A forward step

The Government’s decision to €x-
tend the Obscene and Indecent At-
ticles Ordinance 10 cover the Inter-
net will be welcomed. The move 18
in reaction to the release six weeks
ago of a manb suspected of mnvolve-
ment 10 an international child por-
nography ring because the existing
fegal framework did not cover com-
puter data. But the speed of the re-
sponse makes it appear pro-active.

Parents, concerned at the mater-
als which their computer-literate
chitdren may be able to access unsi-
pervised, religlous leagers and poli-
ticians with a mail bag full of com-
plaints from their constituents have
4l been waiting for just such an act
of leadership. It sends a clear mMes-
sage 1o would-be jjomographers
that society will not tolerate any at-
tempt to insinuate their corrupting
messages 1nto the home.

So far, sO pood. Punishing the
publishers and authors of lewd and
unpleasant material under a specif-
jc legal provision in exactly the
same way as publishers of obscene
magazines 18 surely a healthier ap-
proach ¢ keeping he Internet free
of pornography ttan forcing net-
work servers {0 uncertake the im-
possible task of cleaning up their
databases. Unfortunately, a8 the
Government alsc TECORTISES. the
most muscular legislation will be in-
effective if it fails to define the term

publisher. Nor must it seek to make
local network servers Jiable as the
“publishers" of material over which
these commpanies have little control.
That would make the local servers
just as responsible for the millions
of pages they offer as directly order-
ing them to vet their own informa-
tion. It would also make Servers re-
sponsible for material input from
outside Hong Kong.

Initial consultations with local
service providers have not come
close to resolving the problem. The
suggestion from one that local com-
panies agree {o block access 10 any
page designated obscene by a gov-
ernment-run gegistry raises serious
questions about the rights of adults
to access whatever information they
choose, and opens up new avenues
of official abuse. A government
with access to such 2 convenient
and legal'jy—sanctioned method of
censorship might be hard to te-
strain. The determined consumer of
pbscene material would soon find
ways round the system. The general
reader, however, might find access
to other sensitive material blocked.

Hong Kong 1s probably on to the
right track with the application of
the obscene articles legislation 1O
the net. But it may be a little prema-
sure to claim it has found the perfect
formula when better.—equipped ju-
risdictions have failed.



