Philipson column for 18 Jan 2000 
This is a column I have been looking forward to writing for twelve years. In 1988 I was editor of the computer industry trade weekly Computerworld Australia, and one of my readers sent me a letter about the problems that would occur with many computer programs when the century ticked over to 2000.

In subsequent years I wrote often about what became known as the Y2K issue. To the best of my knowledge I was the first information technology writer in this country warn of the problem, but by the time it hit the popular press in the mid-1990s I was heartily sick of it all, and I resolved never to touch it again.

But I can’t resist one more time, particularly now that the time has come and gone, largely without incident. There has been even more uninformed rubbish written and spoken in the last two weeks about Y2K than there was in the previous twelve years, if that is possible.

Much of the more hysterical of this comment has centred around speculation that the whole thing was a giant plot by computer “experts” to generate work for themselves. The human mind seems to have an infinite capacity to find conspiracies, and this theory fits the paranoid mentality that many people display in the modern world.

The idea is ludicrous. Anyone who knows anything at all about the computer industry knows that its practitioners are rarely out of work, and that they would much rather spend their time on productive and creative work than on sifting through old computer code. Y2K remediation work was always the least popular of activities – and one that bought no real reward.

The only way you would know whether you did a good job would be if nothing happened. People don’t work that way, whether they are in the computer industry or any other field of human activity. We all want to see some results from our efforts.

Besides, you only need to look at the evidence. Many people have gone broke trying to make money out of Y2K. So many people set themselves up as Y2K consultants, and so many companies developed products to address the issues, that few of them did well. There is a concept – a law even – known as supply and demand, that ensured that no-one benefited to any great extent. Conspiracy? Give me a break.

The vast majority of Y2K consultants were average opportunistic capitalists, which last time I looked was the dominant philosophy in the modern world, and the cause of our current prosperity. It is little coincidence that Fidel Castro, the aging tyrant who runs the crumbling communist state of Cuba, was one of the loudest in condemning Y2K as a capitalist plot. Add to his name the Small Business Association of Australia, the cartoonist in This Newspaper, and countless others. People love conspiracies.

The unfortunate fact is that we will never know whether the Y2K issue (I refuse to call it the Millennium Bug, because it was not a bug and it had nothing to do with the millennium) would have been a major drama if the world had not spent an enormous amount of money on remediation.

The alarmists can always say that it was their warnings that prevented catastrophe, and the naysayers can point to the lack of problems as evidence that they were right. To my mind, the most interesting thing about the whole box and dice has been the evolution of the media coverage.

If I was indeed the first to write about it, it was only to a limited IT-literate audience. It took another five years or so before the odd article began to appear in business magazines, and another couple before the serious press picked up on the issue.

Then the articles began appearing in then popular press. This was when the anti-computer emotions started, and then the hysteria. The very people who complained about the computer industry causing the problems were the ones who vastly compounded the error by their ill-informed scare-mongering.

The fact that the event passed with so few problems is testament to the maturity and sense of responsibility of the average IT practitioner. The fact that so many people were so worried by the possibility of problems is testament to the immaturity and lack of that same sense of responsibility by people outside the industry.

We now hear that there were bus pass validation problems in Hobart, credit card problems in England, that the vast economy of The Gambia was brought to its knees, and that some of the Pentagon’s spy satellites were out of action for an hour or three. No doubt there were other incidents that we will never know about.

Russia’s nuclear arsenal did not self destruct or worse. No power stations blew up. I am yet to hear of anybody being caught in a lift or any planes plummeting from the sky, consigning their inhabitants to a premature death.

The biggest problem that the Y2K issue has caused has been to divert investment in the computer industry from productive development to unproductive remediation. Even this effect has been exaggerated, particularly by ERP (enterprise resource planning) vendors, who have blamed a cyclical slowdown in their industry on expenditure on Y2K.

It is impossible to have any sympathy for these people. They shamelessly exploited fears about Y2K to sell their product, and then howled loudly when the inevitable slowdown occurred after the resultant overconsumption.

Now that the hoopla is behind us, we can return to normal. Or we could, if there was any such thing as normal anymore. The Y2K noise has partly obscured the fact that the information technology industry is going through the biggest change in its history, or at least since the rise of the PC twenty years ago.

The Internet and e-commerce are the real issue in the computer industry. Y2K is a total irrelevancy. I am glad it is over, and I shall never write about it again.
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