
 

 
  
 

Topic: The Web in times of crisis 
Debate: Should the Government have the right to shut down the internet 
in times of crisis? 
 

Project outline 
Read the Magna Carta: My Digital Rights Project Guide for Teachers to find out more 
about how to use this document.  
 

Step 1: Setting the scene 
Begin by asking the group to watch the video clip. 
This film has been developed in partnership with WebWeWant.org.   
 
Imagine having no email or social media. A world where the internet crashes or is 
switched off is hard to imagine. There are two pieces of legislation which give the 
Government power to suspend the internet; the Civil Contingencies Act and the 2003 
Communications Act. Internet service providers can be ordered to cease operating and 
exchanges can be shut down. In the UK this is not very likely to happen, but the 
Egyptian government cut off virtually all internet access in 2011 when protests in the 
street threatened to topple President Hosni Mubarak. 
 

Step 2: The big debate 
Should the Government have the right to shut down the internet in times of crisis? 
 

Step 3: Make it memorable  
This is the moment for you to make the process and outcome of your debate 
memorable. Here are some suggestions of activities to consolidate and extend the 
learning gained by the students during their debate: 

 Students write their own individual clause for a collaborative whole-class Magna 
Carta for the digital age. The clause should best reflect their argument, and can 
be an opportunity to practise skills in summarising and synthesising ideas. Have 

Theme: Access Online  

http://www.bl.uk/teaching-resources/mcdr-a-guide-for-teachers
http://www.bl.uk/my-digital-rights/videos/access-web-in-times-of-crisis
http://webwewant.org/


 
a look at the British Library’s own Magna Carta for the digital age to read the 
many different clauses submitted by young people around the world. 

 Create a campaign poster that reflects their arguments and opinions on digital 
rights. This can be done as individual or small group work.  

 Develop a school Magna Carta for teachers to sign. 

 Use the knowledge gained to campaign for change in school or in their 
community. Activities could include writing to a local MP, approaching the local 
media or producing an article for a school newspaper. 

 Use the insight and understanding gained to become involved in campaigns 
across the UK and internationally, with organisations such as Amnesty 
International. 

 

Useful Resources 
 

Films and articles 
Our website features a selection of resources which may help you and your students 
prepare for your debate. This includes: 

 A short film introducing the issues around access to the Web. 

 An article looking at the world of whistle-blowing and surveillance.  
 

Prompt questions 
You may want to help direct your students' research and argument development with 
the following questions: 

 How easy would it be for a government to fully control the internet and shut 
down access? 

 Can you find out what Sir Tim Berners-Lee thinks about government control of 
the internet? 

 Can you find out what people like Edward Snowden and Julian Assange have to 
say about this? 

 What circumstances could there be when a government feels it must shut down 
the Web?  

 Would shutting down internet access be against your human rights? 
 

External links 

Below are some useful articles on the topic: 

 http://www.inquisitr.com/2045632/white-house-fights-to-maintain-control-
over-internet-kill-switch/   

 http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/middle-east/iraq-government-
orders-total-internet-shutdown-in-25-of-country-rest-left-with-limited-access-
9542778.html 

 http://www.ehow.com/info_8012651_pros-government-control-internet.html 
 http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/technology-14493497 

http://www.bl.uk/my-digital-rights/vote-now
http://www.amnesty.org.uk/issues
http://www.amnesty.org.uk/issues
http://www.bl.uk/my-digital-rights
http://www.bl.uk/my-digital-rights/videos/access
http://www.bl.uk/my-digital-rights/articles/the-impact-of-surveillance-on-the-individual
http://www.inquisitr.com/2045632/white-house-fights-to-maintain-control-over-internet-kill-switch/
http://www.inquisitr.com/2045632/white-house-fights-to-maintain-control-over-internet-kill-switch/
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/middle-east/iraq-government-orders-total-internet-shutdown-in-25-of-country-rest-left-with-limited-access-9542778.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/middle-east/iraq-government-orders-total-internet-shutdown-in-25-of-country-rest-left-with-limited-access-9542778.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/middle-east/iraq-government-orders-total-internet-shutdown-in-25-of-country-rest-left-with-limited-access-9542778.html
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The law 

 The UK Government frequently reviews control of the internet but there is no 
specific ruling about shutting down the internet.  


