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WASHINGTON – Today U.S. Sens. Mark R. Warner (D-VA), Mazie Hirono (D-HI)
and Amy Klobuchar (D-MN) announced the Safeguarding Against Fraud,
Exploitation, Threats, Extremism and Consumer Harms (SAFE TECH) Act to
reform Section 230 and allow social media companies to be held accountable
for enabling cyber-stalking, targeted harassment, and discrimination on their
platforms.  

“When Section 230 was enacted in 1996, the Internet looked very different
than it does today. A law meant to encourage service providers to develop
tools and policies to support effective moderation has instead conferred
sweeping immunity on online providers even when they do nothing to address
foreseeable, obvious and repeated misuse of their products and services to
cause harm,” said Sen. Warner, a former technology entrepreneur and the
Chairman of the Senate Select Committee on Intelligence. “Section 230 has
provided a ‘Get Out of Jail Free’ card to the largest platform companies even
as their sites are used by scam artists, harassers and violent extremists to
cause damage and injury. This bill doesn’t interfere with free speech – it’s
about allowing these platforms to �nally be held accountable for harmful,
often criminal behavior enabled by their platforms to which they have turned a
blind eye for too long.” 

https://www.warner.senate.gov/public/index.cfm/pressreleases?ID=55514DD4-7824-40A9-A482-64121A033266


“Section 230 was passed in 1996 to incentivize then-nascent internet
companies to voluntarily police illegal and harmful content posted by their
users. Now, twenty-�ve years later, the law allows some of the biggest
companies in the world turn a blind eye while their platforms are used to
violate civil and human rights, stalk and harass people, and defraud
consumers—all without accountability,” Sen. Hirono said. “The SAFE TECH
Act brings Section 230 into the modern age by creating targeted exceptions
to the law’s broad immunity. Internet platforms must either address the
serious harms they impose on society or face potential civil liability.”

“We need to be asking more from big tech companies, not less. How they
operate has a real-life effect on the safety and civil rights of Americans and
people around the world, as well as our democracy. Holding these platforms
accountable for ads and content that can lead to real-world harm is critical,
and this legislation will do just that,” said Sen. Klobuchar. 

The SAFE TECH Act would make clear that Section 230:

·       Doesn’t apply to ads or other paid content – ensuring that platforms
cannot continue to pro�t as their services are used to target vulnerable
consumers with ads enabling frauds and scams;

·       Doesn’t bar injunctive relief – allowing victims to seek court orders
where misuse of a provider’s services is likely to cause irreparable harm; 

·       Doesn’t impair enforcement of civil rights laws – maintaining the vital
and hard-fought protections from discrimination even when activities or
services are mediated by internet platforms; 

·       Doesn’t interfere with laws that address stalking/cyber-stalking or
harassment and intimidation on the basis of protected classes – ensuring
that victims of abuse and targeted harassment can hold platforms
accountable when they directly enable harmful activity;

·       Doesn’t bar wrongful death actions – allowing the family of a decedent
to bring suit against platforms where they may have directly contributed to a
loss of life;

·       Doesn’t bar suits under the Alien Tort Claims Act – potentially allowing
victims of platform-enabled human rights violations abroad (like the survivors
of the Rohingya genocide) to seek redress in U.S. courts against U.S.-based
platforms.

These changes to Section 230 do not guarantee that platforms will be held
liable in all, or even most, cases. Proposed changes do not subject platforms
to strict liability; and the current legal standards for plaintiffs still present



steep obstacles. Rather, these reforms ensure that victims have an
opportunity to raise claims without Section 230 serving as a categorical bar
to their efforts to seek legal redress for harms they suffer – even when
directly enabled by a platform’s actions or design. 

Bill text is available here

(https://www.warner.senate.gov/public/_cache/�les/4/f/4fa9c9ba-2b34-4854-

8c19-59a0a9676a31/66DECFBC0D6E6958C2520C3A6A69EAF6.safe-tech-

act---�nal.pdf). A three-page summary is available here

(https://www.warner.senate.gov/public/_cache/�les/9/4/946ef55b-5d08-4f72-

9ca0-f4394303d5f2/CA92EA4F424BCFD48E816A4153A89380.the-safe-

tech-three-pager.pdf). Frequently asked questions about the bill are
available here

(https://www.warner.senate.gov/public/_cache/�les/b/1/b1369ebf-84a1-48c5-

8849-2b1b1e23aab9/2236A5E3DD115F9D299CBCEDB7017F2E.the-safe-

tech-faq.pdf). A redline of Section 230 is available here

(https://www.warner.senate.gov/public/_cache/�les/a/d/ad4743b2-01c9-49a0-

9ea2-d7de1d0e34d6/F022A4E65534A921836FE8D2CC7EBE18.section-

230-as-a-redline.pdf).

“Social media platforms and the tech companies that run them must protect
their users from the growing and dangerous combination of misinformation
and discrimination. As we have repeatedly seen, these platforms are being
used to violate the civil rights of Black users and other users of color by
serving as virtually-unchecked homes for hateful content and in areas such
as housing and employment discrimination through the targeting and limiting
of who can see certain advertisements. Section 230 must be strengthened to
ensure that these online communities are not safe harbors for the violations
of civil rights laws. LDF supports Senator Warner and Senator Hirono’s bill as
it addresses these critical concerns,” said Lisa Cylar Barrett, Director of
Policy, NAACP Legal Defense and Educational Fund, Inc. (LDF)

“Tech companies must be held accountable for their roles in facilitating
genocide, extremist violence and egregious civil rights abuses. We applaud
Senators Hirono and Warner for their leadership in introducing a robust bill
that focuses on supporting targets of civil and human rights abuses on social
media while also addressing cyber-harassment and other crimes stemming
from the spread of hate and disinformation. The sweeping legal protections
enjoyed by tech platforms cannot continue,” said Jonathan A. Greenblatt,
CEO of ADL (Anti-Defamation League).
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“Platforms should not pro�t from targeting employment ads toward White
users, or from targeting voter suppression ads toward Black users. Senator
Warner and Senator Hirono’s comprehensive bill makes it clear that Section
230 does not give platforms a free pass to violate civil rights laws, while also
preserving the power of platforms to remove harmful disinformation,” said
Spencer Overton, President, Joint Center for Political and Economic Studies.

“I applaud the SAFE TECH Act introduced by Sens. Warner and Hirono which
provides useful modi�cations to section 230 of the 1996 Communications
Decency Act to limit the potential negative impacts of commercial advertising
interests while continuing to protect anti-harassment and civil and human
rights interests of those who may be wrongfully harmed through wrongful
online activity,”

Ramesh Srinivasan, Professor at the UCLA Department of Information
Studies and Director of UC Digital Cultures Lab, said.

“Congress enacted 47 USC 230 in the mid-1990s to support online innovation
and free speech but the way in which courts have very generously read
Section 230 have meant there is no legal mechanism that has done more to
insulate intermediaries from legal accountability for distributing, amplifying,
and carefully delivering unlawful content and facilitating dangerous antisocial
connections. Racist, misogynist, and violent antidemocratic forces coalesce
online because intermediaries rarely have to account for their social impacts.
Senator Warner and Senator Hirono’s proposed changes create a new and
necessary incentive for such companies to be far more mindful of the social
impacts of their services in areas of law that are of vital importance to the
health of the networked information environment. It does this while not
abandoning the protection for intermediaries' distribution of otherwise lawful
content,” said Olivier Sylvain, Professor at Fordham Law School and Director
of the McGannon Center for Communications Research.

“We applaud Senator Warner and Senator Hirono’s important effort to reform
Section 230 and thus bring greater accountability to the tech sector. Warner’s
proposed reforms are crucial to protecting civil rights and making the web
safer for those who have been negatively impacted by much that happens
there, both online and off.  We thank Senator Warner and Senator Hirono for
tackling this critically important issue,” Wendy Via, Cofounder, Global Project
Against Hate and Extremism, said.

“The Cyber Civil Rights Initiative welcomes this effort to protect civil rights in
the digital age and to hold online intermediaries accountable for their role in
the silencing and exploitation of vulnerable communities. This bill offers



urgently needed provisions to limit and correct the overzealous interpretation
of Section 230 that has granted a multibillion dollar industry immunity and
impunity for pro�ting from irreparable injury,” said Mary Anne Franks,
President, Cyber Civil Rights Initiative and Danielle K. Citron, Vice President,
Cyber Civil Rights Initiative.

“For too long, companies like Facebook and YouTube have undermined the
rights and safety of Muslims and communities of color in the U.S. and around
the world. We have urged them to take responsibility for the targeted hate and
violence, including genocide, facilitated by their platforms but these
companies have refused to act,” said Madihha Ahussain, Muslim Advocates
Special Counsel for Anti-Muslim Bigotry. “We appreciate Senators Warner
and Hirono for introducing the SAFE TECH Act, which includes essential
adjustments to Section 230 and will �nally hold these companies accountable
for violating people’s rights.”

“The SAFE TECH Act is an important step forward for platform accountability
and for the protection of privacy online. Providing an opportunity for victims
of harassment, privacy invasions, and other violations to remove unlawful
content is critical to stopping its spread and limiting harm,” said Caitriona
Fitzgerald, Interim Associate Director and Policy Director, Electronic Privacy
Information Center (EPIC).

“The SAFE TECH Act is the Section 230 reform America needs now. Over-
expansive readings of Section 230 have encouraged reckless and negligent
shirking by platforms of basic duties toward their users. Few if any of the
drafters of Section 230 could have imagined that it would be opportunistically
seized on to deregulate online arms sales, protect sellers of defective
merchandise, permit genocidaires to organize online with impunity, or allow
dating sites to ignore campaigns of harassment and worse against their
users. The SAFE TECH Act reins in the cyberlibertarian ethos of Section 230
imperialism, permitting courts to carefully weigh and assess evidence in
cases where impunity is now preemptively assumed,” Frank Pasquale, Author
of The Black Box Society and Professor at Brooklyn Law School, said.

“For far too long online platforms have placed pro�t over accountability and
decency, and allowed misinformation, algorithmic discrimination, and online
hate to be weaponized. When the Communications Decency Act was passed
in 1996, no one imagined it would be used to shield the most valuable
companies in the world from basic civil rights compliance,” said David Brody,
Counsel and Senior Fellow for Privacy and Technology, Lawyers’ Committee
for Civil Rights Under Law. “This bill would make irresponsible big tech
companies accountable for the digital pollution they knowingly and willfully



produce, while continuing to protect free speech online. Black Americans and
other communities of color are frequent targets of online hate, threats and
discrimination, and many of these online behaviors would not be tolerated if
they occurred in a brick-and-mortar business. It is time that big tech stop
treating our communities of color like second-class citizens, and give them
the protection they deserve.”

“It is unacceptable that Big Tech enjoys near total legal immunity from the
harm that their platforms expose to children and families. Tech companies
should not be able to hide behind Section 230 to avoid abiding by civil rights
laws, court injunctions, and other protections for families and the most
vulnerable in society. Reforms proposed by Sens. Warner and Hirono begin to
change that. It is time to hold these companies accountable for the harms
their platforms have unleashed on society,” said James P. Steyer, CEO and
Founder, Common Sense.

“The deadly insurrection at the Capitol made clear that lawmakers must take
immediate action to ensure multi-billion-dollar social media companies,
whose business models incentivize the unchecked spread of hate-fueled
misinformation and violent clickbait conspiracies, can no longer abuse
Section 230’s broad protections to evade civil rights laws,” said Arisha Hatch,
Color Of Change Vice President and Chief of Campaigns. “The SAFE TECH
Act from Sen. Warner and Sen. Hirono is critical. The proposed reform would
not only prevent power-hungry social media companies from leveraging
Section 230 to turn a blind eye to civil rights violations on their platforms, but
it would also incentivize them to take down dangerous paid and organic
content — and establish better protections against real world harms like
cyberstalking, which disproportionately impacts Black women. We strongly
encourage members of Congress to support this legislation, which represents
a signi�cant step towards �nally holding Big Tech accountable for their years-
long role in enabling civil rights violations against Black communities.”

“After 2020 no-one is asking if online misinformation creates real-world
harms - whether it's COVID and anti-vaxx misinformation, election-related lies
or hate, it is now clear that action is needed to deal with unregulated digital
platforms. Whereas users can freely spread hate and misinformation,
platforms pro�t from tra�c regardless of whether it is productive or
damaging, the costs are borne by the public and society at large. This timely
bill forensically delineates the harms and ensures perpetrators and enablers
pay a price for the harms they create. In doing so, it re�ects our desire for



richer communication technologies, which enhance our right to speak and be
heard, and that also respect our fundamental rights to life and safety,” said
Imran Ahmed, CEO, Center for Countering Digital Hate. 

“Our lives are at stake because hate and white supremacy is �ourishing
online. On January 6th we saw the results of what continuous disinformation
and hate online can do with the insurection and domestic terrorist attack on
the U.S. Capitol, where �ve lives were lost,” said Brenda Victoria Castillo,
President & CEO, National Hispanic Media Coalition. “It is time to hold online
platforms accountable for their role in the radicalization and spread of
extremist ideologies in our country. NHMC is proud to support Senator
Warner's limited reform of Section 230, and applauds his efforts to safeguard
our democracy and the Latinx community.”

“Senator Mark Warner is a leader in ensuring that technology  supports
democracy even as it advances innovation. His and Senator Hirono’s new
Section 230 reform bill now removes  obstacles to enforcement against
discrimination, cyber-stalking, and targeted harassment in the online world.
The events of Jan 6 demonstrated that what happens online isn’t just a game.
Online conspiracy theories, discrimination, and harassment are a public
danger. The Warner-Hirono bill would go a long way toward addressing these
dangers, and incentivizing platforms to move past the current, ineffective
whack-a-mole approach to these important online harms,” said Karen
Kornbluh, Director of the Digital Innovation and Democracy Initiative at the
German Marshall Fund of the US and Former US Ambassador to the
Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development.
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