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22 November 2024
Committee Secretary
Senate Standing Committees on Environment and Communications
PO Box 6100
Parliament House
Canberra ACT 2600
Dear Committee Secretary
RE: Online Safety Amendment (Social Media Minimum Age) Bill 2024 [Provisions]
The Australian Communications Consumer Action Network (ACCAN) thanks the Senate Standing Committees on Environment and Communications for the opportunity to comment on the Online Safety Amendment (Social Media Minimum Age) Bill 2024 (the Bill). 
ACCAN is the peak national consumer advocacy organisation for communications working to achieve trusted, accessible, inclusive, affordable and available communications and digital services for all Australians.
ACCAN welcomes the Government’s commitment to prioritising the online safety of young people through the review of the Online Safety Act 2021 (Cth) and the recent announcement of a Digital Duty of Care. 
In ACCAN’s view, the intent of the Bill to address the risk of harm young people experience on social media, while desirable, could be better achieved by adopting a systems-first approach to online safety. In practical terms, restricting users under the age of 16 from accessing social media accounts may be technically difficult and it is likely young people will seek to circumvent age assurance measures. Accordingly, we encourage the adoption of a whole of ecosystem approach that improves safety for all social media users. ACCAN supports the Digital Duty of Care as a promising first step in achieving this goal.
In ACCAN’s view, advancing improvements in online safety would be better facilitated by focusing on the root causes of online harm, namely recommender systems, algorithms and targeted use of user data.[footnoteRef:2] Social media platforms harm users through exploitative and data-extractive business models that prioritise user engagement over user wellbeing.[footnoteRef:3] The Bill only requires platforms to reduce access to users under the age of 16, neglecting to regulate platforms materially improve online safety for users. [2:  eSafety Commissioner, Submission 1 to Joint Select Committee on Social Media and Australian Society (Policy submission, 21 June 2024).]  [3:  Digital Rights Watch, Submission to Department of Infrastructure, Transport, Regional Development, Communications and the Arts, Statutory Review of the Online Safety Act 2021 (Policy submission, 21 June 2024) 6; Alannah and Madeline Foundation, Submission to Department of Infrastructure, Transport, Regional Development, Communications and the Arts, Statutory Review of the Online Safety Act 2021 (Policy submission, June 2024).] 

ACCAN recommends that social media services must adopt safety by design measures.[footnoteRef:4] Social media services are ‘risky by design’ with features like ‘frequent notifications, autoplay, low default privacy settings, weak age-gating for adult products, and the “infinite scroll”’ designed to promote user engagement.[footnoteRef:5] ACCAN recommends the Government amend the Online Safety Act 2021 (Cth) to directly regulate social media services comply with safety by design measures including: [4:  eSafety Commissioner, Submission 1 to Joint Select Committee on Social Media and Australian Society (Policy Submission, 21 June 2024) 10.]  [5:  Alannah and Madeline Foundation, Submission 61 to Senate Standing Committee on Legal and Constitutional Affairs, Privacy and Other Legislation Amendment Bill 2024 (Policy submission, October 2024) 2.] 

· Greater user control over content with the ability to customise, reset or switch off recommender systems and personal algorithms.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Joint Select Committee on Social Media and Australian Society, Parliament of Australia, Inquiry into the influence and impacts of social media on Australian society (Report, November 2024).] 

· Default safety settings for user accounts.
· Mandatory transparency requirements for recommender systems, algorithms and platform data modelled on the European Union’s Digital Services Act.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Ibid.] 

· Mandatory minimum standards for internal dispute resolution (IDR) processes.
· Mandatory participation in an external dispute resolution (EDR) body.
ACCAN recommends the adoption of strong privacy measures to protect users of social media services. Social media services contribute to online harm through the ‘rampant and intrusive generation, collection and monetisation of personal data’.[footnoteRef:8]  Strong privacy measures can curtail these harms by protecting users from targeted marketing and the exploitation of their data by algorithms and recommender systems.[footnoteRef:9] [8:  Digital Rights Watch, Submission 17 to Joint Select Committee on Social Media and Australian Society (Policy submission, 28 June 2024) 4.]  [9:  Ibid.] 

ACCAN welcomes the recent announcement of a Children’s Online Privacy Code and supports calls from the Alannah and Madeline Foundation for the Code to prohibit targeted advertising and trading in children's personal information alongside mandating default settings for children’s accounts.[footnoteRef:10] ACCAN recommends the Government prioritise reform of the Privacy Act 1988 (Cth) and adopt all recommendations set out in our submission on the Privacy and Other Legislation Amendment Bill 2024 (Cth) to increase online safety.[footnoteRef:11] [10:  Alannah and Madeline Foundation, Submission 61 to Senate Standing Committee on Legal and Constitutional Affairs, Privacy and Other Legislation Amendment Bill 2024 (Policy submission, October 2024). ]  [11:  ACCAN, Submission 64 to Senate Legal and Constitutional Affairs Committee (Policy submission, 18 October 2024).] 

Regulating social media services to comply with safety by design measures and introducing stronger privacy protections improve online safety for all social media users. We thank the Committee for the opportunity to comment on the Bill. Should you wish to discuss any of the issues raised in this submission further, please do not hesitate to contact me at Rebekah.palmer@accan.org.au.
Yours sincerely,
Rebekah Palmer
Communications and Policy Officer 



The Australian Communications Consumer Action Network (ACCAN) is Australia’s peak communication consumer organisation. The operation of ACCAN is made possible by funding provided by the Commonwealth of Australia under section 593 of the Telecommunications Act 1997. This funding is recovered from charges on telecommunications carriers. ACCAN is committed to reconciliation that acknowledges Australia’s past and values the unique culture and heritage of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples.  Read our RAP.
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