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ABS response to the

Digital Economy – Future Directions Industry Consultation Paper

The ABS is Australia's independent central statistical authority. It is responsible for providing statistical services to all levels of government and to the community generally. The ABS has a legislated role to provide leadership in provision of a national statistical service, both at Commonwealth and State levels.  

As such, the ABS has a role in informing, through provision of statistics and advice, policy positions that seek to increase the effective use of the internet by consumers and businesses in order to drive productivity growth and community participation in the digital economy. 

The Digital Economy Future Directions Industry Consultation Paper covers a range of issues and themes, against which ABS positions and relevant information have been provided in the order in which they appear in the paper. Most specifically, this response addresses issues pertinent to measurement of the digital economy and its impacts on Australian economy and society.

The ABS welcomes this consultation paper as a starting point in the enunciation of a Government position that defines the digital economy, describes its aspirations for the future use of the digital economy in Australia and highlights the importance of measuring the nature and impact of the digital economy.  ABS is actively working with the Department of Broadband, Communications and the digital economy (DBCDE) on improving measurement of the digital economy.

The ABS already publishes a range of statistics that directly measure, or are relevant to understanding, the digital economy.  Its biannual ICT Industry Survey (ICTIS) provides information on the size, composition and value add of the ICT industry, while a range of data is collected on how businesses, households and farms use IT.  References to key ABS publications relating to ICT are provided at the end of this submission and some others are mentioned within this submission.

1. Open access to public sector information. 

The paper describes open access to public sector information as a key plank of the digital economy. This recommendation could have significant impact on collection and provision of information in Australia and there is not great detail given that describes what such a strategy might entail, beyond the maximisation flow of government generated information, research and content to all Australians (mention is made in the  digital economy paper of access to publicly-funded cultural, educational and scientific collections). 

The ABS is required, under the legislation against which we operate, to publish statistics from every collection we undertake. This information is released, free of charge, on the ABS website. ABS has provided such open access to ABS data since 2005, with removal of residual charging for standard outputs, and we are now focusing on enabling better use and reuse of data through initiatives such as collaborations using creative commons and new approaches to access. We also aspire, within what is possible under the requirements of the Census and Statistics Act (Comm. 1905) to continue to expand the range and detail of data that we release. However, significant further progress on this front will require Government investment in ABS infrastructure renewal.

ABS plans to support more open use and reuse of our data by the public and businesses, but also within and across Government in line with the objectives of the National Statistical Service (NSS) and the National Information Sharing Strategy (NISS). Therefore, the aspiration of providing open access to public sector information is consistent with current practice and aspirations of the ABS, as we believe open access to public information is a key way to strengthen Australia’s National Statistical System. 

As the major provider of official statistics it is important to recognise ABS as a key stakeholder and necessary partner in work to expand open access to public sector information. There is a legislated role for us to further support greater availability of the fruits of publically funded research and surveying, to ensure that the available data is comparable, of high quality and represent an efficient (e.g. minimal duplication in data collection) allocation of resources to information collection and dissemination.

2. Digital confidence

There are many aspects to defining and ensuring digital confidence. Mention is made in the discussion paper of e-security, the direct cost of e-crime and the undermining of confidence in the web. 

ABS has worked closely with the Australian Institute of Criminology in supporting various aspects and peer reviewing of its 2005-06 Australian Business Assessment of Computer User Security (ABACUS) survey, due for release in the next few months. ABS also runs Business Use of IT (BUIT, ABS Cat. 8129.0) and the Household Use of IT (HUIT) surveys in which e-security issues have featured. 

Children’s cyber-safety is a particular concern of the Australian Government and ABS has been working closely with the DBCDE to measure aspects of this issue as part of the Children’s Participation in Culture and Leisure Activities Survey, with results expected to be published toward the end of 2009. 

Despite data from these sources being available there is the need to develop a more comprehensive and coordinated approach to understanding and measuring the aspects of digital confidence beyond security, such as skills of businesses and individuals to manage detect and respond to security issues.

3. Developing Australia’s knowledge and skills base

There are two issues related to developing the necessary knowledge and skill base to realise the potential benefits of the digital economy.  The first is the level of e-literacy required by all Australians to make effective use of the technology at our disposal and the second is the requirement for enough human capital to enable provision of the infrastructure and content necessary for the digital economy. ABS recognises that e-literacy is an emerging issue of concern in policy development

In relation to the first issue there is relatively little data available although, as part of its Adult Literacy and Life Skills survey, ABS captures a small amount of data on e-literacy. Further, in an analysis of the 2006 Population Census data on use of Broadband by socio-demographic dimensions (ABS Cat. 8146.0.55.001) education attainment and e-literacy issues were identified as being related to uptake of the internet – with those with lower educational attainment or e-skills experiencing lower internet uptake.

In relation to the second matter – availability of professional IT skills - ABS has a range of statistics on education and employment related matters, including statistics on ICT professionals in Australian Labour Market Statistics (ABS Cat.  6105.0) and skills shortage barriers to the innovation process (Innovation Survey, ABS Cat. 8158.0). 

Further data collection and analysis work are required to understand in more depth the degree to which these issues are barriers to uptake of the digital economy and realisation of it benefits.

4. Ensuring Australia’s regulatory framework enables the Digital Economy

The expressed desire to attune Australia’s regulatory framework to better align with the current and future needs of the ‘online world’ is noted. ABS has itself removed many copyright barriers to its data, through the adoption of creative commons practices. For example, we have been involved in a joint project with the Queensland Government’s Office of Economic and Statistical Research that sees creative commons being used for data sharing.

5. Digital Economy and the environment

ABS is currently exploring the feasibility of collecting data on the degree to which environmental related issues are driving innovation by businesses and changes to business use of IT, such as the adoption of smart technologies by business over time.

Teleworking is noted by commentators as an important plank in helping to address carbon footprint issues and ABS has been collecting data on teleworking for the past few years through its Household Use of IT collection. 

6. Measuring the Digital Economy and its impacts

The paper notes the importance of metrics and the key role ABS plays in the creation and promulgation of data on the digital economy. We welcome this position and reiterate our support to working with DBCDE in this endeavour.

As indicated above, and mentioned in the Consultation Paper, the ABS and some other bodies already produce statistics on uptake of broadband, use of IT by businesses and households and the digital economy more broadly. However, these are currently insufficient to provide a full picture of what is happening in regard to many of the issues raised in the Consultation Paper, in particular, the impact of the digital technology on the economy and society. 

ABS is attempting to react to these more complex measurement needs. For example ABS has developed a business longitudinal database (BLD). The BLD enables detailed business level analysis of digital technology use and its impacts on business performance, including productivity. The BLD incorporates surveyed business use of IT, innovation and other characteristics, linked to Business Income Tax and Business Activity Statement data from the Australian Tax Office and other financial data.

It is also worth noting that data collected through the HUIT can provide some basic information on some concepts related to the social impact of the digital economy.

Beyond the direct collection of data ABS plays other roles of relevance to measuring the nature and impacts of the digital economy.


Our statistical leadership role sees the ABS playing an expert role in determining how to measure complex conceptual matters such as the digital economy.


This ABS has a leadership role in promoting consistency in standards and industry definitions through the Australian and New Zealand Standard Industry Classification (ANZSIC) and international ICT definitions as well as conceptual frameworks for identifying heavy ICT producing and using sectors. The ICT Satellite Account provides a whole of economy perspective on transactions in ICT commodities that can be matched to the Australian National Accounts (ABS Cat. 5259.0).


International comparability is important to policy evaluation. ABS plays a key role in developing and promoting the use of international standards through its active participation in the work of the OECD, UN Statistical Commission, International Telecommunications Union and other bodies working on ICT measurement. 

In expanding measurement of the impact of the digital economy on Australia’s economy, society and the environment, it will be important to ensure that potentially detrimental effects of greater adoption of the digital economy also be measured.  Such effects could include, as examples, health problems seen as a result of increased time spent on-line or economic impacts on certain types of industries which are made redundant by the digital economy.

ABS aims to keep its statistical activity relevant to the changing needs of its users. This is all the more important in this context given the dynamic nature of ICT and its use in the digital economy. In order to address policy and other requirements ABS recommends development of an Information Development Plan (IDP) that identifies data needs and gaps and propose a comprehensive measurement strategy to meet digital economy policy need.

Recommendations

The following strategy would ensure solid outcome evaluation and governance frameworks for measurement in this field, and provide new metrics of performance: 


develop an ICT/digital economy Information Development Plan (IDP) in conjunction with other stakeholders to specify and prioritise unmet statistical needs;


maintain current collections of ICT and digital economy (supply and demand/use and impact) statistics by ABS. 


resource agreed additional measurement of aspects of ICT and digital economy, identified in the IDP; and


support analytical research to better understand ICT and  digital economy use and impact in Australia and its dynamics (including enhancing and exploiting the BLD). 

Conclusion

In conclusion, ABS aims to provide credible, unbiased and independent statistics to assess the effects of digital technologies on Australia.  An integrated approach to statistics in this field is needed to capture the uptake, use and impact of digital technologies on Australia’s economy, society and environment.  Such statistics need to be comparable over time and potentially between jurisdictions.  Without these statistics being available, and being seen to be high quality, credible and independent, policy debate and evaluation may be ill informed.  This carries inherent risks and costs to realising the intention of promoting the digital economy in Australia. 

The collection of statistical data needs to be properly planned and ABS will work closely with policy departments to meet their developing statistical needs.

ABS appreciates the opportunity to provide input to this important area and wishes to also acknowledge the opportunity to comment on earlier drafts of this paper that were distributed previously. Should further detail be required on any of the aspects raised in this paper please contact Gabrielle Robbie, Director of the Innovation and Technology National Statistical Centre at ABS, email:gabrielle.robbie@abs.gov.au or telephone: 02-62526133.
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