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new media and the classificalion system

PHILLIP CENERE EXPLORES THE CHALLENGES
TO OUTMODED SYSTEMS OF FILM
CLASSIFICATION PRESENTED BY NEW AND
CONVERGING MEDIA.

‘Is a game always a game or can it become a film or vice-versa?’
This is the question pased by Des Clark, Director of the Office
of Film and Literature Classification (OFLC) since 2000, to be
discussed on a global level at the International Ratings Conference:
Classification in a Convergent World in Sydney this September
Clark, former Deputy Chairman of the Australian Film Commission
and Chairman of the Melbourne International Film Festival, says
converging media will affect both the way screen product is
physically delivered and how it is defined. He also points out
that these media will become increasingly flexible. "We're getting
increasingly integrated products that can pose challenges for
classification worldwide.'

Despite the recent uproar over the banning of the film Ken Park that
was scheduled to screen at the Sydney Film Festival, Clark says
Australia has a reasonable balance between advisory classification
and restrictive classification. 'Ours is in some elements quite liberal
but in some areas... some people perceive it as a little bit more
restrictive

‘There are very .few people who say we shouldn't have
classification. The challenge for the film industry is: how do |
make a product designed for a particular market that's going to fit
within the system? It's something that will always be a challenge. If
you're making a product that you will then market you have to have
regard for the classification guidelines.’

What is causing headaches for many filmmakers and distributors
is the situation emerging whereby someone who'll be able to see
a film may not be allowed to play the video game, or view the text
message, or read the book, or visit the website based on the film,
because all might have different classification ratings attached.

‘The ratings differ from one integration of that product to anocther,
if the elements within it alter,' says Clark. "You might have, for
instance, a PG film and then you might have the director giving
an interview for the making of the film in which he starts engaging
in high-level language that would cause this product to rate M
(unsuitable for children under 15). There are those who would
suggest that many of the fims that are being marketed are being
marketed inappropriately. There are a couple of films that have
come out in recent months that are rated M and yet you find that

the t-shirts and the jumpsuits and the support materials are really
designed for 6 to 10 year-olds. One has to question the validity of
that type of marketing.’

With regards to picture text messaging, television screens installed
in elevators and other public spaces, and numerous emerging
technologies, some people are wondering how the OFLC will be
able to keep pace. 'l think that the issue of public screenings is
a challenge that we are going to have to deal with in the future,’
says Clark. ‘Can the internet truly be censored? | think that the
Australian government has established a system of checks on the
internet so it will be to a degree. There are sufficient concerns in
relation to a lot of internet content that | think are gaining more
universal recognition and something needs to be done, but | don't
know how you'd do it.'

The picture is also somewhat blurred in Canada, where movie
ratings are assigned by individual provinces according to the
prevailing community standards for that province, and a total of six
classification boards view and classify all films scheduled for public
exhibition. The Canadian rating affixed to videos is determined by
averaging the ratings of all six classification boards, which may vary
according to the community standards in each province. Because
of this, the rating of a film on video is sometimes different from its
rating in the cinema.

Sharon McCann has worked in the Canadian fim and video
regulation industry for the past 21 years and has been Chair of
Alberta's Film Classification Board for the past 16 years. She says
if having six classification boards isn't enough of a problem, each
of those boards has also been placed under the jurisdiction of
different departments.

‘In one province it was the Department of Justice, in a couple of
provinces it was the Department of Culture, in another province
it's the Department of Consumer Affairs, so how these boards
evolved has much to do with which ministries they were placed
under,’ explains McCann. ‘As you can imagine the board within the
Department of Justice evolved along the lines of enforcement, law
and monitoring, whereas in Culture there was more of a tendency to
be less intrusive and to respect artistic freedom. So what we have
now is the most interesting mishmash of different approaches. Of
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or swear words or sex scenes and so on. Our law simply states
that we are not allowed to pass a film for children if it may cause

psychological damage.’
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Wallander notes that Sweden’s constitution forbids the ¢
from infringing on freedom of speech. ‘Censorship is
popular thing amongst politicians. Too many people
censorship and would not agree on stricter laws.” He a
would be very surprised if converging media would do an

to impact on the current classification system in Sweden. ‘| think
what has i"-apoened in Sweden for the last decade is that nobody
really wants to touch this question because it would create a lot of

.fr.:.,-L»e n a situation where very little can change.’
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