Philipson column for 11 December 2001 

Another year draws to a close. This column now takes a break until late January. I look back over the year in IT, and I wonder what it has brought.

The truth is, it was a bit of a nothing year. It was a year of retreat economically, and there were no technical advances of any note. Most users and vendors have spent the last twelve months or longer mopping up from the dot com crash and dealing with the fact that the computer industry is now just like any other.

I’ve commented a few times this year on the commoditisation of hardware and software. We are truly, in the new millennium, in a new era. Even without the end of the stock market’s irrational exuberance about the so-called new economy we would have faced new challenges in the 21st century.

I can’t help feeling that the information explosion has already happened, and that in the future we will face much slower developments in the trends that have seen the IT industry at the forefront of human development these last two decades or more. We are coming of the steep part of the S curve, and growth and innovation in IT is starting to flatten out.

We will not stand still, by any means. We have a lot of interesting things happening in the wireless world, which will give the illusion of continued progress over the next few years. But increasingly the advances will be at the margins, or happen more slowly.

The PC revolution of the 1980s and the Internet revolution of the 1990s will not be followed by the wireless revolution of the 2000s. We will continue to see improvements in bandwidth and price-performance, but they will not be matched by great improvements in utility. All indications are that improvements in wireless technology will be gradual, and will not in any case make as big a difference to our lives as the Internet and the personal computer.

So, what were the major IT events of 2001? I suppose HP’s announcement that it would acquire rival Compaq is up there, but this has hardly been greeted with great enthusiasm, just as it really surprised nobody. It’s just the latest and largest round of industry rationalisation, and means more as a sign of what has ended than as a shape of things to come.

The Microsoft case has also been in the news, though as widely forecast it has meant little in practice. Microsoft’s illegalities have been punished by a sharp rap on the knuckles, and so clouded with obfuscation that Microsoft can continue to pretend that it has done nothing wrong.

So many companies have lost so much money on so many different things that none of them are in themselves newsworthy. Biggest losers were companies in the telecommunications space, where red ink and redundancies flowed like blood. Many smaller dot coms went west, or south, or wherever failed companies go, and the worldwide market for IT professionals virtually dried up.

Suddenly, there are lots of “consultants” out there. I know a lot of talented middle and upper management IT professionals who are unemployed or underemployed. I myself make a living dabbling in that area, and there’s a lot less work around than there used to be.

The year was also one of continuity. It has become a cliché to say that change is the only constant, but the changes have all become evolutionary. Hardware prices continue to drop, operating systems continue to rationalise, bandwidth continues to rise, profit margins continue to drop, software continues to improve, different media continue to converge.

None of this will cease to happen. It is hard to see 2002 being much more than a continuation of 2001. But let me make my ten predictions, in no particular order, for the next twelve months.

1. There will be another major industry “merger”, possibly between two of the Japanese players, or between Apple and Sun, who are having increasing difficulty maintaining critical mass in the face of the Wintel juggernaut.


2. The Australian government will come to its senses and introduce sensible pay TV and datacasting laws. Technology always triumphs over stupidity.


3. The HP/Compaq merger/takeover will be even more untidy, and cause more heartbreak, than Compaq/DEC.


4. Microsoft will not change its ways, nor be required by law to do so.


5. Linux will continue to grow strongly, at the expense of all other operating systems except Windows.


6. Apple will still exist, but be even more marginalised than it is already.


7. Internet access by mobile phone or wireless PDA will still not be an everyday reality.


8. At least one of the major ERP or CRM vendors will go belly up.


9. Micrcosoft’s new Xbox games machine will be a raging success.


10. The IT industry will recover economically, but the glory days are over.

Do I sound jaded? Does it seem to you that I am becoming disillusioned with the industry that has been my bread and butter for over a quarter of a century? Is it my fault?

Perhaps I need my summer break. Have a good Christmas, and look for me here next year. Thanks for all the emails.
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