
The Internet and the X factors

I
n his classic study of the Austral 
ian media, Keith W indschuttle 
comm ented on the willingness of 
the tabloid press to invent disasters 

w hen none w ere actually happen ­
ing. He cited a full page story in 
Sydney’s Sunday Telegraph in 1980 
which show ed a drawing of a com ­
muter train plummeting off the Har­
bour. ‘Despite official denials’, the 
story began, ‘the catastrophe depicted 
here COULD happen .’

Much recent press coverage of 
the Internet has 
been of the same 
c h a ra c te r . T he 
tw o  su b je c ts  
which have been 
p r e o c c u p y in g  
people lately are 
what you might 
call the X factors: 
tax and sex.

First there was 
a flurry of stories 
about how Inter­
net shopping was 
a grave threat to 
‘A u s tra lia ’s tax  
base’. Quite how 
the wicked prac­
tice of ordering 
music CDs direct 
from American and thereby avoiding 
a few dollars in sales tax jeopardised 
old age pensions was a little unclear. 
The answer, it emerged, w as that 
Internet commerce might becom e 
very big, and tax revenues mightthen 
fall because of it. Maybe.

Then in July the M elbourne Age 
ran a front page article with a head­
line warning that pornography is ‘just 
minutes away on the Net’. This dire 
announcem ent was backed up  by a 
leader which praised the federal gov­
ernm ent’s moves to regulate on-line 
content.

To give your children access to 
the Internet could be likened to 
handing them an unexpurgated 
version o f an encyclopaedia. It 
offers an abundance o f infor­
mation and  enlightenment, but 
you  have no idea what horrors 
m ay lurk within, nor where its 
murkier passages m ay lead in­
quiring young minds.
A curious metaphor: I do n ’t think 

I have ever found either a horror or a 
murky passage in an encyclopedia.

Never mind: the piece goes on. 
For this reason most people, par­
ticularly parents, will welcome 
the Federal Government’s move 
to regulate harmful content on 
the In tern e t. . . online services 
must comply with the same re­
strictions as those placed on 
books, videos and  films. This 

follows reports o f child pornog­
raphy and  details o f how to make 
everything from  bombs to the 
drug ecstasy being available on 
the Net.

There are a couple of point here 
which are w orth examining.
• W hat exactly constitutes ‘harmful 

content? Content which does peo­
ple harm, presum ably. Is there any 
instance of people being actually 
harm ed by information or pictures 
they find on the Internet? I am aware 
of two instances - one of sexual 
harassment, one of defamation - 
w hich involved the Net and which 
did cause harm, but in both the Net 
was merely a m edium  for a mes­

sage which could 
just as easily been 
d e liv e re d  w ith  
pen  and paper. 
Certainly w e are 
still waiting for the 
headline KILLER 
C O N F E S S E S  : 
‘THE NET MADE 
ME DO IT’.
• T h e re  a p ­
pears to be a mis­
conception about 
what the ‘restric­
tions p laced on 
books, videos and 
film s’ are . The 
most vile piece of 
child  p o rn o g ra ­
phy ever written

is on sale in m ost good bookshops: 
I am speaking of the works of the 
Marquis de Sade. There are also 
any num ber of m ore or less porno­
graphic novels, illustrated antholo­
gies of erotica, and many illustrated 
guides to achieving a healthy and 
happy sex life. Such material, pre­
sumably, will remain legal in elec­
tronic form.

• The writer also seems to believe 
that the restrictions on videos are 
effective. They are not. In April, 
while researching an article on cen­
sorship for The Republican news-
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Peak internet body formedpaper, I was told that although all 
the states have formally banned  X- 
rated videos (those which contain 
explicit sexual material, but no vio­
lence at all), they can be readily 
obtained in adult book shops in 
inner Sydney.

• I decided to see w hether the same 
was true in M elbourne, and indeed 
it is. The first one I visited had 
dozens of X-rated videos on open  
display. What was more alarming 
was that many more videos did not 
have a rating at all. This m eant that 
the Office of Film and Literature 
Classification had  either never 
viewed them, or had view ed them  
and decided they were unsuitable 
for release.

None of which worries me greatly. 
The community I live in shows no 
visible signs of falling apart at the 
seams because of the availability of 
illegal videos. But it does dem on­
strate the silliness of much that is said 
to justify regulating the content of the 
Internet.

We live in deregulationist times. 
The reasoning behind the retreat of 
government from many areas is that 
old notions of ‘ 100 percent safety’ are 
unrealistic, expensive, and unduly 
interfere with p e o p le ’s activities. 
Quarantine restrictions on im ported 
food, for example, are being relaxed. 
It is acknowledged that the incidence 
of introduced pests and food borne 
illnesses will increase marginally as a 
result, but the exchange is seen as 
worthwhile. ‘Fortress Australia’ is 
being w eakened in the interests of 
free trade.

Why is a similar philosophy not 
applied to the Internet?

Surely a governm ent which fa­
vours deregulation should wait for 
compelling evidence of actual harm 
being done by the Internet before 
spending a cent of public m oney on 
regulating how its citizens use this 
new medium.

Richard Evans

On 28 July, the Australian Internet 
Council (AIC) was form ed as the 

peak body of the Australian internet 
industry. Previously, a num ber of dis­
parate organisations represented vari­
ous portions of the industry. Of these, 
the largest was the Internet Industry 
Association of Australia (INTIAA), 
which represented most of the larger 
Internet Service Providers and other 
large industry m em bers and had been 
involved with the ABA in the devel­
opm ent of proposed codes of prac­
tice. The Australian Internet Associa­
tion (AIA), form ed earlier this year, 
represented over 160 smaller ISPs 
during the passage of the recent pack­
age of telecom m unications legisla­
tion. INTIAA and AIA have m erged to 
form the AIC, w hich will now  repre­
sent a range of industry participants. 

The AIC’s Board is also likely to

T he Federal governm ent’s Joint 
Committee of Public Accounts 

(JCPA) has announced an inquiry into 
electronic commerce. Announcing 
the inquiry, theJCPA’s Chairman, Alex 
Somlyay, stated that a num ber of rep­
resentations had been received from 
businesses and industry associations 
concerned about the revenue, busi­
ness, trade and em ploym ent implica­
tions of the growth of internet-based 
retail businesses.

However, the Inquiry is limited to 
the tax implications of internet trade, 
focussing on present sales tax laws as 
well as the possibility for tax evasion 
by electronic transactions. The inquiry 
will also consider consum er protec­
tion issues associated with internet 
commerce. The inquiry’s terms of ref­
erence may obtained by contacting 
Stephen Boyd, the JCPA Inquiry Sec­
retary. on telephone (06) 277 4615.

ACS CALLS FOR IT FUNDING
The Australian Com puter Society

include representatives from the Aus­
tralian Internet Alliance (AIA), the 
South Australian Internet Association 
(SAIS) and the W estern Australian 
Internet Association (WAIS).

The AIC will have no shortage of 
work ahead of it, facing both content 
and  carriage issues. In regard to 
internet content, the ABA may con­
duct investigations into the content of 
online services under its newly ac­
quired powers; while the Senate Com­
mittee into Online Services has rec­
om m ended hefty fines for breaches of 
proposed industry codes of practice. 
As regards carriage issues, ISPs now 
constitute ‘carriage service providers’ 
under the Telecommunications Act 
1997, and are therefore required to 
join the Telecommunications Om­
budsm an Scheme and provide ad­
equate levels of service to consumers.

(ACS) has stepped  up its lobbying of 
the federal governm ent to fund IT 
research, following the release of the 
draft of a strategic report into the IT 
industry. The report, ‘Discipline Re­
search Strategy for Information Tech­
nology’, was released by the Austral­
ian Academy of Technological Sci­
ences and Engineering and funded 
by the Departm ent of Employment, 
Education, Training and Youth Af­
fairs, w ith additional funding and 
expertise from the ACS.

ACS President Tom W orthington 
called for the Prime Minister to allo­
cate specific funds to IT research in 
his forthcoming information technol­
ogy industry policy statement. The 
report has also recom m ended a closer 
w orking relationship betw een the 
ACS and other professional bodies at 
the national level.

The draft report and  background 
material is available from  the ACS 
homepage at http://www.acs. org.au/ 
president/1996/drsit/

Inquiry into internet commerce
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