Philipson column for 31 July 2001 

You probably missed it, but a couple of weeks ago a letter appeared on the second page of this supplement. It was from Rob Durie, executive director of the Australian Information Industry Association (AIIA), wishing to set the record straight about some comments I had made about his organisation.

Because I thought it likely that comparatively few people would see his letter, I got in touch with Rob and offered to give his views some space in this column. The AIIA is, after all, Australia’s premier IT industry body, representing multinational and Australian hardware, software and services companies.

Rob was a bit miffed that I had said that the AIIA is dominated by and more attuned to the needs of large international (mostly American) computer companies than smaller Australian-owned ones. He was also unhappy that I had said that the AIIA was generally pleased with the government’s policies on IT. He begs to differ on both accounts.

He points out that most of the AIIA’s nearly 400 members are small Australian-owned IT suppliers. “Each AIIA member has one vote, no matter how large or small they are. Our chairman (John Gwyther of Melbourne software company TUSC) and half our board are from smaller Australian companies.”

The multinational corporations are well represented too, as are local branches of smaller US, Japanese and European suppliers. AIIA membership dues are based on the member’s revenues in Australia. Companies with a turnover of less than $1 million pay just $800 a year, while companies with a turnover of more than $400 million pay $40,000 a year, fifty times the minimum amount. More than two-thirds of AIIA members have revenues below $4 million, which means the big guys foot the bills.

“The larger suppliers have the resources, but we are a democractic and representative organisation,” says Durie. “We find that our members agree on most issues. Where they do disagree the divisions are rarely based on size or national origin, but rather on more esoteric things like attitudes towards intellectual property.

“We want to grow the market for all suppliers, large and small. A good example is the AIIA’s recent submission on government outsourcing, in which argued strongly that the government is going about things the wrong way and is making life harder than it should for smaller Australian suppliers.”

It’s true that the AIIA started out as a mouthpiece for multinationals, but has Durie points out that is no longer the case. It was formed in 1978 as the Australian Computer Equipment Suppliers Association (ACESA). Most of the 17 founding members were the big US-owned hardware manufacturers of that era, most of whom are now long gone. ACESA grew quickly in the early 1980s, when the IT industry in Australia was booming. In what Durie rightly calls a “prescient”move, it changed its name to the AIIA in 1984 to reflect the fact that the computer industry was evolving into the information industry.

The biggest event in the AIIA’s life occurred in 1990, when it merged with the SSIFA (the Software and Services Industry Federation of Australia) and ACEMA (the Australian Computer Equipment Manufacturers Association). This doubled the AIIA’s size, and meant that for the first time a single body represented all Australia’s computer companies.

The AIIA represents Australia on WITSA, the World IT and Services Alliance. WITSA’s next biennial conference is in Adelaide next February, where the keynote speaker will be a well-compensated Bill Clinton. The AIIA also has the presidency of ASOCIO, the Asian-Oceanian Computing Industry Organisation.

The AIIA is a worthwhile body, and miles ahead of the almost moribund Australian Computer Society, which is supposed to represent individual IT practitioners but which is splintered into autonomous state branches dominated by bickering academics. I’m happy to admit that I was over-critical in my recent article, and that Rob Durie was correct to point this out. The AIIA’s views are in fact representative of the majority of the Australian IT industry. But it chooses to represent those views in a manner which to my mind is too even handed to have much effect.

“It’s true that the AIIA does not lightly leap into criticising government and opposition policies,” says Durie. “Through an open and democratic process, we work in a constructive way with our members, gathering facts and viewpoints, talking through issues, to develop considered and well supported positions; not just for some IT companies but for our membership and the industry as a whole. We do have disagreements with government and opposition from time to time. Our preferred approach is to work within the system to get change for the benefit of the industry and the whole community.”

Fair enough, if that’s the way it wants to play. But is this softly softly approach working? I think not. Eighteen months ago the AIIA even prevailed upon ASOCIO to give Senator Richard Alston an award for his “outstanding contribution” to the Australian IT industry. This defies belief. The government’s IT policies are those of ignorant men with little vision, and Alston is the worst of them all, a true troglodyte’s troglodyte.

I believe the AIIA’s criticisms of government IT policy are so restrained that they lack any effect. It is all very well to work within the system, but when the system itself isn’t working, what’s the point?
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