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EXPERT COMMENT: The UK’s online
porn crackdown could harm young people
more than it helps

Rosie Hodsdon, PhD candidate in Law and Sexuality at Northumbria
University, writes about the recently announced plan to force pornographic
websites to verify users' ages by use of technological tool to stop under 18s
watching online porn.

“Won’t somebody please think of the children!?” The UK government seems
to be using this catchphrase from The Simpsons as the basis for its proposed
new pornography laws. Its recently announced plan to force pornographic
websites to verify users’ ages suggests it thinks it can use a blunt
technological tool to stop under 18s watching online porn. Anyone as tech-
savvy as the average teenager will tell you how unlikely this is.

The move is part of a barrage of recent measures to clamp down on online
porn in the UK. The government aims to to protect young people from what it
sees as the social ills of pornography, regardless of the issues of personal
privacy, data protection and censorship this will create. Yet the biggest
impact will likely be on those working in the adult entertainment industry,
whose voices have gone unheard within such debates. What’s more, these
kind of restrictions entirely fail to tackle the underlying issues that lead to
harmful sexual behaviour and social alienation among young people.

Under the Digital Economy Act 2017, all commercial pornographic websites
will be required to verify UK users’ ages to prevent access by under 18s. The
government hasn’t yet decided how the age verification process will work,
but it seems likely to require users to register their credit card details.



This will effectively force pornography users to join a commercial database
that could include information on their viewing preferences. As yet, no
safeguards for storing and protecting this data have been announced,
meaning that it will be vulnerable to hackers. Meanwhile, those who want to
get around the law would be able to do so relatively easily using anonymous
browsing software such as a virtual private network, which masks your
country of origin and would bypass the age check altogether.

The act also includes restrictions on the kinds of pornographic content that
can be watched in the UK, banning imagery of certain “unconventional”
activities. This follows a similar pattern to the 2014 Audiovisual Media
Services Regulations, which banned UK-based companies from making online
pornography depicting an array of sexual acts including face-sitting, erotic
urination and female ejaculation. This brought internet porn productions into
line with the rules for DVD productions, which are supposedly designed to
stop children viewing “harmful” content.

But given that UK internet users can still access this kind of pornography
from other countries, the main impact has been on the UK adult production
industry. Companies have been fined, forced to close or have moved abroad
to countries where the legislation is more permissive, resulting in estimated
losses of millions of pounds – and without even solving the problem as
imagined.

The financial consequences of the new law will be far more severe for the
industry. The implementation of the age verification software required to
comply with the new regulations costs between 5p and £1.50 per user. This is
financially unachievable for many smaller, more niche websites that cater for
queer or trans people and those interested in kink or other minority sexual
practices, which often make less profit than the cost of deploying the age-
check software. This will likely force many of them out of business and others
to relocate outside the UK.

In this way, the new law disproportionately targets these alternative
providers, just as it targets unconventional practices. Many of the banned acts
are among those favoured by queer or kink-oriented individuals. Done
properly and with consent, they are safe ways for people to enjoy intimate
sexual contact. Some, such as depictions of female ejaculation and
menstruation, work to break taboos that display limited views of what female
sexuality should be. Yet these will also be banned under the guise of



obscenity, extremity and health and safety. This effectively means the
government is prescribing a particular notion of what sex and sexuality
should be, one that many people do not fit into.

Porn and education
For all its problems, pornography has the potential to allow people to
explore sexuality in a way that current sex education does not. This could
involve anything from discovering different ways of experiencing pleasure to
conventional intercourse, to increasing understanding that not everyone fits
into a clear male or female definition of gender.

The new clampdown will close down this option and could even end up
censoring educational websites that try to stop people hurting themselves
through unconventional sexual practices. This will leave those exploring their
sexuality without the current array of resources to do so safely. Instead, we
will return to a homogenous ideal of what sex should be, and anything
outside of this will effectively be invisible or discouraged.

While the government argues that viewing pornography is damaging to
young people’s moral development, this really sidesteps the need for schools
to provide comprehensive, compulsory sex education. Of course, concerns
have been raised about the potential dangers of pornography to young
people’s sexual development. But research is currently divided on what the
consequences of young people accessing porn really are and whether or not
these fears are actually symptoms of our wider sexual culture. What the
research does suggest is that, contrary to popular belief, young people are
not zombified viewers and instead critically engage with the media they
access.

Set in the context of comprehensive and diverse sex education, certain
pornography can actually help highlight gender and sexuality issues and safe
sexual practices, including kink. But if sex education doesn’t include these
things, then the government’s plans to block online porn will leave many
young people with even less information to navigate their sexualities. And
meanwhile, plenty of others will still find ways to access pornographic
material.

The UK government seems more concerned with holding back a mythological
barrage of filth and obscenity than in finding solutions to the wider social
issues that underpin the problems related to pornography. To protect young



people, they must be equipped with the knowledge and resources to honestly
discuss all aspects of sex and relationships, not shielded from them or
alienated by a narrow prescriptive version of sexuality.

This article was originally written for The Conversation UK. Read the original
article here.
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