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W h y  L i th e re  a  

p ro b le m  ? S u re ly  n o -  

one o e r io iu ly  be lieved  

t h a t  c iv i lu a t io n  (n o w  

v y n o n y n w u v  w ith  

c o m p u t in g )  w o u ld  

n o t lo o t  be yo n d  th e  

y e a r  2 0 0 0 ?

M any  peop le are v is ib ly  affected by 
the full m oon. Their behaviou r be
com es erra tic  and they act out of 

charac te r. The end of a d ecad e  seem s to 
have s im ila r effects and the approach  of a 
n ew  m illenn ium  seems to be affecting even 
best-balanced minds.

For some, the next m illenn ium  holds 
promise of a new  beginning w h ile  for others, 
it looms as a time of destruction in retribution 
for past sins. H o w  appropriate then that the 
com puter industry should contribu te to the 
general unease w h ich  w ar, pestilence, per
sonal guilt and other calam ities visit upon us.

In even the most unw orld ly  society, co n 
versations turn e v e n tu a lly  to 'Y e a r  2000 
p ro b lem ', the 'm ille n n iu m  bug' or 'Y 2 K '. 
Even peop le  w h o  think Ja va  is an island in 
Indonesia have op in ions on the intricacies of 
this n ew  plague.

W h a t  c leverness the com puter industry 
has exhib ited by creating, and then con tinu 
ing to use, co d e  w h ic h  is unab le  to cop e  
w ith  doub le  zeros in date fields! W ith o u t in
tending to do so, the industry has developed  
a co m p le te ly  n ew  stream  of em p lo ym en t 
and incom e. Just w h en  eq u ipm en t p rices 
and so ftw are  costs w e re  b eg inn ing  to be
com e reasonable, a long com es a com pelling  
reason for us all to re-invest.

This investment is not restricted to equ ip 
m ent and softw are. W e  n o w  have  a new  
breed of consu ltan t —  the m illen n iu m  
buster. There are various sub-species and in 
an eco n om ic  clim ate  that exalts consultants, 
they all appear to be fu lly  em p loyed . Som e 
specia lise  in d iagnosing the extent of expo 
sure to the m illenn ium  bug, others have rem
edies, w h ile , best of all, are those w ho  cou n 
sel staff on dealing  w ith  the pestilence.

It is all ve ry  rem in iscen t of the m ed ica l 
profession. A  general practitioner to identi
fies that a p rob lem  exists and referrals the 
patient to a specia list w h o  conducts a large 
num ber of tests. O ften these tests necessitate 
further ad v ice  or assistance from an associ
ate of the specialist, often in a private c lin ic  
in w h ich  they both have equ ity. Should  the 
prob lem  be ch ron ic , undetectab le or im ag i
nary, then the se rv ices of a p sych ia trist or 
psycho log ist are recom m ended .

Just like the health  industry, there are 
providers w h o  offer the full range of services. 
Q u ick  to take up the scent of profit, the large 
a cco u n tin g  co m p an ies  can offer services 
w h ich  riva l the p riva te  hospital industry. 
H e lp  is just a te lephone call aw ay . A ll you 
need is m oney.

If you can n o t afford the m u ltinationa l 
approach, your friend ly consultant m ay w e ll 
be a form er em p lo yee  m ade redundant by 
dow nsiz ing. In a tim e of em ergency, there is 
no need to feel u ncom fo rtab le  abou t past 
events. A  solution is needed and w h o  better 
to help than som eone you once thought d is
pensab le!

W h y  is there a p rob lem ? Su re ly  no one 
seriously believed  that c iv ilisation  (now  syn
onym ous w ith  com puting ) w o u ld  not last 
beyond the year 2000? The early  developers 
of softw are w e re  p ioneers for w h om  every  
day w as a cha lleng e  to find a solution to a 
particu lar prob lem . They  w orked  in n ow  a l
most forgotten languages, such as Fortran, 
and lived  o n ly  for the next line of code . 
Standards w e re  o n ly  loose ly  ap p lied  and 
netw ork ing  a dream  for the future. Forg ive 
them, for they knew  not that their creations 
w ou ld  live forever. It is harder to forg ive the 
large m u ltinationa l so ftw are and h ardw are  
producers w h o  have know n about the m il
lennium  prob lem  for years.

Undeterred  by software bugs and proces
sors that ran out o f m em ory, w e  have  
soldiered on hoping for a U topia in w h ich  all 
software w orked  on m ach ines that w e re  su
per-fast and never ran out of m em ory. Few  
software releases w ere  not a ccom p an ied  by 
'fixes ' and equ ipm en t cou ld  be 'upg raded ' 
w ith  m ore 'ch ip s '. N o w  w e  are told  that 
m ayhem  is like ly if steps are not taken to re
p lace  cod e  and equ ipm ent w h ich  w as defi
c it from its inception .

The prob lem  is far-reaching since co m 
puting technology now  pervades our society. 
Lifts, security systems, cars, v ideo  m ach ines 
are all po ten tia lly  vu ln e rab le . C iv ilisa tio n , 
like C in d e re lla 's  carriage , m ay be trans
formed at the last stroke of m idnight on F ri
day, 31 D ecem b er 1999.

D o n 't  sign up for 'Eu than as ia  A n o n y 
m ous' too qu ick. A ll is not lost. M ost co m 
puters used for private purposes w ill not be 
greatly affected unless use of the date is criti
cal for the contro l of other functions. M ost 
organisations are now  aw are  of the problem  
and have set in p lace  strategies to deal w ith  
the problem . If they haven 't and you w an t to 
score som e b row n ie  points, look at the ex 
ce llen t w e b  site m a in ta ined  by the N e w  
South W a le s  O ffice  of In form ation T e ch n o l
ogy. It is located  at h ttp ://w w w .y2k.gov.au  
and contains a wealth  of information inc lu d 
ing some jokes about the issue.

In the m eantim e, try contem plating a life 
w ithou t com puters. ■
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