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Last week in this column I had a look at the IT policies and record of the coalition parties in the runup to the federal election. I was very critical, as I have been for years, at what I believe to be the many shortcomings in IT policy over the life of this government.

But would the ALP do any better? Last week I had an opportunity to speak with Senator Kate Lundy, the opposition’s shadow minister for information technology. Senator Lundy has been in the role for a few years, and the ALP’s IT policies have had plenty of time to become widely known. As with the coalition, there have been a few announcements during the campaign, but the main thrust has been apparent for some time.

One key difference between the government and the opposition is the way the portfolios are distributed. The coalition lumps IT and communications together, while the opposition separates them. Both Senator Lundy, and her opposite number Senator Helen Coonan, are also responsible for the arts, and Senator Lundy also has sport.
I asked Senator Lundy about this. Surely, I said, if this country is to be serious about improving our performance in IT, we need one dedicated ministry covering IT and telecommunications, which are increasingly related, and excluding other areas.

“The communications ministry is mainly about regulation,” she says. “We don’t believe it to be a natural fit with IT. It was the coalition which dismantled the Department of Information Technology back in 1996, and since then communications issues, mainly to do with the sale of Telstra, have dominated. There has been little concentration on IT.”

Senator Lundy came in for some criticism recently, from the Australian Computer Society and others, for Labor’s announced policy of transferring resources for IT innovation and industry development to an IT section in the Department of Industry. Senator Lundy believes her position has been misunderstood.
“It means we will work with the Department of Industry to streamline policy and program initiatives. Under Labor, IT will remain a distinct portfolio, with our industry development policy coordinated across government.”

I can understand what she’s saying about communications being separate, but I still don’t agree with her having responsibility for sport and the arts – surely it dilutes IT’s importance.

My next question to the senator was about broadband, an issue which the Coalition has demonstrably and shamefully neglected. Australia’s introduction has been painfully slow, and a lack of decent bandwidth is the single biggest constraint in the use of IT.

“This is another example of the problems the Coalition has got itself into by mixing up communications and IT,” says Senator Lundy. “They have been hopelessly compromised by their desire to privatise Telstra. They have shielded Telstra from competition and encouraged it to maximise investment in its legacy technology. That’s why they’re pushing ADSL as their broadband technology of choice – it runs on their existing network.”
So what would the ALP do? “This mutual agenda will disappear. We will not sell off the rest of Telstra, which means we can open it to true competition. That will do more than anything to bring true broadband to Australia users. We should aim for true nationwide broadband, which means better technology than ADSL, within ten years.”
Another key point of difference between the ALP and the Government is in their attitude towards offshoring. The Coalition believes it’s OK, and has adopted what Senator Coonan calls a “light touch” approach. The ALP will not prohibit or legislate against offshoring, but believes much more can be done to ensure the trend does not harm Australia’s IT industry.

“It’s about putting Australia’s interests first,” says Senator Lundy. “We would not even be talking about offshoring if we had focussed on building a strong local IT industry in the first place. Under the Howard government there has been an attitude that others can do IT better. It has adopted a hands-off approach which has meant that Australia is the odd country out when it comes to IT industry development.
“Most other countries have actively helped their IT sector. They are all more interventionist than Australia. We don’t need to put up barriers, but we should be promoting our own industry first.

“In the first half of the 1990s, when Labor was in power, our local IT industry was growing at 13 per cent a year. Since then it has declined, and our IT balance of trade has gone backwards. We need a critical mass of R&D skills in this country, policies that encourage people to buy Australian, policies that promote Australia internationally as an IT destination. That hasn’t been happening.”

The cornerstone of the ALP’s IT policy is its plan to promote the IT industry. “IT should be a part of every portfolio, because IT effects every aspect of the economy. That means everything from schools to purchasing, so that the benefits of IT can flow to every part of our society. That’s how we most differ from the government.”
Senator Kate Lundy is a politician in an election campaign. But filter out the electioneering, and some key policy differences emerge. An ALP government would be more interventionist, would not sell Telstra, would attempt to integrate IT policy more with other areas of government. After the manifest failures of the last decade, maybe it’s time for a new approach.
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