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POLICING DIGITAL GIANTS

Context

Policing digital giants like Meta, Google, and Amazon requires a nuanced approach that balances innovation
with accountability, ensuring fair competition and the protection of user rights.

About Digital Giants

These refer to large technology companies that dominate the digital economy through their extensive
reach, data-driven business models, and influence over markets.

These — often referred to as ‘Big Tech’— like Meta, Google, and Amazon wield unprecedented influence
over global markets, user data, and public discourse.

Their dominance is driven by factors like data utilization, market power, and global reach.

Economic Survey 2024-25 underlines India’s rapid digital transformation, and emphasises the critical role
of Al in shaping the nation’s economic landscape.

Era of Data Dominance

Data as the New Oil: In the 21st-century economy, data is a critical resource, driving innovation and market
power.

+ Unlike finite resources like oil, data can be collected, analyzed, and reused indefinitely, amplifying its
value.

Network Effects: Digital platforms benefit from network effects, where the value of a service increases as

more users join.

+ |t creates a self-reinforcing cycle, making it difficult for competitors to enter the market.

Market Concentration: Companies like Meta and Google leverage vast data pools to refine algorithms,
offer hyper-targeted advertising, and create personalized experiences, locking users into their ecosystems.

Growing Influence of Big Tech

Data Monopoly: Big Tech firms collect and monetize vast troves of user data, giving them a competitive
edge that smaller firms cannot match.

Algorithmic Control: Social media platforms influence political discourse and public perception through
opaque algorithms.

Market Power: Many digital giants have established monopolies or duopolies in their respective fields,
stifling competition.

Cross-Sector Influence: These firms are not just technology companies but have expanded into finance,
healthcare, education, and more.

Regulatory Challenges in Policing Digital Giants

Global Nature of Digital Markets & Jurisdictional Issues: The cross-border operations of digital giants
complicate regulatory efforts, as national laws often struggle to address global challenges.

+ Alaw passed in one country may not apply in another, leading to legal loopholes and inconsistencies
in enforcement.

Abuse of Dominance: Cases like Meta’s 2021 WhatsApp privacy policy update, which mandated expanded
data-sharing across platforms, highlight concerns about the abuse of market dominance.

Rapid Technological Advancements: The pace of innovation in artificial intelligence, blockchain, and other
technologies outstrips the ability of regulators to adapt, leaving gaps in oversight.

Balancing Free Speech and Regulation: \While governments seek to curb misinformation and hate speech,
excessive regulation risks infringing upon free speech rights.

¢ Striking a balance between these competing interests remains a challenge.
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e Data Privacy and Security: Scandals like the Cambridge Analytica data breach have highlighted the
dangers of inadequate data protection.

+ Despite new data privacy laws such as the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) in Europe
and India’s Digital Personal Data Protection Act, enforcing strict compliance remains a daunting task.
e Power of Lobbying: Big Tech firms invest heavily in lobbying and legal battles to resist stringent regulations.
¢ Their financial power often allows them to influence policymakers, delaying or weakening regulatory
measures.
e Lackof Transparency: Many Big Tech companies operate with a lack of transparency, especially concerning
their algorithms and content moderation policies.

+ |t makes it difficult for regulators to assess the extent of their influence and the potential harm caused
by their platforms.

Global Regulatory Efforts
e European Union: The EU has led the way with landmark laws like the GDPR and the Digital Markets Act
(DMA), which seek to curb anti-competitive behavior.

e United States: The U.S. has initiated antitrust lawsuits against Google and Meta, signaling a growing intent
to rein in Big Tech. However, regulatory efforts remain fragmented.

e China: Unlike democratic nations, China has taken a strict approach, imposing heavy fines and regulatory
crackdowns on tech giants like Alibaba and Tencent.

Regulatory Framework Governing Digital Giants in India
¢ Information Technology (IT) Act, 2000 and IT Rules, 2021: It serves as the cornerstone of India’s cyber
laws, regulating electronic commerce, cybercrime, and digital transactions. Key provisions of the IT
Rules, 2021:
+ Grievance Redressal Mechanism
+ Traceability of Messages: Enabling identification of the ‘first originator’ of a message in cases of law
enforcement requests.
¢+ Content Moderation: Platforms must remove unlawful content within a stipulated time frame upon
government orders.
¢+ Compliance Officers: Significant social media intermediaries (SSMIs) must appoint Chief Compliance
Officers based in India to ensure adherence to regulations.
e Digital Personal Data Protection Act, 2023 (DPDP Act): It is India’s first dedicated legislation on data
privacy, modeled on the European Union’s General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR). Key provisions
of the DPDP Act:

+ Consent-Based Data Processing: Companies must obtain explicit user consent before processing
personal data.

+ Data Localization: Certain categories of data may need to be stored within India.

+ Penalties for Violations: Companies failing to comply with data protection norms may face penalties of
up to 250 crore per breach.

+ Data Fiduciary Responsibilities: Large platforms designated as ‘Significant Data Fiduciaries’ must
conduct regular audits and appoint data protection officers.

e Competition Law and Anti-Monopoly Regulations: The Competition (Amendment) Act, 2023, empowers
the Competition Commission of India (CCI) to scrutinize mergers and acquisitions more effectively. Key
aspects are:

+ Regulation of ‘Big Tech’ Mergers: Digital companies with substantial market influence must seek CCI
approval before mergers or acquisitions.

+ Penalties for Anti-Competitive Practices: Heavy fines can be imposed on companies engaging in
predatory pricing or abuse of dominance.
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+ DMA-Style Approach: Inspired by the EU’s Digital Markets Act (DMA), India is considering rules
to prevent self-preferential treatment by digital platforms (e.g., Google prioritizing its own services in
search results).

Proposed Digital India Act (DIA): It is currently in the draft stage, is expected to replace the IT Act, 2000,
to address modern-day digital challenges. This legislation will likely include:

¢+ More Accountability for Al and Algorithmic Bias

+ Stronger Regulations on Deepfakes and Misinformation

¢ Cybersecurity and National Security Protections

Road Ahead: Steps Toward Effective Regulation

Stronger Antitrust Laws: Breaking up monopolistic entities orimposing fines for anti-competitive practices
can help create a fairer digital marketplace.

Algorithmic Transparency: Tech firms must be mandated to disclose how their algorithms function and
impact public discourse.

Transparency and Accountability: Mandating transparency in algorithms and data usage can help build
trust and hold companies accountable for their actions.

Global Cooperation: International regulatory bodies should work together to develop harmonized digital
policies.

Empowering Users: Digital literacy programs can help users make informed choices about their data
privacy and online behavior.

Conclusion

Policing digital giants is one of the most pressing challenges of our time. While their innovations have
brought immense benefits, unchecked dominance can undermine competition, privacy, and democratic
values.

By adopting forward-looking policies and fostering international cooperation, regulators can ensure that
technology serves the greater good without compromising accountability.

Source: TH

Mains Practice Question

[Q] How can governments effectively regulate digital giants to ensure transparency, accountability,

and fair competition while addressing challenges such as rapid technological advancements,
cross-border operations, and data privacy concerns?
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