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Vint the page if  only 

to rediscover the art of 
being polite, civil, and 

grown up on the ‘net...

I t  w a s  a lo n g  t im e  a g o  ( in  in te r n e t  y e a rs ) th a t  I la s t  

d is c u s s e d  th e  u s e  o f  e - m a i l ,  a n d  in  p a r t ic u la r  th e  

u s e  o f  a t t a c h m e n ts  a n d  e - l is t s  ( d is c u s s io n  l is ts ) .  

W h e n  I d id ,  A L IA n e t  h a d  less  th a n  3 0  a c t iv e  e - lis ts ,  

w h e re a s  n o w  w e  h a v e  m o r e  th a n  d o u b le  th a t  n u m b e r .  

A n d  w h i l s t  m o r e  r e c e n t ly  I m u s e d  o n  th e  s h e e r  im ­

p o s s ib le  v o lu m e  o f  m e s s a g e s , 'n e t iq u e t te '  w a s  o n ly  

b r ie f l y  m e n t io n e d .

T h e  p h e n o m e n o n  o f  e - m a i l  u s e  w i l l  u n d o u b t ­

e d ly  p r o v e  fa s c in a t in g  to  f u t u r e  a n th r o p o lo g is ts  a n d  

p s y c h o lo g is t s ,  i f  o n ly  b e c a u s e  i t  s h a p e s  th e  w a y  in  

w h ic h  m a n y  o f  us  c o m m u n ic a t e  —  a n d  n o t  ju s t  v ia  

e - m a i l .  T h e  m e t h o d  o f  c o m m u n ic a t io n  d e l i v e r y  is 

a ls o  f a s c in a t in g ,  n o t  ju s t  b e c a u s e  o f  th e  e x is te n t ia l  

n a tu r e  o f  t h e  c o n f a b u la t io n ,  b u t  a ls o  b e c a u s e  i t  is 

th e  r e c ip ie n t  th a t  m u s t  a c c e p t  th e  c o s ts  in v o lv e d  in  

r e c e iv in g  th e  c o m m u n iq u e .  T h e  la t te r  p o in t  is w o r th  

f u r t h e r  i l l u m in a t i o n .

F o r th o s e  o f  us  w h o  a re  o ld  e n o u g h  to  re m e m b e r ,  

b e fo re  e - m a i l ,  m e s s a g e s  w e r e  d e liv e re d  to  us  in  s m a ll  

e n v e lo p e s  v ia  A u s t r a l ia  P os t, k n o w n  as l e t t e r s ' .  T h e s e  

le t te rs  r e q u ir e d  a 's ta m p ' t o  b e  a f f ix e d  to  th e  to p  r ig h t  

c o rn e r ,  a n d  th a t  s ta m p  r e q u ir e d  p a y m e n t  to  A u s tr a l ia  

P o s t b y  th e  o r ig in a t o r  o f  t h e  c o m m u n ic a t io n .  T h e  

r e c ip ie n t  w a s  th e  p a s s iv e  a g e n t  in  e v e ry  re s p e c t ,  a n d  

d id  n o t  h a v e  to  c o n t r ib u t e  to  th e  c o s t  in v o lv e d  in  d e ­

l iv e ry ,  o th e r  th a n  t o  h a v e  a le t te rb o x .  W h e n  m a r k e t in g  

b e c a m e  f a s h io n a b le ,  a n e w  f o r m  o f  m a i l  a p p e a r e d  

—  ' j u n k  m a i l ' .  A g a in ,  th e  o n ly  c o s t  to  th e  r e c ip ie n t  

w a s  t o  h a v e  a m a i lb o x ,  a n d  in d e e d  t h e y  c o u ld  c h o s e  

t o  f i l t e r  th e s e  m is s iv e s  b y  a p p ly in g  a 'n o  ju n k  m a i l '  

s t ic k e r  t o  th e  le t te r b o x .

N o w  le t 's  s k ip  f o r w a r d  to  th e  21 st c e n t u r y . .. w i th  

e - m a i l  in  th e  a s c e n d a n c y ,  a n d  g a in in g  in  p o p u la r i t y  as 

a m e a n s  o f  c o m m u n ic a t io n .  B u t  w h o  pa ys?  F o r m o s t  

n e t - e n a b le d  p e o p le ,  th e  c o s ts  a re  h id d e n .  B u t  h e re  

is a h in t :  i f  t h e  t r u e  c o s t  o f  e - m a i l  w a s  b o r n e  b y  th e  

s e n d e r ,  ju n k - m a i l  w o u ld  e v a p o r a te  a lm o s t  o v e r n ig h t .  

A n d  th e  o th e r  b a n e  o f  o n l in e  a c t iv i t y  —  a t ta c h m e n ts  

—  w o u ld  p r a c t i c a l l y  d is a p p e a r  to o .  W h y  is  th is  so? 

B e c a u s e  i t  is  th e  r e c ip ie n t ,  n o t  th e  s e n d e r , th a t  p a y s  

f o r  t ra n s m is s io n s .

T a k e  a c lo s e r  lo o k  a t  t h is  e x a m p le ,  a d a i l y  o c ­

c u r r e n c e  h e re  a t A L IA  N a t io n a l  O f f ic e .  Jo B lo g g s , a 

s u b s c r ib e r  t o  a l ia L IB R A R Y  e - l is t  (n a m e s  h a v e  b e e n  

c h a n g e d  h e re  t o  p r o t e c t  th e  in n o c e n t  a n d  g u ile le s s  

a l i k e . . . )  s e n d s  a m e s s a g e  to  1 4 0 0  l is t  s u b s c r ib e rs .  T h e  

t e x t  o f  th e  e - m a i l  is  9 0 0  b y te s  in  s iz e  ( r o u g h ly  1 2 5  

w o r d s ,  in  p la in  te x t ) ,  a n d  w o u ld  n o r m a l ly  ta k e  a r o u n d  

2 s e c o n d s  to  f in d  its  w a y  t o  th e  p e rs o n 's  ISP, a n o th e r  

s e c o n d  o r  s o  t o  f in d  its  w a y  a c ro s s  th e  in te r n e t  a n d  

a r r i v e  a t  th e  A L I A n e t  l is t  s e rv e r ,  a n d  t a k e  a f u r t h e r  

6 0  t o  7 0  s e c o n d s  o r  so  t o  b e  d is t r ib u te d  b y  th e  l is t  

s e rv e r  to  e a c h  o f  th e  o th e r  1 3 9 9  s u b s c r ib e rs .  A l l  u p , 

a r o u n d  1 . 2 M b  o f  d a ta  h a s  t r a v e l le d  th e  in t e r n e t  in  

t h is  o n e  m e s s a g e .

A n d  t h e r e  a re  c h a rg e s  a s c r ib e d  a lo n g  th e  w a y . 

T h e  ISP g e n e r a l ly  p a y s  f o r  th e  s in g le  t ra n s fe r  ( in  th e  

f o r m  o f  c e n ts  p e r  b y te ,  u s u a l ly )  a c ro s s  th e  in te r n e t  to  

A L IA n e t ,  A L IA n e t  p a y s  to  re c e iv e  th e  9 0 0  b y te s  (b a s e d  

o n  v o lu m e  c h a rg e s  o f  c e n ts  p e r  b y te ) ,  A L IA n e t  p a y s  to  

s e n d  th e  d is t r ib u te d  m e s s a g e  to  a l l  1 4 0 0  s u b s c r ib e rs

(b y  v o lu m e  o n c e  m o r e ,  b u t  t h is  t im e  m u l t i p l i e d  b y  

1 4 0 0 )  a n d  th e  e n d - u s e r  —  th e  in d iv id u a l  s u b s c r ib e r s  

—  p a y  to  re c e iv e  th e  m e s s a g e ,  g e n e r a l ly  as p a r t  o f  

t h e i r  d ia l - u p  c o s ts ,  w h ic h  th e s e  d a y s  a re  m o r e  l ik e ly  

to  h a v e  v o lu m e  c a p s ,  a f te r  w h ic h  p e n a l t y  c h a rg e s  a re  

a s s ig n e d .  A s  y o u  c a n  se e , th e r e  a re  c h a rg e s  f o r  b o th  

d a ta  o u t  a n d  d a ta  in  —  th o u g h  s o m e  ISPs a n d  b a n d ­

w id t h  w h o le s a le r s  d o  n o t  c h a rg e  f o r  'u p lo a d s ' a n d  in  

s o m e  in s ta n c e s  p r o v id e  l im i t e d  c r e d i t  f o r  u p lo a d s .  

I t  is c le a r  t h a t  th e  t r a f f ic  in  d a ta  g e n e ra te s  c o s ts ,  b u t  

w h a t  m a n y  e - m a i le r s  a re  u n a w a r e  o f  is  t h a t  c o s ts  

a re  o f te n  a p p l ie d  in  b o th  d i r e c t io n s ,  y e t  n o t  a lw a y s  

re c o v e r e d .  Jo h a s  p a id  f o r  le s s  t h a n  0 . 0 1 %  o f  t h is ,  

a n d  th a t  is  o n ly  i f  o u r  s u b s c r ib e r  is  d i r e c t l y  p a y in g  

f o r  a n y  o f  i t  a t  a l l .

N o w  lo o k  a t  t h e  e x a m p le  o n c e  m o r e ,  b u t  t h is  

t im e  w i t h  a s l ig h t ly  d i f f e r e n t  s c e n a r io :  w i t h  th e  i n c lu ­

s io n  o f  a n  a t ta c h m e n t .  U s in g  th e  s a m e  9 0 0 - b y te  m e s ­

s a g e , Jo d e c id e s  t o  s e n d  a n  a t t a c h m e n t  w i t h  e x a c t ly  

th e  s a m e  te x t ,  b u t  in  a n i c e ly - f o r m a t t e d  M ic r o s o f t  

W o r d  d o c u m e n t  —  w i t h  s o m e  b o ld  a n d  i t a l i c  t e x t  

t o  e m p h a s iz e  h e a d in g s .  T h e  s in g le  W o r d  d o c u m e n t  

w e ig h s  in  a t  a r e la t i v e ly  h e f t y  2 7  9 8 0  b y te s  —  o r  

m o r e  th a n  t h i r t y  t im e s  th e  s iz e .  I f  Jo h a d  p u t  th e  s a m e  

w o r d s  in t o  a ta b le  w i t h in  a W o r d  d o c u m e n t ,  i t  w o u ld  

e a s i ly  h a v e  re a c h  m a n y  t im e s  e v e n  th is  a m o u n t .  H o w  

m u c h  d a ta  is m o v e d  a r o u n d  th e  in t e r n e t  in  th is  s c e ­

n a r io ?  A n d  h o w  m u c h  is  c h a rg e d  to  th e  A s s o c ia t io n ,  

to  b e  re c o v e re d  t h r o u g h  m e m b e r s h ip  fees ?

T h e  s u m s  a re  n o t  h a rd  t o  w o r k  o u t :  a n d  a s in g le  

2 5 0 - w o r d  m e s s a g e  e s c a la te s  in t o  o v e r  3 6  m e g a b y te s  

o f  d a ta .  O f  c o u rs e ,  I h a v e  n o t  i n c lu d e d  t h e  o n l i n e  

t im e  th a t  is c h a rg e d  to  s u b s c r ib e r s  w h e n  t h e y  receive 
th is  e - m a i l .  T h is  r e la t i v e ly  s im p le  m e s s a g e  —  a lo n g  

w i t h  th e  a t t a c h m e n t  —  w o u ld  ta k e  a r o u n d  1 0  s e c ­

o n d s  to  d o w n lo a d .  Im a g in e  i f  t h e  m e s s a g e  c o n t a in e d  

a W o r d  d o c u m e n t  t h a t  w a s  te n  t im e s  b ig g e r . ..

W h e n  A L IA n e t  b e g a n ,  w e  c o m p i le d  a n d  d r a f te d  a 

s e t o f  lo o s e  ru le s  t h a t  a p p l ie d  to  th e  u s e  o f  e - m a i l  e s ­

p e c ia l ly  in  r e la t io n  t o  e - l is ts  [ h t t p : / / w w w .a l ia . o r g . a u /  

e - l is t s /n e t iq u e t te .h tm l] .  T h o s e  ru le s  h a v e  s to o d  th e  te s t 

o f  t im e ,  a n d  d e s e rv e  r e v is i t in g .  A p a r t  f r o m  h ig h l i g h t ­

in g  th e  c o s ts  in v o lv e d ,  p a ra g ra p h  f iv e  s ta n d s  th e  te s t  

o f  t im e :

Keep messages as brief as possible, succinct, 
and to the point. Your impact will be greater. 
Remember that most e-mail users pay to re­
ceive each character sent. Most lists prefer to 
have short communications (more than two or 
three scrolling screen-fulls is rather inconsider­
ate). A b o v e  a l l ,  d o  n o t  s e n d  a t ta c h m e n ts  o f  a n y  

k in d  (list processors do not like them, as either 
text or compressed data), unless your list-owner 
has granted approval.

I t  s h o u ld  b e  n o te d  t h a t  t h e  p h ra s e ,  'A b o v e  a l l ,  

d o  n o t  s e n d  a t ta c h m e n ts  o f  a n y  k in d ' is h ig h l ig h t e d  

in  re d  t e x t  to  a m p l i f y  th e  p o in t ,  b o th  h e r e  a n d  o n  

th e  w e b s i te .  It is o n ly  f a i r  t o  th o s e  w h o  u s e  A L I A n e t  

e - l is t s  to  c o m m u n ic a t e .  T h e r e  a re  o t h e r  p e r t in e n t  

p o in ts  ra is e d  in  th e  n e t iq u e t te  n o te s , a n d  i t h o r o u g h ly  

r e c o m m e n d  th a t  A L IA  m e m b e r s  (a n d  o th e rs )  v i s i t  t h e  

p a g e  i f  o n ly  to  re d is c o v e r  th e  a r t  o f  b e in g  p o l i t e ,  c i v i l ,  

a n d  g r o w n  u p  o n  th e  'n e t .  ■

20 / / /  a i  d.” July 2002
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