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Admit it: acronyms and jargon (particularly of the IT variety) can be an artist’'s worst enemy.

We are loath to hear of jump drives and gigabytes and ISPs. Until recently, ‘Google’ and ‘blog’ were words
that infants used meaninglessly, and blackberries were just for eating.

Despite our confusion and frustration, we're quite enamoured of the benefits of modern technology.
Washing machines and dishwashers aside, let's face it, we couldn’t possibly perform the same work without
instant internet access, digital cameras or even word processing.

So it's a good thing that Stuart Wilkins, who runs an IT consultancy company for small to medium-sized
companies (such as Playwriting Australia) came along to the July 30 SAMAG meeting to untangle all that
messy jargon, and teach us a thing or twelve.

BUYING VS RENTING

First up, Wilkins advised on buying hardware versus renting. While renting is more expensive in the long
term, it might be a better choice if can't pay upfront. Renting also allows you to upgrade to new technology
easily. If you do rent your equipment, be sure to erase any important or confidential information before you
return it. The Windows program Erasure will do the dirty work for you.

If you choose to buy, there are a few things to consider. Wilkins urged us not to buy equipment fresh from
the catalogue. Hardware that hasn’t celebrated its first birthday hasn't had the chance for its company to
iron out any flaws. So wait awhile before buying the greenest edition on the market — if not a year, then at
least six months.

Avoid purchasing from chain stores like Harvey Norman or Domayne. While their store assistants might be
very proficient at demonstrating the latest vacuum cleaner sucking up a pile of sand, they’re not computer or
IT experts. Wilkins recommended Harris Technology, Alexandria and Zip and Link, Bondi Junction

LAPTOP VS DESKTOP

The type of system you choose — laptop or desktop — depends on your needs. If you spend a lot of time
traveling, a laptop will be best. However, laptops are a little more expensive and more difficult to fix. Be
sure to secure your laptop with a chain (available from most computer stores), as they are incredibly easy to
steal. The Toshiba Techra is a good, if basic, laptop that retails from around $900. If you want your system
to last longer than two or three years, though, be prepared to fork out extra dough.
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If you need a system for video or graphics editing, then you’ll need a desktop. Desktops provide value for
money: most are capable of simple editing at the most basic level, whereas laptops are generally not.
Desktop systems are also better for our bodies, believe it or not: laptops force us to gaze downward, adding
unnecessary pressure to our necks and backs. This can be alleviated with extra equipment, such as a
keyboard, mouse and a laptop elevator.

For desktops, Wilkins recommends the Hewlett Packard DX .

When buying any computer, be sure to know the difference between those intended for the ‘home office’ and
those for ‘business use.” Generally, companies take a lot more care with the business systems, making
them a better option (even if they don’t come with seven types of Solitaire).

WARRANTIES

Warranties are a computer buyer’'s best friend. Though they only cover hardware problems, not viruses,
warranties are an excellent form of insurance, and they're usually priced between $120 and $300.
Compared to the cost of a technician (for instance, an $80 call out fee and $140 each hour thereafter), the
warranty is well worth it.

‘Return to base’ warranties are ideal, because if your system goes bust, the last thing you need is to drive to
Wyong or Wollongong or wherever your manufacturer calls home. Returning your system to the store is
much better — you’ll save time and money.

Get your warranty from the hardware company, not from the store. That is, if you're buying a Mac, buy an
Apple warranty, not a ‘Mac Store’ warranty. Hardware companies generally know their stock much better
and can fix problems more effectively. Also, smaller, low-margin stores run the risk of closing down, which
basically means that you forfeit your warranty when they shut their doors.

When buying, reliability is key. While buying online or second-hand might seem attractive and cost-effective,
there are dangers involved. Buying online poses a warranty risk (unless you buy from a large company such
as Dell or HP) and buying second-hand creates all sorts of problems. Who knows what the teenage son of
your mother’'s best friend’s niece did to this system before they sold it to you for $300? Ultimately, it's
probably worth paying an extra $500 to get a system that works.

INTERNET SERVICE PROVIDERS

Once you buy your computer, you'll probably want to be able to Google your name and do other important
things like that. Ergo, you'll need to connect to the internet via an internet service provider (ISP). Wilkins
recommends Internode , Westnet, and iinet .

Depending on your business size and needs, you'll need a certain connection speed. Dial-up, which is being
rapidly phased out because it's so slow, runs through a regular phone line. ADSL is a type of broadband
that runs through normal phone lines, into a custom broadband slot. ADSL 2+ is the quickest ADSL line, as
it uses a fibre optic cable. Wilkins recommends both types of ADSL for small to medium-sized businesses.

Then (just to confuse you) there’s wireless. First, there’s the wireless connection that comes from a building.
Lots of cafes and libraries offer this now, so it suits those with laptops. Basically, if you're in a building that
offers wireless, you can connect to the internet without cables or phone lines. Next, there’s the wireless



connection that comes from a router or modem attached to your system. This is best for desktops (although
it can be used for laptops, t00).

Wireless connections are not foolproof. They depend hugely on reception (similar to early mobile phone
connections). Lots of factors, such as metal, aluminum, and water interfere with connections. Unfortunately,
the only way to know if your router or modem is capable of connecting in a certain location is by testing it out.

Watch out for sneaky ISPs that charge you (without your knowledge) for using more storage than you have.
Many ISPs have webpages where you can check your data usage for the month, and even better, where you
can buy more if necessary. For small businesses using the internet for email and browsing, Wilkins
suggests 2GB a month should be enough space.

If you have several staff members using the same information (such as the same printer or files) you need a
central server computer. See an IT professional about setting this up.

SOFTWARE

Buying software can be expensive, so you should know your options. If you have several staff members
using the same software, you can’t simply buy one copy of the software and install it on each system. For
this, you'll need a multi-seat license, which allows you to buy one copy and share it (without breaking the
law). Some companies (such as those not-for-profit) are eligible for much cheaper Academic licenses.
Check for eligibility at www.microsoft.com/australia/education/howtobuy/eligibility/institutions.mspx

SECURITY

Security is a really important computer issue. After spending all that time and money on a system, it had
better be protected. Windows users should take advantage of ‘patches,” small yellow shields that pop up in
your screen’s right-hand corner. Double-click on the patch and your computer will start downloading
protective updates. Alternatively, you can shut down your computer and updates will download
automatically. Macs offer similar software updates. Take Wilkins’s advice and install the updates — they're
well worth the trouble of a click of your mouse.

Routers and modems offer SPI firewalls, another form of security that prohibits viruses from entering your
system. Wilkins recommends Billion routers.

Anti-virus software is also a good protection measure. Computer viruses are just like human viruses: they
can hide in your system and replicate themselves until they're ready to strike. Anti-virus software is helpful in
combating these pesky little germs. Wilkins puts his faith in Kaspersky and AVAST 4 Home (Windows) and
Intego VirusBarrier (Macs). Always allow anti-virus software to update itself. And remember to renew your
anti-virus software each year. New viruses are being written every day, so you don’t want an outdated
security system.

Anyone who's typed that all-important essay only to lose the lot knows the value of backing up your work.
There are several ways to do this: USBs are useful, but don’t use them on public computers as they can pick
up viruses. You can make a second copy of your work on a CD or DVD, or back up to an external hard drive
(these aren’t too expensive, and offer extra security as you can take them off-site). There is also automated
back up software such as Retrospect (Windows) and SuperDuper (Macs). Internet sites such as Google
offer back up systems too, but might not be so secure, especially if you have important and confidential
information.



A few more risks: computers are very sensitive to heat, so don't block the vents (on the side of your system)
or you might wind up with fried files. Keep the outside free of dust. Electrical surges often spell a grisly
death for computers, so insure your system with a surge protector. Wilkins recommends Belkin and APC.

On this matter, treat your computer like your body and keep it lean! Clean out your email inbox regularly
(especially big attachments) and only install software you actually need.

So, relax those furrowed brows, lose the frustrated frown and drop those tense shoulders. Computers aren’t
all that scary to navigate — you just need to have the map handy.



