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It was a sort of odd week, this week. Lots of bitty bits of digital news, most of them vaguely connected to bigger stories, but nothing to really get one's teeth into. That being the case I thought it was probably time to take a look at one of the catch phrases of today's wired world - e-Government.


Analysis: The Politics of e-Government

Figures just produced by the UK's Oftel (the telecoms regulator) show that the the percentage of UK households online is more or less the same as it was a year ago - 42 percent. The UK seems to be following the US into a situation where all those who want to be online are already connected. The figure has interesting implications for the UK's Labour government, though. It has a strategy of moving to delivering government services online, but these figures imply that if it does so, it will only reach two out of five of the population. 

The point of 'e-government' is that it is supposed to be cheaper to deliver (being more 'hip' is a bonus, but not the point). That's probably true. It is cheaper than the traditional face-to-face methods. But that equation only works if you can completely replace the traditional system with the new electronic system. If you have to run both systems simultaneously, then you don't have a cheaper service, you have a more expensive one!

The truth is that the Internet is not a 'must have' service for a large number of people, even in heavily wired countries like the US and Europe. Many people only use it for free email, but such use is becoming of marginal utility as the flood of spam grows into an overwhelming torrent. Furthermore, the ongoing demise of free email providers is providing online users with an opportunity to take stock of the Internet's usefulness. It seems likely that a significant fraction of existing online users may decide that the game isn't worth a candle and go offline.

The UK is far from being the only state planning to deliver government services and voting online in the near future (although the UK may be spared by the government's chronic inability to deliver -any- major software project on time or within budget). In all these cases the original assumptions were built into the scenario during the heady days of the dot com boom. In those days it was taken as self evident that within a few years all except a tiny minority of the population would be frantically surfing the net. 

Now that it's obvious that this is not the case, and that maybe even a majority of the population has no interest in using the Internet. Unfortunately, no attempt has been made to re-evaluate the underlying assumptions of e-government. I suspect such a re-evaluation is urgently needed, otherwise the costs of government are going to rise dramatically again, or we are going to create a new digital underclass of second class citizens. 

It's not a pleasant scenario, and in the UK it's going to present the government with some unpleasant choices. But it's one that even the Labour government, despite its legendary ability to duck and weave, is going to have to face sooner or later.

http://www.theregister.co.uk/content/6/29190.html


Shorts:

Looks like the floppy disk drive is well and truly on its way out. Apple stopped providing them as long as five years ago, and most of the lighter weight laptops cut them out a couple of years ago. Now they are starting to vanish from the regular specs of desktop machines as manufacturers struggle to make a buck in a vicious price cutting environment. Latest manufacturer to announce the demise of the floppy is Dell. From next month it will stop putting the drives in its machines and only offer them as an option. Now, when I were a lad...

http://apnews.excite.com/article/20030206/D7P13FU00.html

Ever used a peer-to-peer (P2P) network (Kazaa, Napster etc.) to swap music or other copyrighted files? If you're an American this means you are a felon! It's just that the Feds haven't picked you up yet. Way back in 1997 a bill was passed that makes swapping copyrighted files via P2P networks a federal offence. The penalties are fines of up to a quarter of a million dollars and/or a jail sentence of up three years. The law's never been used to prosecute P2P file sharers, but now a group of congress critters is demanding action of the US Department of Justice (DoJ). 

One has to wonder at the priorities of these people. The US has still not dealt with the group who killed thousands of people in the World Trade Towers terror attack. It has an unsolved bio-terrorism attack. The army's performance in Afghanistan was less than stellar, and it's now about to launch an attack on Iraq. The US economy is in its deepest recession for many decades. The current Afghanistan situation is so dire that discussion of the whole subject is completely taboo in Washington and London. And these congress critters want to know why the DoJ is not prosecuting something in the region of four million users of Kazaa!

http://news.com.com/2010-1071-982121.html

Microsoft has identified open source software as a threat to its commercial business in a quarterly report filed with the US Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC). Microsoft has been targeting open source software as a serious enemy for some time, but this is the first time it has admitted that it might have an impact on Microsoft's business. 

Clearly, real competition in the server market is focussing minds wonderfully in Fortress Redmond. As the filing put it,' The company's revenues would be unfavourably impacted if customers reduce their purchases of new software products or upgrades to existing products because new product offerings are not perceived as adding significant new functionality or other value to prospective purchasers.' Translation: People aren't going to continue to buy our products just because they are made by Microsoft. 

http://www.linuxworld.com/go.cgi?id=741832

More patent madness - this time in the streaming industry. It seems a company called Acacia Media Technologies owns patents on the process of transmitting compressed audio or video online. The patents date back to 1991, and I'd be surprised if there wasn't prior art at that time. Acacia is following a slightly different route to the usual one for patent parasites. Instead of going after little guys first it is targeting adult content sites. Presumably because it feels that there is more money in those sites and that courts will be intrinsically hostile to such sites. A clever move. The adult sites are fighting back, and it's likely there will be a court case soon. 

Acacia are planning to go after cable companies that provide digital or digitised pay-per-view services, which raises an interesting point. Will these patents affect digital radio? As I discussed in a piece a month or so ago, the US government is having real trouble forcing through digital radio and TV. If broadcasters are going to have to pay patent fees on their broadcasting it could be a real nail in the coffin of digital broadcasting!

http://news.com.com/2100-1023-983552.html?tag=lh

I only had to wait a month for my predictions about 2003 being the year of Internet taxes to start showing some signs of being correct! In the last week Wal-Mart, Marshall Fields's, Target and Toys R Us have all posted notices on their web sites stating that they will be collecting taxes. I think that this is just the start, though I have to say the speed with which things are happening is greater than I expected. More info (and more crowing about my correct prediction) as it comes in.

The big media conglomerates are not happy. The EU's European Commission has presented a draft directive that punishes copyright infringement for commercial purposes, but not the home downloader. Even the draft's dubious attempts to link piracy to 'organised crime and terrorism' didn't placate the copyright owners who have never recognised any fair use rights for the people who have actually bought their offerings. Forget war in the Middle East, prepare for the mother of all lobbying operations in Brussels.

And while we are on the subject of the EU, it seems that Microsoft has been forced to make serious changes to the operation of its Net Passport software to avoid being fined for breaking EU data protection laws. The passport system stores personal data such as email addresses, passwords, credit card numbers and billing addresses. As yet the rival system from the Liberty Alliance, backed by the likes of Sun, American Express and France Telecom, is still under the scrutiny of an EU working party, but I suspect that their proposals will not fare much better than Microsoft's. The laws about what you can do with other people's personal data are much stricter in the EU than the US.

http://www.theregister.co.uk/content/4/29124.html

Finally, I have to share with you the thoughts of one Jack Valenti, President of the Motion Picture Association of America. This is the same person who said the humble VCR was like the Boston Strangler for the movie companies. In an interview with the Harvard Political Review he was able to show that he has learned nothing in the decades since that remark. He stated, 'In the digital world, we don't need back-ups, because a digital copy never wears out.' I don't think I need warn my readers not to try out this stunt in their own lives!


Scanner - Other Stories:

New book from William Gibson of 'Neuromancer' fame
http://www.wired.com/wired/archive/11.02/play.html?pg=9

Microsoft insider resale racket
http://www.theregister.co.uk/content/4/29211.html

Electrolytes, Mr Bond? Capacitors? Damaged motherboards?
http://www.spectrum.ieee.org/WEBONLY/resource/feb03/ncap.html

Verizon to fight on in RIAA identity case
http://www.theregister.co.uk/content/6/29129.html

Microsoft Xbox - losses double
http://www.theregister.co.uk/content/54/29171.html


Have fun on the web!

Alan Lenton
alan@ibgames.com
9 February 2003

Past issues of Winding Down can be found at http://www.ibgames.net/alan/winding/index.html.

