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Korea is a remarkable country. Two generations ago it was one of the poorest places on earth, today, in the south at least, it is one of the richest. And on one measure, Internet connectivity, it is streets ahead of anywhere else.

We have heard phrases like “Internet economy” and “information age” ad nauseum in the last decade. It is true that things have changed enormously in that time. But to see what it really means, you need to look at the Korean experience.

Korea is undisputed world leader in broadband connection rates and Internet usage. There are 30 million Internet users amongst Korea’s 49 million people, and 23 broadband connections per 100 people. No other country comes close.The USA has eight, and Australia just four.
Nearly 80 per cent of Korean homes have broadband connection, and it is truly broad. Most connections are VDSL (Very high bit rate Digital Subscriber Line) at 2 Mbps or higher. The government’s Ministry of Information and Communications (MIC) expects that 70 per cent of Internet connections will exceed 20 Mbps by the end of 2006, and that most will be at 100 Mbps by the end of the decade.
At these speeds, and with this level of penetration, the Internet pervades Korean society to a level unknown in the rest of the world. Video-on-demand is commonplace, and TV channels let you download shows you’ve missed for around a dollar. Online shopping comprises one-eighth of all retail sales in Korea, and there are now more websites in Korean than in any other language besides English.
But with success comes problems. Spam and cybercrime are out of control, and a quarter of Korea’s teenagers are classed as “Internet addicts”, many with serious behavioural problems. Peer-to-peer networking is booming, challenging copyright laws and conventions.

New cultural tools have appeared, such as “avatars”, digital characters that people use to identify themselves online, instead of alphanumeric names. There exists in Korea a digital world, of the kind predicted in Tad Williams’ sci-fi trilogy “Otherland”, which is as real to its inhabitants as the corporeal world. Gangs of cyberyouths roam the Net, stealing cybergoods from unfortunate avatars and disrupting everyday behaviour.
But this is not science fiction, it is happening now, on a peninsula in North Asia half the size of Victoria. Korea’s rise is a remarkable story. It combines an Asian discipline with a western entrepreneurialism to an extent unrivalled anywhere else, including Japan. Korean companies like Samsung and Hyundai have become world leaders in their fields. By the time the commercial Internet became a reality in the early 1990s, the country had achieved a Western level of prosperity with a mature level of IT usage and PC penetration.
But that does not explain what has happened subsequently. Korea’s move to the Internet is the result of government policies, aided by the fact that most people live in high-density apartment buildings in large cities. Over a quarter of the population live in the Seoul area, and nearly as many again in the area around the bustling southern port city of Busan (Pusan to Korean War buffs).
So congested have these cities become that Korea recently announced the building of a new $45 billion capital city, along the lines of Canberra or Brasilia, in the centre of the country. It construction will give a further boost to Korea’s Internet economy, and it promises to be the world’s first true cyber-city.

Last year the government appointed Samsung’s Chin Daeje, a sort of Korean Bill Gates known locally as “Mr Technology”, to head the Ministry of Information and Communications. His stated ambition is to make Korea the world leader in all things IT. Considering what the Korean economy has achieved in the last 40 years, and its Internet economy in just ten, this is entirely possible.
Already Korean Internet expertise is being exported around the world, and has become a major money-spinner in its own right. The MIC’s press releases are full of study tours, joint ventures and international programs with countries as varied as Brazil, Iran and Romania. Korea has taken the lead in the development of a new Asian open-source based operating system, designed to free it from the tyranny of multinational software vendors (read Microsoft).

Compare Korea’s experience to Australia’s. We have dropped in rank in levels of broadband penetration in each of the last five years, and are now ranked 21st in the OECD, lower than countries like Spain and Italy. Go to the “broadband” section of the government’s website, and read about our so-called national broadband strategy, which is described as “a mechanism to inform future policy development in broadband and coordinate activities across government”. Wow!

And using the excuse that we are very different to Korea doesn’t wash. The country with the second highest level of broadband penetration, still only half Korea’s but more than three times higher than Australia’s, is Canada. That country has a similar population distribution to Australia’s, with vast distances and with most people clustered around the fringes of an inhospitable hinterland.

Australia is sitting on its hands.
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