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hance for progress hinges
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on research, development

avid Findlay, an economics
v professor at Colby College
r_ whose opinions I greatly re-
spect, made some interesting ponts
about Envisionet in this same space
on Tuesday. .

Prof. Findlay spoke directly to Er-
visionet, noting that the company
was largely undone by the Zact that
ithad one big customer who pulled
the rug out from under it.

1, too, had that happen to me this
year; and, like Envisionet, I'm strus-
gling as a result.

He's absolutely right to say that
it’s a mistake to bank your company
on one client and to grow too fast to
meet that one client’s needs; at the
same time. I can tell you firsthand
it’s alluring to do so, and almost
worth the inevitable crash.

Almost.

Even when vou know the ¢inse-
quences will be dire if the bottom
falls out, the temptation to make hay
while ihe sun shines is hard to re-

sist.

That said, I'm interested in ex-
ploring more deeply some of the
professor’s wider thoughts about
high technology in the Pine Tree
State.
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We can give laptop
computers to school
kids and pay the
tuition for thousands
of Web designers
and computer repair
technicians. But
without sovie real
instruction for real
programmers,

we’re never going to
make a go of the

new econumy here in

- Mawmne.




REAL QUESTIONS

=-He specifically notes that Maine
become quite renowned for its
& centers. And he also points out
Bt while public officials have been
ising those centers as a good foot
the door for future tech growth
T®re, public officials haven’t been
Haing the questions Wai cowa turn
a#aine into Washington state.
asSpecifically, what kinds of jobs do
zwant, what does it take to get
‘4mem and are there better measures
assuccess that counting the number
2Rjobs an economic sector creates?
=sAs others have noted more aptly
1 could, low wages have been
primary reason call centers
Wve done well in Maine.
swmAgain, I believe that labor is worth
3 tever someone is willing to pay
=it
= Ihat, by implication, means your
Fbor is worth whatever you are will-
A= to be paid.
-=Most people in Maine think $10
Er hour is good Lioney; considering
w few Maine employers are will-
axy to pay that wage, it is good mon-

s=Since $10 per hour is basically
se pay elsewhere, there’s a major
Srentive for call centers to come
re to tap a huge wealth of people
0 are more than happy to take
ambney others wouldn’t.
-Maine also has an impressive
¥ecommunications backbone, a
wserkers’ compensation system that
a0 longer a nightmare and elec-
wcity that, while not cheap, at least
a=on all the time.
«=eAll those factors make call cen-
&&rs work here. But as Findlay
antes, we re trying to call those jobs
WUCCESS.
=Yet, they are not.
:Again' as athars have natad ~alt
mmnters are transient because basi-
y all you need is a bunch of tele-
Wones, a bunch of people who can
e them and a place to plug them
al in,
~~That pretty much describes the
Sptirety of the United States, Cana-
da and other English-speaking capi-
talisms; as time goes by, it’s going to
Jpretty much describe all of the free
world. .

What'’s hard to find, even in the
undertow of the sunken dot-com
econcmy, are computer program-
mers, network engineers and other
geeks. Although Maine has an im-
pressive community of software de-
velopers, it's not very large.

BREAL ANSWERS

1It’s not very large for a number of
reasons, not the least being that
Maine does not have an outstanding
computer science program at any of
its unjversities, public or private. It
L:as some good programs —
Thomas College has-one. and so do

e e vy e
new econumy here in
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Orono and Southern Maine — but
note of them are supparted by ma.
Jjor curporate players ésuch as Ora-
cie or Cisco or even Microsoft), nor
do any of them involve much re-
search and development.

If vou look to the places where
high tech is turning out young mil-
lionaires and highly paid lackeys —
and yes, millionaire and well-to-do
computer nerds still exist — the;;
are almost always come from or are
located near a university that has a
serious R&D program, some en-
dowed chairs and other public and
private partnerships.

High technology is all about inno-
vation and learning the latest skills

Maine isn’t innovating anything,
except in those instances where one
of its small software developers
come up with a product that re-
solves what is almost always a
small, specific need (such as helping
the textile industry manage just-in-
time ordering).

And yes, it is true that nationwide,
nowhere near enough kids are going
to computer school, but it’s especial-
ly bad in Maine.

And with the salary of an entry-
level network engineer or prograro-
mer running about $60,000 in Maine,
or about $80,000 as close as south-
ern New Hampshire or Mas-
sachusetts. it's not hard to figure
out why our lecal gecks tend to pack
up and leave — nonetheless why so
few geeks from away care to come
here for work.

I don’t think Envisionet is a bad
eomnany, nar chould it analagize far
the work it does, the people it hires,
what it pays or even for leaning too
hard on Microsoft to pay the bills.
Envisionet is the reality of Maine’s
high-tech economy and did everv-
thing it could, and should, have done
given the circumstances.

But if Maine wants real high-tech
jobs and real stability in that sector,
much like Washington state egjoys,
it’s going to have to create some na-
tional-class — if not world-class —

computer science programs at its
universities.

We can give laptop computers to
school kids and pay the tuition for
thousands of Web designers and
computer repair technicians.

But without some real instruction
for real programmers, we're never
going to make a go of the new econ-
omy here in Maine.

Doug Vanderweide, an Interne: and
computer consultant, grew up in
Augusta. E-mail: column@rescue-
me.con.



