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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This policy brief explains the presence, mandates and initiatives of social media companies
operating in Pakistan, with a focus on Google, Meta, X and TikTok.

The purpose of the brief stemmed from the fact that despite being home to one of the 10 largest
Internet communities and social media user bases, none of these companies maintain a physical
presence in Pakistan. This also means that meaningful engagements between the Big Tech
companies and other stakeholders might be rare.

The brief explores why the government has legislation in place to require companies to register
and set up offices in Pakistan and why the companies do not comply with this requirement. It also
explores the history of how these platforms have operated in Pakistan including facing several bans
over the years.

It then discusses the three ways the tech companies stay active in Pakistan: ensuring compliance
with official content removal and data requests under local laws, active relationship building with
policymakers and community engagement. The brief explores why these three methods are
effectively leading to the consumers being disenfranchised by the Big Tech companies, through
what may seem as collusion between companies and government.

The document concludes by discussing some of the major questions raised by the exploration of
how social media companies maintain a presence in Pakistan and recommendations to improve
transparency and accountability in the tech companies’ dealings with the government.



INTRODUCTION

Pakistan is home to the tenth largest population of Internet users in the world, with 135 million
people being connected online by the end of 2024.! Internet penetration is continuing at a rapid
pace, and smartphone access is also growing. This has been the result of successive governments
emphasising the need for the country to go digital. And while such plans might need scrutiny about
the sincerity of objectives, forward progress has been undeniable.

A key element of the growth of the Internet in the country also has to do with new arenas for the
exchange of information. When categorised by number of social media users, Pakistan's rank rises
to number six in the world, with 72 million people online.> The impact of social media has gone
beyond just social connectivity and has provided a new space for news dissemination and political
discourse.

The country’s constitution also recognises the right to freedom of expression as a ‘fundamental
right’ afforded to all citizens. The same status is also afforded to the right to access information.

The cumulative effect of rapidly increasing Internet use, coupled with the constitutional rights
should ideally be unencumbered exercise of online freedom of expression and unrestricted online
access to information.

But it is not. Pakistan, according to the Freedom on the Net report, is ‘not free'.

The roots of good legislation and governance lie in participation and consensus. In the case of
freedom of expression on the internet, civil society participation in policy deliberations faces
significant barriers due to the government’s unwillingness to engage with them. The involvement
and mandates of social media companies in this process remain vastly underexplored.

This policy brief began with a need to understand how social media companies maintain a presence
in Pakistan, what mandates they pursue and what initiatives they carry out in the country. It seeks
to explore why multi-stakeholder consensus on how digital spaces should be governed remains
elusive and how decisions affecting the rights of citizens to access information and express
themselves are made.

This brief focuses on four major platforms to examine these issues: Google (including YouTube),
Meta(which owns Facebook, WhatsApp and Instagram), X (formerly Twitter) and TikTok. All of these
platforms qualify as a ‘Significant Social Media Company’ under Pakistan’s laws,* as they have more
than the 500,000 active users.

The brief tries to identify the reasons behind the current status of operations of the tech
companies and find out why these companies do not have a physical presence in Pakistan despite
millions of domestic users on their platforms. It looks into the concerns these companies have
about the local environment, which range from business practices to legal apprehension. It also
looks into how policymakers view the modus operandi of these companies.

! Pakistan Digital Transformation Report 2024 - Freedom Network
2ibid
¥ Removal and Blocking of Unlawful Online Content (Procedure, Oversight and Safeguards) Rules 2021, Clause 2 (xii)



However, the main end the brief works towards is finding whether or not the policymaking process
gives a voice to the consumers that form the social media space. After all, the point of these
companies was to provide an alternative space for discourse, free from the hurdles faced by
traditional forms of expression. They were claimed to be democratic spaces, where freedom of
speech was the main value to be protected.



A HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE ON TECH
COMPANIES IN PAKISTAN

Meta

Meta operates several services in Pakistan including Facebook, WhatsApp and Instagram.
Facebook is the second largest social media platform by number of users in Pakistan, with 60.4
million users as of January 2024.% Instagram has 17.3 million users in Pakistan® while the number
of WhatsApp users stands at 52 million.®

Activists interviewed for this brief unanimously agreed that Meta’s representatives engage more
often and more visibly with policy makers as well as content creators in Pakistan, compared to any
other company.

Although Meta handles matters related to Pakistan from its Singapore office, the company has
engaged Karachi-based PR firm Media Matters, to handle its public relations work in the country
including announcing the company’s community engagement initiatives and responding to press
inquiries.

The company’s services have had their fair share of troubles in Pakistan. In 2010, Facebook was
blocked for eight days in the country over blasphemous content. Access to the platform was also
restricted in 2017 and 2021 as protests by a religious party were organised throughout Pakistan.

WhatsApp services faced severe degradation in Pakistan in July 2024, leading to a statement from
Meta clarifying that the issue was caused by Internet issues in Pakistan and not related to the
company as claimed by ministers.” In January 2025, WhatsApp announced that it was moving its
content delivery network, which helped manage traffic, outside the country.® The decision was
rooted in the degradation of internet services reported throughout 2024.

Google
Google has a 97.6% market share of search engines in Pakistan® and its service YouTube is the
largest platform by user base in the country with 71.7 million users in 2024.'°

YouTube was also the recipient of the longest ban of any major social media company in Pakistan.
The video-sharing platform was blocked in Pakistan in 2012 for over three years and only allowed
to operate in the country in 2016 when it launched a ".pk’ domain, which essentially meant acceding
to content removal demands from the country.

4 PTA Annual Report 2023-24

5 |bid

¢ Demandsage WhatsApp user statistics 2025

7 https://www.geo.tv/latest/556546-fact-check-ministers-claim-of-global-whatsapp-disruption-false-meta-
confirms

8 https://www.samaa.tv/2087327119-whatsapp-relocates-operations-from-pakistan-amid-slow-internet

% Statcounter Global https://gs.statcounter.com/search-engine-market-share/all/pakistan

19PTA Annual report 2023-24



As the ban lifted, YouTube introduced its partners program in Pakistan allowing content creators
to earn money from their original creations. By 2024, there were more than 600 YouTube channels
with more than one million subscribers in the country.!' YouTube has also become an alternative
platform for political reporting and analysis as clampdowns on traditional media increased.

Google also made headlines in Pakistan at the end of 2022 as it registered with the Securities and
Exchange Commission of Pakistan as a ‘foreign company’. The move came a year after Pakistan
had passed a law requiring social media companies to register in Pakistan and was touted by the
then government as not just a great victory, but as a harbinger of more companies coming to
Pakistan. It was widely reported that the company would open a liaison office in the country but
that does not seem to have materialised. However, the company announced an initiative to
assemble 500,000 Chromebooks in Pakistan in 2024.

TikTok

TikTok has 54.4 million users in Pakistan as of January 2024.'2 The Digital Rights Foundation has
called the short video sharing platform a ‘medium of expression for women, gender minorities and
individuals from all social backgrounds', the alternative space of alternative spaces, so to speak.'*

While the ban on YouTube was the longest in duration, the TikTok app was targeted by bans most
often. The platform was banned four times, in three different ways by Pakistan.'*

In 2020, the app was banned by PTA for 10 days over unethical content. Next year, it was banned for
20 days by the Peshawar High Court and later for three days by the Sindh High Court. The fourth and
longest ban on the platform also came in 2021. The app was banned by the PTA over ‘inappropriate’
content and only restored after four months.

TikTok's parent company, ByteDance, was only founded by Chinese entrepreneurs but is mostly
owned by institutional investors with headquarters in Singapore and Los Angeles, which were set
up due to ‘business needs’ according to a 2023 statement.'> The company does not have an office
in Pakistan. Company representatives say it would not be accurate to pin down operations to one
specific location, with the company’s main consideration being ‘time zone management’.'®
However, activists believe that TikTok's Pakistan's affairs are generally managed from the
company’s Dubai office.

X

X (formerly Twitter) had at least 3.4 million users in the country in 2022, according to the PTA.17 The
number had swelled to 4.5 million users by 2024, according to some reports.

1 Google Regional Director Farhan S. Qureshi citing YouTube internal data at Agay Barho in Islamabad, September 2024.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KnzpiagPDpl&ab_channel=GooglePakistan

12 PTA Annual Report 2023-24

13 https://digitalrightsfoundation.pk/digital-rights-foundation-expresses-concern-over-recent-ban-on-popular-
social-media-app-tiktok/

4 https://digitalrightsmonitor.pk/tiktok-banned-for-the-fourth-time-by-pta/

15 https://newsroom.tiktok.com/en-au/the-truth-about-tiktok

16 Interview with Tiktok representative

17PTA Annual Report 2021-22



Several activists agree that X (formerly Twitter)is the biggest thorn in the government'’s side in the
entire social media landscape. The fact that the platform’s user base is smaller compared to others
was often cited by authorities to justify a 2024 ban on the platform, it is undoubtedly the most
significant politically. Key political figures and government officials use the platform, the latter
even doing it throughout the ban imposed by their own government.

The reluctance of X to accede to content removal requests from the PTA and the government's
frustration is not new. In 2018, a PTA official told a Senate committee that the platform has
entertained a mere 5% of the requests filed by Pakistan for removal of ‘offensive content.!®

When the platform was banned in 2024, soon after the general elections, the decision was not
announced publicly by the government. It was only admitted later in court that the ban had been
imposed as Twitter had been refusing to comply with government regulations.

X itself did not even respond to the reported ban for two months, let alone become party to the
case. When the statement did come, it was curt, almost reluctantly put.

“We continue to work with the Pakistani government to understand their concerns,” a statement
from the Global Affairs division said.

In May 2025, as Pakistan and India's militaries clashed, Pakistani users suddenly found X to be
working again. The ban went as it came: arbitrarily and without announcement.

18 https://www.dawn.com/news/ 1427274
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