Philipson column for 28 Sept 2004 
The government and the opposition have now clearly spelt out their IT policies for the coming election. Last week I saw Senator Helen Coonan in action, outlining the Coalition line. I also spoke with Senator Kate Lundy, the shadow minister. In this week’s column I’ll look at the Coalition policies and record, and next week I’ll examine what the ALP says it will do.
Helen Coonan has been Minister for Communications, Information Technology and the Arts for just a few months. She replaced Daryl Williams, who spent only a few ineffectual months in the job. Her real legacy is that of the long-serving Senator Richard Alston, whose record is the best guide to how the Coalition will treat IT.
I watched and listened to Coonan for an hour last week. She spent the first 15 minutes belittling the ALP’s IT policy, and most of the rest of the time standing on the government’s record. She’s a lot more dynamic than her predecessors, and she said all the right words. But what does it all mean?
Much of what she said came from a 50 page government document released the day before her appointment. It is called “Australia’s Strategic Framework for the Information Economy 2004-06 – Opportunities and Challenges for the Information Age”, and it is the fourth or fifth such document the government has produced since it came to power.

It is a masterpiece of obfuscation and motherhood statements. Read it in vain for any insight into what the government will actually do to achieve the lofty aims it outlines. From the first page:

“This Strategic Framework for the Information economy sets out a vision for the information economy for 2004 to 2006, four broad objectives, four strategic priorities and sixteen supporting strategies for the information economy … Australia’s vision for the information economy is where government, business and society are all connected, can participate with confidence, are open to innovation and can collaborate to maximise the economic and social benefits.”

Great stuff. Let’s dig deeper into the document, beyond the broad objectives and strategic priorities, and look at the specific supporting strategies. After more than ten years in office, it’s reasonable to measure these strategies against the government’s record in each area. Let’s randomly take the second supporting strategy in each of the four areas of strategic priorities:

· Strategy 1.2 – Strengthen collaboration and capabilities in SMEs, not-for-profit organisations, and key industry sectors to facilitate their participation in the information economy.

· Strategy 2.2 – Improve the culture of security in both public and private organisations.

· Strategy 3.2 – Maintain a globally competitive business environment for innovation.

· Strategy 4.2 – Develop an Australian Government ICT investment and interoperability framework to support integrated services.

That should give you an idea of the flavour of the thing. Lots of words like “facilitation”, “environment”, “framework”, “enhancement”, “infrastructure”, “priority”, “capability”, “development” and all the polysyllabic meaningless wooliness which so often passes for public debate in 21st century Australia. Compare each of these strategies, or the other ten I haven’t mentioned, with this government’s actual track record in IT, and you see what humbug it all is. Let’s look at a couple of instances.
Australia has fallen behind in the take up of broadband Internet. In 2000, Australia was thirteenth on the list of broadband penetration rate (OECD figures). We fell to sixteenth in 2001, and by 2003 we were twenty-first. How’s that for “ensuring that all Australians have the capabilities, networks and tools to participate in the benefits of the information ecomnomy”?

Last week I asked Senator Coonan why Australia’s broadband penetration ranking was dropping, even while the government is continually boasting about its broadband initiatives. She told me it was because Australia was so large, and that Australians weren’t quick at adopting new technologies.

Both these comments are ludicrous. Canada has a similar population and geographical spread to Australia, and it is number two in the international broadband rankings. And Australians’ takeup of most new technologies is way ahead of international averages.

Senator Coonan was also asked about Australia’s IT trade deficit. The excellent work done by Professor John Houghton shows that Australia continues to fall further behind in this area, and the money we are losing by buying most of our IT from overseas more than cancels out our gains from primary industry exports. Senator Alston dismissed Professor Houghton’s work (sponsored by the Australian Computer Society) as “19th century mercantilist dogma”, and Senator Coonan can do no better than point to the fact that the imbalance is not quite so bad in IT services.
Add to that the farce that has been the government’s digital TV policy, the datacasting debacle, the ineffectual grandstanding over Internet pornography and spam, the driving offshore of the Internet gambling industry, and the continued perpetration of the myth of the IT skills shortage and the subsequent gutting of the IT workforce.

It is a sorry tale. Yet Senator Coonan says she is happy to stand on the government’s record.

I received an email from a reader recently congratulating me on exposing Australia’s poor performance in IT policy, hoping the publicity might shame the politicians into doing something.
Shame? Politicians?
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