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... the Mine technology 
which can deliver oo 
much to the deck top, hao 
a loo made it very difficult 
to control what our uoero 
oee. Hao thio effectively 
ended our claim of 
provision of a qua lit]/ 
oervice? Can we otill 
claim to deliver a quality 
oervice when we cannot 
control what u being 
delivered?

In te rse c tin g  o n  th e  in te rn e t
libraries, librarians and content regulation

W hat do the top ics of software d e 
ve lopm ent, po rnography, youth 
su icide, and libraries all have in 

com m on? They all intersect on the internet. 
W h ile  Australia has been (at least until now) 
free of the vigorous debates w h ich  are o ccu r
ring at all leve ls in the U n ited  States of 
A m erica , w e  can be sure w e  w ill be hearing 
m ore about the topic of content regulation, 
and our responsib ilities  as the num ber of 
internet workstations in libraries increase.

D o w e  w an t content regulation? Can w e  
get by w ithou t it? Is there another path w e  
can  take to the prob lem s of open internet 
access —  a m ore positive, proactive  one?

Un til recently , I felt fa ir ly  secure in m y 
v ie w  on con ten t and access regu lation . It 
d id n 't rea lly  w o rry  me if fifteen-year-old 
boys (or girls) w ere  looking at 'd irty pictures' 
on m y library service 's pub lic  workstations. 
M u ch  of w h a t they look at is described  by 
Joe  Bloggs as 'the kind of show  w h ich  gives 
pornography a bad nam e'.

For me, the regulation  question  took a 
m ore com plex  turn last w eek , during a radio 
d iscussion on youth su icide  —  the number- 
one k iller o f m ales aged betw een  eighteen 
and thirty in Australia. The guest speaker was 
pointing out that this is the same age group 
w h o  are also heavy internet users. In it itself, 
none of this w as v e ry surprising. W h a t w as 
surpris ing (and p rob ab ly  sh o u ld n 't have 
been) w as the fact that there have been chat 
sites w here  participants have been a c tive ly  
encouraged to end their lives, and other sites 
g iv ing  ad v ice  on va rious su ic ide  m ethods. 
For libraries w ho  w ere concerned about how  
they handle their copy of Final exit, this w ill 
present a particu lar quandary.

So far techno logy (or the em bryon ic  sta
tus of that technology) has been the libertari
an 's friend on the issue of censorship. From 
most, but not a ll, reports there have  been 
sufficient problem s w ith  filtering software to 
enab le libraries to demonstrate to their legal, 
po litica l or adm inistrative masters that filter
ing can actua lly  introduce a new  set of prob
lems. O n  the p ractica l front it has been 
show n that it is possible to get to 'u n accep t
ab le ' sites w ith  filtering software, and yet still 
to be unab le to access va lu ab le  and innocu 
ous sites.

O n  the legal front it has been argued that 
using filtering  softw are w h ich  is less than 
perfect (and it is all less than perfect) m ay 
actua lly  be more risky in the legal sense than 
not filtering at all, as the provider of the a c 

cess point has im plied  that they have filtered 
out 'unaccep tab le ' m aterial, yet it is still very 
like ly to be ava ilab le .

This state of affairs p rob ab ly  w ill not go 
on indefin itely, e sp ec ia lly  if PICs becom es a 
com m on  standard . P IC s  is a se lf-adm in is 
tered internet content c lass ifica tion  system 
—  not d issim ilar to that used by the te le v i
sion industry for its o w n  p rog ram m ing. 
Shou ld  the use of the P IC s system be w id e ly  
adopted, and software tech n o log y  be estab
lished to deal w ith  it, the argum ent o ver f il
tering w ill becom e m ore e th ica lly-based , 
and m ore p o litica lly  charged .

T ech n o lo g y  has th reatened  ou r contro l 
over the inform ation w e  p rov ide  —  until re
cen tly , this in fo rm ation  w as  co n ta in ed  in 
printed and bound books —  w e  had both 
subtle and obv ious m eans of con tro lling  a c 
cess. These m eans va ried  from  s im p ly  not 
selecting the item for purchase (often on the 
grounds that w e  cannot buy everyth ing , and 
the item in question is low  quality, or of lim 
ited interest), to specia l storage, such as be 
hind the inform ation or c ircu la tio n  desk.

N o w  the sam e te ch n o lo g y  w h ic h  can  
d e liv e r so m uch to the desk top has a lso  
m ade it very d ifficu lt to contro l w h a t our us
ers see. FHas this e ffec tive ly  ended our c la im  
of provision of a quality service? Can w e  still 
c la im  to d e live r a qu a lity  serv ice  w h en  w e  
cannot contro l w hat is being de live red ?

It seem s to me that the w a y  fo rw ard  is 
one of a positive approach  to internet-based 
inform ation. W e  must educate  our pub lic  on 
the good sites, m ake them  aw are  of the ex 
istence of possib ly o ffensive  sites, and p lace 
them  in perspective. T he  A m erican  L ib rary 
A ssoc ia tion  site at http ://www.ala.org/par- 
ents/index.htm l is a good start —  it provides 
a list of 'kid-friendly' sites, and positive inter
net experiences. W e  must p rov ide  pointers 
to these p ositive  sites, and add A ustra lian  
equ iva len ts . W e  need to coun ter the co m 
m unity perceptions that the internet is a dark 
and dangerous p lace. It is not o n ly  exped i
tious, and in our self-interest, to p rov ide  a 
counterpo in t to m edia 'net hysteria, it is im 
p lic it to our roles as inform ation profession
als.

The questions a ren 't n ew  —  they have 
arisen w ith  The satanic verses, Lady 
Chatterley's lover, Uncle Tom's cabin and 
the Irving book denying  the FHolocaust. The 
profession has risen to each  of these c h a l
lenges, and found a w a y  to deal w ith  the 
ethical questions they present. ■
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