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co-regulation anyway? How is it different from self-monitoring and self-
regulation? Is there a European legal framework for co-regulation?

The following article attempts to get to the bottom of these issues, focusing
on European Union and Council of Europe provisions that need to be
implemented through national legislation. With regard to audiovisual
services, these provisions concern, inter alia, bodies entrusted with
supervisory tasks within a co-regulation system, in particular their staffing,
specific role, powers and, last but not least, how they themselves are
monitored. This “European legal framework” for co-regulation is primarily
described using the example of the protection of minors.

However, these questions are also relevant to other areas such as advertising,
the independence of journalists, protection of human dignity, dissemination
of racist ideas and the establishment of technical standards. This edition of
IRIS plus is therefore just the prelude to a more detailed study of media
co-regulation in Europe, which the Observatory intends to embark on with
its partners, EMR and IViR. This will take the form of a workshop to be held
in September 2002, the results of which will be summarised in the November
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Co-Regulation of the Media in Europe:
European Provisions for the Establishment 
of Co-regulation Frameworks

The concepts of co-regulation, self-regulation and self-moni-
toring have become central to the current political and academic
debate on alternatives to traditional forms of public authority
control. The debate concerns many different spheres of political
control at national, regional, European and international levels.
But what provisions exist at the European level for such regula-
tory models, especially for co-regulation? The following article
aims to answer this question. It also serves as a preparatory
document for a workshop to be held in the autumn 2002 by the
European Audiovisual Observatory (Strasbourg), the Institute of
European Media Law (Saarbrücken) and the Institute for Infor-
mation Law (Amsterdam).

I. Self-monitoring/Self-regulation/
Co-regulation

Although the terms “self-monitoring”, “self-regulation” and
“co-regulation” are used as if their meaning were self-evident,
there are no standard official definitions. None of the three basic
types of regulatory framework - industry self-regulation, public
authority control or a combination of the two - are clearly defi-
ned and, even where there is an accepted definition, there is no
general consensus on whether any particular model is adequate
in itself.1 Also, different terms are sometimes used to describe
the same type of framework.2 Even at the European level, the ter-
minology is not always consistent. Therefore, before we begin to
discuss this subject, we must clarify the key concepts.

1. Self-monitoring
A self-monitoring system is limited to monitoring compliance

with a given set of regulations.3 The regulations themselves,
whose implementation is monitored by a self-monitoring body,
are not laid down by that body, but rather by another authority,
such as the State.

2.Self-regulation
Self-regulation, on the other hand, is a regulatory framework

under which bodies draw up their own regulations in order to
achieve certain objectives and take full responsibility for moni-
toring compliance with those regulations. Such regulations may
take the form of technical or quality standards or even codes of
conduct defining good and bad practice. A key element of self-
regulation is that the participation of those who are subject to
regulation is voluntary. Codes of conduct should be drawn up at
the instigation of market players (companies, associations, etc).
The rules themselves may be laid down by a self-regulatory orga-
nisation which is created by the parties concerned (ideally invol-
ving other interested parties, such as consumers) and which also
monitors compliance with the rules and imposes any sanctions
provided for by them. Since the State is not responsible for this
form of regulation, public authority sanctions cannot be impo-
sed, but only those provided by civil law, particularly the articles
of associations. Codes of conduct may also contain rules on out-
of-court mediation, e.g. regarding disputes over the legality of
sanctions, and on the structure of relevant complaints bodies.

3. Co-regulation
This term is particularly ambiguous. The concept is not clearly

defined and does not refer to any one particular regulatory
model. “Co-regulation” is normally used as a generic term for 
co-operative forms of regulation that are designed to achieve
public authority objectives. It contains elements of self-regula-
tion as well as of traditional public authority regulation.4

The co-regulation model is based on a self-regulation frame-
work (in its broadest sense), which is anchored in public autho-
rity regulations in one of two ways: the public authority either
lays down a legal basis for the self-regulation framework so that
it can begin to function, or integrates an existing self-regulation
system into a public authority framework. This broad definition
covers many different types of co-regulation, depending on the
combination of public authority and private sector elements.5
The elements chosen as the foundations of a co-regulation fra-
mework depend in particular on the task to be performed. If the
framework is meant to fulfil what was originally a public autho-
rity responsibility, such as the protection of minors in the media,
that task will have to be relinquished by the public authority
concerned. The corresponding legal framework must take account
of the responsibility still incumbent on the State to ensure that
the task is fulfilled effectively and efficiently. The public autho-
rity should therefore monitor the activities of the self-regulatory
body; should the latter offer inadequate protection of minors,
the State must be entitled to intervene. In other areas, in which
the public authority intervenes after an industry has been fully
self-regulating (e.g., the action taken by the EU to implement
the Multimedia Home Platform (MHP) Standard that sets out how
interactive multimedia applications may be run in the home for
the next generation of digital set top boxes), the public autho-
rity element is completely different. In such circumstances, the
original objective of the agreement reached at industry level is
proposed by the market players. When the agreement is conver-
ted into or added to legal provisions by the public authority, not
only is the binding nature of the agreement reinforced, but it can
also be applied to parties that were not involved in drawing it up.
Since the agreement is reached by market players for economic
reasons, it is in their own economic interests to adhere to it. The
level of State monitoring may be reduced accordingly.

II. European Provisions for the Establishment
of Co-regulation Frameworks

1. General: Co-regulation within the European Union
Co-regulation is not mentioned in the European treaties,

which tend to be based on a traditional form of public authority
regulation. It therefore needs to be clarified whether co-regula-
tion is admissible as a regulatory model from a European point
of view and, if it is, how it can be incorporated into the regula-
tory instruments already in place for the implementation of
European policy.

1.1 European Governance White Paper
In early 2000, the European Commission explained that refor-
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ming European governance was one of its main strategic aims. In
summer 2001, it published the White Paper on European Gover-
nance.6 Based on the recognition that the current form of Euro-
pean governance is reaching its limits not just because of the
impending accession of new Member States, but also in view of
the system’s unpopularity among European citizens, the Com-
mission began by analysing the weaknesses of the instruments
currently used to transpose its policies, before formulating some
proposed reforms. 

According to the Commission, if EU rules were complicated
even further, it would take a very long time for the Member
States to implement them.7 Moreover, it believes that, in view of
the length of the legislative process, the EU cannot react quickly
enough to changing market conditions. One possible way of
improving this situation is by preparing, under certain condi-
tions, implementing measures within the framework of co-regu-
lation.8 Co-regulation combines binding legislative and regula-
tory action with measures taken by the actors most closely
concerned, drawing on their practical expertise. By involving
those most affected in the preparation and enforcement of the
measures, there is wider ownership of the policies in question
and greater compliance with detailed, non-binding rules. Accor-
ding to the White Paper, the exact shape of co-regulation, the
way in which legal and non-legal instruments are combined and
who launches the initiative – stakeholders or the Commission -
will vary from sector to sector.

1.2 Mandelkern Report 
Similar conclusions are reached in the final report of the so-

called “Mandelkern Group”, which deals with the problems of
enhancing and simplifying the legislative process at European
and national levels from the perspective of the governments of
the Member States.9 The Mandelkern Group was a High Level
Consultative Group comprising representatives of the 15 Member
States and the Commission. It was established on 7 November
2000 by the EU Ministers of Public Administration in order to
implement one of the conclusions of the European Council mee-
ting in Lisbon.10

On the basis that public authority regulation is not neces-
sarily the best or the only way of resolving the current pro-
blems facing public administration, the report suggests a num-
ber of alternatives. One example is co-regulation,11 which
combines public authority objectives with the responsibility
of those subject to regulation. Co-regulation can exist in
various forms, combining legislative or regulatory rules and
alternatives to regulation. The report mentions in particular
two approaches to co-regulation: an “initial approach” and a
“bottom to top approach”. The first involves establishing, by
public authority regulation, global objectives and the main
implementation mechanisms and methods for monitoring the
application of public policies. Private actors are required to
draw up the detailed transposition arrangements. On the other
hand, with the “bottom to top approach”, non-compulsory
rules agreed by private partners are changed into mandatory
rules by the public authority. Similarly, the public adminis-
tration may penalise bodies for failing to honour their com-
mitments without giving any regulatory force to those com-
mitments.

1.3 General Conditions for the Recognition of Co-regulation 
as a Means of Transposing Community Law

The White Paper and the Mandelkern Report both describe a
series of conditions that co-regulation frameworks must meet in
order to be recognised as effective instruments for achieving EU
objectives.12

• Scope
Co-regulation cannot be used where fundamental rights or

major political decisions are involved, or where safety or citizens’
equality are at stake. In the Commission’s view, co-regulation
cannot be used to implement Community policy in situations
where rules need to apply in a uniform way in all the Member
States. It should only be used where it clearly adds value and
serves the general interest.
• Legal Framework

A framework of overall objectives, basic rights, enforcement
and appeal mechanisms and conditions for monitoring com-
pliance should be set out in the legislation. The Mandelkern
report states that co-regulation does not mean that the respon-
sibility for the rules being implemented is shared. The primacy
of the public authority remains intact.
• Co-regulation Bodies

Participating organisations must be representative, accoun-
table, reliable and capable of following open procedures in
applying agreed rules.13

• Public Authority Control 
According to the Mandelkern report, co-regulation does not

mean that the regulatory or legislative authority is no longer
concerned with the effective application of the rules. On the
contrary, supervisory mechanisms must be set up. The Commis-
sion explains that, where co-regulation fails to deliver the desi-
red results or where certain private actors do not adhere to the
agreed rules, it will always remain possible for public authorities
to intervene by establishing the specific rules needed.
• Competition Law

The Commission also states that co-operation resulting from
a co-regulation system must be compatible with competition
rules.
• Transparency

According to the Commission, the rules agreed must be suffi-
ciently visible that people are aware of the rules that apply and
the rights they enjoy.

Co-regulation is therefore, in principle, recognised both by
the Commission and by the governments of the Member States as
a way of achieving political objectives at the European level; the
European Council at Laeken expressly acknowledged the Com-
mission White Paper and the work of the Mandelkern Group.14

However, it remains unclear whether this also applies to areas
regulated by EC Directives, in other words whether co-regulation
systems may be used as implementing tools at national level, or
whether Directives must be transposed solely by means of bin-
ding rules laid down by the public authority.

1.4 Can Co-regulation be Used as an Implementing Tool 
in Areas Regulated by EC Directives?

The recognition of co-regulation models as implementing
tools should pose little problem where directives specifically
refer to them as instruments for the transposition of their pro-
visions,15 as long as those models also fulfil the criteria mentio-
ned above (1.3).

In other cases, where directives do not mention co-regulation
systems, it is necessary to refer back to the general rules gover-
ning the transposition of directives. In principle, the transposi-
tion of a directive into national law does not necessarily require
its provisions to be formally incorporated verbatim in express,
specific legislation by the Member States. A general legal context
may, depending on the content of the directive in question, be
adequate for the purpose, provided that it does indeed guarantee
the full application of the directive in a sufficiently clear and pre-
cise manner so that, where the directive is intended to create
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rights for individuals, the persons concerned can ascertain the full
extent of their rights and, where appropriate, rely on them before
the national courts.16 A specific legal framework is therefore
necessary. Modifying an administrative practice17 or issuing a cir-
cular18 is not sufficient, since these can be amended at any time.
Administrative provisions designed to implement a directive are
only adequate if they have an effect vis-à-vis third parties.19 The
other criteria which transposing provisions must meet also depend
on the content of the directive: for example, if the directive
requires sanctions to be imposed for breaches of its provisions,
those sanctions must be effective, reasonable and dissuasive.20

Co-regulation frameworks can be used as an additional mode
of transposition as long as they fulfil the necessary conditions.
In principle, this is possible because co-regulation is always asso-
ciated with a legal framework which, together with other rules,
can ensure the proper implementation of the directive concer-
ned. The detailed provisions of the directive will have a signifi-
cant influence on how the system is organised, determining for
example whether the rights of individuals should be established
in the legal framework or whether the need for transparency and
enforceability can be met some other way. If it is necessary to
impose responsibilities on individuals for the effective imple-
mentation of the directive, consideration should likewise be
given to including these responsibilities in the legal framework
in order to ensure by means of public authority sanctions that
they are fulfilled. Moreover, the conditions set out by the Com-
mission for the recognition of co-regulation systems as suitable
means for the proper implementation of directives (see 1.3,
above) must also be met. Additional rules concerning the exact
form of the co-regulation system may be laid down in the direc-
tive that is to be transposed.

2. European Provisions for the Establishment 
of Co-regulation Models in the Audiovisual Media
Generally speaking, the actual structure of a co-regulation

model depends essentially on the field in which the political
objectives are to be implemented. These structures are therefore
extremely varied. This can be illustrated with reference to two
specific fields: firstly, co-regulation of the protection of minors
in the television sector as an example of the national transposi-
tion of binding regulations, and secondly, protection of minors
in the audiovisual services sector as an example of co-regulation
in a field in which the EU and the Council of Europe have intro-
duced non-binding rules, known as “soft law”.

2.1 Protection of Minors in the Television Sector
General regulations on the protection of minors in the televi-

sion sector exist mainly at European Union level.21 Council of
Europe Conventions apply to a broader geographical area.22

2.1.1 European Union
The protection of minors in the television sector is mainly

regulated by the “Television without Frontiers” Directive,23

which aims to guarantee transfrontier circulation of television
programmes freely within the internal market. A receiving State
may not restrict the reception and retransmission of broadcasts
from other Member States if they comply with the rules appli-
cable in the transmitting State and the provisions of the Direc-
tive (Art. 2a para.1). The transmitting State must ensure that
these rules and provisions are complied with (Art. 2 para.1 and
Art. 3 para.2). Provisions on the protection of minors are set out
in Art. 22 ff. and Art. 16. According to Art. 22 para.1, Member
States must take appropriate measures to ensure that television
broadcasts by broadcasters under their jurisdiction do not include
any programmes that might seriously impair the development of

minors, in particular programmes that involve pornography or
gratuitous violence. Under the terms of Art. 22 para. 2, other
programmes which are likely to harm the development of minors
may be broadcast where it is ensured, by selecting the time of the
broadcast or by any technical measure, that minors will not nor-
mally hear or see such broadcasts. According to Art. 22a, the
Member States must ensure that broadcasts do not contain any
incitement to hatred on grounds of race, sex, religion or natio-
nality. Finally, Art. 16 contains provisions on the protection of
minors in connection with advertising and teleshopping.

There are currently no references to co-regulation systems as
instruments for the transposition of this Directive. The inclusion
of such provisions was called for in connection with the promised
review of the “Television without Frontiers” Directive,24 although
it is doubtful whether any revision will take place in the near
future and the scope of such a review is unclear.25 If the general
conditions for the transposition of directives are adhered to (see
1.4) and if the criteria set out by the Commission for the recogni-
tion of the proper implementation of Community law (see 1.3) are
met, there is no reason why co-regulation should not be used to
achieve Community objectives in this area. The exact nature of
such a co-regulation system cannot be fully discussed here. We
can, however, mention a few key aspects: when the framework is
devised, it will be important to ensure in particular that the aims
of the Directive - e.g., to ban the broadcasting of pornography - can
be effectively achieved through national legislation. The related
responsibilities of broadcasters must be binding and State sanc-
tions should apply to those who fail to fulfil them. The same
applies to the other requirements and prohibitions laid down in
the Directive: they, along with sanctions in case of non-com-
pliance, should be established within the legal framework. Since
basic rights are involved here, it is also important to ensure that
those rights are protected by the public authority. The use of co-
regulation should not lead to the unlawful restriction of indivi-
duals’ basic rights. However, the detailed rules may be drawn up
by the co-regulatory bodies set up by the industry. The private sec-
tor may also be entrusted with the task of monitoring compliance
with the rules, as long as the State, which bears ultimate respon-
sibility for adherence to the provisions, reserves the right to inter-
vene if monitoring by the co-regulatory bodies is inadequate.

Another aspect that should be borne in mind when establi-
shing a co-regulation framework is described in Art. 3 para. 3 of
the “Television without Frontiers” Directive. This obliges Mem-
ber States to set up appropriate procedures for third parties
directly affected, including nationals of other Member States, to
apply to the competent judicial or other authorities to seek
effective compliance with the provisions of the Directive accor-
ding to national provisions. Now, if these provisions include
codes of conduct and other rules inherent in a co-regulation sys-
tem, it is possible that a complaints board set up as part of the
co-regulation framework to deal with alleged breaches of a code
of conduct, for example, could constitute an “other authority”
in the sense of Art. 3 para. 3. According to Art. 3 para. 3, all EC
citizens should be entitled to lodge such a complaint. However,
the wording of Art. 3 para. 3 tends to suggest that “other autho-
rities” could mean other public authorities. On the other hand,
a “co-regulation-friendly” interpretation is also conceivable26. If
this is ruled out, Art. 3 para. 3 should be revised in order that
the Directive may be transposed by means of co-regulation.

2.1.2 Council of Europe
Beyond EU borders, the protection of minors in the television

broadcasting sector is dealt with by the European Convention on
Transfrontier Television (“Transfrontier Television Conven-
tion”).27 According to Art. 1, the purpose of the Convention is
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to facilitate the transfrontier transmission and retransmission of
television programme services. Therefore, the parties undertake,
in Art. 4, to guarantee freedom of reception and not to restrict
the retransmission on their territories of programme services
which comply with the terms of the Convention. They are obli-
ged to ensure that all programme services transmitted by broad-
casters within their jurisdiction comply with the terms of the
Convention (Art. 5). Art. 7 contains regulations concerning
content that is illegal or harmful to minors. According to Art. 7,
para. 2, programmes which are likely to impair the development
of children and adolescents must not be scheduled when,
because of the time of transmission and reception, they are
likely to watch them. Art. 7 para. 1 prohibits the broadcasting of
content which is indecent, i.e., which contains pornography, or
which gives undue prominence to violence or is likely to incite
to racial hatred. Other rules concerning the protection of minors
are contained in Art. 11 para. 3 and Art. 15 para. 2(a), for
example, which are concerned with advertising. Since Commu-
nity law, including the “Television without Frontiers” Directive,
takes priority in relations between EU Member States (Art. 27 of
the Transfrontier Television Convention), the Transfrontier Tele-
vision Convention mainly applies if there are no Community
rules governing a specific subject, or if either the transmitting
or receiving State is not a member of the EU. 

If, in these circumstances, the protection of minors in the
television sector is transposed using co-regulation, the provisions
of the Transfrontier Television Convention, which are binding
under international law, must be respected. The parties involved
must fulfil their obligations under the Convention. Each State is
free to decide how to implement the Convention at national level;
however, they are responsible to the other parties for ensuring
that the provisions on the protection of minors contained in the
Convention are effectively applied.28 It is therefore advisable to
incorporate the duties incumbent on broadcasters under the
Convention into the legal framework and to ensure they are ful-
filled by means of public authority sanctions. However, the detai-
led implementation could be entrusted to self-regulatory organi-
sations established within a co-regulation framework.

2.2 Audiovisual Services

2.2.1 European Union
Although it has not issued any binding legal instruments in

this field, the EU is also making great efforts to protect minors
in the audiovisual services and Internet sectors. The most impor-
tant measure it has taken is the Council Recommendation of 24
September 1998, which deals with the protection of minors and
human dignity in the audiovisual and information services
industry and which, in its Annex, provides some guidelines for
the establishment of a “self-regulation framework”.29 The
Recommendation is concerned with all audiovisual and informa-
tion services made available to the public, whatever the means
of conveyance. This includes broadcasting, proprietary on-line
services and Internet services.30 The Council recommends, inter
alia, that Member States, with the involvement of all relevant
parties, should promote the establishment of national frame-
works for the protection of minors and human dignity.31 It also
refers specifically to the need for co-operation at Community
level in developing comparable assessment methodologies and
the need for international Community-wide co-operation bet-
ween the parties involved in such a framework.32 The parties
include not only (State) bodies concerned with the establish-
ment and implementation of self-regulation frameworks, but
also self-regulatory organisations, complaints bodies, companies
and their associations. 

The Annex to the Recommendation contains practical guide-
lines for the organisation of the required “self-regulation frame-
works”,33 particularly with regard to the content of codes of
conduct: 

• Legal Framework
Since the main purpose of a self-regulation framework is to

supplement existing legislation,34 it is not meant to replace the
current regulatory framework.
• Consultation and Representativeness of the Parties Concerned

All parties concerned, e.g., public authorities, users, consu-
mers and businesses, should participate fully in the definition,
application and evaluation of the national self-regulation fra-
mework.35

• Separation of Public and Private Sectors
The respective responsibilities of the parties concerned, both

public and private, should be clearly set out.36

• Drawing up Codes of Conduct
The parties concerned should draw up rules governing their

conduct on a voluntary basis. In doing so, they must take into
account the diversity of services and functions performed by the
various categories of operators and service providers and the
diversity of environments and applications in on-line services;
more than one code of conduct may therefore be necessary. They
should also uphold the principles of freedom of expression, pro-
tection of privacy, free movement of services, technical and eco-
nomic feasibility (given that the overall objective is to develop
the Information Society in Europe) and proportionality. Codes of
conduct should at least contain the following:

• Comprehensive information for users concerning the dan-
gers posed by content, and ways in which they can protect
themselves or minors,37

• Rules on the establishment of complaints bodies and on the
complaints procedure,38

• Dissuasive sanctions for violations of the codes of conduct,
proportionate to the nature of the violation,39

• Rules on appeal and mediation procedures for disputes over
imposed sanctions,40

• For illegal content: rules on co-operation between opera-
tors/service providers and the appropriate judicial and
police authorities, in accordance with their respective res-
ponsibilities and functions.

• Networking of Appropriate Structures
In order to facilitate co-operation at Community level, the

appropriate structures within the Member States should be net-
worked. To this end, all the parties involved in the drawing up
of a national self-regulation network and those involved in an
effective complaint-management system should set up a natio-
nal contact point.41

• Monitoring of the Framework by Member States
Measures should be introduced for the evaluation of the self-

regulation framework at national level.42 They should serve to
assess its effectiveness in protecting the general interests in
question. This should take into account appropriate European-
level co-operation, inter alia on the development of comparable
assessment methodologies.

At the beginning of the year, the Commission published its
evaluation report on the application of the Recommenda-
tion.43 In the report, the Commission concludes, inter alia,
that the results of the application of the Recommendation are
generally encouraging, but that interested parties, particu-
larly consumers, should have been more involved. It states
“that the challenges are to be met with respect to the protec-
tion of minors and human dignity across all the media, be it
Internet, broadcasting, videogames or supports like videocas-
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settes and DVDs”. It believes renewed efforts need to be made
to ensure a coherent approach, particularly in view of the fact
that “convergence will continue to increase, with Internet TV,
interactive broadcasting or downloading of videogames from
the Internet”.

The EU is also taking measures to combat illegal and harmful
Internet content. Of particular note is the action plan on pro-
moting safer use of the Internet,44 which offers funding for pro-
jects designed to promote self-regulation and content-monito-
ring schemes, for the development of filtering tools and rating
systems and for campaigns to raise users’ awareness of the 
possibilities and the dangers of the Internet.

2.2.2 Council of Europe
The Council of Europe is also concerned with the protection

of minors in the audiovisual services sector. On 5 September
2001, it adopted a Recommendation on self-regulation and user
protection against illegal or harmful content on new communi-
cations and information services.45 In the Appendix to this
Recommendation,46 it sets out principles and mechanisms that
might be used to achieve this objective. The Member States are
encouraged to implement these principles, which are described
below, in their domestic law.47

• Self-regulatory Organisations
• Member States should encourage the establishment of orga-

nisations which are representative of Internet actors, for
example Internet service providers, content providers and
users. They should encourage such organisations to esta-
blish regulatory mechanisms within their remit, especially
codes of conduct, and to monitor compliance with these
codes.

• Organisations in the media field, which already have self-
regulatory standards, should be encouraged to apply them
to new communications and information services.

• Member States should encourage self-regulatory organisa-
tions to participate in relevant legislative processes and in
the implementation of relevant norms, as well as Europe-
wide and international co-operation between such organi-
sations.

• Development and Use of Content Descriptors
• Member States should encourage the definition of a set of

content descriptors, on the widest possible geographical
scale and in co-operation with self-regulatory organisa-
tions, in order to provide for neutral labelling of content.
Such content descriptors should indicate, for example, vio-
lent and pornographic content as well as content promoting
the use of tobacco or alcohol, gambling services, and
content which allows unsupervised and anonymous contacts
between minors and adults.

• Content providers should be encouraged to apply these
content descriptors, in order to enable users to recognise
and filter such content regardless of its origin.

• Filtering Systems
• Member States should encourage the development of filte-

ring systems, which provide users with the ability to select
content on the basis of content descriptors.

• Member States should encourage the use of conditional
access tools by content and service providers in relation to
content harmful to minors. These might include age-verifi-
cation systems, personal identification codes, passwords,
encryption and decoding systems or access through cards
with an electronic code.

• Complaints Systems
• Member States should encourage the establishment of com-

plaints systems, such as hotlines, which are provided by
Internet service providers, content providers, user associa-
tions or other organisations. Such systems should, where
necessary for ensuring an adequate response against presu-
med illegal content, be complemented by hotlines provided
by public authorities. The development of common mini-
mum requirements and practices should be particularly
encouraged. Such requirements should include, for instance,
the provision of a permanent web address, 24-hour availa-
bility, the provision of information to the public about the
legally responsible persons and entities within the hotline
providers and about the rules and practices relating to the
complaints procedure, including co-operation with law
enforcement authorities with regard to presumed illegal
content, the provision of information to users concerning
the processing of their complaints and the provision of links
to other content complaints systems.

• Member States should also set up, at the domestic level, an
adequate framework for co-operation between complaints
bodies and public authorities with regard to presumed ille-
gal content. For this purpose, they should define the legal
responsibilities and privileges of bodies offering complaints
systems when accessing, copying, collecting and forwarding
presumed illegal content to law enforcement authorities.
Member States should also foster Europe-wide and interna-
tional co-operation between complaints bodies. They should
undertake all necessary legal and administrative measures
for transfrontier co-operation between their relevant law
enforcement authorities with regard to complaints and
investigations concerning presumed illegal content.

• Out-of-Court Mediation
Member States should encourage the creation, at the domes-

tic level, of voluntary, fair, independent, accessible and effective
bodies or procedures for out-of-court mediation as well as
mechanisms for the arbitration of disputes concerning content-
related matters. They should also encourage Europe-wide and
international co-operation between such mediation and arbitra-
tion bodies, open access for everyone to such mediation and
arbitration procedures, irrespective of frontiers, and the mutual
recognition and enforcement of out-of-court settlements 
reached hereby, with due regard to the national ordre public and
fundamental procedural safeguards.

• User Information
Finally, Member States should encourage the provision of

comprehensive information about the aforementioned principles
to users and the public. The development of quality labels for
Internet content, for example for governmental content, educa-
tional content and content suitable for children, should also be
encouraged.

2.2.3 Application of Recommendations
These European Council and Council of Europe recommenda-

tions have no direct legal effect insofar as the Member States are
not obliged to incorporate their provisions into domestic law.48

Nevertheless, EU Member States are obliged, under the principle
of loyalty to the Community (Art. 10 EC Treaty), to base their
actions on Council recommendations.49 The purpose of Council of
Europe recommendations is also to encourage Member States to
take particular action. Whether the recommendations are bin-
ding or not, common international standards are necessary to
ensure that minors are properly protected in individual countries
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where an international medium such as the Internet is concer-
ned. It is therefore sensible, when creating or reviewing natio-
nal frameworks for the protection of minors on the Internet, to
include these provisions, which should as far as possible be com-
patible with the respective legal systems and practices.

III. Matters to Be Resolved

It therefore appears that detailed provision has already been
made within the European Community and the wider geographi-
cal area covered by the Council of Europe for the establishment
of co-regulation frameworks relating to the protection of minors
in the audiovisual media. 

Nevertheless, uncertainty still shrouds certain aspects of the
establishment of co-regulation frameworks, such as the amount
of detail that domestic legislation should - and may - contain.
Co-regulation systems can tend towards public authority 
regulation or industry self-regulation, which begs the 
question: which aspects of the traditional mandatory regulation
model should be included in co-regulation frameworks in order
for them to work efficiently? On the other hand, to what extent
can the public authority be involved before the system is no 

longer one of co-regulation, i.e., at what point does State
regulation begin?

Furthermore, it is unclear how the self-regulatory bodies
within the co-regulation framework should be staffed and who
is responsible for appointing the people concerned. One idea is
to staff them only with representatives of the parties involved,
e.g., companies and consumers; on the other hand, State repre-
sentatives or independent experts could be recruited. It might
also be possible to appoint “independent” State representatives,
who would be guaranteed independence and would not be sub-
ject to instructions from higher authorities. Closely related to
this issue is that of whether any public authority representatives
involved would or should have full voting rights, a casting vote
(e.g., a right of veto) or whether they should merely act in an
advisory capacity. The answer may lie in the need to separate the
public and private sectors: the two types of regulation should
not be combined. The need for separation50 implies that it should
be clearly apparent who is responsible for which areas of deci-
sion-making: the State or the self-regulatory organisation. It
can therefore do no harm for a public authority representative
to act as an advisor or observer within the self-regulatory body.
However, if the public sector can have a deciding influence on
the actions of the self-regulatory organisation, the whole iden-
tity of the framework needs to be rethought: is it still a co-regu-
lation framework? Or is it a State framework that merely makes
use of private sector expertise?

Further questions are raised by the conclusions of the Com-
mission’s evaluation report on the application of the Council
Recommendation concerning the protection of minors and
human dignity.51 What should the coherent approach necessita-
ted by increasing convergence look like? Should all media be
included in a co-regulation framework? Or should different 
frameworks be established and networking be used to ensure
that consistent decisions are taken? Clues to the answers 
to these questions might be found in the reasons why a 
coherent approach is required: as a result of convergence, 
different technical methods might be used to transmit the 
same content, which should be rated in the same way. For
example, if it is illegal to broadcast pornographic content 
on television, it should also be illegal to transmit it to a 
computer screen via the Internet. It might therefore be wise 
to create a central, cross-media authority with responsibility 
for rating all content.52 The methods used to prevent or restrict
the dissemination of such content can then be determined, in
accordance with the means of transmission used, by the various
co-regulatory bodies. It should also be remembered that some
States already have self-regulation frameworks in place for
various media.53 These systems, whose experiences should 
be built upon, should be incorporated into the new framework 
as smoothly as possible. Finally, the choice of a particular 
framework will also depend on local conditions in the State
concerned.

A final, but not unimportant, question relating to the crea-
tion of a functioning co-regulation framework is that of finance.
Such a system may be funded by the companies concerned, the
State or a combination of the two. Here also, there are many pos-
sible scenarios. For example, if the purpose of co-regulation is to
take over a State function, i.e., to relieve the State of a certain
task, the State can be expected to provide start-up funding at
the very least. However, a co-regulation framework should not be
predominantly financed by the public sector.

Even in relation to a limited sphere of reference, therefore,
numerous questions remain unresolved. They cannot be answe-
red clearly, but only in relation to various alternatives, depen-
ding on national legal systems and traditions. This is particularly
true in a number of fields in which the use of co-regulation is
being considered as a way of achieving a whole range of quite
different political objectives. Insofar as common Europe-wide
standards are necessary for the fulfilment of these objectives or
for the system to function properly, there are bound to be simi-
larities between the different co-regulation frameworks establi-
shed in individual States. However, as far as the detail is concer-
ned, co-regulation frameworks in Europe will be as varied as the
States themselves.
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