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This opinion column is aimed is exciting readers about the way that their lives will be changed by broadband over the coming years. It should be punchy, funny, and contentious.
· Do you envisage a time when humans themselves will be connected over broadband (neural / wireless implants) – to one another or hardware? Could this be the ultimate application?

Yes, we will add links between machines and our nervous systems around 2020. This will initially allow people to record and replay sensations, and after a few more years development, to link to other people’s nervous systems. So when you have sex with someone, you could experience their pleasure as well as yours. And you could do it across a network in a fantasy virtual environment.

· How will broadband affect our interaction with others? Will we be more social because of greater connectivity in a global village? Or will we be more reclusive because broadband allows us to manage every aspect of our lives from a central hub – the home? Will high street stores, places of work and communities as we know them begin to disappear?

Shopping, work and socializing can all be done via networks to a point, but I really don’t think we will become recluses. Certainly we will have large screens with broadband video feeds, so you could see people large as life as if they were there. But people want to meet up physically whenever possible and convenient, and will communicate a lot between physical meetings via broadband as well. The network allows people to meet new friends and some of these will remain network friends, while other will meet up too. But we won’t just stay at home, we want to go out an meet people and do things in the real world too.

· Will greater connectivity lead to a Big Brother-type state? That is, can we expect more control over our everyday lives, increased monitoring, less privacy?

We will certainly see much more surveillance, and even oppression. Increased monitoring is already being sold to us by government under the banner of crime control, but the effects will eventually be monitoring of almost everything we do, with automatic fines for minor transgressions. Meanwhile, real criminals will still get around the systems. You might be caught speeding by number plate recognition systems, but I can use an e-ink number plate and clone your number when I pass a speed camera or a toll gate, so you get the fine, not me. Privacy will gradually disappear. Civil liberty groups are already very worried about this trend, but it doesn’t show any sign of slowing down yet, so there is a real cause for concern.

· Will we begin to lose our cultural uniqueness with so much ‘digital slippage’ taking place – both within and across borders and continents? Are we headed for a homogenous, more tolerant, ‘common language’ world with fewer conflicts? Will people have more to say to each other at a time when more information can be exchanged more quickly?

No, I don’t think the internet will destroy cultural diversity. What is happening is that more people are picking and mixing from cultures around the world according to their own tastes. But our tastes are as different as our personalities. Also, people are imaginative and come up with new ideas all the time, many of which build on diversity. Maybe we will have a few major common languages, but there sadly is no evidence that conflict will lessen. Other pressures are increasing such as access to resources, especially water, so network benefits will be more than wiped out by these. As for having more to say, greater input usually causes greater output, so yes.

· Today you can already buy tracts of virtual land online and meet people in cyber communities. Can you conceive of a time when broadband will actually enable us to enter and ‘live’ in a virtual reality environment i.e. we’d be represented in every aspect of our lives by a digital, functional avatar – one that went to work or down the pub? 

You can buy land and objects, and fashion and stuff in virtual worlds, but there isn’t the same scarcity of resource in the virtual world as in the real world, so there is no reason prices should remain high except fashion, which is volatile. Anything can be reproduced or enhanced or replaced almost instantly, with zero manufacturing cost. The virtual world is infinite so it is all down to marketing and ‘position’. People will always be prepared to pay to buy status in their peer group, so if you can make an on-line area ‘cool’ or otherwise attractive, you can make money from it. We will also have avatars in some of these spaces, but not all. You will use avatars at work too, but you will still have to do something useful before people pay you. If it can be done by an avatar, the company will use its own and you won’t be paid for it. And as for going to the pub, the avatar can stay at home while I go.

