BuzzWord of the Month:  SPAM
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We all have experienced spam - no, not the greasy, porkine variety that comes in a can - but the e-mail type that so many of us deal with on a daily basis.  The variety of spam that we see in our In-boxes is also called “Unsolicited Bulk E-mail (UBE)”.  So, what exactly is the proper definition of spam?  From Webster’s Reference Dictionary on-line:

spam  (sp
Unsolicited e-mail, often of a commercial nature, sent indiscriminately to multiple mailing lists, individuals, or newsgroups; junk e-mail.

v. spammed, spam·ming, spams 
To send unsolicited e-mail to. 

To send (a message) indiscriminately to multiple mailing lists, individuals, or newsgroups.  
[From Spam(probably inspired by a comedy routine on the British television series Monty Python's Flying Circus, in which the word is repeated incessantly).]
The State of Washington also defines spam on its website: An electronic message is "spam" IF: (1) the recipient's personal identity and context are irrelevant because the message is equally applicable to many other potential recipients; AND (2) the recipient has not verifiably granted deliberate, explicit, and still-revocable permission for it to be sent; AND (3) the transmission and reception of the message appears to the recipient to give a disproportionate benefit to the sender. 

The State further defines, “Unsolicited means that you lack affirmative consent from the recipient. If you found an address on a web page, on a mailing list, or on Usenet, you don't have consent. If you got an address in gift, sale or trade, you don't have consent. If someone gave you an address for a particular purpose (for example, a commercial transaction, information about your products, or after-sales support) you only have consent to use it for that particular purpose. Use for any other purpose requires a new consent. Bulk means that you sent a substantively similar message to more than 200 addresses a day. A message that differs from recipient to recipient only by details (e.g. the recipient's name, account number, blocks of random words, characters, numbers, or non-rendered text) is the same message. A message that uses different wording to express the same idea is the same message. If you send the same message to 200 different people day after day, it's spam.”
The definitions are nice to know, but what can we do about it?  Here are a few tips:
1.  Stop Web-surfing.  Okay, that may not be likely.  But, as you probably know, by visiting certain websites you run the risk of an invisible download of “cookies” (that could be another buzz-word, eh?) into your computer which can reveal information about you – such as your e-mail address – to the website.  Some websites develop lists of e-mail names and sell them to “spammers”.
2.  Install “Anti-Spam” software on your system.  There are literally hundreds of these applications for sale.  Some are very expensive, others more affordable.  Most probably do a pretty good job at blocking spam, but they all may accidentally block valid e-messages as well.  If you use this type of product, you will want to continually refine the “black-list” of keywords or phrases that you are attempting to block as well as check your “spam in box” for valid messages.
3.  Unsubscribe.  Some messages are “spam” by definition, but may actually be something you actually signed up for – for example, by agreeing to receive notices from valid businesses such as Amazon or Borders Books.  Most valid, legitimate, businesses and organizations give you the opportunity to “unsubscribe” to their e-messages.  This is a better way to handle unwanted e-mail than to add them to your anti-spam “black-list”.  HOWEVER, BE AWARE, that some not-so-legitimate spammers also act as if they will give you an opportunity to unsubscribe.  Many of these actually use this action to create more lists and it is virtually guaranteed that you will get even more spam!  You should never click on links, open attachments, or “unsubscribe” to these offensive spammers.
It’s a jungle out there in spamland!  There are laws on some states’ books, but nothing at the Federal level yet.  The State of Washington passed a law in 1998 which was upheld by the state Supreme Court in 2001.  According to the Secretary of State website, this law “makes it illegal to send unsolicited commercial e-mail that has been addressed in a false or misleading way or has a deceptive subject line intended to conceal the message’s true content. These types of email are especially troubling because they can cheat consumers out of their money, undermine consumer confidence in online commerce and harm legitimate Internet marketers.”

“While many unsolicited e-mail messages are annoying, not all fall into the illegal category. Even if a message does not violate Washington’s anti-spam law, it should still be viewed with caution. Messages may contain advertisements for pornography, get-rich-quick schemes and other ploys that violate state law, are offensive, or are inappropriate for viewing by children.” 

I wish you luck in controlling spam.  It is certainly not an easy thing to do!
