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One of the problems of being a multinational corporation with the world’s largest search engine is the danger of running afoul of privacy laws which are handled in different ways by different European nations. An example of this occurred when officials from 30 European nations adopted procedures in May of 2010 which could force Google Europe to modify its “Street View” software (software which presents 360 degree street level maps). The officials were worried that private images such as photos of individuals and vehicle license plates could be exposed to the public without their owners’ permission.


In this example, and the two examples that follow, it should be remembered that law and ethics are not the same thing. Something can be legal but not ethical or, by the same token, it can be ethical but not legal. Confusion about assuming that law and ethics are identical sometimes occurs because a society usually tends to make laws which express the ethical ideals of the majority of its members.

Another example involving Google in Europe occurred when three Google executives in Italy were sentenced in February of 2010 to six-month suspended sentences by an Italian judge for violation of Italian privacy laws. The judge stated in his opinion that the Internet was not an “unlimited prairie where everything is permitted and nothing can be prohibited.” He indicated that the Google executives made it possible for Google to profit from a video of an autistic boy being bullied by classmates. Not surprisingly, Google did not agree with the judge’s reasoning. It issued a statement saying: “This conviction attacks the very principles on which the Internet is built. If these principles are swept aside then the Web as we know it will cease to exist, and many of the economic, social, political and technological benefits it brings could disappear.” The video in question was viewed over 5,500 times in a two-month period and made it to the top of Google Italy’s “most entertaining” video list. It was removed only after an Italian association representing people with Down syndrome - whose organizational name was mentioned in the video - complained to the police.


A third example, this time involving monopoly charges against Google France, ended with the French Competition Authority officially declaring that Google was a monopoly acting in restraint of trade. It stated: “Google holds a dominant position on the advertising market related to online searches. Its search engine enjoys a wide popularity and currently totals around 90 percent of the Web searches made in France. Moreover, there are strong barriers to entry for this activity.”


Google had done business with a French company named Navx, which sells a database which can be used to inform drivers of where the French police are likely to have radar traps in operation. Because Google’s business philosophy states, “You can make money without doing evil,”
 Google stopped doing business with Navx, apparently feeling that Navx was offering a product that indirectly supported law-breaking.  As a result, people entering search terms like “radar trap” in French could no longer find Navx’s product through a Google search. The French Competition Authority ordered Google to resume offering its services to Navx and to formulate clear rules which could be understood in advance and were fair to all. It cited discrimination by Google in not taking ads from Navx while accepting ads from makers of global positioning devices who’s Web sites promote similar products.

This paper has presented several situations in which Google Europe faces ethical dilemmas. Answer the following questions, explaining how you would resolve these dilemmas.
Questions:

1. How would you resolve the conflict between having identifiable photos of individuals and license plates available on the Internet (in the context of “Street View” images) versus not having Street View projections available on the Internet?
2. How would you resolve the conflict between showing an autistic boy being bullied by his classmates on the Internet versus completely prohibiting the showing of such images?

3. How would you resolve the conflict between refusing to accept an ad on an Internet search engine that you believed supported law-breaking versus denying 
equal access to a company that wanted to place such an ad on the search engine?
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