August 1, 2006

TO: United States Senate

RE: Opposition to H.R. 5319, the Deleting Online Predators Act (DOPA)

Dear Senator:

I write to indicate our opposition to legislative proposals that would require "technological measures" to block access to "social networking sites" and "chat rooms" for libraries and schools receiving E-rate discounts. As you know, the U.S. House of Representatives passed H.R. 5319, the Deleting Online Predators' Act (DOPA), this week. We believe DOPA is overly broad and will hinder students’ ability to engage in distance learning and prohibit library computer users from accessing a wide array of essential Internet applications. We understand the Senate may take up similar legislation soon and ask that you oppose such proposals.

No profession or community is more concerned about the safety of children than our Nation's librarians. Librarians in public libraries and school library media centers work continuously to assure that children have appropriate and safe access to the materials and information services they need so that each young person can become literate and educated with the skills and knowledge to succeed in the digital and online world.

Bills like DOPA will not contribute to true online safety for young people. We oppose DOPA-like bills for several reasons:

1. The terminology used in DOPA is overly broad and unclear. As written, this

legislation blocks access to myriad types of web applications—including wikis, email and blogs the benefits of which outweigh their potential dangers.

2. DOPA ignores the value of Interactive Web applications. New Internet-based applications for collaboration, business and learning are becoming ubiquitous, and young people must be prepared to thrive in workplaces where meetings take place online, and where online networks are essential communication tools.

3. Education, not laws blocking access, is the key to safe use of the Internet. Libraries and schools are the places kids learn essential information literacy skills that go far beyond computer instruction and web searching. DOPA would unfairly limit access to essential web applications in precisely the places kids can learn about how to use the Web safely and effectively. In libraries and schools, librarians and teachers are prepared to teach kids safe Web use, as well as how to report and avoid unsafe sites.

4. Local decision-making – not federal law – is the way to solve the problems addressed by DOPA. Such decisions are already being made locally, in part due to the requirements of the Children's Internet Protection Act (CIPA) for E-rate recipients. This additional requirement is duplicative.

5. DOPA would restrict access to technology in the communities that need public access most. H.R. 5319, as passed, would require libraries and schools receiving E-rate discounts through the Universal Service Program to block computer users from accessing Interactive Web applications of all kinds, thereby limiting opportunities for those who do not have Internet access at home. This unfairly denies the students and library users in schools and libraries in the poorest communities from accessing appropriate content and from learning how best to safely manage their own Internet access in consultation with librarians and teachers. Further, it denies them the opportunities to gain the skills to effectively participate in the digital workforce of the future. 

It should also be noted that key witnesses at the July 11th House Subcommittee on

Telecommunications and the Internet hearing testified that limiting access to social networking sites in E-rate schools and libraries will have little impact on the overall problem since young people access these collaborative sites from many locations and over a period of time. Should legislation similar to DOPA come before the Senate, we ask that there be appropriate time for public hearings and debate around this important issue.

Sincerely,

