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Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 

Welcome to this hearing on video games and the protection of 

minors. As Colin Sebastian, a video game industry analyst, told 

the New York Times, "People say that if consumers are down to 

their last $50, the last three things they'll buy are milk, eggs and 

video games." Well, I am not sure that would be my choice, but 

it would more likely be the case for our younger generations – 

be they minors of age or young adults. 

 

It is indeed important to keep this in mind and acknowledge that 

video games have become an integral part of the digital 

environment, with growing social and economic importance.  

It is the fastest growing and most dynamic sector in the 

European content industry, with a higher growth rate than in the 

US. In 2008, the European market for video games, which 

includes console and handheld games, PC games and online 

games, has risen to 8.500 M €. Its value is half that of the entire 

music market in Europe and already exceeds the cinema box 

office.  

 

For our younger generations, Internet and video games offer a 

new range of opportunities for fun, learning and development.  

And in the middle of the European Year of Creativity, I do not 
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need to remind you how important the contribution of this 

creative industry with its educational, multimedia and cultural 

elements really is. Most of the companies involved are SMEs. 

The resulting diversity not only enriches the European content 

online landscape through creative entertainment and new 

cultural tools, but also brings on new business models and 

opens new opportunities. This dynamism is most needed at a 

time of economic recession. 

 

Yet, when video games pops up in conversation, the protection 

of minors is what the majority of people think of first; even 

politicians unfortunately look more often at the concerns arising 

from this aspect of video games, rather than at their economic 

and cultural dimension.  

 

Even if I don't share this narrow vision, one cannot deny that 

the more video games are played, and the greater their 

availability, the higher the risks that minors might be harmed. 

We are not just talking about consoles anymore, but Internet 

games and games on mobile platforms. Moreover online games 

are increasingly free of charge so parents can't even supervise 

their kids' gaming by controlling the family's purse-strings, (as I 

have done myself).  
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As you might know, the Commission has already travelled some 

way down a particular route towards better protection of minors 

at video games. The cornerstone is the video games 

Communication of 22 April 2008. Based on a survey of Member 

States, the Commission analysed regulation and current 

practices as regards age rating of video games across the 

Union. The Commission re-emphasized its support for systems 

of graduated access to video games for minors and adults using 

age classifications.  

 

PEGI delivers one very good example how this could work. For 

those who are not PEGI experts (yet), PEGI means "Pan 

European Games Information age rating system". It was 

adopted in 2003 as a voluntary, self-regulatory system 

organized by the software industry. PEGI provides specific age 

ratings and content descriptors, enabling parents to understand 

better what their children are playing and thereby helping 

parents to ensure that kids do not play games that are 

unsuitable for their particular age group. PEGI is applied in the 

vast majority of Member States; recently the UK also agreed to 

focus its efforts on PEGI, now implemented by 408 signatories 

across Europe.  

 

With "PEGI Online", in June 2007, the system was extended to 

the fast growing online games, considering that the Internet is 
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the fastest possible disseminator for content that could be 

harmful to minors – including video games. "PEGI Online" was 

co-funded by the European Union. PEGI Online authorizes 

online games providers who sign up to the "PEGI Online Safety 

Code" to display the PEGI Online Logo once they have 

registered their games with the PEGI system.  

 

PEGI sets up a chain of trust from games companies through 

retailers to parents. Thanks to PEGI, there is both a high degree 

of protection for minors in the European Union, and a high level 

of harmonized protection standards. So it is not exaggerated to 

call PEGI the first real pan-European classification system in 

the media sector. When we take into account the cultural and 

ethical differences amongst the countries involved and the fact 

that these protection systems were established and are still 

managed on a self-regulatory basis, this success must not be 

underestimated. 

Sure, PEGI and PEGI Online don't have a vocation to become 

"monopoly" on youth protection systems, and I acknowledge 

that, for instance, the German system, known as USK 

("Unterhaltungssoftware Selbstkontrolle") is well developed, and 

widely-accepted in Germany. I believe that a convergence 

between PEGI and USK will take place step by step.  



 5

Furthermore, I have noticed with great satisfaction that in the 

UK, following the report made by Professor Byron at the request 

of the Government and the recent "Digital Britain" report, PEGI 

will become the only rating system for game classification in the 

UK and be legally enforceable in UK in the future. This is very 

good news for friends of self- and co-regulation and I very much 

hope that all players in the UK will cooperate to make this 

transition into a single rating system a success. 

 

However, I say very frankly that we still cannot be satisfied 
with the current situation. We need to go one step further with 

PEGI, towards "PEGI Plus". Our 2008 Communication 

presented a to-do list, the items known as "The Big Four". And I 

am glad that the European Parliament's Resolution on video 

games of 12 March this year, the so-called "Manders Report", 

explicitly endorsed "The Big Four". All four are however 

outstanding still, work in progress. Let me recall them here: 

 

First - Promotion: consumers must know what the PEGI 

descriptors mean and how they have been granted. The video 

games industry must feel responsible not only for rating but also 

for promoting the system. 

Second - Review: as games and society change, PEGI must 

be ready to adapt to these changes by reviewing the rating 

criteria regularly.  
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Third - Adoption: the rapid development of online games is not 

being accompanied by a speedy development of oversight and 

protection. PEGI online and PEGI should perfectly complement 

each other. There are only 21 signatories for PEGI online so far, 

compared with 408 signatories for the main PEGI scheme. This 

is surely not enough!  Today's discussions should help us 

identify the stumbling blocks that still prevent PEGI Online to be 

massively adopted by industry; massively promoted by industry 

and all stakeholders; and massively supported by public 

authorities in the EU.  

Fourth - Implementation: the sale of inappropriate games to 

minors is still an issue. There is an urgent need for the games 

industry and retailers to agree on a Code of Conduct, like in the 

US, ensuring that games will only be sold to minors in 

accordance with the age rating.  Last year, the Commission 

Communication set a two year deadline for this to happen; so 

there is just less than one year to go! And I don't see things 

moving. 

 

Just a few weeks ago, I had a meeting with some of the main 

video game CEOs and we discussed all this in depth. Hopefully 

today's meeting can also contribute to this reflexion with some 

new insights and ideas.  
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Sure, industry bears the brunt of the responsibility, but this does 

not mean that all the other groups are not relevant, so to speak 

"out of the game" - on the contrary!  

 

Awareness-raising is one task that concerns the society as a 

whole. This does not only refer to communicating and mitigating 

the potential risks of video games for minors, but also to the 

availability – and application - of protection instruments – such 

as age ratings. That was the topic of today's first panel, and I 

am sure you had interesting discussions on that.  

 

As you know, the European institutions are also active and wish 

to play a role according to the powers conferred upon them by 

the Treaties. For instance, the Commission's Safer Internet 

Programme co-funds initiatives in the Member States to raise 

the awareness of children, parents and teachers on online 

safety, which also includes video games. 

 

One further field of action is the improvement of media literacy 

with regard to video games. Media literacy is generally 

understood as the ability to understand the functioning of the 

media and to choose responsibly. In particular online games 

demonstrate the importance of having this ability and 

developing it where it does not yet exist.  
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We all know that if computer proficient minors really wanted to, 

they could access almost any game they desire. But I think we 

must not underestimate minors and their perception of what is 

good and what is bad for them. It is not always "the more 

violence, the more fun", and I think we should indeed try to give 

them the best understanding possible.  

 

Awareness raising and a better "gaming literacy" were also 

central to the "Manders Report", the European Parliament's 

resolution on video games adopted on 12 March. I should 

underline the fact that the Parliament fully supports the 

Commission's positions and objectives as set out in the 2008 

Communication.  

 

The European Parliament focuses on the delivery of relevant 

information in schools and recommends integrating gaming 

literacy within the educational objectives of primary and 

secondary schools. I think that this is a very good approach, 

and much more now has to be done to strengthen minors', 

teachers' and parents' understanding and competences. It also 

called the industry to put in place a system of "red button" that 

indeed makes sense for online games in order players or 

parents to report quickly on harmful content or content not 

corresponding to the classification given to the game. 
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Ladies and gentlemen, 

 

Let's look now at what PEGI has done recently to respond to 

the 2008 Commission Communication and to the Manders 

report. Although, as I mentioned already, I am still not satisfied 

with the current situation, I acknowledge that there is some 

movement in the right direction: for instance, the Interactive 

Software Federation of Europe – ISFE, whose current Secretary 

General has done a great job in cooperation with my Cabinet 

and my services in the last six years (and as he will leave ISFE 

in the next days, I wish him well for the future) - has indicated 

that as of 1 May 2009 onwards it has started to promote 

membership of PEGI Online to members of its new "casual 

games" chapter, by means of a new rating methodology, pricing 

structure and a specific logo. 

 

Casual games are easy to play and can be played during short 

periods of free time. They are financed through advertising and 

often offered for free. All this makes them attractive to young 

people. Their integration into PEGI Online would be an 

important step forward, likely to change the situation of online 

games in a positive way. It could help catch the attention of the 

vast number of publishers offering “lighter” games; many of 

them believe that PEGI Online rating is currently too costly. 
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One other positive development is that online video games 

seem increasingly be using reporting tools such as hotlines or 

red button systems, enabling players and parents to signal 

inappropriate or improper behaviour. I think this is very good for 

boosting players' awareness of their role in self-policing online 

communities and ensures that they have efficient tools to fulfil 

this role.  

 

Ladies and gentlemen, 

 

This afternoon, the third panel will be devoted to the pan-

European Code of Conduct for the retail sale of video games, 

which is item 4 from "The "Big Four" PEGI-Plus list I mentioned 

earlier.  

 

The Commission, in its video games Communication, gave the 

games industry and retailers a two years grace-period to agree 

and implement a Code of conduct. Its aim would be to ensure 

that games could only be sold to minors in accordance with the 

age rating. Although the physical sale of video games to minors 

is much easier to control than the online distribution of games, 

retail sales of inappropriate games to minors in shops are still 

significant. This is not acceptable! If an effective self-
regulatory solution is not agreed upon rapidly, you can 
expect the new Parliament and the next Commission to 
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step-in next year and go for regulation! And this regulation 
could then go beyond the only issue of physical sale. 
 

 

Indeed, the sine qua non condition of functioning co- and self-

regulation is always the same: stakeholders must take 

responsibility for their actions. Responsibility includes a self-

denying ordinance: that in certain cases they should refrain 

from going to the limit of what is possible. This is often 

forgotten; but such unwritten rules are the essence of 

responsible citizenship, whether we talk of individual citizenship 

or corporate social responsibility. 

 

Ladies and gentlemen, I wish you a fruitful continuation of our 

hearing on video games and protection of minors. I will report 

on the results of your discussions and on your 

recommendations to the Commission and the other institutions 

in order for us to prepare future policy options on videogames. 

In any case, the European Union will keep having a close look 

at the issue given both its economic, educational and cultural 

dimensions and the challenges in terms of protection of minors. 

 

Thank you for your attention. 
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