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New York’s Times Square is as close to the Navel of the Universe as we have on this planet. It is the crossroads of the world, the busiest place in the largest city of the world’s most powerful nation.

Last week I went to Times Square for the first time for some years. It’s changed a lot from the dirty sleazy place it was ten years ago. Like the rest of New York, it has been cleaned up immensely, partially as a result of the city’s “zero tolerance” crime policy, which has pushed the homeless and the petty criminals elsewhere (don’t go to Atlantic City).

But what struck me the most about the changes was how the information age has taken over. Most of the billboards and neon lights for which to Times Square is famous are now given over to advertisements for Internet and media companies. The camera stores are now computer stores, and if they do sell cameras they are all digital.

The prices are the cheapest in the world, even given the strong US dollar. We forget in Australia that it is not so much that the Aussie dollar is weak, but that the US dollar, and sterling, are strong. Australia is now a very cheap country.

But not for computers. Decent name brand laptops from street front discounters in the US sell for around $US600, and are even less if you’re prepared to walk up a couple of flights of stairs. Even with tax, that’s about $A1100, which is less than half what we pay here for exactly the same model. I bought my first ever laptop in New York ten years ago. It made sense then, and it makes sense now.

Also remarkable is the proliferation of mobile phones and other portable electronic devices. These things are now dirt cheap and almost ubiquitous. After dragging the chain for many years, mainly because of competing standards from the different phone companies, the US has now adopted the mobile phone with the same alacrity as the rest of the Western World. In many ways it is ahead, certainly in the important area of wireless data communications.

It remains fashionable in many quarters in Australia to deride the USA and all things American. It’s certainly a weird place with many problems, but you could also say that about Australia and most other countries in the world. But you cannot deny the country’s economic and technological motive power, nor its people’s willingness to innovate and take risks.

It is interesting to compare the US with Australia in some of these areas. We actually do very well overall. And just because the US has cheap computers and most of our software comes out of that country, that doesn’t mean we all want to live there.

But some of us do. When I was in New York I met up with Lionel Singer, who was one of the highest profile entrepreneurs in the Australian computer industry in the 1980s. We met in one of those midtown Jewish delis were the waiters are really rude to you and you get enough food for three people.

Lionel Singer left Australia in the early 1990s because of the difficulties in making a living as a computer distributor at a time when hardware was commoditising and when Australia’s tax laws were even more internationally uncompetitive than they are now.

He loves the US, and in particular New York, but he misses many things about Australia, and about doing business in Australia. One thing he misses is just how easy it is to get in touch with people in this country. In the US everybody in business hides behind secretaries and voicemail, and you simply can’t get through to them.

This is not just a function of there being many more people in the US. It’s a cultural thing. I have noticed this same phenomenon in South-East Asia, and to some extent in Europe. People in Australia, generally speaking, still have the courtesy to return phone calls, which just doesn’t happen in many other parts of the world, where noncontactability has become an art form.

Singer also admires the technical capabilities of many in the Australian computer industry. Australians have always been innovative, partially because the relatively high cost of computers has meant that we have had to do more with less. Australian’s gregariousness also means that they make good sales people, in the computer industry and elsewhere.

Australia’s comparatively small size means that we are forced to look beyond our shores. Australians and New Zealanders are some of the most inveterate travellers in the world, in spite of (or because of) our relative isolation. And an individual can make a difference in this part of the world, while in the US the high population and the extreme competitiveness of the social and economic climate means there is always someone smarter or more aggressive than you who is more likely to succeed.

Americans also maintain an extraordinary Americocentricty. There’s a famous front cover from the New Yorker magazine which shows Manhattan large in the foreground, the Hudson River in the middle distance, California in the distance and Hawaii on the horizon. It has been widely parodied over the years, but it is a good indication of the way in which many New Yorkers, and many Americans, view the world.

I have told people in America that I am from Australia, and they ask me what state it’s in. Three-quarters of American adults do not own passports. When the Winter Olympics were held in Abbeville in France a few years ago, the chamber of commerce in the small town of Abbeville, Alabama (a place not noted for its ski resorts) was inundated with request for accommodation.

I saw this in Times Square. A giant advertising hoarding screamed: “What a country! Where else can your cable company provide TV, telephone, and Internet connection?”

Well, they could try Australia. If they could find it in their atlas.
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