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Upholding the democratic 
right to access information
T he recent m edia  coverage o f the Asso

c ia tio n 's  p o s itio n  on the B roadcasting  
S erv ices  A m e n d m e n t (O n lin e  Serv

ices) B il l  1999  p rov id es  in te re s tin g  insights 
in to  p e rce p tio n s  o f lib ra ria n s . The A ssoc ia 
t io n  m ade a su b m iss io n  to  the  Senate IT 
C o m m itte e  in q u ir in g  in to  the  B ill and a p 
peared befo re  the C o m m itte e  on 3 M a y  [see 
h ttp :/ /w w w .a lia .o rg .a u /s u b m is s io n s /; and 
press re lease 'L ib ra r ie s  c a ll fo r in te rn e t 
co m m o n se n se ' —  h ttp :/ /w w w .a lia .o rg .a u /  
press.releases/]

The p rop o se d  le g is la t io n  estab lishes a 
re gu la to ry  fra m e w o rk  fo r the  in te rne t, o p e r
a tin g  th ro u g h  the  A u s tra lia n  B ro ad cas ting  
A u th o r ity  (ABA). B rie fly , if  an in d iv id u a l 
c o m p la in s  to  the  A B A  a bo u t m ate ria l on the 
in te rnet, and the A B A  considers the m ate ria l 
w o u ld  be refused ca lss ific a tio n , o r rated x, 
the A B A  is em pow ered  to requ ire  tha t the ISP 
b lo c k  access to  the  m a te ria l. M a te ria l w h ic h  
the A B A  considers w o u ld  be rated R must be 
p ro te c te d  by a d u lt v e r if ic a tio n  p rocedures. 
The AB A  m ay im pose a p en a lty  on an ISP or 
ICH w h ic h  does n o t c o m p ly  w ith  the  take 
d o w n  o rd e r w ith in  the  tim e  specified . It also 
sets o u t a process fo r in d u s try  codes and 
standards to  be deve loped  and gives the ABA 
p ow e r to  in tro d u ce  a code  o f p rac tice  w here  
one has not been deve loped  by industry. The 
p ro p o n e n ts  c la im  the  B ill is in response to 
concerns  w ith in  the  c o m m u n ity  abou t in te r
net access to  illega l and u nsu itab le  m ateria l, 
such as p o rn o g ra p h y , and p a rt ic u la r ly  p ro 
te c tin g  c h ild re n  fro m  such access.

O u r subm iss ion  is cons is ten t w ith  those 
o f the  ISPs in s ta ting  tha t ISPs/ICHs shou ld  
no t and ca n n o t be he ld  respons ib le  fo r co n 
ten t they  host. The C o m m itte e  heard a great 
deal o f e v id e n ce  re ga rd ing  the im p ac t such 
a reg im e w o u ld  have on the  p e rfo rm ance  o f 
the in te rnet, co m m e rc ia l costs (and poten tia l 
loss o f business) fo r ISPs, and the 
u n re lia b il i ty  o f b lo c k in g  te c h n o lo g y . O u r 
subm ission  also stated tha t a lthough  libraries 
are a m a jo r p ro v id e r o f access to  the in te r
net, and tra in e rs  in its use, the re  was lit t le  
e v id e n ce  w ith in  lib ra ries  o f users c o m p la in 
ing  a bo u t be in g  exposed to  illega l o r u nsu it
ab le  m a te ria l th ro u g h  the in te rnet.

M o re  im p o rta n tly  fo r o u r sector, o u r sub
m ission cau tion ed  tha t such leg is lation cou ld  
have the u n in tended  consequence o f restric t
ing access by the  w id e r c o m m u n ity  to  in fo r
m a tio n  o f c h o ice  w h ic h  is not illega l o r un 
s u ita b le , th e re b y  re s tr ic tin g  the  user's 
d e m o cra tic  rig h t to  in fo rm a tio n . Positive ap
p roaches such as in d u s try  se lf-re g u la tio n  
th rou gh  codes o f co n d u c t, e d u ca tio n  o f the
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user c o m m u n ity  and the  d e v e lo p m e n t and 
m o n ito r in g  o f q u a lity  resou rce  sites w o u ld  
have a bette r p u b lic  p o lic y  result.

Those A L IA  m em bers w h o  had the  fo re 
sight to  deve lop  our Statem ent on freedom  to 
read  (1971 ) and S ta te m en t on  p ro fe ss io n a l 
eth ics  (1986) gave us a sound fo u n d a tio n  on 
w h ic h  to  argue fo r the  d e m o c ra tic  r ig h t o f 
access to  in fo rm a tio n . O u r re c e n tly -d e v e l
oped In te rim  s ta tem en t on  use o f  o n lin e  in 
fo rm a tio n  in lib ra ries  p laces these p rin c ip le s  
in the  o n lin e  con tex t.

Som e jo u rn a lis ts  seem ed surp rised  tha t 
the  l ib ra ry  and in fo rm a tio n  sec to r sho u ld  
question  the g ove rnm e n t's  a ttem pts to regu
late in te rnet con ten t. As Lauren M a rtin  w rites 
in the  S ydn ey  M o rn in g  H e ra ld  (4 M ay) 
'W h e n  even the  lib ra r ia n s  tu rn e d  aga inst 
them  yesterday, the  good  Senators on a c ru 
sade to  cen so r sm ut fro m  the  in te rn e t 
s lum ped , aghast.' O th e r w rite rs  a lso p laced  
us in the  in te rn e t in d u s try  cam p . Senator 
T ie rney, a m em ber o f the  C om m ittee , issued 
a press release c la im in g  tha t 'p u b lic  lib raries  
c o u ld  b ecom e  a den fo r in te rn e t cybe r-sex  
and v io le n c e '. Senator Lundy, ano ther m em 
ber o f the  C om m ittee , leapt to  o u r de fence, 
accusing  Senator T ie rney o f 'a sleazy a ttack ', 
and the  ev id en ce  shows A L IA  had ca re fu lly  
described  the  sector's  respons ib le  approach  
to sup erv is io n  o f m inors  accessing the  in te r
net in p u b lic  lib ra ries .

W h a t is reassuring is tha t the m ost c o n 
s istent message p icke d  up by the  m e d ia  is 
that regu lato ry  cha llenges should  not p revent 
lib raries  from  p ro te c tin g  the freedom  to read 
in the  o n lin e  e n v iro n m e n t and in d o in g  so 
p rod u c in g  the best in te rnet experience  fo r all 
users.

But to celebrate
There has been m uch  to  ce lebra te  re cen tly . 
The o u ts ta nd ing  a ch ievem en ts  o f f ive  o f o u r 
m em bers have been recognised. D u rin g  Aus
tra lian  L ib ra ry  W eek —  a ce lebra tion  in itse lf 
—  the  V ic to r ia n  and AC T B ranches c e l
ebrated the aw a rd ing  o f F e llow sh ip  to H elen 
Hayes and M a x in e  R ocheste r re sp e c tive ly . 
N o rth e rn  T e rrito ry  B ranch held  a d in n e r to  
ce lebrate  the a w a rd ing  o f F e llow sh ip  to  A lex  
Byrne and the  M e da l o f the  O rd e r o f A u s 
tra lia  to  C o lle en  Pyne.

A t its M a rch  m e e tin g  G e n era l C o u n c il 
aw arded  John Levett the  A sso c ia tion 's  h ig h 
est honou r, the HCL A nderson award . As the 
N e w ca s tle  H e ra ld  (John began his career in 
N e w ca s tle ) so a p tly  q u ip p e d  'L ib ra r ia n  on 
top  she lf'. ■
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