
Mr. Mark Palmer 

Committee Clerk 

Standing Senate Committee on Legal and Constitutional Affairs 

Senate of Canada 

 

Re: Bill S-210: An Act to restrict young persons’ online access to sexually explicit material 

 

Dear Mr. Palmer and Distinguished Members of the Committee:  

 

This brief is written to you by Haley McNamara (United Kingdom) and Lily Moric (Canada) of 

the International Centre on Sexual Exploitation (ICOSE). ICOSE, a division of the National 

Center on Sexual Exploitation, is a global non-profit dedicated to addressing the interconnected 

web of sexual abuse and exploitation. One of our primary focuses is on the harms of 

pornography to children and to public health. ICOSE has long advocated for consumer age 

verification legislation as a crucial step towards protecting children from these harms. We would 

therefore like to express our full support of Bill S-210. 

In addition, we would like to speak to concerns the Committee has previously raised about 

implementing such legislation and argue that, everything considered, these concerns are not 

sufficient reasons for inaction. We will also speak to public opinion on age verification and will 

make some recommendations for further steps that could be taken to improve the bill’s impact.  

Key points of this brief are as follows:   

• Current age verification methods are adept at safeguarding personal privacy. 

Pornography websites need not have access to any personal information, save for the 

single attribute that a user is over 18. 

• Age verification technology has been proven to generate accurate results through its use 

in other domains, such as online gambling. While a segment of older minors who are 

highly motivated to see online pornography may find ways around the restrictions, there 

is no doubt that age verification will be effective in protecting a large number of 

children, and this alone is more than enough justification to move forward.  

• Public opinion surveys from other democratic countries have found that the majority of 

adults support implementing age verification to shield children from pornography.  

• Scientific research has proven that pornography poses serious and extensive harms to 

children’s mental, social, and sexual health.  

• Looking to the future, in addition to regulating commercial pornography sites, we 

encourage the consideration of defaulting search engine and social media results to 

safety for minors to further prevent childhood pornography exposure and online 

exploitation.  



 

Is Age Verification a Threat to Personal Privacy?  

Perhaps the most common reason for hesitancy about implementing age verification legislation 

for online pornography is that it is perceived by some as a threat to the personal privacy of 

citizens. There is a concern that age verification would allow people’s identities to be linked to 

their pornography viewing habits and that a data breach could result in that sensitive information 

being made known.  

These concerns underline the importance of having a third party provide the age verification, 

rather than the porn industry conducting the age checks themselves. This way, the personal 

information shared for the age check cannot be linked to users’ pornography viewing habits. 

When third party verification is employed, the only information that needs to be shared with the 

pornography website is the single attribute that the individual is over 18. As such, age 

verification is not identity verification and pornography sites will not be able to identify 

users.i 

While not all age verification providers and methods are alike, many age verification providers 

already follow rigorous standards for data minimization and data retention as well. To ensure 

that this is a uniform practice, the Canadian government can develop a licensing system with 

privacy standards that all age verification providers operating in the country would be required to 

meet.  

For example, when personal information is collected by age verification providers (ex. credit 

cards, IDs, etc),ii it need only be held for as long as necessary to complete the age check. 

Usually, this is no more than a few seconds. Following those few seconds, all information can be 

deleted except for the fact that the user is over 18.iii These methods are therefore analogous to 

presenting one’s ID at a store in order to buy an age-restricted product, having the cashier verify 

that you are over 18, and then receiving your ID or credit card back.  

There are also age verification methods which employ in-person verification, so that it is exactly 

the same as having your age verified in a shop. For example, in France, an individual may go to 

the local corner store, present their ID to the cashier, and they will receive a code that can be 

used to access age-restricted websites like pornography websites.iv Such codes need not be 

linked to any personally identifiable information.  

There are also age estimation methods which do not require the presentation of IDs or other 

personally identifiable documents. For example, some age verification providers employ a facial 

analysis technology which has been trained to estimate the age of faces within 1.5 years of 

accuracy. The technology is different from facial recognition – it does not identify the face; its 

sole function is to estimate age. After the analysis, the image is immediately deleted.v This 

method is analogous to a cashier judging by your appearance that you are over 18 when you buy 

an age-restricted product.  

We strongly recommend that the government not prescribe the use of certain age verification 

methods, but rather allow for multiple methods and technologies, so long as they meet standards 



of privacy and efficacy. This way, consumers can choose which method they are most 

comfortable using and which they find least intrusive. Furthermore, by not prescribing a certain 

method, competition in the age verification industry provides incentive for further innovation 

and improvement. Over time, competition will drive the industry to produce better technologies 

and methods, which will be both more efficacious and more privacy protective.  

 

Will Age Verification Legislation be Effective?  

When addressing the question of whether age verification legislation will be effective, two 

questions must be answered. First, does age verification technology generate accurate results? 

And second, will the legislation succeed in ensuring that age verification typically stands in 

between children and access to pornography?  

The first question is simple to answer. Age verification technology has long been proven to be 

accurate through its use in other domains, such as for online gambling in the United Kingdom. In 

the case of age estimation methods like facial analysis technologies, we have mentioned that 

these have a margin of error of 1.5 years, which is still reasonably accurate and can be factored 

into the legislation by allowing for a buffer (for example, restricting access to estimates of 19.5 

years+). Other methods offer more exact accuracy as they are based on verifying the date of birth 

from legitimate sources such as government-issued IDs.vi In addition, international standards for 

efficacy are currently being developed by the International Standards Organisation and age 

verification providers can be audited against these standards.vii  

The second question is less simple to answer. It is an unfortunate truth that age verification 

legislation will not prevent 100% of children from accessing pornographic content. There will 

always be work-arounds which can be employed by motivated youth. However, it is equally true 

that age verification legislation will prevent a large number of children from viewing 

pornographic content and/or delay the age of exposure. This is especially the case since the 

majority (62%) of children first stumble on pornography accidentally, and thus are not motivated 

to seek workarounds.viii It is nonsensical to refrain from protecting countless children from harm 

when it is within our power to do so, simply because it may not be within our power to protect 

100% of children. 

Further, this legislation serves as a safety net for the less privileged children in society, those 

who may not have access to caretakers with the time, money, technological knowledge, and 

ability to research and implement private Internet filters.  

That being said, there are additional steps which could be taken besides those proposed in Bill S-

210, which would likely protect a much larger number of children.  

Public Opinion on Age Verification and Protecting Children Online 

Public opinion surveys from other democratic countries have found that the majority of adults 

support implementing age verification to protect children from pornography exposure For 

example, 2019 research in the United Kingdom found that 83% of parents agreed that there 



should be robust age verification controls in place to stop children from viewing pornography 

online.ix 2021 research from Australia found that 78% of adults supported age verification to 

prevent childhood pornography exposure.x We are not aware of any compelling reason to believe 

that public opinion in Canada would greatly differ from the findings in this international 

research. As such, passing Bill S-210 would not only have favourable results for children’s well-

being, it would likely also be favourably regarded by the majority of adults. 

Why Age Verification is Important: Scientifically Proven Harms of Underage Pornography 

Exposure   

Pornography has been linked to a variety of mental, social, and sexual harms to adolescents.  

While significant evidence of pornography’s negative impacts on children has already been 

presented to the Committee, it is important to review a summary of these harms. 

Several studies have shown pornography consumption to be associated with both verbal and 

physical sexual aggression9 and actual and anticipated dating/sexual violence among 

adolescents.xi It has also been linked to more sexist attitudesxii and gender-stereotypical sexual 

beliefs.xiii Pornography consumption can lead to the development of sexual dysfunctions such as 

erectile dysfunction, difficulty orgasming, low libido for partnered sex, and more.xiv With respect 

to mental health, adolescent pornography consumption is associated with poor self-image, 

increased insecurity,xv lower life satisfaction, psychosomatic symptoms, depressive symptoms,xvi 

suicidal ideation, suicide attempts,xvii and more. Internet pornography may also negatively 

impact academic performance. For example, research has shown that the more adolescent boys 

viewed pornography, the poorer their grades were after six months.xviii Pornography does not 

depict safe sex practices and research has found that adolescent pornography consumption is 

associated with having unprotected sex, among other risky sexual behaviours.xix 

Bear in mind that this is only a very small sampling of the vast research demonstrating 

pornography’s harms to children.  

Prevention of childhood pornography exposure through consumer age verification would 

significantly improve children’s mental and social development, in addition to reducing the 

formation of sexist and gender-stereotypical attitudes. 

Further Steps to be Considered: 

Bill S-210 currently limits itself to regulating commercial pornography websites. This is a 

commendable first step.  

Further steps to be considered would be to require that search engines and social media platforms 

default to safety for minors, in order to reduce both childhood pornography exposure and online 

grooming. 



This would be a very important piece for numerous reasons. For example, a 2021 academic study 

which surveyed 16–17-year-olds found that more of them had been exposed to pornography 

through social media (63%) and search engines (51%) than through commercial pornography 

sites (47%).xx 

Many search engines and social media platforms already have optional controls which users can 

turn on to filter out pornographic content, such as Google’s “safe search” or Twitter’s “Sensitive 

Media” filter.  It would be a relatively simple task for these search engines to default the filters to 

“on” for minors. This would have untold impact with respect to protecting children from 

pornography exposure.   

That being said, the same 2021 study also found that these adolescents viewed pornography 

more frequently on commercial pornography sites, so this is not to say that commercial 

pornography sites are not the source of the majority of harm.xxi  

Nonetheless, addressing search engines and social media, where a large percentage of children 

can be exposed to harmful pornographic content is another important frontier for online child 

protection. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, the passing of Bill S-210 would be a powerful step towards protecting children 

from the extensive harms posed by underage pornography exposure.  

Privacy and age verification are not mutually exclusive. Many age verification providers already 

have robust privacy safeguards in place and governments can develop licensing systems and 

privacy standards which all age verification providers doing business in the country would be 

required to meet.  

Further, age verification will also be largely effective for many children, particularly those who 

are younger and those who are less socio-economically privileged. Due to the vast and serious 

harm of pornography to adolescent development, it is vital for responsibility to shift to larger 

entities, especially in the private sector, to prevent childhood pornography exposure instead of 

relying on overburdened caretakers. 

We thank you very much for reviewing this brief and for considering such important legislation.  

 

Sincerely,  

 

Haley McNamara 

Director 

International Centre on Sexual Exploitation 



United Kingdom 

 

Lily Moric 

International Advocacy Associate 

International Centre on Sexual Exploitation  

Canada 
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