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STANDARDS FOR THE REGULATION OF THE INTERNET

1. INTRODUCTION

The Internet is a new phenomenon and its use has spread throughout the world.  As a new means of communication, its effects go beyond  the telecommunications sector, regulatory bodies or end users. The Internet is seen as a new paradigm of human communication and as a new means of artistic and cultural expression.  As with all new things, it is difficult to predict the path it will take.

The purpose of this presentation is to set forth considerations on the standards to regulate the Internet. The complex problems faced by the modern world cannot be solved by simply applying one discipline in particular; when technological aspects are in play, this statement takes on even greater importance. The Internet has  interdisciplinary characteristics, which makes it possible to study it from different angles: it can be approached from merely technical aspects and its components and characteristics can be examined, or it can be studied through interconnection,  contemplating cultural or social aspects of access; analysis can also focus on the types of communication protocols, its evolution, etc., or it can be approached from an educational perspective, describing the number of projects that exist and which are the basis for a new form of teaching, based on the world net.  It is also possible to address it from a regulatory point of view, and to describe the problems that arise in the world when the time comes to regulate something that was born put of anarchy, grew in total chaos, and continued to develop without any control.

A description of all the existing standards in Argentina could provide an idea of how the Internet has evolved, what the problems have been and what risks must be faced  in a new and different globalized  society, and how a development policy for this phenomenon which is in full expansion, and affects the community as a whole can be approached.

Having viewed the full array of standards, there is a better understanding of what is important for regulators, what arrangements were made by Internet service providers and what the difficulties had to be faced when a purely global service is regulated. It is global because of its geographical coverage and because of  the diversity of topics carried over the Net.  We are facing a new concept of communication that no one knows how long it will take to construct its own profile, to define its own context, to find the best technology to carry it and to determine its final address.

In Argentina, it has been only since 1996 that the first specific standards were  issued on the Internet. The first issues to be dealt with referred to price and the provision of international links;  in 1997, policies were defined at the highest level of administrative decision-making, to address economic and social issues, as well as content.

All of this has been part of an international context that has changed, adjusted and created innovations with regard to this matter.  The Internet connects the whole planet, providing continual communication in spite of the problems and challenges that must be met.  There is a  world trend which shows  that these challenges must be faced together and together its development must be planned.

Policies carried out by the governments of the countries that have shown an interest in this subject cannot remain isolated from each other.  There are very similar parameters regarding the importance of the Internet in terms of  economic, cultural and educational issues, in the development of applicable technology, etc. There are areas of agreement that are repeated  in all international fora, in official documents and in the studies conducted by specialists in the field.  It is particularly important that concrete actions be taken in order to foresee the problems, so as to take advantage of the resources that this new network offers, and to face the challenges that go hand in hand with progress.  Time is a decisive factor, and as with life itself, time waits for no one.

2.  GENERAL CHARACTERISTICS

World specialists agree on  the characteristics of the Internet, which could be summarized in the following manner:

2.1
Access to the Internet implies being connected to all the computers that make up the Internet.  This access includes connection under conditions that are equal for everyone who participates on the Internet.  This connectivity is known as the connection of all against all, and can be seen in two aspects:

2.1.1
Access from any geographical region of the planet.

2.1.2
Uniform access to all the  information that exists therein;  each user has access to all the information, without the information changing because of the user=s access or because it has been requested by another user.

According to the latest figures on the current size of the Internet, it is estimated that in January 1997 there were 16 million computers were hooked up to the Internet;   however, it is  more difficult to identify the exact number of users.  While it was estimated that there were between 30 to 40 million regular users in 1996, today  we can place this figure at  around 50 million daily users around the world.

2.2
Growth and development through telephone lines

The Internet found the appropriate environment for growth through telephone lines.  Today it continues to grow over these thin copper lines.

The use of the public telephone network has been one of the pillars of  its growth.  Subsequently, with the expansion to cable television networks, satellite Internet access, research on new technologies in communication modems  and the appearance of communications protocols, such as ISDN a few years ago, and the recent appearance of the XDLS, all reflect a global trend for investment and research carried out by leading laboratories around the world.

This has led to the subsequent development of  communication programs by software companies and  large investments to find new ways to transmit packages of data over the telephone network, as well as to unify communications protocols, such as the previously mentioned ISDN.  Specific software is also being developed more in response to offers of free products over the net.

All of these elements make it possible to estimate and to predict that there will undoubtedly be even more users in the future. In this regard, it has been estimated that by 1999, approximately 110 million users will surf the Internet each day.

2,3
Lack of a Regulatory Authority or Central Control Entity

The most unusual fact may be the lack of a central authority that planned or governed the development of the Net.  The Internet does not have a central authority that administers, controls or regulates it.   Many  respectable opinions consider this to be the basis for its explosive growth.  This characteristic is directly related to the first one described: connection to the Internet provides all participants access at the same level, regardless of where they are.

There is a real and concrete possibility of controlling  the content of the Internet.  This is based on its configuration, which is open and interconnected throughout the planet.  This is why any attempt by regulatory authorities to manipulate it, aimed at cutting the free circulation of users, has failed.  There are no technical mechanisms within the structure of the Net, other than the free will of the  individual, that can forbid access from any specific place.

We previously mentioned that any attempt to restrict, control, plan or design by the government becomes impossible.  From a practical point of view, the attempt by some governments to control the Internet has led to the total prohibition of its use;  the configuration of the Internet itself does not allow for partial control.  This is the case of Iran and Afghanistan, who have prohibited access to the Internet.

The only possibility for manipulation that exists is by the person who receives all the information, and  this is a sovereign decision.  The end user is responsible for self-censorship or for establishing the appropriate technical mechanisms for filtering unsuitable sites.  His or her action is the only one that can rate the content of the searches.

Today, programs that rate the contents of sites users want  to access are the best control available to prohibit the access to these sites.  At this time, there is no other solution, with the exception of the one already mentioned, to control the material that circulates over the Internet.

3.  Conclusion

For all of the above, we believe that great caution must be taken when establishing standards for the Internet.  In view of the above characteristics, it is not feasible to try to manipulate the Internet.
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