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E thical dilemma articles are 
part of an ongoing initia-
tive between the IEEE Society 

on Social Implications of Technology 
(SSIT) and the IEEE Life Members 
Committee (LMC). If you have an expe-
rience that in  volved navigating an ethi-
cal dilemma as part of your profession-
al life, we invite you to consider shar-

ing it with your colleagues through the 
SSIT or LMC newsletters.

A joint SSIT/LMC committee will vet 
all initial submissions, and authors will 
work with the editors of the two publica-
tions to finalize their submissions. 
Accepted ethical dilemma articles will be 
published simultaneously in the June and 
December issues of both newsletters.

Article submissions must be between 
300 and 500 words in Microsoft Word 
format. The IEEE Legal Department 
requires that all articles be fully sanitized 
to protect the privacy of people and 
organizations. Please submit manu-
scripts to Rosann Marosy at r.marosy@
ieee.org.

Ethical Dilemma Submissions
ethical dilemmas

tales from the vault

I would like to recount an experi-
ence that happened in 1989—
when bytes were expensive and 

smoking was allowed at work. The 
company I worked for was designing a 
new fire-detection system. It basically 
contained several two-wire loops, each 
with combined power, plus signaling 
with up to 99 detectors, and a control-
ling 8051-type microcontroller per loop. 
Finally, there was a central processor. 
In addition, it should run some of the 
smoke detection algorithms as well as 
figuring out what each detector had in 
mind. Was a fast fire or a smoldering 
fire developing? Was the detector get-
ting dusty? However, the first calcula-
tions revealed that we needed 16 b or 
2 B of read/write RAM memory per 
detector, or 198 b—on a processor with 
only 64 B on-chip. Even worse, we had 
written a cooperative task scheduler 
that needed some 20 B. Topping it with 
variables and the stack, we saw no “fast 
track.” We had not even heard that 
phrase, but there was one.

Code was written in PL/M-51. The 
hardware should be cheap; still, we 

could afford a serially connected 
external RAM containing 128 B, 
which was much less than we 
thought we needed. In the product 
that we were going to replace, we 
had used 6 b per analog value. We 
wished to go for 7 b this time, but we 
also needed the value from the previ-
ous scan (7-b resolution is always 
better than 6 b, we thought). 
However, after consultation with the 
manager, it was confirmed that the 
smoke level wasn’t really that fine 
grained: 16 levels in 4 b would prob-
ably do. Less was to become more. I 
would be able to cram all state info 
into 8 b per detector. 

However, we now had more smoke 
change per score, so I had to introduce 
hysteresis. It should be hard to get into 
higher score and equally difficult to get 
into lower values.

On my way to one of the meet-
ings, I carried my prototype and a 
battery to show to my fellow engi-
neers. I made the processor signal a 
beeper each time a new score was 
entered. As the tobacco smoke filled 

the room, we could hear it beeping 
over the discussions. Back from the 
meeting, the unit beeped again, since 
I never smoked myself. 

After some days of bicycling back 
and forth to work, an idea appeared. 
Perhaps I could count the number of 
score changes? Would this indicate 
how well the smoke detector had 
been located? It turned out that it did 
exactly this. A detector that had been 
mounted close to a ventilation outlet 
or a door with plenty of traffic 
through it saw an increased count. 
After a week or two, we could inform 
people about the quality of the instal-
lation. Some detectors would be 
moved to better locations and their 
count values decreased to normal lev-
els. The fire brigade could remain 
more at home because the final result 
was a substantial decrease in faulty 
alarms. All of this resulted in a big 
competitive advantage for the compa-
ny. It was just a few beeps away.

Øyvind Teig, Member
 Autronica, Norway
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In this issue of IEEE Life 
Members Newsletter, we 
are taking a look back 

at our 2020 Life Members 
(LMs) activities and prog-
ress while we forecast 
events for 2021, with LM 
engagement and support 
of IEEE programs of inter-
est to LMs at the forefront.

This year has been one 
of assessment and reflec-
tion for the IEEE Life Mem -
bers Committee (LMC)— 
who we are, what we do, 
and how we can make the 
most impact on you, our 34,000+ LMs.

We began the year reviewing our 
charter, considering that we are a joint 
committee of IEEE and the IEEE 
Foundation. For IEEE, we report to the 
IEEE Member and Geographic Activities 
(MGA) Board through its Member 
Engagement and Life Cycle Committee. 
Next, we performed an in-depth review 
of our internal operations and took 
steps to improve our overall operation. 
For more information on LM activities 
and structure, see lifemembers.ieee 
.org. To aid in handling all the functions 
of the LMC, we established some ad hoc 
committees: Finance, Life Members Fund 
(LMF), Life Members Affinity Groups 
(LMAGs) Activities, Grants/Special 
Projects, Membership, and Operations. 
These subcommittees performed analysis 
in their respective areas and made rec-
ommendations to the Operations 
Committee, which was empowered to 
handle the administration of the LMC 
between regular LMC meetings.

During our reviews, we conducted a 
thorough analysis of our financials to 
include all our supported programs and 

implemented enhanced 
management controls to 
improve the oversight of 
funding. We found out 
that donations were not 
keeping pace with our 
ability to fund worthy 
programs.

Quick Status Update of  
Our LMC Activities
• All meetings are being 

held virtually due to 
the pandemic.

• The IEEE Foundation 
and the LMC have put 

the joint Grants Program for 2020 and 
2021 on hold. We are evaluating how to 
best amend the existing grant process to 
efficiently support IEEE initiatives.

• A new special project funding oppor-
tunity is being developed—more 
details to follow soon.

• The LMF is excited to partner with the 
IEEE Foundation and encourage LMs 
to join the IEEE Heritage Circle: 
https://www.ieeefoundation.org/
donors/heritage-circle?.

• Sponsorship funds from IEEE Sections 
Congress 2020 were returned and are 
now available to be repurposed to 
other programs or projects.

• Thanks to the donors to the LMF, we 
continue to proudly support LM news-
let ters , LM History Commit tee 
Fellowship, Bernard Finn Prize, LMAG 
activities, the Life Member Graduate 
Fellowship, and the IEEE James H. 
Mulligan, Jr. Education Medal.

• One visible change this year is that 
members with an email address will 
receive this newsletter via email. This 
is a cost-reduction measure due to 
declining donations. Those members 
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Legend used by editor: b is bits, B is Bytes



Original at

https://lmnewsletter.ieee.org/2020/12/01/lucky-strike-with-missing-bytes/ 


IEEE Life Members at

https://life.ieee.org/


This file at

https://www.teigfam.net/oyvind/pub/
IEEE_2020/2020_12_ieee_life_members_newsletter_excerpt_article_lucky_strike_with_missing_bytes_by_oyvind_teig.pdf


Back to my home page at https://www.teigfam.net/oyvind/home/ 


As of Dec. 2020 I am not yet a "life member" since age 70 + member years 26 = 96 which is less than 100


Some web links updated on 30Mar2023
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