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W riting this on A n z ac  D a y  
2000, a few  hours after the 
D aw n  Serv ice , m y thoughts 

turn to w hat the national legend means 
for our lib raries. It is a legend of the 
best of tw o  young nations vo lunteering  
to contribute to a w a r on the other side 
of the w o rld , to fight for freedom  as 
they knew  it.

W e  rem ind ourselves, through the 
thousands of w ords pub lished  each  
A nzac Day, of the independent spirit of 
the A nzacs , the ir larrik in ism  w h ic h  
both irritated the British  H igh  C o m ­
m and and w as so useful to it. They as­
sum ed the lic e n ce  to say w hat they 
thought —  even  if it o ffended the top 
brass! But it w as a b roader com m it­
ment to freedom 'that led Australians to 
en lis t ... the p r in c ip le  of p ro tecting  
their hom es and their freedom  by sus­
ta in ing  a system of law  and order b e ­
tw een  nations ' as w as noted by the 
chron icler of Australia 's participation in 
the First W o r ld  W a r, C E W  Bean [Anzac 
to Amiens, C anb erra , A ustra lian  W a r  
M em oria l, p533].

Both in the ir ind iv idu a l b ehav iou r 
and in the cause for w h ich  they w e re  
fighting, the A nzacs dem onstrated their 
com m itm ent to the fundam enta l free ­
dom, intellectual freedom . It is the es­
sence of liberty  because, in B ean 's  
w ords, 'o n ly  in con d itio ns  ensuring 
freedom  of thought and  c o m m u n ic a ­
tion can  m ankind progress'. Its innate 
im portance w as caught in A rtic le  1 9 of 
the International Declaration of Human 
Rights:

Everyone has the right to freedom 
of expression; this right includes 
freedom to hold opinions without 
interference and to seek, receive 
and impart information and ideas 
through any media and regardless 
of frontiers.

The A rtic le  translates the p rinc ip le  
into the 'system  of law  and order b e ­
tw een  nations', the system w h ich  w e  
must defend in o rder to defend free ­
dom . W e  must defend  it by resisting 
censorsh ip , even  w h en  it is w e ll 
intentioned as are the requirem ents im ­
posed under the Broadcasting Services 
Am endm ent (O n lin e  Services) A ct
1999. That leg is la tion  is based on a

com b ination  of industry codes of p rac ­
tice, com m un ity  education  and adm in ­
istration by the Australian Broadcasting 
A u th o rity , w h ic h  app lies  a 
classificatory system to materials w h ich  
are the subject of com plaints.

The M inister's O ffice  has stated that 
in devising the current C om m onw ealth  
regu la to ry  schem e, the G o ve rn m en t 
intended to im plem ent:

...a  national, uniform ... frame­
work to meet the legitimate 
concerns and interests o f the 
comm unity while ensuring that 
industry development and com­
petitiveness are not stifled by 
over-zealous laws ... [and] ap­
p ly  those standards o f content 
control as apply to conventional 
media.

The O ffic e  added that:

Definitions o f prohibited inter­
net content ... are not con ­
cerned in any w ay with limiting 
freedom of speech by restricting 
po litica l or other discourse on 
matters o f pub lic interest...

and noted that, w h ile  it is too early  
to assess the operation  of the Act, the 
G o ve rn m en t is p leased  w ith  the re­
sponse of industry to date.

N o tw ithstand ing  these good in ten ­
tions and recogn is ing  that the leg is la ­
tion has been in fo rce  for o n ly  four 
months, it is a matter of concern  that an 
A ustra lian  g ove rnm en t w o u ld  feel it 
necessary to p revent Australians read ­
ing or expressing their v iew s, even on 
matters w h ich  the general com m un ity  
m ay find offensive. In fact, as has been 
recogn ised  in e v id e n c e  g iven  to the 
Senate Legal and Constitutional Legis­
lation  C om m ittee  by the w rite r L inda  
Ja iv in  and sex researcher K atherine  
A lb u ry , the leg islation  bans the repre­
sentation of acts w h ich  are not in them ­
selves illegal. Further, the line between 
censo rsh ip  of m ateria l w h ic h  offends 
against com m u n ity  standards and the 
restriction  of 'p o lit ic a l or o ther d is ­
course on matters of pub lic  interest' is 
very  thin —  w h o  is to say w hat is legiti­
m ately of p ub lic  interest?

The re cen tly  re leased  Freedom  
H ouse  report Censor Dot Gov: the in­

ternet and press freedom 2000  [http:// 
w w w .fre ed o m h o u se .o rg ] identifies 
A ustra lia  as free but is c r it ica l o f at­
tempts to restrict in ternet access in 
other nations. It notes that governm ents 
m ay require special licensing  and regu­
lation of internet use, m ay lim it internet 
traffic to filtered  g o ve rnm en t servers, 
rem ove controversia l pages from w e b ­
sites, and even [s/c] app ly  existing press 
law s to internet content. N o n e  of this 
sounds ve ry  d ifferent to the Australian  
schem e, except the stated intent.

Som e exam ples identified in the re­
port illustrate the dangers of in troduc­
ing censorship, p a rticu la rly  in the ab ­
sence  of con stitu tion a l guarantees of 
freedom  of expression  as is the s itua ­
tion in Australia:

• Last year in Russia, the successor to 
the K G B  began fo rcing  Internet Se rv ­
ice Providers (ISPs) to install su rve il­
lance equ ipm ent.

• Burm a's 'cyb e rsp ace  w arfare  cen ter' 
hacks into com puters that rece ive  or 
send forb idden messages.

• Ch inese 'cyber-dissidents' have been 
im prisoned.

• In m any M id d le  Eastern countries, 
w h e re  o ffic ia l cen so rsh ip  of t ra d i­
tional m edia still largely applies, a c ­
cess to the w e b  is restricted  to 
governm ent servers, and thus subject 
to su rve illance.

This m ay of cou rse be seen as an ­
other episode in Australia 's long history 
of tension betw een conform ity and lib ­
erty, betw een  governm ent control and 
ind iv idua l in itia tive . W e  m ay say that 
A ustra lia  is not that k ind  of coun try . 
Bu t the law  a lread y  inh ib its our free ­
dom  and the danger of its extension is 
real.

W e  need to rem em ber the A nzacs ' 
sp irit of ind iv idu a l freedom  and  their 
desire  to sustain a system  of law  and 
order betw een  nations. A ustra lia  is a 
party to the Universa l Declaration o f 
Human Rights and other re levant co n ­
ventions. Both lega lly  and p h ilo soph i­
c a l ly  our nation  upho lds freedom  of 
expression. Each of us must m ainta in  
the A n z ac  love  of liberty  by resisting 
censorsh ip  —  even of m aterial w e  find 
ob jectionab le. ■
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