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This case is highly relevant as it directly addresses the constitutional scrutiny of a complete internet service ban during civil unrest,
specifically in Manipur. The legal issues align perfectly with the user's query, focusing on balancing the fundamental right to information
(a facet of Article 19(1)(a)) against state security and public order concerns. The court's reasoning and ratio decidendi emphasize
proportionality, the need for technical safeguards (like whitelisting and MAC binding) for partial restoration, and the severe public
hardship caused by blanket bans. It provides a strong precedent for conditional internet restoration, directly discussing internet
shutdowns, public order, and the application of Article 19(1)(a) and 19(2).

Facts

This case consolidates Public Interest Litigations (PILs) and writ petitions challenging the complete internet service ban in Manipur .
Petitioners include major service providers like Airtel, Reliance, Jio, Vodafone, and BSNL, alongside State respondents represented by the
Additional Advocate General and Solicitor General . Technical experts and government officials were present, discussing means to provide
limited internet access while addressing state security and public safety concerns . Proposals included whitelisting mobile numbers and
restoring broadband via Internet Lease Line (ILL) and Fibre To The Home (FTTH) with stringent technical safeguards . A trial for
whitelisting mobile numbers was also proposed .

Issues

The central legal question is whether the complete internet ban in Manipur is justified and, if not, what measures can restore limited
digital connectivity while upholding state security and public order . This involves interpreting constitutional rights to information and
freedom of speech against national security imperatives . Key sub-issues concern the feasibility of whitelisting mobile numbers,
conditions for restoring broadband (ILL/FTTH), and the legal basis for implementing technical controls like MAC binding and website
blocking . The court must balance fundamental rights with public safety.

Petitioners Arguments

Petitioners, including internet service providers (ISPs) and concerned citizens, argued for partial restoration of internet services to
alleviate public hardship . Their strategy involved presenting technical solutions and expert opinions from service providers and the
Expert Committee, demonstrating the viability of controlled internet access . They proposed safeguards such as whitelisting mobile
numbers, using dedicated lease lines/FTTH with static IPs, banning Wi-Fi/hotspots, MAC binding, blocking social media/VPNs, and
enforcing physical monitoring . The relief sought was the lifting of the internet ban, at least partially, through these implemented
measures.

Respondents Arguments
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The State respondents contended that the internet ban was necessary for maintaining state security and public order, citing the potential
for misuse to spread rumors and incite violence . Their counter-arguments proposed conditional lifting of the ban, requiring subscriber
undertakings against illegal activities and personal liability for misuse . For FTTH, they advocated for case-to-case permission from the
Home Department with strict one-to-one ISP controls . They also requested time to conduct a trial for whitelisting mobile numbers to
assess feasibility before submitting a full report .

Section Analysis

The case implicates Article 19(1)(a) of the Constitution of India, guaranteeing freedom of speech and expression, which encompasses the
right to information. Restrictions are permissible under Article 19(2) for grounds like security of the State and public order . The court's
analysis involves interpreting these constitutional provisions in light of the specific circumstances and the proposed technical solutions
for restoring internet services, balancing fundamental rights against state security concerns.

Courts Reasoning

The Court's reasoning focused on balancing the fundamental right to information against the State's legitimate security concerns . It
acknowledged the severe public hardship caused by the complete internet ban . The Court found the technical suggestions from service
providers and the Expert Committee to be viable solutions for mitigating the crisis . The judicial methodology involved evaluating the
feasibility of proposed safeguards, such as whitelisting mobile numbers and implementing technical controls for broadband services (ILL
and FTTH) . A pragmatic approach led to directions for partial service restoration based on compliance with these safeguards .

Ratio Decidendi

The binding legal principle is that state-imposed restrictions on internet services must be proportionate and subject to periodic review.
The court held that limited internet access can be restored via technical safeguards like whitelisting mobile numbers and strict controls
on broadband services (ILL/FTTH), provided these measures are diligently enforced . This establishes a precedent for phased digital
connectivity restoration, balancing public welfare with state security, and addressing internet shutdown issues during crises.

Summary

In Aribam Dhananjoy Sharma and Ors. vs. State of Manipur and Ors., the High Court of Manipur addressed the complete internet ban in
Manipur . The court heard arguments from petitioners (ISPs) and respondents (State) on restoring limited internet access while ensuring
security . Expert opinions on technical solutions, including whitelisting mobile numbers and safeguards for ILL/FTTH, were considered .
The court directed the State to lift the ban on ILL and consider FTTH case-to-case, subject to safeguards, and ordered a trial for
whitelisting mobile numbers . This ruling balances the right to information with public safety, setting a precedent for conditional internet
restoration during crises.
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