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Crossing a chasm : A model for Information Technology and sustainability

Introduction

For every 25-kilogram computer, there are 63 kilograms of waste, 22 of them toxic (O'Meara, 2000, p. 127) so IT itself is not sustainable in itself. To be sustainable one must be innovative. To be innovative one must record and re find information, analyse it and form knowledge.  In relation to ensuring the sustainability of professions (particularly IT) there are four areas information can be innovatively used;

a) a change from a reliance on technology as the solution to that of managing information within the system

b) the public being informed  to be able to consistently recognise an IT professional arising from Australian Computer Society certification, and

c) Information from Young professionals getting actively involved in the decision making structures of the ACS and IFIP

d) Collaboration through information sharing with other like professions

Higher education and continuing professional development for sustainability

Information Technology can ensure sustainability of business and communities through innovations relating to better management of environmental, social and economic information.  A wiser use of resources gives rise to why IT will move in its focus from system development to management of information.  Web enabled knowledge portals linking to various information repositories within and between organisations and the widespread application of technology to support the creation, storage, indexing, controlled dissemination, archiving and disposal of information and knowledge is the next innovative IT wave for Australia.  

GDP costs can be leveraged whilst also positively impacting on the environment by the more efficient use of information and capturing of knowledge into systems along with simultaneous but secure distribution to many. Vergnes (2001) states

 “For the countries fortunate enough to have adequate educational and technological infrastructures, IT-based development can actually be better than sustainable. Knowledge is, in a sense, the ultimate renewable resource – it grows with exploitation. As the knowledge resource grows, opportunities expand.” 

An example of this is a current World Food Program in Kenya (Vergnes, 2001).  With support from Microsoft, a handheld device has been developed to enable its teams to gather data directly in the field and transmit the data to a central computer using wireless technology.  This provides more accurate information very quickly for almost instant use in timely decision making.  

In order to be sustainable the IT profession must innovate through management of information.  To innovate using IT the sustainable professional will have a combination of librarianship, records management, security, privacy, ethics, business systems development, highly tuned interpersonal skills and the ability to quickly acquire knowledge of the business of the organisation they work for.  Sustainability of all professions will be dictated by their ability to create, store, index, control dissemination, archive and dispose of information with the assistance of technology. Technology is not the sustaining point on its own.  General education and professional development in all sectors will need to reflect the important skills inherent in good information management.

Recommendations to ACS

· Encourage greater links between high schools, universities, employers and employees in industry to ensure knowledge transfer of IT streams available and training of youth

· Include sustainability topics in CMACS

· Investigate implementation of IT without boundaries program and database of skills (giving newly qualified and experienced workers a chance to work together in disaster areas or developing countries/remote Australia) 

Recommendations to Professions Australia

· Encourage greater links between Centres of excellence attached to Universities and their relevance/benefits to the industry

· Encourage all members to ensure sustainability is part of higher education courses they accredit (possibly make it part of their ethics units??)

Professions and public policy related to sustainability

As a leading writer on sustainability of the IT profession through ethics, Peter Denning in “When IT becomes a profession” (2001) identified professions must have the following criteria;

a) A durable domain of human concerns

b) A Codified body of principle

c) A codified body of practices

d) Standards of performance 

e) A code of ethics

Denning (2001) has identified that Information Technology in Australia is not a profession as the Australian Computer Society (ACS) does not have a codified body of practices, standards of performance and only half fulfils the code of ethics criteria. The recent OneACS document outlining the move to a unitary, integrated, sustainable organisational model for the Australian Computer Society circulated with the August 2003 edition of the Information Age lacks mention of these professional criteria (particularly information about practices) and is heavily orientated towards physical structures and addressing concerns about power base loss.  Is a profession sustainable if the potential members and the public have no codified body of practices by which to consistently identify a competent IT practitioner or is this a criteria based upon traditional professions of law, medicine and engineering which no longer apply in the information age??? 

Denning is further backed by Roger Clarke
 citing the G8 Okinawa Charter on the Global Information Society Digital Opportunity Task Force that transparent, good governance and free development of ICT (ie open source) ensures sustainability.  Good governance can only occur with the adequate management of quality, consistent and trustworthy information.

Recommendations to ACS

· Must be certified to practice identified by certified ACS higher education course, 12 months supervised practice and competency exam with an upgrade path for those in industry who are very experienced but do not have higher education qualification

· Place pressure on organisations not including ACS membership as a criteria

· Answer and market the question “What is a professional?”

Recommendations to Professions Australia

· Answer and market the question “What is a professional?”

Young professionals and sustainability 

Without young professionals having a definitive road of input into the decision making of a profession it will not be sustainable.  Many students are members of the ACS with   % of memberships lapsing after graduation.  Many of these do not rejoin the profession until beyond the youthful age of 35.  On the current Council there are two women from a total of around 20 Council members and only one (a male) under 35 to provide information from a youthful perspective.

In April this year the ACS hosted the inuagral Youth In IT (YIT) National Forum.  Representatives from each state and Territory briefed each other on the perceptions, wants and needs of young IT practitioners and exchanges continuing through web forums.  Most responses related to the need for a;

a) codified body or practices (duty statements, same curricula, communication and personal skills not taught in preference to technical subjects, lack of application in preference to theory, being certified to practice, having a mandatory apprentice period )

b) Recognisable standards of professional performance (what makes me an IT professional, how does a prospective employer know I’m quality and what l am, how does a parent indicate what area of the profession is best suited to their child’s qualities). 

c) Gaps in education were identified and able to be addressed by a bootcamp model to teach graduates about documentation and human elements not taught in a classroom. 

If professions identify if they meet Denning’s criteria their structure, objectives and public perception can work as well as the Macdonald’s model and enable young professionals to actively direct the sustainability of professional organisations.  Sustainability through consistent practices, consistent face to the public who can trust what constitutes a professional, the structure of a professional body to ensure sustainability of the profession will arise.  The process is about sustainability of professionals not sustainability of the professional organisation as the member drives the need for the organisational support.

Recommendations to ACS

· Young IT actively participate in structures in the international arena (IFIP) and feed into the Young International Professions Foundation/summit in Kenya in 2004 and Commonwealth Youth Forum

· Check out grants, marketing opportunities etc. associated with Australia’s National Youth Week 27 March - 4 April
· Study tour to see what structures other countries are using to breakdown the lack of YIT input directly into decision making structures
Recommendations to Professions Australia

· Knowledge transfer through information management mechanisms and encouraging members to have Youth groups that feed directly into their Councils

· A position on Professions Australia Council meetings

· Check out marketing opportunities etc. associated with Australia’s National Youth Week 27 March - 4 April

· YPRT 2003 participants can target those professions not currently members but in related industry field (such as RMAA, ALIA) and target them to have a representative on the YPRT 2004
Integrated approaches to sustainability among the professions

For ICT to innovate it must have collaboration with other Information and Technology related groups such as ACM, Australian Library and Information Association, Records Management Association, Archivists Association of Australia, Australian Institute of Information Association and Software Engineers Association.  Representatives at high levels from these groups and their related Industry Training Advisory Board should meet and also be represented at the world wide level (ie. World Trade Organisation endorsement worldwide of what a Software Engineer is) due to the mobility of ICT workers and consumers who have expectations of consistent quality.  Collaboration with these organisations ensures leveraging of all the skills required in the Information Age.

To facilitate a broader model of sustainability for profession the Council of Professions may play a role.  If the Council is the governor of all professions criteria as outlined by Denning (2002) then they all must meet the same criteria and have a set list of this is what a software engineer is, with current professional organisations becoming guilds overseeing compliance with criteria such as accrediting university courses.  This gives economies of scale, cheaper membership, single point of call for the consumer on what is quality and could create collaboration, which leads to innovation, which leads to sustainable professions. 

Recommendations to ACS

· Joint lobbying with other like groups such as AIIA, SEA, IE, ALIA, RMAA to increase political clout

Recommendations to Professions Australia

Conclusion

Gable (2001) states that “Librarians are only sustainable if Homo sapiens are sustainable, and Homo sapiens are only sustainable if the earth is sustained”.  We can all only be sustained through collaborative sharing of information, continued technological innovation arising from the availability of well managed information recorded about previous projects and allowing youth a voice to change structures that are not conducive to sustainability.
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