Philipson column for 7 May 2002 

Lies, damned lies, and statistics. I have sitting on my desk three recent reports that are full of numbers about Australia’s usage of information technology. There is good news, and there is bad news.

All three of these reports use the term ICT, which stands for “information and communication technology”, which indicates how widespread this new abbreviation has become. It makes sense, because in the digital age computers and communications are the same thing.

The shortest and least impressive of these reports is called “The Current State of Play”. It was released last month by NOIE, Australia’s National Office for the Information Economy. It compares computer and Internet usage in Australia with that of 13 other advanced countries in North America, Asia and Europe (though Japan is strangely absent). It is available for free at NOIE’s website (www.noie.gov.au).

The second report is six months old now. It is called “Australian ICT Trade Update”, and it was published by Victoria University’s Centre for Strategic Economic Studies (www.cfses.com). Sponsored by the Australian Computer Society and written by Professor John Houghton, it looks at imports and exports of ICT goods and services in Australia.

The third report, a glossy called “Digital Planet”, is published by WITSA (the World Information Technology and Services Alliance), and was released at that organisation’s big biennial conference in Adelaide two months ago (www.witsa.org). Compiled by research company IDC, it is a comparison of IT usage and expenditure in over 50 different countries around the world.

It is coincidental that all three reports arrived on my desk within a few weeks of each other. They are full of numbers, but I used to compile these sorts of statistics myself, so I felt qualified to wade through them all to try and extract some meaning from the figures.

It’s no great secret that Australia is an advanced ICT user. I wrote a column about a year ago looking at some data from various sources, which are all confirmed in these studies. Australia has the tenth largest ICT market in the world – in absolute terms – and is in the top ten by most other yardsticks.

These include percentage of homes with a PC (second), percentage of people with Internet access (fifth), cheapness of Internet access (third), usage of “e-government” (third), “e-business readiness” (second), Internet commerce as a percentage of all commerce (eighth), ICT spending as a proportion of GDP (fourth), proportion of homes with at least one telephone line (seventh), etc.

All good stuff. We certainly like our ICT. When I wrote my column last year, the Prime Minister of this great country actually mentioned me by name in parliament, quoting the figures I had unearthed at the time. They sound impressive, and I can’t help but think that the NOIE report came into being as an attempt to perpetuate these sorts of ratings.

After the Prime Minister etched my name into Hansard I wrote him an open letter asking him never to quote me again, because these figures do not tell us the whole story. Our high usage of ICT comes at a price.

Australia is at the opposite end of the scale when we examine some less pleasant statistics. Compared to the size of our economy, Australia has the fourth largest ICT trade deficit of any country in the OECD. We are sixth last in the proportion of our exports made up of ICT goods and services (though we edge out such ICT powerhouses as Turkey, Poland and Greece), and we are fifth last (ahead of Iceland and a few others) when it comes to our ICT deficit per capita. Why don’t you get up in parliament and quote me on those figures, Mr Howard?

Over the last decade Australia’s IT deficit has totalled an astounding $94 billion. To quote from Professor Houghton’s report, “ICT equipment now accounts for around 16 per cent per cent of Australia’s total merchandise imports – costing us more than cars and fuel combined, and more than our imports of food, textiles, clothing, footwear, civil aircraft, chemicals, pharmaceuticals, books, toys and leisure goods combined”. And the deficit is getting bigger each year.

The government is keen to tell us how well our economy is performing, and how the low Australian dollar is helping our exports. Well, what is it doing to our imports, particularly of ICT, almost all of which is denominated in US dollars? And what is the government doing about it?

I’ll tell you what the government is doing about it. On Anzac Day, when it was guaranteed to get the least publicity, Industry Minister Ian Macfarlane (he of the Liberal Party GST rorts) announced that the Federal Government’s “Start” R&D grants scheme, trumpeted as a key part of its innovation policy before the last election, and which provides assistance to dozens of small Australian software and ICT services companies, was to be suspended because of “overspending”.

So it goes.
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