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Inside Science

Computer science is playing
a crucial role in fighting
Covid-19, says Muffy Calder

t'ssometimes hard torememberthere usebecause theyincorporateyears of research
I was once a world where computers within the field of human computer interac-
were not ubiquitous—where no pockets tion.

carried a smartphone, where noworkplacehad ~ Epidemiologists have been able to model,

anintranet, where a message senttotheother ~ predictand keep close track on infection rates

side of the world could take monthstoarrive,  because of new algorithmsand advancesin the

and where working through the consequences power of computing hardware and software.

of complex equations meantalotof penciland Itseasier and cheaper than ever to collectand

paper. store huge amounts of data on the variation and
Asacomputing scientist,and head of the Col- spread of disease, and never simpler to share

lege of Science and Engineering at the Universi- data with colleagues around the world. Visu-

ty of Glasgow, Iam taking akeen interestin the ~alisation software has been essential, both for

many ways the fruits of computer scienceare  scientists to communicate with politicians,

helping us live through the Covid-19 pandemic. and for politicians and scientists to communi-
We are all aware of the contributions of thelife cate with the general public-think “nextslide

sciences and epidemiology, butare weasaware please”!

of the transformative contributions of comput- ~ Lastbutnotleast,computing has enabled

ing? internet shopping, from secure online transac-
Many of us have found comfort by maintain-  tion technology, to optimisation algorithms for

ing connections to friends and family through  logistics and home deliveries guided by GPS.

e-mailand video chats, for examplewithapps A hundred years ago, none of this technol-

like Zoom and Skype. Group messagingapps ~ 0gy wasavailable to help manage the spread of

have given us new ways to buildand support ~ adeadly influenza. Even 30 years ago, much of

communities. For example, my streethasa the computing infrastructure that has helped
WhatsApp group, which has been invalu- us cope with life and fight back against the dis-
able when parcelsaredelivered tothewrong  ease simply didn’t exist.

address, or we want to plan for when we can While there’s still along way to go before
nextgettogether. Covid-19is under control,Iam proud of my

These, and other apps and the software servic- colleagues at the University of Glasgow who
es behind them, have enabled millionsofusto  have been contributing to the underpinning
work safely from home and children to partici- research for many years, for example in human
pateinonline classes—all vital tokeepingthe ~ computer interaction, in algorithms and mod-
economy moving, maintaining social distanc- ~ elling,and computer communications.lam
ing and reducing infection transmission. excited to be partofafield of science that has
The services are underpinned by internet pro- already done somuch, andis setto do much
tocols, which were firstlaid down by computer more, to help usin these times.
scientistsin the early1970s,and morerecent ~ Professor Dame Muffy Calderis Head of the
advancesin cybersecurityand internettech- ~ College of Science and Engineering at the Uni-
nology for reliable large-scale communication. versity of Glasgow.
The apps are visually appealing and easy to
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