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2020 and beyond, a few key themes might
merit some reflection as we gather and
cherish the time we have with family and
friends to celebrate Christmas and welcome
in a new year. The ones I've chosen to
bring to your attention highlight the critical
importance of human trust and integrity,
values that can’t yet be coded into a robot
or machine learning algorithm. Can civil
society find ways to ensure that the people
in authority, particularly those who can
significantly impact outcomes with their
decision-making power, are provided with
the right information, not permitted to

hide behind legal or technology constructs,
and are held to account for negative
consequences and wrongful or poor
outcomes?

Hiding behind algorithms - what happens
when they don't get it right?

Just a few weeks ago, New York State’s
Department of Financial Services in

the U.S. launched an investigation into
Goldman Sachs’ credit practices when
the Twittersphere was rocked by a series
of tweets from tech entrepreneur and
Ruby on Rails founder, David Heinemeier
Hansson (“DHH”). DHH tweeted about
the experience he and his wife had when
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granted a credit Llimit that was 20 times
that offered to his wife and Apple’s
customer service personnel could not
offer any explanation other than citing the
algorithm that Apple’s credit card service
provider, Goldman Sachs, was using. Apple
co-founder Steve Wozniak also commented
as seen in the screen shot of excerpted
tweets below:
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People are not well-served by these kinds
of technology barriers. Companies will
face increasing scrutiny and regulation

to ensure that there is transparency

and ‘explainability’ of decision-making

by algorithms so that people who are
impacted negatively by decisions that
don’t make sense can pursue appropriate
redress. Ensuring that these elements
are incorporated into the design of
algorithms from the very beginning would
be a good starting point. The added

explain themselves might actually reveal
biases in the process, thereby allowing an
opportunity for correction going forward.

Hiding behind theoretical models - what
happens when the underlying assumptions
are wrong?

| am the proud mum of four ‘now adult’
children. When they were toddlers, they
collectively consumed about 6 litres of
milk/week. As they grew to teenagers,
their milk consumption increased to 20
litres/week and then tapered off, as they
became interested in other sources of
hydration! If | had continued to stock

our fridge through their teenaged years
with milk based on their toddler level
consumption, | would have had very
unhappy (and undernourished) children.
So, understanding the dynamics around the
changing rate of consumption, the limits of
my fridge capacity and timing of new milk
purchases to replenish the fridge supply
were important factors for my family.

The authors of Limits to Growth, a
study published in 1972 by the Club of
Rome, presented different scenarios
for the world’s economy by looking

at the interaction between five

Party Parliamentary Group set up in 2016
is doing).

Challenging assumptions dispassionately
and reflecting the reality of changing
dynamics in the use of and reliance upon
models for future planning is critical.
Having the courage and agility to respond
to rapid changes is also critical to ensure
that key resources are not suddenly
exhausted or out of balance within a
holistic system.

Hiding behind the corporate veil - companies
(and governments) are run by peaple who
make decisions and do things.

The words of 16-year-old Greta Thunberg
at Davos 2019 ripped through the corporate
veil to remind everyone that human beings
are responsible for corporate actions:

“We are facing [an] existential crisis, the
biggest crisis humanity has ever faced...If
everyone is guilty, then no one is to blame,
and someone is to blame... Some people,
some companies, some decision makers

in particular know exactly what priceless
values they have been sacrificing to
continue making unimaginable amounts of
money, and | think many of you here today
belong to that group of people.”

Source: From The Planet’s Most Destructive: Climate Culprit 100, published online by Medium

The Political Economy Research Institute
(‘PERI’) at the University of Massachusetts,
Ambherst, has published various indices

to draw attention to the top corporate
contributors to pollution (air, water and
greenhouse gas emissions) as part of their
Corporate Toxics Information Project (see
https://www.peri.umass.edu/corporate-
toxics-information-project).

The information is based on data from the
U.S. Environmental Protection Agency.
The table below shows the CEOs (and one
U.S. President) of the top 20 companies
(including the U.S. Government) of the
Greenhouse 100 Index.

Expand this list to the top corporate
polluters in every region around the world
and one can easily understand that there
are just a few hundred CEOs/heads of
government who collectively hold the
overall health of our world (and, by logical
extension, the future of every living person
and thing on this planet) within their
decision-making authority.

As Professor Randers, one of the original
authors of Limits to Growth, states in his
book, 2052: A Global Forecast for the Next

Forty Years, it’s not too late to address the
climate challenge and other global issues
but:

“...human activity is dominated by short-term
considerations. Neither the capitalist system
nor democratic society appears to be willing
to sacrifice short-term advantage in order

to create a better life for our grandchildren.
So my sad future will be imposed on us by
our own decisions...If we just decided to

do something, it could easily be done. The
problem is not a lack of technology, nor the
economic cost, but the way we have chosen to
organise our societal decision-making.”

Maybe it’s time to stop hiding and start
seeking people who understand the
importance of trust and integrity to

be accountable for their decisions and
actions? Use our power and authority

as shareholders, voters and members of
civil society to select the custodians of
our future based on their ability to take a
long-term view in their decision-making
that will positively impact our collective
good? Something to ponder over eggnog
and mulled wine? What kind of world do
you want to leave for your children and

grandchildren?




