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Most of our family reequipped ourselves with mobile phones last week. Mine had come apart after vibrating itself off a shelf playing its old monophonic version of the Ride of the Valkyries. My mother’s was simply too old and had simply konked out. My wife’s and my son’s both had screen problems. The two younger ones can get by with hand-me-downs a bit longer, scream as they will.
It has got to the stage where these things are an absolute necessity. Just about every adult in Australia has one, which means we’re in a replacement market. Fortunately – or not, depending on your viewpoint – the manufacturers keep coming up with new models that make the upgrades worthwhile.

The average life of a mobile phone in Australia is about two years. That’s how long most of the supplier’s plans last for, and that seems to be about the stage at which either the screen or the battery goes. Most phones are flimsy devices subject to hard physical abuse, so I suppose that timeframe is okay.

I have always worked on about two years between PC computer and software upgrades, even though the devices last much longer than that. Like many people, I now have roomful of old PCs that seem too good to throw away, but which are worth very little and which aren’t really good for much at all.

I wrote in this column a couple of years ago about what to do with old computers. I was swamped with ideas, and information about people who do things with them, but the sorry reality is that the best thing for them is to chuck them out. It’s all very well saying that you will give then to charity or people in the third world, but this is rarely a practical option.
Now discarded mobile phones are proliferating at an even faster rate. If there’s about 10 million mobile phone users in Australia, and if a phone lasts two years on average, that means that well over 10,000 mobile phones are junked daily, in Australia alone. Where do they all go? At least they’re smaller than PCs, but I bet there’s a few hundred thousand cupboard drawers full of them.

We make a point of only buying Nokias in our family, not because they’re necessarily any better, but because we can all share the same power supplies. Now that we’re into our fourth or fifth phones, we have Nokia power supplies in every room and in our travelling gear (but still they go flat).
Despite writing about this stuff for a living, I’m really a bit of a technophobe. I’m not a big gadget man, and I still get abused by the PDAphiles for not carrying one of those pesky little Palm things. I still can’t see the point, especially now the new breed of phones just about all let you plug them into your PC for downloading addresses and appointments and the like.

I’ve fiddled with this technology for a while. Handspring’s Treo did a pretty good job, but I discarded it, partially because it was a bit too bulky and fragile but mainly because it was a pain having a different power supply to everyone else in my family. Whoever at Nokia made the decision to have the same power supply for all their phones has my eternal gratitude.

(While I’m at it, don’t get me started on the lack of compatibility between power supplies and batteries for laptops. Or toner cartridges for printers. Even from the same manufacturer. Gee, I get angry sometimes.)
Our new phones are wonderful. My son’s has a camera in it, which is pretty well de rigeur for the younger set nowadays (he’s 16). The shots aren’t too bad, and the technology will no doubt improve to the extent that the cameras in phones will be about as good in a couple of years as dedicated digital cameras are now.

I like the larger screen, and the colour, and the polyphonic ringtones. When my new phone rings, my Valkyries ride in a manner much more as Wagner intended (I love what Mark Twain said about Wagner’s music – “it’s not as bad as it sounds”.) I like the fact that it has a built-in hands-free mode, and that it works all around the world (I write this from a cheap hotel in Minneapolis), and that it talks to my computer.

But it’s a pretty basic model. I didn’t want a camera and Internet surfing and email to my phone (why would you?) and some of the other bells and whistles. I didn’t want a little keyboard, because that would only encourage me to write SMSs, which is the last way I want to spend my time.

Look at how often people use their mobile phones. Consider the fact that in many third world countries people will gladly pay a months’ salary or more to get one. Think how your own attitude to these ubiquitous and handy little devices has changed in the last ten years. How many people do you know without one?

Now, if we could only stop people using them on public transport and in restaurants. I’m sure the technology exists.
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