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I have spent what seems like half a lifetime attending computer conferences. Most of them are about as interesting as the proverbial bat guano. Generally speaking I only go to them because they are usually held in interesting places, somebody else pays, and I can trot off and do other stuff when they are over. When I’m at them I try to avoid most of the presentations, just turning up at then plenary sessions and the lunches and cocktail parties so my hosts think I’m working hard.

Last week’s World Congress of IT (WCIT) in Adelaide was an exception. I paid my own way, and I attended most of the talks. WCIT is held every two years as the showcase event of WITSA, the World IT Societies Association, which is the peak international body of over 50 IT industry associations around the world.

I was attracted to the event by the quality of the speakers and the networking opportunities. I was not disappointed on either front. The standard of presentations, and I’m happy to say of the organisational aspects, was superb.

As you’re no doubt aware, the keynote speech was given by Bill Clinton, who was worth the price of admission alone. I had never seen the man talk before, but I had heard he was good and he did not disappoint. The key theme of his presentation was the potential of information technology to help the developing world. And it wasn’t just theory.

Simply getting a single Internet access point and a decent printer into a third world village would materially alter the living standards of many of its inhabitants, he pointed out, and the relative cost would be minimal. He delivered his words in an easy conversational style that made it easy to see why he is by any standard one of the great communicators of his generation.

His talk was in marked contrast to that of Prime Minister John Howard, who preceded him. Howard’s shrill and wooden presentation was full of self-congratulatory remarks and attempts to present his government as one at the forefront of IT innovation. Whoever wrote his speech certainly knew what buttons to press, but Howard and his government have shown by their actions just where IT is on their hierarchy of priorities.

Howard said that Australia needed broadband Internet, and announced a “framework” to ensure it will happen. The man in charge of developing this “framework” (you tell me what it means) will be the technologically challenged Senator Richard Alston. Enough said.

But Howard was mercifully short and Clinton was fortunately in good company. There were many other good speakers, from Australia and around the world. My favourite was Canadian author and visionary Don Tapscott, the man who invented such phrases as “paradigm shift” and “digital economy”. He is a prolific writer and an engaging and amusing speaker. He spoke of how technology is ushering in an age of “hypercapitalism”, and the changes being wrought by the increased digitisation of all media and all devices. He kindly gave me a copy of his latest book, which he signed for me (the first day of the conference was my birthday).

One thing the conference could easily have done without was the moderator, the ubiquitous George Negus. It was obviously someone’s good idea to have the affable Negus chair the thing, but his efforts verged on the embarrassing. He enjoyed making a point of being a technological illiterate, and his attempts to put the speakers’ comments into some sort of perspective and his unfunny jokes made me squirm. Stick to what you do best, George.

The conference was a chance to showcase Australia’s IT Industry, and in particular South Australia’s place within that industry. South Australia has a world class this and a world class that, we were constantly reminded. Well, as my wife used to say when I used to extol the virtues of Australia to her, if these things really were world class you wouldn’t need to keep reminding everybody of the fact. It least it was better than New Zealand’s amateurish attempt to promote itself at the event.

The organisers, though, deserve congratulations. There was even an all-singing all-dancing opening ceremony, which was quite tastefully done. Everybody started on time (except the ubiquitous Negus, who kept the crowd waiting just a little too long after being introduced).

The fringe functions and parties, always the most enjoyable part of these events, were also very well done. These are of course networking opportunities, and the consumption of alcohol and finger food merely incidental. But the quality of attendees matched the quality of the speakers, and I learnt more from my fellow attendees than from the speakers.

All in all, a worthwhile exercise. The next one is in Athens before the 2004 Olympics. Might give that one a miss, but I might shoot for Austin, Texas in 2006.
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