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The Australian Children’s Television Foundation

►
The ACTF is a non-profit organisation funded by the Federal and State Governments. It was established in 1982. A principal function of the ACTF is to promote and improve the quality and suitability of audiovisual media for children. This includes “new media” such as online content.

►
The ACTF is committed to developing and producing quality online products. It has recently completed a new version of Kahootz, a multimedia construction tool which allows children to create stories, ideas and expressions and swap them online. The ACTF also maintains its own popular website, which includes information on its television programmes, a searchable database of its resource centre library and free lesson ideas for educators.

The Internet and Children

►
The ACTF strongly believes that children should be encouraged to use the internet. It offers access to services which can be educational, entertaining and rewarding. 

►
The amount of material referred to the Australian Federal Police over the past 24 months alone demonstrates the significant amount of highly objectionable content available online. The ACTF supports efforts to limit children’s exposure to inappropriate online content.
Protection from undesirable content

Parental and Caretaker Supervision 

►
For all forms of audio visual content, the best method of preventing exposure to obscene or otherwise objectionable content is parental or caretaker supervision. As with television, video and other media, parental awareness and guidance of children’s viewing cannot be substituted by technological means.

Filter Software

►
Parents cannot supervise children the entire time they are online. Accordingly, the ACTF encourages the use of content filtering software on computers to which children have access. The ACTF recognises the current shortcomings of such software – they will never be the complete solution. However, they provide an additional layer of protection for children using the internet. Furthermore, technological advances should see substantial improvements in filtering software in coming years.

The Online Co-Regulatory Scheme

The Complaint Resolution Process

►
The ABA operates an online hotline for complaints about internet content.

►
937 complaints were lodged with the ABA over the past 24 months which is, on average, just over 1.28 complaints a day. Given the high levels of objectionable material available over the internet, many users are being exposed to objectionable material without lodging a complaint.

►
The ACTF believes that more internet users will report inappropriate online content if there is better public awareness of the system. This is discussed further under Community Education and Advice, below.

Take Down Notices

►
Under the Co-Regulatory Scheme, the ABA may issue a take down notice to Australian based internet content hosts that are found to be hosting X, RC or unrestricted R material. Failure to comply with the notice can result in a significant financial penalty.

►
There is always a risk that offensive content may relocate to a host based outside Australia. Nevertheless, the use of take down notices is supported by the ACTF. At best, they remove the offending content from the internet. At worst, they prevent an Australian based host profiting from the exhibition of such material.

The Designated Notification Scheme

►
Under the Co-Regulatory Scheme, if a complaint is found to be concerned with X, RC or unclassified R material not hosted in Australia, the ABA must provide the makers of filter software with the location of the content so that their products can be updated to block it.

►
The designated notification scheme will only be effective if users have a suitable content filtering program installed on their computer. 

►
The Internet at Home study commissioned by the ABA showed that only 17% of parents with the internet at home used filters to block content.
 Accordingly, for the designated notification scheme to be effective work still needs to be done to increase use of filter software in homes with children.

Sufficiently serious material

►
The ACTF supports referral of “sufficiently serious” content to the relevant police authorities.

Community Education and Advice

►
A key part in the management of internet content is to provide users with information that will help them to improve their family’s internet experience. Such guidance is not as obvious as many might imagine. Most parents did not grow up with the internet. In many cases, their knowledge of the medium will not be as good as with other issues, as they do not have their own childhood experiences to draw upon. Issues which need to be promoted include:

(i) how children can use the internet better as an educational and research tool; 

(ii) guidance on how to set up “house rules” for using the internet at home; 

(iii) tips for parents on how to discuss any bad internet experiences with their children;

(iv) the appropriate use of internet filters; and

(v) how and who to complain to when confronted by objectionable material.

►
The Co-Regulatory Scheme requires both ISPs and government to share a public education role.

►
The Scheme requires ISPs to advise internet users as to:

(i) their rights to make a complaint; and

(ii) the procedures they can use to control access to internet content.

ISPs typically place links on their company websites to webpages which contain this information. In respect of controlling access to internet content, the link will sometimes take the user to an advertisement for one of the “scheduled filters” identified by the ABA. The ACTF considers this to be insufficient to properly promote the Scheme. The ISP’s website might only be visited once when opening the user’s internet account, and that visitor may not even be the parent or caregiver that will supervise the child when online. Furthermore, sending the user to an advertisement is unlikely to be a convincing endorsement of the benefits of a filter product.

►
As part of the ABA’s role in public education, it has relaunched its website www.cybersmartkids.com.au, which contains a range of information and activities relating to internet safety issues. The ABA has also recently produced brochures containing general internet safety tips and put up a FAQ section on its website. 

►
In addition, the Commonwealth Government has established NetAlert, an independent body with the aim of helping Australians manage their access to the internet. NetAlert has among other things setup a website www.netalert.com.au to provide information for parents and children on safe internet use and a national help line, conducted seminars and regional forums.

►
The ISP links, cybersmartkids and NetAlert’s website reflect the fact that the vast majority of efforts to promote the Scheme have taken place online. The ACTF is concerned that by concentrating on the online audience, the public education campaigns will not reach a broad audience.

►
There also appears to be a significant amount of duplication between the content on cybersmartkids and sections of the NetAlert site.

►
Results from the Internet at Home study confirm a lack of effectiveness of the public education campaigns to date. The study found that only 3% of a national survey could name the ABA as the organisation to contact when making a complaint.
 82% believed they had not been told or could not recall being told about whether their ISP had informed them how to lodge a complaint.
 As discussed earlier, only  17% of parents with the internet at home used a filter to block internet content.
 


These findings show that the steps currently being taken by ISPs, the ABA and NetAlert to advise users of the complaints process and to promote the use of filters are not working.

Recommendations

►
In these circumstances, the ACTF recommends that the public education activities being carried out by ISPs, the ABA and NetAlert need to be increased and refocused. Poor public awareness of the ability to lodge a complaint, and low use of filters greatly decreases the overall efficiency of the Co-Regulatory Scheme and, accordingly, information on these issues needs to be better promoted to a wider audience.

►
The ACTF recommends focusing more public education activities in an “off-line” environment. Information sessions could be held at schools or libraries, places where children actually use the internet, to help both children and parents learn more about the Co-Regulatory Scheme and better online practices generally.


There is likely to be a lack of resources to carry out such activities on a school by school, or library by library basis. Accordingly, NetAlert, the ABA and ISPs need to collectively develop relationships with the state and territory education systems and local governments to encourage schools and libraries to play a part in the education process. 

Rather than just providing text links on their websites, ISPs could assist the ABA and/or NetAlert in carrying out these sessions. This would be a much more meaningful contribution by ISPs than is currently taking place.

Classification of Internet Content

►
The ACTF supports a uniform approach to the classification of media. The meaning of G, PG, M, MA, R and X classifications are well understood in the community. Internet content should be classified according to these classifications. The ACTF has made a submission to the OFLC in relation to the Classification Guidelines for Films and Computer Games. This submission also calls for a uniform, technology neutral approach for media classification.

International co-operation

►
The ACTF supports the ABA’s continued involvement with the Internet Content Rating Association (ICRA). Children need to be protected not only from R, X and RC content, but also from content that is too advanced for their particular development. For example, all efforts should be made to prevent an eight year old child being exposed to internet content that would be rated MA if it had been broadcast on television.


Accordingly, a website rating system which provides parents and children with guidance as to whether material is suitable for a certain age group is beneficial.  The challenge for the Government and the ABA is to encourage use of the ratings by content providers, and to adapt such a system to the generally understood Australian ratings of G, PG, M etc.
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