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Overview

In principle, I agree with the concept of regulating access to content on Australian websites. However, the very nature of the Internet makes it impossible to be proscriptive and the majority of Internet users will be resistant to losing their freedom to access Internet content. My suggestion is to implement a voluntary scheme for compliance that also makes provision for complaints and penalties for non-compliance with ratings requirements. Protection of children is paramount, but this needs to be achieved without impacting the inherent freedom of expression on the Internet.

Voluntary Scheme

Australian Internet publishers should be encouraged to enter into a voluntary scheme of self-censorship. There is far too much Australian website content to have an appointed censorship panel apply ratings, but ratings for sites can be displayed and recognised by Internet users, provided appropriate filtering technology is installed, preferably at the ISP. ISP subscribers can then have the option of selecting access through the filtering program, setting appropriate ratings levels that are accessible. Ratings should be in accord with current classifications – G, PG, M, MA, R & X.

International sites wishing to ensure accessibility by Australians are also able to apply Australia’s censorship codes to their sites – it should only require a very simple amount of code for the rating level to be recognised by the filtering program running at the ISP.

Content guidelines can be published on the Internet and downloaded, ensuring that all Internet publishers have access to information on how to rate their sites. Concurrently, publishers have access to penalties and complaint proceedings in terms of breach, making them fully aware of their actions in applying the voluntary censorship scheme.

If the model is a success, Australia’s initiatives may pave the way for an international convention that establishes worldwide standards for Internet content censorship and its management, particularly when it comes to complaint handling and enforcement of penalties for breach.

The reason for making the scheme voluntary is that it doesn’t infringe on freedom of expression. Publishers can choose to operate outside the scheme, but then they risk losing a substantial percentage of the Internet audience – all those users who have adopted the filter through their ISPs. Educational, governmental and corporate Internet sites have nothing to gain by remaining outside the voluntary scheme.

Content Filter

Filtering software will need to be developed and distributed to all ISPs, with penalties in place for those who do not install it and offer it as an Internet access option to their subscribers. Subscribers can then set thresholds for access, by selecting which categories can be viewed – G, PG, etc. With a very simple model in place for identifying sites, the filtering application does not require updates to be downloaded – the updates are taking place dynamically by each Internet publish applying the appropriate rating level.

It is suggested that the software be developed and maintained by the Department of Communications, Information Technology and the Arts, to be distributed and administered within the department.

By adopting this approach, it takes the pressure and uncertainty away from the ISP, who should not be held accountable for the content on third party sites accessed by their subscribers. If they follow the guidelines laid out for installing the government filter and communicating its availability to subscribers, they should not be held accountable for complaints received as to content accessed on the Internet.

Also, as a component of the content filter, it can act as a search engine and catalogue of sites – establishing a register of rated sites that can be randomly checked by an appropriate panel within the Department. Action can then be taken to publishers who the panel feels are in breach of the rating they have applied to their site.

Conclusion

By providing very clear requirements for content as part of a voluntary ratings scheme, developing and distributing government-controlled content filtering software to ISPs and encouraging Internet publishers to rate their content appropriately, all parties have a very clear idea of where they stand in relation to accessing and providing Internet content. This is also reinforced with clearly-stated complaint proceedings, penalties for breach and enforcement provisions.

About the Author

Martin Aungle has been working in the Internet industry for six and a half years, and has been in publishing since 1994. He holds a BA and LLB from the University of Sydney and has written articles on Internet-related issues in a number of publications.

22
1

