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OPEN SOURCE INFORMATION AND COMMUNICATION TECHNOLOGY 
Grievance 

MR J.N. HYDE (Perth) [9.48 am]:  My grievance is to the Parliamentary Secretary to the Premier.  It is time for 
the Gallop Government to embrace open source software to enable the free, faster and more secure technology to 
be used by state government bodies.  It is time that the Government evaluates our computing needs and ensures 
that fee-free software can compete against existing virus-prone patented software.  I would like to be informed of 
exactly what we have done in engaging with open source information and communication technology.   

I started investigating open source software when a vision-impaired constituent who works in the State’s public 
service complained to me about the inferiority of Windows-based voice activated software compared with free 
open source software.  Open source Linux can be operated from the command line in a non-graphical way, 
unlike portable document formats and other Windows applications, which, because they are in an image form, 
cannot be read by Braille readers.  My constituent wrote to me saying that Microsoft Windows provides no free 
software for the totally blind to access its system; rather it expects the blind to purchase software from 
commercial vendors.  Software to make a Microsoft-loaded computer talk to the blind costs about $1 500, 
whereas Linux comes with free software.  I am appalled that after contacting both Microsoft and Hewlett-
Packard, I have had no response to my plea for assistance for vision-impaired computer users.  I have now 
discovered why local governments, businesses and some foreign Governments are heading to open source.  Open 
source encourages developers and users to share their improvements and benefits.   

I attended the opening of the up-market Emperor’s Crown backpackers hotel in Stirling Street in my electorate 
this week.  The owner, Con Berbatis, and his team, who already operate two other successful accommodation 
ventures, are running their Internet booths and business centres on open source because their experience with 
Microsoft meant computer operations were too slow and too prone to viruses and crashes.  Yes, patents are 
needed to reimburse the big companies for software development and uniformity, but market forces have left us 
with a monolithic computer system bogged down by spam and viruses, and a lack of diversity.  This year I had 
discussions with Malaysian and Thai government officials and was staggered to see the results of these Asian 
Governments starting to investigate using open source technology.  “Momentum growing for open source” is the 
headline in the Bangkok Post, with the information and communications minister in the excellent Thai Rak Thai 
Party Government of Thaksin Shinawatra, Dr Surapong Suebwonglee, fully supporting efforts to promote and 
fund open source developers and advocacy.  The Thais are looking at using OFBiz  - the United States-based 
Open For Business - as a national open source technology.  This allows developers to use the core engine to 
work up applications to plug in for their own commercial products such as payment gateways, enterprise 
resource planning solutions, banking systems, tourism applications or - this is what we need in Western Australia 
- customised systems to fit a customer’s real needs.  The Thais have their own government-funded software park, 
so I am keen to hear from the parliamentary secretary what Western Australia’s technology park is doing with 
open source. 

As members of a reformist Government, those of us in the Gallop Government know that the prospect of change 
brings out market forces pressure that is curiously absent from downward price pressure when companies want 
us to buy their products.  In Malaysia and Thailand, Microsoft suddenly began offering Office XP at a fraction of 
the cost.  Suddenly the company discovered corporate responsibility and a community dividend.  On 11August, 
Microsoft Thailand introduced its very cheap Windows XP starter edition, a tailored and localised Windows 
product to help the Thai and Malaysian Governments in their efforts to enable access to technology for their 
citizens.  Microsoft is making Windows XP service pack 2 available to everyone with a Windows-run personal 
computer, regardless of whether the operating system installed is a licensed copy.  The expertise of Malaysian 
hackers at pirating software perhaps encouraged the business case for lessening the cost of legitimate software in 
that country. 

I do not expect an instant response, and perhaps this should be a second-term agenda for the Gallop Government, 
but by the end of 2005 we should be able to do a whole-of-government audit on what we spend on software, 
taking into account every computer in a state office and classroom for which a licence fee is paid for the 
software loaded, and we should then compare that, in an opportunity-cost analysis, with going over to open 
source.  One of the major oncosts with existing paid licensed software are those “support deals”, in which a 
customer must pay for someone in Sydney or Silicon Valley in California to fly to Perth to fix unending 
problems.  It is very important that our State Government provides a framework in which we can objectively 
assess the proved benefits, claims and potential of open source technology.  I note that United States mass-seller 
Dell is loading computers and workstations with Linux.  It is exporting about 400 000 units per annum, with half 
of those going to Asia, where they are sold at around $700, with no software or update fees needed. 
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I am not advocating that all of government immediately ditches Windows and operates on Linux.  I am asking 
that the State Government be open to enabling the adoption of open source, in cases in which it is proved to be 
more efficient and sustainable, by different agencies, departments or even the Parliament of Western Australia.  
Given overseas estimates, we could be looking at a $100 million annual saving if we evaluate and implement 
slowly but surely.  I am sure that the vested interests of mainstream software developers and marketeers will be 
unrelenting in their attempts to preserve market share.  However, just as the information technology and 
computing industry has outsourced and downsized to increase profits, it is only fair that consumers, particularly 
a consumer as big as the Western Australian Government, get the best possible deal for their IT dollar. 

MR M. McGOWAN (Rockingham - Parliamentary Secretary) [9.54 am]:  I thank the member for Perth for his 
grievance and I congratulate him on raising this issue on behalf of a vision-impaired constituent who has 
approached him on this matter.  His constituent would like to see greater accessibility to open source software 
for vision-impaired people.  It is an interesting subject, but one which receives little attention in this or any 
Parliament.  Although we rarely debate this subject, we, our staff and government departments use computers 
every day.  The annual turnover of the information and communications technology industry in Western 
Australia is estimated to be $6 billion.  In Western Australia - a State of two million people - the industry 
employs approximately 30 000 highly skilled people, and is responsible for exports in excess of $152 million 
annually.  The Western Australian Government itself spends $362 million annually on ICT goods and services.  
A significant part of that is the cost of software licensing, most of which is spent outside Western Australia, with 
some of the companies named by the member for Perth, many of which are located in other countries. 

The member raised the issue of open source software.  From the information I have been given it appears that a 
range of Governments is heading towards the use of open source software, citing reasons of lower cost and 
higher reliability.  They include some Governments in the United States, Canada, South Africa, Japan, South 
Korea, Peru, Belgium, Italy, Germany, Sweden and other parts of the European Union.  It appears that open 
source software is gaining momentum.  It is interesting to consider how open source software came into being.  
The operating system, as the member for Perth indicated, is widely known as Linux.  This program was brought 
into being by a gentleman by the name of Linus Torvalds, who lives in Helsinki.  In 1991 he sent an e-mail to a 
number of computer programmers asking them what they would like to see most in a software system.  He asked 
them to submit their ideas and said he would use them to build a system.  It was a spur-of-the-moment event for 
Linus Torvalds.  He sent this e-mail and asked all the other programmers to contribute.  They all began 
contributing, so he began constructing a software system based upon the free expression and contributions of 
other computer programmers around the world.  The traditional way in which software systems were built by 
companies such as Microsoft - Bill Gates and the like - was that the company built the software and had 
proprietary rights over it.  It then sold that software system.  The way open source software works is that 
everyone who has an interest - there are millions of very skilled people around the world who could have a lot of 
interest in this - can put in their ideas and build a system that is accessible by everybody and can be downloaded 
via the Internet.  It is really quite an amazing development. 

As I have mentioned the benefits include reduced costs, and can also lead to reduced dependence on specific 
products and software vendors, and greater interactivity of government systems.  There are also some potential 
downsides, including the unknown impact of software patents on some open source software applications and 
the availability and quality of open source software support services.  This is where Linux makes its money.  
Once a system is installed a constant fee is charged for any repairs or assistance provided.  Notwithstanding that, 
there are considerable benefits and the Western Australia Government is undertaking some research on this 
system.  We will establish a reference and steering group consisting of key government stakeholders to develop 
and implement a plan for the use of open source software within Western Australia.  We are working in 
partnership with the Office of E-Government, the Department of Treasury and Finance and the State Supply 
Commission to develop policies on the use of open source software within government agencies; and, most 
importantly and topically, we will be establishing a demonstration centre at Technology Park in Bentley with the 
necessary infrastructure and resources to assist government and industry to evaluate the development and use of 
open source software. 

The Minister for State Development has been right behind this.  A demonstration centre will be constructed at 
Technology Park; it will be available to government agencies, industry and business, as well as small business, 
so that they can see how it all works and assess whether they want to take up the opportunities offered by open 
source software.  The State Government has established a budget for the running of this centre of between 
$120 000 and $150 000 per annum.  The State Government is taking up these opportunities.  There can 
obviously be big downsides.  The Government has a lot of money invested already.  I am pleased the member for 
Perth has raised this grievance.  I will ensure that the relevant government agencies are made aware of the 
concerns of the member and his constituents about this matter. 
 


