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Letter From the Chair 

Hello Delegates,  

 I am thrilled to extend my warmest welcome to all of you to EagleMUNC IX. I, Anna 

Flaherty, will be your chair for the Silicon Valley Cabinet committee. Before I get to meet you 

all in person I would love to introduce myself on paper! I am a sophomore at Boston College 

studying Political Science, hopefully with a concentration in American politics. I am from 

Winchester, Massachusetts and attended Winchester High School, which has a rockstar Model 

UN team you all should look out for in your future endeavors. Other than EagleMUNC at BC, I 

am on the E-Board of Boston College Democrats and BCMUN, our competition Model UN 

Team at BC. I also am involved in our Appalachia Volunteers program, which is an alternative 

spring break service trip program. The most important thing to know about me is that I love to 

talk, so please talk to me about anything! I will take a specific interest in conversations about 

Massachusetts local politics, summer camp, and The Beatles. 

 We missed you all immensely at EagleMUNC VIII, which was cancelled due to COVID-

19, but that gap and our meeting leave us with even more problems to solve this year. We are so 

excited to take on some of the most difficult questions in global politics this March at 

EagleMUNC IX. In the Silicon Valley Cabinet, you and your fellow delegates will represent the 

chairmen and CEOs of some of the largest tech firms in Silicon Valley, who are arguably some 

of the most powerful people in the world. To earn goodwill with the public and consumers and 

keep yourselves in power, you must address many of the serious issues plaguing the region and 

the industry. You only have easy problems to fix in front of you: recovering from COVID-19 

and its economic impacts, ensuring consumer’s privacy in the tech industry, monitoring AI and 

space advancements, and solving the climate crisis. I am certain that you, the best and brightest 
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minds in not only the United States but the world, will easily be able to solve these problems in 

three days. What we have in store for you at EagleMUNC IX is sure to keep you on your toes but 

also let you have a little fun. I cannot wait to meet all of you in March and if you have any 

questions at all please feel free to reach out! 

 Best Wishes, 

  Anna Flaherty 
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Background Information 

The foundations for the technology center that is Silicon Valley today date back to the 

1940s and one engineer at Stanford University. 1 Frederick Terman was a radio engineer based at 

Stanford in the 1940s. While leading a research project for the military at the university,  he 

became dissatisfied with his workspace—  citing a leaky roof— and moved his mission to a 

Harvard lab in 1942.2 In 1955, after Terman’s military project and World War II were behind 

Stanford's, Terman moved back to Stanford, luring some of the brightest minds in academia 

along with him. Terman became provost of the university and helped then-President Wallace 

Sterling build up the institution’s academic prowess.3 Terman strengthened Stanford’s reputation 

as a leading university in electronics, leading the school to be recognized on a national level.4 

With Terman's work to expand the school’s academic bandwidth throughout the 1940s, the 

university sought to move the institution’s medical school and decided on Palo Alto for its 

location.5  

Along with the relocation of Stanford’s medical school to the Palo Alto area, the 

university also opened a shopping center and an industrial park in the same space.6 The Stanford 

Industrial Park was created to create a space to lease land to private up and coming tech 

companies, to encourage their proximity to Stanford students.7 In the early 1950s, Lockheed, 

 
1 Ritika Trikha, “The Interdependency of Stanford and Silicon Valley”, Tech Crunch, September 4, 2015, 
https://techcrunch.com/2015/09/04/what-will-stanford-be-without-silicon-valley/ 
2 Trikha, “The Interdependency of Stanford and Silicon Valley”. 
3 Dawn Levy, “Biography revisits Fred Terman’s roles in engineering, Stanford, Silicon Valley”, Stanford News, 
November 3, 2004. https://news.stanford.edu/news/2004/november3/Terman-
1103.html#:~:text=With%20America's%20entry%20into%20World,Laboratory%20(RRL)%20at%20Harvard. 
4 Trikha, “The Interdependency of Stanford and Silicon Valley”. 
5 Francine Hardaway, “From the Field: A Short History of Silicon Valley”, Rebus Community, 
https://press.rebus.community/media-innovation-and-entrepreneurship/chapter/from-the-field-a-short-history-of-
silicon-
valley/#:~:text=Silicon%20Valley%20grew%20up%20in,faculty%20starting%20their%20own%20companies. 
6 Dawn Levy, “Biography revisits Fred Terman’s roles in engineering, Stanford, Silicon Valley”. 
7 Trikha, “The Interdependency of Stanford and Silicon Valley”. 
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Fairchild, Xerox, and General Electric all moved to Stanford Research Park to expand their 

businesses.8 Once Hewlett-Packard (HP) relocated to the research park in 19579 with its $300 

million donation to Stanford, the region’s connection to the future of technology was imminent.10 

 The region's prominence in the hardware domain during the personal computing 

revolution is commonly considered to have started in 1968, when Fairchild employees Gordon 

Moore and Robert Noyce relocated to California to start Intel, initially just making memory 

chips.11 When Intel became an early company to set up shop in Silicon Valley, their campus was 

surrounded by orchards of prunes, walnuts, apricots, and almonds, quite unlike the notorious 

Silicon Valley today.12 IBM was another one of the earliest companies operating out of the 

region, starting in 1952 in San Jose.13 During  IBM’s growth from a small start-up to a 

technology giant, it was the biggest employer in San Jose.14 Silicon Valley as it resides today 

arguably would not have developed without the emergence of Apple, founded by Steve Jobs and 

Steve Wozniak in 1976 in Los Altos, California.15 Apple became embedded in Silicon Valley 

culture in 1993 when it opened its store at Infinite Loop, which became the company’s 

headquarters in 1997.16 Apple’s original campus in Silicon Valley is what most outsiders view 

 
8Ibid. 
9 Silicon Valley Historical Association, “Hewlett-Packard”, Silicon Valley Historical, 2008. 
https://www.siliconvalleyhistorical.org/hewlett-packard-history 
10 Trikha, “The Interdependency of Stanford and Silicon Valley”. 
11 Meira Gebel, “What Silicon Valley looked like during the early days of the tech boom”, Business Insider, 
September 26, 2019. https://www.businessinsider.com/silicon-valley-during-early-days-of-tech-boom-photos-2019-
5 
 
12 Gebel, “What Silicon Valley looked like during the early days of the tech boom”. 
13Ibid. 
14Ibid. 
15Ibid. 
16Ibid.. 
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the whole region as today: a 856,000 square-foot campus with six connected buildings, with the 

mission to foster innovation and the celebration of technology.17 

 Today, Silicon Valley is located in the San Francisco bay area, with its intellectual center 

at Palo Alto, California, in close proximity to Stanford University’s campus.18 The region 

includes San Francisco Country, San Mateo County, Santa Cruz County, Santa Clara County, 

and Alameda County.19  

20 

The region gets its name from the large number of electronic and computer companies 

that found a home in the area during the mid-20th century.21 These companies used silicon as the 

base material of the semi-conductors that were used in computer circuits, inspiring the region's 

 
17 Gebel, “What Silicon Valley looked like during the early days of the tech boom”. 
18 Michael Aaron Dennis, “Silicon Valley, region, California, United States” Britannica, September 12, 2019. 
https://www.britannica.com/place/Silicon-Valley-region-California 
19 Joint Venture Silicon Valley, “Silicon Valley Indicators”, Silicon Valley Institute for Regional Studies. 
https://siliconvalleyindicators.org/snapshot/ 
20Ibid. 
21  Michael Aaron Dennis, “Silicon Valley, region, California, United States”. 
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nickname.22 Some of its more prominent members today include Google, Facebook, Apple, and 

Microsoft.23 Other well-known software companies located in the region are Uber, Airbnb, and 

Lyft.24 Less prominent but equally significant companies include Oracle, Adobe, Cisco, and 

Salesforce.25 The region is also home to a burgeoning start-up scene, with recent companies such 

as Nuvia, Inc., Step, and Netdata making waves.26 Silicon Valley as a region is so economically 

productive that Levi Pulkkinen of The Guardian claims that if Silicon Valley were its own nation 

it would be one of the richest in the world creating $128,308 per capita in annual GDP.27  Silicon 

Valley’s output is estimated to be $275 billion by the Federal Bureau of Economic Analysis.28 29 

 

The tech companies in the Silicon Valley region employ 

436,827 people in the region and created 35,000 total jobs 

between the years of 2017 and 2018.30 When analyzing the 

growth of the tech industry in Silicon Valley, it’s important 

to emphasize how quickly the region grew from a pet project 

of Stanford University to a global economic powerhouse.31 

 
22  Michael Aaron Dennis, “Silicon Valley, region, California, United States”. 
23 Olivia McClure, “Size Ensures Success for 15 of the Largest Tech Companies in Silicon Valley”, Built in SF, 
February 5, 2020. https://www.builtinsf.com/2020/02/05/largest-tech-companies-silicon-valley 
24 Olivia McClure, “Size Ensures Success for 15 of the Largest Tech Companies in Silicon Valley”. 
25Ibid. 
26 Anthony Corbo, “50 Silicon Valley Startups to Watch in 2020”, Built in SF, January 31, 2020. 
https://www.builtinsf.com/2020/01/31/silicon-valley-startups 
27 Levi Pulkkinen, “If Silicon Valley were a country, it would be among the richest on Earth”, The Guardian, April 
30, 2019. https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2019/apr/30/silicon-valley-wealth-second-richest-country-
world-earth 
28Ibid. 
29  Joint Venture Silicon Valley, “Silicon Valley Indicators”. 
30 John Swartz, “Silicon Valley Has Nowhere to Grow”, Barron’s, February 13, 2019. 
https://www.barrons.com/articles/with-silicon-valley-just-about-maxed-out-tech-companies-look-elsewhere-to-
expand-51550079000  
31 Egon Terplan and Kathryn Mullins, “Prosperity and Opportunity in the Bay Area’s Innovation Economy”, SPUR, 
March 2, 2015. https://www.spur.org/news/2015-03-02/prosperity-and-opportunity-bay-area-s-innovation-economy 
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32 

Silicon Valley today looks and functions nothing like it did in its infancy and the changes 

the region has gone through have brought to light a host of problems the tech giants that reside 

there must solve. Thanks to the many businesses that have prospered in the region, the average 

salary in Silicon Valley has reached $140,000 a year, which works out to be more than double 

both the state and national averages.33 But with the growth in how much the rich earn in the 

region, the wealth gap has expanded vastly. The minimal housing available in the region is often 

only accessible to those with six-figure salaries, causing homelessness to reach crisis levels 

throughout the Bay Area.34 At its inception, Silicon Valley had a diversity problem, as did most 

 
32Ibid. 
33 Meira Gebel, “5 major ways Silicon Valley has changed in the past 10 years” Business Insider, October 29, 2019. 
https://www.businessinsider.com/silicon-valley-changes-decade-san-francisco-2019-10 
 
34 Gebel, “5 major ways Silicon Valley has changed in the past 10 years”. 
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of America, but today as other parts of the nation have made strides towards more inclusive 

workspaces, Silicon Valley has struggled to make the same true for themselves.35 Although 

many have called for tech giants to release data on the gender and racial make-up of their staff, 

little action has met the demands.36 Without those statistics the gender and racial disparities in 

the region can be examined through the amount of venture funding raised; of the $424.7 billion 

raised since 2009 only $289 million went to black women even as the number of black female 

entrepreneurs rose.37 Companies that have released data on their staff’s demographic makeup 

have shown disappointing results towards the goal of diversity. As of 2017, only 1% of 

employees at twitter were black, only 18% of Google’s tech jobs belonged to women and at 

Facebook Hispanic Americans only made up 3% of their workforce.38 As the years continue to 

pass, many have found the lack of diversity present throughout the silicon valley tech industry 

inexcusable, and that outrage is only likely to increase.  

 

Topic 1: Pandemic Response and Mobilization of the Job Market 

 In the year 2020, the world has to adapt to the crisis of a global pandemic that it seems no 

one saw coming, including the many businesses of Silicon Valley. In many ways, the changes 

people have had to make to keep themselves safe in a newly pandemic dominated world have 

benefitted the technology-based companies that reside in Silicon Valley, but many smaller 

companies and startups have felt the same negative economic impacts as businesses all over the 

world.  

 
35Ibid. 
36Ibid. 
37Ibid. 
38Ibid. 



Silicon Valley Cabinet 

 

 To the outside eye, Silicon Valley is capitalizing off of a locked-down, pandemic ridden 

world as companies like Amazon seem to be the only option for consumers to get much needed 

goods into their homes, but that is not the whole truth. Some companies have economically 

benefited as Google and Facebook are bringing in more online ad revenue than ever39, and 

Amazon scrambles to meet newly higher demand.40 But as companies like Amazon boom, many 

smaller start-ups, and even mid-sized tech companies have felt the heat of the pandemic and are 

suffering economically because of it.41 It has become abundantly clear to both corporate 

executives and employees that as other sectors of the global economy reshape so must Silicon 

Valley.42  

43 

Although Silicon Valley is often thought to have the best and brightest minds not only in 

the United States but the world, the region could not have predicted what was about to reshape 

 
39 Tim Bradshaw, “Why Silicon Valley is surviving the pandemic ad crash”, Financial Times, April 30, 2020. 
https://www.ft.com/content/89caa28a-b397-45b7-bd41-1bce7b66f8e8 
40 “Silicon Valley in the pandemic”, The Economist, May 16, 2020. 
https://www.economist.com/business/2020/05/16/silicon-valley-in-the-pandemic 
41 Sarah McBride and Christopher Cannon, “COVID-19 Brings a Reckoning of Layoffs to Silicon Valley”, 
Bloomberg, May 28, 2020. https://www.bloomberg.com/graphics/2020-coronavirus-technology-layoffs/ 
42 Mark Hall, “Looking Ahead: How Silicon Valley Will Be Reshaped In Wake of The Pandemic”, Forbes, May 19, 
2020. https://www.forbes.com/sites/markhall/2020/05/19/silicon-valley-reshaped/#2470f68e2e5e 
43 Sarah McBride and Christopher Cannon, “COVID-19 Brings a Reckoning of Layoffs to Silicon Valley”. 
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the world in March of 2020, except for most notably, Bill Gates.44 Since the novel coronavirus 

hit the United States in the early spring of 2020 Gates noted, “I wish I had done more to call 

attention to the danger”45. Now during a pandemic, it’s likely that the tech industry, and Silicon 

Valley specifically, will pay attention to Gates’s emphasis on public health mainly through its 

investments.46 Mark Hall of Forbes suggests that Silicon Valley tech giants will invest in 

“verticals like biotech, supply chain logistics, productivity or communications” as much as they 

used to in sectors like gaming, cloud storage, or cryptocurrencies.47 WBUR in Boston suggests 

that there might be a particular opportunity in the biotech industry to capitalize on goodwill 

amidst the pandemic saying, “the perception of the pharmaceutical and life sciences industry is 

positioned to shift dramatically from near the bottom of favorability polls currently to much 

higher”.48 

In a capitalist society, it is intuitive that private companies working for the public good 

will do so for a profit. Although increased investment in public health-related verticals is the 

most likely path for Silicon Valley’s pandemic response, Bill Gates would rather it be another 

way. In early February, The Bill and Melinda Gates foundation initially donated $100 million 

towards fighting the COVID-19 pandemic but have since increased their total donation to $250 

million.49 

 
44 Hall, “Looking Ahead: How Silicon Valley Will Be Reshaped In Wake of The Pandemic” 
45 Tom Huddleson Jr., “Bill Gates: ‘I wish I had done more’  to call attention to pandemic danger”, CNBC Make It, 
May 12, 2020. https://www.cnbc.com/2020/05/12/bill-gates-wishes-hed-done-more-to-warn-about-pandemic-
danger.html  
46 Hall, “Looking Ahead: How Silicon Valley Will Be Reshaped In Wake of The Pandemic”. 
47Ibid. 
48 Adrian Ma, “Pandemic Presents PR Opportunity For Biotech, Says New Report”, WBUR, June 25, 2020. 
https://www.wbur.org/bostonomix/2020/06/25/pandemic-presents-pr-opportunity-for-biotech-says-new-report  
 
49 Isobel Asher Hamilton, “Here’s how much of their wealth Silicon Valley billionaires like Bill Gates and Jack 
Dorsey are donating to fight the coronavirus”, Business Insider, April 16,   
2020.https://www.businessinsider.com/silicon-valley-tech-billionaires-wealth-proportion-coronavirus-relief-2020-4  
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Silicon Valley like many other industries will likely evolve to have a far greater portion 

of their employees work remotely.50 When discussing Facebook’s office reopening plan Mark 

Zuckerberg noted that the company would begin “aggressively opening up remote hiring”.51 

Zuckerberg also noted that Facebook is expecting to keep half of its staff working remotely for 

anywhere between 5-10 years and Twitter CEO, Jack Dorsey, announced that he would be open 

to allowing twitter employees to work from home “forever”.52 With the possibility that large 

numbers of workers living in the Bay Area, with a very high cost of living, won’t necessarily 

need to be in the city anymore there could be significant movement out of the area. A shift away 

from such an expensive area will likely hurt the economy of the area, where local governments 

are already trying to address a homelessness crisis.53 

 Throughout the pandemic, it has become clear to many that Silicon Valley does not 

represent this beacon of innovative light for the United States, as it fails to innovate through our 

generation’s most defining crisis. Although this lack of creativity from the region may be a 

surprise to the general public, Silicon Valley insiders like Andrew Grove, Hungarian-born early 

Silicon Valley giant, knew the industry wasn’t all it was cracked up to be.54 In a piece for 

Bloomberg, Grove warned of the dangers of losing America’s “manufacturing prowess” and 

today amid a global pandemic the United States is gravely suffering from a lack of production 

 
50 Hall, “Looking Ahead: How Silicon Valley Will Be Reshaped In Wake of The Pandemic”. 
51 Mario Koran,  “Facebook  expects half of employees to work remotely over next five to 10 years”, The  Guardian, 
May 21, 2020. https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2020/may/21/facebook-coronavirus-remote-working-
policy-extended-
years#:~:text=Facebook%2C%20with%20its%20more%20than,work%20from%20home%20%E2%80%9Cforever
%E2%80%9D.  
52 Koran,  “Facebook  expects half of employees to work remotely over next five to 10 years”. 
53 Gebel, “5 major ways Silicon Valley has changed in the past 10 years”. 
54 David Rotman, “Covid-19 has blown apart the myth of Silicon Valley innovation”, MIT Technology Review, 
April 25, 2020. https://www.technologyreview.com/2020/04/25/1000563/covid-19-has-killed-the-myth-of-silicon-
valley-innovation/ 
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abilities.55 The United States has struggled to keep up with the demand for what consumers have 

looked for while in lockdown but has also struggled to keep front-line health care workers 

protected with personal protective equipment (PPE).56 John Van Reenen, an economist at MIT, 

noted that innovation is the only way that a country as advanced as the United States can grow its 

economy in the long term in response to U.S. productivity numbers sliding over the last 20 

years.57 

 

Topic 2: Climate Change Accountability and Fast Fashion 

Over the past ten years, the United States and the world have come to terms that the 

negative effects that come with climate change are now imminent, but Silicon Valley tech 

companies have both struggled to accept their role in the declining climate and have been 

reluctant to use their innovation to help solve the problem. Clean technologies that would 

provide solutions to cope with or slow down the warming of the planet require more capital and 

engineering than the software that is usually a product of the region.58 Additionally, United 

States policymakers have failed to provide enough incentive for the tech industry to focus on 

creating the miraculous solutions necessary to solve our energy crisis.59 Public leaders in the 

United States assumed that consumer demand would change, but as fossil fuels continue to be 

used widely, it is clear that the responsibility cannot rest on the consumer.60 In recent years, 

 
55 Rotman, “Covid-19 has blown apart the myth of Silicon Valley innovation”. 
56 John Shumway, “Coronavirus Pandemic Causing Shortages In Everything From Cash To Manufacturing 
Supplies”, CBS Local Pittsburgh, July 16, 2020. https://pittsburgh.cbslocal.com/2020/07/16/coronavirus-pandemic-
shortages/ 
57  Rotman, “Covid-19 has blown apart the myth of Silicon Valley innovation”. 
58 Mance, “Silicon Valley is falling short on climate change”. 
59 Dave Pine, Margaret Abe-Konga and Ray Mueller, “Opinion: How Silicon Valley is rising to climate change”, 
The Mercury News, November 26, 2019. https://www.mercurynews.com/2019/11/26/opinion-how-silicon-valley-is-
rising-to-climate-challenge/ 
60 Pine, “Opinion: How Silicon Valley is rising to climate change”. 
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consumers have begun to prioritize their impact on the environment; one study showed that 73% 

of American consumers would “definitely or probably change their consumption habits to reduce 

their impact on the environment”.61 With this consumer priority shift in mind, companies could 

likely benefit from both a public relations and sales standpoint if they began to focus on 

sustainable solutions.  

One of the biggest reasons the tech giants in Silicon Valley have failed to meet the 

challenge of this issue is the model of venture capital.62 James Chen, a former head of research at 

Gain Capital, describes venture capital as “a form of private equity and a type of financing that 

investors provide to startup companies and small businesses that are believed to have long term 

potential”.63 The business model in Silicon Valley has become so dependent on venture capital 

funding that there is almost no way to start a company in the region without it.64 Companies in 

Silicon Valley receive more venture capital funding than in any other region in the country.65  

 
61 “Unpacking the Sustainability Landscape”, Nielsen, November 9, 2019. 
https://www.nielsen.com/us/en/insights/report/2018/unpacking-the-sustainability-landscape/ 
62 Henry Mance, “Silicon Valley is falling short on climate change”, Financial Times, July 25, 2019. 
https://www.ft.com/content/16d3a9c4-aebd-11e9-8030-530adfa879c2 
63 James Chen, “Venture Capital”, Investopedia, February 25, 2020. 
https://www.investopedia.com/terms/v/venturecapital.asp#:~:text=Venture%20capital%20is%20a%20form,and%20
any%20other%20financial%20institutions. 
64 Egon Terplan and Kathryn Mullins, “Prosperity and Opportunity in the Bay Area’s Innovation Economy”. 
65 Ibid. 
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66 

There are several “green” venture capitals in Europe and the United States that put their 

funding towards startups focused on sustainable solutions, but these eco-conscious firms are far 

from the majority.67 Venture capital firms in Silicon Valley, don’t shy away from sustainable 

products because they don’t want to invest in the environment, but rather because the green 

industry has failed them before.68 Between 2010 and 2015, many venture capital firms in Silicon 

Valley invested heavily in solar and other renewable energy and have not seen a significant 

return on investment.69 Most notably, Kleiner Perkins attempted to capitalize on cleantech but 

 
66 Ibid. 
67 Jan Michael Hess, “Smart green VCs you should know”, EcoSummit, September 2019. 
https://ecosummit.net/articles/smart-green-vcs-you-should-know 
68 “With all of Silicon Valley’s startup money, where’s the investment in climate tech?”, Marketplace Tech, 
September 17, 2019. https://www.marketplace.org/shows/marketplace-tech/with-all-of-silicon-valleys-startup-
money-wheres-the-investment-in-climate-tech/ 
69 “With all of Silicon Valley’s startup money, where’s the investment in climate tech?”. 
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failed miserably as a result so the venture capital firm redirected towards more typical 

technology start-ups.70  

71 

The current system of venture capital investment in Silicon Valley prevents startups from 

narrowing in on sustainable solutions because, for many of the venture capital firms, these 

solutions are not seen as profitable. 72  

Silicon Valley’s reputation for failing to make progress on the climate change issue has 

halted slightly due to the rise of Elon Musk’s Tesla.73 The introduction of an all-electric car on to 

the market was a game-changing idea for the automotive industry, but the high price point made 

it near impossible for Tesla to have an impact on the environment.74 More recently, Impossible 

 
70 Mance, “Silicon Valley is falling short on climate change”. 
71 Joint Venture Silicon Valley, “Climate Prosperity: A Greenprint for Silicon Valley”, Silicon Valley Institute for 
Regional Studies, February 2009. https://jointventure.org/images/stories/pdf/greenprint-for-silicon-valley.pdf 
72 James Chen, “Venture Capital” 
73 Mance, “Silicon Valley is falling short on climate change”. 
74 Mance, “Silicon Valley is falling short on climate change”. 



Silicon Valley Cabinet 

 

Foods and Beyond Meat have started offering meat alternatives that are gaining traction 

nationally.75 John Doerr of Kleiner Perkins, the venture capital fund that failed to capitalize off 

clean technology, noted that the success of the environmental movement from companies like 

Impossible Foods and Beyond Meat is still rooted in family offices, instead of the venture firms 

that dominate Silicon Valley.76 With the best and brightest minds focused on raking in as much 

money as possible rather than solving the defining crisis of the era, solutions that are possible 

may never come to fruition. 

Although Silicon Valley may struggle to introduce more sustainable alternatives to their 

current products, many offices of these companies are trying to be “greener”.77 The Mercury 

News reported in 2019 that “more than 20 other cities in Silicon Valley are now exploring 

actions to promote the construction of all-electric new buildings, which is vitally important as 

buildings contribute to 40% of our carbon emissions”.78 This shift in Silicon Valley is setting an 

example for other cities for how they can build decarbonized buildings with an emphasis on 

sustainability.79 

One of the models in Silicon Valley for responsibly handling climate change and fighting 

to take action is the team at Y Combinator, and their efforts to address the climate crisis.80 Y 

Combinator is different from many of the sustainability-focused venture capital firms because it 

does not only focus on “green” companies, representing businesses such as Airbnb, Doordash, 

 
75Ibid. 
76Ibid. 
77 Pine, “Opinion: How Silicon Valley is rising to climate change”. 
78Ibid. 
79Ibid. 
80 Prasoon Kumar, “Silicon Valley’s Plan B to Tackle Climate Change: Is it really taking us forward towards 
sustainability?”, Impakter,  February 7, 2019. https://impakter.com/silicon-valleys-plan-b-to-tackle-climate-change/ 
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Dropbox, and Instacart.81 This financial backing from startups that have become not only 

mainstream but also incredibly profitable has given Y Combinator the freedom to use those 

profits for good.82 Y Combinator’s environmental work and investments can be contextualized 

around a special report published in 2018 by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 

(IPCC).83 In a press release, the IPCC noted that “Limiting global warming to 1.5 deg C would 

require rapid, far-reaching and unprecedented changes in all aspects of society”.84 In that same 

press release, the IPCC outlined a “Plan A” and a “Plan B” for addressing the climate crisis.85 

When the plans were initially outlined, Y Combinator was attempting to make “Plan A” a reality, 

but by 2019 the firm started organizing to tackle “Plan B”.86 This “Plan B” that the IPCC 

outlines supports “frontier technologies” that work to create systems that can take carbon dioxide 

out of the Earth’s atmosphere.87 Y Combinator is dedicated to using its resources to invest in 

technological solutions that may seem out of reach today, but could allow the planet to evade 

disaster in the future.88 

With a great deal of good press and a history-changing invention possible, it can be 

confusing why even Silicon Valley companies with huge profits are refraining from working to 

solve the climate crisis. In an opinion piece for Imptaker, Prasoon Kumar, CEO and Co-Founder 

of billionBricks, explained how Silicon Valley has been drawn into inaction in regards to climate 

 
81 “Y Combinator created a new model for funding early stage startups”, Y Combinator. 
https://www.ycombinator.com/  
82 Kumar, “Silicon Valley’s Plan B to Tackle Climate Change: Is it really taking us forward towards 
sustainability?”. 
83Ibid. 
84 “Summary for Policymakers of IPCC Special Report on Global Warming of 1.5ºC approved by 

Governments”, Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, October 8,2018. 
https://templatelab.com/ipcc-special-report-1.5/ 

85 Kumar, “Silicon Valley’s Plan B to Tackle Climate Change: Is it really taking us forward towards 
sustainability?”. 
86Ibid. 
87Ibid. 
88Ibid. 



Silicon Valley Cabinet 

 

change even though they generally live by the ideology of “being fearless and embracing failure” 

because climate change investments are so risky.89 Anne C. Mulkern of Climate Wire, wrote a 

piece in the Scientific American noting that the region's short-term profit-driven mindset can 

prevent companies from stepping up to invest in green solutions.  

 

Topic 3: Data Security and Breaching 

One of the most prominent issues looming over Silicon Valley is the fight over 

consumer’s privacy on the internet. Silicon Valley’s true loyalty in this fight was revealed once 

California passed the Consumer Privacy Act, which went into effect in January of 2020.90 The 

law granted that consumers have a right to know what information companies about them, along 

with a right to have that information deleted and to opt-out of the sale of their data.91 Even before 

the law went into effect it was clear that Silicon Valley had something to hide as tech giants 

began to plead the federal government for an overreaching bill that would protect the companies 

from having to share their data tracking habits with the consumer.92 These companies hid their 

efforts by saying their campaign against the bill was to protect consumers from laws they 

wouldn’t understand.93 Americans have yet to see the impact of the California Consumer Privacy 

Act in the way Silicon Valley giants behave, but restrictions and punishments haven’t stopped 

the companies from invading consumer privacy before. In May of 2018, strict privacy rules were 

passed in Europe that lead to 4% of Google’s revenues being put directly into paying fines.94 

 
89 Kumar, “Silicon Valley’s Plan B to Tackle Climate Change: Is it really taking us forward towards sustainability?” 
90 Zack Whittaker, “Silicon Valley is terrified of California’s privacy law. Good.”, Tech Crunch, September 19, 
2019. https://techcrunch.com/2019/09/19/silicon-valley-terrified-california-privacy-law/ 
91Ibid. 
92Ibid. 
93Ibid. 
94 Mark Scott, Laurens Cerulus and Steven Overly, “How Silicon Valley gamed the world’s toughest privacy rules”, 
Politico, May 29, 2019. https://www.politico.com/story/2019/05/25/how-silicon-valley-gamed-the-worlds-toughest-
privacy-rules-1466148 
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Many imagined that this loss in revenue would lead to restraint in harvesting data and the 

possibility of smaller competitors being able to compete with Google, but that wasn’t the case.95 

After the legislation was passed, Europe failed to follow up by bringing big fines and aggressive 

enforcement to the industry. In the United States, many fear California's Consumer Privacy Act 

will have the same fate triggered by inaction. 

Even as Silicon Valley tech companies make an effort to hoard their users' data, in many 

instances even they cannot protect it from outside sources. Over the past decade in Silicon 

Valley, numerous companies have been subject to hacks putting consumer’s private information 

and data at risk.96 In 2012 LinkedIn was targeted with a phishing attack that compromised more 

than  6.5 million LinkedIn members’ data.97 Phishing is a cybercrime “in which a target or 

targets are contacted by email, telephone or text message by someone posing as a legitimate 

institution to lure individuals into providing sensitive data such as personally identifiable 

information, banking, and credit card details, and passwords”.98 The LinkedIn hack in 2012 was 

one of the first times the general public realized that their information could be compromised and 

that the tech industry was not necessarily there to protect them.99 

 
95 Scott, “How Silicon Valley gamed the world’s toughest privacy rules”. 
96 Eric Chabrow, “Russian Indicted for Breach of Three Silicon Valley Companies”, Bank Info Security, October 22, 
2016. https://www.bankinfosecurity.com/russian-indicted-for-breach-three-silicon-valley-companies-a-9476 
97Ibid. 
98 “What is Phishing?”, Phishing.Org, 2020. https://www.phishing.org/what-is-phishing 
99  Eric Chabrow, “Russian Indicted for Breach of Three Silicon Valley Companies”. 
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Although the 2012 LinkedIn phishing attack was serious and drew attention to the risks 

of security breaches within the tech industry, today the risk has increased immensely. In 2018 it 

became clear that internet users of all kinds were at more risk than ever before when Cambridge 

Analytica obtained the data of 50 million Facebook users while working for President Trump’s 

campaign.101 Although Cambridge Analytica violated Facebook’s privacy policy once they 

obtained user’s information, their retrieval of the data complied with the policy in its entirety.102 

When users agree to the often read over “Terms and Conditions” agreement they agree to give up 

their autonomy over their data.103 

A great deal of the problems with data security within the tech industry falls within the 

way the “Terms and Conditions” agreements are set up. Companies usually use one of two 

strategies to avoid being held accountable for the data collection they rely on to target consumers 

for advertisements.104 Many companies use the strategy of making the agreements too long and 

too wordy for any casual consumer to read through; Apple and Facebook are notorious for using 

this strategy, creating “Terms and Conditions” that come in at 20,000 and 15,000 words 

respectively.105 The second strategy, built-in response to these long and wordy agreements, is 

when companies keep their agreements purposefully short and vague so they seem to be 

transparent while the vagueness gives the company wiggle room.106 In addition to those 

strategies, companies will write agreements that are not meant to be understood by users, coded 

in complex legal jargon that someone downloading a new app on to their phone is not prepared 

 
101 “It’s Not a Data Breach. It’s Big Data in the Hands of Silicon Valley”, Incitrio, March 21, 2018. 
https://incitrio.com/its-not-a-data-breach-its-big-data-in-the-hands-of-silicon-valley/ 
102 Ibid. 
103 Ibid. 
104 Natasha Lomas, Romain Dillet, “Terms And Conditions Are The Biggest Lie Of Our Industry”, Tech Crunch, 
August 21, 2015. https://techcrunch.com/2015/08/21/agree-to-disagree/  
105 Natasha Lomas, Romain Dillet, “Terms And Conditions Are The Biggest Lie Of Our Industry”. 
106 Ibid. 
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for.107 As more and more users become pieces of data to be bought and sold, and as more 

politicians draw attention to it, the less likely they are to buy or use products that are exploiting 

them for their data.108 Before there are alternatives to the tech industry’s biggest names that are 

willing to be open about their use of user’s data, it is likely in Silicon Valley’s best interest to 

open up with consumers about their data use.109 

 

Topic 4: Big Bets: Space Race and AI 

As much as Silicon Valley tech companies may be lagging behind in some ethical issues, 

they are undoubtedly making great strides in the complex technological world of artificial 

intelligence and space travel. As established Silicon Valley companies have already created 

immense success and even monopolies within their specific realm of work, some have looked 

towards expanding into other industries like AI and space travel. 

Although functioning AI is fairly new, the idea has been around for decades in sci-fi 

novels and our imaginations, but the AI that’s been created and is being used in Silicon Valley is 

not something of the movies.110 Although AI  may seem scary to some, it is being integrated into 

our systems that already exist, instead of existing on its own.111 AI is already changing how 

hospitals practice medicine; many AI systems have been implemented across leading hospitals to 

assist in diagnosing diseases in clinics and on user’s personal devices.112 Autonomous self-

driving cars and trucks are examples of how artificial intelligence systems can be so deeply 

 
107 Natasha Lomas, Romain Dillet, “Terms And Conditions Are The Biggest Lie Of Our Industry” 
108 Ibid. 
109 Ibid. 
110 Sunny Betz, “15 Silicon Valley AI Companies Making Sci-Fi Reality”, Built in SF, February 3, 2020. 
https://www.builtinsf.com/2019/12/23/silicon-valley-ai-companies 
111 Cogito Tech LLC, “Where is Artificial Intelligence Used Today?”, Medium, December 4, 2019. 
https://becominghuman.ai/where-is-artificial-intelligence-used-today-3fd076d15b68 
112 Ibid. 
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integrated into the mechanics of a product that it can function completely autonomously while 

also being “aware” of its surroundings. 113 In the agricultural sector, AI has been used to enhance 

both the yield and productivity of farmland as automated AI machines monitor the fields to track 

the health conditions of crops and soil.114 

Although AI works well in specific sectors, it has been able to flourish within our 

personal technology as it learns from people’s everyday lives. Siri and Alexa, Apple, and 

Amazon’s digital voice assistants respectively, are applications of AI fully integrated into 

society.115 One of the most successful and complicated parts of the systems that create both Siri 

and Alexa is their natural language generation and processing (NLP).116 NLP allows artificial 

intelligence systems to understand the content that is created by humans, either written or spoken 

and then respond to that content in a way that the human can understand.117 Many jobs experts 

view NLP as a key threat to AI infiltrating the human job market, and in the past decade, the 

world has already seen a 15x increase of jobs that are being threatened by AI.118 

 
113 Ibid. 
114 Ibid. 
115 Bernard Marr, “Are Alexa And Siri Considered AI?” Forbes. 
https://bernardmarr.com/default.asp?contentID=1830#:~:text=Alexa%20and%20Siri%2C%20Amazon%20and,integ
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116  Ibid. 
117  Ibid. 
118 Louis Columbus, “10 Charts That Will Change Your Perspective On Artificial Intelligence's Growth” Forbes, 
January 12, 2018. https://www.forbes.com/sites/louiscolumbus/2018/01/12/10-charts-that-will-change-your-
perspective-on-artificial-intelligences-growth/#69b2a3c94758  



Silicon Valley Cabinet 

 

119 

In recent years, developments in AI have also allowed its error rates to fall below the 

average human in tests like object detection.120 

121 

The tech industry has come to the consensus that as AI expands into the overall job 

market, lower-paid workers with labor driven will struggle as the owners of these companies 

benefit from the cutting of costs that comes with increased AI integration.122 As AI continues to 

grow and expand leaders of the tech industry will be faced with the decision to prioritize their 

 
119 Louis Columbus, “10 Charts That Will Change Your Perspective On Artificial Intelligence's Growth”. 
120 Ibid. 
121 Ibid. 
122 Nick Heath, “More money for the rich, fewer jobs for everyone else: The price of the coming AI revolution”, 
Tech Republic, January 20, 2019. https://www.techrepublic.com/article/more-money-for-the-rich-fewer-jobs-for-
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workers or company profits, and consumers will likely punish companies that place their values 

incorrectly. 

In the history of space exploration, these extra-terrestrial endeavors have been limited to 

governmental-based programs as they were the only groups with the funding to explore space but 

as Silicon Valley companies revenues skyrocket, they now have the financial capabilities to be 

on par with governments collecting taxes from millions of citizens.123 The main Silicon Valley 

executives setting their sights on space are Jeff Bezos, with his company Blue Origins, and Elon 

Musk, with his company SpaceX.124 Bezos founded Blue Origins in 2000 and at an event in 

2019, he outlined “an ambitious vision of the future of the human species” that includes dramatic 

floating colonies in space.125 Although Bezos may sound out of his mind, he understands that his 

dream is a good way down the line and hopes that he can create an infrastructure now to make 

his dreams possible in the future. 

Elon Musk’s SpaceX was founded in 2002 and has since become the first private 

company to successfully launch a spacecraft into orbit and return it safely.126 SpaceX was 

founded with the goal of making affordable space travel a reality.127 Elon Musk has big dreams 

in space just like Jeff Bezos, but Musk’s long-term goal is to colonize Mars for human beings to 

survive there for the long term. 128 

 
123 Murto Hilali, “The Silicon Valley Space Race”, The Startup, May 24, 2019. https://medium.com/swlh/the-
silicon-valley-space-race-9d2f3e0d1c4c 
124 Ibid. 
125 Ibid. 
126 Alison Eldridge, “SpaceX: American corporation” Britannica, July 23, 2020. 
https://www.britannica.com/topic/SpaceX 
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Whether it be through artificial intelligence we interact with every day like Siri or Alexa 

or our childlike fantasy to one day go to outer space, Silicon Valley’s focus on dramatic 

technological innovation has the attention of not only the United States, but the world. 

 

Questions to Consider: 
 
Topic 1: Pandemic Response 

● How have your company and employees been hurt by the pandemic? Is that different or 

similar to most other companies in the tech industry? 

● Does donating or directing company efforts towards fighting COVID-19 hurt or benefit 

your company from financial and public relations perspectives? 

Topic 2: Climate Change 

● Are you willing to invest in finding solutions to big questions like solving climate change 

with the risk of financial distress? 

● Are you willing to work with other companies to work towards finding greener solutions? 

● Do proposed solutions to climate change pose a risk to your revenue / business model? 

Topic 3: Data and Security 

● How will your company’s morally dubious actions affect sales as consumers become 

more aware of your business practices? 

● How does your company’s handling of data and security compare to others in the tech 

industry? 

● How will you defend your use of user’s data if consumers ask questions? 

Topic 4: Big Bets: Space Race and AI 
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● How can you use sweeping innovation in fields like AI and Space flight to advertise 

smaller products available to the broader public? 

● Is investing in flashy fields like space flight beneficial to your company? 
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