Philipson column for 4 March 2003 

Unemployment in the IT industry is at an all-time high, according to a detailed study undertaken by the Australian Computer Society (ACS). Not so, says the government. Employment is very low, and dropping.

Who is right? More importantly, how can there possibly be disagreement over such an important issue? Don’t we have the means of properly measuring these things, and shouldn’t we have the capability to address the issue?
Attempting to find answers to these questions leads me to a number of conclusions. One is that the ICT (information and communications technology) industry is in a severe downturn, with massive unemployment and underemployment. The other is that we are burdened with a government that has no idea of the extent of the problem, and which is actively seeking to ensure that it never finds out.

I have been writing for some time now about the myth of the ICT skills shortage. The government still insists that there is a shortage of such skills in this country, despite all the evidence to the contrary. They are in the position of someone who, having been caught out telling a lie, continues to tell it because their own pride is more important to them than the truth.

As recently as 17 February Tony Abbott, the Minister for Employment and Workplace Relations, issued a self-congratulatory press release that said, in part, that “ICT skills shortages have eased considerably”. This is an admission that things have changed, but the talk is still of a shortage.

Abbott’s press release directs readers to the Australian Workplace website (www.workplace.gov.au) to see a list of which skills are in short supply. I challenge you to find it there – I have pretty good web search skills and I couldn’t see it in 30 minutes of looking. There were lots of broken links – the government has a lot to learn about website maintenance and coordination – but one search did turn up more than 200 references to “ICT skills shortage.” The myth lives on.
The Department of Immigration is still granting temporary visas to ICT workers, stating as recently as last month that “the ICT vacancy figure is far greater than for any other occupation and exceeds the estimated number of computing professionals seeking jobs in the industry.”

Abbott says there was a rise of 14,400 in employment for ICT professionals in the year to 2002, which represents a rise of 7.5 per cent in the professional ICT workforce. A rosy view indeed. The department’s figures indicate that the unemployment rate for ICT professionals in November 2002 was 3.6 per cent, compared to 3.8 per cent a year earlier.
I can only assume that the government has some technique for establishing these figures, but they are widely at variance with every other piece of data I have seen that does not emanate from the government. In the second half of last year the ACS conducted a survey of its members, which found an ICT unemployment rate of 11.9 per cent, more than three times as high as the government’s figures. When the ACS published this data, the Minister for Communications and Information Technology, publicly rubbished the findings, comparing them to the “facts” from his ministerial colleague.
Alston dismissed the ACS survey as “blatant grandstanding”, the kind of abuse normally reserved for his political opponents. This kind of invective from Alston is true to form. When the ACS released a major report on Australia’s ICT trade deficit last year, which showed that it had risen to a massive $14.4 billion and accounted for 65 per cent of Australia’s total current account deficit, Alston accused the ACS of “peddling discredited 19th century mercantilist dogma”.

It seems to me that it is the government, as represented by Abbott and Alston, is more interested in grandstanding than the ACS, whose public comments are a model of good manners and whose reports are a case study in reasoned analysis compared to the increasingly hysterical cries of our political masters. Alston in particular has a long track record of utter myopia when it comes to anything digital, presiding over the farce that is Australia’s pay TV regimen, and the datacasting disaster.

Yet rather than listen to the concerns of Australia’s leading body of ICT professionals, Alston finds it more expedient to insult them and denigrate them. The man is a national embarrassment. There is an enormous amount of concern in the computer profession about his, and the government’s, lack of understanding of the industry.

Alston’s counterproductive posturing and demonstrated incompetence extends to his baby, the grandly named National Office for the Information Economy. NOIE is the showpiece of the government’s ICT strategy, commissioning reports, providing advice, “ overseeing policies for applying new technology to government administration and information and service provision”, and peddling Alston’s press releases.
I don’t know a single person in the ICT industry who believes NOIE is doing anything worthwhile. I do know people, including ex-NOIE employees, who regard it as poorly managed, unaccountable (except to Alston), and an enormous waste of money.

One day we may have a government that understands this industry and its problems. But that day will never come under Senator Richard Alston.
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