatham House. 

Estimating the costs of Internet fragmentation poses two primary challenges. First, it is vital to 

ensure that economic costs are properly accounted; this entails estimating opportunity costs (value 

foregone as a result of fragmentation) and attempting to internalize negative externalities as fully 

as possible. Second, it is important to account for social costs of various kinds. These include 

cultural costs, scientific and educational costs, and international political costs. 



Fragmentation of the Internet is understood here as entailing limits on end-to-end accessibility, 

either through: (1) the creation of replacement naming and addressing systems; (2) data 

localization requirements (3) blocking content in various ways; (4) local security requirements; (5) 

utilization barriers such as skills or language; or (6) the creation of chilling effects intended to deter 

users from seeking out content and communication between jurisdictions. The key point here is 

that fragmentation is not a binary condition that either exists or does not exist; rather, there are 

various forms of fragmentation that may be simultaneously present in varying degrees. 

Fragmentation may be higher in some places than others, and higher between some jurisdictional 

dyads than others. Estimating the costs of fragmentation thus demands a nuanced approach 

committed to understanding the differential impacts of various kinds of fragmentation. 

Economic costs of Internet fragmentation include increased transaction costs for business 

communications vital to the effective management of global value chains. The international 

financial system is highly integrated; one primary driver of this integration has been the 

development of modern information and communications technologies (ICTs). Internet 

fragmentation could result in the inefficient allocation of national household savings by restricting 

the ability of investors to seek the highest return on investment from global financial markets, 

thereby restricting the availability of capital for productive investment. It could also result in the 

reduction of remittances given the importance of the Internet in transferring financial resources 

quickly and cheaply across the world. Restrictive positions on the trade in data services would also 

entail economic opportunity costs. Other more direct costs of Internet fragmentation could include 

costs to businesses who have to comply with data localization requirements, or increased costs 

associated with complying with local security requirements.  

Cultural costs of Internet fragmentation include difficulties in maintaining familial links in diaspora 

communities, with the attendant loss over time of cultural traditions in younger generations. In 

addition, it is reasonable to expect a reduction in cultural innovation encouraged by cross-cultural 

exchanges. Given that the Internet is used by diaspora populations to send remittances to their 

families, another cultural cost of Internet fragmentation could be a decrease in financial flows 

through remittances.  

Scientific and educational costs include higher costs for the exchange of scientific ideas, leading to 

lower rates of innovation. Such a scenario implies an important knock-on effect in the form of 

reduced ability to grapple with global problems such as the spread of infectious diseases and 

climate change. Internet fragmentation can also be expected to reduce the availability of quality 

educational resources, particularly in the developing world, leading to lower levels of educational 

attainment and opportunity costs in human capital. 

International political costs of Internet fragmentation most crucially include slower communication 

in crisis situations, perhaps leading to increased authority being delegated to local military 

commanders and diplomatic officials; this could have the effect of making it more difficult and 

costly to prevent escalation. In addition, it is reasonable to expect a reduction in broad government-

to-government contact and large coordination burdens being placed on resource-constrained 

foreign ministries. 



The costs suggested above are far from exhaustive; rather, the purpose of this background paper is 

to illustrate potential costs and stimulate further research. Further, it should be noted that it is not 

practical to avoid costs because some costs are worth paying: the key is balancing different costs 

(and values). But doing so requires good information about the nature of trade-offs involved. 

Panelists will be invited to speak to these issues according to the nature of their expertise. The 

panel includes technical experts, economic policy analysts, diplomatic practitioners, Internet 

governance practitioners, experts in international development, and entrepreneurs. 

 
 


