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Who Are We?
SIGCAS Computers and Society Readers and 
writers are invited to join and participate actively in 
this Special Interest Group.

Membership is open to all, for US$25 per year, and to 
students for US$10 per year. The link to join up can 
be found on our web site, at 

http://www.sigcas.org

Contribute. The editor invites   is contributions of  
all types of  written material (such as articles, working 
papers, news, interviews, reports, book reviews, 
bibliographies of  relevant literature and letters) on all 
aspects of  computing that have a bearing on society 
and culture. 

Please note that it is NOT a peer-reviewed 
publication. Submissions are checked for relevance, 
accessibility and basic suitability by the editors but not 
fully peer reviewed.

For the latest Call(s) for Papers, or instructions 
regarding formatting guidelines and copyright policy 
please see the website: http://www.sigcas.org/. 
Submissions may be sent to editors_sigcas@acm.org.

Copyright Notice  By submitting your article or 
other material for distribution in this Special Interest 
Group publication, you hereby grant to ACM the 
following non-exclusive, perpetual, worldwide rights:

• To publish in print on condition of  acceptance by 
the editor.

• To digitize and post your article or other material in 
the electronic version of  this publication.

• To include the article or other material in the ACM 
Digital Library and in any Digital Library related 
services.

• To allow users to make a personal copy of  the article 
or other material for non-commercial, educational or 
research purposes.

• However, as a contributing author, you retain 
copyright to your article or other material and ACM 
will refer requests for republication directly to you.

SIGCAS Computers and Society is the ACM 
Special Interest Group that addresses the social 
aspects and ethical consequences of  widespread 
computer usage. 

SIGCAS’ main goals are to raise awareness about the 
impact that technology has on society, and to support 
and advance the efforts of  those who are involved in 
this important work. 

Our members are computer professionals from both 
industry and academia, as well as ethicists, 
psychologists, sociologists and others. We welcome 
students from a variety of  disciplines. Our areas of  
involvement include computer ethics, universal access 
to computer technology, security, privacy, and 
reliability. We collaborate with other ACM bodies that 
are engaged in related work, such as COPE, USACM, 
SIGITE and SIGCSE.

The ACM Computers & Society is an online 
publication accessible via the ACM Digital Library. 
The newsletter aims to be an effective communication 
vehicle between the members of  the group.

ACM Computers and Society

Volume 50 ● Number 3 ●  December, 2021 ●  www.sigcas.org 

ACM Computers & Society (ISSN 0095-2737) is minimally published three times a year, normally in March, June, and 
September, with an optional issue in December by ACM, 2 Penn Plaza, Suite 701, New York, NY  10121-0701.

Richard Blumenthal Editor-in-chief  

Contributing Columnist
  Johanna Blumenthal
  Douglas Schuler
  Michelle Trim

Like to be a regular columnist for Computers and Society? 
Send us your column suggestion: editors_sigcas@acm.org.
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SIGCAS

Introducing The
SIGCAS Executive Committee
Doug Schuler - SIGCAS Chair.

I have been working in the field of  computers and society for over 35 years, as an educator, researcher, developer, author, speaker, and 
organizer. I have written numerous articles, books, and chapters on this topic, which I won't list here. I worked with the practical side with 
others to establish the Seattle Community Network in the late 80's and I've had the good fortune to discuss these topics with colleagues 
from around the world. I'm now retired from teaching at the Evergreen State College, developing CSCW software at Boeing, and 
campaigning with Computer Professionals for Social Responsibility.

My plan now is to keep active for the foreseeable future to help keep the opportunities and challenges presented by computing visible and 
to help focus our energy appropriately. In my exploration of  civic intelligence,  the collective capacity to address significant issues effectively 
and equitably, I continually asked the question, "Will we be smart enough, soon enough?" which should resonate with this community.

Lisa Kaczmarczyk - Vice Chair.
As Computing for Social Good has been a personal and professional passion my entire career I am very pleased to be the incoming 

SIGCAS Vice-Chair. I am a strong proponent of  collaborative and transparent process and decision making, and as such am looking forward 
to working with my Board Colleagues as well as with the greater SIGCAS community to prioritize our goals and then act upon them. It isn’t 
about me, it is about us. What can we do to increase the relevance and usefulness of  SIGCAS to the membership and society as a whole? I 
look forward to learning more from the SIGCAS community about how they would answer that question and working with my Board 
colleagues to respond.

Allison Clear - Member-at-larger.
I am very pleased to introduce myself. I am an Associate Professor, at the Auckland campus of  the Eastern Institute of  Technology.   I 

have an extensive academic and professional career that has involved academic leadership in research, scholarship, teaching and curriculum 
development and publications nationally and internationally. Many years ago I developed a new course "The Impact of  Computing on 
Society" and it has been offered every year for the past 20 years and is still prov ing to be one of  the most popular courses on our campus. 
My  research interests include Computing Curriculum development, Gender equity in Computing, ICT in developing countries,  and the 
development of  computing education.  I look forward to working with the SIGCAS community to further the increasingly important work 
as computing becomes more pervasive and significant in society.

Mikey Goldweber - Past Chair.
Hello again to the SIGCAS community. As past SIGCAS Chair, I hope many of  you are aware of  my passion and commitment to 

Computing for the Social Good. I left a high paying industry job in the mid-1980's (with the Porsche 911 to prove it) to seek a more 
personally rewarding career path. I landed in education after earning my PhD. However, I felt that being an educator was not quite enough; I 
needed to help my students see how computing can and should be used to improve society. Working in this area has taken me many places 
and afforded me the privilege of  meeting many amazing colleagues doing amazing things. It also led me to SIGCAS, and after years of  being 
a member, I stepped up into a leadership position. As the Past-Chair member of  the Board I hope to continue offering my insights and time 
as our SIG moves forward to the challenges of  the day.

Richard Blumenthal - Editor-in-Chief  
Greetings to the SIGCAS Community. Like Mikey, I also left a lucrative job in industry two decades ago to focus on using my computing 

knowledge to more directly benefit society. Just the same, I am a relative new comer to SIGCAS. My responsibilities  include overseeing the 
production of  SIGCAS Computers and Society. I am a Professor and Chair of  the Computer and Cyber Sciences Department at Regis 
University, in Denver Colorado. At Regis, I also contribute to our “Center for Common Good Computing”. Recently, I’ve taken an active 
role in “Computing for the Social Good in Education”. I have a B.S., M.S., and Ph.D. in Computer Science from Lock Haven State, Rutgers 
University, and the University of  Colorado, Boulder, respectively. I am very excited to be working with the  Board and look forward to 
helping make this the best ACM SIG.
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Welcome to the third and final issue of  ACM 
SIGCAS Computers and Society in 2021. In addition to 
several news pieces, this issue contains a few short 
pieces from new contributors, and two of  our regular 
columns.

Once again, I found the Thinking Like a Lawyer 

column to be interesting since it reminded me of  a 
university plagarism policy that I once read, which was 
along the lines of  "not being aware of  this policy does 
not constitute a defense for not adhereing to it". So 
what you don't know can, in fact, haunt you. Have a 
read of  Johanna's submission since, in my words, what 

you don't know may haunt you. 
I wish the entire SIGCAS community a Happy 

New Year and look forward to the new opportunities 
the new year brings. In the new year, please take a few 
moments to consider how you might better society 
and our SIG by contributing to it.

SIGCAS

Membership Benefits
Subscription to the online publication ACM SIGCAS Computers and Society, which is published three to four times a year. 

Members have access to the full archive of  the online publication and its printed predecessor in the ACM DL. Please see www.sigcas.org.

Discounted registration fee for SIGCAS sponsored conferences and workshops. “In cooperation” sponsor of  several ACM and non-ACM conferences related to SIGCAS’ 
interests, including LIMITS.

SIGCAS presents two awards each year: The Making a Difference Award and the SIGCAS Outstanding Service award.

SIGCAS-ANNOUNCE mailing list: includes regular announcements of  upcoming conferences and calls for participation. SIGCAS-Talk mailing list to enable member-
member interactions and the committee will seek to stimulate discussion on this list amongst members. Subscription to the list is restricted to SIGCAS members and is 
optional for them.

NEWS

Upcoming Conferences
ACM Conference on Fairness, Accountability, and Transparency (FAT* 2022)
June 21-24, 2022 — Seoul, South Korea — https://facctconference.org/2022/index.html
FAT* is an international and interdisciplinary peer-reviewed conference that seeks to publish and present work examining the fairness, accountability, and
transparency of  algorithmic systems.

The 23rd International ACM SIGACCESS COnference on Computers and Accessibility (SIGCSE '22)
March 3-5, 2022 — Providence, Rhode Island, USA — https://sigcse2022.sigcse.org/info/https://dl.acm.org/conferences/upcoming
The Technical Symposium on Computer Science Education is organized by the ACM Special Interest Group on Computer Science Education (SIGCSE) and is the 
organization’s flagship conference. It has been held annually in February or March in North America since 1970. The SIGCSE organization provides a forum for educators 
to discuss issues related to the development, implementation, and/or evaluation of  computing programs, curricula, and courses, as well as syllabi, laboratories, and other 
elements of  teaching and pedagogy. There are several SIGCAS focused events held at SIGCSE.

Dream Big: Addressing Computing for the Social Good in the Computing Curricula (SIGCSE '22 Affiliated Event)
March 2, 2022 — Providence, Rhode Island, USA — https://www.sigcas.org/2021/12/27/registration-now-open-2022-csg-ed-sigcse-affiliate-event/
Computing for the Social Good in Education (CSG-Ed) deals with methods for producing computing graduates who are focused on using their computing education 
towards the benefit of  society. We invite participants to discuss how they would reimagine their institution’s and general computing curriculum, if  they were supreme, magic 
wand wielding, curricular overlords. We give you a magic wand; what does your new computing curriculum look like?

The 11th International Conference on Smart Cities and Green ICT Systems (SMARTGREENS 2022)
April 27-29, 2022 — Online Streaming — https://smartgreens.scitevents.org/
The purpose of  the 11th International Conference on Smart Cities and Green ICT Systems (SMARTGREENS) is to bring together researchers, designers, developers and 
practitioners interested in the advances and applications in the field of  Smart Cities, Green Information and Communication Technologies, Sustainability, Energy Aware 
Systems and Technologies.

Note: The ACM Digital Library (https://dl.acm.org/conferences/upcoming) keeps a list of  upcming conferences. SIGCAS is keeping an eye out for the 2022 
announcement of  annual conferences directly focused on issues related to Computers and Society. We'll update the list in the December, 2021 issue of  Computers and Society.

NEWS

From The Editor
By RICHARD BLUMENTHAL
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News

We Need Your Short Pieces

Part of  the Executive team's responsibility is to encourage more voices and varied perspectives on topics relevant to computers and society. Consequently, we at the 
"SIGCAS Publications Group" are seeking short pieces that are relevant, provocative, diverse, and unexpected for our issues of  Computers and Society. We also hope they will 
be fun to write.

The possibilities, effects, implications, opportunities, challenges, myths, realities, and struggles related to computers and society that are being played out every day in 
millions of  different ways are helping to determine who we are and where we are going. We want to capture at least some of  that.

Your short piece could raise arguments, issues, critical questions, resource needs, current work, research, reviews, discussions, etc. etc. To that end we have developed a 
robust infrastructure of  departments, divisions, bureaus, and other descriptive categories to help convey to you all that this is a vast, very formal and bureaucratized 
enterprise. 

While some of  the names may be fanciful we are optimistic that the articles they help characterize will be compelling, relevant, and influential. 
We plan to experiment with this approach. We are currently planning to run several short pieces per issue. And we will probably add new departments at will. We also plan 

to be flexible but we do insist that these articles be short. (After all the SIGCAS Newsletter will still run longer pieces!) Shall we say 1,200 words max?
To be considered for the next newsletter please submit your short piece to the SIGCAS Newsletter Editor, Rick Blumenthal, editors_sigcas@acm.org, by March 1, 2021 

(the subsequent issue deadline will be in May, 2021). Please include "Short Piece" in the subject line.

• News From _____ (community, company, 
department, movement, country, sector, dimension, 
rain forest, or what-have-you)

• Your Resolution or Manifesto Goes Here Desk

• Not All is Wrong Department

• Systemic Racism & Black Lives Matter Studies and 
Reports

• Teaching about Computers and Society

• Social Responsibility in Computing Department

• Department of  Development Studies

• Ominous Development Department

• What Could Possibly Go Worng? Department

• Office of  Emerging Technological Directions

• Voices of  Practitioners and Younger Professionals

• Department of  Diversity and Inclusion

• Climate, Biodiversity, and the Environment 
Department

• History Department (of  SIGCAS and Computers 
and Society)

• Thrilling Adventures in Computing

• Looking at SIGCAS: Useful, Enlightening, 
Maddening or Other Influential Fiction, Poetry, Art, 
and Movies Related to Computing and Society 
Division

• Department of  Technology Assessment

• War and Peace Studies Hall

• Help me work on myProject.dept

• Science Lab

• Religion and Spirtuality Division

• Gender Notes

• Underscrutinzed Implications Bureau

• Office of  Expected and Unexpected Consequences

• What Should We Do Room

• Methods: How to do Computers and Society Group

• Annals of  Agnotology

• Algorithms: Good, Bad, and Ugly

• What's a Professional Organization To Do 
Department

• Automating Evil: Office of  Worst Practices

• Chronicles of  Civic & Community Tech

• Department of  Civic and Collective Intelligence 

• Office of  Technology Assessment 

• Critics Corner (interviews, etc.)

•City Desk / Urban Studies

• Town and Country Consulate 

• Point / Counterpoint Forum

• SIGCAS Agenda Development Department

• SIGCAS and Wicked Problems

• On the Job Department: SIGCAS and Employment

• SIGCAS and the Green New Deal

• Personal Perspective Department.

• You Can't Make This Up Department

• Design Perspectives and Perspectives on Design

• Student Voices Division

• Activism Sector

• Patterns of  Computing Department

• Limits and Collapse Ministry

• Recent Reviews (books, articles, etc.)

• Steering Tech Department (policy and all the rest) 

• Directions and Implications of  Advanced 
Computing

• No Comment Department

• For or From The Archives

• Data and Datafication Office

COMPUTERS AND SOCIETY AREAS OF INTEREST
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News

From the Chair: Looking Mostly Forward
By DOUGLAS SCHULER

Keywords:
Categories:

SIGCAS News, Works in Progress
Social and professional topics → Professional topics 

As the countless tendrils of  digital computing 
continue their awesome encroachment into every 
nook and cranny of  our existence, the job of  
SIGCAS, to consider the effects of  computing on 
society and what actions might we do in relation to 
those, has grown astronomically — should we choose 
to accept it.

Obviously we cannot and will not be expected to 
shoulder this burden by ourselves. We need to be 
working with others and we also need to expand and 
improve our collective efficacy. Part of  this means 
deepening our understanding of  the workings and 
implications of  the new digital colossus. We are, in a 
broad sense well-equipped for this: We designed and 
built it and, undoubtedly, will continue to do so. Part 
of  this means cultivating our own community and our 
ability to work with each other and with others outside 
our sphere.

Finally, part of  this means acting in ways that we 
believe (and hope) will help us shape the socio-
technological future in ways that are supportive of  life 
on earth, including fellow humans.

So, ending the year 2021, the 2nd full year of  the 
COVID-19 pandemic, I've listed some of  our 
activities and future plans below. We initiated several 
projects over the year, but these will only be successful 
if  and when the activities are taken up and furthered 
by our members. I've grouped the main activities into 
a few categories, although they're not really as separate 
from each other as this division might suggest.

(1) Community Building
This broad area includes not just increasing our 

numbers but increasing our gender, ethnicity, 
geographic, and other measures of  diversity. We as a 
board have been working with a consultant on these 
issues (which our member survey helped identify) and 
we will share the findings in early 2022. And 
community building includes getting together in one 
way or another. It also involves figuring out how best 
to use the communication resources at our disposal; 
our talk list and a potential Discord server, for 
example.

(2) SIGCAS Events 
Following the success of  the SIGCAS Showcase in 

which we presented our two awards, for Making a 
Difference and for Outstanding Service to our 
winners, Deanna Kosaraju and Barbara Boucher 
Owens respectively, and organized four panel 
discussions, we've launched the Works in Progress 
virtual event series to help spotlight member activities 
and have conversations around computer and society 
issues. In 2021, we convened two sessions: the first 
was with Doug Schuler (me) who talked about his 
work with patterns and wicked problems and the 
second was with Rick Blumenthal and Mikey 

Goldweber who presented the work of  the CS 202x 
committee that they're involved with, helping to 
develop the next iteration of  the undergraduate 
Computer Science curriculum of  the ACM / IEEE 
Computer Society. The first three Works in Progress 
events in 2022 include Norberto Patrignani on his 
work with Diane Whitehouse on Slow Tech, to help 
people design and develop good, clean and fair ICT 
(January 12), Anna de Liddo, speaking about her work 
with BCause, a structured, decentralized discussion 
system for distributed decision making (February 9) 
and Jeb Weisman presenting on scalable, real-world 
community medical countermeasures with ICT 
(March 9). Works in Progress events take place 
virtually on the 2nd Wednesday of  every month at 
10:00 Pacific Time. SIGCAS is also involved in 
conferences that are related to our mission. Currently 
these include Compass, computing for sustainable 
societies, and GoodIT, a conference devoted to 
socially beneficial computing. Both, of  course, would 
love to have SIGCAS members attending and 
Compass organizers have reached out to encourage 
more SIGCAS participation in organizing the 
program, such as a panel discussion or workshop.

(3) Focused Activities
As many of  your know I'm very interested in the 

idea of  SIGCAS working groups, largely self-
organized, that focus on specific themes or projects. 
We've begun looking into starting a Sustainability 
working group which might dovetail with the ACM's 
recent "Computing and Climate Change" TechBrief. 
The current working group plan is to start with 
SIGCAS members but it probably makes sense to 
work with other people and groups as well. Also, along 
those lines, based on a suggestion by Mikey 
Goldweber and conversations at the Showcase Town 
Hall meeting, I'm planning to reach out in the coming 
year to other SIGs to help discover new issues related 
to computes and society which may result in 
interesting roles for SIGCAS. Finally, I'm personally 
interested in a Civic Tech working group which seems 
increasingly more urgent for a variety of  reasons.

So, happy holiday season and here's to a happy new 
year. I'm looking forward to working with you all!

Douglas Schuler
SIGCAS, Historian
Public Sphere Project
Seattle, Washington, USA
   chair_sigcas@acm.org
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Once again, the SIGCAS Executive Members 
would like to thank the following people who 
presented at the SIGCAS Showcase for two days of  
informative and inviting discussion! You all helped 
make our first solo venture a very satisfactory success.

ACM Welcome

 Vicki Hanson, Chief  
Executive, ACM

Making a Difference Award and Keynote Address

Deanna Kosaraju, 
Founder of  

Global Tech Women

Panel Discussion: Computing Industry Issues in 
a Post COVID World

Paul Matthews
Chief  Executive, IT 

Professionals New Zealand

Shereen Shermak, 
CEO, Nth Party Ltd

Alison Derbenwick Miller, 
Oracle

Panel Discussion: Integrating Social Issues in 
Computing Education

Heidi Ellis
Western New England 

University

Joe Mertz
Carnegie Mellon University

Michelle Trim
University of  Massachusetts 

Outstanding Service Award

Barbara Boucher Owens

Panel Discussion: Integrating Social Issues in the 
Computing Industry

John Sims
Denver based Technology & 

Product Leader

Mike Helmick
Google

Trish McKinnon, 
Auckland Transport

Panel Discussion: Climate change, sustainability 
and Computing

Steve Easterbrook
Director of  the School of  the 

Environment at 
University of  Toronto

Barath Raghavan
Department of  Computer 

Science, University of  
Southern California

Yolande Strengers
Associate Professor of  
Digital Technology and 

Society, Monash University, 
Australia

d

SIGCAS Executive Board members Richard 
Blumenthal and Mikey Goldweber are members of  
the CS202X Steering Committee, which is charged 
with revising the Computer Science Curricula 2013 report 
to establishing new curricular guidelines that will lead 
Computer Science education for the next decade. Rick 
and Mikey are also members of  the CS202X Society, 
Ethics, and Professionalism (SEP) subcommittee, 
chaired by Brett Becker, which as its name implies, is 
focusing on curricular topics related to computers and 
society.

The Steering Committee and SEP subcommitee 
invite members of  SIGCAS and the broader  
community to contribute to this curricular effort. 
General information can be found at the CS202X Web 
site https://csed.hosting.acm.org/. At this site, the 
Society, Ethics, and Professionalism knowledge area 
link contain specific information on how to submit 
information to the committee including the email

cs202x-sep@volunteer.acm.org
Numerous CS202X-related events are also planned 

for the SIGCSE Technical Symposium in Providence, 
RI, USA March 1-5, 2022 including the SIGCAS 
sponored Affiliated Event, Dream Big (see below).

Addressing Computing for the
 Social Good in the 

Computer  Science Curricula
SIGCSE'22 Affiliated Event

Computing for the Social Good in Education 
(CSG-Ed) deals with methods for producing 
computing graduates who are focused on using their 
computing education towards the benefit of  society. 
We invite participants to discuss how they would 
reimagine their institution’s and general computing 
curriculum, if  they were supreme, magic wand 
wielding, curricular overlords.

We give you a magic wand; what does your new 
computing curriculum look like?

This free and open to all, SIGCAS-sponsored 
affiliated event will explore this question through 
prepared presentations, group activities, and the 
sharing of  proposals among the participants and 
hopefully the larger computing education community. 
Our shared intent is to shape the next generation of  
computing curricula, such as the upcoming Computer 
Science Curricula 202X report (https://
csed.hosting.acm.org/).

Additional information and registration is available 
at the SIGCAS Website:

https://www.sigcas.org/2021/12/27/registration-
now-open-2022-csg-ed-sigcse-affiliate-event/

SIGCAS Showcase
News News

CS202X

News

Dream Big
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We speak of  research agendas, curriculum change, 
working with practitioners, etc, as if  the future world 
(over the next decade or so) will be like the present 
world. It won’t be.

The next decade will be marked by a struggle for 
rapid transformational change throughout society, and 
the outcome of  that struggle will determine the future 
of  human civilization. Yet everything we’ve mapped 
out speaks of  incremental change. It’s a gradualist 
agenda that talks about working with existing 
companies, existing curricula, existing research labs, 
nudging them to take human values a little more 
seriously in their work.

But if  you take seriously the confluence of  (at least) 
three serious and urgent crises, it’s clear we don’t have 
time for an incrementalist approach:

1) The climate crisis, in which digital technology is 
deeply implicated. The carbon footprint of  computing 
is growing dramatically, because we’re putting the 
internet in everything, and it’s amplifying all the worst 
trends of  our disposable, consumerist society. Silicon 
valley’s model of  innovation (“move fast, break things, 
and leave others to clear up the mess”) has focussed 
for so long on finding new ways to monetize our data 
that we’ve forgotten what innovation really looks like. 
A reminder: over the next decade or so, we need to 
completely transform our energy infrastructure to 
reach net zero global emissions. We can’t do this while 
silicon valley continues to hoover up all the available 
investment capital.

2) Automation and AI, which threatens to destroy 
any notion of  a stable job for vast sectors of  society, 
and which replaces human empathy for the cold, 
impenetrable injustice of  algorithmic regulation (How 
do we just say “no” as a society to such technologies?).

3) The dismantling of  democracy, through the use 
of  ubiquitous digital surveillance by autocrats and 
corporatists, and the exploitation of  (addictive) social 
media as a vector for extremist propaganda designed 
to pit us against one another.

So we should be striving for a much more radical 
agenda that envisages the wholesale transformation of  
the computing profession, putting an end to the 
technological solutionism of  Silicon valley, turning it 
into a humble enterprise that places human dignity 
first. We need to dismantle the stranglehold of  the big 
five tech corporations, break the relationship between 
digital technology and consumerism, and give 
ourselves the power to ban some technologies 
completely. We should not put activism in a box. As 
academics, activism should infuse all of  our teaching, 
all our research, all our community engagement. If  
we’re not working for transformational change, we’re 
reinforcing the status quo.

Put simply, we need to recognize the unique 
historical moment we find ourselves in, and the role 
computing has.

Steve Easterbrook
School of  the Enviornment
Department of  Computer Science
University of  Tronto
Tronto, Canada
  director.environment@utoronto.ca

Today there are many ways that we can convert our 
analog data into digital formats. Things such as paper 
receipts and stacks of  notebooks piled in an office can 
be a thing of  the past. But as we make this digital 
transformation and continue to invest time into the 
software tools that we use, the question of  who owns 
the data is often considered. As a CS professor, a 
considerable amount of  my personal data is stored in 
note taking software.

This includes lecture notes from courses I teach, 
research notes on current projects or future ideas, and 
notes I take from committee and department 
meetings. Note taking software was very useful in 
preparing my binder for tenure and promotion so I 
could quickly recall important details from the past six 
years. 

Considering the amount of  data and investment we 
spend in applications, what if  the company that 
produces the application were to no longer exist? 
Larger tech companies acquire smaller companies 
either to add their product to their suite or to 
eliminate competition. Companies can also become no 
longer financially viable. In these scenarios, who 
would maintain the software then? With operating 
system updates in particular on mobile devices 
occurring more frequently, these are important 
questions to consider. Another is what if  the pricing 
of  the product or service changes? Or, what if  the 
functionality of  the product is no longer consistent 
and the software is not stable? The data that we have 
in these applications then is in jeopardy and we have 
to find a replacement. If  these applications are part of  
our daily routines, this can become a serious concern.

This dilemma also raises the issue on data 
ownership. As consumers of  these products and 
creators of  the data, we need to have many options of  
exporting the data if  we need to migrate to another 
application or service. This is not advocating for a 
universal format for storing the data, as different 
products offer different features, and the model must 
take those features into consideration. However, the 
core of  that data, even deprived of  metadata that is 
used for specific features, should be exportable so that 
if  software is no longer available, or, if  the consumer 
determines the software is no longer suitable for their 
needs, they can more easily switch to a different 
product or service.

Previously, my primary note taking software was 
Evernote which provided a rich set of  features. 
However, a change in the editor caused notes that 
contained syntax examples for courses I teach to not 
be displayed correctly. As a result, segments of  code 
that were previously properly formatted were changed 
unexpectedly. At the time, Evernote allowed notes to 
be exported into a proprietary format (enex) which if  
you could parse XML, you would be able to write a 
tool to convert it into a different format for use by 
another  application. Not every consumer has this 
technical background and installing a solution that you 
find online to convert personal data from one format 
to another can be risky.

In searching for a replacement, at the time I 
considered Apple Notes and Microsoft One Note. 
Apple Notes offered an ability to export notes as 
PDF, which has to be done one note at a time. A tool 
that was built to automate exporting notes named 
"Exporter" does allow you to export all notes in Rich 

Text Format (RTF). However, the RTF that is used by
Apple is also a proprietary format so the formatting 

may not be preserved when importing the data into a 
new application. Another application that I evaluated, 
Microsoft One Note, also had a limited export option 
where you can create backups of  notebooks but not 
export the data for use by other applications.

The application I did choose to replace Evernote is 
Bear, which is a developed by a small development 
company called Shiny Frog. The application is is 
available on macOS and iOS. I won't get into the 
features of  Bear in this article as that is not the focus, 
but, it does allow me to export my notes in a variety of  
formats including Markdown, plain text, RTF, HTML, 
and Microsoft Word. These many options of  
exporting my data into well known formats allows me 
to keep my data in a format that can be easily 
imported into other applications or used beyond the 
life of  the application. Paradoxically, by giving me 
more options to export my data and leave the 
application, this capability has been the reason for me 
to keep using the application. Knowing that if  I did 
need to leave and take my data with me, the software 
provides the means to do so, which builds in some 
sense a level of  trust. Ownership of  data is important. 
Being able to export data into different formats helps 
ensure that I truly own the data because it allows me 
to take what I own and import it into a different tool 
if  needed. From an application producer's perspective, 
limiting the export options may seem to be an 
appropriate choice to try to keep your users within 
your platform. However, this is a fallacy as it can erode 
trust and a sense of  ownership of  one's data.

This issue is not isolated to just note taking 
software. An often criticized example can be found 
with social media platforms where the ability to export 
data from the platform is not easily discoverable nor 
does one have the ability to import that data into the 
other wellknown social media applications. However, 
outside of  social media, this same issue applies to 
other personal types of  data we produce such as 
images. Recently, Apple incorporated a new format for 
storing images called HEIC. While the format is more 
efficient in storing high resolution images, it is a 
proprietary format that is not largely supported by 
other applications. Apple does allow images to be 
easily exported into JPEG which is a well-known 
format. But, to do this, you must be on iOS or 
macOS. As with note taking software, one can find a 
tool that converts images, but with photos being very 
personal, this can be risky as well. Therefore, it is 
critical that Apple continue to offer support for 
converting images from HEIC to JPEG, and allow 
users to continue to choose which format to use on 
creation.

Data ownership doesn't just apply to accessing data 
we produce. True ownership should allow us to easily 
migrate that data from one product or service to 
another. By providing more options for the user to 
export data, this allows them to more easily move their 
data if  needed and preserve their content. With 
applications providing more options for users to 
export their data, they may find that the users are 
more likely to stay, knowing that their investment of  
time and data can easily be moved to another service 
if  needed.

Short Piece

The Discontinous Future
By STEVE EASTERBROOK

Short Piece

Data Ownership in Software Applications
By BRIAN KRUPP
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Short Piece

Stability of  the Vajont Dam
By CARLA PETROCELLI

October 9, 1963: the wave of  death hits Longarone, 
Pirago, Villanova, killing 1910 people in just four 
minutes. A huge mass of  water passes the damming 
of  the Vajont dam and devastates the valley below, a 
narrow gorge that cuts through Mount Toc which is 
located on the border between the Italian regions of  
Veneto and Friuli-Venezia Giulia.

In 1928 a geological survey had indicated this valley 
as an ideal site for the construction of  a hydroelectric 
basin and in 1940, SADE (Società Adriatica Di 
Elettricità) had submitted an application for the 
construction of  a dam. These are the years of  the 
Second World War, there is a situation of  confusion 
and power vacuum and the SADE obtains the 
necessary permits without any difficulty. The works 
were started in 1957, amid the protests of  the 
inhabitants who feel in danger: the area is subject to 
landslides and the dam could have serious 
consequences on the stability of  nearby Mount Toc. 
In a few years the construction of  the majestic arched 
dam of  the Vajont, 261.6 meters of  height, 190 meters 
of  length and consisting of  360 million cubic-meter 
of  concrete is completed. We proceed with the final 
test. At 10:39 p.m. on Wednesday 9 October, a mass 
of  earth, mud and stone amounting to 520 million 
cubic-meter of  material broke loose from Mount Toc 
and slid into the Vajont basin. A wall of  water 
hundreds of  meters passes the dam and falls into the 
valley. Longarone and the other neighboring villages 
are wiped out within a few minutes. The next morning 
the territory is an immense desert of  debris. The 
houses have been carried away by the fury of  the 
water from their foundations, the bodies of  the 
victims, dragged for miles, are found downstream [1].

A massacre announced, a disaster that could have 
been avoided. Who carried out the surveys? How had 
the strength and stability of  the dam been assessed? 
In the judicial enquiry that followed, it was ascertained 
that the geological reports indicating the danger of  the 
site had not been disclosed by SADE: the continuous 
filling and emptying of  water carried out to perform 
the tests had proved dangerous for the stability of  the 
mountain. The “technological wonder of  the world”, 
which in the meantime had been purchased by the 
State on 14 March 1963 to convey water for the 
production of  electricity, turned out to be a time 
bomb.

To ensure the good stability of  the dambarrier, the 
complex mathematical calculations had been entrusted 
to the Istituto Nazionale per le Applicazioni del 

Figure 1 | Vanjont dam, 1962

   

Calcolo (INAC), a cutting-edge center founded in 
1951 by the mathematician Mauro Picone. The system 
of  208 algebraic linear equations, by which it kept 
track of  the numerous variables involved in calculating 
the pressure exerted by the enormous mass of  water, 
was fed to the powerful machine just installed at the 
INAC in Rome.

On the cold afternoon of  25 January 1955, thirty-
two large packages weighing a total of  twelve tonnes 
containing the components of  the Ferranti Mark I* 
computer from England were unloaded in the 
courtyards of  the CNR in Rome. In the following 
months, the 'electronic brain', designed at the 
University of  Manchester, was assembled on the 
fourth floor of  the building in Piazza Frentani under 
the supervision of  two experts and an engineer from 
Ferranti. «The electronic machine that calculates in 
record time and plays chess is in Rome», reported “Il 
Messaggero” on 1 February 1955.

Since 1944, the young Picone had heard of  
«”super-brain”, a revolutionary new electrical 
instrument that will explore vast fields of  pure 
mathematics and related sciences, which is capable of  
solving every known mathematical problem» from the 
magazine of  the American armed forces also 
distributed in Europe, “Stars and Stripes” [2]. The 
INAC had chosen to purchase a Ferranti Mark I* for 
300 million Italian lire, financed by the CNR and 
partly by the funds of  the Marshall Plan.

Ferranti Ltd. of  Manchester, founded by a family of  
Italian origins, specialized in the manufacture of  
electrical power equipment but, during the Second 
World War, also prospered from military orders for 
control systems and radar; it later entered the 
computer sector, a direct derivation of  the prototypes 
built by Frederic Williams and Tom Kilburn in the 
physics laboratory at Manchester University. The Mark 
I* (Mark I Star) version was an upgraded model, nine 
of  which were produced between 1952 and 1957, one 
of  which was purchased by INAC [3].

Mauro Picone had seen right. He had brought 
information technology to Italy; FINAC was the 
second Italian operating machine to be used for the 
application of  mathematical calculations. This was 
another feather in the cap for INAC, which had 
already received a favourable report from Hermann 
Goldstine, which read

examining the various publications of  this center 
[the INAC] one is struck by the immense space that 
the direction grants to mathematics, and one cannot 
but be impressed by the breadth of  the calculations 
performed at the center and the high quality of  the 
mathematical analysis that they have entailed.[4]

UNESCO had decided to set up an International 
Computing Centre in Western Europe to serve the 
member states. The hot phase of  candidatures and 
scientific-diplomatic negotiations, often bitter and far 
from the light of  day, took place between the end of  
1950 and 1951. The verdict declared Italy's victory 
and with it the scientific prestige of  INAC was 
acknowledged, which was amply underlined by 
Goldstine, who had been entrusted with the 
evaluation of  the candidatures.

The Italian “head of  the school of  mathematics” 
Mauro Picone had had contacts, often through close  

of  FINAC. He then referred two of  his collaborators, 
Enzo Aparo and Dino Dainelli, to him for their 
training in programming and application methods 
related to the machine.

The most important work for commercial, 
technological and social innovation, which was 
commissioned to INAC and completed in a short 
time, was carried out on the FINAC computer and 
concerned the verification of  the hydrogeological 
parameters of  the Vajont dam. Calculations made by 
hand would have taken years, but FINAC needed only 
a few tens of  hours. The dam held up very well to the 
stresses caused by the Monte Toc landslide and the 
disaster was certainly not due to incorrect calculations. 
The dam had remained intact, the unpredictably high 
wave had simply passed over it.

FINAC remained operational until 1967. It gave a 
strong impetus to the Institute's activities related to 
the problems of  functional analysis, confirming what 
its founder had strongly and firmly maintained, 
namely the cultural and social importance of  
applications, alongside the theoretical value of  
mathematics [6].

Figure 2 | Rome 1952. On right, Mauro Picone 
sitting next to Howard Aiken
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The Precision Calculations of  the Ferranti Mark I

friendship, with figures of  high scientific and cultural 
standing, protagonists of  the mathematical, scientific 
and industrial world of  the middle of  the last century: 
Enrico Fermi, Louis Couffignal, founder of  French 
computer science, John von Neumann and Howard 
Aiken, designer of  the Mark I [5]. Picone was 
immediately aware of  the exceptional nature of  the 
scientific moment and asked Aiken about the purchase
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THINKING LIKE A LAWYER

On December 9, 2021, Apache announced a zero-
day vulnerability in Apache Log4j [3]. As the news 
broke, tech companies and computing administrators 
scrambled to push out recommended mitigations. If  
you are reading this, chances are you already heard 
about this vulnerability and have made sure to update 
all of  your systems. It is estimated that millions of  
companies are vulnerable to data breach through 
exploits of  this widely used logging software. When 
millions of  companies are vulnerable to breach it 
means that lots of  people are going to have their data 
stolen and will suffer financial losses.

To be clear, I am not a cyber security expert nor am 
I an expert in Log4j. In fact, I had never heard of  
Log4j until the announcement.  However, I am a 
lawyer and I think like one. 

As an attorney, I know that when people get hurt, 
law suits follow as the victims find someone to blame 
and some avenue to be made whole again. I also know 
that lawsuits succeed or fail based upon a combination 
of  statutes, rules, facts and precedent. 

In this case, several laws require companies to keep 
data reasonably secure. In the United States, the 
Federal Trade Commission helps protect consumers 
against data breach by ensuring that companies meet 

their duty to keep such data reasonably secure. 
Readers may recall the highly publicized Equifax 
breach in 2017. In an action that the FTC brought 
against Equifax, the agency stated that Equifax had 
failed to take reasonable steps to secure data when it 
failed to patch a known security vulnerability that later 
lead to the exposure  of  147 million consumers 
personal information. [2]. 

In the past few days, the FTC has signaled in no 
uncertain terms that it will be coming for companies 
who fail to patch the Log4j vulnerability. [1].

If  you are a computing administrator or IT support 
for a company, check now whether this is an issue and 
mitigate the vulnerability if  you have not already. If  
you are a lay person (when it comes to cyber security), 
like me, check all of  your devices for security updates 
pushed by your providers. I know that Apple, 
Microsoft and other major companies have been 
pushing patches since December 9, 2021. If  you own 
a small  business, ask your IT professionals, website 
maintainers and other computing professionals to 
check for this issue expressly. Otherwise, you could be 
breached and you could be facing the consequences. 

Happy New Year; see you at the SIGCAS Affiliated 
Event at SIGCSE, maybe?
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PARTING OPINION

If  It Is Not Exaggeration, Can It Be Satire?

Social Media Aa Satire And Other Things

BY RICHARD BLUMENTHAL

A recent New York Times movie review begins,  
"with  'Don't Look Up'  Adam McKay makes a star-
studded allegorical satire that shows the news media 
whistling past the climate-change graveyard" [2], 
which got me to thinking about satire with respect to 
computers and society1. The Oxford English 
Dictionary defines satire as

"the use of  humor, irony, exaggeration, or 
ridicule to expose and criticize people's 
stupidity or vices' [1].

I would that much of  the humor of  the movie is 
related to it's satirical view of  the news media, which 
includes social media As I'm not a journalist, I'll leave 
it to the reader to decide how they feel about the 
portrayal of  the new media in the movie. As I am a 
computer scientist and interested in the mission of  
SIGCAS, I was a little dismayed at the portrayal of  
social media. Not so much with respect to the satire, 
but to the fact that I'm not sure there was any 
exaggeration in the portrayal, but a simple reflection 
of  truth, which as a literary device makes the irony 
work, but as a member of  the computing community, 
I'm also not too interested in literary devices that stem 
from a negative consequent of  using computers since 
there is real harm in being done by social media.

There is real harm being done by 

social media

Having had gainful employment in the computing 
field since graduating with a B.S. in Computer Science, 
I don't consider myself  as a technology doomsayer. 
Nor, do I necessarily believe that technology will save 
us from ourselves, for example with respect to global 
climate change. Perhaps what bothered me most 
about the movie was the movie's exposure of  how 
social media is contributing to, or at least exposing 
much of  society's stupidity. If  you haven't seen the 
move, you really need to before potentially criticizing 
my use of  stupidity in this context since I don't want 
to tag this opinion with a "spoiler alert". Just the same, 
I'm not sure there are too many other problem's 
facing humanity, beside the one presented in  "Don't 
Look Up", in which the  general population's choice 
would be deemed more stupid, and hence, the satirical 
nature of  the movie. Needless to say, the use of  social 
media in the movie, at a minimal, amplifies such poor 
choices, as I believe it does in real life. 

Combining the fact that I suspect  many readers of  
Computers and Society are more well versed with the 
existing harmful effects of  social media, and computer 

technology in general, and the fact that many authors 
have provided examples of  such less than beneficial 
use of  technology, I won't repeat these examples in 
this column. Instead, I refer the reader to some recent 
books that I've read, which will provide the unfamiliar 
reader with more than enough examples: Why Social 
Media is Ruining Your Life [5] , Digital Dreams Have 
Become Nightmares [4], and Hello World: Being Human in 
the Age of  Algorithms [3].

 
Perhaps the biggest difficulty we face is the 

continued struggle to inform the general non-
computing public of  the potential harm to society in 
the choices we make with respect to using computing 
technology.

With the new year quickly aproaching, I have no 
desire to end the final issue of  Computers and Society 
on a negative note. Hence, let me remind everyone of  
the undeniable benefit that computing has also had on 
society. As a personal story, I remember watching a 
hospital technician utilize an echocardiogram machine 
to view the heart of  a young family member. After 
having a stroke, the doctors were trying to confirm 
whether there was a leak between the chambers in the 
heart of  my family member. I was simply amazed by 
this device and, perhaps, too arrogantly thinking that I 
could have easily programmed all of  the features I was 
seeing. But more importantly, I also thought that 
someone else did! I've had similar thoughts as I was 
the proverbial guinea pig undergoing batteries of  tests 
related to a rare lung disease that I have. Again, 
machines that were all computer controlled, if  not 
down-right computers themselves. Again, what a 
benefit to society. 

Fellow SIGCAS executive board member Lisa 
Kaczmarczyk has certainly made me think about the 
fact that we all too often tend to focus on the negative 
aspects of  computing's relationship with society and 
not the beneficial aspects. (These are my words, but I 
hope they appropriate reflect her belief; I'll find out 
soon enough.). With this in mind, I would also 
recommend her book

Computers and Society: Computing for Good
   by Lisa C. Kaczmarczyk

Lisa's book presents a handful of  computing projects 
that have been used for the betterment of  society and 
the environment

As we end this year, I ask all of  us to refelect on 
how we might contribute to promoting computing for 
the common good.
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1Although I enjoyed the movie, as always this parting opinion is just that and doesn't represent an endorsement or opposition of  the movie by ACM or SIGCAS.


