Philipson column for 16 July 2002 
A month ago in this column I wrote about the myth of the IT skills shortage. In that column I asked for emails from anyone who had an opinion on the subject.

I was inundated. I received hundreds of emails, and they are still coming in four weeks later. Never in 20 years of writing about IT have I received anything approaching this response. They now total over 60,000 words, the length of a decent novel. And every single email, except one, decried the idea of any sort of shortage of IT skills in this country.

Late last month workplace relations minister Tony Abbott released a statement to the effect that things had got a bit tight in the IT industry, but that there were still thousands of IT jobs. Senator Richard Alston, who for some reason is still in charge of government IT policy, has been silent on the matter, though as recently as April he put out a press release saying that a shortage of IT skills was one of the factors holding back the growth of Australia’s IT industry.

That’s what our fearless leaders think. What do readers of this newspaper think? I’ll shut up now, and let some of  my emails do the talking.

“I can't find any evidence of a shortage, I have been unemployed for three of the last six months and have sent approximately 150 applications (net result is five interviews and no jobs yet). I am a skilled, talented and very experienced person under 40. I was luck to get a four week contract. My rates have dropped substantially in the last six months. I am surrounded by cheap overseas labour. I have found the agents and the agencies to be a tax on the industry, similar to real estate agents and car salesman. Their main skill is bullshit.”

“Most so called IT skills are possessed by nearly everyone nowadays. There is no shortage of people able to cope with the basics of programming in ASP, Java, or HTML, or assembling and fixing PC hardware, or producing graphics in Photoshop. Skills that once put you at the top of the heap are now so common that they count for virtually nothing. Anyone who is a level or two above this tends to go overseas, either voluntarily (in order to earn a heck of a lot more money than they could here), or through total lack of opportunity in Australia to exercise their skills.”

“I don't want to whinge but the present situation is just plain crazy. I have worked for six of the last 32 months. I have 30 years IT experience, two university degrees, and I’m halfway through my Master of Information Systems. There is little in the field of IT I could not turn my hand to with a few days on-the-job training. The specific technical skills can usually be picked up in a few days. I was one of the few IT Project Mangers to see through the Y2K scam. I probably saved my client well in excess of a million dollars. Such skills and judgement are apparently no longer valued or are in oversupply.”

“I left Australia six years ago, mainly because I could find very few companies that were interested in training IT staff. Recently I have been hoping to return home, and have been watching the job vacancies for my area of skills. There is little offering. Those that do appear seem to have significantly lower salaries than what I have seen here in the US. My company also went through a phase of employing foreign skilled IT people, not in respect of gaining visas for them to come here to the US, but sourcing through countries like India, Pakistan, Romania to lower development cost structures. This practice was soon abandoned after it was realised that coding standards were at risk. And while the labour was cheap, the downside was that software applications invariably needed extensive rework.”

“The National Australia Bank is signing a deal even as we speak with a large Indian company to outsource the maintenance and future development of its mainframe systems. Some of these programmers have been on site at NAB for over a year now. The excuse from NAB is that there are not enough qualified staff in Australia. Any agency in this country could lay their hands on more than one hundred highly qualified mainframe contractors within a week – many of whom have worked at NAB at some time or and would have prior knowledge of the systems and procedures.”

“I will only believe there is an IT skills shortage when you start to see you see jobs advertised that say something like ‘Skills Required: Network Admin (any) RDBMS (any), Unix (any flavour), OOP (any) - Will Train’. I have never seen any ad like this, even before the current slump. Furthermore, they have always been amazingly specific, a bit like asking for someone who can drive a June 1998 automatic Ford 4WD coloured blue with sunroof when all you need is a driving licence.”

That’s six emails, and only extracts from them at that. I got over 250, virtually all in the same vein. What IT skills shortage?
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