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Librarians face federal deadline

Shira Kantor, Star Tribune
June 9, 2004 SFIL0609

i Adam Gurno vehemently opposes Internet filters on public computers.

4| As a public library patron, he's going to have to accept that they'll be
| there. As a Northfield Public Library Board member, he finds himself

charged with helping to set policies governing their use.

South-of-the-river libraries and library board members are making
decisions this month on installing filters that can prevent patrons from
viewing obscene content on public computers.

The Children's Internet Protection Act requires public libraries to install
some type of electronic filtering system by July 1 or lose federal
reimbursement for telecommunications costs.

For many library systems, the question has come down to how much
Internet content should be filtered, rather than whether to filter content
at all.

The Scott County Board of Trustees approved filtering reluctantly, said
county library director Vanessa Birdsey, and "only because the cost to
the library system in lost funding would adversely affect [its]
operations."

The Dakota County Library Board is set to consider filtering options at
a meeting on Thursday.

The Northfield Library Board will meet this week to discuss details of a
decision by its Internet provider to install a filtering program, Gurno
said.

The Northfield Public Library is a member of a library cooperative,
Southeastern Libraries Cooperating (SELCO), which provides services
including telecommunications and Internet access.

Since SELCO decided it can't foot the roughly $242,000 annual bill to
serve its 35 member libraries, it is installing a content filter called
Sonicwall, said director Ann Hutton.

Sonicwall can be set to block varying levels of Internet content. SELCO
will block pornography and obscenity, Hutton said; local librarians and
communities can decide how much more content they wish to block.

"The push to have them installed sort of ignores the collateral damage
that occurs from putting these in," Gurno said. He said he understands
the need to protect children from some sites, but he questioned the cost
at which that protection would come.

Northfield Public Library recently installed a Spanish language
computer station, he said. Gurno said he's not sure how the filtering
requirement would impact that computer. "No one at SELCO or the
Northfield Public Library knows if filters filter out Spanish language,"
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he said.

Gurno pushed to break away from SELCO as the Northfield library's
Internet service provider, but the board voted the idea down because of
the cost.

Lynn Young, director of the Northfield library, said she would prefer
"to err on the side of trusting people. At the same time, it's a public
place, we need to comply with public standards."

The law states that adults can have access to unfiltered content simply
by asking for it. Critics suggest the stigma attached to such a request
might deter people from asking.

State Rep. Ray Cox, R-Northfield, coauthored legislation that would
require filters in schools and libraries. It passed the House, but not the
Senate.

"We have a very free and open society here," he said, "and that very
nature makes some of these things very difficult to deal with."

Shira Kantor is at skantor@startribune.com.
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