Philipson column for 7 October 2003 
An Open Letter to Daryl Williams

Dear Minister

Congratulations on your appointment as Minister for Communications, Information Technology and Arts. It is a big job, but you have very small shoes to fill. Your predecessor left an unfortunate legacy and very many problems, which only astute policy-making can solve. Let us hope you are up to the job.

Your unwieldy title indicates that the government has some understanding of the convergence of the three Cs: computers, communications and content. Note that this convergence is very real, and that an understanding of it could form the basis for sound government policies in this area. Unfortunately, your unlamented predecessor did not seem to grasp this fundamental truth, and treated different media in different ways.

One of your first acts should be to undo this foolishness. The Internet and the electronic spectrum and the communications infrastructure are all digital, and all are capable of carrying digitised content. The artificial restriction of certain types of content to certain types of media, which led to the digital TV debacle and the ludicrous conditions on streaming video, needs to be immediately examined. The vision of a committee of bureaucrats making decisions on what is comedy and what is comment is not a good one.
You should look at the farcical restrictions on online gambling. They have led to the absurd situation where Australians can gamble freely on international sites, and foreigners can on Australian sites, but Australians cannot on Australian sites (except on some types of event – more foolishness). Result – a major transfer of money and talent offshore.
And what about Telstra? Australia is far behind in its introduction of broadband because of Telstra’s effective monopoly of the distribution channel. Your government has proclaimed the virtues of the free market, but has hobbled the industry with a 20th century infrastructure model totally unsuited to 21st century needs. Privatisation is not the issue, competition is.

Your remit also covers the ABC. Again, your predecessor has left a dreadful legacy of political interference, funding cuts and wilful animosity that will be difficult to overcome. We still have national broadcaster that provides a welcome alternative to the commercial media at a bargain basement cost. Please do not further hobble this national treasure. A bit of tender loving care, and perhaps even some more money, would not be a bad thing.
Which brings us to the commercial media, which is largely to say Kerry and Rupert and the publishers of this fine newspaper. Governments around the world are grappling with cross-media ownership, and there are many tricky issues to resolve. Yes, we do want diversity of opinion and ownership. But no, we don’t want too much government regulation of who owns what.

Striking a balance will not be easy. But past policies have not worked. Rupert owns most of Australia’s newspapers, and restricting the entry of other TV stations on the flimsy pretext that the existing oligopoly needed to be compensated for the costs of introducing new technology is protectionism of the worst kind.
The nature of the new digital media means that the cost of entry is much lower, and the potential for diversity much higher. Your government’s policies should encourage such diversity, not hinder it as they thus far have. Aren’t you supposed to be the party of free enterprise? And this is one policy that won’t cost you a cent.

Need we go on? Australia’s $14 billion IT deficit, dismissed by your predecessor as meaningless. The continued myth of the IT skills shortage, a lie of Goebbels-like proportions that has left a generation of IT staff bereft of work and hope. A grants scheme where the money is turned off an on at whim. Procurement policies designed to favour multinationals over Australian companies. Poisonous relations with industry representatives. Vale, Richard Alston.
Minister, what do you see when you survey the battered landscape you have inherited? So many policy disasters, so little time before the next election. What should you do? Where do you start?
You seem an intelligent man. You come into the job with a fount of goodwill. Any changes you make will almost certainly be changes for the better.

Talk to people. More importantly, listen. Listen to Paul Budde about the fate of Telstra. Listen to the Australian Computer Society about the state of employment in the IT industry. Listen to the Internet Industry Association about streaming video and content in the Internet era. Listen to the ABC, and its viewers, about what people want to watch and hear.

Most of all, ensure that you understand the nature of information in the digital age – how it is manufactured, how it is stored, how it is propagated, how it is used. It’s a very different world than it was just ten years ago. All the old models have changed, and the new models are still being determined. Your government’s job should be to foster an environment where the new models can succeed, not to try to retrofit them onto yesterday’s outmoded frameworks.
You have a big job ahead of you. We wish you well. You have potentially the most important ministry in the government, and certainly the most interesting. Let us all hope history judges you well.
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