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Internet content classification
R egulation of Internet access and content 

has been a concern  of the com m unity 
and of the Association for some time. In 

an in C i te  artic le in August 1996 on this sub­
ject, I mentioned that four governm ent inquir­
ies exam in ing  the issue had been held in 
Australia in as m any years.

Currently the Senate Select Com m ittee on 
Information Technolog ies is taking ev idence 
on the appropriateness, effectiveness and pri­
vacy  im plications of the existing self-regula­
tory fram ew ork. As part of the Association 's 
responsibility to bring the experience of librar­
ians into public forums and to protect current 
rights of access to information, w e  m ade the 
fo llow ing  points to the Com m ittee in a sub­
mission and in ev idence last month.

Libraries p lay an important role in bring­
ing Internet access to the com m unity, provid ­
ing information literacy skills, opening up rich 
and exciting opportun ities for increasing 
know ledge and ensuring equ ity of access to 
inform ation to those w h o  cou ld  not, o ther­
w ise, afford it. Subm issions to previous gov­
ernm ent inquiries have stressed the im por­
tance of the basic dem ocratic  right of 
unfettered access to inform ation and the re­
sponsib ility of content providers and users of 
o n line  inform ation for w hat is created  and 
accessed.

A L IA  supports self-regulation through 
codes of conduct, w ith in  a broad, sim ple 
regulatory fram ew ork. W e  also b e lieve  that 
regulatory codes are on ly  one w ay  in w h ich  
the issue of content regulation should be ad ­
dressed. There are a number of practical ways 
in w h ich  the library com m unity proposes to 
continue its involvem ent in the developm ent 
of appropriate mechanism s to regulate access 
to the Internet.

The first is through ongoing participation 
in public debate, such as the current Senate 
inquiry.

The second is through participation in and 
support of the evo lu tion  of self-regulatory 
m echanism s, such as those curren tly  under 
developm ent by the Internet Industry Associa­
tion [w w w .iia .ne t.au/new s/code3 .h tm l] and 
the Council of Australian Un iversity  Directors 
of Information Technology [w w w .cau d it .ed u . 
au/caudit/codes/Code.htm l]. Codes should 
deal w ith  illegal material and not attempt to 
interpret 'com m unity standards'.

A third area of relevance (and expertise) of 
the librarian relates to the organisation of in­
form ation on the Internet. These skills are 
well-recognised in the managem ent of hard­
copy inform ation and most lib rary users are 
fam iliar w ith  the D e w ey  D ecim a l system or 
the Library of Congress subject headings used

to identify categories of information. The use 
of metadata (inform ation on information) tags 
is being exp lored through the D ub lin  Core 
Program, a meeting of w h ich  was hosted by 
the N ational L ibrary of Austra lia  in 1997. 
There has been some progress towards the in­
troduction  of rating and labe lling  systems. 
Rating systems can be used to determ ine the 
level of nudity, language, sexual content or 
v io lence . The RSA C i system does this on a 
tour-level scale . Labe lling  systems m ay in ­
vo lve  su itab ility  ratings or just standard 
metadata. If the Internet is to evo lve as a navi­
gable source of information, priority must be 
given to develop ing a sophisticated system of 
identifying the subject matter and c lassifica ­
tion of information on the Net.

Interestingly, this debate emerged on ly a 
coup le  of w eeks ago as the subject of an 
A B C  Radio National M ed ia  Report, as the fo l­
low ing exchange demonstrates:

R o b e r t  B o l to n :  [erem y W h ite  [editor of A u s ­
t r a l ia n  P e rs o n a l C o m p u te r ] says if you w an t 
to do som e serious research , th ro w  a w a y  
yo u r m ouse, push a w a y  the keyboard  and 
get dow n  to your local lib rary!

le r e m y  W h i te :  H um an ity  has around 4000 
years experience in catalogu ing and organis­
ing information. W h en  you go back through 
human history, people have a lw ays wanted to 
organise, the inform ation, the resources, to 
w h ich  they have access. And that means that 
the systems that w e  have in p lace in libraries 
today are based on a huge am ount of human 
know ledge and experience. W h e n  you look 
at the 'N e t com pared to that, yo u 're  talking 
about a medium  w h ich  as a popular medium 
is on ly  rea lly  four years o ld . If you w an t to 
keep up-to-date on a top ic, or if the topic 
you 're  researching has a lot of information on 
it because it happens to be focussed on tech ­
nology, then the 'N et is a great p lace. But if 
you 're  actua lly  interested in finding out what 
hum anity has d iscovered  on this top ic over 
the last coup le  of thousand years, then a li­
brary is going to hold that, and the Net w on't.
The 'N et might give you pointers to it. As you 
say, lots of libraries do have their catalogues 
on line  and you can go and find out w here  
those books are sitting. But it's very, very hard 
to find catalogued, properly-organised infor­
mation on line , because of the nature of the 
m edium . [A B C  M e d ia  r e p o r t ,  2 A pril 1998. 
www.abc.net.au/rn/talks/8.30/mediarpt/]

A  fourth w ay  of contributing to the debate 
on Internet regulation is to monitor and clarify 
for the general public the effectiveness of fil­
tering software. Filtering technologies must be 
acknow ledged  as provid ing, at the moment, 
lim ited controls over access to information in 
public organisations such as libraries. W h ile  a ►
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|si. useful d ev ice  in the home, and possib ly in 
schools, these software programs are w e ll 
docum ented  as excising useful sites, a long 
with the unwanted. Filtering devices also pro­
vide the m isleading impression of safety, so 
that parents may not be as vig ilant as is nec­
essary. Experience in the U n ited  States of 
A m erica  has led some public access p rovid ­
ers, such as libraries, to avoid the use of filter­
ing technologies, because of the prospect of 
litigation flow ing from the inability of the soft­
w are to guarantee that classes of information 
w ill not inadvertently filter through the safety 
shield. It is unlikely that filtering devices can 
ever be successful w ithout the ava ilab ility  of 
sophisticated and standardised inform ation 
w h ich  accurately identifies category, class and 
origin of information.

A  fifth, and ve ry  important, role being 
played by libraries (in government, education, 
corporate and public sectors) is in the educa ­
tion of the user com m unity. O u r Association 
believes that governm ent support is required 
for a broader-based program of user education 
w h ich  em braces children, their parents, law  
enforcement agencies, teachers and librarians,

w h ich  cou ld  be d irected tow ards issues of 
particular re levance to access to the Internet 
by ch ild ren . An excellent m odel for such a 
program is p rovided by the Internet O n lin e  
Summit: F o cu s  o n  c h ild re n  [w w w .k id so n lin e . 
org], w h ich  w as held in D ecem ber 1997 in 
W ash ington DC. The goal of the summit was 
to address 'w ays to ensure that steps are taken 
to m ake the Internet on line experience safe, 
educationa l and enterta in ing for ch ild ren '. 
A L IA  believes that ch ildren  should be given 
positive Internet experiences, not sim ply de­
nied negative ones.

The full submission w ill be shortly a va il­
ab le on ALIAnet.

O n e  and a half m illion  Australians 
accessed the Internet in M arch , accord ing to 
Telstra estimates cited in e v id ence  to the 
Com m ittee by the head of the National O ffice 
of In form ation Econom y, Dr Paul T w om ey. 
Th irty per cent of Australians now  use this 
source of information. It is opportune, there­
fore, that lib rarians are using Austra lian  L i­
brary W e e k  to discuss Internet use and the 
role and responsibilities they have in p rovid ­
ing Internet access to their users. ■

A L I A  believed t h a t  

c h ild re n  c h o n  Id  he  

g iv e n  p o s it iv e  

I n  te t 'n e t e x pe rien ce11, 
n o t a m p ly  de n ie d  

n e g a tiv e  oneo . ..

Y 3 K ?  O K !

W h a t e v e r  p r o b l e m s  a  n e w  m i l l e n n i u m  m i g h t  b r i n g ,  k n o w i n g  y o u  

c a n  d e p e n d  o n  y o u r  I T  S e r v i c e s  a n d  S o f t w a r e  p a r t n e r  g i v e s  

a b s o l u t e  p e a c e  o f  m i n d .  L o o k  f o r  a  p a r t n e r  w i t h  t h e  t e c h n i c a l  

s t r e n g t h  a n d  c r i t i c a l  m a s s  t h a t  e n s u r e s  c o n t i n u i t y .

H e r e  t o d a y :  h e r e  t o m o r r o w .
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