
Monday, December 15, 2008 14
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Meagre bytes

Top team
When Sir Peter Gershon recommended
the establishment of a ministerial
committee on ICT, he didn’t say it
should include the top layer of cabinet,
but that’s what he got. The new
committee consists of the Expenditure
Review Committee – Kevin Rudd, Julia
Gillard, Wayne Swan, Lindsay Tanner,
Jenny Macklin and Simon Crean – plus
Minister for Human Services Senator
Joe Ludwig and Minister for
Broadband, Communications and the
Digital Economy Senator Stephen
Conroy. A spokesman for the
Australian Government Information
Management Office said membership
of the Secretaries ICT Governance
Board, also recommended by Gershon,
was still under consideration. A
restructure at the office has seen the
formation of a ‘‘non-ongoing’’ business
improvement division to manage the
ICT review teams Gershon
recommended to ‘‘help agencies
achieve or exceed the target [cost]
reductions without impairing service
delivery to citizens and business’’.
Those teams are already on the job,
Boston Consultancy Group has been
hired to develop metrics and an ‘‘ICT
chart of accounts’’, and a program
management board chaired by PM&C
has been established.

■ www.finance.gov.au/agimo

Schmoardband
Build it and they will come – if that’s
Broadband Minister Stephen Conroy’s
business plan for the National
Broadband Network he may have
some marketing to do. A national
survey of more than 600 households
by Charles Sturt University has found
less than 20 per cent of broadband
households felt the network would
help them.Less than 17 per cent of
those without broadband expect a
benefit. Across both groups, more than
66 per cent said broadband was not a
priority in their household budget. CSU
IT lecturer Peter Adams said a lot
more needed to be done to examine
the demand side of what Australians
were seeking in this $4.7 billon
investment of taxpayers’ money.

■ www.csu.edu.au

Hate mail
Senator Conroy launched an
e-democracy trial last week with a
blog page on the digital economy. By
week’s end he had received almost
300 posts from grumpy e-voters
acting like virtual hecklers at a town
hall meeting. Most bagged him for his
ISP-based internet filtering project,
like this one from Alan: ‘‘The proposal
to censor internet content is the sort of
thing which is to be expected of
Labour (sic) governments. Was this
inspired by China’s system? First
pornography, then what?’’ In response
to the blog’s query about how the
benefits of a digital economy can be
enjoyed by all Australians, Bleeter had
a simple answer: ‘‘Get rid of Conroy
and get someone who has a clue.’’

■ www.dbcde.gov.au/
digitaleconomyblog

Nuclear power
The Australian Nuclear Science and
Technology Organisation won the
Project of the Year award at the
Information Technology Service
Management Forum in Melbourne
earlier this month. It was the only
Commonwealth agency to make the
grade as a finalist.

■ www.itsmf.org.au

Money for HAL
Sean Howard, founder of Australian
Personal Computer magazine and
Ozemail, has donated $100,000 to a
University of Queensland research
group trying to develop intelligent
systems that could even have
emotions. Research leader Dr Scott
Bolland said the Fluid Analogies
project drew on insights from
psychology, biology and neuroscience.
‘‘Central to our research is our belief
that intelligent machines of the future
will be primarily self-taught,’’ he said.
Howard made his money in 1999, five
years after Ozemail began, by selling it
to WorldCom which sold it to iinet in
2005.

■ www.itee.uq.edu.au/~fae/

Your profile
The number of .com.au domain names
rose 25 per cent from 795,638 to
1,009,347 in 2007-08, according to
the latest Communications Report
from the Australian Communications
and Media Authority. There were
22.12 million mobile phone subscribers
at the end of June, about a million
more than there are Australians,
including 8.55 million 3G customers, an
increase of 88 per cent over the year.
‘‘Using the internet is an everyday
experience for many Australians, with
more than 11.5 million people aged two
years and over online during any
month,’’ authority chairman Chris
Chapman said. Fifty-five per cent of
Australians were classed as ‘‘heavy’’
internet users, online at least eight
times a week, and 35 per cent said
they went online up to seven times a
week.

■ www.acma.gov.au

By John Markoff

Maker hopes solid-state hard drives will keep data clouds at bay
Sherman Black, a senior vice-
president at Seagate Technology, a
leader in hard-drive manufacturing,
lies awake at night worrying that his
teenagers are part of a new gener-
ation of computer users who don’t
care if their data is stored locally or in
the internet cloud.

It matters to the hard-drive indus-
try, because a growing number of
consumers are eagerly eyeing a new
wave of solid-state drives. Made from
arrays of flash memory chips, these
new drives are smaller and many
times faster than traditional hard
drives that read and write magnetic
1s and 0s on a rotating disk or platter.
They are also, of course, more
expensive. Small 2-, 4- and 16GB
solid-state drives are now already
standard components of the so-
called netbook laptops being sold by

Dell, Hewlett-Packard and others,
and a 128GB drive now sells as a
$US500 ($A745) upgrade to the
MacBook Air from Apple.

This shift in storage technology is
now possible because of the growth
in flash chip usage. They are now
ubiquitous in hand-held devices
such as digital cameras and MP3
players. The other reason the shift is
happening is that these solid-state
drives (so called because, unlike
magnetic-disk drives, they have no
moving parts) are being designed to
fit in the same space in laptops used
by the industry-standard 2.5-inch
and 1.8-inch disks in hard drives.

There are many benefits to this
newer technology. Information can
be stored permanently in flash chips
even when power is turned off, and
the chips can be electrically erased
and reprogrammed. They make no
noise, give off little heat and con-

sume far less power, while trans-
ferring data on average many times
faster than rotating hard disks.

Of course, there are caveats. While
solid-state drives can read infor-
mation more quickly than hard
drives, some models write infor-
mation more slowly. That means, on
average, performance comparisons
may depend on a particular
manufacturers design or running a
specific application or style of com-
puting. There are also big differences
in quality in the solid-state market,
and there can be extreme differences
among drives in the number of times
that 1s and 0s can be stored and
e r a s e d . B e c a u s e i n d i v i d u a l
transistors can fail over time, flash
chips come with extra transistors
that can be turned on automatically
in the event of failure.

Perusing reviews on websites such
as Amazon.com and Buy.com

suggest a wide range of consumer
reaction – from awestruck to angry.

Caveats aside, a properly designed
solid-state drive can make a world of
difference. Windows can boot in just
seconds, and switching to a solid-
state disk can add about 30 minutes
to the battery life of a common
laptop computer.

The need for speed in the laptop
market is now being satisfied by
more than 40 manufacturers, includ-
ing chip-making giants such as Intel,
Samsung and Toshiba. Storage
capacities have now soared to 256GB
– but at a staggering cost. Such a
drive from Axiom is selling online for
up to about $A13,500. Prices, how-
ever, are dropping. It is now possible
to buy a 128GB, 2.5-inch internal
drive from the consumer electronics
reseller OCZ for about $450.
Although that price is about twice as
much as a comparable hard drive

with rotating storage, the combin-
ation of faster speed, lower power
consumption and heat generation as
well as potentially better reliability –
is enticing.

Such a drive might not be just for
executive road warriors with an
ultralight MacBook Air. It is now
worth considering as a performance
boost on an existing, older laptop.
And next year, when 128GB solid-
state drives become even more
affordable, they will increasingly be
offered by laptop makers at a more
reasonable add-on price.

In addition to making a play at the
high end of the laptop market and as
an upgrade option, solid-state drives
are sweeping the new consumer-
friendly market for so-called
netbooks, the under-10-inch
portables that have become the rage
in the past six months. These
machines come with as little as 2GB

of solid-state drive storage, helping
to fortify the new generation of
cloud-oriented computing that Black
is concerned about. ‘‘I don’t think
they care about having their data
with them,’’ he said of the younger
computing generation like his
teenagers. ‘‘They have faith that the
cloud will always be accessible.’’

Laptop makers are making the
process of swapping drives easier,
which makes the idea of upgrading
even more tempting. Solid-state
drives are an expanding niche in the
world of laptop computers, but there
is no reason to writ off the hard-drive
industry. The huge explosion of
digital data means that we will still
have to keep our data somewhere.
Black’s company is focusing in part
on drives for large corporate data
centres. ‘‘I know all of that data will
be stored in the cloud,’’ he said.

New York Times

COMMUNITY SPIRIT: Darrell Burkey, president of Computing Assistance Support and Education (CASE), at his office. Photo: STEFAN POSTLES

CASE opens up its services in style
By Simon Grose

Early in 1998, representatives of
about a dozen ACT community
groups attended a public meeting
and formed a steering group to set
up an organisation to provide them
with ICT support.

Ten years ago last month, Com-
puter Assistance Support and Edu-
cation was incorporated as a co-
operative.

ACT Senator Kate Lundy, who
addressed the initial meeting and is
now CASE’s patron, believes the
organisation is ahead of its time and
others are still trying to catch up.

‘‘I’ve seen a few examples of other
organisations trying emulate what
CASE has been doing extremely well
for a long time,’’ Lundy said. ‘‘There
is still a demand for the service CASE
provides because they are able to tap
into a broad range of expertise and
they are not reliant on a commercial
model.’’

Now with 30 member groups,
CASE is unique in that it is has no
paid staff, does not rely on public
funding and provides ongoing sup-
port services to members rather than
project-based delivery.

‘‘The very basis of CASE is that by
helping the helpers, the people who
need help get more help,’’ founder
and president Darrell Burkey says, a
Unix systems administrator at the
ANU. ‘‘We wanted to leverage our IT
skills so that instead of doing one-off

projects we had a system that
enabled groups to continually build
on their service delivery capabilities.

‘‘If we can transfer their resources
from IT into service delivery, then
their service delivery becomes more
effective. That way, we are helping
tens of thousands of people.’’

CASE fills a niche not readily met
by commercial providers due to the
budget constraintsof community
groups and limited in-house ICT
expertise. ‘‘We know quite well what
the sector needs because we are part
of the sector,’’ Burkey said.

Services are provided by ICT pro-
fessionals who are CASE volunteers

and students from the ANU, UC and
CIT who are paid directly by the
group receiving the service. ‘‘The
students work for less than commer-
cial rates to get experience for their
CVs,’’ he said.

One community group found that
by using CASE its annual IT costs
were reduced by about 30 per cent.

Part of CASE’s success story is the
high level of expertise volunteered by
individuals in the local ICT industry
and research communities. Andrew
‘‘Tridge’’ Tridgell, one of Australia’s
leaders in the global open-source
community, is a member of the
organisation’s technical team.

Although CASE is a strong pro-
ponent of open-source solutions,
Burkey says they are not zealots
because all CASE member organis-
ations use proprietary software on
their desktops.

Looking ahead, CASE is seeking
closer engagement and support from
the Government and industry. The
ACT Government is understood to
have been assessing CASE’s shared
services model.

‘‘If the Government were to fund
CASE for $500,000 we would be
delivering what they are now paying
around $1 million to do by funding
groups separately,’’ Burkey said.

He gets strong support from
Lundy.

‘‘I think the Government would be
mugs not to send some money
CASE’s way,’’ Lundy said. ‘‘Because
their cost structure is so much lower,
because they have runs on the board,
they are ideally placed.

‘‘I am at a bit of a loss as to why
that hasn’t happened already but we
continue to advocate to my
colleagues in the Assembly to look
very closely at what CASE has to
offer.’’

CASE is also developing a business
plan to take to industry organis-
ations in a bid to raise seed capital to
establish systems that Burkey hopes
would provide the organisation with
sustainable, independent revenue.

■ www.case.org.au

US push
to boost
cyber
security
By John Markoff

Licence plates may be coming to
cyberspace.

A United States government and
technology industry panel on cyber-
security is recommending that the
US Government end its reliance on
passwords and enforce what the
industry describes as strong auth-
entication.

Such an approach would prob-
ably mean that all government
computer users would have to hold
a device to gain access to a network
computer or online service. The
commission is also encouraging all
non-governmental commercial
services use such a device.

‘‘We need to move away from
passwords,’’ the vice-president for
security awareness at Core Security
Technologies, Tom Kellermann, a
member of the commission that
created the report, said.

The report, which offers guidance
to the incoming Obama adminis-
tration, is a strong indictment of
government and private industry
efforts to secure cyberspace to date.

‘‘The laissez-faire approach to
cyber security has failed,’’ Keller-
mann said.

Restricting internet access is one
of a series of recommendations that
a group of more than 60 govern-
ment and business computer secur-
ity specialists will make in a public
presentation, Securing Cyberspace
in the 44th Presidency, in the US
today. The report has been prepared
during the past 18 months under
the auspices of the Center for
Strategic and International Studies,
a Washington, DC, policy group,
after a number of break-ins into
government computer systems.

The damage from cyber attack is
real, the report states. Last year,
various US departments, including
Defence, State and Homeland
Security, and NASA and the
National Defence University all
suffered major intrusions by
unknown foreign entities.

The report describes serious
break-ins, including the hacking of

the Defence Secretary’s unclassified
email and the loss of terabytes of
data at the State Department.

It recommends the creation of a
White House cyber-security chief
reporting to the president and the
consolidation of the powers that
have largely been held by the
Homeland Security Department
under the Bush Administration. The
report argues that cyber security is
one of the most significant national
security threats and that it can no
longer be relegated to information
technology offices and chief infor-
mation officers.

The commission included the top
D e m o c r a t a n d R e p u b l i c a n
members of the House Homeland
Security subcommittee that
oversees cyber-security. The
chairmen of the commission
included Democratic congressman
Jim Langevin and Republican con-
gressman Michael McCaul.

Scott Charney, corporate vice-
president for trustworthy comput-
ing at Microsoft, and Harry D.
Raduege Jr, a retired air-force
lieutenant-general who is chairman
of the Center for Network Inno-
vation at Deloitte & Touche, were
also on the commission.

The report calls for new laws and
regulations governing cyberspace.

The proposed regulations
included new standards for critical
infrastructure providers such as the
finance and energy industries, as
well as new federal product acqui-
sition rules to force more secure
products.

The report does not entirely reject
the Bush Administration’s work. It
cites the creation of the Compre-
hensive National Cybersecurity
Initiative, adopted by the Govern-
ment as part of a presidential
memorandum issued last January as
a good starting point for remaking
the nations cyber-security strategy.
This has led to a commitment by the
US Government to spend more than
$US30 billion in the next seven
years to enhance computing secur-
ity.

New York Times

Microsoft launches new wave
By Jack Schofield

Microsoft has built three huge
businesses using the same tech-
nique: it packages together a suite of
software, simplifies it and sells it at
a low price. This has worked on the
desktop with Windows (worth
$US17 billion in 2008) and Office
($US19 billion), and in the data
centre with Windows Server and
back-office tools ($US13 billion).
Now it’s trying to do it again online,
with this month’s launch of Wave 3.

Windows packaged MS DOS, the
Windows user interface, a video
player, a web browser and other
applications. Wave 3 is packaging
MSN Messenger and Hotmail with a
broad collection of software and
online services, although the new
versions are called Windows Live
Messenger and Windows Live Mail.

If you use one of these – and more
than 460 million people use Mess-
enger – then Microsoft hopes to get
you to use all the others ‘‘by making
it easy to keep your life in sync’’, in

the words of Microsoft Live’s Brian
Groth. Wave 3 aims to consolidate
your online life via a home page that
looks quite like Facebook, and also
offers social networking and photo-
sharing. You can post a profile, see
your mail, messages, notes, news
and events, and you can also start
small groups.

The Live Services package
provides generous mail storage
(5GB at the moment), 25GB of space
for your photo gallery, the chance to
blog on Spaces, plus Events,
Groups, a calendar and a simple
contacts book. The same contacts
are available to all the applications,
your desktop PC and your mobile
phone (via Active Sync). And you
can get to all your stuff with one Live
ID password, aka Passport.

To support all these Live Services
from Windows, there’s a suite of
Live Essentials software. This
includes the Mail, Messenger,
Writer (for blogging) and Photo
Gallery applications, plus a toolbar.
These desktop programs synchron-

ise with the online applications, so
you get the best of both worlds.
Finally, to support the whole infra-
structure, there’s Windows Azure,
Microsoft’s cloud computing plat-
form, running on a network of giant
data centres.

Like Windows and Office, Wave 3
is also a ‘‘platform play’’. Microsoft
wants other companies to develop
applications for Live, or plug in their
existing applications. There’s a list
of the Live Framework services that
external developers can use at
dev.live.com. Jumpstart 2009
developer training events are being
organised worldwide.

So far, Microsoft’s online division
has not been very successful: in
2008, for example, it lost $US1.2 bil-
lion on revenues of just $US3.2 bil-
lion. With Wave 3, however, Micro-
soft is on more familiar ground. It’s
good at building platforms, and it
has the money and the will to tackle
huge projects like Wave 3 that
nobody else would attempt.

Guardian

High tech solutions to our woes

SMASH HIT: The Large Hadron Collider.

By Judy Skatssoon

A car finish that gets rid of scratches
itself, a computer mouse that works
on all surfaces – even cat’s fur – and
plastic made from pig urine are
among the best innovations of 2008,
according to a science magazine.

Popular Science, a US magazine
that recently launched in Australia,
selected the 100 top innovations
from items featured in its pages over
the last year. The list also includes
headphones that tailor themselves
to your hearing and a pen that
‘‘listens’’ to what you are writing and
turns it into an audio file you can
play back on your computer.

Other notable inclusions are the
super-fast swimsuit that helped pro-
pel Stephanie Rice and her team-
mates to victory at the Beijing
Olympics, a fabric-thin heater used
inside gloves, jackets and boots (a
boon for skiers) and black fabric that
reflects, rather than absorbs heat. In
terms of big-ticket items, the $US10
billion ($A15.49 billion) atom-

smashing Large Hadron Collider and
Virgin Galactic’s carbon-fibre air-
craft designed to blast tourists into
space also made the list.

Editor Kevin Cheung said all the
innovations in the top 100 had
common features. ‘‘The degree of
innovation, how different is it? And
does it make a difference in everyday
life,’’ Cheung said.

He said while some of the items
were for leisure or personal use –

such as a personal spy plane – many
were for the greater good.

Cheung’s favourites were a reani-
mated heart that scientists can bring
back from the dead, and a mobile
phone that converts into a micro-
scope. The heart could potentially
replace heart transplants – the pro-
cedure had already been fine-tuned
using rats’ hearts. The phone micro-
scope, meanwhile, can take photos
of skin and blood cells and send
them to laboratories for diagnosis.

Cheung said the next big
innovations in the wings were a
definitive answer on the link
between mobile phones and brain
cancer, faster broadband internet
through the use of photonic chips
and ‘‘the perfect electronic car’’.

As always, necessity remained the
mother of innovation, he said, and
this was particularly true in an era of
climate change and global economic
difficulties.

‘‘I really believe technology holds
the key to solving the world’s
problems,’’ he said. AAP

REMOTE ACTION IN WALGETT
Earlier this year Walgett’s Dharriwaa
Elders Group bought an IBM server
but did not have the resources or
expertise to set it up as the core of a
new network. Soon after, one of their
members approached CASE president
Darrell Burkey.

Burkey said it was a timely meeting
because CASE had been seeking an
opportunity to test its ability to set up
a network remotely. ‘‘We said we
know it is technically possible but
we’ve never done it so if you want to
be a guinea pig let’s give it a go,’’ he
said.

The server was sent directly from

IBM to CASE where remote-control
software and other open-source
products were installed. It was
shipped to Walgett with detailed
instructions on how to connect it to
existing hardware, then a CASE
volunteer talked the group through
the set-up and implementation
process. ‘‘We were doing an identical
install at the Griffin Centre in Civic,’’
Burkey said. ‘‘It took us three times
longer to do the install at the one we
had physical access to than the one in
Walgett.’’

■ www.dharriwaaeldersgroup.org.au


