Philipson column for 4 Feb 2003 
In my final column before the summer break I said I would make no predictions for the coming year. But I said nothing about examining others’ predictions. And of course these exist aplenty, in such numbers that virtually any eventuality is covered. 

All the analyst companies have come out with a predictable round of predictions. Gartner, the largest of these companies, has come out with a clutch of predictions for each of its research areas. Different researchers at IDC have delivered totally different predictions that fortunately do not actually contradict each other.

So what are the pundits saying about 2003? The most common prediction, which is the same as one I made last year, is that Linux will become much more popular as a corporate and even an enterprise operating system. I would say this is more of an inexorable law of nature than a prediction – the trend has been happening for some time, and these sorts of trends tend to gather unstoppable momentum over time.

Linux is becoming more popular because it is cheap (not free), because it offers an alternative to Microsoft, and because major vendors – particularly IBM – are behind it. Its many vocal adherents would like to think it is successful because of its technical superiority, but that is wishful thinking. But good luck to them. Linux still has a long way to go, and will never come close to matching Window’s dominance, at any level.

Another prediction I like is IDC’s forecast that in 2003 digital images will overtake film images in popularity. Again, this is an historical inevitability, but it is interesting to reflect upon it. It is now two years since the amount of data traffic (all digital) exceeded the amount of voice traffic (mostly analogue) on the world’s telephone networks. The world is going digital.

Digital photography has made enormous advances in recent years, though some deluded Luddites still claim advantages for film. Digital cameras are now nearly as cheap as the historically interesting mechanical type, and their ultimate victory is assured.

Most of IDC’s other “predictions” are so predictable you wonder why they bother. “IT will develop into a utility model.” “Web services will take off.” “Wireless LANs will take off.” Well, cut off my legs and call me Shorty. Tell me something I don’t know.

How’s this one: “There will be a major cyber terrorism event, brought on by the war in Iraq and creating short-term economic disruptions.” Blow me down. Cor chase my aunt Fannie with a gas jet. It might happen, and it might not. I think such a “prediction” is just plain stupid. But then, my opinion of the rigour of IDC’s analyses is well known.
Let’s look at what some of the more serious players are saying. Giga says that this year will see a minor resurgence in the worldwide PC market, but that the long-term prospects are poor, because of continuing commoditisation. Giga sees the major branded players leaving the market over the next few years as prices and margins drop.

One of the industry’s best forecasters is Amy Wohl, who has been around forever and has seen the fads come and go. She sees many more mergers and acquisitions, and many more bankruptcies. Hardly novel stuff – Gartner has been talking for years about the continuing decline in the number of vendors – but it doesn’t hurt to be reminded of it. “A few companies are ending their useful lives,” she says.
“It may be the case that their business models are obsolete (but they didn’t notice that in time), or their executives are worn out, or simply that they’ve failed themselves or their customers too many times.” Amen to that. She lists serial acquirer Computer Associates as a prime candidate for “long division.” I always did like Amy and the way she goes about her work.

Aberdeen says that IT growth worldwide will be 4 per cent in 2003, up from a lousy 1 per cent last year. “This is based on our analysis of multiple data points, including global macroeconomic trends, surveys of our IT user panel, and suppliers’ financial results.” So that’s how they do it. Wow.

More importantly, Aberdeeen does not see a return to double digit growth. “We simply do not see the compelling reasons for user organisations to spend heavily on technology – whether on new hardware or software or on upgrades to existing technology – that had existed during the years of hyper growth. Moreover, IT spending at 3.5 per cent to 4.25 per cent of a developed nation's economy can no longer outstrip the growth rate of the economy itself over the long term.”

Can’t argue with that. We have seen a major structural change in the industry, and everybody better get used to the IT industry growing at not much more than the economy generally.
There’s a few other predictions, but they’re all on much the same line. Growth in wireless. More outsourcing. Storage is strong, but prices are dropping. In short, the mixture as before.

So, what’s my favourite prediction for 2003? US journalist Paul Gillin reckons IBM will buy Sun. New IBM chief Sam Palmisano has said IBM is on the acquisition trail, and Sun is looking a little vulnerable. If HP can buy Compaq, anything can happen.
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