Philipson column for 3 July 2001 

Dear Prime Minister

I am honoured that you have mentioned me in parliament. Now my mother thinks I am famous.

But I am disappointed that you have quoted my words so selectively, and I am positively disgusted that you have used them in an attempt to bolster your government’s pathetic credentials in information technology. Australia is doing well in IT in spite of the dead hand of you and your band of intellectual pygmies, not because of it.

I do not think that you actually read what I wrote. Your comments are almost certainly based on information fed to you by your minders, who are paid to trawl the world for any skerrick of published material that reflects even a little favourably on your troglodytic government. And your response was a complete set-up, what we call in the trade a Dorothy Dixer, officially known by the dishonest title of a Question Without Notice.

The “question” to which you “replied” was posed by John Forrest, National Party member for Mallee, a man well known for his interest in matters technological.

“Is the Prime Minister aware of recent studies investigating whether Australia is a new economy? What do these studies mean for Australia?”

A clever question about a clever country. Very probing. But, prime minister, you weren’t caught off guard, were you? You happened to have some useful information right at hand.

First you had a dig at the leader of the opposition’s recent address to the Sydney Institute, in which he pointed out some of your government’s many failings. You then quote a report from the International Monetary Fund, which highlights Australia’s investment in information technology. Then you move on to my comments.

“It’s not a bad read, I’ve got to tell you. It is written by someone by the name of Graeme Philipson, who isn’t always noted in this supplement for saying things favourable about the government.” At least you got that bit right.

You then go on to quote various pieces of data I reported that indicate that Australia is in the top ten of IT nations worldwide. We are right up there in terms of technology investment, in Internet infrastructure, in computers per head, in all sorts of areas. Us and the Yanks and the Poms and a bunch of blonde-haired Nordics and a few Asians.

We even do well in absolute terms, as I noted. Forget the per capita stuff and biggest in the southern hemisphere rubbish. Australia is even in the top ten IT spenders overall, bigger than India or Brazil and only recently overtaken by China.

You compare these statistics with those used by the leader of the opposition, and claim he is belittling Australia’s intellectual achievements while you are presiding over a golden age. Well, prime minister, I have read the leader of the opposition’s speech, and while it may be a trifle overblown it makes a lot more sense than you own misguided ramblings. Criticising others who point out your many failings seems to be the only policy you have nowadays.

You failed to mention your government’s heroic efforts in fostering Australia’s information technology industry. Perhaps you believe these efforts speak for themselves. If so, we share that view. Where shall we start?

Your ineptitude has caused chaos in the mobile phone industry as the 3G spectrum auction has been indefinitely postponed. Your opportunistic attempts to regulate Internet content (see gambling, see datacasting, see pornography) show a profound lack of understanding of the nature of digital media, and have forced our best and brightest offshore. Your attempts to outsource government IT have cost the taxpayers millions instead of saving money, and destroyed people’s livelihoods in the process.

You discourage IT professionals to contract out their services. You try to force them into regular employment, a sure way to dampen their entrepreneurial fervour. You tax them at rates which drive them by their thousands to seek work in more hospitable environments overseas. You deter investment, local and foreign, by setting mendaciously high tax rates. You cut funds for IT education and put up barriers to those stupid enough to want to come here and work.

Yet still Australia is a hotbed of IT activity. You know why I think that’s the case? We need to be innovative to cut through all the crap. Perhaps you honestly believe your government’s policies are helping. Please tell us how.

You can perhaps take some solace in the fact that your bumbling counterparts on the opposite side of the chamber offer little better. The shambolic leader of the opposition leads a party almost as lacking in vision as your own. But when it comes to technology there are at least encouraging signs of intelligent life in the Australian Labor Party. There are none on your side of politics. There is no way the opposition could be worse friends to the IT industry than your own ramshackle coalition of nowhere men.

(You remember that old song, don’t you, or did the Beatles pass you by like the rest of the post-50s world? It goes “… doesn’t have a point of view / knows not where he’s going to …”)

Prime Minister, I am happy to have my 15 seconds of fame. But please do not quote me again. Ever.

Yours 

Graeme Philipson

geepee@philipson.com.au

