Philipson column for 4 September 2001 

A couple of weeks ago in this column I made a reference to the Australian Computer Society (ACS), referring to it as “moribund”. I also said it was riven by factionalism and dominated by academics.

My comments were in the context of some remarks I made about the AIIA (the Australian Information Industry Association). I’m generally of the opinion that Australia is poorly served by the quality of its IT organisations. The ACS and the AIIA are but two of the many IT industry bodies in Australia – others include the Internet Industry Association, Software Engineering Australia, and the Australian Telecommunications Users Group.

Ten of these groups have now banded together as the ICT Alliance, so they have a united voice on certain IT matters, but the AIIA and the ACS remain the largest of them. The AIIA represents computer companies, and the ACS is the professional body for IT practitioners.

My comments about the ACS attracted a few emails from members and ex-members who agreed with me. They also attracted a howl of outrage from ACS president John Ridge. He said that while the ACS may have had some problems in the past, things are very different now. I was glad to hear this, because I am strongly of the opinion that the Australian IT industry needs a strong and healthy organisation to act as the voice of IT professionals in this country.

The ACS should fill this role, but it has demonstrably failed to do so in the past. I’ve had a bit to do with the ACS over the years. My company published the ACS magazine for a while, and we were unable to attract enough advertisers to make it commercially viable. We got the constant response from advertisers that the ACS was irrelevant and that people didn’t read the magazine. The magazine has now been cut back to six issues a year, and still doesn’t attract advertisers.

But things are changing on other fronts. Last year the ACS was admitted to the Australian Council of Professions. The question of whether IT is a profession in the same way as accountancy or law has been a point of continued debate within and outside of the ACS for many years – indeed, many of the problems it has had over the years have been because of its concentration on this issue.

There have been constant battles over the requirements for membership, largely centred around tertiary qualifications versus life experience. Many people in the ACS long believed that the primary role of the organisation should be to promote IT as an academic discipline rather than a practical profession. This was a hangover from the early days of the ACS, when computing was essentially a scientific discipline, but of course the world has changed since then and IT is now an industry, and a big one.

The ACS has been only partially successful in its aim of promoting IT as a profession. One of my correspondents, who has spent most of the last decade placing IT contractors in the industry, told me that he has “never once seen the slightest evidence of ACS certification as either an employer demand or an employee accreditation”. But these things take time, and standards and professionalism are no bad thing. The ACS has also established a code of ethics for IT practitioners.

There has been a substantial growth in membership in recent years (to more than 16,000), and an increase in the quality of that membership, with the old category of “affiliate” being dropped. Another major step for the ACS is the new ACS Foundation, which has been established with donations from business (Compuware put in $500,000) to fund IT scholarships. Next year ten such scholarships, each of $10,000, will be awarded.

One often-voiced criticism of the ACS is its state-based branch structure. Each of its eight branches is largely autonomous, and there are over 100 votes on the national committee. To my mind this is a recipe for factionalism and inertia, but to others it ensures a regional voice and provides checks and balances. Take your pick.

On the evidence the ACS much better than it was, and I am happy to admit my comments were an exaggeration. I am impressed with the Foundation, I am impressed with the membership numbers, and I am impressed with John Ridge’s determination to improve things. But I believe it has a long way to go.

We can debate forever whether IT is truly a profession. The ACS clearly believes it is, and most people I talk to think there is a major role for an organisation representing IT professionals. I’m old enough to remember when being “in computers” was regarded as quite the thing, but I suspect that nowadays IT is becoming so much a part of general business that it becoming more and more difficult to tell and IT person from a non-IT person.

Whatever the case, it seems that I was wrong. The ACS is not moribund, and has lifted its game substantially in recent years. If that helps raise the profile of the IT industry, and the standards of the practitioners in the industry, it can only be a good thing?

If you’ve got any views on the subject, please drop me a line.
geepee@philipson.com.au
