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In one celebrated case, a father
of a high school teenage girl in Min-
neapolis complained to Target
about coupon offers she was
receiving in the mail - addressed to
her- for maternity clothing, nurs-
ery furniture and baby clothes.
When a Target manager called to
apologise, the father offered his
own apology - he'd discovered his
daughter was, in fact, pregnant.

The discussion about metadata
has centred on terrorism. But only
2.5 per cent of the requests made
under the Telecommunications
(Interception and Access) Act for
serious offences last year were for
such investigations; most were for
drug trafficking and organised
crime. At least, that's what the
agencies stated when seeking the
data (every use of which, it has to be
said, agencies are required tore-
port back on how data was used and
whether prosecutions eventuated).

stand to gain; society
does too. The location and move-
ment data generated by masses of
people with mobile phones in tow
can help cities plan smarter trans-
port networks, prepare for big
crowds at events, and even allow
health authorities track or anticip-
ate the spread of diseases such as
meningitis, malaria or cholera.

Being able to track your own
everyday movements, and match
them with your entire digital foot-
print, might also bring you count-
less health and lifestyle benefits,
such as predicting the onset of
heart disease or depression.

Unfortunately, this personal use
of big data (as opposed toits use by
law enforcement, insurance com-
panies and retail giants) isnot
being pursued.

Allowing people to access their
metadata - rather than just selling
it to agencies or using it for mar-
keting - might actually improve the
lives of the people who are generat-
ing that data. And if they’re gener-
ating that data, isn’t it already
theirs?

Wilson da Silva is a science journalist
and former editor-in-chief of science
magazine Cosmos.



