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CSC304 Case Study

Concerns about safety

Carl Babbage is an experienced systems designer. He has been working for the Acme Software Company for three years. Acme develops and sells computer hardware and software. It does this both by designing and marketing general-purpose systems and by contracting with companies and government agencies to design custom systems for their exclusive use.

During the first two years that Carl worked for Acme he worked on software that Acme was developing for general marketing. A year ago, however, he was reassigned to work on a project under contract from the U.S. Department of Defense. The project involves designing a system that will monitor radar signals and launch nuclear missiles in response to these signals.

Carl initially had some reluctance about working on a military project, but he put this out of his mind because the project was technically challenging and he knew that if he did not work on it, someone else would. Now, however, the project is approaching completion and Carl has some grave reservations about the adequacy of the system. He is doubtful about the system’s capacity for making fine distinctions (for example, distinguishing between a small aircraft and a missile) and the security of the mechanism that can launch missiles; for example , it may be possible for unauthorized individuals to get access to the controls under certain circumstances. Carl expressed his concern to the project director but she dismissed these concerns quickly, mentioning that Acme is already behind schedule on the project and has already exceeded the budget that they had agreed to with the Defense Department.

Carl feels that he has a moral responsibility to do something, but he doesn’t know what to do. Should he ask for reassignment to another project?

Should he go to executives in Acme and tell them of his concerns?

Should he talk to someone higher up in the hierarchy of the Defense Department? 

Should he go to newspaper or television news reporter & blow the whistle?

If he does any of these things, he is likely to jeopardize his job. 

Should he do nothing?

