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When internet
access becomes a
human right

he world scoffed. : The Independent
in the early years Y g Communications Authority
of this century. y of SA {lcasa) called on
when institutions : service providers “to ensure
in countries such AR they make communication
, as Estonia, N S, S Ly services available to ail South
- Tinland and France declared X : Alrticans™
f s o NN T e s 5
| - ! surge e ol data as the
Then, in 2016, the Human o majority of South Alricans
| Rights Council of the UN 2ACr0ss all sectors have no
teneral Assembly noted thar » 4 oprion but work [rom home,
the internet was 3 catalyst Arthur Goldstuck leam from home and carry
for the right to freedom of e _onthelrday-to-day life
CAPTUSSIOLL activities from home through
A vear Riler, a camnpaign Only now has technological means®.
for Similar recognition was T L It said this would result in
faunchedin Sr\ﬁ:}' the { h( > g( vernment ~a spike in data usage.
Interactive Advertising W( )kp“ Ul) Lo lh(‘.‘ particularly & consumers

Bureau of SA, along with the

also aceess information with

- South African Narional importance of regards (o the pandemic™.
fditors” F'orum, Media s R W AOOOCE It did not goas far s 1o
| Monitoring Africa. the mnternet access invoke human rights, but
Association for Progressive f() I ,_]” acting chair Dr Keabetswe
| Commumnications and Modimoeng did announce
| Applied Law and Technology. “regulatory concessions or relaxations to
The South African Human Rights cnable the sector to meet the demands of

Commission gave the campaign tacl

| backing, but that has not transiated into

govemment support. The closest we have

. come is the requirement announced by the

Competition Commission in December that

. all moblle network operators had o provide

a daily quota of free data to all customers.
That obligation was watered down. in the
recent agreement between Vodacom and

. Lhe Competition Commission. (0 zero raling
cducational, health, govermment and

information sites. In other words, [ree access
10 a pre-delined §ist of Sites.

That's a Start but, a5 we have seen in the
past week. utterly inadequate In the face of a

- national lockdown. Access to informadion Is

one thing: aceess to the tools for maintaining
a semblance of nonmnal life altogiether
different.

The penny is siowly dropping, though,
Followving st week's call by the Federal
Communications Commission in the US 1o
“keep America connected™, the local

. equivalent followed sult on Thursday.

the business unusual environment”.

The most dramalic of twese concessions,
almost an afterthought, was the opening of
“TV whitespaces™, the unused broadcasting
frequencies berween TV channels These are
Ideal for loww-cost internet data access in
rural areas. Desplte being piloted for vears
by the likes of Google and Microsoft, they
have never been licensed.

Arguably. this is because the government
has long seen intermet acoess as the provinee
ol the privileged. Only now Ias il woken up
1o the importance of infernet access for all,

AS 2 result, “in order o ensure thal rural
and marginalised communities are also
catered for during this period™, it has called
on service providers who meez “certification
reguirements” to use this spectrum for
affordable or free access to rural consumers.

Now can we accept that the intemet isa
basic humman right?
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