
Publishers find a niche on the Net

T
he Internet has been  a boon 
for small publishers, making 
their products accessible to 
readers all around the world, accord

ing to Susan Hawthorn, publisher at 
feminist imprint Spinifex Press.

Speaking at a recent seminar pre
sented by the Communications Law 
Centre and the Victoria University of 
Technology, Ms Hawthorn said that 
access to a global readership was im
portant for the survival of a small pub
lisher in a niche market. A website was 
an excellent cross-marketing tool for 
publishers: people purchasing a book 
were made aware of the website, while 
those contacting the website becam e 
aware of books for sale.

Ms Hawthorn said that while there 
were few financial advantages from 
Internet publishing at present, there 
was great potential for the future. 
Transactions over the Internet would 
eventually become sufficiently secure 
for people to feel confident in buying 
good and services online. By becom 
ing involved early Spinifex Press would 
have the skills to exploit Net publish
ing successfully in future, she said.

Spinifex took the approach of let
ting people see their works on the 
Net, hoping that this w ould lead to 
sales, she said. So far, only sections of 
books had been posted, and there 
was a copyright notice on every page. 
She was tem pted to put an entire 
book on the Net, but had not yet 
done so.

The Spinifex site is linked to many 
other sites which may interest pur
chasers of feminist literature. They 
now  have a site devoted to feminist 
publishing in Asia, with som e infor
mation on the Pacific.

Ms Hawthorne, w ho is also a lec
turer in the VUT Departm ent of Com
munication and Language Studies, 
has been a publisher for m ore than a 
decade. She becam e interested in 
multimedia in 1995, after finding that

CD-ROMs were less interesting and 
flexible than the Internet. That year, 
Spinifex Press published Nattering 
on the Netby Dale Spender, followed 
by Internet fo r  Women.
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The Spinifex website was estab
lished in early 1996. It first consisted 
only of the imprint’s catalogue. De
spite this, Ms Hawthorn said, they 
w ere pleasantly surprised by the 
num ber of hits the site received. While 
the website now  has m ore material 
on it, including information on the 
fifty books it has published so far, the 
num ber of hits has declined in 1997, 
possibly because of the rapid growth 
of websites in general.

Credibility gap
Michael McMahon, a M elbourne law
yer and arts m anagem ent consultant, 
also addressed  the sem inar, and  
w arned that the reliability of material 
on the Internet should always be 
questioned.

In particular, if material on the 
Net was not dated there was reason 
to question w hether it w as continu
ally updated, he said.

The suggestion that ‘w hat the 
Internet needs is a good editor’ had 
som e truth to it, he said.

Mr McMahon said that it had been 
only a few years ago that the em pha
sis of electronic publishing was the 
CD-ROM. However, on-line activi
ties had burgeoned due to their extra 
flexibility.

The contents of a CD could gen
erally be dealt with in a traditional 
legal m anner, but the on-line envi
ronm ent presented new  challenges, 
he said.

Mr McMahon noted that s.31 of 
the Copyright Act 1968 talks of a 
‘bundle of rights’ existing in copy
right. On-line there was a new range 
of potential copyright uses not cov
ered by this traditional bundle of 
rights.

There was no right covering an 
artistic w ork being sent out over a 
diffusion service, such as the Internet, 
for example.

The characteristics of the new 
electronic media posed a threat to 
traditional copyright law, he said. In 
particular, making and disseminat
ing pirate copies of copyright works 
was m uch easier w hen they were 
digitised.

Mr McMahon said that a num ber 
of existing laws do regulate the dig
ital world, including copyright, broad
casting, telecommunications, defa
mation, obscenity and censorship 
laws. But how  these traditional prin
ciples should be enforced in this area 
was som ething that courts and parlia
ments w ould  have to deal with.

A likely developm ent, he said, 
w ould be a series of international 
treaties and conventions dealing with 
copyright in the digital world. He 
suggested that just as copyright col
lection societies such as the Copy
right Agency Limited collect and dis
tribute payments for present uses such 
as photocopying, a new  agency or 
agencies may be created to deal with 
the collection of digital payments.

Digital technology had the ca
pacity to track uses of copyright ma
terial, and to overcom e some of the 
difficulties in tracking use and mis
use of digital material, he said.
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