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The Federal Government's recent innovation statement is a joke. It only partially alleviates problems caused by years of neglect of Australia's educational and scientific communities. It is long on rhetoric and short on deliverables, and bears all the hallmarks of an election year sop.

We know that this government's promises cannot be believed. A much better indication of its commitment to technology is to examine its record since being in office. It is not a pretty sight. We have a government (and an opposition) that has no idea about technology, does not understand the concept of the information age, and which is populated by second-rate minds with third-rate ethics.

The best example is the government's lamentable policy on datacasting and digital TV. I will not labour the point, as I and others have written about it ad nauseam, but it doesn't hurt to highlight once again how ludicrous the situation is.

Digital TV is a transmission technology that was originally intended to digitise conventional TV images. Being digital, it is also capable of transmitting any digital information. The Internet is a transmission technology that was originally intended to digitise text and data. Being digital, it is also capable of transmitting any digital information.

The two are the same thing. With cable TV and satellite and microwave Internet, not even the transmission media are different. Yet the government has put in place a regime that limits digital TV to the existing broadcast media, and prohibits those that use the technology for "datacasting" from transmitting all but the most rudimentary TV-like images. The government has actually listed types of content (comedy, for example) that cannot be broadcast by operators other than the existing networks.

Meanwhile, there is no such restriction on the Internet. When true broadband Internet comes in a few years, and anybody can broadcast anything, including TV, over it, the whole system will collapse like the pack of cards it is. Digital technology cannot be arbitrarily divided into categories, with content limitations on those categories. There is an old saying, and a very true one, that you cannot legislate against technology, but that is exactly what this government is trying to do.

Examine also the effects of the government's promise to improve Internet access to the bush. In 1997 the government (again as an election sop) announced a half billion dollar "networking the nation" initiative known as the Regional Telecommunications Infrastructure Fund. The idea was that money would be made available from the sale of bits of Telstra and used to help get rural Australia on to the Internet.

By any standard the scheme, much heralded at the time, has been a disaster. The money is being doled out in little bits to community organisations and - wait for it - other arms of government to fund one-off projects like Internet cafes and small ISPs (Internet Service Providers) and web sites. Nothing at all is being spent on true infrastructure, like increased bandwidth, that will allow rural Australians to truly take advantage of the information age.

Even in the cities we are being strangled by low bandwidth. Try getting sense out of Telstra about how to get high bandwidth Internet to your house or business. Meanwhile we have two separate sets of cables going past our homes delivering animated analogue drivel to those willing to pay for it.

The same thing is happening with roads. Shire councils are being given money to upgrade roads to nowhere, while the national highway system remains a disgrace. That's another story, but it's a further indication of the ad hoc nature of this government's response to problems. It also shows that it's not limited to technology. And we won't even talk about immigration.

Regard also the almighty mess the government has made of IT outsourcing. The problems were apparent months ago, and the Humphry report has now highlighted them in a very public way. This has been more a problem of management than anything else, but that's exactly the problem. The government simply does not think through its plans, monitor their effect, or care about the consequences.

Australia has one of the highest rates of IT usage in the world. Australians have been at the forefront of innovation in many areas for many years. Yet we are plagued with governments that have the same depth of vision as a suburban chamber of commerce. If Australian governments had even half the will and vision of a Singapore or an Ireland or a Finland, what could we have done in the past twenty years?

What is it about our politicians that makes them so? We have a party political system that rewards party hacks and weeds out talent. That has started to affect our educational system, which is now producing too many people with too few skills. The danger is that the whole cycle is becoming self-perpetuating, and that we cannot now recover from a situation that stifles or expels talent and entrenches mediocrity.

But I remain an optimist. Poor thinking is almost institutionalised in today's world. Certainly in government, and in many parts of academia and business. But there will always be those who overcome the Lilliputian ideas of those in power and how move the world forward. Information technology is accelerating this process. Increasingly governments and their dunder-headed policies are becoming irrelevant. The action is elsewhere, which is just where it should be.
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