
summit heights
The global nature o f the Internet and how to protect children online were 

subjects in hot debate at the Internet Content Sum m it in 
September in M unich. D avid Goldstein reports

In te rn e t  C o n te n t S u m m it w as o rg a n is e d  by the  
B e rte lsm an n  F o u n d a tio n  in  c o o p e ra tio n  w ith  IN C O R E , th e  
E u ro p e a n  C o m m iss io n  fu n d e d  p ro je c t th a t  is deve lop ing  a 
ra tin g  a n d  F iltering system  for I n te r n e t  co n te n t. T h e  S u m m it 
looked  a t w ays o f  c re a tin g  a new  c u ltu re  o f  user em p o w e r­
m e n t th ro u g h  ra tin g  a n d  filte rin g  m e ch a n ism s , the  in te rn a ­
tio n a l n e tw o rk in g  o f  h o tlin es a n d  c re d ib le  se lf-regu la to ry  
in stitu tio n s d ev e lo p e d  by in d u s try  to  d e a l w ith  user c o m ­
plain ts.

T h e  b a c k g ro u n d  to  th e  S u m m it w as th e  “ M e m o ra n d u m  on  
S e lf-R eg u la tio n ” p re se n te d  by th e  B e rte lsm a n n  F o u n d a tio n , 
a n d  w as d ev e lo p e d  w ith  th e  su p p o r t o f  a n  in te rn a tio n a l 
e x p e rt n e tw o rk  th a t  th e  F o u n d a tio n  h a s  co n v en ed  to e x a m ­
ine these  issues. T h e  M e m o ra n d u m  c o n ta in s  key re c o m m e n ­
d a tio n s  for th e  In te r n e t  industry , p o licy m ak ers , law  en fo rce ­
m e n t au th o ritie s  a n d  users. T h e se  re c o m m e n d a tio n s  are  
b ased  on  re p o r ts  by le ad in g  ex p e rts  fro m  fo u r un iversities 
a ro u n d  th e  w orld , a n d  on  th e  In te r n e t  U se r  Survey th a t w as 
c a rr ie d  o u t in A u s tra lia , G e rm a n y  a n d  th e  U S.

T h e  S u m m it d iscussed  th e  im p le m e n ta tio n  o f  an  in te rn a ­
tio n a l se lf-reg u la to ry  system  to  d ea l w ith  th e  p ro tec tio n  o f 
m in o rs  on lin e , a n d  ex a m in e d  th is w ith in  fo u r w orkshops:-

• se lf-regu la tion  o f  th e  I n te rn e t  in d u s try ;

• rep o r tin g  h o tlin e s  for illegal c o n te n t a n d  law  
en fo rcem en t;

• se lf-ra ting  a n d  filte ring ; a n d

• In te rn e t  c o n te n t a n d  u se r p ersp ec tiv es.

B ecause o f  th e  te ch n ic a l, fast c h a n g in g  a n d  g lobal n a tu re  o f  
th e  In te rn e t ,  tra d i t io n a l m e an s  o f  law  en fo rc e m e n t a re  inef­
fective. T h e  S u m m it d iscussed  a  c o o rd in a te d  a p p ro a c h  th a t 
in c lu d ed  se lf-reg u la to ry  m ech a n ism s  th a t  w ou ld  be co m ­
b in e d  w ith  law  e n fo rc e m e n t as a  n ec e ssa ry  back  up.

Self-regulation and law enforcem ent
T h e  ro le o f  se lf-reg u la tio n  is im p o r ta n t  as it allow s for b e tte r  
o p p o r tu n itie s  to  a d a p t  to  th e  ra p id  te ch n o lo g ica l ch an g es 
th a t a re  ta k in g  p la ce  on  th e  In te rn e t .  T h e r e  a re  m an y  c h a l­
lenges to  d ev e lo p in g  a n d  effective se lf-reg u la to ry  schem e, b u t

an y  se lf-regu la to ry  sc h em e  sho u ld :-

• en su re  co n ten t a n d  serv ice p ro v id e rs  
a c t w ith in  th e  law;

• be en fo rced  by se lf-reg u la to ry  
agencies;

• involve co o rd in a tio n  a m o n g  a g e n c ie s  
d u e  to the g lobal n a tu re  o f  th e  
In te rn e t;

• have the su p p o rt o f  th e  law  m a k in g  
bodies;

• in c lu d e  the  use o f  ra tin g  a n d  f ilte rin g  
technologies;

• in c lu d e  a re p o r tin g  h o tlin e  fo r illegal 
co n ten t; an d

• ed u c a te  In te rn e t u se rs  as to  th e  
m e th o d s  to filte r a n d  b lock  c o n te n t.

Hotlines

T h e  con ference  d iscussed  th e  ro le  r e p o r t ­
ing  ho tlines can  p lay  in  p ro te c tin g  ch il­
d ren  on line, a n d  th e  ro le  they  p lay  as a n  
im p o r ta n t co m m u n ic a tio n  c h a n n e l 
be tw een  paren ts , se lf-reg u la to ry  b o d ie s  o f  
th e  industry , a n d  law  en fo rce m en t. T o  
assist w ith  this, a u th o r i tie s  have  to  c o o p ­
e ra te  across b o rd e rs  to  figh t illegal c o n ­
te n t a n d  to back  u p  se lf-reg u la to ry  m e c h ­
an ism s. H o tlines have  th re e  basic  
req u irem en ts; they  m u s t be  ava ilab le , 
tra n sp a re n t a n d  reliab le .

Rating and Filtering
T h e  discussion on  ra tin g  a n d  filte rin g  
in c o rp o ra te d  d iscussion  o f  th e  I N C O R E  
p ro jec t, an d  in c lu d ed  a n  E x p erts  M e e tin g  
th a t focused on th e  c o n c e rn s  o f  in d u s try  
a n d  co n ten t p rov iders , a lo n g  w ith  th e
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wider context of delivering a system internationally.

The INCORE meeting considered:-

• the use of “white” lists that would allow users to download a list 
of sites that would be considered acceptable by parents for 
their children;

• how to deal with illegal content in a self-rating system; and

• the longer term development of the rating system including how 
can a critical mass of sites be achieved to make the rating 
system successful.

The final result of this project will be published as recommendations 
to the European Commission at the end of this year and will be avail­
able from the INCO RE web site (http://www.incore.org).

Within the Summit, discussions centred around the role filtering tech­
nology can play in empowering users by allowing them to select the 
kinds of content they and their children are exposed to. This technol­
ogy has the ability to help shift control of and responsibility for harm­
ful content from governments, regulatory agencies and supervisory 
bodies to individuals.

A good filtering system:-

• allows for end user autonomy;

• respects freedom of expression;

• respects a diversity of beliefs and values;

• is transparent;

• respects privacy; and

• has interoperability and compatibility.

Internet content and user perspectives
The necessity of an education and awareness campaign in promoting a 
self-regulatory mechanism was discussed, along with the importance of 
each of the central players, the Internet industry and government 
agencies. It was viewed as important that the Internet industry and 
government should cooperate in developing awareness of self-regula­
tory mechanisms such as filtering systems and hotlines. Schools also 
have a role to play in this environment in providing the necessary skills 
for children to understand the benefits and limitations of online infor­
mation and to encourage greater self-control over problematic Internet 
content.

Over 200 people from five continents attended the Summit including a 
wide range of people from politics, the Internet industry, media and 
the user community. These included Ira Magaziner, the former Senior 
Advisor to President Clinton for Policy Development and Otto Schily, 
Federal Minister of the Interior in Germany.

The Summit examined the role parents must play in protecting chil­
dren online and ascertained that any approach to protecting children

online must start with the parents. 
The role of the Internet industry is 
vitally important as it has a role to 
play in empowering parents by 
providing tools to filter Internet 
content while at the same time 
protecting the free speech rights of 
adults.

The key messages of the Summit 
were that freedom of speech and 
child protection online go hand in 
hand, and that a coordinated 
approach is needed in a number of 
areas such as rating and filtering, 
reporting hotlines for illegal con­
tent, and law enforcement of illegal 
content online.

With its heavy emphasis on 
parental choice, the proposals that 
came out of the Summit are seen 
as ways of discouraging govern­
ments from intervening in content 
regulation while giving parents 
greater options in deciding what 
types of content they want their 
children to see.

The Memorandum is available, 
along with the keynote speeches 
and other information from the 
conference on the conference web 
site at http://www.stiftung.bertels- 
mann.de/internetcontent ^
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