Philipson column for 1 February 2000

Well, we’re all pretty well back at work now. The silly season, made doubly so this year, is over and we can get down to serious business of staying alive.

I’ve been asked to give a talk next month on “Ten Hot New IT Trends for the Millennium”. I am now one of those who believe the millennium is indeed upon us. I used to be a 2001er, but I decided to follow common sense and stop propagating the faulty maths of an obscure and innumerate seventh century monk. We don’t celebrate when a batsman reaches 101.

The shrill cries of those who insist that the new millennium doesn’t start for another year are fortunately being drowned out by the sounds of the rest of us having a good time. And besides, it’s all arbitrary and a new millennium starts every instant. But I digress.

Any Top Ten list is of course subjective. These schedules are fashionable nowadays, but I will try not to be frivolous, as many compilers are. Like the calendar, information technology is a serious business.

Warning: I am a journalist. I may, on occasion, exaggerate for effect. And before anyone screams, note also that I have not included “The Internet” or “e-commerce” as trends – these related issues are now so pervasive that they are indistinguishable from the IT industry itself.

In no particular order, here goes:

Trend 1. The Commoditisation of Hardware

The hardware architecture wars are over. The Big Four vendors (IBM, Compaq, Hewlett-Packard and Sun) have 90 per cent of the market, and 90 per cent of that is based on Intel processors. Apple enjoys a modest revival, the mainframe still lives, but by and large we all use the same computers now.

Trend 2. The Death of the Operating System

Ditto operating systems. Unix, NT, Linux, Apple, OS/400, who cares? The Internet is an infinitely large server that has made the operating systems that run on individual machines irrelevant, except to those humourless people (mostly the same people who refuse to celebrate the millennium until next year) who get religious about such things. The Linux bigots are getting as tiresome as the Apple corps once were.

Trend 3. The Evolution of Enterprise Applications

ERP (enterprise resource planning) is not dead, as some people who should know better are saying. It is not being replaced by customer relationship management or e-commerce or anything else. It is evolving into something that doesn’t even yet have a name: a kind of integrated cross-enterprise suite of applications that manages financial systems, back office, front office, supply chain, and all those other buzzwords. Applications are still where it’s at.

Trend 4. The Growth of the Megavendor

The rich get richer, and the poor wither away to be replaced by the New Poor. We have already mentioned the Big Four Hardware vendors. Add to that list Microsoft, Oracle, SAP, Cisco and AOL. They are pulverising their rivals. But the industry remains big enough and dynamic enough that there is always room for smaller players to make smaller fortunes.

Trend 5. Bandwidth, bandwidth, bandwidth

It’s the pipes, stupid! The greatest constraining factor in information technology today is the number of bits and bytes you can push over a wire or down a tube or through the ether. And nothing else will improve so much over the next few years.

Trend 6. Digital Content Convergence

AOL’s takeover of Time-Warner, and now EMI, provides a roadmap to the future. The Australian government is mired in the past. It’s pathetic to watch. See this column last week.

Trend 7. Everything is a Service

Outsourcing, contracting, servicing, sticking to your knitting, core competencies – it’s all about doing what you do do well. The big buzzphrase at the moment is applications service provision, where suppliers conduct your processing for you and feed you back the results. Sound familiar? Only the terminology has changed. Oh, and a little thing called the Internet. We’re not a bureau, we’re an ASP.

Trend 8. Applications Development – What’s That?

It has taken ten years since the peak of the CASE (computer-aided software engineering) boom, but in-house applications development is now finally dead. No-one does it any more – they buy packages or they outsource the process. This has led to a revival of the small software house, which usually now calls itself a web development consultancy or some such thing.

Trend 9. The Changing Role of the IT Department

I made a career out of following the dynamics of the IT department and trying to understand the IT manager. That career is now over. Just as I thought I had mastered it, all the rules changed. The IT department ceased being the keeper of the sacred flame and became an end user service organisation. Quo Vadis Homo Informatica?

Trend 10. When is a Computer Not a Computer?

Embedded hardware, Internet appliances, digital TV, voice recognition and other new interfaces – the boundaries have gone. Expect the trend to continue. When your mobile phone can receive Internet messages, when you can dial up the house to turn on the airconditioning, when you can download music into your digital Walkman, when you can watch movies on your computer, when you can talk to your car, when you have a four Terabyte encyclopedia hardwired into your cerebral cortex … you get the idea. (The Australian government doesn’t).

It is, indeed, a Brave New World, this information millennium. People who were predicting the bubble would burst keep getting it wrong. The technology will keep improving, the economy will keep booming, and the world will keep getting better.

For those of us in what used to be called the first world, anyway. The next time you log on or narrowcast or download, remember that most people in the world have never even made a phone call, let alone used a computer. While a quarter of the world parties and another quarter plays catch up, half the planet remains mired in abject and unforgivable poverty.

The real challenge of technology in the new millennium is to put an end to this scandal.
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