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The New

New Switch

We must make broadband Internet access as widely available as electricity or risk losing out to our competitors, says Derek Wyatt MP

A WHILE back before he was famous Denis MacShane MP asked me to address some executives from France‑telecom. We discussed the Internet, broadband and all things digital.

I concluded my remarks by asking them, given the social costs attached to working in France compared to the lower costs in the UK, whether any company could afford to relocate there. They replied along the lines of: "Well it may be expensive but when an American or Japanese company is looking to open a European headquarters they look first to see if the infrastructure is modern and in good order. Nothing works in your country ‑your roads are choking, your trains are slow and unsafe, your schools and hospitals need overhauling. In France everything works."

I mention this because if we are not careful we are going to lose our position as the lead country in the world for the new digital economy.

President Chirac is building the infra​ structure so that the New Switches will be connected to every business, hospital, school and home so that they have permanent twelve‑lane (broadband) access. It's breathtaking and it could lead to France becoming the lead economy in Europe by 2010. France is being switched on.

I put this down to a fear by the DTI to intervene in case it chooses the wrong technology or selects the wrong solutions. In other words it believes the market should lead. This way they spend no money. Meanwhile the French are stirring.

Before the recess, a small group of MPs ministerial advisors and think tankers had a breakfast with Sir Peter Bonfield ‑ the CEO of BT. I raised with him the French stirring. Some years ago France telecom, then a nationalised utility, created "minitel". This was a small computer with an electronic telephone directory inside. Customers of France Telecom ‑ 98 per cent of the population ‑ had one at home.

France Telecom then missed a substantial trick. It should have turned minitel into its Internet access machine and in a trice the French would have become the first online nation. However President Chirac has decided that the country must "get" broadband.

Broadband is an ugly word and difficult to explain but let me try. We are used to electricity and gas (and even water) being available at the touch of a switch. It's there but it's hidden.

Computers don't work this way. They are cumbersome. They have to warm up before we can go play. Then software has to be loaded and or added continually for them to be of much use. And finally we have to dial into a frail system to be linked to the Internet.

What a mad concept. So what we need to do is to make available to everyone wherever they work and play a switch so that we can have Internet access much as we have electricity. Broadband is the "New Switch".

In the 1920s the governments of the world built the national grids for water, gas and electricity. In this next decade we must do the same. Ah, but that means interfering with the economy and the DTI doesn't like doing that. But that's just what France is going to do.

President Chirac is building the infrastructure so that the New Switches will be connected to every business, hospital, school and home so that they have permanent 12‑lane (broadband) access. It's breathtaking and it could lead to France becoming the lead economy in Europe by 2010. France is being switched on.

And where are we?

We have to use the 3G licence fee money or agree a PFI or some kind of joint funding to give us these New Switches or we may as well switch off.

The digital time bomb is ticking.

