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Imagine a pizza —
with different toppings that 
you have especially ordered. 
Along comes the delivery 
boy, and tells you that de-
pending on how much you 
pay, you get to pick the slice 
with the toppings you want. 
No, you can't have the whole 
pim though earlier you got 
it for a price. Now each slice 
is priced differently. 

As India wakes up 
to net neutrality, it's hard to 
imagine that the Internet is 
being priced like the pizza. 
And soon it could become a 
reality if some of the telecom 
companies in the country 
have their way. 

India is the second 
largest user base of Internet 
services after China, with 
over 60,000 users getting 
added every day with one or 
the other social media plat-
form. The reach of Internet 
can be gauged from the fact 
that in the 2014 Lok Sabha 
elections, all the parties and 
especially BJP fought many 
of its campaigns on the so-
cial media platform. So much 
so that many political 
pandits attributed the Modi 
wave to the party's massive 
campaign on the social me-
dia. In this context the de-
bate on net neutrality has 
acquired centre stage for 
netizens. 
Why the battle over Net 
Neutrality? 

Earlier this year, a 
debate started on net neu-
trality. Two giant telecom 
companies decided it was 
unfair to them that some 

websites and applications 
were using their infrastruc-
ture, and in some cases, of-
fering the same services as 
these teleconi companies for 
free while using the telecom 
company's infrastructure. 

So off they went to 
the Telecom RegulatoryAu-
thority of India (TRAI), al-
leging business losses and 
the need for the Internet to 
be regulated like telecom 
companies. In a letter, the 
telecom companies argued 
that they were suffering due 
to these over-the-top ser-
vice providers like 

WhatsApp and Skype. 
Over-the-Top (OTT) refers 
to video, television and other 
services provided over the 
Internet rather than via a ser-
vice provider's own dedi-
cated, managed IPTV net-
work. 

In response, on 
March 27, 2015, telecom 
regulator TRAI floated a 
consultation paper of 117-
odd pages on Regulatory 
Framework for OTT ser-
vices/Internet services and 

Net Neutrality. The twenty 
questions TRAI asked the 
public in the consultation pa-
per pertained to whether the 
hitherto unregulated over-
the-top services, typically 
apps such as Skype and 
Facebook that ride on 
telecom networks, need 
regulatioh. 

Views have also 
been sought regarding net 

neutrality, the principle of data 
equality that has over the 
years ensured the Internet 
remained a level playing 
ground.- 

The issue seemed to 
have touched nerves though. 
In less than a week's time, 
more than 9 lakh emails were 
sent to TRAI to save the 
"free" Internet. Worried 
netizens came up with 
websites 	like 
savetheinternet.in  and 
netneutrality.in, a video by All 
India Bakchod, a start-up 
firm, went viral talking about 
net neutrality. It was much 
like the USA, where a Brit-
ish comedian John Oliver 
started a show on net neu- 

trality and started a debate 
on net neutrality and flooded 
the The Federal Communi-
cations Commission (US 
regulator) with emails from 
users demanding a neutral 
Internet. 
Why do ISPs want to carve 
up the Internet? 

The argument put 
forth byAirtel and Facebook 
is that they will offer free use 
of thbse websites and appli-
cations listed with their plat-
form, like the toll free num- 

ber in case of voice tele-
phony. 

As per the email 
sent to users by Airtel, the 
company clarifies, "Airtel 
Zero is a technology plat-
form that connects applica-
tion providers to their cus-
tomers for free. The platform 
allows any content or appli-
cation provider to enroll on 
it so that their customers can 

visit these sites for free. In-
stead of charging customers 
we charge the providers who 
choose to get on to the plat-
form." 

It then says, "Our 
platform is a technology plat-
form and is open to all ap-
plication developers and 
their customers. Our plat-
form only provides a choice 
of how the data that is con-
sumed is paid for by any of 
the two —the application pro-
vider or their customer." 
How does it affect users? 

At present, as an 
Internet user, you pay for the 
plan which consists of a set 
amount of allotted data that 
can be utilised within the  

given period of time. This can 
be used to access any 
Internet based services which 
is lawful, be it a Skype video 
call to relatives abroad, mes-
saging on WhatsApp 24*7 or 
watching a video on 
YouTube. 

However, ifthe Airtel 
Zero or Internet.org  format 
is allowed by TRAI, users 
will have to pay separately 
for different apps and web 
based services. For instance, 
if Facebook is on one plat- 

form and Skype is on the 
other, then the user will end 
up paying separately for get-
ting on to both platforms to 
enjoy uninterrupted services 
of Facebook as well as 
Skype, which clearly violates 
the principle of net neutrality. 

More importantly, it 
takes away the choice to opt 
for any service or application 
you want. It also rings the 
death knell for start-ups and 
other small companies. India 
though is still at a nascent 
stage in its Internet avatar, 
nearly 85per cent of the 
population is still waiting to 
get connected to the Internet. 
People have however 
realised the commercial po-
tential of its reach, with many 
Internet based start-ups hop-
ing to be the next Google, 
Facebook or Amazon of In-
dia. 
A few questions 

The sentiments are 
noble no doubt. And it's won-
derful to take a pledge. But 
who's holdingAirtel account-
able to the pledge? In 2012, 
Google-backed Measure-
ment Lab (M-Lab) reported 
that Airtel and other ISPs had 
been throttling BitTorrent 
traffic in India for years. That 
is just an example ofhow dif-
ferentiation can happen. 

As the 
Savetheinternet.in  page  

points out, it shifts the model 
of the Internet from a situa-
tion where a consumer pays 
Airtel to access whatever he 
wants, with the whole 
Internet being accessible, to 
where a company pays to 
allow its app or service to be 
accessible to Zero users, and 
access to the rest being lim-
ited. 

In effect, these plat-. 
forms change the way the 
Internet works by reducing 
consumer choice by fencing 
them in, making Internet 
companies' dependent on 
telecom operators for dis-
covery and access of their 

services. 
Beyond Net Neutrality 

There is a side be-
yond net neutrality. Even as 
the Internet provides a level 
playing field to start-ups and 
other such businesses, secu-
rity remains an issue. There 
have been many instances of 
cyber crime and frauds in 
India in the recent past after 
the technology became 
prevalent in all spectrums. 
From application forms of 
competitive exams to mobile 
phone recharge, we are de-
pendent on the Internet 
mostly. Last but not the least, 
is inability to trace and inter-
cept the terrorist and crimi-
nal activities carried out us-
ing these OTTs. 

Consumer forums 
are flooded with complaints 
against Internet frauds due to 
many websites and web 
based applications are run-
ning on the network without 
any regulations. 

Conversely, there 
are many websites and ap-
plications asking for your 
personal details as well as 
your credit/debit card details 
for financial transactions. A 
few months ago RBI issued 
a guideline to all service op-
erators and consumers to be 
cautious about financial 
transactions made online. 

conitnued on page no. 11 

BALANCED ARGUMENTS 
29, Priyang Pandey 

It is important to ensure internet re-
mains a level playing ground in India; i 

I equally important is to see internal I 
security concerns are aptly addressed. 	 ■ 
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conitnued from page no. 9 BALANCED ARGUMENTS... 

The reality is that most of the web based applications are running without any 
license or regulations. In case of any fraud or misuse of personal information, 
the culprits cannot be traced as the government has no records of such OTTs 
due to lack of any set guidelines and regulations. 

While net neutrality cannot be denied, a framework to regulate and 
protect consumer interests is needed. PM Modi has said that everyone should 
have access to the interne. TRAI can make a recommendation under TRAI 
act but the final decision rests with the government. 
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