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      INTRODUCTION: Y2K 101

      Y2K seems like such a terribly simple problem that it’s easy to dismiss. Unless they’re reprogrammed, many computers will
         stop working at the stroke of midnight, December 31, 1999, because they can’t recognize the “00” date field. Since this is
         a well-known fact, the people in charge of computers will simply go ahead and fix them before that time, right?
      

      In reality, Y2K (for Year 2 Kilos, or thousands) is anything but simple. Millions of computerized machines with billions of
         microchips are involved; and the total cost of the whole business, from fixing those machines to cleaning up after the ones
         that fail, could add up to over a trillion dollars.
      

      In the United States, the experts say that nearly all the computers will be corrected in time. Unfortunately, that may not
         be good enough to avert disaster. The small percentage of computers and other devices that aren’t fixed—perhaps less than
         10 percent of all machines—have the potential to wreak havoc on our lives and the world economy. Power and water could stop
         flowing, airplanes may no longer fly, traffic lights will wink out.
      

      In the coming months you’ll no doubt be hearing from a merry band of experts and prophets who will be predicting vastly different
         scenarios, ranging from the end of civilization to just a minor bump in the road, of what will occur as a result of Year 2000
         computer problems. But nobody really knows what Y2K will bring—and nobody can know.
      

      The best we can do is make educated guesses and prepare for the worst. If the worst doesn’t happen, then our preparations
         will have been for naught. But look at it this way: It’s smart to take precautions. We wear seat belts and lock our doors
         at night, but we don’t gripe about the bother if our car never crashes or a burglar doesn’t so much as glance toward our home.
      

      Approximately 90 percent of all computer software and 80 percent of all automated machines being used in the world today may
         be affected. “The list of possible disruptions adds up to a mighty ugly scenario,” says Edward Yardeni, chief economist at
         Deutsche Bank, who predicts a 40 percent chance of a world-wide recession due to Y2K problems. “This could affect the world
         well into the next century.”
      

      So how did we get into this jam? The answer to that question can be traced to the dawn of the computer age. Back in the 1950s
         and 1960s, computer memory was ruinously expensive, costing about ten thousand times more than it does today. A five-million-dollar
         UNIVAC computer from the 1950s didn’t possess the computing power or data-storage memory that a seven-hundred-dollar PC has
         today.
      

      So to save precious memory space, computer programmers cut corners wherever they could, especially in parts of the programming
         code—the instructions that make a computer operate—that came up again and again, like date fields.
      

      So the year 1967 was shortened to 67, and so on. No one at the time gave this convention a second thought. After all, the
         turn of the century seemed impossibly far away, as many of us who remember the 1950s and 1960s can attest.
      

      As the years went by, the two-digit convention stuck, because new software programs had to work with the previous generation
         of computers, which all used this two-digit format. Unlike personal computers, which didn’t even exist back when all this
         started, large corporate computer systems cost millions of dollars and were generally kept in place and expanded with additional
         memory dedicated to still more tasks. Plenty of corporate and government computers that were built twenty or thirty years
         ago are still in service today—with lots of updates and additions, of course.
      

      Without expensive reprogramming, these so-called legacy computer systems will hum along until the last day of 1999, when at
         midnight, the date will change from 1999 to 2000. Then, according to the way such computers “think,” 99 + 1 = 00, and the
         machine assumes that 00 is 1900, not 2000. Some computers may simply stop operating when presented with dates that go against
         internal rules. Or they may begin making horrible mistakes, like adding interest to your loan dating back ninety-nine years
         instead of one, or rejecting perfectly good perishable inventory on the incorrect assumption that it’s more than one hundred
         years old.
      

      At this point you might legitimately ask what’s so hard about fixing a couple of silly digits. Send in the programmers to
         make these computers either accept the two extra digits or navigate around the problem. Surely, some may believe, Bill Gates
         and his crew at Microsoft will introduce Y2K 1.0, the all-purpose cure for the bug. But that’s never going to happen. Here’s
         why. At least six hundred different computer languages—the format in which individual lines of computer code are written—are
         in use in the world today. A typical mid-range business computer system may have several million lines of code, written in
         perhaps a half-dozen programming languages by dozens, sometimes hundreds, of different programmers.
      

      To make matters more complicated, many of the computer systems like the ones that run banks or payroll functions are put together
         in a modular style. That is, one segment might be written in COBOL and another in C++. So the Y2K fix for the COBOL portion
         won’t carry over to the C++ without rewriting that section of the code and so on.
      

      Fixing each section of the code is not a straightforward process either. The earlier computer programmers didn’t adhere to
         fixed rules. They often wrote code in their own style, using obscure conventions. When programmers today take apart that code—and
         it’s hard to find programmers who know some of these languages anymore—like a three-million-page book with no index, they
         find lots of lines that don’t make sense without extensive and costly investigation.
      

      The cost to reprogram the world’s computers is hard to estimate with much accuracy, but the technology consultants Gartner
         Group say it will be in the neighborhood of $1 trillion. That doesn’t include all the lawsuits that could result from Y2K
         glitches. The Giga Information Group reckons the total value of those suits could top $1 trillion, making Y2K the biggest
         litigation event ever.
      

      The Y2K error is built into everything from Microsoft Windows 95 to the wiring and microchips used in home appliances, on
         farms, and in factories—billions of chips, all told.
      

      •      •      •

      In today’s digital world, where so many computers are interconnected, one bad circuit can spoil the whole bunch. For example,
         in 1998 the cell phone and pager network for a large section of the nation went down because one chip in one satellite failed
         to do its job. In 1997, many small businesses were crippled after just one parcel service, UPS, went on strike. Now consider
         how disruptive it might be to the U.S. economy if even a few vital services are stopped or curtailed by Y2K computer failures.
      

      The bug affects much more than computers. The microchip has found its way into countless devices, from watches to toasters
         to VCRs. These so-called embedded microchips are wired into millions of devices, and they don’t have computer code that can
         be rewritten. Instead, these chips must be either replaced, routed around, or tricked in some way to allow the devices they
         govern to continue to run.
      

      The surprising truth is that although many machines, from household appliances to factory robots, perform functions seemingly
         unrelated to the date, they actually contain a hidden date calendar. That’s because most microchips are not custom designed
         for a particular task. They’re multipurpose, made to be sewn into the innards of a variety of machines. So the date function
         is there even if installed in a machine that has no need to track dates. Most of these machines, from milking equipment on
         farms to home security systems, will probably keep running after January 1, 2000; some of them will not, and there’s little
         way, at this point, to tell which will and which won’t.
      

      Estimates for the number of devices with these embedded chips range up to 100 billion. In 1996 alone, more than seven billion
         embedded chips were shipped. So even if just a tiny percentage of these fail, that could affect millions of devices.
      

      Look around your household and you’ll probably discover you’ve got lots of devices with microchips. I did just that and was
         surprised by what I found: My VCR won’t accept dates after 1999, and my laptop computer shut down when I tried to enter 2000
         into the date field. My expensive camcorder, purchased in 1996, doesn’t understand 2000. I’ve got twenty or thirty other devices
         in my home that certainly have microchips, and I have no way of knowing whether they will be affected by Y2K or not. That
         includes my 1992 Ford Taurus, three utility meters (electric, gas, and water), a satellite television system bought in 1995,
         a monitored burglar and fire alarm system, and a dozen or so software programs for my desktop computer (a Macintosh, which
         has always been Y2K compliant).
      

      By multiplying my possible problems—and there are yet those I can’t possibly discern—by most homes in the U.S. and millions
         of businesses, you can appreciate the extent of what we’re dealing with. In Honolulu, for example, when the electric company
         decided to run a Y2K test, the entire power grid simply stopped working. The automakers in Detroit began work in 1997 to fix
         their Y2K systems, and it’s not at all certain they’ll be finished in time.
      

      Thousands of small businesses and factories don’t have the manpower to address the problem; they plan to “wing it” when the
         calendar odometer trips to 2000.
      

      •      •      •

      Your life may be affected by Y2K in ways you might not have considered. Your electricity might be interrupted, stores may
         not be able to get their food deliveries, mail could be slowed; your financial and personal records could disappear or become
         inaccessible. There might be long waits to get prescriptions filled because computer systems that connect health insurers
         may be down. Scanners, cash registers, and billing systems could simply stop working. What if you can’t get cash from your
         ATM? Could your safety be endangered if the air-traffic control computers go haywire?
      

      The federal government admits that despite increasingly frantic efforts, there’s no guarantee that all of its computers will
         be Y2K compliant. The ramifications could be great if the government’s computers malfunction, from missed Social Security
         checks to Internal Revenue Service snafus. Imagine the IRS computers running amok, spitting out absurd messages to taxpayers.
         (Okay, that’s not so hard to imagine.)
      

      Unpleasant possibilities all, but consider this: The Russians, along with half the world’s countries, won’t have made a dent
         in the Y2K problem by the time the new year dawns. What about nuclear missiles with 1960s and 1970s technology deep within
         Russia’s underground bunkers? Or the machines that monitor security of Russia’s airspace and at its weapons sites?
      

      Perhaps as many as two-thirds of all the countries on earth are doing little or nothing to prepare for Y2K. They don’t have
         the resources to even begin to battle the problem. This could lead to serious upset in worldwide commerce, pulling down all
         the economies of the world, even those that have licked their own Y2K computer bugs.
      

      From cars to traffic to automated teller machines, our lives for better or worse are defined by the computer. Whether we wake
         up to chaos January 1, 2000, and begin a slide into social and economic unrest is largely a die that has already been cast.
         Nothing that can be done in the months leading up to the ’00s will make much difference in the outcome, given how great the
         scope of the problem.
      

      The betting money, and my own basically optimistic outlook, is on the side of reason and a measured approach to solving whatever
         foul-ups will occur. Mankind has shown a remarkable capacity to overcome all sorts of problems and Y2K isn’t the first to
         come along, though it may well be one of the most complex.
      

      I’m not a computer expert, but I’ve devoted much of my career as a journalist over the past two decades to helping consumers
         make sense of their increasingly complicated financial and technological lives. Computers and microchips have brought us countless
         toys, conveniences, and life-saving devices. But they don’t define our lives any more than the locomotive defined life in
         the 1880s, or the automobile in the 1920s.
      

      What defines us is how we use these tools for the greater good, how we cope with adversity, and how we meet a challenge. This
         book, then, is about meeting the Y2K computer challenge: understanding the possible impact, preparing for it, and perhaps
         using it to our advantage to help build a more meaningful, less acquisitive, more sustainable life in the next century.
      

      The following fifty chapters are a road map to coping with the probable effects of Y2K. Since the Y2K bug is like a hurricane
         waiting offshore, some of the precautions described here, such as stockpiling food and water, may seem foolish if the bug,
         like many hurricanes, veers away from the mainland and out to sea. Let your own good sense be the guide to how much you prepare.
      

   OEBPS/images/9780446562492.jpg
‘00 'S5 '00 =

‘00 '8

98 '00 '8 '00 '8 '00 'S8 '00 'S8 '00 '89

= '00 EIEI'EID DEJ fB0BY 00 '58'00 '98 '00 's9

73

H
]

:l
LIRGENT

THINGS
YOU NEED TO DI:I |

MBEFI:IRE THE

ILLENNIUM

PROTECT YOURSELF, YOUR FAMILY, AND
YI]LIR FINANCES FROM THE UPCOMING

0O COMPUTER CRISIS! O

WILLIAM D. McGUIRE )

-

99 '00 '99 '00 '99 '00 '99 '00 ‘99 ‘NN 'g

56, 00, 66, 00. 66. 00, =

= 00, 66, 00, 66, 00, 66, 00, 66, 00, BB, 00,





