Philipson column for 1 August 2000

Probably the most enjoyable thing about writing this column is the emails I receive, and I get a lot. About 90 per cent of them are positive or constructive, and most of the remainder are at least civil.

It is only when I have the temerity to suggest that Apple is not the world’s greatest computer company, or worse still that it is irrelevant, or that the Linux operating system is not the answer to all our problems, that I get a significant number of abusive notes.

I welcome the abuse, because it’s fun to see how some people’s minds work. But it still amazes me how religious some people can get about operating systems or chip architectures. I would suggest that there is something seriously wrong if you think these things are so important that they justify penning nasty letters to those who don’t agree with you.

I think email if the greatest invention of the modern age. It has revived the art of letter writing, greatly slowing the inevitable move away from the written word, and its speed (virtually instant) and cost (virtually free) enable communications and interaction that were simply not previously possible.

My correspondents keep me constantly supplied with ideas. For example, I got a long email last week, out of the blue, from a personnel consultant deriding this government’s absurd attitude towards skilled immigration to this country. The author wishes to remain anonymous, but with her permission I quote at length from the piece.

“Communications minister Senator Alston recently made some comments about giving a bounty to Aussie expatriate IT staff to come home, and Prime Minister Howard was in India recently talking about relaxing immigration laws to allow more computer staff to enter Australia.

“How serious are they? In London in January we met with a young and very talented English networking engineer who has a residency permit in Australia, and who wanted to come back to work here and make a home with his Czech fiancé. This young man had just spent many fruitless months trying to get permission for his fiance to come to Australia with him, and drawn a complete blank. The Department of Immigration wouldn’t let her in under any circumstances. I can only think they suspected an arranged marriage.

“I hardly need to tell you that he and his girlfriend have since married and are living in London where he is earning a squillion dollars a year. The fact that he was prepared to earn less and live in Sydney is the only plus we have going for us in international recruitment. I don't know if the government realises that people of this quality can go to any major city in the world, make a couple of phone calls to contacts, and they are working the next day, for huge dollars. They are frighteningly portable. Australia makes it very hard.”

And on it goes, giving other examples. I see them myself. I have been an employer and an employee in the Australian IT industry (I am now neither, being psychologically incapable of fulfilling these roles), and I have been constantly amazed at the gap between the government’s rhetoric in this area, and its mean-spirited actions. As we are constantly reminded, we are led by intellectual pygmies whose idea of the long term is the next election.

Indeed, it is government policy that is one of the most popular themes of the letters I receive. Alston and company’s laughable attempts to censor the Internet and restrict digital TV content have invited much comment. And now he says that Internet video streaming will not be restricted. Any other decision would have made Australia even more of a laughing stock than it already is, but where does that decision leave the so-called datacaster?

Don’t these people realise the Internet is just another medium, and if people can’t broadcast video over digital TV they will just switch to broadband Internet, which will be ubiquitous in a few years? And if the government tries to regulate it, the operators will go offshore? Incredible, isn’t it?

My article a few weeks ago on the so-called Digital Divide and what a hoax it all is elicited many responses. Not a single one attempted to justify that absurd notion, but I did receive one very interesting note from Brian Hardy of Vision Australia, a non-profit organisation that seeks to reduce the impact of vision impairment, ageing and disability on individuals.

“We have a strong interest,” writes Brian, “in helping to ensure that people with disabilities have access to the same level and quality of information as do other members of the community. Technology can be very empowering for people with disabilities, enabling them to do things that others find easy, but which they have not previously been able to do.

“For example: an environmental control unit will allow someone who is immobile to answer their door. Access to the Internet allows someone who is blind to read a newspaper for themselves. The problem is money. Disable people are often on a low income so the cost of basic equipment is hard to find. Access to standard IT training is also difficult.

“Addressing these barriers really is an issue of equality of opportunity. Whether people choose to take up the opportunities will vary from person to person, depending on what is important in their lives, but the existing barriers for most people with a disability to access the information revolution are overwhelming.”

It is hard not to agree with Brian’s comments. I intend to revisit this issue at length in the near future, as indeed I do the whole area of the revolution the Internet, and information technology generally, is causing in eduction.

So please keep sending dropping me notes. They are my lifeblood. I have told all the computer suppliers and PR companies that I no longer wish to receive press releases or attend press conferences. Life is too short. But I will always have time to read and respond to your ermails. Thanks.
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