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What should we do with all our old computers? I spent some of my idle time over summer cleaning out my old PCs. I replace my own machine about every two years, handing them down to others in my family. My wife gets my old computer, my son gets her old computer, Mum gets his old computer, etc.

At least they used to. This lifecycle has become complicated in recent years by the greater demands of various family members, combined with the lower price of hardware. My son now demands a laptop, my mother is no longer happy with crappy old machines, and I of course want to stay at the top of the pecking order.

The upshot is too many computers. A few weeks ago I dragged out all the old desktop PCs in my storeroom for a bout of much-needed rationalisation, and I was shocked to find six of them lined up on the table in my office. It reminded me of the days when I used to do PC reviews and would have a dozen different machines running system tests in my lounge room.

One was so old I couldn’t remember ever owning it. I also had a heap of old video monitors, keyboards, and mice. and an absolute rat’s nest of cables of all sorts. Assembled together, strewn around my office, they were not a pretty sight.

I lined up the computers and drew up a little form that allowed me to note down the processor type and speed, RAM, disk capacity, operating system, and the like. Then I proceeded to test them one by one.

The first machine was on old 386 running MS-DOS. Ten years old, which is positively antediluvian in PC terms. I discarded it immediately. The next machine had a 486 processor and Windows 3.11, and a 350 Mbyte hard disk. But it had a fabulous DOS program called Q&A, which remains the best and easiest to use database program ever written. That computer will go straight to the wine cellar, because it will run my Winebase software quite adequately. Having a dedicated PC in the cellar is, after all, quite the thing.

The other four machines wre all running Windows 95 or 98. They included machines I had retrieved from my son and mother, both of whom were complaining about poor performance. Ingrates. They’re lucky they’ve got a computer at all, I muttered, but by opening them up and doing a bit of hardware juggling and buying them each a new mouse and keyboard and some extra memory, and in one case reformatting the hard disk, I was able to get both machines to a standard that they were happy with.

But I was still left with two quite capable machines with processors below 200 Mhz range, 2 Gbyte hard disks, and 16 Mbytes of RAM, which are basically incapable of running modern applications and worth absolutely nothing on the second hand market (ever tried to sell a six year old PC?)

What should I do with them? What should you do with yours? In my market research days I used to analyse the market share of PCs in Australia. We did this by tracking shipments and usage rates, and applying some simple algorithms on the rate at which PCs were being retired.

It is now ten years since corporate Australia hit saturation point of about four million PCs in business. The average business PC lasts three to four years before being retired, often to an employee’s home. That means about a million PCs are being retired each year from the corporate world alone. And with PCs now in more than half Australian households, there are about as many PCs in use in homes as in businesses.

Assume that these home PCs are being retired at just half the rate of corporate PCs. That still means a total of 1.5 milllion PCs being discarded each year in Australia. That’s 5000 a day. Not too many are being thrown out, because people think they’re too valuable, or that they might come in handy some time. I am an extreme example, because of the nature of my work, but there’s lots and lots of people with a couple of old computers gathering dust in the garage.

At the same time, there are many people who would like a computer, any computer, to play with, and not just in the third world. I have on occasion heard of or come across charities and other organisations that take old PCs and refurbish them or otherwise turn them to some use. But asking around and searching the Net I found precious little about how to actually pass my old machines on to such organisations.

So I end this column with a plea. If any of you knows who takes old computers, preferably for a good cause, could you please drop me an email. I’ll collate the information and follow up with another piece in a couple of weeks that will, with luck, enable us to unlock some of the processing power sitting in the cupboard under the stairs and find it a decent home.
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