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internet experience...

Social responsibility on the net
I nternet use is escalating at an extraordinary 

rate. A  statistical survey on Electronic C om ­
m erce released in April by the Departm ent 

of Industry, Science and Tourism reported that 
there w ere  some 1.6 m illion internet users in 
Australia at the beginning of this year, [http:// 
www.dist.gov.au/infoind/stats/ecom stat.pdfl 
Research by the Australian Broadcasting A u ­
thority (A BA ) found that one quarter of teen­
agers reported internet access at home. W h en  
use at school and elsewhere was included, the 
A B A  found that a m ajority of Australian youth 
w as using the Internet [Alston, http:// 
w w w .dca.gov.au/speeches/k ids.h tm l], A  re­
cent United States survey reported that sixty- 
five per cent of Am erican  teenagers have used 
on line services in the past year, representing 
a fifty per cent increase over a two-year pe­
riod. [N e f News, 2 June 1998] The popularity 
of this rapidly developing medium means that 
libraries w ill, at least in the short term, meet 
increased dem ands for on line  services from 
their users. Libraries w ill also face increased 
demands from some sectors in the com m unity 
to supervise or lim it access by minors.

W h ile  the issue of social responsibility and 
the internet has been raised in previous ed i­
tions of inCite, it is tim ely to revisit this sub­
ject. A  suit, the first of its kind in the United 
States, has been filed to com pel libraries in 
Liverm ore, C a lifo rn ia  to 'p rotect' ch ild ren  
from sexually explicit material on the internet. 
The suit specifica lly attempts to force libraries 
to either obtain parental permission to a llow  
children to surf the internet or to install filter­
ing devices on com puter term inals to block 
obscene material. The suit has been filed by 
the m other of a twelve-year-old boy w ho  
down loaded pornography from a library's in­
ternet term inal and distributed the pictures to 
other children. 'Peop le  often want us to be the 
arbiters of what other people read or see' said 
lib rary d irector Susan G a llinger. 'W e  don 't 
w an t to be in the business of po lic ing  w hat 
ch ild ren  or anybod y else can get in the li­
brary.' [http://www.hotcoco.com /news/tech/ 
stories/kmn52178.htm]

In a decision w h ich  w ill no doubt be con ­
sidered a w in  for lobby groups seeking to ban 
certain online information, a judge of a Bavar­
ian Court recently set a disturbing precedent 
by handing dow n  a decis ion  conv ic ting  a 
former general manager of the Germ an d iv i­
sion of Com puServe  for d istributing on line  
pornography and other illegal material trans­
mitted over the com pany's network by a third 
party. This decision is largely inconsistent with 
G erm any 's  new m ultim edia laws w h ich  pro­
vide that internet service providers and online 
services w on 't be held liab le for banned m a­
terial posted by third parties unless 'they have 
knowledge of the content and blocking its use

is both tech n ica lly  possible and can be rea­
sonably expected'. In the light of this extraor­
d inary decis ion , the European C om m ission  
has highlighted the need for a global approach 
to internet regulation, [http://www.news.com/ 
, M o nd ay  1 Ju ly  1998] In our v iew  lib rary 
workers cannot assume the role of po lic ing  
the browsing habits of both adults and c h il­
dren. A L IA  has alw ays maintained that the re­
sponsib ility  for on line  content should u lt i­
mately rest w ith  content providers and users. 
In the case of minors, it is for parents and not 
librarians to supervise their ch ildren 's internet 
experience.

So much attention has been focussed on 
the negative internet experiences relating to 
bom b-m aking and pornography that som e 
people could be forgiven for believing that lit­
tle of a positive nature exists. Very recent pro­
motion of internet gambling and sites linked to 
youth suicide is further grist to the mill of in ­
ternet critics. W h ile  there are concerns that 
m any librarians w ou ld  share about the need 
to protect ch ildren from illegal or inappropri­
ate material, the task faced by our professional 
association is to c learly  identify the legal re­
sponsibilities of our members and to identify 
the m echanism s (techn ical, political and so­
cial) ava ilab le  to produce the best quality of 
internet experiences for all users.

Greater insights into how internet services 
are used in libraries are required if w e  are to 
deve lop  appropriate deve lopm ent strategies 
for user access into the next century. The ALIA  
Pub lic  Libraries Section is hoping to conduct 
an Australia-wide survey of internet use w hich  
w ill com plem ent the study recently concluded 
by John Bertot on behalf of V ic lin k . [http:// 
h o m e.v icne t.ne t.au/~ v ic link/repo rt9 7 .h tm ] 
This V ictorian study describes the extent and 
nature of V ictorian public library internet con ­
nectiv ity  in August 1997 and also describes 
feedback from users. If data for all pub lic li­
braries in Australia was assembled in a s im i­
lar fashion it w ou ld  assist in planning for eq ­
u itable access; internet train ing and 
education ; funding to meet hardw are, soft­
w are and telecom m unications costs; and ad ­
vo cacy  campaigns.

It has been estim ated that by the year 
2005 there w ill be one billion internet users 
w orldw ide. Libraries as access providers, and 
in some instances service  providers, have a 
vested interest in ensuring that any regulatory 
fram ew ork govern ing the content of on line  
material recognises that the responsibility for 
online information rests with the content pro­
vider and the internet user. Even more im por­
tantly, perhaps, it is the duty of the library to 
m axim ise the educationa l, recreational and 
social benefits of the internet experience for 
all users. ■
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