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L H SALTzZER

Student Information Processing Board
Massachusetts Institute of Technology
Room 39-200
77 Massachusetts Avenue
Cambridge, Massachusetts 02139

20 February 1975

Dear Prof. Saltzer:

As you know, discussions are currently taking place
regarding proposals to reduce the deficit of the Information
Processing Center, 1including the termination of Multics
service. In the enclosed statement we would like to present
some of the Board's thoughts regarding this proposal.

If you have any comments or questions, we would be very
interested in hearing from you. Please feel free to call me
or any Board member at x3-7788.

Sincerely vyours,

G A A
Joseph W. Dehn 111
Chairman, S.1.P.B.



Comments on a Proposal to Terminate Muitics Service

He wunderstand that due to budgetary probiams and
under-utilization of the facilities of the MIT Information
Processing Center (IPC) there is currently consideration of
proposals for ' reducing the deficit of the center. One such
proposal Is the termination of the Multics service at MIT. HWe
wish to present some thoughts on the usage of Multics at the
Institute and the <consequences of +the termination of +this
service.

The SIPB's oprimary purpose is to Jower the barriers to the
use of computers by students for Independent research projects,
computer education, problem solving, and student activitieas. The
user group that we fund ls varled and uses many of the facilities

of Multics such as languages, editors, ani subsystems, Hith over
two hundred users registered on Multics each year {and a
comparable number on the IBM 370/168), we bave built uo

experience in the patterns of usage by this type of user and in
the administration of a large number of small accounts.

As a system for the new user to learn, Multics presents an
easier environment and usee. Amon3 the least of the many
advantages over the I%M 370 are higher laval lanjuage debuggers,
a cholce of text editors, and more intelllzible 2rror m2ss3383.
These messages and the dabuggers pinpoint the iocation of errors
S0 that the new wuser can do sinole deougaing with minimal
trainina. More important are the sopnlsticated  festures of
Mul tics which aive the non-computer orientec student a bettar
..feeting for the tasks that a computar could gsotentially do for
" hime The wide variety of languages, debu3jers, and aditors 37!ow
‘users from different backygrounds to use famijiar features wnila
learning new onese. Since our purpose i3 to further computar
education and usage, we feel that this view of a computer svsten
is more entightening than the 1less powerful but more compiax
bare-bones operating systems to be found on most other machinas,
such as the I3M 370. The administrative tools ana the aynamic
Finking features of Multics allow wus to provide specialiraAd
environments for naive users. Moreover, we Can provide oxrrij
librarles of useful functions which are not supported by IPC ani
special commands whicr are tailorad for tna2 situation anmd par- oo
simpler to use than those designed for more sophisticated users.,

The administration of a larje number of small user accoun is
Is considerably e=sier on Multics than on othar gystarmsg, Host of
the necessary work can be done by the project administrator,
without involving the IPC User Accounts Office. This alves
flexibillty in dealini with the day to 43y roeauirarants of nur

userse. Throuah the accounting system on Multics we can contr,
ana monitor the spending of dasers {ana prevant exXcess
overspending) as well a5 allocate mora funds guickly when naedai.

It Is currently not possible to prevent overruns on the IRM 37173,
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and wi'll not be in tha forseeable future.

The. access mechanlisms andg ‘directory structure of Multics
allow us to examine user files to 3ive assistance with writing
and debugging programs. The administration of the sccounts is
also simplified since we can control the amount of disk storage
allowed to a user and delete ol3 files after an account is
terminated or its funds exhausted. Tha storage system also
provlides backup In case ot system failure or user error. The I3M
370 does not provide backup or control of ‘this sort and 1IPC
policy in regard to zccess controil denies the ability to lock at
a user®s flles to give him assistance. o

One of our major services is the ™Fducational Calculator
System" (ECS)s a calculational problem soliving subsystem running
under Multics, It provides an easy to use environment for 1ab
calculations, probiem setsy, and similar situations, and includes
such capabilities as array handling and piotting. This subsysten
would be difficult to suoport and control with tne administrative
tools on thea I3M 37p, Anonymous (non-raglstered) users, con*rol
over logons, and spending control are some of the facilities on
Mul tics which make the support and administration of such service
reasonable to dos Extended facilitie=s can aisc bes addad to £CS
on Multics wlth dynamic tinkirng. The ability to write functions
In other lanaguages to adi *eatures to the svstem s suprorted by
the runtlme support foasturaes cCoHmMman pke] tha '3inauniges.
Generallzea craphics facilities are avaiiacle on Mul tics with
well defined  ways to support new devices with 3 minimum of
effort. The usefulnese of the featurse of €0S r~ama 3bout 1argely
because of the relative ease of Imeiamentationr and swuooort on
Multics. This system reprecants 3 C 2 investment In
software over the past two vears which ¢
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annot ba moved.

Multics 1Is a «good environment for the development of
programs and systems, Student activities which depend on
volunteer Jabor to operate achieve more with the same amount of
time and effort on this system than tney would on another system.
TCA*s course evaluation program was developaed on Multicss the
planned indexing system for the MITSFS Jlbrary is being desianed
on ite For ourseives, ftne availaviiity of 3 system wnich is easy
to program helps people work on the support of our systems and
servicesy, and Increases the Speed witn which develonpment WO Prk
gets done.

Reyond the student actlvities thera ara2 othar research and
development orolects which have Investmants in Myltice and  raly
on the uniaue environment it provides. MACSYMA, LISP, OISCOURSE,
CASCON, TICS, the Consistent System, and ROMS are al} avsllable
only on Multics and are aij subsystems wnich deoena on  the
directory structure, virtust storaje/adirass space and access
mechanisms of Multics. These systems ace useful te MIT as
development projacts (which may well not have bean uncertaken
without the Multics environment) and to the wuser communjity
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(ourselves and the users we fund includel) as software products
to use for application purposes. Aside from these large proj}ects
there are smaller aroups doing computstion which have decided on
Multics as the more tractable system to use and would have to
Invest more time and money (whlich they may not have available) to
convert thelr progranmse

It should be considered that the removal of Multics service
would not ba an isolated one-time act. Several times in the past
significant services hsave been terminated. INn the past, when
such services as CTSS and CP/67 were terminated many users were
forced to abancon Investments. Some found the chanqge of machines
to be too great and eitner abandoned IPC 3s a source of computer
resources or abandoned their prolect. Recent reductions In +the
hours of serwvice thave Also reduced user confidence. While the
financial or technical basis for those actions may have been
sounds perhaps long range effects on the wusers have been
overlookeda.

The removal of Multics would be the final biow. The result
of these reductions in service (including the removal of Multics)
would give a large portion of the users at the Institute recant
first hand axperience with IPC havinjy puiiesd a system, service or
hour of service from unger thems It would be clear that central
computing facilities 2t MIT have littl2 continuity and cannot ba
refied on. Airealv, for varlous reasons, 23Ny user Irouns hava
turned to oprivata comouters or outside systems to satisfy their:
computer requiremants {e.q. The Joint Computer Facility, Slocan

School, the Math Dapartment, CAES, Cherlcal Enjineering
Department -= 21! cof whom use their own facilities orimarily for
functions *re I°C cen providele Lack of confidence will lead

others to Join them.

The point is tnat further curtailment of the computer.
services by IPC shou!d be considered more than Just another
change of system, MIT would ©be poorer for having only one
computer facility on camous available to the general user. Large
users may have ttre option of wusing outside faciilties or
purchasing treir own comnuter, but the small users such as wa
represent are iimitecd to on-campus facilitiese If the financial
sltuation is so baa trat services cannot be contlnued at their
prescent loval, then [t 15 time to reexamina the entire subject of
computing at MIT.

It is tire to start at the beginninji and cetermine what tha
MIT comrunity nmeds ir +92 way of comoutinte. Bot*r tha nnads of
the community ang the economics of computers have chanyed
sianiticantlys and the traditional solutions of large central
installi=ations mavy or may not be tha bast,. In the meantime we
must take care to co the best we can wWwith this aspproach anda not
allow tre ecucational function of the Institute to be impaired by
lack of facilitiese.
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