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Executive Summary
There is little evidence that the website blocking scheme in s 115A of the Copyright Act 1968
(Cth) it is effective. We suggest that it be repealed. Instead, Government should focus on
encouraging the further development of new markets for digital content, and should ensure
that markets for digital content are fair and competitive.
In particular, the Government should immediately act on the Productivity Commission’s 2016
recommendation to repeal Section 51(3) of the Competition and Consumer Act 2010 (Cth).2
In the short to medium term, the Government should continue to monitor the performance of
digital media markets, seek to ensure that Australians are being fairly served, and ensure
that established interests are not able to restrict competition from innovative new entrants in
media distribution.
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Question 1: How effective and efficient is the mechanism
introduced by the Online Infringement Amendment?
The effectiveness of website blocking is difficult to assess. The fact that the system is
relatively cumbersome and extremely easy to circumvent means that it is unlikely to impose
any significant deterrent to the set of consumers who are highly motivated to infringe. For the
bulk of ordinary users who we know would prefer to pay for content if it is available,3 we
believe that it is vastly inferior to changes in the marketplace that make legitimate access to
content easier and cheaper.
Methodological limitations make it hard to track the effectiveness of website blocking in
deterring copyright infringement. The Kansar report surveyed only 31 participants (out of an
overall sample of 2,442 respondents) who reported encountered a blocked site, and it is
difficult to draw general inferences from this small group. Other reports, like Incopro’s report
for the ASA,4 claim to show a decrease in traffic to blocked sites; but they do not measure
any increase in traffic to blocked sites from Australians using VPNs, or whether Australians
have moved to seek out other (not monitored) channels for illicit content. Since this is not
tracked, it is impossible to say with any degree of precision that traffic to sites with infringing
content has dropped. Most importantly, these reports tell us little about whether aggregate
levels of infringement have reduced.
There is no technical solution to copyright infringement. Website blocking techniques can
always be circumvented, even for users who are not technically sophisticated. It is trivial for
a blocked site to register a new domain or move IP addresses within a matter of minutes.5
Countless proxy sites, too many to ever keep up with, emerge specifically to circumvent
blocking regimes. Users can avoid DNS blocking techniques with one quick change to their
computer’s settings, or can avoid other blocking techniques by downloading an encrypted
browser or signing up to a VPN within minutes.6 Any system that seeks to develop more
effective technical blocking can only do so at a massive and unacceptable cost to freedom of
speech and innovation on the internet.7
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Question 2: Is the application process working well for parties
and are injunctions operating well, once granted?
Regardless of whether the application process is working well for the parties, we are
concerned about whether it is working well for those who are not represented before the
Court. Website blocking systems impact more than ISPs and copyright owners; they are
fundamentally aimed at altering user behavior, and are therefore a matter of significant
public interest. As a blunt restriction on speech, website blocking is inherently dangerous,
and the public interest must be carefully protected. This is difficult to do in an adversarial
system where neither users nor the target website is represented.
Even with the best of intentions, technology companies and rightsholders make mistakes. In
2014, Microsoft sought to take a massive botnet offline, but ended up inadvertently
disrupting the internet access of millions of users in collateral damage. Their action was
authorised by a court order, but nobody was able to represent the public interest and
challenge the assumptions and evidence brought before the court.8 Pakistan Internet, in
implementing an IP block scheme in 2008, similarly inadvertently disrupted video sharing
site YouTube globally.9 In Australia in 2013, ASIC notoriously accidentally required ISPs to
block access to hundreds of thousands of legitimate websites.10 Rigorous due process is
critical to ensuring that website blocking is adequately tailored to avoid infringing freedom of
speech and other fundamental rights.
If website blocking orders become more frequently sought in Australia, for a larger set of
sites, due process issues are likely to eventually become a problem. So far, there has been
little consideration of the limits of the discretion to order relief, particularly with regard to the
undefined term ‘facilitate’ (as opposed to ‘authorise’, a term well established in copyright
law), when a website with infringing and non-infringing content purpose will have a ‘primary
purpose’ of facilitating infringement, and what ‘flagrancy’ means in this context.11 The
discussion of public interest in the Federal Court in hearing applications under s 115A has so
far been somewhat limited.12 It is important to note that the Federal Court is empowered to
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consider the proportionality of the orders it makes, and can take public interest concerns into
account in doing so. The problem, however, is structural. Our adversarial judicial system
works best when the respondent is able and willing to contest the application. In website
blocking orders, there is no party to represent the interests either of the target website or the
general public. ISPs, who are motivated to reduce costs and have little interest in the
availability of foreign websites, are unlikely to vigorously contest applications and ensure that
the facts presented by applicants are well tested.
We suggest that this structural deficiency be addressed by investigating ways for experts
representing the public interest to provide assistance to the court (potentially in a form
similar to the role of amici curiae). This structural problem is exacerbated as the risk to ISPs
increases; we also suggest that the legislation should specifically provide that ISPs should
not be liable for costs for contesting applications.

Question 3: Are any amendments required to improve the
operation of the Online Infringement Amendment?
Online infringement can only be addressed by understanding that consumers are motivated
to infringe in large part by the lack of affordable and convenient legitimate options. While
digital media markets have improved somewhat since the IT Pricing Enquiry,13 Australians
still face substantial problems and disadvantages compared to other consumers. Our 2017
report shows that Australians still either cannot access a large portion of content that is
available to American consumers, or they have to pay more for the same level of access.14
Only about 65 percent of popular movie titles and 75 percent of popular TV titles of the last
five years that are available in the US could be accessed by Australian consumers.15 Nearly
two thirds of films available to stream in the US are not available to stream in Australia, and
more than half of the television seasons available to stream in the US are not available in
Australia. In TV and film, the Australian market also consists of a much smaller number of
distributors, both for streaming and retail. This means less competition and more limited
choices available to Australians. Music markets, by comparison, are much more competitive
globally. As film and TV distributors continue to move to prefer exclusive original content, we
expect ongoing threats to competition and consequent consumer welfare in the future.
Strong, enforceable competition policy will become more important in digital media markets
in the coming years. The Productivity Commission has recently recommended that Section
51(3) of the Competition and Consumer Act 2010 (Cth), which excludes intellectual property
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from the scope of much of competition law, be repealed. The Australian Government has
supported this recommendation, but not yet acted to give it effect. This should become a
priority, and the Government should ensure that the ACCC is resourced and empowered to
monitor competition in digital media markets.
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