Philipson column for 25 January 2000

There has been an enormous amount of rubbish generated in the popular press over the last few weeks, following AOL’s takeover of Time-Warner.

Most of the people writing about this remarkable event seem to have only just discovered the concept of media convergence. It all seems so obvious, once you get it. All media can be converted to a digital format, and once something is digital it can easily be delivered via any digital medium.

The amazing thing how few people seem to get it. I can only surmise that it is because the concept of digitisation is so basic and so simple that it is so hard to understand. The bleeding obvious is often the most difficult to see, and to understand. Repeat after me – any type of information can be reduced to zeroes and ones.

Australia’s politicians are particularly myopic in this respect. In the last year we have seen them attempt to censor the Internet, an impossible task attempted for political reasons as a sop to a small but influential band of their even more technologically illiterate supporters.

The only effect has been to drive Australian talent offshore. Many small innovative companies that host websites that may include naughty pictures have already gone elsewhere, and taken their jobs with them.

There are so many sites on the Internet, and they proliferate at such a rate, that it is patently impossible to rate them like movies are rated. Australia has regressed in recent years in movie censorship, with prudish lowest common denominator “community standards” replacing common sense, but the volume of cinematographic output is finite enough to monitor and control. It is at least possible to censor movies.

Even if the number of censors in Australia was trebled, and they worked every hour of every day, they could not begin to rate more than 10 per cent of web sites, at even the current rate of growth. The absurdity of it all is palpable.

But the harm that is being done is minor compared to the government’s latest efforts. In a move that the AOL-Time Warner deal has made look even sillier, the government recently introduced legislation to control which types of media content will be available on which digital media.

The ostensible reason for this is to reward the existing Australian media companies for the investment they will be making in HDTV (high definition television). The real reason is pure and unmitigated stupidity. HDTV is a side issue. The government has totally confused the medium with the message.

It is impossible to effectively legislate technology. It seems governments will never learn this lesson. The HDTV regulations attempt to define different types of format such as “comedy” and “comment”. The government has made the key mistake of believing that there are such things as “datacasters”, as if “data” is something different to “content”. Think about it.

But there is another more important issue. In attempting the impossible task of regulating what types of content we can get on different digital media, the government – true to form – is telling us what is good for us. You don’t have to be an anarchist to believe that the government has no right to tell us what to watch or what to read or how to access it.

But governments, of all persuasions, just can’t leave things alone. Not content with simple and obvious tasks like regulating the broadcast spectrum, they feel the need to legislate and regulate everything they can, usually with ambiguous laws written by second-rate lawyers who can’t cut it in private enterprise. Talk to any good media or IT lawyer about the quality of legal drafting coming out of Canberra nowadays.

Legislation makes it appear as if they are doing something constructive, while all they are doing is making fools of themselves. But these are the same people who ban cinematic depictions of sex and permit cinematic depictions of murder, so anything is possible.

Be prepared over the next few years for many unproductive and unedifying battles between the existing free-to-air broadcasters, the pay TV operators, the print media (all of whom now have web sites), the carriers, the ISPs, the content providers, and private companies as they attempt to navigate the absurd minefield the Australian government has placed in their path.

Thrill to the nasty rhetoric and hypocrisy of the Packers and Stokeses as they defend their unnatural advantages. Gasp in amazement at the ignorance and tortured syntax of the dwindling number of defenders of the government’s actions. Despair at the wasted effort and the lost opportunities as Australia’s online future is needlessly complicated by mental pygmies.

It will not be a pretty sight. And in hindsight all will recognise the sheer bloody-minded stupidity of it all.

The best that can be said is that it will all – ultimately – be to no avail. The Internet, fortunately, cannot be censored. Short of totalitarianism, it is impossible to control content on the Internet, because it is an international phenomenon beyond the control of any government (which is one of the reasons it has been so successful).

Once bandwidth into the home is sufficiently wide to allow full motion video (otherwise known as TV), there will be nothing to stop any corporation, or even individual, becoming a TV station. Anybody will be able to transmit material, and anyone will be able to receive it.

Any attempts to control it will be as unsuccessful as current attempts to control still pictures. Any government which attempts such control will simply be exporting high-tech jobs to other more intelligently managed jurisdictions.

HDTV will not be TV as we know it. It will be digital, and it will be two-way. They only way in which it will differ from the Internet is in its bandwidth, and even that distinction will disappear very quickly.

The government has totally missed this simple point. The key differentiator between digital media is bandwidth, not content.

Governments cannot control the former, which ultimately means they cannot control the latter. Any attempt to do so shows a truly profound ignorance of the laws of nature.
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