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President�s Report
Phil Kernick
(president@sage-au.org.au)

Happy Holidays
The SAGE-AU Executive wish all SAGE-AU members and

their families all the best for the holiday season and a
wonderful and productive 2005.

The SAGE-AU Administration office will be closed for the
holiday break from

24th December 2004 to 9th January 2005 (inclusive).

With Christmas almost upon us, it seems appropriate to look

at - in SAGE-AU terms of course - what presents we might

find under this year’s tree.

The first and biggest present under the tree is the announce-

ment of the SAGE-AU’2005 conference.  This year, by popu-

lar acclaim, we are heading to Western Australia from the 5th-

9th September 2005 at the Rendezvous Observation City

Hotel.  You might have noticed that this is a little later than

we’ve held it in the past few years, but the fine Perth weather,

combined with the hotel’s location directly on the beach is going

to be a win-win situation. In choosing this hotel we wanted to

address some of the concerns raised from Brisbane, and many

of you will be pleased to know that there is a shopping centre

directly opposite and four dining areas on-site!  The dinner

location will be kept secret for a little longer, and yes, there is

an interactive surprise to top last year...

If you can’t wait until September, or would like a double help-

ing, we are also excited by the second Victorian Chapter Sym-

posium to be held at Hotel Grand Chancellor on Friday 11th

March 2005.  We encourage any members who want to be

involved to talk to the symposium organisers - details are on

the web site (www.sage-au.org.au/conf/vic05/index.html).

As to presents for the other Chapters, I’m pleased to be able

to say that all of the Chapters now have an active meeting

organiser.  This means that almost all of our membership are

now within reach of a local Chapter, and we encourage all of

you to attend where possible.  Details of the Chapter meet-

ings are on the web site.

To help build closer ties between the Chapters and the Na-

tional Exec, we invited each of the Chapters to send a repre-

sentative to the recent face-to-face meeting that was held in

Melbourne at the end of November.  The key message that

came out of the round-table discussion was “viva la difference”

- each Chapter does things slightly differently, yet we are all

SAGE-AU, and we are all helping our fellow system adminis-

trators.  I’d like to again encourage you to invite non-members

to attend the Chapter meetings.   I’m sure once they’ve seen

what SAGE-AU offers they will want to join, and that gets us

closer to the magic 1,000 members mark.

While it’s nice to have presents, we all realise that they need

to be paid for.  At the AGM in Brisbane the National Exec was

tasked with increasing our surplus so that we can continue to

deliver the benefits the membership wants.  To this end, for

the first time in years, we will be increasing the membership

fees as of 1/1/05.  Full membership fees will increase to

$90+GST, while student membership will increase to $50+GST.

This will cover the increased expenses that we have in our

fixed running costs.  But if you want to get in early and avoid

the increase, all you have to do is prepay before next year and

you will pay the current rate.

And finally I’d like to explain the process that will be under-

taken this year to review our Articles of Association, that we

know of as “the rules”.   The SAGE-AU rules are like any other

system we might administrate - they’re complex, they’re long,

and they have a history.  Like many systems, they also have

bugs, and occasionally they crash.  So the process that we will

be following is a debugging exercise - find the problems, and

come up with a patch to fix them.  As you know, some patches

break other things, so this is going to be an interesting task to

ensure that nothing goes backwards, while we’re trying to go

forwards.  At the end, we hope to have a fully debugged ver-

sion of the rules.

I wish you all the best for your holiday period, and hope that

2005 brings you every success.

Phil Kernick
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He picked his nose, kicked off his shoes and had trouble
working the microphone. But for the 500 or so software
developers and their allies at the University of Melbourne
who came to see him on October 8 it was the message
that was important and they hung on his every word. Ri-
chard Stallman, the straggly-haired UNIX programmer,
artificial intelligence hacker at MIT in the 70s, founder of
the GNU project, author of Emacs, and with a few honor-
ary doctrates for good measure, thinks there is some-
thing seriously wrong with software patents. Afterwards I
caught up for a few words to find out exactly why.

(1) Can you describe in a le-
gal sense the key differences
between copyright and pat-
ents?

The first thing to keep in mind
is that copyrights and patents
have essentially nothing in
common.  They are two differ-
ent systems of law that
evolved independently and say
different things about different
aspects of life.  So when I
mention some of the biggest
differences, don’t think of them
as exceptions to a general
similarity.  Rather, they are instances of an across-the-
board difference.

A copyright covers the details of expression of a single
work of authorship.  Any work that is written down or fixed
in tangible form is copyrighted.  It costs nothing to get a
copyright and there is no procedure to follow.

A copyright restricts copying (of various kinds, not just
verbatim) of the copyrighted work.  But it does not apply
to the ideas in the work, only to the details of expression.

A patent restricts the use of an idea.  Patents are issued
by a patent office in response to an application.  The ap-
plication fee is expensive, but paying specialized lawyers
to draw up the application is even more expensive.  Once
issued, the patent is a total monopoly on use of the idea
described in the patent itself.

Copyrights and patents affect software developers very

differently. If you write a program, you (or maybe your
employer) hold the copyright on it.  No stranger has
grounds to sue you for copyright infringement over the
program you wrote, nor can any stranger have grounds to
sue your users for copyright infringement.

By contrast, the effect of patents on software ideas is pre-
cisely that strangers can sue you and/or your users over
ideas used in the program you wrote.

Thus, copyright restricts the distribution of a program, while
patents restrict the development and use of programs.

(2) What are the practical problems that arise, given this
legal definition, in software development?

If you write a large program,
you have implemented thou-
sands of software ideas in
combination.  If 10% of the
software ideas are patented,
that means most likely hun-
dreds of the ideas used in
your program are covered by
patents.  So there are prob-
ably hundreds of patents that
could be used to sue you or
your users.

This is not good for software
developers or for software
users.

(3) Sounds terrible! What can one do to avoid this?

Convince your government not to allow software ideas to
be patented, or not to allow patent suits against use of
software on general purpose hardware.

(4) If software patents are such a problem, why do you
suppose that they’ve been implemented?

In the US, software idea patents were originally author-
ized by a court decision; Congress never considered the
question, and there was little public debate until afterward.
However, the megacorporations found the result to their
liking.

Large companies typically have many patents in their
fields, and practice cross-licensing with each other.  This
way, they avoid most of the danger.  Smaller developers
cannot avoid it, so they are at a disadvantage, and the

The Tragedy of Software Patents:
An Interview with Richard Stallman
Lev Lafayette (lev.lafayette@member.sage-au.org.au)

○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○
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The SAGE-AU definition of a System Administrator
is �Anyone who maintains a computer not solely
for their own use�.  At present we represent only a
small proportion of the System Administration
community.

More members not only means we have greater
exposure within the industry, but with government
bodies such as NOIE as well.  This translates to
g rea te r  accep tance  o f  SAGE -AU,  f u r t he r
membership discounts and benefits, and industry
recognition of your membership to a professional
guild.  It also ensures we can keep our membership
fees at a low, affordable level (about the lowest
for any professional guild, and certainly within the
IT industry).

The incentive scheme held over the past twelve
months has been a considerable success with over
eighty new members being referred by existing
members. Obviously with a current membership of
~900 this should be a lot higher and we have
therefore decided to extend the incentive scheme
for another year.

Think about it � if each member finds justThink about it � if each member finds justThink about it � if each member finds justThink about it � if each member finds justThink about it � if each member finds just
one new member this year, SAGE-AU willone new member this year, SAGE-AU willone new member this year, SAGE-AU willone new member this year, SAGE-AU willone new member this year, SAGE-AU will
double in size.double in size.double in size.double in size.double in size.

Basically, for every new member you refer to SAGE-
AU, you go into the draw for a $220.00 gift
voucher. One winner is drawn from every twenty
entries, giving you at least a 1 in 20 chance of
winning!

There is no limit on entries - we want you to refer
as many new members as possible - so if you refer
five people you go into the draw five times.

Just make sure that your referred member puts your
name in the box marked �Where did you hear
about SAGE-AU?�.

Winners will be announced as they are drawn,
and the gift voucher may be redeemed for any
SAGE-AU merchandise or with any of our SAGE-
AU sponsors or supporters.

Mat thew Smal l  won the most  recent  draw -Mat thew Smal l  won the most  recent  draw -Mat thew Smal l  won the most  recent  draw -Mat thew Smal l  won the most  recent  draw -Mat thew Smal l  won the most  recent  draw -
Ma t t hew and  h i s  company  a re  l ong  t imeMa t t hew and  h i s  company  a re  l ong  t imeMa t t hew and  h i s  company  a re  l ong  t imeMa t t hew and  h i s  company  a re  l ong  t imeMa t t hew and  h i s  company  a re  l ong  t ime
supporters of SAGE-AU and we congratulate himsupporters of SAGE-AU and we congratulate himsupporters of SAGE-AU and we congratulate himsupporters of SAGE-AU and we congratulate himsupporters of SAGE-AU and we congratulate him
and thank him for his continued support.and thank him for his continued support.and thank him for his continued support.and thank him for his continued support.and thank him for his continued support.

membership
drive

patents give the large companies a measure of control of
the whole field.

Nowadays it is mainly these large companies, with the
help of their puppet government in the US, that are pres-
suring various countries to allow software patents.  Some
countries are sufficiently undemocratic to obey, while oth-
ers insist on maintaining their independence and sover-
eignty.

(5) Given the processes of globalisation, “free” trade
agreements and so forth, what can we do on in a practi-
cal sense?

The first thing is not to give up.  Globalisation is not a
natural process; it is merely a name for certain kinds of
government decisions that abdicate political power to busi-
ness.  These decisions can sometimes be blocked, and
can sometimes be reversed.

The US-Australia free trade agreement is an unjust inter-
ference in Australia’s internal affairs, which surely ben-
efits mainly the wealthiest in both countries while harm-
ing everyone else.  Australia should abrogate it, on gen-
eral principles.  Fortunately, though, the treaty does not
specifically require software ideas to be patentable. So
you don’t need to get rid of the treaty to win this particular
battle.

Democracy is sick in Australia; companies have too much
power.  That is bad in general, but you can use compa-
nies’ help in this particular battle.  Software patents
threaten every company that uses software with lawsuits
that otherwise would not be possible.  Teach the execu-
tives of these companies what software patents could
mean for them, and they will help you convince the gov-
ernment not to let it happen.

Want to save some trees
(and SAGE-AU some money)?

If you are a two member household, would
rather read a .pdf version online or simply don�t
want a copy of the newsletter please email Lee
(lee@sage-au.org.au) and let her know.

The online copies of the newsletters are
available at:
 www.sage-au.org.au/newsletters_index.htmlwww.sage-au.org.au/newsletters_index.htmlwww.sage-au.org.au/newsletters_index.htmlwww.sage-au.org.au/newsletters_index.htmlwww.sage-au.org.au/newsletters_index.html
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What Went Wrong With the Web
Once upon a time, in a particle physics laboratory nestled un-

der the Swiss alps, a young scientist named Tim Berners-Lee

had an idea (and even better still “a clue”). And the idea was

that any document, written anywhere, could be accessible

through a simple application regardless of operating system

and with links to other related documents. This idea came into

fruition as the World Wide Web and in its short existence -

less than fifteen years - it has managed to revolutionise the

way we mere humans interact with each other.

But like any technology there are unforeseen consequences

can blunt the utopian ideals, invariably related to issues of

power and money. Early markup code for web browsers

throughout most of the nineties was extremely forgiving. After

all, the priority was to get the information out there. So sloppy

coding practises became common. To add further salt in the

wound some people who thought that because html code was

too difficult or too time-consuming (seriously!) that it would be

a good idea to automate the process. Suddenly there was a

whole range of website composing programmes that produced

code that was bloated, invalid and damn hard for anyone to

edit to something that wasn’t bloated or invalid.

On top of all there was an awful event in the mid-nineties known

as the browser wars. As part of these wars Netscape devel-

oped a browser-side scripting language called Javascript. It

made websites do things dynamically. Very pretty. Of course,

this was a proprietary product so the good folk at Microsoft

reverse engineered it and produced a couple of things called

JScript and ActiveX. Which did the same thing. Most of the

time.

By the end of 1997 a webdesigner who at least had some

concern for making their sites accessible often had to code

multiple different versions of the same site; one for Netscape

with dynamic HTML and with “plain” HTML and ditto for Internet

Explorer. Most others didn’t bother and put all their eggs in

one browser basket. To this day, one still sees ludicrous

webpages with footers that claim “This webpage is best viewed

with browser X” or even worse still “This webpage requires

frames, please upgrade your browser”.

No, please upgrade your coding skills. Or, please let’s see the

back of you. You are not a webdesigner if you code your pages

in MS-Frontpage. Or even Dreamweaver. And the money you

take from others in unearned income. Shame on you.

Sack your Web Designer!
Lev Lafayette (lev.lafayette@member.sage-au.org.au)

It Doesn�t Have to Be This Way
As every economist knows, and every manager with at least a

modicum of financial sense knows, an inevitable result of tech-

nology is what is called “the cost disease of the services sec-

tor”. Simply put, as technology can do more amazing things -

like transport books across the planet in seconds - the actual

cost of human services becomes more expensive. A lot more

expensive.

Simply put, it doesn’t make any sense whatsoever to engage

in the “build, break, rebuild” cycle of webdesign where every

couple of years a site has to be redesigned to keep up with the

latest set of proprietory tags, the latest changes in browser

popularity, or to search through the spaghetti that is most

webpage code (go on, have a look at it - go to view | source on

your favourite website and see if any of it is comprehensible or

easy to edit). It is expensive, and increasingly expensive to do

this. Wouldn’t it make more sense to design websites that were

standards compliant and lasting?

Thanks to webdesigners like Jeffrey Zelman (probably the best

designer in the world), Standards Evangelist (that’s his official

job title at Netscape), Eric Meyer, and the people at the Web

Standards Project, things began to change and such an ob-

jective became truly possible. In 1998, the Extensible Markup

Language (XML) was released are instituted a revolution in

the software industry (although, only the software industry no-

ticed) and in 2000, the W3C released XHTML which combined

the markup features of HTML with interoperability with XML

applications. Let’s quote from the site to express exactly what

this means:

By migrating to XHTML today, content developers can enter

the XML world with all of its attendant benefits, while still re-

maining confident in their content’s backward and future com-

patibility.

Add this to the mature development of Cascading Style Sheets

(which takes out the junk markup present in many websites

thus significantly reduces the bandwidth weight of the page

and the editing time required for site modifications) and the

development of Document Object Model (which allows scripts

to dynamically access and update content, structure and style

of websites independent of browser or operating system).

One other advantage of these standards is that with some care

(there’s a checklist at the w3c site

http://http://www.w3.org/WAI/WCAG1AAA-Conformance) and

an automatic validator at (http://bobby.watchfire.com) the new,
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The System Administrator�s Guild of Australia thanks our
generous Platinum level sponsors

and our Silver level sponsors, CycladesCycladesCycladesCycladesCyclades, for their ongoing
support.

standards compliant, browser-independent sites are also ac-

cessible to those with visual or motor impairments and per-

haps most importantly to the more mercenary among us, to

those “blind billionaires” known as search engines. If your

website doesn’t comply then the webcrawlers that pass infor-

mation to the biggest search engines will miss your site - and

that’s lost sales. Finally, many of these standards also ensure

that your website works on minimum resource devices, such

as the increasingly ubiquitious PDA and mobile ‘phone with

web access.

Get With the Standard
It’s sad to say, but engaging in a trivial piece of research on

this matter led to the discovery that some of the most popular

websites are simply not up to scratch. Simply put, take the first

fifty websites with a common keyword from the Google search

engine (for example, “Australia”). A tiny percentage of those

will actually be XHTML compliant and maybe a few more will

be compliant with HTML 4.0 or 4.01 - standards which are al-

most several years old.

Webpages that are not browser independent or standards com-

pliant are just a waste of time and money. Having spent a re-

ported $1.6 million USD on the Connected Earth website

(whose slogan was “How communication shapes the world”),

completely failed to operate (a page redirect to the insulting

notice “Your browser is not compatible with this site”) on every

single operating system and webbrowser except Internet Ex-

plorer on Windows. Not even Internet Explorer on the Macin-

tosh worked. Likewise at the same time, the home page of

financial consulting firm KPMG, failed for all browsers, all plat-

forms except Internet Explorer on Windows. In a much smaller

scale and more recently, one only has to check the nonsense

at such sites such as Sydney Photography (http://

www.sydneyphotography.com.au ) to “Experience the Differ-

ence”.

Standards are a continuum. There probably isn’t a webbrowser

on the market that’s perfect and only a tiny percentage of

websites that fully comply with the rigorous requirements of

XHTML strict standards. But that does not mean that stand-

ards and good coding and design practises should be ignored.

It is sound financial sense to design websites that have some

semblance of being future-proof. It is sound financial sense to

design websites that operate efficiently and effectively for both

low and high bandwidth clients, independent of the browser

being used, and on the widest possible range of web-enabled

devices. A web designer who ignores these suggestions is not

only unworthy of the title, but also leave managers with only

one alternative concerning their continued employment.
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2005 SAGE-VIC IT Symposium
The second annual SAGE-VIC IT Symposium will be held on Friday March 11th, 2005

at the Hotel Grand Chancellor (131 Lonsdale Street, Melbourne).

New details regarding the programme, speakers and door prizes will be added to the website as they are confirmed -

www.sage-au.org.au/conf/vic05/index.html

We are pleased to announce the support of our two SAGE-VIC Gold sponsors,

Interactive and Total RISC Technology.

If your company would like to be involved, please see the sponsorship details on the Vic Conf website.

renewing your sage-au membership
New Fees

As you will have read in Phil’s column, the membership fees are increasing as at 1/1/05. Whilst the increase is only $10,

you may wish to renew your membership in advance and avoid the increase. The admin office will be closed from 23/12/04

for the Christmas/New Year break, but all renewals will be processed upon Lee’s return, and the rate charged will be

determined by the date of renewal, ie. if the renewal is dated prior to 1/1/05 it will be processed at the current rate, dated
after 1/1/05 it will be processed at the new rates.

When is my Membership due for Renewal?

You can always check this via the member site (under Details, Personal Details). You will also receive up to three renewal

notices via email to the address we have registered in the database - one a month before expiry, one a week before, and

one as your membership expires.

It is not unusual for members to miss one or all of these renewal notices in the large volume of daily SAGE-AU mail.

Andrew Whyte has supplied rules for filtering these renewal notices and they can be found at www.sage-au.org.au/faq-

membership.html. Please take five minutes to set up your email to filter these notices so the stress of last minute payments

can be avoided for all concerned.



Victorian Chapter
The Victorian group currently meets on the second Tuesday of
the month at 7:00pm at:

VTR Consulting
Roseneath Place, South Melbourne

President
John Stern
john.stern@member.sage-au.org.au

Vice President
Chris Williams
christopher.williams@member.sage-au.org.au

Secretary
Thomas van de Hoef
thomas.van.de.hoef@member.sage-au.org.au

The group mailing list is sage-vic@sage-au.org.au

Queensland Chapter
The Queensland group currently meets on the second
Thursday of the month at 7.00pm at:

Room 102
Frank White Building (No. 43)
Cooper Road
University of Queensland, St Lucia

President
Jamie Gillespie
jamie.gillespie@member.sage-au.org.au

General Committee
Mark Suter
mark.suter@member.sage-au.org.au
James Lever
james.lever@member.sage-au.org.au
Brad Marshall
brad.marshall@member.sage-au.org.au

The group mailing list is sage-qld@sage-au.org.au

There is also a Rockhampton group - see

   www.sage-au.org.au/rgqld.html

South Australian Chapter
The South Australian group currently meets on the last Tuesday
of the month at 6.30pm at:

Vectra Corporation
38 Sir Donald Bradman Drive, Mile End

President
Pete Calvert
pete.calvert@member.sage-au.org.au

Secretary
Evan Pearce
evan.pearce@member.sage-au.org.au

Treasurer
Steve Challans
steve.challans@member.sage-au.org.au

The group mailing list is sage-sa@sage-au.org.au

New South Wales Chapter
The New South Wales group currently meets in Sydney  on a
Tuesday each month at 7:00pm at:

Ernst & Young Building
3/321 Kent Street, Sydney

President
Neil Glennon
neil.glennon@member.sage-au.org.au

Vice President
Dane Rapaport
dane.rapaport@member.sage-au.org.au

Secretary
Richard Jessiman
richard.jessiman@member.sage-au.org.au

The group mailing list is sage-nsw@sage-au.org.au

There is also a Riverina group - see

   www.sage-au.org.au/rgnsw_riverina.html

Tasmanian Chapter
The Tasmanian group currently meets on the second Thursday
of every month at:

Bridie O’Reillys
124 Davey Street, Hobart

President
John Dalton
john.r.dalton@member.sage-au.org.au

Secretary
Sim  Alam
sim.alam@member.sage-au.org.au

Treasurer
James Patterson
james.patterson@member.sage-au.org.au

The group mailing list is sage-tas@sage-au.org.au

West Australian Chapter
The West Australian group currently meets on the first
Wednesday of every month at 6:00pm at:

The Moon and Sixpence Pub
300 Murray Street, Perth

President
Paul Raj Khangure
paul.raj.khangure@member.sage-au.org.au

Secretary/Treasurer
Andrew Shugg
andrew.shugg@member.sage-au.org.au

The group mailing list is sage-wa@sage-au.org.au

ACT Chapter
If you are interested in being involved in getting the ACT
Chapter up and running again, please contact the interim
organiser, Steve Hancock (steve.hancock@member.sage-
au.org.au).

Regional Groups
Full lists of Chapter executive committee members, meeting schedules and up to date Chapter information
can be found at http://www.sage-au.org.au/regional.html


