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1) Introduction

Asia Pacific has seen an expansion in formal democracy over the past two decades, with more people in the region having opportunities to elect their leaders than ever before.  However, this has not been paralleled by an expansion or strengthening of democratic space - the arena between the state and the private sphere in which citizens interact and engage in social processes (Horner and Puddephatt, 2010). On the contrary, people’s capacities to exercise fundamental human rights and hold their leaders to account are being eroded in a number of countries across the region in direct and indirect ways (Puddington, 2011).  Trends include attacks on journalists and human rights activists, regulations to restrict the activities of NGOS, the use of defamation laws to stifle political criticism, and a rise in attempts by the state to control internet communications (Roth, 2010; SEAPA, 2011; Puddington, 2011).  

At the same time, Asia Pacific has seen a dramatic rise in the number of people using social media over the past five years, including social networking sites and content sharing applications (Nielsen, 2010).  There has been long-standing debate over the role that social media can play in strengthening social movements, empowering citizens, and transforming the relationship between citizens and the state (Shirky, 2011; Gladwell, 2010; Morozov, 2011).  This debate has been reignited by the use of social media during the popular uprisings of the so-called “Arab Spring” in 2011 (see for example Zuckerman, 2011; York, 2011).  Whilst not solely responsible for initiating or sustaining the uprisings, social media tools helped citizens to mobilise, organise, and share information during the protests (Comninos, 2011; Zhuo et al., 2011).  In the years leading up to the uprisings, social media were  used by activists and citizens both inside and outside of Tunisia and Egypt  to promote dialogue around public issues and draw attention to human rights abuses (Eid, 2010).  Whilst it is important not to overstate the role that social media played, particularly given low internet penetration rates outside of urban centres, the internet undoubtedly helped to open up new democratic spaces online in otherwise largely closed societies, arguably helping to lay the foundations for protest (Instituto Demos, 2011a; Lynch, 2011; Zhuo et al., 2011).  

Given these events, it is timely to ask the question as to whether social media has the potential to play a similar role in Asia Pacific.  Could it help to bolster newly emerging democratic space in countries such as Bhutan and the Maldives?  Could it help citizens to push back against the gradual erosion of democratic space that has happened in countries such as Thailand and India in recent years?  Could it help citizens to regain control over democratic space in those countries where it has been co-opted by the state, as it largely has in Cambodia and Singapore?  And could it help to prise open new democratic spaces in otherwise closed regimes such as China, Vietnam, Burma and Laos?

This paper was commissioned by the UNDP Asia Pacific Regional Centre to provide a platform for discussion of these questions.  This is a first draft, intended to pose questions for debate by civil society organisations across the region through a planned series of coordinated e-discussions.  The discussions will help to test the ideas laid out in the paper, provide examples and insights into particular country contexts, and map specific initiatives that are underway to support democratic space through social media.  In order to help prompt debate, a number of questions are posed throughout the paper which could be addressed in the course of the e-discussions.  The outcomes from the discussion process will be incorporated into s subsequent draft of this paper.

Structure of the paper

The paper begins with an overview of the concept of democratic space and the factors that are affecting its strength and quality in the Asia Pacific region, as explored in further depth in a previous report by Horner and Puddephatt (2010).  It then moves on to examine what we mean by the term "social media", and how such media should in theory help to strengthen democratic space.  Section 3 of the paper provides a brief baseline analysis of the use of social media in Asia Pacific, and their location within the wider media and communications environment.  Section 4 examines the effects that social media are having on democratic space in the region across three main dimensions: their impact as a platform for journalism and public debate; their role in strengthening citizen association and collaboration; and their use to foster democratic engagement between political leaders and citizens.  The paper argues that social media are helping to prise open democratic space across these dimensions.  However, a number of barriers will need to be overcome if they are to do so effectively over the long term, including increasing efforts being made by states to control social media, as explored in Section 5.  Section 6 discusses options for measuring and assessing the impact that social media is having on democratic space.  Section 7 concludes with suggestions of possible approaches that could be taken to help enhance the potential for citizens and democratic actors to use social media to widen democratic space.

2) Concepts and context

a) What is democratic space?

Democratic space is the  public space between the private household and the state in which citizens communicate, collaborate and mobilise in order to strengthen democratic culture and processes (Horner and Puddephatt, 2010).  Democratic space encompasses the activities of a range of organisations in both civil and political society, from non-governmental organisations and social movements to political parties and pressure groups.  It links the supply side of governance to the demand side, providing an arena not only for citizens to claim their rights but also for states to respond.  Democratic space is manifested in relationships that respect democratic values such as freedom, equality, accountability and respect for human rights, rather than the antagonistic and exclusionary behaviour of so-called "uncivil society".  

A range of different institutions can help to translate these values into governance processes and relationships.  These include formal democratic institutions such as parliamentary and multiparty politics, an independent legal system underpinned by rule of law, and the institutions of the public sphere such as civil society and media.  This paper is honing in on the public sphere as a pillar that supports democratic space, examining the changes being wrought by social media in Asia Pacific.  Whilst institutions are important, the nature and quality of democratic space is constituted by a constellation of values, relationships and incentive structures and therefore cannot be reduced to a set of idealised formal democratic institutions.  For this reason, the focus of this paper is on the relationships and changes in power structures that social media can enable, rather than on social media as an institution or tool in its own right. 

b) Democratic space in Asia Pacific

Asia Pacific is an extremely diverse region in terms of democracy and politics.  Four broad, overlapping categories of political governance can be identified: authoritarian regimes such as China and Vietnam; conflict and post-conflict states such as Nepal and Sri Lanka; post-authoritarian and emerging democracies such as the Maldives and Bhutan; and established democracies such as Thailand and Malaysia.  These categories are fluid and overlapping, with some countries spanning more than one group.  For example, Nepal is both a post-conflict state and an emerging democracy.  Thailand is an established democracy with ongoing conflict in parts of its territory, and Burma is an authoritarian regime that also suffers from domestic conflict.  

Despite this fluidity, the broad categorisation of Asia Pacific countries into different governance categories is useful for analysing and understanding the nature of democratic space across the region. Countries in all categories enjoy some degree of democratic space.  This is of course limited in the region's authoritarian regimes, although citizens still manage to find ways to influence the state and push for more representative and accountable governance at different levels, for instance, at the local or community level.  However, even in the region's established democracies, democratic space is extremely fragile and, in some countries, is notably shrinking (SEAPA, 2011; CPJ, 2011; Puddington, 2011).  Horner and Puddephatt (2010) argue that this is a symptom of "low-intensity" or "partial" democracy (Gills et al., 1993; Dahl, 1989), in which formal democratic institutions are not underpinned by values such as individual and collective freedom, political equality, respect for diversity and accountable governance (Mohapatra, 2011).  . 

In Asia Pacific, as in most countries across the world, political settlements - the balance of power between different groups in society - are characterised by the dominance of political and economic elite (Khan, 2002; Di John and Putzel, 2009).  In many instances, these elite groups have co-opted institutions that should in theory support democratic space (Levitsky and Way, 2010). Electoral processes help to lend legitimacy to power struggles between elite groups, and print and broadcast media are manipulated as political instruments.  In some countries, governments tolerate a level of democratic space, but are quick to take action when it starts to represent a genuine threat to the current status quo (Cock, 2010; Litner, 2005).  In a number of countries, civil society is fairly fragmented, and often has to battle for respect of their ideals and values by the government, but also by radical groups within uncivil society (Weiss, 2007; Algappa, 2004; Weller, 2005).  On the whole, political systems are oriented towards maintaining exclusionary political settlements, rather than fostering a genuine culture of political representation and governance on behalf of citizens.  

This depiction of democratic space in Asia Pacific is of course a generalisation.  The make-up of political settlements varies considerably both within and between the broad governance categories outlined above.   Nonetheless, using political settlements and the struggle over political power as an analytical lens is useful for understanding dynamics of democratic space in the region.  Institutions that in theory should support democratic space are unable to do so as, rather than operating independently and on behalf of citizens, they are part and parcel of political negotiations and elite power struggles.   This renders democratic space fragile and under threat from different angles (SEAPA, 2011; Instituto Demos, 2011b&c).  

It is against this backdrop that social media have emerged onto the scene in Asia Pacific over the past five years.  The expansion of the internet and social media across the region is bound up with wider social and economic dynamics.  Many countries, including authoritarian regimes, have embraced digital technology as part of an effort to promote new models of economic development, recover from financial crisis and assert political power on the world stage.  Communication technologies offer a route to prosperity and development, but at the same time unbalance established political settlements through opening society up to new political and economic connections, ideas and norms.  Social media in particular have opened up new democratic spaces, and appear to be helping to tip the balance of power towards citizens in ways that no other institutions or tools have been able to in the past.  They are offering opportunities to make public participation more inclusive, and to support engagement between citizens and the state in new ways.  However, social media are also fostering new patterns and forms of political and social exclusion and polarisation.  There are also signs that some governments and other power holders are starting to understand how they can co-opt social media to make it work to their advantage rather than to the advantage of democratic space as a whole.  This paper explores these dynamics in more detail, examining this new terrain of political negotiation and struggle with a view to helping identify strategies and options for strengthening democratic space across the region.

c) What is social media?

There is no commonly accepted definition of the term “social media” in academic literature or popular discourse.  Some use the term fairly broadly to refer to all digital communication platforms that allow individuals to create and share content.  For example, Shirky (2011) includes text messaging via mobile phones in his analysis of the role that social media can play in mobilising citizens for protest.  In contrast, most analysts restrict the term to the applications and tools that are associated with “web 2.0”, with a focus on social networking, content sharing and micro-blogging internet sites (see Boyd, 2007&2009; Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010).  Examples of the types of tools and platforms that the term "social media" encompasses are outlined in box 1.  However, rather than trying to delineate between which tools and platforms can be categorised as social media and which not, it is more useful to think in terms of the nature of the communication that these tools and platforms facilitate and how it is different from communication via other media. 

Two key characteristics of social media-supported communication can be identified.  The first is that they support user-generated content.  Until the dawn of the internet age, conventional media were limited in the extent to which they allowed individual citizens to share their knowledge and opinions directly via the media.  The possible exceptions were radio and television programmes that allowed users to phone in to comment on particular issues, or newspaper columns that published letters from readers.  However, even these were mediated and edited by media companies.  The internet has democratised communication, in the sense that anyone with an internet connection can now publish their material directly in the public domain without having to go through conventional media gatekeepers.  Such communication is sometimes referred to as “peer to peer”.  

However, not all internet-based media can be classed as social media.  The second characteristic that social media have is interactivity; platforms not only support user-generated content, but also facilitate direct interaction with this content by other individuals.  A static webpage cannot be described as social media as internet users are only able to view the content that it hosts in a uni-directional manner.  However, blog pages that allow readers to comment on the postings of their author, and other readers to discuss these comments, support greater interaction between citizens.  Other social media platforms have been explicitly designed to foster connections between wide networks of people.  For example, social networking tools automatically provide users with updates about what people in their network are saying and provide suggestions of networks that they may be interested in joining.  Social networking and micro-blogging tools allow people to share interesting articles or ideas with others, be it user-generated content or mainstream media articles.  .  


Whilst the tools and applications vary in scope and function, user-generated content and interactivity lie at the heart of all social media, facilitating connections and collaborations whose overall impact and power are greater than the sum of their component individual communication flows.  In contrast to the “one to many” communication supported by conventional media, social media facilitate “many to many” and "peer to peer" communication, in which a multitude of people can speak to each other simultaneously, with content often spreading rapidly and virally through interconnected communication networks.

Donors and development practitioners have long supported a range of media and communications initiatives.  However, many of these would not constitute support for the development of social media.  In particular, e-government and e-governance initiatives would generally fall outside of the boundaries of our definition, especially if these are oriented towards strengthening public administration, the internal machinery of government, or formal democratic processes such as voting.  Some e-participation initiatives may employ social media tools in an attempt to improve relations between state and citizens.  These would count as social media if the system is based around interaction and user-generated content, aimed at improving dialogue and building democratic culture.

d) Social media’s relationship with democratic space in theory

A healthy public sphere is a key pillar of democratic space, allowing citizens to share information and ideas in the public domain, convey their needs and wants to political leaders, and publicise instances of maladministration and bad governance.  In theory, social media can present new opportunities for strengthening the public sphere, both directly via peer to peer communication between citizens, and indirectly through enhancing the capacity, quality and strength of two key elements within the public sphere - civil society and the media environment.  They do this in three main inter-related ways:

Firstly, social media can reduce the extent to which all actors in democratic space have to rely on conventional media gatekeepers to communicate in the public sphere and shape or gauge public opinion.  Before the rise of the internet, conventional media – press, radio and television – largely constituted the public sphere themselves, exercising editorial control over public communication flows.  Social media have changed this, allowing people not only to communicate directly without having to rely on conventional gatekeepers, but also to engage in dynamic conversation and debate in real time.  In doing so, they can actively shape popular opinion, and build common understandings about issues of public concern.  For example, in Vietnam, an online underground magazine called Talawas.org has successfully offered an alternative to the mainstream media landscape in that country since 2001 – i.e. even before the emergence of social media  – while bridging the deep separations that used to exist in the isolated Vietnam of that time between Vietnamese in the North and the South, inside the country and outside (Giang Dang). Members of government and political leaders can also communicate directly with citizens and more easily gauge public opinion without having to rely on mainstream media, providing scope to strengthen representation and accountability.  In short, through facilitating unmediated many to many communication, social media can in theory help to build a public sphere that more accurately reflects the opinions, needs and wants of citizens: discourse shaping is democratised (CITIGEN Team at IT for Change).

Secondly, social media can facilitate collaborative knowledge generation, helping to harness the collective knowledge of people separated in time and space.  The interactive discussion and debate that social media platforms host can expose participants to a spectrum of opinion and ideas, which in turn may shape their own opinions and understandings. This may include a growing awareness of global developments, making citizens everywhere “better equipped to accept or criticise change in their countries and the ways in which they are governed” (Sopheap Chak). Some social media platforms are specifically designed to capture and process dispersed knowledge, with Wikipedia serving as a prominent example.  Crowdsourcing applications are another example of powerful, collaborative knowledge tools.  These allow people to contribute pieces of information about a particular issue, and then process these contributions to build an overarching picture or body of knowledge.  Ushahidi is a well-known example, allowing people to log information about events around them via email, phone, sms or smartphone app.  This information is collated by the software and presented in a visual format on a map.  Ushahidi has proven to be extremely powerful in a number of contexts, from helping to gauge the extent of violence during the Kenyan elections of 2007-8, to mapping and raising awareness about the taboo issue of sexual harassment of women on the streets of Cairo.

Thirdly, the interconnectedness of social media platforms and networks means that information can spread extremely quickly and virally to large numbers of people simultaneously.  This makes it very difficult for any single individual or entity to control communication flows, which is particularly important in countries where the state retains tight control over conventional offline media outlets.  It also means that anyone with an internet connection can report on current events to a global audience in real time.  The interactivity, interconnectedness and speed of social media communication also make them powerful tools for mobilising citizens for protest or other civil action.  This power is enhanced by the “social” element of the platforms; people are far more likely to take action on an issue if they are encouraged to do so by personal contacts that they know and trust.  In this way, social networks can make it easier for politically minded citizens to mobilise a wider community of people who use social media for personal entertainment to take action on a specific issue.

In reality of course, the relationship between social media and democratic space is far from being unidirectional, straightforward, or necessarily positive.  The impact that social media have in different contexts is deeply bound up with the wider social, economic and political environment in which they are being used.  In many contexts, social media are used in ways that erodes democratic space rather than strengthens it, for example through spreading hate speech and encouraging self-censorship (see section 5).  Political culture is particularly important; social media are far more likely to be effective tools for participating in, and thereby strengthening, democratic space in enabling environments where human rights are respected and democratic values are institutionalised.  The next sections address these issues in more detail, moving from theory to reality through locating social media within the wider political landscape of the Asia Pacific region.

3) The media and communications environment in Asia Pacific 

a) The social media environment 

The popularity and use of social media has exploded across the Asia Pacific region in recent years (Nielsen, 2010).  Market research figures suggest that the Asian social media environment is perhaps the most interactive and vibrant in the world, for example with more people saying that they comment on blogs and in forums than in Europe (Edelman, 2011.  See Figure 1).  Social networking is particularly popular.  50%
 of internet users in the region are reported to have visited a social networking site in February 2010 (Comscore, 2010).  Facebook is the most popular social networking application in the region, although in some countries competing brands are more popular.  These include national brands such as Renren in China. 

As the most widely used social media site in the region, Facebook statistics
 provide a useful insight into current social media trends, as well as into the geography and demography of users.  The number of Facebook users across the region is growing rapidly, with a 65% growth rate recorded in India in the first six months of 2011, and growth rates of 54% in Thailand and 49% in Pakistan.  Indonesia has the second largest number of registered Facebook users in the world after the USA, followed by India in third place.  The Philippines ranks at seven, Malaysia at 16 and Thailand at 17.  It should be noted however that in many countries these figures mask dismally low internet penetration rates amongst the wider population.  For example, whilst India has the third largest Facebook population in the world, this represents only 2.6% of the total population.  Across the region, Facebook penetration rates vary from 0.04% of the population in China (where Facebook is blocked) to 55% in Brunei.  The Pacific Islands generally have very low penetration rates, for example with only 0.7% of the population on Facebook in American Samoa and 0.8% in Papua New Guinea.
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Figure 1 - Use of social media around the world.  Source: Edelman (2011)

Male Facebook users outnumber women in most countries, with Thailand being a notable exception.  Gender ratios vary across the region, for example with women making up 53% of Thailand's Facebook users compared to 28% in India.  In most countries, the large majority of users are in the 18-24 age bracket, followed by people aged 25-30.  Other disaggregated comparable statistics are not available, although analysts suggest that low income and rural populations make up a minority of users.  

b) The wider media environment 

Social media operate within wider communications and media environments in which people access and disseminate information and ideas via different platforms.  It is therefore important to locate social media within the broader media landscape of Asia Pacific if we are to understand the impact that they are having on democratic space.

The media environment across Asia Pacific varies considerably between countries, with the region containing some of the best and worst ranked countries in international indices of media quality (Puddington, 2011; RSF, 2010).  At one end of the spectrum, states such as Burma, Laos, China and Vietnam exercise tight control over the media through a combination of direct ownership, licensing arrangements and strict regulation.  At the other end of the spectrum, some of the Pacific islands, Australasia and Japan have some of the freest media environments in the world (Freedom House, 2010).  In between these two extremes, the quality of media systems, content and access varies from country to country.  Despite this diversity, a number of common themes emerge from analysis of the regional media environment.

Firstly, even in countries with comparatively greater levels of media diversity and respect for press freedoms, harassment and violence against journalists is a continuing problem in a number of countries across Asia Pacific.  This is exacerbated by general impunity for the perpetrators of violence against journalists.  Four of the world’s ten most deadliest countries for journalists in 2010 were in Asia Pacific, with eight deaths in Pakistan, three in Indonesia, two in Thailand and two in the Philippines (CPJ, 2011).  The Philippines, Sri Lanka, Nepal, Pakistan, Bangladesh and India feature in the top 13 countries in the Committee to Protect Journalists’ 2011 international impunity index of unsolved journalist murders.  More than a dozen journalists have been murdered in Sri Lanka since 2005 (DeVotta, 2011). Harassment and intimidation of media workers is a wide spread problem.  For example, 47 cases of violence against journalists were recorded in Indonesia in 2010, including one murder (SEAPA, 2011). Too often, media workers are caught in the cross fire in political conflict, as was the case in the 2009 massacre of 32 media workers in Maguindanao in the Philippines, and the death of at least two journalists in the 2010 upheavals in Bangkok, Thailand (ibid).   All of just suggests not only a lack of respect for the journalistic profession, but also that democratic culture and respect for freedom of expression is either fragile or absent.  This is further exemplified by the fact that in India, for example, since 2010, at least ten right-to-information activitsts have been murdered (Asian Centre for Human Rights).
Harassment of media workers helps to create a culture of self-censorship, deterring journalists from reporting on political and socio-cultural taboo subjects.  For example, religious diversity and certain topics related to state security and nationalism remaining no-go areas for the mainstream media in the otherwise vibrant media landscape of Pakistan (FES, 2009b).  Political polarisation exacerbates the effects of self-censorship in a number of countries, for example with Sri Lanka suffering from entrenched political polarisation of the media, exacerbated by decades of political conflict (Dietz and Crispin, 2010
).On the whole, power holders refuse to tolerate threats to their authority, whether by journalists or by their political opponents, and are fearful about the impact that negative reporting might have for themselves or society as a whole.  

Secondly, where  not owned directly by the state, media ownership in many countries is dominated by elite families or large companies, often exacerbated by high levels of concentration of ownership in the hands of a few powerful actors.  This has played out in different ways in different country contexts, but on the whole has acted to undermine the independence and quality of the media.  In a number of countries, the result has been the politicisation of the media.  For example, a significant proportion of media outlets in Cambodia are privately owned, but their owners often have strong political affiliations or interests which affect the selection and reporting of news (Wagstaff, 2010).  In Malaysia, political factionalism reflected in the mainstream media has discredited it in the eyes of much of the population, particularly since the 2008 elections (Leong, 2009).  In Thailand, the polarisation of the media between those in support of and against former Prime Minister Thaksin Sihinawatra has had a similar effect on public perceptions of the media (Tangkitvanich and Wongkitrungruang, 2010).  

A third, related trend is a general lack of quality investigative reporting and public interest content.  In many countries across the region, deregulation of the media from the mid 1980s resulted in a rapid expansion of the number of private media outlets.  However, whilst improving the vibrancy and dynamism of the media landscape, this has not generally been paralleled by an increase in quality, investigative journalism (Banjali, 2010; Wagstaff, 2010).  In the Philippines, commercial concentration of media ownership is resulting in a race to the bottom in terms of sensationalist and popular reporting (Wagstaff, 2010).  Concentration of media ownership also raises concerns about the diversity of reporting and programming, for example with Indonesia’s media oligopoly resulting in a disproportionate number of editors being located in Java, even for regional publications (ibid).  In India, pressures for media outlets to remain commercially viable through advertising revenue has resulted in a bias of commercial outlets towards middle class and urban elite, effectively excluding the majority of India’s population living in poor and rural communities (FES, 2009a).  Lack of diversity in many newsrooms is blamed for a reported replication of cultural and religious stereotypes, bias and prejudice in a number of countries (Banaji, 2010), for example, with stereotyping of Muslims being problematic in the Indian media (FES, 2010a).  

A fourth issue is that in many instances, “public service” media outlets are either weak or absent, with state broadcasters being fully controlled by the government in a number of countries. In some countries, such Burma, Vietnam and Laos, state-owned media do not face any competition and news programmes operate largely as the mouthpiece of the government.  In others, such as Malaysia, Pakistan and the Philippines, state-owned media compete with the private media for audience share, resulting in a degree of content diversity (Wagstaff, 2010; FES, 2009b).  In the Philippines, although the state owned media have been accused of bias during election periods, they are generally not fearful of criticising the state.  However, perhaps because they have to compete in a highly commercialised media environment, reporting tends to lack quality and substance (Wagstaff, 2010).  Cambodia has some private broadcasters, but most are affiliated either directly or indirectly with the government.  Moreover, most rural audiences are only able to receive state media.    Broadcast regulators in the Philippines, Malaysia and Singapore lack independence from the government, whereas Cambodia, Vietnam, Burma and Laos have no regulators at all (ibid). Newspapers in the region can be more dynamic and critical than their broadcast counterparts, but a lack of quality investigation and reporting remains a problem in most countries (ibid; Banjali, 2010).

However, the picture is not wholly negative.  In some countries in the region, state broadcasters are helping to ensure that citizens have access to a degree of diverse and public interest media content.  In Southeast Asia, there have been moves to develop independent public service broadcasters in Thailand, Indonesia and East Timor.  However, progress in Thailand has been stalled by political instability and there are concerns over independence of what was previously the state broadcaster in East Timor.  In Indonesia, there are signs that programming is now more independent of political influence on Indonesia’s public television and radio stations, although a lack of sustainable or public funding may undermine further progress (Mendel, 2010).  In South Asia, some state broadcasters have a public interest mandate, although there are concerns over their independence from the government (FES, 2010a&b; Banaji, 2010).  In Pakistan, commercial broadcasters are supposed to make sure at least 10% of their content constitutes “public interest” material, although there is no enforcement of this requirement (FES, 2010a
).  In some countries in the region, community radio is helping to enhance media diversity, participation and independence.  This is particularly notable in Nepal, where the independent community station Radio Sagarmatha helped to set the standard for independent, public interest media in the country following the liberalisation of the airwaves from the 1990s (Pringle and Subba, 2007)
.  Whilst this liberalisation has led to the development of a vibrant, independent radio sector in Nepal, the proliferation of outlets in recent years has led to some concerns over quality and political independence of the sector (ibid).  Analysts stress that it is not always possible to place media outlets and content into conventional categories of “progressive”, “conservative” or “public interest”, making it difficult to gauge the extent and strength of democratic space (Banaji, 2010).  In India, however,  community radio stations are prohibited from broadcasting news. In Pakistan, the lack of definition of “community” media can be problematic, for example with outlets owned by the military being considered to fall within this broad category.  There is general agreement that clearer media policy and enabling regulatory environments, focused particularly on supporting community media and public service content, would help to build the capacity of offline media environments to support democratic space (Pringle and Subba, 2007; FES, 2010b) .

In summary, conventional media are playing a role in supporting public spheres in Asia Pacific.  However, the nature and quality of these spheres varies across the region.  In many countries, quality, independent reporting is limited, and respect for media freedom and human rights is generally not well established.  In some countries, media are fully controlled by the state for their own purposes.  In others, they are used by political factions for elite squabbles and politicking, or else are heavily commercialised and offer little in the way of public interest information and debate.  Minority and politically excluded populations suffer from limited representation and participation in mainstream media across the region.  

These weaknesses in the conventional media landscape have knock on implications for democratic space, effectively weakening its resilience and reducing its quality.  There is therefore considerable scope for alternative platforms, like social media, to help bolster democratic space in the region.  The next section explores three main ways in which social media are having positive impacts on democratic space in Asia Pacific: providing an alternative platform for journalism and debate; providing tools and spaces for civil society to mobilise and organise; and providing political leaders with a means to better engage with citizens.  Section 5 then moves on to look at some of the negative aspects and challenges.  

4) Social media and democratic space in Asia Pacific

a) Social media as an alternative platform for journalism and public debate

This section examines whether social media are helping to strengthen democratic space through providing an alternative platform for reporting and discussion of public interest issues.  It draws on case studies from countries with different governance systems: Malaysia, an established democracy which has not seen the rotation of power away from the ruling coalition since independence in 1957 and Vietnam, a single party socialist republic.   Mirroring a global trend, the online media environment in these countries is less heavily controlled and regulated than the conventional media.  Citizens have used this opportunity to engage with issues of public concern in ways that the mainstream media have been unable to, including through critique and satire of public officials and policy.  Whilst such citizen journalism is often not of the same quality as professional investigative journalism should be (at least in theory), it is helping to open up space for information sharing and debate, whilst also allowing individuals to exercise their right to freedom of expression.

In Malaysia, the popular online new site Malaysiakini.com provides an important source of balanced, independent reporting in a country where conventional media are generally biased by their political ownership.  Malaysiakini is a professional news site that has incorporated elements of social media into its structure through allowing readers to comment on stories and disseminate them through other platforms such as Twitter and Facebook.  It is one example of a hybrid online platform that straddles the boundary between social media and mainstream media.  It demonstrates the continued need for professional journalism in the internet age, and the ways in which social media can help to enhance participation in the mainstream media, thereby helping to foster a more vibrant and dynamic public sphere.  In 2010, Malaysiakini launched a sister site, Komunitikini, dedicated to covering grassroots and community issues at the local level.  Citizens are encouraged to post their own news items, which may be published on the site alongside articles from the outlet’s established network of citizen journalists.  This site promises to address the need for quality local media in Malaysia, which will hopefully help to build a more inclusive public sphere over time.  The internet has thus helped to enhance the quality of the media environment in Malaysia at national and local levels through providing the space for hybrid professional-social media to develop.

In Vietnam, blogs have facilitated discussion on a number of controversial public issues that the state-controlled media has been reluctant to cover, including the ecological and social damage being caused by bauxite mining and concerns over the leasing of land for mining to foreign investors (Quinn, 2010).  Analysts suggest that when such issues are raised on blogs, the mainstream media feels more free to report on them as they have already entered the public domain (ibid).  Thus, even in closed societies such as Vietnam, citizen media are helping to give rise to a form of "networked journalism", in which the mainstream media gain access to a wide range of stories and information from the grassroots via social media (Beckett, 2008).  These links between online and offline communication flows are important for extending the benefits of the internet to those who do not or cannot actively participate in social media spaces.   

Thayer (2009) notes that, until recently, political critique in Vietnam had been largely restricted to a small number of political dissidents pushing back against the lack of political freedom in the country.  However, in 2008-2009, the legitimacy of the state came under unprecedented threat from a number of angles as elite networks and everyday citizens questioned a range of issues relating to government policy and practice via social media.  These ranged from large scale development projects (namely bauxite mining), foreign relations and security (mainly linked to Vietnam’s relationship with China), and corruption amongst state officials.  Thayer suggests that the legitimacy of the state itself was being called into question like never before, by people with little history of political dissidence.  Citizen blogs have been the main location of discussion of the issues, and a Facebook group opposing mining policy attracted 700 members in early 2009 (Thayer, 2009).  This analysis supports Shirky's (2011) observation that a public sphere is more likely to emerge in repressive regimes as a result of public dissatisfaction with everyday issues, rather than murmurings around lofty ideas such as human rights.  Broad-based public debate can represent much more of a challenge to established political settlements than the existence of small pockets of focused human rights activism.  

The Vietnamese government's response in 2009 was to step up its arrest and detainment of bloggers, block of a number of social media sites including Facebook, use cyber-attacks against dissident websites, and issue an edict reminding bloggers that they must restrict themselves to discussing only personal issues on blogs (Thayer, 2009; Quinn, 2010).  It is not yet clear whether these actions will effectively clamp down on the democratic space that social media have started to prise open in Vietnam.  However, it is highly unlikely that the popularity of social media will dissipate any time soon.  This gives rise to the question of whether the internet becomes more difficult to control as it becomes more central in people’s daily lives. As vice-president of the country’s popular social media site Zing Me commented, “Two years ago there was no talk about politics allowed on our blogs.  Now we’re mainstream and we can’t avoid people talking about politics” (quoted in Quinn, 2010).  

Questions for discussion:

· Are links between conventional and social media helping to improve the quality and inclusiveness of conventional media?  Do these links help to enhance access to information and debate for people who are not connected to the internet? [some of these questions can be tentatively answered, or at least partially so, referring to the next section, where we reflect on the importance of making links between the online and the offline. Would it perhaps make sense to reverse the order of the sections?]
· Are there particular examples of social media initiatives that have helped to improve the overall inclusion, participation and representativeness of the media environment, particularly for traditionally excluded and repressed minorities? [as above]
· In closed societies, even when people self-censor and remain within the boundaries of permissible discussion, do the new spaces for interactive communication that social media provide help to give citizens a greater sense of empowerment, public awareness and shared unity with others, thereby helping to strengthen the public sphere over time? [this question is answered to some extent in the next section. Perhaps nice to also refer to the example of the Chinese people sharing pictures of an empty chair to protest absence of Nobel prize winner for peace at the Oslo ceremony to show possibility of this indeed happening?]
b) Collaborating for change: the role of social media in strengthening freedom of association

The right of citizens to associate with each other and engage in an open political life is a cornerstone of democracy and democratic space (Etling et al., 2010).  Social media can help to strengthen both civil and political society by making it easier for organisations and citizens to associate with each other, coordinate and mobilise others to take action or protest.  The role that social media can play in political mobilisation and protest has received much attention in recent years, with uprisings in Belarus, Moldova, Iran and Burma being dubbed as Facebook and Twitter revolutions (Morozov, 2011; Rosen, 2011).  Analysts, particularly in the popular press, have argued that social media helped these protests to be bigger and better organised than would have been possible in the absence of digital tools (Rosen, 2011).  However, others disagree, arguing that, at best, social media have played minor roles and, at worst, have actually worked to weaken dissident movements.  Sceptics highlight the failure of a number of so-called social media revolutions to instigate political change, arguing that offline social networks and conventional face to face mobilisation are far more important than online networks both for mobilising for protest, and for driving political change (Morozov, 2011; Gladwell, 2010).  

Digital networks are said to be made up primarily of people who do not usually associate, or even know each other, in the offline world, making the social connections between them fairly weak.  Digital activism, or “clicktivism”, so the argument goes, results in temporary, shallow networks of people with little influence over offline political processes.  To achieve real political change, sustained, long term and strategic action is required offline by people who are willing to take risks, who are deeply involved with the issues at hand, and whose courage is bolstered by close personal networks of people connected by shared experiences, understandings and trust (Gladwell, 2010).  

Kovacs (2010a&b) notes that these sentiments are often expressed in India, where popular discourse often presents a binary distinction between genuine grassroots activism and modern "clicktivism", which itself is seen as part and parcel of a neoliberal agenda which excludes and represses the poor.  One prominent grassroots activist recently called on people to get off the internet, out of the cities and physically into the communities of non-internet users that they need to understand and mobilise to instigate change.  He warned against the danger of online activism creating discrete communities of people who feel like they are pressuring political leaders, when in fact they are actually just talking amongst themselves (Kovacs, 2010b).

Yet there are examples to indicate that strong horizontal networks can be created through the use of new ICTs. For example, an action research project in Kerala, India, has explored “the possibility of expanding substantive participation of women representatives in the local governing bodies by creation of horizontal support networks” through an online platform for information sharing and support (Gramamukhy), a discussion forum and a writer's blog.  Questions of design turned out to be at the heart of the quality of inclusion of the women representatives : it was found that the design has to be not only open and context-specific, but also self-directed and self-representative – customised and flexible so as to be able to evolve over time with its users. Under these conditions, it was argued, ICTs can “strengthen people's sense of self and individuation; while also allowing processes of co-creation, with constant engagement between the online and offline context, and thus creative and self-reflective connections among individuals” (CITIGEN Team at IT for Change)
At the international level, debate on these issues stepped up a notch in 2011 with the well-documented use of Facebook and Twitter by activists in Tunisia and Egypt to mobilise and organise popular protest.  The success of these protests in ousting long standing illiberal leaders from power seemed to vindicate social media protagonists rather than sceptics.  Social media have also played an instrumental role in mobilisations for popular protests in a number of countries in the Asia Pacific region.  For example, in the Bangkok protests of May 2010, Facebook was reportedly used by protest leaders, and anti-protest protesters, to coordinate and organise (Russell, 2011).  In Malaysia, citizen blogs helped to drum up interest and support in the run up to the unprecedented Bersih
 and Hindraf
 mass street protests in Kuala Lumpur in 2007 (Chin and Huat, 2009).  Whilst Facebook is thought to have played an important but relatively minor role in motivating people to attend the 2007 Bersih rally (Chua, 2007), the Bersih 2.0 rally of July 2011 had nearly 59,000 fans on its Facebook group on 7th July, two days before the planned event.  The organisers of the rally used Facebook and Twitter to fundraise, mobilise and organise.  For example, in the face of rumours that the government would block access to selected websites during the protest, the organisers promoted contingency plans via social media.  One Facebook and Twitter posting on 7th July reads, “Sebarkan
! If bersih.org, our FB or Twitter hacked, please go to: bersihbackup.wordpress.com, bersihbackup.blogspot.com, bersihbackup.tumblr.com”.

However, the role that social media can play in political uprisings is far from being a simple, black and white issue.  All social and political processes are highly contextual.  The form that they take and the impact that they have depends on the constellation of social, economic, political and cultural factors that make up the political landscape of a given country.  Moments of popular protest cannot be analysed in isolation from this wider political landscape, and the impact that social media will have on civil society and active citizenship is highly dependent on it.  Indeed, social media are part and parcel of the landscape itself, with the communications that they support helping to influence, but also being influenced by, power relationships between different individuals and groups.  

The  case of the 2011 protests in Egypt which succeeded in toppling the president helps to illustrate this point.  Whilst social media undoubtedly played an important role, political dissidents in Egypt had for decades been using a variety of tactics, both online and offline, to chip away at governmental control over the media, civil society and nominally democratic institutions and processes.  Online media helped to open up new democratic spaces over the past ten years, but this was only one of a whole spectrum of factors that helped to open up enough space to lay the grounds for popular protest.  Other factors included dissatisfaction over persistent poverty, inequality and unemployment, the strength of civil society and political society, and the rise of Al Jazeera as a source of alternative news and catalyst for the formation of regional Arab identity and discourse (Kandeel, 2011; Lynch, 2011).  Similarly, social media helped the protestors to organise and maintain momentum during the protest, but they cannot be said to have ultimately caused the protest or been at the root of its success.  As Shirky (2011) notes, "clicktivism" does not replace political action in the real world, but it can help to coordinate it.

Analysis of the differences between the digital media environment in Singapore and Malaysia helps us to think about these arguments  in the context of Asia Pacific (George, 2005; Kenyon, 2010).  In both countries, the offline media operate under the influence of the government and political leaders, and the internet in comparison has been a much freer medium.  However, Malaysia has developed a much more vibrant digital media landscape than Singapore, with online journalists and commentators more willing to critique government policy. George (2005) identifies a number of enabling factors that helped to foster Malaysia's more contentious online environment.  These included the presence of stronger and more established social networks; a history of independent offline media outlets engaged in direct struggle for press freedom with the state; a collective memory of political instability in the late 1990s which can be mobilised to provoke public outrage; less systematic and efficient prior restraint of the media through licensing and registration requirements; and political competition between elite factions helping to open up a degree of democratic space for political opposition.  

Writing in 2005 when social media were only just becoming popular, George emphasises that a history of strong, offline social networks is critical for laying the foundations for contentious online media in otherwise closed societies.  In other words, political activism and opposition is likely to be stronger online if it is rooted in a longer history of networking and activism.  It is possible to continue the thread of this argument into the social media age.  The question is whether  Malaysia’s unprecedented popular protests in recent years were ultimately possible because the country’s vibrant digital media environment helped to provide the foundations for them.  Did they lay the grounds for the first Bersih rally of 2007, which in turn then laid the foundations for the effective use of social media activism in the run up to Bersih 2.0 in 2011? Whilst social media formed a central organising hub for the Bersih 2.0 rally, its overall impact on turnout and impact is not clear. Estimates of the numbers of people who turned out to protest are similar for both the 2007 and 2011 Bersih protests, despite social media being more widely used in 2011.  However, the government was also more prepared both in the run up to and during the 2011 protest, possibly pushing back against any impact that social media might have been having in helping to spread the message about the protests.

If the widening of democratic space through the use of social media is to be broad-based, connecting the online and the offline is, however, as important in open as it is in closed societies. This does not only mean that there is a need to connect with offline events, protests and participants. Taking into consideration larger social, economic and political realities, it also entails that initiatives to widen democratic space should not be limited to Internet-based media forms and platforms. They should include traditional systems of communication and community media forms such as radio, as well as deploy multi-media approaches to content development, distribution and exchange – for example, distributing audio content through mobile phones or facilitating interaction with community radio through sms (refer to e-discussion summary). In David Leeming’s words: “for ICT-based social media to be a real force for good, we need to make it possible for the information flows to reach people in many formats and within frameworks that allow interactivity not dependent on rare technical skills”.

Mobile phones could play an important role in such exchanges. UNDP research has shown that over the past decade, Asia Pacific has had the highest growing rates of mobile users of the world, and in many countries, mobile penetration rates surpass Internet penetration rates by large margins (Raul Zambrano – get exact reference to the report?). Even if the vast majority of such subscribers have pre-paid accounts and do not use a smartphone, this ubiquity of mobile phones creates tremendous new possibilities for opening up the new channels and formats required, as David Leeming pointed out, to allow people to participate in ICT communities of practice in ways that best suit them. 

 In short, it appears that social media can help to shift balances of power, creating small fissures within established political settlements which help to slowly expand and strengthen democratic space over time.  But the extent to which this will happen in different contexts, and the effect that it has on democratic space, is deeply dependent on the social, economic and political landscape in which social media are embedded.  Thus, in order to understand and support the potential of social media to open up democratic space through strengthening both information flows and civil society, we need to understand the role that they play in longer term processes of political negotiation and contestation, rather than focusing solely on moments of political protest.  

One of the reasons that social media seem to be able to shift the relationship between state and citizens  is that they enable a broader range of people to engage with political and social activism in new ways.  Research in India suggests that many people who instigate and participate in online campaigns do not think of themselves as activists (Kovacs, 2010b).  In contrast to full time campaigners who devote their lives to on the ground activism, they see themselves as everyday citizens who are now more politically aware and able to take small actions to support various causes by virtue of social media.  This finding is echoed in Vietnam, where social media have enabled a broader range of citizens to engage with political issues in the public domain.  Quinn (2010) reports that one blogger who was arrested for covering controversial issues on her blog was released because there was little evidence that she was part of a wider network of dissidents.  The blogger in question promised not to blog about political issues in the future, saying that she had learned that blogs were for discussing personal matters only.  Whilst it is not clear whether she had previously thought of herself as a political activist or not, this case illustrates how the internet has opened up new spaces for ordinary citizens to challenge established political settlements, inevitably disrupting the balance of political power in society.  However, it also illustrates the importance of having an enabling political environment in place which permits the use of social media for public debate and dissent.

Social media are providing new spaces and mechanisms through which people are challenging not only established political orders, but also the social and cultural norms and inequalities that are bound up with them.  For example, in 2009, a group of conservative men physically attacked a group of young women for socialising in a pub in Mangalore, India.  A right wing Hindu group claimed responsibility for the attack, justifying the act as "spontaneous reaction against women who flouted traditional Indian norms of decency" (quoted in Chattopadhyay, 2011:63).  In ironic response to this incident, a journalist set up a Facebook group called the "consortium of pub-going, loose and forward women".  Whilst this had not been intended as the beginning of a formal online campaign, the Facebook group attracted over 500 members in one day, and by the end of the week had over 40,000 (ibid).  Online activism was complemented by people taking the offline action of donating pink underwear to collection centres in order to send on to the leader of the right wing group as a mark of protest, giving the movement its popular name of the pink chaddi campaign.  This movement is an example of the role that social media can play in opening up space for people to challenge social norms and question established power relationships.  Chattopadhyay argues that, rather than merely supporting shallow "clicktivism", social media serves as a "surrogate social-political space" where people with non-mainstream opinions can offer mutual support, and where ideas can start to take shape and gain the level of popular legitimacy that they need in order to take root in the offline world of realpolitik (p 65).  In other words, through incubating debate and fostering inter-personal connections, social media can help to create a sense of shared awareness around issues that can then help to spawn collaboration and coordination (Shirky, 2011).

Questions for discussion:

· What economic, social, political and cultural factors help to create an “enabling” environment for social media to make a positive contribution to democratic space?  

· How important are these factors?  Is social media still playing a positive role in “disabling” environments? [cfr. The example of the empty chair in China, mentioned above]
c) Deepening democratic engagement between states and citizens.

The focus of this paper so far has been on the impact of social media on the demand side of democracy, examining how actors and institutions are using them to curb the power of the state and strengthen democratic accountability.  However, democratic space is not only a domain for civil society and citizen action.  It is the arena between the state and society in which government and citizens can come together and interact with each other.  It is therefore important to consider the impact that social media is having on the supply side of democracy, and on accountability relationships in the zone where demand and supply meet.  In theory, democratic space is underpinned by democratic culture, in which elected representatives engage in meaningful dialogue with citizens in order to understand their needs and govern on their behalf.  Given that social media reduce the need for gatekeepers such as the conventional mass media to act as mediators between political leaders and constituents, they should provide opportunities for enhancing government engagement with citizens.  

Unfortunately, to date, there is very little evidence that social media has helped to strengthen democratic engagement in this way, either in Asia Pacific or beyond.  Chadwick (2009) notes that, until recently, e-democracy and e-participation initiatives have made unrealistic assumptions about the incentives that both members of government and citizens have to engage in deliberative democracy.  Where online consultative forums and platforms have been used to invite citizen input into policy making, participation has often been disappointingly limited.  Similarly, public officials have displayed a reluctance to meaningfully incorporate such consultations into the policy making process, leaving them accused of being either pointless exercises or attempts to co-opt dissenting voices.  

The typology of spaces for public participation put forward by Cornwall and Coelho (2006) and the Institute of Development Studies at the University of Sussex is a useful analytical framework for thinking about these issues
.  "Invited spaces" in which governments invite citizens to participate, or vice versa, are more likely to be viewed with scepticism and permeated with the power dynamics of the established political settlement.  "Claimed spaces" can to be more fruitful, in which interaction and engagement has formed organically or been fought for in response to a particular need.  Governments and other political actors cannot set up social media spaces for engagement and assume that citizens will actively participate, particularly if it seems to people that their participation will have little concrete impact.  Citizens may also not automatically welcome institutions and actors from the state into their own social media spaces.

Social media are increasingly being employed by political actors across the world in an attempt to reach out to citizens, including in Asia Pacific.  However, on the whole, these efforts seem to be trying to carry out old politics using new tools.  Rather than being used to try and foster meaningful democratic engagement, social media are most commonly used for electioneering.  For example, political parties in India widely used social media in their 2009 election campaigns, trying to engage young voters through web chats and social networking.  However, despite a 10 fold increase in spending on digital media compared to the previous elections in 2004, this had little discernible impact on election results or voter turnout.  Youth turnout actually dropped in comparison to 2004.  Bhaduri (2010) blames this largely on the fact that only 7% of India's population is actually online, a remarkable statistic given the popular image of India being a leader in technology on the world stage.  She also bemoans a failure of political parties and the government to use social media as a tool of governance rather than solely for elections.  Political parties were simply telling people that they were in the digital sphere, rather than engaging in meaningful democratic debate.  

Research elsewhere suggests that voters are turned off by the by the use of social media for traditional "hard-sell" political campaigning, for example with the majority of participants in a survey in the Philippines saying that they preferred to see candidates interacting and engaging with people rather than just advertising themselves (Espina-Letargo, 2010).  Political leaders in the Philippines do appear to be waking up to this message.  Espina-Letargo (2010) argues that the 2010 presidential candidate Noynoy Aquino understood the fluid and personal nature of social media and adapted his campaigning tactics accordingly.  For example, rather than inviting the mainstream media on a visit to a terminally ill supporter in hospital, Aquino's new media team quietly released photos of the visit on his Facebook page, generating a buzz of approval across the site and the wider web.  Espina-Letargo believes that this appreciation of the need for more personal political engagement in the age of new media contributed to Aquino's success in the 2010 presidential elections.  Aquino has since promised to use Facebook and Twitter to improve communications between the government and Filipino people.  The following month, the country's Supreme Court is now also providing updates and soliciting feedback via Facebook and Twitter
 (ibid).  

In Malaysia, the heavy losses that the historically dominant Barisan Nasional coalition suffered in the 2008 elections have been attributed at least in part to its failure to understand the extent of citizen disaffection with the offline media that it largely controls, in contrast to the successful use of digital media by the opposition (Fama and Tam, 2010).  Members of the government recognised this mistake (Leong, 2011), and Malaysia has since become one of the most active users of social media tools for governance in the region.  Of particular note is the 1-Malaysia campaign, whose website is marketed as the personal site of Prime Minister Najib Razak.  As well as hosting the Prime Minister's blog and links to multi-media content, the site hosts regular roundtables in which citizens are invited to debate specific issues through posting comments to help inform his policy.  However, the site has been dismissed by many online critics as personal propaganda for the Prime Minister rather than a genuine attempt to engage with citizens.  The site is heavily moderated, and citizens can only participate with their real name and national ID number which is likely to limit the scope of genuine political debate.  

The 1-Malaysia site is a clear example of an "invited" social media space that is likely to have a limited impact in the long run on the creation of genuine democratic space.  Lessons from e-participation initiatives around the world suggest that, in order to effectively engage citizens, government and politician-led initiatives must more genuinely embrace the open, fluid and interactive culture of social media (Chadwick, 2009).  However, the government's heavy handed response to the Bersih 2.0 campaign for clean, fair politics suggests that there are limits to the extent to which the country's political elite are willing to accept serious challenges to the established political settlement
. [What about Thai initiative? Is this a better example? Finding more information before adding.]
This section has highlighted how politicians and governments in some Asia Pacific countries are starting to develop social media strategies.  However, the extent to which these represent a shift towards more open government and a genuine opening of democratic space, or simply the transfer of established power dynamics into a new medium, is not yet clear.  We have to be realistic and recognise that it is in the interests of power holders to use social media to maintain rather than change the political status quo.  However, just as we should not underestimate the indirect and cumulative effects of small scale online activism on relations between state and society in the long term, nor should we be too cynical about the potential of government-led social media initiatives to help open and strengthen democratic space.  

Zheng (2010) makes this point in relation to China, which has one of the most tightly controlled and regulated social media environments in Asia Pacific.  He reports that, despite having blocked Twitter and heavily censoring home grown microblogging alternatives, in June 2010 the government issued a whitepaper praising internet users for supervising the government via useful communication tools such as microblogs.  At the 2010 National People's Congress and Chinese People's Political Consultative Conference, representatives reportedly solicited public opinion on issues under discussion via microblogs.  Some analysts see this as an active attempt by the Chinese government to co-opt social media and control online discourse (MacKinnon, 2011).  However, in spite of this, Zheng (2010) argues that such initiatives are helping to drive subtle shifts in the balance of power between citizens and the state, and that such "accumulated micro-changes will be able to boost China's social movements in the long run" (p.118).

Zheng's comments also remind us of the important fact that even where the initiative for online action is that of citizens, this will only really be valuable if it results in the necessary offline action as well – and here, too, states may have a role to play. While the dispersed nature of much online activism may have many tactical advantages, where translation into policy is concerned this functions rather as an impediment, as it leaves overall purposes and tactics at best vaguely defined and does not provide a structure to decide between competing options and take matters forward. Political/institutional mediation is frequently essential to ensure that such connections are effectively made and that citizens’ feedback finds translation into actual change (Farida Shaheed as referenced by the CITIGEN Team at IT for Change). 

Questions for discussion:

· What examples are there in Asia Pacific of social media being used by different political actors to improve democratic engagement and governance?  What are the main drivers of success and failure?

· Does it matter if democratic spaces online are “invited” or “claimed”?  What can governments and democratic actors do to meaningfully improve state-citizen relations via social media?

· Are efforts in this area pointless in the absence of a genuine political commitment to democratic governance?  Or can enhanced state-citizen communications help to build democratic culture over time?

· Is there a careful balance to strike between effective use of social media by the state, and use of the tools and spaces for cooption, spin or propaganda?

5) Barriers and threats to the use of social media to expand democratic space in Asia Pacific

This section places social media within the wider technological and regulatory environment in which they operate in order to identify key technological, political, economic and social trends that are affecting their potential to support democratic space.  It focuses in particular on the growing trend of governments seeking to control communication via social media, often because they are fearful of the disruptive impact that it is having on established political settlements.  It also stresses that part of the power of social media lies in the characteristics of the internet that supports them.  For example, social media can operate as global, interconnected communications platforms because the internet itself spans geographical boundaries and allows anyone to connect to it if they have the appropriate technology.  To help identify the factors that help to strengthen the power of social media and the ways in which they can be influenced and controlled, it is useful to think of the internet environment as consisting of four broad, overlapping layers (see figure 2): 

· The content layer: the communication message itself, including voice, text and visual information.

· The applications layer: the tools and applications that allow us to create and share content, including social media platforms.

· The connectivity and code layer: the technical protocols and standards that allow for content to travel across networks and devices connected to the internet to communicate with each other.

· The infrastructure layer: the infrastructure and hardware that are necessary to physically connect to the internet.

The internet possesses certain characteristics at each of these layers that have been conducive for the development and use of social media.  It is important that these characteristics are protected, and that any barriers to social media development and use are addressed.  The internet can also be influenced and controlled at each of the layers by technical, political and economic drivers of change.  Unfortunately, government policy in countries in Asia Pacific and beyond  currently threatens the capacity of the internet to support vibrant and strong social media environments.  This section explores how this trend is playing out at each of the four broad layers of the internet environment
.
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Figure 2 - A layer model of digital communications environments.  (Source: GPA, 2008)

a) The content layer

The primary reason why social media can help to expand democratic space is that it supports the free flow of information and ideas between citizens, and between citizens and the state.  However, there are a variety of means through which states can directly and indirectly influence this flow of information and thereby shrink or control democratic space.  At the content layer, states can use legal and social mechanisms to remove or restrict access to content once it has been published, and to encourage citizens to self-censor.  Across the Asia Pacific region, states are increasingly targeting citizens who are using social media for purposes that are deemed to be illegal or that threaten their power, both through arrest and through ongoing harassment and intimidation.  

In his 2011 report, the Special Rapporteur on freedom of expression is particularly concerned about the criminalisation of online communication (UN, 2011).  This not only directly silences legitimate speech, but also creates a culture of fear in which people are afraid to speak out about issues that may be controversial.  Citing Reporters without Borders statistics, he highlights that out of 109 bloggers in prison in 2010, 72 were in China and 17 in Vietnam.  In Asia Pacific, criminal defamation and reputation laws are used in a number of countries to clamp down on legitimate expression, including South Korea, China, Malaysia, Indonesia, Vietnam, Burma and Thailand.  The use of such laws to restrict speech online is in direct contravention with international human rights standards; defamation should be a civil rather than criminal offence, and should never apply to public officials who need to be subject to public scrutiny and criticism for democracy to function properly.  Other laws used to restrict speech in the region that are out of line with international human rights standards include freedom of expression being subject to the tenet of Islam in the Maldives, and subject to public decency in Nepal.  There are also some cases of intellectual property law being used to restrict speech.  For example, in India, a satirical domain name containing a popular catchphrase was deemed to be illegal as is also contained the name of a conglomerate company.   Security and anti-terror laws are commonly used to clamp down on legitimate expression, for example with a worrying trend of the use of sedition law to target activists in India and Malaysia. Finally, it deserves acknowledgement that problematic legislation also includes laws originating outside of the region but with grave consequences worldwide, such as the proposed US Stop Online Piracy Act (SOPA).
In an increasing number of countries, states are introducing new laws that are specifically designed to control freedom of expression online.  Internet-specific laws often increase the penalties for offences committed online compared to offline.  For example, Indonesia’s Electronic Transactions and Information Law increases prison sentences for defamation to 6 years, or 9 if the plaintiff is a civil servant, compared to a sentence of 4 years in the penal code.  Laws are often ill-defined, making it easy for them to be manipulated for political reasons, as well as placing restrictions on expression that overstep the boundaries of what is permissible under human rights law.  For example, the draft Information and Communication Technology Act of Bangladesh makes it a crime to publish content that causes anyone to become “derailed and dishonest”, and publishing “obscene” content in Nepal can result in a jail sentence of five years.

In addition to censoring content, there is a growing trend of states trying to manipulate social media discourse through spreading disinformation and propaganda.  Perhaps the most well known example of this is China's so-called "fifty cent party", people who are paid by the state every time that they intervene in online dialogue with a pro-government message.  Research suggests that at least 280,000 people are employed at different levels of the Chinese government as "online commentators" to help shape public discourse (MacKinnon, 2011).  Elsewhere, citizens are actively monitoring other internet users and reporting subversive behaviour to the police.  It is often unclear whether they are being encouraged to do so by the government, or are acting of their own accord.  In Thailand, activists report that participatory social monitoring is on the rise, in which people monitor the accounts of fellow citizens in order to report any untoward behaviour to the authorities.  

Indeed, with suppressive laws comes the existence of a culture of fear. Thus, for example, the majority of social media users in Cambodia avoid political subjects while Malaysian netizens tend to refrain from discussing religious matters, even if abuses of power in the name of Islam are on the rise (Sean Ang). In Fiji, citizens who raise issues that could be read as criticisms may be accused of sedition under the country's Emergency Law (Salanieta Tamanikaiwaimaro). Moreover, the chilling effect of these suppressive laws tends to cause ripples: when netizens refrain from discussing forbidden topics on social media, this only further legitimises the control of the authorities, putting those who do decide to take up such issues at even higher risk. As Ang says: “if there are only 10 Facebookers talking about the issue of gay rights, they will be prosecuted, but if there are 10,000 people talking about it, then the risk is being distributed to more people. The question is: how do we create a large number of commentators in social media?”. 
Yet even where laws subsequently are relaxed, the development of a culture of freedom of expression takes time. As Salanieta Tamanikaiwaimaro has pointed out with regard to her native Fiji, which gained independence only in 1970 and has known five political coups d’états and a putsch in its short history, people tend to take criticism on issues personally, and debates are often personal attacks. As she says: “the challenge is in teaching people to constructively dialogue and engage in debate”. The enabling potential of social media cannot be taken for granted.
b) The applications layer

i) Controlling social media through internet intermediary law and regulation

States are increasingly targeting social media companies themselves in order to control people's communications activities and content.  This is particularly worrying from a democratic space perspective.  One of the reasons why social media platforms and applications flourished over the past decade was that regulation in the USA and Europe largely protects social media platforms from liability for third party content that they merely host or transmit (CDT, 2010).  Some of today’s most popular social media brands started out as applications that were designed by individuals with limited investment capital rather than large companies, with Facebook and Google being the most famous examples.  Small start up initiatives do not have the expertise, resources or capacity to monitor user-generated content, judge its legality or fight law suits over contested content.  Protection from liability can help to spur innovation, as individuals and small companies tinker with tools and software to create new applications without fear of being prosecuted for the content that others use them to create and share. 

The social media environment has thus largely been based on a model of openness and innovation, with social media acting as platforms for the free flow of information and ideas.  This is in contrast to conventional media models of the offline world, in which media companies act as gatekeepers which select and edit content.  However, this open model is increasingly being challenged as governments recognise that social media have significant potential to influence communication flows.  New laws and regulations are coming into force across the Asia Pacific region which place obligations on intermediaries to assist in surveillance and censorship.  For example, under the 2007 Computer Crimes Act in Thailand, intermediaries, including social media, are judged to be liable for user-generated content if they do not remove content that they have been notified is illegal.  However, the law does not specify how quickly action should be taken.  The burden of proof of innocence is on the intermediary, which faces the same penalty as the author of the offending content if found guilty.  A number of citizen journalists and independent media sites have been prosecuted under the act, including the owner of prachathai.com for not removing lese majeste comments that users posted on the site quickly enough (Tunsarawuth and Mendel, 2010).  Activists report that a number of social media sites have shut down in Thailand for fear of prosecution, serving as an example of how legislation can be used to curtail the power of social media to expand democratic space.  

In India, the IT Act (2008) protects intermediaries, including social media, from liability for the content and activities of their users. However, to qualify for protection, intermediaries must take certain measures such as  exercising "due diligence" and remove content upon receiving "actual knowledge" that it is unlawful (Prakash, 2011).  In 2011, the government issued a series of rules that are intended to help clarify what this means for intermediaries in practice.  Unfortunately, rather than offering reasonable protections, these rules place onerous and ill-defined obligations on intermediaries to regulate user-generated content, with potentially damaging repercussions for innovation in applications and for the free flow of information and ideas via social media(Kovacs, 2011).  The overarching effect is likely to be the erosion of the new democratic space that social media had helped to open up in India.

ii) Regulating disruptive speech 

Whilst social media have undoubtedly opened up new democratic spaces for citizen debate and state-society negotiation, they have also presented new platforms for hate speech, disinformation and argument that is disrespectful of the views and feelings of others.  This can erode or threaten the overall quality of democratic space, for example with so-called "trolls" disrupting public debate and making people reluctant or fearful of engaging in discussion.  Hate speech directly violates the human rights of others to dignity, self-determination and freedom of opinion and belief, and speech which incites people to racial or religious hatred or violence is illegal under human rights law.  During the 2010 protests in Bangkok, journalists widely used Twitter to keep track of events as they rapidly unfolded.  However, it was also used for what some believe verged on hate speech against both supporters of the red shirt protestors and of the government (Carthew, 2010).  Social media can also act as effective rumour mills, supporting the rapid flow of false information virally through networks.  During the Mumbai terror attacks, Twitter and other social media were widely used by people wanting up to date information about what was happening.  Whilst this reportedly helped both individuals and mainstream media to monitor events, it also spawned the development of what one analyst called an "incoherent, rumour-fuelled mob operating in a mad echo chamber of tweets, re-tweets and re-re-tweets" (quoted in Schwittay, 2011).  

Whilst human rights law obliges states to guard against incitement to racial or religious hate speech, it also places strict limitations on how they are permitted to do this.  Any restriction of freedom of expression must meet strict criteria, including being provided for by law and strictly necessary and proportionate for achieving its aim (see UN, 2011 for further details).  Freedom of expression can only be restricted for a very narrow range of reasons, as laid out in Article 19 of the ICCPR.  This reflects recognition of the important role that the free flow of information and ideas plays in society.  More speech is generally preferable to less, and it is important not to overstate the impact that undesirable speech can have on democratic space.  There is a danger than trying to clamp down on undemocratic expression will cause more harm than good through eroding the very openness and fluidity of the social media environment that make it such a powerful tool for expanding democratic space.  Such efforts may also overstep the boundaries of when it is permissible to restrict freedom of expression under international human rights law.  States should always err on the side of allowing more speech rather than less in order to preserve democratic culture and the free flow of information and ideas.  Efforts to educate citizens about human rights and democratic culture from an early age are likely to prove more effective for building democratic culture in the long run than policies which aim to restrict speech.  

These sentiments were echoed by two moderators of online comment boards in the Maldives and in  India during a recent consultation on freedom of expression in South Asia (see Demos, 2011b).  They reported that they purposely take a light touch approach to moderation, only removing comments which are clearly and severely inflammatory.  In their experience, inflammatory postings often prompt those who believe in democratic values to push back with more considered responses, in effect helping to crowd out "trolls" and bolster democratic space.  The moderator from the Maldives argued that citizens need time to understand how to exercise their new rights to freedom of expression, and that responding to inappropriate behaviour in a heavy handed manner will have a detrimental impact on longer term efforts to build democratic culture.  

In an attempt to regulate user generated content, many social media sites require their users to register with their real name and other details such as address and national identification number.  This provides users with incentives not to engage in disruptive or illegal behaviour when using the service, and a means for law enforcement agencies to pursue primary liability for illegal content.  However, such systems have weaknesses and are prone to abuse.  Law enforcement agencies can pressure intermediaries to disclose information without following due process, and individuals' personal information may be at risk if the company does not have adequate data protection mechanisms in place.  Furthermore, being able to communicate via social media anonymously or by using pseudonyms can encourage people to comment on public issues, particularly in authoritarian countries.  It is imperative that we do not lose this benefit through well meaning attempts to limit undemocratic speech online.  It is for this reason that the Special Rapporteur on freedom of expression has called upon states to "ensure that individuals can express themselves anonymously online and to refrain from adopting real-name registration systems" (UN, 2011, para 84).  The absence of real name registration systems would not render law enforcement agencies impotent when pursuing primary liability for illegal content.  As long as they follow due process, they can still request information from intermediaries to help them in their investigations, such as the IP address of computers used to post illegal content. 

iii) Self-regulation by social media service providers

The discussion so far has argued that states should not impose requirements on social media service providers to regulate content or assist in law enforcement.  Rule of law and due process must be upheld online as well as offline, and recognising that internet intermediaries are not qualified to make decisions about the legality of content is an important component of this.  Whilst intermediaries can therefore not be required to regulate third party content, this does not rule out voluntary self-regulation on the part of service providers themselves, so long as it does not violate the human rights of people using the service.  Indeed, according to the proposed UN Protect, Respect and Remedy framework (UN, 2011b), companies have a responsibility to respect human rights, address any adverse impacts that they have contributed to, and ensure that victims have effective access to remedy.   As long as they are designed carefully and subject to democratic oversight, self-regulatory systems can help to protect creativity and innovation within the applications layer, whilst at the same time supporting healthy democratic space.  

Most social media providers already have self-regulation systems in place to moderate user-generated content.  For example, You Tube and Facebook allow users to flag content that they believe violates the terms of service of the site.  Such systems can be effective, but it is important that appropriate safeguards are in place to ensure that legitimate content is not mistakenly removed.  For example, a number of human rights and democracy activists from around the world report having their Facebook accounts wrongly shut down as a result of their enemies falsely alleging  that they were impersonating other users or that their pages contained offensive content (Horner, 2011).  In India, the original Pink Chaddi Campaign Facebook group discussed in section 4b was hacked by people who left offensive messages and deleted group members.  The owner of the group sought help from Facebook, who, instead of offering assistance, disabled her account, rendering her unable to further moderate the group
.  After having attracted over 40,000 members in one week, the group was effectively rendered useless, seriously undermining the network of women's rights activists and sympathisers that it had helped to build up.

This case highlights the need for social media sites to take active steps to ensure that any self-regulation of their site does not violate the rights of their users to free expression or association, or adversely impact on democratic space.  Such steps might include: clear company policy and internal procedures for making decisions; clear and accessible terms of service for users; assessment of flagged content by qualified human reviewers rather than automated systems; assessment based on the content itself rather than who has posted it; sensitivity to local context and impact on human rights; transparency and notification to users concerning any removal of content; and access for users to efficient and fair appeal systems (Horner, 2011).  Under some intermediary liability regulation, social media companies are only protected from liability for third part content if they do not exercise editorial control.  It is therefore important that any attempts by social media providers to moderate content according to their terms of service do not render them legally responsible for content that they have missed or decided not to remove.  This would create perverse incentives for them not to moderate content at all.  

c) The connectivity and code layer

The continued dynamism and growing user base of social media depends heavily on the configuration of the connectivity and code layer of the internet ecosystem.  Internet-based communications function through technical code or protocols.  These can be thought of as the languages that internet hardware and software speak.  They help to convert words, pictures and sounds into a data format that can be transmitted across networks, they help machines know where to send the data in the network, and allow recipient computers to convert the data back into the words, pictures and sounds that humans understand.  The connectivity and code layer is fast becoming a battleground for control over democratic space.  Two main trends are discussed here: automated censorship using technological tools, and internet surveillance.

i) Censorship using technical tools

States are controlling information and communication flows through directly censoring internet content using technical filtering and blocking tools.  Within the Asia Pacific region, China is most notorious for its highly sophisticated and effective internet censorship system.  Burma and Vietnam also have pervasive internet filtering systems, limiting user access to websites dealing with human rights issues, political reform, independent news and information about certain ethnic and religious minorities (ONI website
).  Other countries filter less systematically and pervasively, for example with Pakistan and Bangladesh targeting content that is considered to be blasphemous, and blocking of content that is considered to be obscene in Nepal (ibid; Horner, 2011).  Activists in Thailand are particularly concerned about the dramatic rise of internet filtering in recent years, with estimates of the number of sites affected ranging from 80,000 to 500,000.  They believe that this is primarily content that violates lese majeste laws, followed by information about the conflict in the south of the country and pornography.  A lack of transparency and oversight of blocking and filtering practices makes it difficult for civil society to monitor what is being censored, a problem which is common to other countries in the region.

Social media content have been a particular target of government attempts to filter content in the region.  Popular international social media sites are permanently blocked in Burma, China and Vietnam.  This has led to the development of local alternatives in China and Vietnam which are tightly controlled and censored.  Pakistan and Bangladesh have blocked You Tube and Facebook on a number of occasions. In Thailand, the government blocked You Tube for hosting lese majeste video content in 2007.  However, Google has since struck a deal with the Thai government to use geolocation filtering to prevent users from accessing offending videos from within Thailand (ONI, 2007).The use of centralised blocking and filtering systems not only constitutes a form of direct censorship, but also threatens to undermine the global interconnectivity and openness of the internet.  In addition to filtering and blocking, a further trend at the connectivity and code layer is that political dissidents, human rights activists and everyday citizens are increasingly suffering from cyberattacks on their websites and social media accounts.  Activists in Thailand, Vietnam, China and Burma report being targeted by Distributed Denial of Service (DDOS)attacks.  These are run by computer programmes that send a huge number of requests for information to the server where the targeted website is hosted, overloading their capacity and effectively causing them to crash.  Such attacks are very difficult to trace and stop as they are increasingly carried out by a number of different computers simultaneously, located in different geographical locations, often as a result of malware that has been installed on them without the knowledge of their owner (Zuckerman et al., 2010). 

ii) Surveillance and monitoring

Having the ability to communicate privately is not only a human right in itself, but is also essential for fostering democratic space.  Technical protocols in the connectivity and code layer can help social media users to protect their privacy.  One example is the HTTPS
  protocol which can help to protect users from third parties monitoring their activities and harvesting their usernames and passwords when they are accessing content via web browsers.  However, not all social media services support this protocol, meaning that users are subject to security and privacy breaches.  Facebook and Twitter only introduced settings to allow users to permanently connect via HTTPS across all of its site in 2011, and other social media sites have yet to follow suit
.  

Government monitoring and surveillance of internet users via social media is increasing in many countries across Asia Pacific, making it essential that service providers take active steps to protect the privacy of their users.  There are fears that, following China, the Burmese government has invested in sophisticated Deep Packet Inspection technology which allows them to intercept data packets as they travel across the internet in order to examine their content (Tesquest, 2011).  The erosion of privacy rights is not only limited to Asia Pacific's non-democratic countries.  For example, in India, ISP licensing provisions state that any citizens using a certain level of encryption are expected to give a copy of the decoding key to the police.  This, Abraham (2011) comments, is as realistic as "citizens of a neighbourhood making duplicates of the keys to their homes and handing them over at the local police station".

 It should be noted that, whilst technical tools can make censorship and surveillance more effective, governments do not necessarily need them to monitor and control social media users and content.  For example, it is easy for undercover operatives to join social networks or spread misinformation and disruptive comments via social media sites.  This makes it all the more important that citizens know about the risks and dangers of communicating online, and know about the steps they can take to protect themselves.  These include technical measures such as using HTTPS , as well as being savvy about who and how they connect to people online.

d) The physical layer

i) Access

The physical layer of the internet ecosystem supports the code, applications and content upon which social media rely through providing the infrastructure of hardware and networks across which they operate.  The most obvious issue at this layer that will affect the potential for social media to expand democratic space is the level of access that people have to hardware and networks.  The internet is fast becoming a pre-requisite for the full enjoyment of human rights in the digital age.  Because of this, the Special Rapporteur for freedom of expression stresses that all states have a positive obligation to ensure that people have the necessary means to exercise their right to free expression, including via the internet.  He urges states to adopt policies and strategies "to make the Internet widely available, accessible and affordable to all" (UN, 2011, para 66).  He also condemns the rising trend of states cutting access to the internet during politically sensitive moments such as popular protest or elections, as occurred in Burma during the "saffron revolution" of 2007.  

Levels of internet penetration vary considerably across the Asia Pacific region, as does the quality and affordability of access.  The region has some of the most advanced broadband environments in the world in terms of penetration and quality of service, with South Korea, Hong Kong and Japan at the top of one international league table, closely followed by Singapore in fifth place (Khan, 2010).  However, in the region's countries that are classed as "developing", only 16% have access (ibid).  These regional divides are illustrated in figure 2.  Digital divides in internet penetration and use are also significant at the national level in most countries, with urban areas being significantly better served than rural and remote areas, and poor and marginalised communities being priced out of the market.  Broadband tends to be limited to more wealthy sections of the population, with poorer households depending on slow, dial up access.  For example, in the Solomon Islands, quality Internet access is only available in the main centres, at about USD 130 per GB, making such access hundreds of times less affordabole for local people than for their counterparts in, say, Australia (David Leeming). Multimedia-rich social media platforms are virtually impossible to use via dial up internet. It is not surprising then that in the developing countries in the region, from Indonesia to Pakistan, people from middle class to elite backgrounds tend to predominate in social media campaigns (refer to e-discussion summary?). This raises an important question: if only a few people have Internet access, how does this affect the quliaty of democratic participation overall? (Joy Liddicoat)
With high mobile phone penetration rates, increasing access to mobile broadband networks , and costs of internet-enabled handsets and data tariffs coming down, it is widely expected that the mobile internet will help to overcome some of the persistent digital divides that in Asia Pacific. However, it is important to note that mobile access is not necessarily a silver bullet.  Due to the smaller size and reduced processing power, mobile internet users are limited in what they can do on the internet in comparison to people using desktop computers.  Whilst policies to enhance access via mobile networks should be encouraged, the longer term goal should be to ensure that people have both fixed line and mobile access.  The two forms of access are complementary, with mobile phones helping people to access and share information whilst on the move, and fixed line access more useful for tasks that require higher bandwidth.  Creating enabling regulatory environments for affordable and high quality broadband access will be key for ensuring that all people can participate in the democratic space that social media are helping to open up across Asia.  Community media models are an important element of this.  Spectrum should be allocated for community wireless access, and support could be provided for the development of community service providers, such as exist in Nepal.
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Figure 3 - Broadband and overall internet penetration in Asia Pacific regions (per 100 people).  Data source: World Bank World Development Indicators.

ii) Accessibility and digital inclusion

If people have physical access to communications technology, it does not necessarily mean that they will be able to, or even want to, use it: access is a multi-faceted phenomenon, and a range of structural inequalities affect the extent to which different people are able to make the use of social media to socialise and to participate in public life. For example, across the world, people with disabilities are marginalised from the social media environment.  Insufficient action is taken to ensure that they have access to assistive technologies that would allow them to use the internet, such as screen readers and Braille keyboards for people with visual impairment.  Moreover, in the connectivity and code layer of the environment, the need to use common technical standards that these technologies need to be able to operate is often overlooked by website programmers and designers.  Even if appropriate technologies are available, very few countries provide people with disabilities with support to help them build the confidence and skills that they need to participate fully in the social media sphere.

Language and illiteracy, too, frequently function as inhibiting factors. While the introduction of Internationalised Domain Names have made it possible for people to access Top Level Domains (TLDs) in different scripts, this evolution will engender little substantive change as long as relevant content is not made available in those languages. For a country such as Vanuatu, which has the world’s highest density of languages per capita, this poses a significant challenge (Salanieta Tamanikaiwaimaro). Even where content in local languages is available, it generally tends to remain dominated by text, as even video content usually has written descriptions and user comments associated with them, creating a barrier to Internet access for millions of illiterate people (TB Dinesh). 

The access of marginalised communities is also constrained because design of platforms and capacity building programs rarely keep in mind these communities' political identities, even if ICTs come with a baggage in which access to economic resources, political power and military control defines who will have access to ICTs and what these will be used for (CITIGEN Team at IT for Change). In fact, in some circles , ICTs are thereforeseen as tools of political and social exclusion and control rather than inclusion.  For example, in India, popular imagery of the internet and communications technology are bound up with national discourses around the country's rise on the world stage as technological and economic giant.  However, the vast majority of the Indian population has been excluded from enjoying this technological and economic development, resulting in many activists being sceptical or even fearful of technology rather than having a desire to participate in the digital media age (Kovacs 2010a). 
Gender further contributes to the structural digital divide to  create barriers to different individuals and communities using social media.   in many Asia Pacific countries, ICTs are perceived within popular culture as a domain largely for men rather than women.  Despite narratives of ubiquity, the estimated global ratio of mobile internet users in 2010 was 77% male to 23% female (Opera, 2010).  In India, only 4% of the population using the mobile internet are women (ibid).  This gendered dynamic affects not only women’s access to infrastructure, but also their role in content creation – a dynamic that is likely to be even starker where rural women and women with disabilities are concerned (Sharon Bhagwan Rolls). Access to and use of ICTs are thus tightly bound up with economic, social and cultural inequalities; access to physical infrastructure alone will not be enough for ensuring that all people in the Asia Pacific region can participate meaningfully in democratic space via social media.  

A further point that requires more attention is the general dominance of social media spaces by young people.  This is illustrated by the use of Facebook across the Asia Pacific region being dominated by people aged 18-24, followed by 25-30 (see section 3a).  This apparent trend needs unpacking, and its impact on democratic space analysed.    For example, are older internet users using other social media platforms, or is the trend restricted to Facebook?  Do lower levels of use by older cohorts reflect their perceptions of how useful social media are as communications platforms?  Are non-social media users still affected by the impact of social media on democratic space, for example through links between online and offline media?

Questions for discussion:

· Are there other barriers and threats that are limiting the contribution that social media can make to democratic space in Asia Pacific, other than those outlines above?If social media act as terrains of struggle and negotiation between citizens and the state, what is the overall direction of change in terms of democratic space and democratic governance?  Is it possible to judge?

· Do social media simply provide spaces for young people?  If so, what are the impacts and implications for the overall strength and inclusivity of democratic space?

· What can be done to mitigate the threats by different actors – individual citizens, civil society, democratic actors, governments, donors and practitioner agencies?

6) Developing indicators for measuring social media and democratic space

a) The challenge

This section explores the possibilities and options for assessing the impact that social media are having on democratic space in different contexts.  Development and democracy practitioners and activists are increasingly interested in supporting the development and effective use of social media.  In order to do so, it is necessary to have an accurate understanding of the existing social media environment so that needs, opportunities and strategies for support.  Systematic assessment could also be of use to activists themselves, helping to provide insights into what works and what doesn't, and what the potential dangers might be in certain contexts.  

Given the complex and multifaceted relationship between social media and democratic space, developing indicators in this area will be extremely challenging.  It may also pose some dangers for democratic space.  The flip side of helping to build understanding of how activists can use social media to effect change is that such information is also useful for undemocratic actors seeking to control democratic space via social media.  It is also extremely important to get the indicators right and to keep all dimensions of democratic space in the picture - both tangible and intangible. Once indicators are developed, they often have significant impact on the way that processes and dynamics are understood, in turn actually influencing the subject matter that is being measured.  For example, the UN Millennium Development Goals and the OECD Aid Effectiveness indicators have been criticised for leading to a fairly narrow focus on specific, measurable indicators.  This has led to the neglect within international discourse of other important factors that underpin poverty and aid relationships, in particular those related to inequalities in political power and non-linear processes of change.  

In the field of social media and democratic space, a number of analysts and activists are concerned that the rising international focus on helping dissidents to develop censorship circumnavigation and privacy enhancing tools  is leading to the neglect of other important trends (see for example Morozov, 2011).  These include the multi-layered approaches that repressive governments are taking to control democratic space via social media, including through spreading disinformation and infiltrating activist networks.  Etling et al. (2010) argue that the international community has overstated the importance of people having access to censored material, particularly from overseas, and that more attention needs to be given to the capacities that dissident networks have to organise themselves in repressive contexts.  

Thus, when thinking about how to measure the impact of social media on democratic space, it is important that we do not solely focus on what is easy to measure, or let our preconceptions about what the main problems and solutions are drive our selection of indicators.  Picking up on the example of internet censorship, emphasis should not be placed solely on whether governments are directly censoring social media using filtering and blocking systems.  We need to strive to capture the complex and nuanced impact that social media is having on democratic space, and the constellation of power relationships and incentive structures that are influencing the direction of change.  Democratic space is a very hard concept to measure as it is largely intangible, constituted by norms, culture, relationships and behaviour rather than by the mere presence or absence of formal institutions and infrastructure. Identifying appropriate indicators and assessment tools will therefore be a difficult task, but we must not run the risk of losing the dynamism and complexities of democratic space through trying to force it into measurable compartments. 

b) Relevant approaches

Research undertaken for this report did not reveal any existing attempts to develop indicators with the specific purpose of assessing the impact that social media is having on democratic space.  However, there are a number of initiatives that use relevant approaches and proxy indicators which could be used to develop appropriate indicators.  Three main initiatives are discussed here: The UNESCO Media Development Indicators, the Freedom House Freedom on the Net survey, and the 2011 recommendations made by the UN Special Rapporteur on freedom of expression.  These were selected because of the very difficult methodological approaches that they use for assessing dimensions of communications environments, and by no means constitute an exhaustive analysis of relevant initiatives.  Other relevant tools that should be included in further analysis include:

· The Reporters Without Borders Enemies of the Internet
 and Press Freedom Index

· The Google Transparency Report
, which provides a global map of requests by governments that have asked Google to remove content or disclose user data.

· The Global Voices Advocacy Threatened Voices
 project, a crowdsourcing tool that tracks cases of blogger intimidation and arrest across the world.

The UNESCO Media Development Indicators

The UNESCO Media Development Indicators (MDIs) were endorsed by the Intergovernmental Council of the International Programme for the Development of Communication (IPDC) in 2008.  The framework presents a toolkit approach for assessing the state of media development in given country contexts.  It provides a number of indicators across five different categories, which can be selected for use depending on the focus of the study, the availability of data, and the design of media development projects.  The five categories are:

· A system of regulation conducive to freedom of expression, pluralism and diversity of the media

· Plurality and diversity of media, a level economic playing field and transparency of ownership

· Media as a platform for democratic discourse

· Professional capacity building and supporting institutions that underpins freedom of expression, pluralism and diversity

· Infrastructural capacity sufficient to support independent and pluralistic media

The MDI toolkit approach is likely to be more useful than a more rigid, quantitative approach for assessing democratic space and the contribution of social media.  It can be tailored to be relevant to specific contexts, and allows for qualitative analysis of how a range of different elements are combining to affect the strength and quality of democratic space.  Some elements of the toolkit may be useful for assessing social media and democratic space, including for example those relating to laws and regulations that affect freedom of expression.   However, many of the indicators are relevant specifically to offline media rather than online media, making them unable to capture the contribution of the internet in general and social media in particular.  For example, indicators concerning the rights of journalists do not capture the differences between professional and citizen journalists.  Similarly, the right of journalists to protect their sources may be a useful analogy for working through some of the issues relating to whether it is acceptable for law enforcement agencies to demand personal details about users from social media intermediaries.  However, the MDI framework as it stands does not unpack these issues.

There has been some effort to expand on the MDI framework in order to make it more relevant for assessing digital communications.  For example, in 2009 the UNDP worked with a group of partners to assess the digital media environment of the Maldives, using the MDI framework as a basis for the work but combining it with a series of principles for digital communications developed by Global Partners & Associates (IMS et al., 2010).  This is a step in the right direction.  However, it would be extremely useful for the MDI framework to be systematically reviewed in the light of issues raised by digital communications and social media.  This should involve both assessment of how each indicator might be adapted to apply to the digital world, and the identification of gaps where new indicators are needed.

Freedom House Freedom on the Net Survey

This is an index of internet freedom in 37 countries, based on the allocation of numerical scores to countries according to qualitative assessment of different dimensions of freedom.   The methodology assesses internet freedom across three main pillars:

· Obstacles to access (including infrastructure, control over ISPs and regulatory independence).

· Limits on content (including legal regulation, technical filtering, self-censorship, vibrancy of online news media and use of ICTs for civic mobilisation).

· Violations of user rights (including surveillance, imprisonment and harassment of internet users, cyberattacks).

These pillars are subdivided into a series of 21 questions, each of which is allocated a score according to researchers' assessment of the state of internet freedom in each country.  These are used to calculate a total score ranging from 0 to 100, used to indicate whether the internet and digital media environment is free, partly free or not free.  For a more detailed explanation of the methodology and indicators used, see Freedom House (2011b).

The Freedom House index is useful for gaining a snapshot of levels of internet freedom in different countries, for comparing between countries and, once further analyses are conducted, for identifying broad temporal trends.  However, the breakdown of scores for each country are not publically available, making it difficult to delve into specific areas, such as the social media environment.  It should also be noted that the framework is largely based on the perceptions of local researchers.  Whilst this inescapable for assessing qualitative dimensions of the digital environment, it does mean that the relative scores of each country should be treated as providing insights into given country contexts rather than constituting statistical fact.  The Freedom House index is useful for providing insights into democratic space dynamics in different country contexts.  A number of the indicators and guiding sub-questions that it uses could also be useful for specific assessments of the contribution of social media to democratic space.

Recommendations of the Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Expression

The 2011 report of the UN Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Expression to the Human Rights Council is dedicated to internet issues.  The report outlines how existing human rights standards apply to the internet, with a focus on when and how it is permissible to place restrictions on freedom of expression under human rights law.  It then moves on to examine existing trends, highlighting how many attempts by governments to control online communication violate principles such as proportionality, necessity and legality.  The Rapporteur makes a series of recommendations in seven key areas:

· Arbitrary blocking or filtering of content

· Criminalisation of legitimate expression

· Imposition of intermediary liability

· Disconnecting users from internet access, including on the basis of intellectual property law

· Cyber attacks

· Access to the internet and necessary infrastructure.

Whilst the recommendations are not binding on states, they are a form of soft law which can influence policy and practice.  They are also an authoritative interpretation of what international human rights standards relate to specific issues, and how much contemporary policy and practice contravenes them.  Furthermore, they are an important advocacy tool for human rights and democracy activists.  The recommendations would therefore be very useful for developing and assessing indicators to measure the impact of social media on democratic space.  

c) Towards the identification of relevant indicators

Identifying a set of indicators to assess the impact that social media is having on democratic space in specific contexts would require in-depth research and consultation which is beyond the scope of this paper.  However, drawing on the initiatives outlined above, it is possible to make suggestions of broad categories of indicators to serve as a starting point for further discussion.  These include:

An enabling legal and regulatory environment

Indicators in this category would help to assess whether existing legal and regulatory frameworks and practices are in place to support a healthy social media environment and democratic space.  Indicators should also encompass measures of openness across the four "layers" of the communication environment, with a view to ensuring that regulation advances  innovation, interconnection and creativity.  Many indicators in this category are already well established in international law and, where relevant to offline media, laid out in the MDIs.  For example, freedom of expression and privacy should be constitutionally protected.  However, it should be noted that there is not yet international consensus in many areas concerning whether and how social media should be regulated, making it difficult to establish indicators for this area. 

An enabling political environment

Indicators in this category would assess the overall nature and quality of democratic space, including attempts by different political and economic power holders to control and co-opt it.  Indicators might include technical and social internet censorship mechanisms and assessments of overall levels of democratic culture and openness.

An enabling infrastructural environment  

Indicators in this category would help to assess whether people have equal and universal access to hardware and networks that are necessary to use social media effectively.  They should include access opportunities via different platforms (desk top computer, mobile phone, internet cafe), and assess the quality and affordability of access across each of these.

Enabling capacities and skills

Indicators in this category would help to assess whether all people are able to effectively use social media applications once they have physical access to them.  This would include whether applications s can be used by people with disabilities, and factors that result in unequal access for women and minorities.  It may also include whether people have opportunities to learn how to use social media and protect themselves whilst they are online, including through formal education, peer networks and development projects.

The impact of social media on democratic space

This category of indicators would start to look start to look beyond the enabling environment to see what social media are being used, what they are used for, and what impact this is having on democratic space.  This will be the most difficult category of indicators to define due to the difficulties of attributing causal relationships between social media and political dynamics, and due to the nebulous and intangible nature of democratic space.  Potential indicators could include:

· The extent of discussion about public interest issues, gauged through content analysis and counting the number of dedicated social network groups.

· Whether citizens perceive social media to be opening democratic space, gauged through opinion surveys.

· The extent to which political representatives are reaching out to citizens via social media, gauged through the existence of dedicated social media platforms, levels of openness and moderation on the platforms, citizen engagement with the platforms, and evidence of dialogue impacting on policy.

· Whether and how social media are being used at different political moments such as elections and popular protests, gauged through content analysis and monitoring.

· Whether social media are strengthening connections between activists, and with the wider population, gauged through network analysis of connections between individuals and groups on social network sites.

· Whether the mainstream media is networked with social media, gauged through media monitoring and content analysis.

Questions for discussion:

· Is it useful to try and measure the contribution that social media is making to democratic space?

· Is it possible to measure it, given the complex and multifaceted nature both of democratic space and the impact that social media has on it?

· Are the 3 different approaches to assessing media environments outlined above useful for assessing social media – what are the strengths, weaknesses and challenges?

· Are the suggested indicators outlined above relevant?  is there anything missing?  Can these indicators be realistically assessed?

7) Conclusions: supporting the use of social media to strengthen democratic space

This paper has argued that social media are playing a significant role in helping to prise open democratic space across Asia Pacific.  Social media are providing important tools for citizen journalists to perform some of the roles that conventional media are unable to play due to their politicisation and corporatisation.  They are also providing political leaders and government departments to reach out and engage in dialogue with citizens, although there is still a long way to go in terms of ensuring that the incentives and democratic culture are in place for this to happen meaningfully and effectively.  

The area in which social media are perhaps having the most significant impact on democratic space in Asia Pacific is through providing citizens with new ways of engaging with each other.  In some instances, this takes the form of direct organisation and mobilisation, with social media providing the networks and communication tools for activists to urge the wider population to take action on a specific issue.  Popular protests organised through social media can help to raise public consciousness about issues, catalyse policy changes and even rupture established political settlements.  However, it seems that it is the more subtle, longer term shifts in social and political relationships that social media are helping to drive that are likely to have more impact on democratic space in the long run.  

Connecting and dialoguing via social media provides people with new opportunities to engage with the view points of others, to articulate and build shared understandings about issues and to engage in everyday forms of activism.  Whilst such activity may not have dramatic or immediate impacts on democracy and human rights in the short term, over the long term it may help to shifts established norms, foster active citizenship and slowly strengthen the power of citizens vis a vis the state.  It can also create small fissures in established political settlements and fill them with democratic space.  These small cracks may widen over time with further citizen activity, and may even burst open, either of their own accord or helped along by popular protest.

In addition to the positive changes being wrought by social media, the paper has also highlighted government policies that are effectively working to paper over and fill in the cracks of democratic space that citizens are prising open.  This mirrors a global trend of increasing attempts by states to control and regulate online communications.  Action is being taken at each of the four broad layers of the digital communications environment to control speech, monitor citizen activity and sometimes to co-opt democratic space.  Sometimes this is being done by states in good faith, in an attempt to advance legitimate policy goals such as national security and citizen safety.  There is therefore a need for much greater awareness amongst policy makers at national and international levels about the importance of protecting the elements of the digital environment that enable it to support democratic space and human rights.  However, in many cases, states are actively seeking to curb the power that social media are lending to citizens, often because political power holders are fearful of changes that might result in radical disruption of the status quo.  

Many of the increased threats that we have seen to democratic space over recent years are tied up with these dynamics.   These include increased harassment of journalists, the introduction of new laws and regulations, and enhanced monitoring and surveillance, much of which represent attempts by power holders to reassert control over the fluid and dynamic internet environment.  Through helping to open up democratic space, the increasing use of social media is thus paradoxically driving a renewed effort by states to control communication and activism.  Whilst the interconnected and viral nature of social media communication makes it difficult to control completely, it is relatively easy to blunten its teeth through a mix of censorship, cooption and infiltration.  

It is therefore essential that democracy and human rights advocates take immediate and active steps to protect the openness of the social media environment - a model that is currently under serious threat in democratic and authoritarian regimes alike.  However, this has to be done extremely carefully.  A number of analysts and dedicated activists are concerned about the rise of internet freedom issues on the agenda of international and Western donor and practitioner agencies, especially in authoritarian countries.  For example, Gharbia (2010), a formerly-exiled Tunisian activist and advocacy coordinator at Global Voices, warns that well-intentioned intervention by the international community may do more harm than good.  Firstly, contact with foreign agencies can put activists at risk from being targeted for repression by suspicious governments.  There have even been cases when foreign-funded applications intended to protect the privacy of dissidents have had significant security flaws, putting users at direct risk of detection rather than shielding them.  Foreign intervention can deeply politicise cyberspace, to the detriment of digital activism that strategically takes a less overtly political approach in order to prise open democratic space.  Secondly, the strength of digital activism lies in its independence, its fluid and bottom-up adaptation to complex political realities, and the fact that it is driven by necessity in response to particular needs and an absence of other mechanisms for pushing for change.  Organisations that attempt to support social media activism have to be very careful not to upset this fragile dynamic.

This is not to say that there is no space for international agencies to support social media with a view to helping to open and strengthen democratic space.  It does, however, call for a very cautious and carefully designed, long term approach.  The details of this need to be thought out.  It could constitute a mix of flexible, small scale capacity building and seed funding, and support for fostering an enabling legal, regulatory and skills environment in which people can drive change themselves.  This is likely to constitute a change in approach for some large scale donor agencies that work through large grants and expect to see demonstrable impact in the short term.  

Perhaps the most important point to stress is that the nature of democratic space and the threats that it faces vary considerably across the Asia Pacific region according to the complexities of local political, economic and social landscapes.  It is therefore difficult to be specific about the steps that different actors can take to help support the use of social media to strengthen democratic space.  Interventions have to be rooted in a thorough understanding of the local context, and focus on shifting the incentive structures that shape different groups' perceptions and use of social media.  They must also be part of a wider effort to strengthen democratic institutions and culture, recognising that social media are part and parcel of the fabric of societies themselves rather than a silver bullet to drive change.  Particular attention needs to be given to structural inequalities that prevent equal access to and use of social media by citizens.

Whilst interventions have to be tailored to context, it is useful to think about what different strategies might be appropriate in different countries in order to provide a basis for further discussion and action.  A number of potential approaches are laid out below – intended to provide a basis for discussion rather constituting direct recommendations.  They are divided into the four broad categories of governance regime that were presented in the introduction to this paper. [CAN I REWORK THE SECTION BELOW COMPLETELY? From an on-the-ground perspective, I don't find this classification that useful here as, for example, many of the suggestions made for authoritarian regimes are as applicable for conflict and post-conflict states, which often attempt to retain strong control over content production. Also, quite a few of the recommendations made during the e-discussion, especially on the importance of a human rights perspective, multistakeholderism and participation in Internet governance, can not be done justice to if they have to fit into the categories below. My suggestion is I rework this starting from the recommendations (and while developing the argument, refering to the categories), rather than from the categories themselves].
Authoritarian regimes

In Asia Pacific's more closed societies, states have already made considerable effort to restrict, monitor and control the use of social media in ways that might open up democratic space.  Approached for supporting the use of social media therefore need to be extremely carefully thought through, working with the grain of existing change processes rather than trying to implement new or grand initiatives from scratch.  Focus should not be on the development and use of tools, but rather on how social movements are fostered and sustained over time.  Support may therefore involve helping to foster connections between different individuals and groups who have a stake in seeing democratic space strengthened.  For example, small grant schemes could be created to support the formation and creation of social media groups on sensitive issues, with related workshops organised outside of the  country in question, so that participants will feel safe.  When around a hundred social groups have been created around one particular issue, these can be 'activated' concurrently, so that the discussion appears to be mainstream. This will make it easier for other netizens to join in, and will help to slowly eliminate the culture of fear (Sean Ang).  Support could also be extended to mitigating risks for social media activists, for example by providing emergency support, when required, to activists who highlight sensitive issues on a regular basis, possibly through collaboration with national and regional NGOs. Such support could include financial support to obtain legal aid upon arrest or to facilitate relocation of the activist abroad. It could also mean providing employment opportunities. The aim of such aid is to ensure that social media activists know that there is a future for them as activists (Sean Ang).

Support may also help local democratic actors to know how to protect themselves when operating online, and to keep abreast of national and international advancement in technologies of both liberation and control. As Chat Garcia Ramilo pointed out, reflecting on women human rights defenders: “while ICTs are incredibly powerful tools, there are risks and many women activists are using mobile phones and social networking sites to defend women´s rights without knowing the potential dangers they expose themselves to. […] Women who speak out, access restricted content, or report domestic abuse and government corruption can face serious consequences if they are identified. Thus, the ability to use ICTs securely and safely is essential”. But where regimes are particularly epressive, knowledge of security issues needs to be even more extensive and the effective use of social media to widen democratic space may well require a technological elite that knows how to overcome firewalls, defend against cyber attacks, protect users. This elite may be formed within the country or, where this is not possible, among the diaspora, as was the case with Burma and Vietnam in the early years of Internet usage (Giang Dang). Where they do exist, local groups should be supported in disseminating  required circumvention technologies and knowledge widely (Angelina Huynh). 
For local and international advocates for change, the promotion of policy options that emphasise the benefits of free and open communications for economic growth and social stability may have more success of being adopted by power holders than those which focus on human rights and fundamental freedoms.  In some circumstances it might be appropriate to assist exiled media groups and diaspora networks to help to build wider support and awareness about domestic issues, and build pressure for change at the international level.  Finally, pressure must be placed on international companies who provide services in authoritarian regimes to ensure that their services and practices support rather than undermine the human rights of their users.  The international Global Network Initiative provides guidelines and support to companies along these lines.

Conflict states 

In countries that fall into these categories, it is important to integrate support for the use of social media into wider efforts to foster peace, stability and democratic culture.  However, this will of course involve considerable risks, and needs to be done extremely carefully and sensitively.  Particular attention needs to be given to any role that social media is playing in sustaining or exacerbating conflict, for example through capacity building for discussion forum moderators and particular initiatives designed to support peaceful dialogue.  It may also be appropriate to provide support for democratic actors to use social media to enhance the effectiveness of their work, including civil society organisations, political parties and government officials.  Citizen journalism initiatives, particularly via mobile phones, can help to improve reporting and discussion of conflict issues and areas, and the modification of crowdsourcing applications such as Ushahidi can help citizens to participate in improving understanding of the causes and processes of conflict.  Support could also be provided to help build the capacity of citizens to use social media through education programmes.  

Post-conflict states and emerging democracies

In these countries, support for social media use and development should be mainstreamed into all efforts to build or strengthen the institutional pillars that support democratic space, from political parties and parliaments through to rule of law and mainstream media development.  Social media tools could be used in peace and institution building processes, for example to help solicit citizen participation in constitutional reform.  If successful, such efforts may help to foster longer-term democratic engagement between state, democratic institutions and society.  However, such efforts may be impeded by a general underdevelopment of the digital communications sector, so would likely need to be bolstered by support for the roll out of communications networks and hardware.  Support for legal and regulatory reform processes could help post-conflict countries to develop innovative and modern models that could help to guide other countries suffering from institutional inertia or bad policy.  

In some emerging democracies, citizens often claim that there is “too much freedom of speech”, observing that people are failing to exercise their new rights responsibly and constructively.  Social media initiatives could help in this regard, providing people with the spaces, tools and capacities to engage in constructive dialogue either generally or in relation to specific issues.  Many emerging democracies and post-conflict states suffer from high levels of youth unemployment and dissatisfaction, in which case, they should be a particular target of support initiatives.

Established democracies

The potential for democratic space to be supported by social media is being eroded in a number of established democracies in Asia Pacific by new and existing laws, regulations and policies.  Support for legal analyses, promotion of model laws and international best practice, and strategic litigation to challenge the constitutional and international legality of certain laws may be effective in different contexts.  Support for the establishment of positive policies and regulation may also be helpful, including initiatives to expand access and capacities for citizens to use social media.  In some contexts, it may be fruitful to support multi-stakeholder capacity building and dialogue around the use of social media for democratic engagement between public officials, political parties and citizens.  Capacity building and dialogue activities for both citizen journalists and mainstream media about the role and impact of social media in their work may help to foster new connections, raise media standards and ultimately deepen dialogue on public interest issues.

In some countries, it may be helpful to foster collaboration between different individuals and groups who are working towards the same goals or who would benefit from certain policy changes.  For example, many human rights organisations currently do not engage fully on digital rights issues, and so may benefit from engagement with the technology activists.  Encouraging collaboration between internet service providers and human rights activists may help to build more powerful coalitions for change in contexts where a free and open social media environment is in the interests of both parties.  Supporting international knowledge exchange and collaboration between civil society groups in different countries could also bear fruit on common issues of concern, such as intermediary liability or internet censorship.  Such collaborative networks would also help to improve coordination between local and international advocacy efforts, ensuring that local concerns are represented in international policy processes and that international standards can be used to push for change at the local level.  They would also help to pressure democratic countries in Asia Pacific and beyond to lead by example on the world stage through refraining from implementing internet regulations that may be adopted to legitimate internet censorship in authoritarian countries.   

8) Summary of questions for further discussion

Throughout this paper, a number of questions have been suggested which it would be helpful to address during the course of the proposed e-discussions.  These are:

Are social media helping to provide alternative platforms for journalism and public debate?

· Are links between conventional and social media helping to improve the quality and inclusiveness of conventional media?  Do these links help to enhance access to information and debate for people who are not connected to the internet?

· Are there particular examples of social media initiatives that have helped to improve the overall inclusion, participation and representativeness of the media environment, particularly for traditionally excluded and repressed minorities?

· In closed societies, even when people self-censor and remain within the boundaries of permissible discussion, do the new spaces for interactive communication that social media provide help to give citizens a greater sense of empowerment, public awareness and shared unity with others, thereby helping to strengthen the public sphere over time?

Are social media strengthening freedom of association and enhancing citizen collaboration for change?

· What economic, social, political and cultural factors help to create an “enabling” environment for social media to make a positive contribution to democratic space?  

· How important are these factors?  Is social media still playing a positive role in “disabling” environments? 

Are social media deepening democratic engagement between states and citizens?

· What examples are there in Asia Pacific of social media being used by different political actors to improve democratic engagement and governance?  What are the main drivers of success and failure?

· Does it matter if democratic spaces online are “invited” or “claimed”?  What can governments and democratic actors do to meaningfully improve state-citizen relations via social media?

· Are efforts in this area pointless in the absence of a genuine political commitment to democratic governance?  Or can enhanced state-citizen communications help to build democratic culture over time?

· Is there a careful balance to strike between effective use of social media by the state, and use of the tools and spaces for cooption, spin or propaganda?

What are the main threats and barriers to the use of social media to strengthen democratic space?

· Are there other barriers and threats that are limiting the contribution that social media can make to democratic space in Asia Pacific, in addition to those outlined here?

· If social media act as terrains of struggle and negotiation between citizens and the state, what is the overall direction of change in terms of democratic space and democratic governance?  Is it possible to judge?

· Do social media simply provide spaces for young people?  If so, what are the impacts and implications for the overall strength and inclusivity of democratic space?

· What can be done to mitigate the threats by different actors – individual citizens, civil society, democratic actors, governments, donors and practitioner agencies?

Can we measure the impact of social media on democratic space?

· Is it useful to try and measure the contribution that social media is making to democratic space?

· Is it possible to measure it, given the complex and multifaceted nature both of democratic space and the impact that social media has on it?

· Are the 3 different approaches to assessing media environments outlined above useful for assessing social media – what are the strengths, weaknesses and challenges?

· Are the suggested indicators outlined above relevant?  is there anything missing?  Can these indicators be realistically assessed?

What can democracy practitioners and advocates do to support the use of social media to strengthen democratic space?

· Is it possible to intervene in social media spaces without damaging their legitimacy and dynamism, and without disrupting organic and bottom-up processes of change?

· What are the potential dangers of support in this area?

· What practical initiatives are already being implemented in the region, and by who?

· What additional steps can be taken, and how might these differ in different governance contexts and regimes?
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Box 1: The range of social media tools and platforms





Online media platforms that allow for citizen production of content and discussion.


Conventional media sites with user generated content and discussion 


Citizen blogs and other forms of citizen journalism.





Online platforms for collaborative authoring and information collection.


Wikis and collaborative authoring tools e.g. Wikipedia


Crowd sourcing applications e.g. Ushahidi


Social bookmarking and rating e.g. Digg.com





Online platforms for networking, information sharing, discussion, and play.


Video sharing sites e.g. YouTube


Social networks e.g. Facebook


Microblogging e.g. Twitter


Virtual social and game worlds e.g. Second Life








�	 Excluding internet users in China


�	 All statistics cited in this section are drawn from Socialbakers.com, accessed 15/7/11


�	 http://www.cpj.org/2011/02/attacks-on-the-press-2010-asia-analysis.php


�	 � HYPERLINK "http://library.fes.de/pdf-files/bueros/asia-media/07479.pdf"��http://library.fes.de/pdf-files/bueros/asia-media/07479.pdf�


	http://www.fes-india.org/media/publications/ANMB_India_2009_English.pdf


�	 http://portal.unesco.org/geography/en/files/7991/11966615215State_of_Community_Radio_in_Nepal_abridged.pdf/State+of+Community+Radio+in+Nepal_abridged.pdf


�	 The coalition for clean and fair elections, a coalition of NGOs and opposition parties campaigning for electoral reform in Malaysia. 


�	 The Hindu Rights Action Force, campaigning against the longstanding neglect of the rights of the minority Hindu community in Malaysia.


�	 “Spread” in Malay.


�	 http://www.powercube.net/analyse-power/spaces-of-power/claimed-spaces/


�	 The Court's Twitter account @kortesuprema appears to have been deleted when checked on 15/07/2011.


�	 Some 1,650 protestors are reported to have been arrested during the protests, in which police also used water cannons and teargas in an attempt to break up peaceful marches.  See BBC News. 9/07/2011: http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-asia-pacific-14076424 


�	 Unless otherwise stated, cases cited in this section are drawn from a series of consultations that were held with civil society activists in 5 regions on freedom of expression and the internet in 2010-11.  These meetings were convened by the Demos Institute in association with local partners, and helped the Special Rapporteur on freedom of expression to gather evidence for his 2011 report to the Human Rights Council.  For more information about the consultations and an overview of the findings, see Horner (2011).  


�	 http://kafila.org/2009/04/12/arise-awake-the-people-who-run-facebook/


	http://www.thepinkchaddicampaign.blogspot.com/


�	 http://opennet.net/research/regions/asia


�	 HyperText Transfer Protocol (Secure)


�	 See www.httpsnow.org


�	 http://march12.rsf.org/en/


�	 http://www.google.com/transparencyreport/


�	 http://threatened.globalvoicesonline.org/
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