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It is a great time to be an engineer. After witnessing the convergence of computing and telecoms
changing our world via the internet, email and messaging, we are about to witness the convergence
of the whole of IT with biotech, enabled in part by nanotechnology, which itself gives enough scope
for excitement. The result will be connections between our nervous systems and our machines,
recording and replaying sensations as easily as sound or video today. With biotech advancing, we
will have the power to modify and redesign nature, even to introduce IT into living organisms if we
wish.

The engineering will be difficult but greatly enjoyable. But it comes with responsibility. It is already
very obvious that our political leaders struggle to keep up with the capability of new technologies.
Ordinary members of society can’t understand how it all works. Lawyers can’t keep up the speed of
regulation either. So we have to trust engineers to take some responsibility themselves for the
technologies they create. Of course we want all the benefits, and market forces guarantee that we
will always be well informed on those. But where there are problems, there is always a temptation
to hide them. Problems from new technologies can arise in lots of ways. It may help people carry
out terrorism more easily or effectively, allow hackers and spammers and identity thieves even
more ways to create a nuisance. Or it may be more subtle, creating social problems. For example, a
fantastic computer game is obviously good fun, but if it is so good that kids disappear for long
stretches from everyday contact, then it can become a social problem. If kids get used to killing
people in hyper-realistic virtual environments, surely it will create real world problems for society
too. The list goes on and on. In the absence of anyone else that can spot the potential risks, and
help society make informed decisions on the balance of benefits and risks, engineers must accept
this responsibility. It is simply not acceptable to introduce new technologies on a world that will
gratefully accept them without being told the price. To do so is to mislead and abuse society.

A related problem is that of the age of magic. Arthur C Clarke observed that a sufficiently advanced
technology is indistinguishable from magic. That is often the case even today. Few people know
how all the kit around them works, even engineers can usually only explain a small fraction of it. In
some ways, the future engineer will work with such advanced technology, that they start to fill the
ancient role of high priest or priestess. Someone comes to them with a problem, they wave their
magic wand, say some wonderful words, and it is cured. How tempting it will be to take advantage.
And how easy. We must be careful not to abuse our clients. Engineers cannot be expected to
become saints, but we will have to accept more social responsibility, and self regulate to ensure
that society gets a fair deal from our contract with them. Any less would simply be unprofessional,
and | can’t think of anything an engineer would less want to be charged of.
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