ADJOURNMENT

Public Libraries: Internet Pornography

Speech

Mr BYRNE (Holt) 17/ 08/05 (7.47 p.m.)—I rise tonight to raise a matter of concern in this House that should concern not only the members of this House but also parents from all walks of life, from all corners of this country. It relates to the capacity of children in our publicly funded libraries to access internet pornography.

I attended a very important seminar last week that was sponsored by a gentleman called Warwick Marsh, who is doing great work on behalf of the Australian Fatherhood Foundation. At that function I heard very harrowing reports from an American academic about the effects of pornography, particularly on children.

Imagine my concern when I returned to my electorate to read an article in the Berwick Pakenham Leader. It was written by a journalist called Dimity Barber, who is a very good and capable journalist from this particular paper. This article said:

Libraries across Casey and Cardinia have been urged to install Internet filters to stop children viewing pornography.

Effectively, their survey indicated that, in a number of these libraries—which are publicly funded libraries in an electorate in a growth-belt area with a large number of young families—children could actually access pornography via the library. This journalist questioned a person from the library corporation named Prue Menzies, who was responsible for managing the libraries across Casey and Cardinia, and she said that the staff monitored computers and asked people to be considerate of others. However, when this journalist went into the libraries, the journalist was able to access pornography virtually unchecked for as long as they wanted.

I do not know about you, but as a responsible parent and a responsible legislator I think it is our task in this place and across the country to lay markers. I say as a parent and a politician that this is unacceptable. I notice that my friend and colleague the member for La Trobe has come into this place, and he is quoted as saying the same thing. So in this place tonight I am calling for any federal government funding that goes to public libraries, particularly in the Casey-Cardinia corporation, to be tied with the proviso that there has to be an internet pornography filter installed.

Some may say that this is a draconian measure, a measure that goes too far, but this is a measure that has been successfully trialled in America. It has been tried by concerned parents who experienced similar difficulties in the United States. One may say: ‘Well, this is isolated just to, say, libraries in the Casey-Cardinia corporation.’ But if you look at some statistics you will see that in late 2002 the Australian Library and Information Association conducted a survey of internet use in public libraries—91 library services, all of which were institutional members of this organisation. The findings indicated that most libraries are providing unfiltered access to the internet and found that public libraries are significant centres for internet access for children.

If that is the case—if a lot of Australian children are going to libraries across the country—surely it is our job as legislators to protect the children from exposure to something that we know will cause them harm. Anecdotally, I have heard stories of people going to those libraries in the Casey-Cardinia corporation and watching parents download pornography. It is not acceptable. Any responsible government—state, federal or local—will mandate that the appropriate internet pornography filters must be installed. They must be installed to protect our kids.

And I go further than just the call for internet pornography filters to be installed in public libraries. I call for them to be installed in child-care centres, because again there is no demand from governments that Internet pornography filters be installed there. That is completely inappropriate. Having spoken to some of my friends from the other side, I know that they will support this.

In closing, it is our job as legislators and as parents to set community standards. It is unacceptable for public libraries and child-care centres to not protect our children. I call in this place at this time for the appropriate filters to be installed and, if necessary, to have that mandated, particularly by the federal government. There are precedents in investing in our schools program. I call on all other forms of government to do the same thing to protect our most treasured asset in this place, our children.

