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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

In recent years, it has become increasingly apparent that a country’s economic
aurvivd as a so-cdled Firg World nation depends largely upon its ability to fully
engage itsdf in the new globd information economy. Those nations which cannot or
will not do this for whatever reason, are lidble to find themsaves ridiculed and left
behind by those who are not afraid to embrace technological change and are confident
to use it to its potentid for the benefit of dl thar dtizens Regretfully, Audrdia is
one country whose governments have not been able to properly embrace these
changes despite comparable countries, for example the USA and the UK, taking quite
the opposite view.

Audrdias harsh computer games classficaion sysem is symptomatic of the larger
problem of Government unwillingness to treat informaion technology with the
respect it deserves. Government fear of the dleged effects of computer games is
linked to the larger issues of fear of much Internet content that in turn leads back to
the main issue of disrespect for new technologies. If the smalest symptom is treated
and computer games are classfied more reasonably, then relaxation of Internet and
other forms of information technology over-regulation must surdy follow. This can
only be beneficid to the Audrdian economy and those involved in the IT industry in
particular.

The Federd Government, in particular, must ligen to its own ABS's and OFLC's
findings on the nonthrestening nature of computer games a wdl as dmilar
information from academics, computer games magazines, and free speech advocates.
The Government and its supporters on computer games classfication issues must
redise that ther mord panic over new technologies is unjudified and tha a
tunaround in policy is vitd in the interets of socid coheson, economic
improvement, and the advancement of nationd pride. This report was written in the

pursuit of these worthy objectives.
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HOW TO IMPROVE AUSTRALIA’'SCOMPUTER GAMES
CLASSIFICATION SYSTEM

1 Introduction

Audrdians have long accepted the need to regulate the didtribution of visud
entetainment products.  As a reault, dl films (including videos) and computer games
made avalable for sde or hire to the Audrdian public are required by law to be
classfied by the Federd Government’s Office of FIm and Literature Classfication
(OFLC). The OFLC examines these products and assgns each a rating that proclams
that product’s suitability for certain age groups as wel as some indicaion as to the

reason for therating, be it for violent or sexua content, or other controversa matter.

Classfication guiddines for computer games differ dgnificantly from those for the
older media of film. Desgned around the assumption that mog, if not dl, adults do
not play computer games and know much less about computers than children and, as
such, cannot properly supervise family access to computer games, they ae
deliberately more severe and intolerant in most aress of classfication concern - sexud
content in paticular. These guiddines do not in any way reflect the redities of
computer gamer demographics and look ill concelved and nai ve when compared to

more reasonable computer games classfication systems in place oversess,

The quiddines reflect poorly on Audrdias dready tanished reputation in the
regulation of computer technologies, particulaly with regad to the Internet.
Improvements that reflect redity are an urgent requirement if we are to fully embrace
the new globd information economy and its associsted economic benefits.  With a
reasonable computer games classfication sysem in place, reasoned and viable
changesto Internet regulation will presumably follow.
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1.1 Scope of report

This report focuses on the origins and workings of the Austrdian computer games
classficaion sysem, but makes references to the games classfication systems of
other countries where required to illuminate relevant aspects of the loca Stuation. It
details the views of both the proponents and the detractors of the current system and
the importance of this issue economicdly and politicdly. Much of the following
discusson is guided by the sociologica theories of mord criss and mord panic that
are quite applicable to officid reaction against computer games.

1.2 Significance of report

As the reader will have undoubtedly surmised, this report tekes the view that the
current sysem of computer games classfication in Audrdia is unduly harsh. As a
result, urgent changes are needed to ensure that this system takes into account the
redities of the Stuation as reveded through severd recent findings as to the exact
nature of computer games and their players. Those who support the curent system
may not like any of the proposed changes, but they are dl judified according to
relidble evidence, so hopefully these people may change ther views and accept a
scheme that isfair and profitable to dl.

1.3 Definition of key terms

Readers who are unfamiliar with this issue of information technology should sudy the

fdlowing mini-glossxry carefully.  All definitions are the author's own, devisd

through his considerable persona experience in these matters unless noted otherwise:
Classification. To place items or products into predefined categories to dlow for
eae of regulation. Assgning ratings to computer games is one example of this

process.
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Computer games. Games played on a persona computer. These entertainment

computer programs are set in imaginay worlds or imitations of the red world
and present players with problems to overcome using persstence and kill.

Guidelines. This common term is used here soldy to indicate the classfication
guidelines used by the OFLC when assessng computer games or films. There
ae sepaae and highly diginct guiddines for each entertainment medium.  All
guiddines carefully detail exactly what isand is not permitted in each reting.

Moral crisis. This is a sociologicd term for the perception of a rgpid decline in
traditional values that clashes with a partid acceptance of new vaues (Victor,
1993).

Moral crusader. Someone who seeks to restore traditional morals by suppressing
the production and digtribution of what they perceive to be the source of mora
upheava within the community (Victor, 1993).

Moral panic. This is another sociologicd term. It refers to the usud
consequence of an environment of mord crigs. In short, a new activity enjoyed
by young people darms many of the traditiona controllers of society (parents,
politicians, and clergy) and an inter-generationd conflict ensues with the former
group looking to the new and different future and the latter seeking to restore the
order and predictability of the past (Cohen, 1972).

OFLC (Office of FIm and Literaiure Classfication). A Federa Government
agency located within the Attorney Generd’s Department that is responsible for
cdassfying dl films (incduding videos) and computer games made avalable for
sde or hire to the public in Audrdia These products are assgned ratings
according to ther suitability to certain age groups and many are additiondly
provided with consumer advice giving a very brief summary of the reasons for
the rating.

Ratings. For computer games (in order of severity, leest severe first) = G (dl
ages), G 8+, M 15+, MA 15+, RC (Refused Classification). For film = G, PG, M
15+, MA 15 +, R 18+, X 18+ (video only), RC.

Senate Committee. This term refers to the now defunct Senate Select Committee
on Community Standards Relevant to the Supply of Services Utilisng Electronic
Technologies. In 1993 and 1994, this Committee was centrd to the process of
indtituting Augtraia s current computer games classification system.
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1.4 Information sour ces

Information sources used to compile this report are wide and varied. They range from
academic articles and monographs, to Audrdian Government publications, to Internet
World Wide Web pages, and persond correspondence. No one source could possibly
detall this issue to the depth that it requires, so such an assortment of references can
be expected. As the author has had years of personad experience in the matters
covered in this report, his own knowledge dso plays a dgnificant pat in its
production and presentation.

15 Limitations

Computer games classfication issues are complex. It is not possible to adequately
explore them dl within the word limit condraints of this report. What is presented
here can be only be a well-constructed summary. While the aithor does possess firm
views in regard to pointing out the inadequacies and subsequent need for change to
the current Audrdian computer games cdlasdfication system, both ddes of the
argument will be given a hearing, but the sde taken by the author will be conclusvely

shown to be the correct one.

2 Scope of Issue

The subsections that follow under this heading will dert the reader to the entire scope
of issue of the classfication of computer gamesin Audrdia

Anthony Larme I'TN 330 Report



2.1 Background

Although computer games have been played in this country since at least the 1980s, it
was only in the 1990s that people began to consder theidea of classfying these

increasingly popular and redigtic products. In May of 1993, Labor Senator Margaret
Reynolds, horrified by the redisic computer game Night Trap, began to actively
campaign for a system to regulate these products (Carbon, 1993). By October, her
Senate Committee released a highly critical report on computer games based largely
on anecdotd evidence and conjecture - the Report on Video and Computer Games and

Classification Issues - that firmly recommended their harsher regulation than for film.

A further report by the Senate Committee in 1994 - the Report on Overseas Sourced
Audiotex Services, Video and Computer Games, R-Rated Material on Pay TV -
raiterated many of its earlier findings on computer games. Both sdes of the House of
Representatives praised the new Classification (Publications, Films and Computer
Games) Bill as rigntly following dl the Senate Committee’'s recommendations
(Commonwedth, 1994). Newly developed computer games classfication guideines
banned dmog dl forms of sex and nudity in computer games avalable in Audrdia
(Durkin & Aisbett, 1999).

The following year, the new Classification Act came into force and allowed Federa
classfication decisons to be rigoroudy enforced a the State level such as by
Queendand's Classification of Computer Games and Images (Interim) Act. Thefirst
magor, popular game from overseas, Phantasmagoria, was Refused Classfication and
thus banned to dl Audrdians. Smilar decisons tha prevented dl Audrdians from

accessing popular computer games from overseas were soon to follow.

All actions teken by Audrdian governments to regulate the sde and didtribution of
computer games were inspired by univers  agreement  with two  key
recommendations that arose from the Senate Committee’s 1993 Report:
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Recommendation number Six on page vi dated:

Having regard to the extra sensory intendty involved in the playing of
interactive games and the implications of long-term effects on users, the
Committee recommends that dricter criteria for classfication than those
aoplying to equivdent film and video classfications be st by
[classfication] authorities. ..

Recommendeation number four on page v supported number Six by proclaming:

The Committee is concerned that the level of technology involved with
the use of ... computer games means that many parents do not necessarily
have the competency to ensure adequate parenta guidance. Therefore the
Committee recommends that materiad of an ‘R equivaent category be
refused classfication. The Committee dso recommends that if an ‘X
equivalent classfication is consdered it should not be adopted for ...

computer games materid...
In other words, it was heavily implied that children are the only players of computer
games (or at leest comprise the vast mgority of players), and that parents do not play
them, and, in fact, have very low computer competency. As a compounding factor to
lead to harsh regulation, computer games were deemed to be of grester impact on
users due to their “extra- sensory intengity” in comparison to film.

Reaulting from these bdiefs were the OFLC's 1994 computer games classfication
guiddines which remain in force today. Asde from dlowing for Sgnificantly fewer
ratings than for film, they most notably exclude al non-medica ingtances of sex or
nudity (red or smulated, whether usng animated figures or red human actors, and
regardless of context or plot requirements) from computer games made avalable in
this country (Durkin & Aisbett, 1999). This is in stark contrast to the far more liberd
atitude teken under the film dasdfication guiddines which dlow for such materid
from aslow asthe PG or M 15+ ratings (OFLC, 1999).

It is on sexud grounds, according to the OFLC's online datdbase at
http://203.41.245.34/boss/public/prodsearch.asp, that the dgnificant mgority  of
computer games have been refused classfication, and thus effectivey banned to
everyone, in Audrdia As a further point of contrast, from the author's persond
experiences, dl the obvioudy non-pornographic computer games banned in Audrdia
ae or have been permitted for sde in both the USA and the UK under these
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repective nations own computer games classfication sysems which dlow for

games to be marketed to late teenagers and adults and thus contain materiad that does
depict some form of smulated sex and nudity (BBFC, 2001; ESRB 2001). These

foreign countries are clearly not excessvely concerned with such materid.

2.2 Stakeholders

Throughout dl these developments, the following groups have been ingrumentd in

supporting Government positions on the computer games classfication issue:
Consarvetive politicians.  Elected representatives in this category can be found
on both sdes of Audrdian politics — in the Federa and State parliaments
(Commonwedlth, 1994; LAQ, 1995h). Computer games regulation is a topic that
engages dmost every politician towards a conservative, even reactionary
viewpoint. Exceptiondly prominent figures include Senators Margaret Reynolds
(Labor) and John Tierney (Libera) (Senate Committee, 1993, 1994).
Rdigious groups.  Typicdly, these Christian groups view dectronic media,
egpecidly its newer varieties, as promoting irreligious ideds and a generd
lowering of mord dandards in the community, especidly among children.
Specific examples of such organizations include the Catholic Women's League
and the Fegtivd of Light (Banaves 1996; Phillips, 1996). Apparently, no non
Chrigian group has taken a public postion on computer games classficaion
iSSues.
Young Media Audgrdia (YMA). This srong activis group promotes the
protection of children from media influences tha may, in ther opinions, cause
them any form of disress ham, or confuson (Biggins, 1996). They frequently
make submissons to rdevant Government inquiries and usudly maeke a highly
favourable, podtive impresson on the usudly sympathetic politicians (Senate
Committee, 1997). Ther influence is aso congderable, as their head, Barbara
Biggins, is dso the head of the OFLC's Classfication Review Board. YMA
members continue to fully support the recommendaions of the Senae
Committee in 1993, ignoring the plentiful evidence to support the opposte
position that has arisen since that date (Stewart, 2001). No other non
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government supporter of the status quo comes close to ataning the influence of

Young Media Audrdia
All three mgor groups in this category have in common a desire to do what they think
is right to protect children from new technologies that they believe thregten ther well-
being.

Their opponents take a conflicting view and argue for a broader and more tolerart
computer games classfication regime tha reflects the actud demographics and other
redities of the nature and use of this entertainment medium:
Computer games magazines. The two most prominent Audrdian computer
games magazines, Hyper and PC PowerPlay, have long argued for a farer
computer games classfication sysem (some examples out of dozens are: Hyper,
1995 [Phantasmagoria banned] and 2000 [Violence in video games|; PC
PowerPlay, 1996 [Bloody gamesl]).
Internet free speech advocates. These include Electronic Frontiers Audrdia and
some of its most prominent members such as Irene Graham. At their Web pages,
they promote a fairer computer games classfication sysem as pat of ther larger
amsto support and expand online freedoms (EFA, 2001; Graham, 2000).
OFLC. It may a firs seem ironic that one Government agency is opposed to its
peers, but it is a fact that most of these people, through their classfication work
on severd thousand products, have much more actud practical experience in
dudying dectronic entertainment, including computer games, than anyone s in
this country. They know very wdl tha many adults play computer games, that
they can protect ther children adequatdy without excessve Government
intervention, and that there is no evidence that computer games need to be
regulated more harshly than films (Culpitt & Stockbridge 1996; Durkin 1995;
Durkin & Aisbett 1999).
In this category, dl three mgor groups base ther arguments on scientific evidence
that refutes the postions of their opponents.  Additiondly, the first two groups hold
the ideds of freedom of speech in particularly high regard to the extent of advocating
the loosening of classfication redrictions.  Curioudy, Audrdian computer games
digributors have generdly remained in the background of this issue, perhaps content
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with the profits they make on the games they are permitted to sell and not willing to

meake too much fussin the interest of regulatory, and therefore profit margin, stability.

2.3 Current Factors Creating | ssue

The computer games classfication issue continues to be a pressng matter as the

following factors clearly illudrate:

2.3.1 The imminent review of the guiddines for the classfication of computer

games.

According to OFLC Director Des Clark (2001), this review will take place in the
“near future’, and “advertissments cdling for submissons will shortly be placed
in nationa newspapers’.

From the author's long-danding knowledge of Audrdian computer games
classfication issues, he is aware that this review has been perasently announced
but later postponed since early 1996, much to the irritation of the current
scheme' s detractors.

Comments made by Clark earlier this year (Stewart, 2001), imply that, this time,
the review will take place as scheduled. The Director seems empathetic that the
games classfication ratings system needs to be broadened to include materia for
older consumers as this form of technology has overlgpped with film, video,
DVD, and the Internet (Stewart, 2001). Apparently, a consstent and logica
ratings scheme must be developed soon in the interests of the adaptability of this
country’s visud media dassfication sysem to new and converging media As
an example, it is interesting to note that the 1998 cd-rom computer game Tender
Loving Care was refused dassfication, while the DVD verson of the same game
that covered exactly the same storyline and sexua scenes weas rated as a film and
recaived only an MA 15+ film raing despite the latter having far clearer picture
and sound quality (Méelloy, 2000).

Already, YMA has protested any relaxation or expanson of the current games
ratings sysem, promoting their usud (and now discredited) arguments of adult
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ignorance and subsequent need for child protection via heavy Government

regulation (Stewart, 2001). For smilar reasons, Federa Government officids are
said to be wary of any finding for lesser regulation (Stewart, 2001).

2.3.2 Australia’s shame in the eyes of the world for its harsh regulatory stance on

infor mation technologies.
It is very easy to find evidence of this factor, and not just on the Webstes of the
Internet free speech advocates mentioned above.  Foreign Sites can readily say
more or less the same such as where Audrdian IT Miniger Senator Richard
Alston is portrayed as a new technology hating Luddite (McCarthy, 2001).
The dramatic and continuing decline of the Audrdian dollar aganst most other
currencies, particularly the US dollar, in the past year has regularly been blamed
on this country’s persgent refusd to embrace al aspects of the new globa
information economy to the degree desred by wedthy oversees investors
(Clausen, 2001; Dickins, 2001; Economist, 2000; Gottliebsen, 2000).
Overseas Webdstes for US and UK organizations that can be compared with
Augraias OFLC can readily be seen to provide the detals of dternative
regulatory systems for computer games that clearly alow for content prohibited
in Augtrdia (BBFC, 2001, ESRB 2001). Additiondly, in the experience of the
author, overseas information technology — induding computer gaming —
Websites such as Cnet.com and GamesManiacom periodically publish stories on
games cdasdficaion systems around the world and single out Audrdia as having
one of the harshest.

2.3.3 Persstent statistical and academic study findings that the premises behind
the current computer games classification system arefalse.
There are far too many relevant datistics and studies to summarise here, but some of
the mgjor findings are:
Addts play computer games. According to the Audrdian Bureau of Statigtics
(1998), “44 per cent of adults frequently [use] a home computer to play games’.
A recent OFLC sudy (Durkin & Aisbett, 1999) formaly recognised that adults
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play computer games and deserve to be able to buy games aimed a their age

group.  Findly, countries with which Audrdia likes to compare itsdlf and owes
much to politicaly and culturdly, namdy the US and the UK, have both hed
computer games classfication systems that recognise that adults play computer
games for many years (BBFC, 2001; ESRB, 2001).

Adults can readily supervise ther children’'s use of computer games. As a very
large percentage of adults actualy play computer games themseves, it sands to
reason that they know enough about the technology to supervise ther children.
The academic research supports this concluson (Culpitt & Stockbridge 1996;
Durkin & Aisbett, 1999). In fact, Audrdian adults are nowhere near as dafrad
and as ignorant of technology as those who persst in supporting harsh regulétion
suppose, with 66 per cent usng a computer in the past year and 50 percent
accessing the Internet during that same period (10 per cent of adults were
aufficiently proficient and comfortable to order goods through the Internet)
(ABS, 2001). This is not to say that some parents might not have difficulty
supervisng ther children's use of computer games, but such people are in a
andl minority and the current games dasdfication sysem is in fact overkill in
dedling with this Stugtion.

There has been no evidence that computer games dlegedly extra sensory nature
has caused any degree of violence, aggression, or distress to anyone — children or
adults— to the extent that severe regulation isrequired (Durkin & Aisbett, 1999).

3 Theoretical Perspectives Helpful in Explicating Issue

Here are the theoreticd perspectives the author of this report has found useful in his

examinaion and anadlyss of the computer games dasdfication issue. While they have
been used and gpplied to what has been written above, they are presented here in
gregter detall:
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3.1 Moral crigis, panic, and crusades

Contemporary Western societies are  currently  experiencing a period of rapid
technologicd and socid change resulting in mord criss (Victor, 1993). Vaue
conflicts between old and new ideds, particularly (but not exclusvely) the duty to
fulfil one's own needs againgt on€'s duty to others, have ensured widespread adult
guilt over the perceived neglect of ther children (Victor, 1993). The ensuing guilt has
led to a trandferrd of anxieties towards the over-protection of children in the form of a
mora panic (Cohen, 1972; Victor, 1993). In common with the traditiona form of a
mora panic (Cohen, 1972), the controversy over the classification of computer games
has seen some traditiond pillars of society such as politicians and some parents
reecting in the fashion of mord crusaders (Victor, 1993) agangt a new form of
entertainment popular among the young (while perhaps haf computer game players
are adults, the rest are children and there is no doubt among ether side of the issue
that children are voracious consumers of computer games). A common feature to dl
three aspects of mordity is that such actions stigmatise certain groups and/or certain
products, often without much scientific bass or ultimate success, as a means of
avoiding confronting and dedling with deeper problems in society (Cohen, 1972;
Victor, 1993). After dl, it is eeder to push for and mantan heavy regulaion of
popular new technology, even in the face of plentiful reliable opposng evidence, than
it is to ded with complex socid, politica, and economic issues that are ultimately the

true motivators of harsh classficatory regimes.

3.2 Protection and control

According to Catharine Lumby (1997, p. 45), “offers of protection...are...linked to
offers to control”. She applies this theory to the Audrdian Government’s harsh
regulation of the eectronic media, computer games included (Lumby, 1997). Another
Audrdian author, Michad Pollak (1990), asserts tha media classfication and
regulation battles are redly fights over power. Indeed, Audrdia has a long higory of
over-protective  Governments that sought to control their people with dgnificat
regulation of the entertainment media (Pollak, 1990). In redion to computer games
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(and the Internet), it gppears the governments of Audrdia are implying that they are

afrad of the potentid power of ther computer literate condituents, including
children. They harshly regulate new technology such as computer games as a
scapegoat measure to avoid making tough, but necessary decisons that will enable

this country to better embrace the new globa information economy.

3.3 Free speech

Findly, but by no means the least important, is the theory of free speech. This
fundamentd human right was firg endhrined politicaly by the framers of the US
Condtitution in the late eghteenth century and has snce become an ingpiration to
seekers of freedom worldwide. More recently, article 19 of the 1948 United Nations
Universal Declaration of Human Rights asserted that dl people have the right to
freedom of speech, expresson, and to search for and acquire information. Both
documents show that some limitations to this right are required in the interests of the
norma functioning of civilised society, and free goeech advocates do not dispute this,
It is an issue of where one draws the line with regulation, and free speech advocates
draw this line around a far smdler collection of contentious materid than do ther
opponents such as those who support the current computer games classfication

system.

4 Conclusons

The issue of computer games cdlasdfication is linked to the more prominent issue of
Internet content and access regulation, which, in turn, is a reflection on how
Audrdian governments and those organizations that tend to support them and be
supported by them unwisdy manage information technology in the era of the globa
information economy. If the harsh regulation of computer games is lifted and made
condgtent with the smilar medium of film, more tolerant policies towards the Internet
and the information economy are sure to follow. These matters concern adults as well
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as children to a dgnificant degree, so it is important that governments redise this and

promote sengble policies as aresult.

Computer games classfication as it gands today in Audrdia is built on shaky ground.
The reevant guiddines and the governments, politicians, and child protection and
religious advocate groups who support them are migtaken in their assertion that ther
harsh regime is in any way judified.  Scientific evidence and theories related to
mordlity, control, and free speech have proven that it is time that computer games be

classfied with fewer redtrictions than they have in the past and that, idedly, they be
classfied as films which they so often ressmble in tems of both ther broad
demographic appeal and content.

5 Recommendations

In view of dl the factors surrounding the classfication of computer games issue, and
in light of the discusson and conclusons mentioned in this report, sx suitable policy
recommendations are lised bedow. Unlike the recommendations of the discredited
Senate Committee, they support the promotion of this comparatively new and popular
expresson of information technology while teking into account some genuine
concerns that the content of some products may not be entirdy suitable for al age
groups. These recommendetions should be followed and implemented immediately.

Audrdia s computer games classfication sysem may be improved by:
1. The removad of dl references and implications in dl Audrdian legidaion and
associated documentation related to the classfication of computer games that adults

do not play or have aright to play these consumer products.

2. The remova of the separate classfication guideines that currently gpply only to
computer games.
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Additiondly, thisreport cdlsfor:

3. Classfication of computer games to be peformed in an identicd way to the
classfication of films as they ae no more psychologicdly hamful or have any less
widespread gpped than that older form of popular entertainment.

4. Games rated MA 15+, R 18+, and X 18+ under the new classfication system to be
restricted by law to persons over a certain age. Thus, R 18+ and X 18+ type games
will not be banned to everyone asthey are now.

5. A review of the clasdfication decisons for al computer games that have been
classfied RC to date with aview to reclassfication.

6. No further regulations of a redrictive nature to be imposed on computer games
without extendve computer gaming community consultation and gpprova plus
conclusve support from a wide range of rdiable rdlevant academic sudies and
dsatigtics.

Finaly, on a broader scae, Audralians, regardiess of their age or role in society, must
redise that we cannot isolate ourseves from the rest of the world with regard to new
technologies lest we fdl behind both economicaly and socidly.  The author
commends this report to the governments of Audrdia for immediate action via the
implementation of al its recommendations and requests that its underlying principles
aso be followed in matters of Internet regulation.

* k%
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