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Could it be that our political masters have finally grasped the concept of bandwidth? At the World Congress of IT in Adelaide recently, Prime Minister John Howard announced the formation of a Broadband Advisory Group (BAG), to be chaired by Minister for Communications Senator Richard Alston.

On the surface of it, this is a worthwhile development. Despite Howard’s self-congratulatory platitudes during his talk in Adelaide, Australia has been falling behind many other countries in the adoption of broadband Internet. Fewer than 2 per cent of Australia’s domestic Internet users have broadband connections, compared to more than 10 per cent in the US and many more in many other countries. Even in Sydney and Melbourne, where many suburbs have been laid (twice) with cable suitable for broadband Internet, usage is minimal.

There are many reasons for this, and much disagreement over just what those reasons are. But any way you look at it, government policy (or lack of it) is one of the major problems. The fact that only now, after more than two terms in government, has the government finally decided to consult with industry on the subject, speaks volumes for its priorities.

Senator Alston has demonstrably proven that he is not up to the challenges demanded of his position. He is not a technically minded individual, and shows no signs of becoming one. He is not himself computer-literate, and his recent comments that spam should be investigated before it gets out of hand show how out of touch he is with the real world of computer use.

Alston’s idea of a national Internet policy is to help fund cybercafes in rural electorates, a form of porkbarelling this government has turned into an art form in recent years. And of course the only conclusion we can draw from the datacasting and digital TV debacle is that the government believes that the Internet is a not a suitable delivery mechanism for television.

This government’s communications policies have made it a laughing stock in the IT and media industries. It is hard to see that this latest attempt to appear to be doing something changes nothing. A spate of senior IT industry figures have visited Australia recently, and many have publicly lambasted the government for its lack of action on broadband. They include such luminaries as Computer Associate’s Sanjay Kumar and Cisco’s John Chambers. Microsoft is also critical, and the private views of most senior local IT executives do not bear repetition in polite company.

It’s not that we don’t have the technology, it’s patently obvious that the government doesn’t have the will, or worse still the understanding, to provide the infrastructure and regulatory framework that would allow speedy Internet access to the multitude.

Why is broadband important? For many reasons. Many potential Internet applications simply will not work without broadband access. The speed most of us access the Internet is 56 kbps, which is good enough for text email but appallingly slow for just about everything else. You know yourself how frustrating it is to surf (perhaps a better term is “wade”) the Internet, experiencing the World Wide Wait as content squeezes its way through the narrow pipes on to your desktop. Video is impossible, even real-time voice is a problem, and you can forget about multimedia and other complex applications.

Imagine, if you will, a world where bandwidth is for all intents and purposes unlimited. Where every TV station would transmit its content to a web site, where you could watch it in high definition and listen to it in high fidelity. The only thing preventing this happening is a lack of sufficient bandwidth.

Maybe that’s it! I am not a conspiracy theorist. I believe that most things that seem to be the result of secret collusion between interested parties are in fact the result of stupidity or greed, or both. But a case could be made that the reason the government is dragging its foot on broadband is to protect its mates in the existing media outlets, who have a pretty good run of it right now and whose interests would be threatened if we all had access to everything.

The idea of a Broadband Advisory Group is not in itself a bad idea. Some of its members might tell the government a few home truths, or explain to them exactly what broadband means. But it is likely that the group will consist of the same sorts of tame industry figures that have thus far acquiesced in the government’s lack of vision and action. How about a few knowledgeable critics, like consultant Paul Budde or journalist Stewart Fist? How about somebody who actually uses broadband, like the Australian Telecommunications User Group’s Rosemary Sinclair?

Senator Alston says that the Broadband Advisory Group “will advise Government on broadband development in Australia”, and that it will “include a number of high-level stakeholders from the IT industry, the business community, major service providers and key users such as the health, education and the community sectors”.

Well, that’s a relief. The government has the matter well in hand.
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