Millennium Bug… Anticlimax or Apocalypse

It’s difficult to believe that computers have only been in existence for five or so decades, and in that time global society has become so dependent on this technology. The controversial millennium bug is undoubtedly one of the greatest computer problems ever faced, and its consequences still remain under speculation.

Essentially, the millennium bug refers to a glitch involving the inability of computer systems to recognise the year change from 1999 to the year 2000. Originally to save memory and keystrokes, computers and programs were designed to use two digits rather than four to represent the year element of a date. This international standard for internal clocks, assumed the century to be the 19th, and therefore will be unable to recognise the 20th century. Consequently the year 2000, which will be represented by 00, will be interpreted as the year 1900 and so on, with systems no longer able to correctly calculate the difference between dates once the clock ticks over to the year 2000. Furthermore, computers will be unable to recognise next year as a leap year, and will confuse the days of the week interpreting Saturday the 1st of January 2000, as a Monday. The process by which computers will interpret the next millennium is not as simple as it seems.

There are three main levels at which the millennium bug can cause problems, including embedded processors, computer hardware and computer software. An estimated 5% of the 30 billion embedded microchips in electronic devices are controlled by internal timers and are date-sensitive. Computer hardware systems have their own embedded processors or BIOS, some of which are only programmable with two digit years. Lastly, computer software can be affected through the operating system, actual programs and data files. 

This problem may initially seem insignificant, but the consequences of the millennium bug are potentially devastating. In our industrious high-tech world, many important tasks have been delegated to computers, both mainframes and personal. The y2k problem will cause failures in arithmetic, comparisons and sorting when using data involving dates, and are likely to corrupt databases with erroneous information. Due to widespread use of computer networks, one of the greatest threats of the millennium bug is to influence an entire network of computers due to the failure of only one computer system. Billions of embedded chips control elevators, security systems, power plants, nuclear weapons installations, water supplies, telecommunications networks and an array of household appliances.

As a consequence the impacts of the millennium bug are widespread, with the potential to affect millions of integrated systems throughout the world. Computer dependant networks including financial institutions, transport, services, communications and government databases are likely sources of disastrous consequences. The effects at a personal and household level are also significant, as many households own PC’s and embedded processors occur in many common appliances.

Despite this predicament, there are solutions to avoid the problem of y2k. It is a case of expanding the date to include the first two digits of the year, and upgrading date-sensitive chips. However, on a global scale the problem is enormous as there are an estimated 2 billion lines of computer code that need to be analysed and corrected. The total worldwide cost to fix the millennium bug has been estimated as $600 billion. In fact, given the number of programmers in the world and time remaining it has been proven impossible to fix every line of computer code. It is relatively easy to target and fix computer systems with sufficient resources, but the many hidden microchips although easier to fix will be more difficult to identify. Fortunately, there are Y2K compliancy programs, bios software patches and tips for date handling in PC spreadsheets, available through the Internet.

Of course most large banks, government departments and businesses have been working on the problem for some time and assure the public that they have overcome the problem. Small businesses however may not have the resources to work on the bug prior to 2000. Some countries seem to be covering the problem better than others and a recent documentary assured us that Australia is currently one of the leading countries in dealing adequately with the bug, whereas Japan is lagging in its efforts to address the issue. It is estimated to cost $1.50 for each line of code to be rectified in Australia and employment rates for qualified programmers have risen considerably this year. 

The issue of the millennium bug is already extremely controversial with some people predicting a global disaster once the clock ticks over to the next millennium, while others foresee a complete anticlimax. Some extremists are already preparing for a collapse of social and political order. The general public has been advised to keep printed records of financial affairs, prepare for a temporary closure of many services and stock up on goods and essentials. It has even been suggested that people withdraw money from banks and become more self-sufficient. In terms of my own predictions I see the millennium bug becoming extinct not long after the rollover to 2000. I think that most nations will get their act together to some degree in terms of y2k compliance before the rollover. I can easily see the y2k issue disappear from the media headlines and become old news in a couple of months into 2000 rather than the end of the world scenario some are worried about. Despite its controversial nature it is safe to say that once the millennium bug issue passes a lot of computer programmers will have a great deal of free times on their hands! I think most of society is capable of dealing efficiently with any arising problems, and inconvenience it will cause individuals will only consist of replacing a few old electrical appliances including the video recorder and G-coder! I think many people will be thrilled to receive word-processed letters and electronic mail from the early 19th century!

In conclusion there is no doubt that the millennium bug has created a problem for a large section of the global community when we enter the next century. However the problem has been identified and is generally being dealt with before the new millennium, while the media continues to thrive on this highly debatable issue. I predict that the millennium bug will not have any devastating affects we will be unable to overcome. However one certainty is that one thing can be learnt from the irony of this situation. Originally intended to save money, the millennium bug will inevitably cost us trillions of dollars. I am optimistic that people will realise that long-term planning is the best policy and that the issue of compatibility needs addressing. In future we must plan ahead for such computer glitches or else they may return to avenge us.
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