
A touch of classification
Draft guidelines with respect to publications are the next step in the implementation 
of the 1995 Classification Act. I f  passed, they will result in changes to the way in

which publications are perceived as well as packaged

| n  A pril 1998, the O ffice o f F ilm  an d  L iterature Classification 
(OFLC) issued an  exposu re  d raft for review  of new  Classification 
G uidelines for publications. Subm issions w ere advertised  to close 
on M ay 29, 1998. T h e  guidelines are the nex t step in the im ple
m entation  o f the Classification (Publications, Films and Computer 
Games) Act 1995 ("the Act"), passed  in J a n u a ry  1996, w hich incor
porates the N ational C lassification C ode ("the Code"). (The entire 
C ode  is available on  the O F L C  w ebsite at w w w.oflc.gov.au).

If passed, the d raft guidelines will radically  alter the way books 
and  m agazines are pub lished  an d  sold. For the first time, we will 
see publications w ith "M" stickers on the ir covers w here they are 
classified by  the O F L C  as "recom m ended  for m atu re  readers" 
(m ore than  15 years old). Publications depicting  sexual acts, 
drugs, nud ity  or v io lence, d ep en d in g  up o n  their level and /or 
frequency and  discreetness, will be  e ither placed in a transparen t 
w rapper, an  opaque w rap p er in an  adults-only shop, or banned .

Publishers, in pu rsuance  of the Act, C ode and  guidelines, will be 
requ ired  to w ork closely w ith the O FL C  in ensuring  the classifica
tion of any publications con tain ing  "depictions or descriptions of 
sexual m atters, drugs, nud ity  o r violence tha t are likely to cause 
offence to a reasonab le  adult..." (see s.5 of the Act).

Parents, schools an d  libraries will becom e the guardians of a set 
of values im posed  by  the guidelines and  the O FL C 's classification 
decisions.

P rio r to the A ct it was no t com pulso ry  to subm it publications for 
classification. Now, any publication  deem ed  by section 5 of the 
A ct as a "subm ittable publication" will be classified by  the b oard  
u n d er the guidelines as one of the  following:

• U nrestricted/U nrestricted-M ; publications reco m m en d ed  for 
m ature aud iences 15 years an d  over. T hese will be labelled 
with an unrestric ted  "M" label and  consum er advice tha t reads 
"recom m ended  for m ature  readers only". T he  guidelines state, 
inter alia, tha t depictions an d  w ritten references of violence, sex 
and  drugs in this ca tegory  should  be "discreet".

• C ategory  1 - R estricted; publications no t available to persons 
u n d er 18 years. T hese are to be  displayed in a sealed, p resum 
ably transparen t, w rapper th ough  if the ir covers are no t "suit
able for public display" they will be sealed in an  opaque w rap
per. In  this category  "depictions of sexual activity and  of nudity  
in a sexual con tex t will no t include participants w ho are or 
appear to be u n d e r  18 years". U nder the C ode, publications are 
refused classification "that describe  or dep ict persons in a way 
that is likely to cause offence to a reasonable  adult, a person  
w ho is, o r w ho looks like, a child  u n d er 16". T he  draft gu ide
lines therefore create a new  sub-category  of classification no t 
con tained  in the A ct o r the C ode, to distinguish levels particu 

larly of "sexual context" involving 
or apparen tly  involving persons of 
the higher age of 18 years.

• C ategory  2 - R estricted; publica
tions not available to persons u n d er 
18 years tha t m ay no t be publicly  
displayed o ther than  in prem ises 
restricted to adults. In  this category, 
"depictions of sexual activity and  of 
nudity  in a sexual con tex t will no t 
include participants w ho are or 
who are apparen tly  u n d er 18 
years". A nd  "depictions and  
descriptions of d ru g  use m ay be 
perm itted  b u t d rug  use should  no t 
be p rom oted  or encouraged". T h e  
determ in ing  criteria  betw een 
C ategory  1 and  2 is set ou t in the 
sum m ary of perm issible versus 
im perm issible "contents". For exam 
ple, in C ategory  1 "detailed 
descriptions of sexual activity 
betw een consenting adults m ay be 
perm itted  b u t should  no t include 
them es w ith a very  high degree of 
intensity" w hereas u n d er C ategory  
2, "detailed descriptions of sexual 
activity involving consenting adults 
m ay be perm itted".

•R efused  Classification (RC): a 
publication will be  refused classifi
cation (i.e. b anned) if it contains 
"exploitative depictions or descrip 
tions" of am ong  o ther things "sex
ual activity accom pan ied  by fetishes 
or practices w hich are revolting or 
abhorrent".

In its introduction  to the draft gu ide
lines, the O FL C  advises tha t "depic
tions of sexual activity and  of nudity  
in a sexual con tex t w hich in the 
board 's view  includes participants 
who are or are apparendy  u n d er 18 
years of age will be classified RC 
(Refused Classification)". Unless this 
is a typographical e rro r the O FL C  is 
seeking to increase the age from  the 
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16 years referred  to in the C ode.

U n d er section 11 of the Act, literary  
or artistic m e rit is one of four criteria 
w hich th e  O F L C  takes into consider
ation  in dete rm in in g  w hether som e
th ing  is classifiable, i.e. it is no t a 
defence to  being  refused classifica
tion, m ak ing  the b o a rd  of the O FL C  
the arb iter o f literary  and  artistic 
m erit.

To facilitate th e  exercise of this crite
ria the O F L C  is p rep a rin g  a draft list 
of perm issib le  an d  im perm issible

fetishes. (The H ansard  transcrip t of 
the ensuing parliam en tary  debates 
w ould presum ably  be available from  
the adult section of the G overnm ent 
P rin ters Bookshop in an  opaque 
w rapper.)

T he  draft guidelines have an  exten
sive glossary of term s that will be 
used to determ ine w hether a book  
will be refused classification. But in 
seeking to prescribe in such detail 
the perm issible and  forb idden  con
tents and  covers of publications, and

Suburban new spapers
Communications Update's survey 
shows that four major metropolitan 
daily publishers - News Corp, Fairfax 
and United/Media Bond through 
Community Newspapers - have 
secured control over 85% of audited 
suburban newspaper titles and 82% of 
circulation.

S u b u rb an  new spapers are "rivers of 
gold" for th e ir publishers thanks to 
the advertising  dollar.

M organ  R esearch  surveys show  tha t 
su bu rbans have advantages tha t the 
m ore prestig ious dailies cannot 
m atch.

T h ey  reach  a  w ider readersh ip , have 
a slow er d isposal rate, m ost are free, 
and  they  are usually  delivered 
directly to  the  hom e.

Even peop le  w ho say they  are no n 
new spaper read ers  tu rn  ou t to be 
avid supporters.

Sydney
M urdoch 's  C u m b erlan d  N ew spapers 
g ro u p  (based in Parram atta) dom i
nates Sydney claim ing a w eekly read 
ership  of m ore  than  two m illion peo 
ple.

W arw ick Fairfax J r  has m anaged  to 
ho ld  on to the six S uburban  
C om m un ity  N ew spaper tides and  a 
50% share in two innerw est Torch 
m astheads.

O n e  Fairfax executive says tha t ini

tially W arw ick p lanned  to sell all his 
suburbans until his advisers discov
ered  the ir cash flow!

J o h n  B rem er Fairfax, fo rm er deputy  
chairm an of Jo h n  Fairfax Ltd, picked 
up the family share in the third sub
u rb an  group  - E astern Suburbs 
N ew spapers.

ESN publishes the W estern  Suburbs 
C ourier, S outhern  C ourier, Bondi 
C o u rie r and  W entw orth  C ourier in 
the eastern  suburbs.

Brisbane
M urdoch  also secured a stranglehold 
over B risbane w hen he acquired  the 
rem ain ing  50% of Q uest C om m unity  
N ew spapers from  N orthern  Star last 
year

Q uest faced com petition from  the 
B risbane Express N ew spaper g roup  
until R ural Press Ltd closed dow n all 
b u t two of the 10 tides in late 1987.

T h e  closure was initiated by Jo h n  
B rem er Fairfax w hen he took  over 
the family's 48% share in R ural Press.

Melbourne
M urdoch 's  takeover of the H erald  & 
W eekly T im es group  delivered a 
lucrative subu rban  g roup  of titles.

H e has now  am algam ated  the L eader 
and  S tandard  papers and  the newly 
acquired  B roadglen m astheads u n d er 
the b an n e r o f News Ltd Suburbans.

W arw ick Fairfax's Syme C om m unity  
N ew spapers still has a 17% m arket

in stigmatising the dissem ination cf 
publications by m eans of w rappen  
and  stickers, the draft guidelines, f  
im plem ented  m ay be in substantial 
disregard of the legislative obligations 
un d er the A ct and C ode, em phass- 
ing only w hat cannot be seen without 
due deference to the obligation that 
"adults should  be able to read, he ir  
and  see w hat they want."

Raena Lea-Shannon is a solicitor at 
Michael Frankel & Co and a member of 
the Watch on Censorship group

share which includes one jo in t publi
cation with News Ltd.

T he th ird  m ajor M elbourne suburban 
publisher (the T im es G roup) includes 
three aud ited  Southern Cross titles 
ow ned by Peter Isaacson.

Isaacson and CPI Publications joindy 
own two Times m astheads while CPI 
is sole ow ner of the com pany that 
publishes the Melbourne Times.

Adelaide
M urdoch 's H erald  & W eekly Tim es 
takeover delivered the M essenger 
Press w hich has a m onopoly  over 
subu rban  publishing in Adelaide.

M essenger has m oved from  its Port 
A delaide base to News Ltd headquar
ters and  its old colour prin ting  press 
has been  relocated  at Griffin - 
ano ther outpost of the M urdoch 
em pire.

Perth
A lan B ond is poised to top  up his 
Perth  daily new spaper profits with 
lucrative subu rban  dollars w hen his 
Bell g roup  b id  succeeds.

Perth 's m ajor suburban  publisher is 
C om m unity  N ew spapers Ltd which is 
49.9% ow ned by Bell and  50.1% by 
U nited M edia.

Perth  also has three small indepen
den t ow ners publishing a total of 
seven different m astheads.
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